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“The net costs of public assistance for illegal
immigrants and the U.S. workers they displace
will be between $207 and $280 billion . . . for the
decade 1995-2004.

Illegal Immigrants
Are an
Economic Burden

Donald L. Huddle

Many critics argue that illegal immigrants in America take jobs
away from U.S. citizens and take advantage of social services. In
jche fpllowing viewpoint, Donald L. Huddle argues that illegal
immigrants drain billions of dollars from many sectors of gov-
ernment and the economy. Huddle contends that U.S. policies
contribute to this growing crisis. Huddle is a professor emeritus
of economics at Rice University in Houston.

As you read, consider the following questions:

. What percentage of illegal immigrants are low-skilled,
according to INS data cited by Huddle?

. Accor.dlng to Huddle, which states bear the greatest burden
from illegal immigrants?

. How do asylum-seekers become illegal immigrant '
S,
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Rising public concern over the fiscal costs of immigration at
both national and local levels has intensified a search for politi-
cal and administrative answers. Major states of immigration set-
tlement—California, Texas, Florida and New York—are pressing
Washington in the courts and in Congress for reimbursement of
the costs to them of public assistance to rising numbers of ille-
gal immigrants due to federal indifference and inaction. Pressed
to find new savings, Congress has tightened eligibility condi-
tions for some immigrant public assistance programs. . . .

The Social Costs of Job Displacement

According to the Council of Economic Advisers in their 1994
report to President Clinton, between 1981 and 1990 about two
million full-time workers per year lost their jobs. These workers
spent an average of 30 weeks unemployed, and of those who
found new employment one-third lost more than 20% of prior
earnings. The impact of job loss was much greater, however, for
the low-skilled and less educated. The real income of the bot-
tom 60% of American families was more than 20% lower by the
early 1990s than 20 years earlier. By 1993 those with less than a
high school education had a 12.5% unemployment rate com-
pared with 3.5% for those with a college degree. Those with a
high school degree had an unemployment rate of 7.2% com-
pared with about 2% for those with advanced and professional
degrees. The 8.7 million unemployed lost $197 billion in wages
in 1993 alone, about 7% less than in 1992, a recession year. A
major part of the loss was sustained by low-skill labor.

In 1982, federal payments to a displaced worker with depen-
dents averaged around $7,000. By 1993, the annual cost for an
unemployed worker who qualified for Medicaid, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children {AFDC), food stamps, unemployment
compensation, and general assistance had risen to more than
$11,000.

The question is: how much unemployment was caused by dis-
placement and what was the cost? We begin by asking how
many illegal aliens were residing in the United States by 19947
The exact number is unknown, but estimates by the INS [Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service], the Census Bureau, and the
Center for Immigration Studies (CIS) place the number at be-
tween 4 and 5.4 million. INS data indicate that approximately
86% of the undocumented are low-skilled and that 77% are
working. Thus, 2.65 to 3.58 million illegals by these estimates
are working in low-skill jobs in the U.S. as of 1994. Given that
the overall U.S. unemployment rate was lower than the norm
during the 1994 economic recovery, we further conservatively
estimate at the current time a displacement rate of 25%, i.e.,
each 100 working low-skill illegals displace 25 U.S. low-skill
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workers. Then between 663,000 and 894,000 U.S. workers were
displaced during 1994. The final adjustment accounts for the
fact that not all displaced workers actually qualify for Medicaid
and other social programs. Thus, we lower per capita program
costs by using only the average utilization rate for each program
by the unemployed and arrive at an adjusted total cost of $3.6 to
$4.6 billion in 1994 due to displacement.

While $3.6 to $4.6 billion is not a huge number compared
with the total losses of the 8.7 million unemployed, we must re-
member that it represents only the public service costs of dis-
placement, i.e., what it costs the U.S. taxpayer. The displaced
worker himself loses many times this amount in wages and ben-
efits. Nor is this the end of the story, for the undocumented also
consume public resources that must now be accounted for.

The Costs of Public Assistance

It is true that some federal and state programs are off limits to
the undocumented. But others are not. For example, in the Texas
School Case Plyler v. Doe, Guardian, et al., five of nine justices of
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that children of illegal aliens had
a constitutional right to a free public education. Free public edu-
cation includes not only primary-secondary education for the
undocumented, but also for the "citizen chiidren” of illegal im-
migrants, i.e., children born to illegal aliens residing in the
United States who become citizens by right of birth here. Illegal
aliens and their children are also eligible for other education-
related programs including student aid, public higher education,
school lunch, AFDC, compensatory education, Head Start, adult
education, and bilingual education

Ille.gal aliens with citizen children also qualify for food stamps;
housing assistance: women, infants, and children (WIC); unem-
ployment compensation: job training; Medicaid; the earned in-
come tax credit; and general assistance. Illegal aliens also cause
other costs such as criminal justice and corrections, the costs of
}‘egleral and state highway maintenance, social security for the
injured and disabled (SSI); and costs of county and city ser-

V}ces—health, police, fire, libraries, parks and recreation, judi-
cial, legal, highways, sewage, welfare, and administration.

As part of a broader study for Carrying Capacity Network, a
nonprofit, nonpartisan organization devoted to the study of envi-
‘ronmental_ and population issues, the education, social cost, and
Incarceration costs of illegal aliens and their citizen children was
estimated for the year 1993. The study used a wide variety of fed-
eral and state government documents, such as the 1990 Census
the Statistical Abstract of the U.S., the Economic Report to thé
President, the Digest of Education Statistics, and U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce data among many others, to determine the
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cost of illegal immigration by each cost category. For example, the
cost of primary-secondary education was found to be $4.4 billion
in 1993. This was determined by using the national per capita
cost of K~12 education of $6,336 for a school-age population of il-
legals of 689,520 (80% of school-age illegals). Using census data
once again, we determined that there were 557,940 school-age
citizen children, of whom 446,352 were actually in school accord-
ing to the 1990 Census, costing a total of $2.8 billion. This same
procedure was followed for some 25 cost categories with appro-
priate modifications of data for each public service.

More Reliance on Public Assistance 4

Where more direct data were not available, the actual recipi-
ency rate of immigrants—for example the 1990 Census showed
that 86% of noncitizen immigrant children attended school
K-12—was adjusted by the actual immigrant public assistance
recipient rate of 44.2% from the 1990 Census. This means that
immigrants, on average, receive 44.2% more public assistance
weighted by the frequency of receipt and the amount of assis-
tance received than does the remainder of the U.S. population.
For example, the 52.5% of school-age population getting free
school lunch was increased to 75.7% of school-attending illegals
due to their greater poverty and public service recipiency rates.

Using a similar methodology, the total of all public service
costs for illegal aliens and their citizen children was calculated
to be between $19.6 and $26.5 billion depending upon whether
we apply the INS estimate of 4 million illegals or the CIS esti-
mate of 5.4 million illegals, the latter including 550,000 citizen
children. The most costly individual programs were public edu-
cation, $5.6 to $7.6 billion; county and city services, $5.8 to $7.8
billion; social security, $2.6 to $3.5 billion; and bilingual educa-
tion, $1.3 to $1.7 billion. From the $19.6 to $26.5 billion total
must be subtracted all city, county, state, and federal taxes paid
by the undocumented totaling $7.6 to $10.3 billion. Total costs
minus the total taxes paid in results in total net costs of between
$12 to $16.2 billion. When public service costs are added to the
average $4.1 billion displacement costs for U.S. workers the
overall total cost range is then between $15.6 and $20.8 billion
in 1994,

Projecting Future Costs

The Carrying Capacity Network study also projected the fu-
ture costs of illegal immigration to the United States. By assum-
ing no changes in policy or enforcement, the nation's illegal im-
migrant population was projected to rise from 5.1 million to 8.1
million by the year 2003,

The Carrying Capacity Network study conservatively projects
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that the stock of illegal settlers will grow by an average of
300,000 per year based on current estimates of the Immigration
and Naturalization Service. These figures represent the net
growth of the stocks of illegal immigrants after taking into ac-
count projected emigration and death rates of 1.5% and 5%, re-
spectively. It is also assumed that tax collections will grow by
4.87% annually and that the skill profile of illegal immigrants
entering after 1993 and the displacement factor of 25% will
both continue.

There is considerable evidence, however, that would support
even higher projections of illegal immigration than these if cur-
rent policies are continued. For example, the Center for Immj-
gration Studies finds that there were 1.21 million immigrants
nationally in 1992, if asylum entrants are included (given that
about two-thirds of asylees become, de facto, illegal immigrants
by not appearing for their hearings). The Center expects this
number to continue rising along with total immigration. The
Census Bureau's 1992 high projection of all immigration is 1.37
million annually by 2080. Demographers Dennis Ahlburg and
James Vaupel find total immigration rising to 2 million by 2080.
The INS itself raised its own estimate of illegal immigration
from 200,000 yearly to 300,000 yearly. Further increases may
well be in store for the U.S. given deteriorating economic and
political conditions in Mexico and the Third World.

Using our previous estimates of illegal alien stocks of 4 to 5.4
million and growth by 300,000 yearly, we find that the net costs
of public assistance for illegal immigrants and the U.S. workers
they displace will be between $207 and $280 billion in present
value 1994 dollars for the decade 1995-2004. . . .

Clearly, the current and prospective costs of education and
public assistance for illegal immigrants, their citizen children,
and those they displace is a massive diversion of federal and
state resources from alternative investments with greater poten-
tial return. Hardest hit by the state and local shares of these
costs are California, New York, Texas, Florida, New Jersey, and
lllinois, where nearly 80% of illegal immigrants settle. Since the
late 1980s the federal government has actually cut back its con-
tribution to state-run assistance programs to refugee and other
humanitarian entrants, while increasing the numbers admitted.

Other Costs and Benefits

Obviously the major driving force behind illegal immigration
is jobs for the illegal him or herself and a hard working, compli-
ant, nonunion labor force for the employer—a labor force that
Insures lower costs and higher profits for employers. Survey
data indicate that illegal immigrants also come for a better life
for both themselves and their children, including a better educa-
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tion. Many illegals who originally came just to earn money
change their objectives as they are in the U.S. longer and assim-
ilate to the blue-jean and fast food culture and the possibility of
upward mobility.

Pro-immigration advocates have often pointed out that by ben-
efiting the employer’s bottom line, and by spending their earn-
ings in the U.S., illegals also help to create jobs. George Borjas,
an immigration researcher and professor of economics at the i
University of California at San Diego, finds that immigrants, le- |
gal and illegal, probably contribute about $6 billion net income
yearly to the U.S. economy. This is less than one-tenth of 1% of
our $6 trillion gross national product (GNP).

Borjas finds two offsetting effects. First, he estimates that
native-born workers lose $114 billion a year from immigrant |
competition for jobs in the way of wage depression. On the |
other hand, employers and owners of capital gain about $120 1
billion per year from the same wage effect. This class of win- i
ners includes the more affluent middle class who hire immi- g
grants for nannies, gardeners, and home remodeling jobs. |

The above income effects are for all immigration, legal and il-
legal. Illegal immigrants constitute almost 25% of all immigrants
arriving since the year 1969. Thus, the gross wage loss imposed
by them on the native-born would be about $28.5 billion and
the gain they yield to their employers and the affluent would be
about $30 billion. The overall net gain to employers in the pri-
vate sector minus the losses of native-born employees due to il-
legal immigration is the difference of $1.5 billion.

However, this overall net gain to the economy of $1.5 billion is
more than offset by the public service, education, and incarcer-
ation costs of illegal immigrants of between $15.6 and $20.8 bil-
lion yearly, resulting in an overall loss for both public and pri-
vate of between $14.1 and $19.3 billion as of 1994,

Environmental Costs

Among other costs not included up to this point are costs re-
lated to the environment, which accompany population growth.
These include costs of compliance with clean air and clean wa-
ter acts, preservation of wetlands, and toxic waste disposal. One
example of such costs that the Carrying Capacity Network study
was able to determine was the uncompensated environmental
and resource costs of operating motor vehicles. These costs, es-
timated at $.30 per mile by the Todd Littman study in 1993, are
projected to total $2.8 to $3.8 billion in 1994 dollars, depending
upon whether the resident population of illegals is 4 million or
5.4 million, and are projected to total between $31.2 and $42.2
billion over the 1994 to 2004 decade.

Adding the environmental costs of driving to the prior national
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deficit results in an overall private, public, and environmental
cost of between $16.9 and $23.1 billion in 1994 and approxi-
mately $175 billion to $240 billion over the 1994 to 2004 decade.

Other costs not addressed in the current study would add bil-
lions more to the above totals. The major costs not quantifiable
at the current time are: the costs of public assistance obtained
by ineligible immigrants through fraud; the costs of screening,
admitting, and administering illegals in federal Departments of
Justice, Health and Human Services, Labor, and State; costs in
border communities and states of subsidized education for for-
eign commuter students illegally receiving residential tuition
rates in public school and colleges; the value of income taxes
and other non-FICA [Social Security] taxes foregone because of
the unemployment of displaced U.S. workers and due to de-
pressed wages, or the costs of retraining and relocation aid to
them; other environmental costs including the compliance costs
of the clean air and water acts, preservation of wetlands, and
disposal of toxic waste; finally we have not added the costs to
which all legal residents contribute: national defense, national

parks, interest on the national debt, and subsidies to govern-
ment enterprises.

Avoiding Future Costs

It is by now obvious that the current high levels of illegal im-
migration are costly to the taxpayer. In the private sector, there
is a trade-off. The affluent middle class and owners of capital
gain substantially from the cheap labor of illegal aliens. Compet-
ing laborers, particularly the low-skill, non-college workers, lose
out from displacement and wage depression, more than offset-
ting the private sector’s gains. The public sector losses are very
large while the private sector gains and losses are more or less
offsetting. But, while largely offsetting, the private sector
changes greatly worsen the income distribution between the
"haves” and the "have nots."” This increasing gap exacerbates an
already bad situation arising from the continuing international-
ization of the economy and rapid technological change, both in-
fluences that have caused the loss of millions of high-wage fac-
tory and industrial jobs in the U.S. Reflecting these changes,
U.S. income distribution is at its most unequal level since such
statistics have been kept. The lowest one-fifth of the population
now receives only 4.4% of aggregate income while the top one-
fifth receives 44.6%.

In poll after poll large majorities of Americans, including
native-born and Hispanic immigrants, want to curtail illegal im-
migration. This has not happened. The major governmental at-
tempt to control and reduce illegal immigration was the Immi-
gration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) in 1986. IRCA was a
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compromise: more than three million former illegal aliens who
had been residents in the U.S. since before 1982 were given
amnesty. This included almost a millio_n specia}l agricultu.ral
workers {SAWs) who received special dispensation for hav1r}g
worked in United States seasonal agriculture for at least six
months. The latter were needed, it was argued by powerful agri-
cultural interests, to insure that the crops didn't spoil in the
fields. The trade-off was that business interests allowed an
employer-sanctions bill to pass. This requirt?d empl'oyers to re-
quest identification from all new workers hired to insure their
legality, or else face stiff fines. To make the system workable, ‘
the border patrol and INS were to receive adequate resources to |
keep our borders secure and to check the documentation of new |
business hires. |

Major Federal and State Benefit
Programs Used by Immigrants

Aid to Families with Dependent Children {AFDC)
Supplemental Security Income (SS])

General Assistance

Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
Community Development Grants

Foster care, adoption assistance, and child welfare
Medicaid, emergency services and services for pregnant women E
State and local medical care

School lunch and breakfast programs
Headstart

Job Training Partnership Act

Title IV for Higher Education

Block grants for social services

Adult Education Grants . N |
Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and other child nutrition

Home Energy Assistance

Source: Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress

Immediately after IRCA passed, the nqm_bers of illegal aliens
apprehended at the border dropped precipitously—from almost
1.8 million in 1986 to 1.2 million in 1987 and 950,000 by 1989—
as potential illegal entrants waited to see if the new system
would work effectively. However, by 1990 bord_e1" apprehen-
sions were once again on the rise, reaching 1.3 million in 1993,
95% of whom were of Mexican origin, as the government failed
to provide sufficient resources to the INS and border patrol.
Both continued to be underfunded while factories churned out
millions of fraudulent identification documents. Although most
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“It is estimated that [illegal immigrants] pay

‘ more money in taxes than they receive in social
services.”

lllegal Immigrants
Are Not an
Economic Burden

Frank Sharry

In the following viewpoint, Frank Sharry maintains that illegal
Immigrants are hard workers who use few government services.
Sharry contends that illegal immigrants are unjustly blamed for
Amer%ca’s cconomic problems. He insists that the number of il-
lega}l immigrants entering the United States and the extent of
their dependence on social services are greatly exaggerated.
Sharry is the executive director of the National Immigration Fo-
rum, an advocacy organization in Washington, D.C.

As you read, consider the following questions:

L. According to Sharry, what percentage of illegal immigrants
come from Mexico?
2. In the author’s opinion, what is the effect of policies
targeting illegal immigrants already in the United States?
- Where does the majority of illegal immigrants’ taxes go
according to Sharry? ’

From Frank Sharry, "Myths, Realities, and Solutions,”
1994 by The Council of State Governments, Lexingto
Spectrum: The Journal of State Government.

Spectrum, Winter 1994, Copyright
n, Ky. Reprinted with permission from

84

The debate over immigration into the United States has heated
up considerably. The covers of national magazines showcase the
growing backlash against immigrants and the growing diversity
of our population. Television and news accounts trumpet dra- |
matic events, new policy proposals and the latest opinion poll. In
fact, polls suggest the majority of Americans favor reducing the |
number of immigrants and refugees admitted to the country, |
They also make clear that Americans are confused about basic |
facts and actual effect of newcomers on society.

As the debate intensifies, the issue of illegal immigration is
emerging as a primary focus of national concern and policy de-
bate. Some argue our borders are out of control, that too many
people are entering the United States illegally and that they are
costing Americans jobs and taxes. They argue we should “cut
off the magnet” of services, even if it means denying emergency
medical assistance to undocumented immigrants and denying
K-12 public school admission to undocumented children. Some
promote the idea of a national identification scheme in which
those who reside in the United States illegally are denied em-
ployment and services.

Others argue the problem of illegal immigration is wildly ex-
aggerated, and that some politicians and interest groups are us-
ing fear tactics to win votes and raise money. They say undocu-
mented immigrants are freedom-seeking risk-takers who take ‘;
jobs American workers refuse and avoid using government ser- “
vices for fear of being detected and deported. They view efforts
to drive undocumented immigrants out of the country as an
ugly outgrowth of anti-immigrant sentiment, which is based less
on a careful analysis of real problems, and more on economic
uncertainty, racial fears and mean-spirited scapegoating.

How can the uninitiated make sense out of this controversial |
and emotional debate? |

What the Facts Are

First, let's start by asking the right questions: What are the |
facts about numbers, composition and impacts of immigrants, |
and in particular, those who enter illegally? Do they take jobs, |
reduce wages and drain budgets as some claim? Or do they
stimulate economic growth by working hard, keeping certain in-
dustries competitive and avoiding government services? What is
the impact of immigrants, especially those who are here ille-
gally, on state governments? Finally, what can be done to ad-
dress the problems that exist?

Second, let's commit to a rational discussion based on facts;
figures and findings, and avoid the hype and hysteria that only
distorts the debate. If we do, we can calibrate policy reforms to
avoid doing harm and deal with specific problems amenable to
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dom, family and work.

policy responses.
How do most immigrants enter the United States? Most immi-
grants enter the United States legally. The most common mis-
conception in the immigration debate is that most enter illegally.
According to a poll taken for Time magazine, when Americans
were asked how most immigrants come into the United States,
64 percent answered “illegally,” and 24 percent said "legally.”
However, the Immigration and Naturalization Service reports
that in fiscal 1992, 810,000 refugees and immigrants were
legally admitted from overseas, and that an estimated 300,000
entered illegally. Furthermore, the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service estimated in October 1992 that the total population
of those in the country illegally was 3.2 million. The five states
with the largest estimated numbers of undocumented immi-
grants are California (1.3 million); New York (485,000); Florida
(345,000); Texas (320,000); and Illinois (170,000). A total of 31
states had fewer than 10,000 undocumented immigrants. What
this means is:
® Eight of 11 newcomers to the United States each year enter
legally.
° Those residing in the United States illegally represent 1.25
percent of the population.
® In California, where the debate is especially heated, the un-

documented immigrants comprise 4 percent of the state
population.

° To the extent there are im
handful of states.

Other facts defy stereotypes regarding illegal immigration into
the United State

s. For example, the top three nationalities of un-
documented immigrants in New York are Ecuadoran, Ttalian
and Polish. In fact, on a national basis, Mexicans are the lead
group, but only comprise 30 percent of the undocumented im-
migrant population. And nearly half of the 300,000 immigrants
who settle in the United States illegally each year do not sneak
across the U.S.-Mexico border. They arrive legally with tourist
or student visas and remain beyond their expiration date.

Another common misconception is that one can distinguish le-
gal and undocumented immigrants on sight. In fact, many un-
documented immigrants live in "mixed” households, where some
residents are legal and others are not, Many are on their way to
becoming legalized: and many, like their legal counterparts, are
here to reunite with families, find shelter from political, religious
or ethnic violence at home, or to obtain a decent wage.

pacts, these are concentrated in a

The Causes of Illegal Immigration

What causes illegal migration? People move in search of free-
The causes of uncontrolled migration in-
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volve economic disparities, underdevelopment, political up-
heavals, oppression, population pressures and environmental
destruction. On a personal level, most people migrate by choice.
They want to provide for their tamily, to seek freedom and op-
portunity, to reunite with family members and to give their chil-
dren a brighter future. Others leave out of necessity. They leave
to escape the knock on the door in the middle of the night, to
flee the bombs and bullets of civil war, to get out from under
the grinding boot of oppression and tyranny. Migration, particu-
larly across national boundaries, is not generally for the tired
and poor, but for the strong and courageous. Giving up the
known for the unknown is an option chosen by risk-takers. Not
surprisingly, most international migrants are young, and, con-
trary to popular belief, women make up nearly half of the popu-
lation. Trends indicate the percentage of women on the move
will increase in the coming decade.

Not Here for a Handout

Proposition 187 supporters claim that illegal aliens are flooding
California in search of welfare, free health care, and education.
Nonetheless, there is no evidence that Hispanic immigrants—
legal or illegal—come to the United States looking for a handout.
Even before Proposition 187 passed, illegal aliens were ineligible
for welfare benefits, although any of their children born in the
United States may receive assistance. Contrary to the image of
Hispanic immigrants living off welfare, the vast majority of His-
panic immigrants work. Indeed, 86 percent of Mexican men over

16 years of age are in the labor force, compared with only 75 per-
cent of non-Hispanic whites.

Linda Chavez, Crisis, February 1995.

Given world population growth and the prevalence of poverty
and political violence in the developing world, is the United
States destined to be overrun by illegal immigration?

Most international migrants stay within the less developed
world: According to a 1992 World Bank estimate, there are 100
million international migrants, which represents one out of 50
people on the globe. Of that total, about two-thirds reside in less
developed countries, with the rest settling or working in West-
ern Europe, North America and Australia. On an annual basis,
the United States receives—counting those admitted legally as
well as those who enter illegally—about 1.1 million newcomers
{700,000 legal immigrants, 120,000 refugees, and about 300,000
undocumented immigrants). Even when one adds the 450,000
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workers, trainees and their family members who are admitted
for temporary employment each year, the United States receives
no more than 1.5 percent of the world’s international migrants
each year.

Most people uprooted by war and persecution are displaced in
their own countries; most refugees (those who cross international
boundaries in search of safety) seek protection in developing
countries. The United Nations' High Commissioner for Refugees
estimates that almost 20 million are counted as refugees. Of the
total refugee population, about 90 percent seek safety in develop-
ing countries. The United States resettles 120,000 refugees a year
the refugees are screened and accepted from outside the United
States), and receives about 100,000 asylum applications a year
(those who come to the United States and apply for refugee sta-
tus once here). This means that while the United States has one
of the world's most generous refugee resettlement programs, no
more than 1 percent of the world’s refugee population finds its
way here each year.

Impacts of Immigration

What is the economic impact of legal and illegal immigration on
the United States? The impact is generally positive. According to
an impressive body of knowledge from across the ideological
spectrum, both legal and undocumented immigrants help our
country’s economic growth. In the most comprehensive study to
date, the U.S. Department of Labor reported in 1989 that immi-
grants increase aggregate demand by encouraging investment;
keep some U.S. industries competitive by increasing returns to
capital; increase aggregate employment through higher rates of
self-employment; and increase wages and mobility opportunities
for many groups of U.S. workers. The same report notes that in
cities with many immigrants, U.S. natives have not experienced
widespread job displacement. Those who most directly feel the
impact of job competition and wage pressures are earlier groups
of immigrants.

What is the impact of illegal immigration on government services,
costs and revenues? Undocumented immigrants work hard and
use few government services. First, there are few federally
funded public services that undocumented immigrants are eligi-
ble for. They include public school education from K-12; emer-
gency Medicaid services; nutritional assistance to women, in-
fants and children; and school lunch and breakfast. These
services are available because the government has recognized
that the social and economic costs of not providing them are
likely to exceed the actual costs of providing the benefits.

The most concrete evidence of what social services undocu-
mented immigrants do and do not use is based on Immigration
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and Naturalization Service surveys of immigrants wl.o were le-
galized during the Amnesty Program of 1987-1988. At the time
of application, less than 1 percent of the legalized immigrant
population received general assistance, Social Security, Supple-
mental Security Income, workers compensation and unemploy-
ment insurance payments. Less than half of 1 percent obtained
food stamps and Aid to Families with Dependent Children.

Moreover, before legalization, undocumented immigrants sur-
vived the old-fashioned way: They worked. Prior to being legal-
ized, 83 percent participated in the labor force, which is 5 per-
cent higher than the general population. Men worked on the
average two hours a day more than men in the general popula-
tion. Undocumented women worked five hours a day more than
women in the general population.

A Nonexistent Problem

Nevertheless, in 1986 Congress mandated that the federal gov-
ernment introduce the Systematic Alien Verification for Entitle-
ment (SAVE] system to keep undocumented immigrants from
using Aid to Families with Dependent Children, Medicaid and
food stamp programs. A 1992 audit conducted by the Agricul-
ture Department’s Office of Inspector General on the food
stamp program concluded that “State agency officials agreed
that the SAVE system was required for a nonexistent problem
because their experience has been that undocumented aliens do
not risk detection by applying for (food stamp) benefits. . . . We
were able to identify only one case in a California (food stamp)
county office where the SAVE system identified an illegal alien
who applied for (food stamp) benefits.”

As a result of the fact that undocumented immigrants work to
survive and use few government services, it is estimated that
they pay more money in taxes than they receive in social ser-
vices. Professor Julian Simon of the University of Maryland, au-
thor of The Economic Consequences of Immigration, said undocu-

mented immigrants pay five to 10 times more in taxes than the
costs of services they use.

Pleading for Help

If the impacts are generally positive, why are state and local gov-
ermments pleading with the federal government for help? The federal
government receives most of the taxes paid by immigrants and
shifts most of the costs to state and local governments. It is esti-
mated that about two-thirds of the tax dollars paid by immi-

grants—legal and undocumented—go to the federal treasury,
while most of the health, education and social service costs that
are incurred are paid for by state and local governments; ac-
cording to 1993 testimony by Charles Wheeler of the National
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Immigration Law Center before the U.S. House Subcommittee
on Human Resources. That's because most of those services are
funded at the state and local level.

To add insult to injury, since 1982 the federal government has
curtailed funding of programs that assist immigrants. For in-
stance, refugee resettlement assistance was reduced from 36
months to eight months, while the federal contribution to
refugees’ receipt of state categorical aid was eliminated, accord-
ing to Wheeler's testimony. Total federal expenditures dropped
from more than $6,000 per refugee in 1982 to roughly $1,000
per refugee in 1993. Title VI Bilingual Education experienced a
47 percent decline in real expenditures between 1980 and 1991.
This occurred at a time when from 1985 to 1990 the number of
students who were considered "limited English proficient” was
rising by 52 percent.

The Wrong Approach

What are the implications of these facts, figures and findings?
First, it is clear that illegal immigration has become a victim of
cheap politics rather than a challenge to practice good govern-
ment. Instead of looking to objective evidence, some politicians
and anti-immigrant groups cite bogus studies and exaggerated
statistics to blame a small proportion of the population for com-
plex problems of economic uncertainty and budget deficits.

This is not to suggest we should ignore the problem of illegal
immigration. To the contrary, I believe it is the duty of sovereign
nations to regulate who enters their territory and uphold the
rule of law. I also believe we have an obligation to enforce our
laws in a humane fashion consistent with democratic standards.
For example, I support carefully conceived enforcement policies
directed at deterring people at border crossings and airports as
long as the enforcement officials respect human rights and are
held accountable for the way they treat applicants for admis-
sion. On the other hand, I disfavor enforcement policies that tar-
get undocumented immigrants already residing in the country.
Attempts to root people out of the work force, schools, health
clinics and neighborhoods by introducing national identification
cards, denying basic services and carrying out raids do more to
discriminate against legal residents who look or sound "foreign,”
terrorize undocumented immigrants, and shift costs to state and
local governments, than they do to reduce illegal immigration.

The time has come for the federal government to acknowledge
the short-term costs related to immigration, which are borne pri-
marily by state and local governments. While newcomers pay
proportionally more in taxes than they receive in services, those
taxes are primarily federal; state and local governments do not
benefit as much from immigrants’ tax dollars. This is not merely
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an immigration issue, but an issue of federalism. The federal
government makes the policies, and the state and local govern-
ments feel the impact.

The Right Solutions

The immediate solution is for the federal government to create
a viable assistance program for areas that receive the majority
of new arrivals—Ilegal and not. Redistributing federal largesse
that is now going to states without significant immigrant popu-
lations to those areas disproportionately impacted by new ar-
rivals is an equitable and intelligent approach to deal with the
real health, education and social service costs borne by state
and local governments.

The ultimate solution is to examine the root causes of immi-
gration. Policies that treat international migration as a domestic
enforcement issue will fall short of achieving the goal of curtail-
ing illegal immigration. Grappling with causes rather than
symptoms is neither easy nor politically popular. Nevertheless,
it is where the possibility of progress lies. .

The questions we should focus on, then, include: How can mi-
gration pressures be reduced by dealing with the "push” factf)rs
of relative poverty and political oppression, rather than fooling
ourselves that heavy-handed enforcement is a sufficient re-
sponse? What is the relationship among overpopulation, envi-
ronmental degradation, underdevelopment, political instability,
civil strife and migration? What policies and initiatives—such as
trade, aid, debt relief, conflict prevention and resolution, volun-
tary family planning, comprehensive community development
and democratic institution-building—might be carefully inte-
grated and targeted to give people hope, security and opportu-
nity at home, thereby removing the need to migrate? '

The approaches suggested above may not be as appealing as
heated rhetoric, inflated promises and highly visible crackdowns.
It most certainly is not policy by sound bite. But it will produce
results over time. In doing so, we enable the United States to
continue its noble tradition of accepting legal immigrants and
refugees, curtail illegal immigration and assist state and local
governments to deal with the challenges of welcoming newcom-
ers. Let us hope that rationality and responsible stewardship pre-
vails over the politics of division and cynical opportunism.




