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This Backgrounder provides a detailed picture of the number and socio-economic status of the nation’s immigrant or foreign-born population, both legal and illegal. The data was collected by the Census Bureau in March 2007.

Among the report’s findings:

	The nation’s immigrant population (legal and illegal) reached a record of 37.9 million in 2007.
	Immigrants account for one in eight U.S. residents, the highest level in 80 years. In 1970 it was one in 21; in 1980 it was one in 16; and in 1990 it was one in 13
	Overall, nearly one in three immigrants is an illegal alien. Half of Mexican and Central American immigrants and one-third of South American immigrants are illegal.
	Since 2000, 10.3 million immigrants have arrived — the highest seven-year period of immigration in U.S. history. More than half of post-2000 arrivals (5.6 million) are estimated to be illegal aliens.
	The largest increases in immigrants were in California, Florida, Texas, New Jersey, Illinois, Arizona, Virginia, Maryland, Washington, Georgia, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania.
	Of adult immigrants, 31 percent have not completed high school, compared to 8 percent of natives. Since 2000, immigration increased the number of workers without a high school diploma by 14 percent, and all other workers by 3 percent.
	The share of immigrants and natives who are college graduates is about the same. Immigrants were once much more likely than natives to be college graduates.
	The proportion of immigrant-headed households using at least one major welfare program is 33 percent, compared to 19 percent for native households.
	The poverty rate for immigrants and their U.S.-born children (under 18) is 17 percent, nearly 50 percent higher than the rate for natives and their children.
	34 percent of immigrants lack health insurance, compared to 13 percent of natives. Immigrants and their U.S.-born children account for 71 percent of the increase in the uninsured since 1989.
	Immigrants make significant progress over time. But even those who have been here for 20 years are more likely to be in poverty, lack insurance, or use welfare than are natives.
	The primary reason for the high rates of immigrant poverty, lack of health insurance, and welfare use is their low education levels, not their legal status or an unwillingness to work.
	Of immigrant households, 82 percent have at least one worker compared to 73 percent of native households.
	There is a worker present in 78 percent of immigrant households using at least one welfare program.
	Immigration accounts for virtually all of the national increase in public school enrollment over the last two decades. In 2007, there were 10.8 million school-age children from immigrant families in the United States.
	Immigrants and natives have similar rates of entrepreneurship — 13 percent of natives and 11 percent of immigrants are self-employed.
	Recent immigration has had no significant impact on the nation’s age structure. Without the 10.3 million post-2000 immigrants, the average age in America would be virtually unchanged at 36.5 years.

Data Source and Methods

Data Source. The data for this Backgrounder comes from the March 2007 Current Population Survey (CPS) collected by the Census Bureau. The March data, which is also called the Annual Social and Economic Supplement, is one of the best sources of information on the foreign-born.1

The foreign-born are defined as persons living in the United States who were not U.S. citizens at birth.2 In this report the terms foreign-born and immigrant are used synonymously. We also use the terms illegal immigrant and illegal alien synonymously. The CPS does not include persons in "group quarters," such as prisons and nursing homes. The March CPS found 37.3 million immigrants in the country. Data collected in 2006 indicates that 613,000 immigrants live in group quarters, for a total foreign-born population of 37.9 million in March 2007.3 The immigrant population in the 2007 CPS included an estimated 11.3 million illegal aliens and roughly one million persons on long-term temporary visas, mainly students and guest workers.4 The CPS is such a valuable source of information because unlike the decennial Census or the American Community Survey, it includes detailed questions on things like welfare use and health insurance coverage.

Recent Trends in Immigration

Figure 1 reports the number of immigrants living in the United States based on the CPS collected in March of each year from 1995 through 2007. Again, the CPS does not include persons in group quarters. The figure shows that between March 1995 and March 2000, the foreign-born population grew by 5.7 million, or about 1.1 million a year.5 The figure also shows that between 2000 and 2007 the immigrant population grew 7.3 million, or 1.04 million a year. These two numbers are the same statistically.

It would appear that the growth in the foreign-born during the economic expansion in the second half of the 1990s was about the same as in the period from 2000 to 2007.6 The seeming large growth from 2006 to 2007 (1.6 million) should be interpreted with caution. While the growth in the last year is statistically significant, one or even two years of data are not necessarily a trend. What Figure 1 does show is that the growth from 1995 to 2007 in the foreign-born has been very high despite changes in the economy over this time period.

 




 

Deaths and Out-Migration. When growth in the foreign-born population is discussed, it must be remembered that all children born in the United States to immigrants are by definition natives. The sole reason for the dramatic increase in the foreign-born population is new immigration. Moreover, the increase over time represents a net figure and does not reflect the level of new immigration. New arrivals are offset by deaths and out-migration. Given the age, sex, and other demographic characteristics of the immigrant population, it is likely that there are about 7,500 deaths per million immigrants each year. This number does not change much from year to year, but it does increase gradually over time as the immigrant population grows. As a result, there were roughly 100,000 more deaths a year among immigrants in 2007 than in 1995 because the overall population is 13 million larger. This means that a slower net increase in the immigrant population may not indicate a falling level of new immigration. In addition to deaths, new arrivals also are offset by return migration.

There is an ongoing debate about the size of return migration, but the Census Bureau has estimated that some 280,000 immigrants living here return home each year.7 In total, deaths and return migration equal between 500,000 and 600,000 a year. It should also be remembered that like any survey, there exists sampling variability in the CPS. The margin of error, using a 90-percent confidence interval, for the foreign-born is between 640,000 and 700,000 for data from 1995 to 2001 and between 520,000 and 555,000 for 2002 through 2007 data. (The survey was redesigned in 2002, so the size of the statistical error changed.) Thus, one could say that in 2007 the immigrant population was 37.3 million plus or minus 552,000 and the growth from 2006 to 2007 was statistically significant. However, because of sampling error, even seemingly large year-to-year changes may not be meaningful. When looking for trends, it is much better to compare differences over several years. When we do so, we find that the growth has been dramatic.

Flow of New Immigrants. Another way to examine trends in immigration is to look at responses to the year of arrival question. The CPS asks individuals when they came to America to stay. The 2007 CPS indicates that 10.3 million immigrants (legal and illegal) settled in the United States between January 2000 and March 2007. This implies that slightly less than 1.5 million arrived annually in the United States in the last seven years. Of course, some of the immigrants who arrived in 2000 through 2006 would have died or returned home by 2007, so the actual level of new arrivals is somewhat higher. Some share of the foreign-born population is also missed by the Census Bureau. Prior research indicates that 5.2 percent of immigrants are missed in the CPS.8 So the actual level of new immigration is probably closer to 1.6 million a year. In comparison to the 1990s, the current level seems very similar. The 2000 CPS showed that 8.9 million immigrants (legal and illegal) settled in the country from 1993 to 2000.9 This compares to the 10.3 million who settled in the country from 2000 to 2007. The last seven years match or exceed any seven-year period of immigration in American history.

A Peak After 2000? It is reasonable to wonder how the flow of immigrants has been affected by the downturn in the economy and the 9/11 attacks. There is some evidence that immigration may have dipped after 2001. However, it is very difficult to say because Census Bureau data, including the CPS, are not designed to measure year-to-year changes in the flow of new immigrants. For those interested in a detailed analysis of this issue, please see a CIS study published in December 2005.10 It makes far more sense to compare differences over several years. From a policy perspective, the year of entry question in the 2007 CPS indicates that immigration to the United States continues at record levels. Figure 1 also shows that when we examine 12 consecutive years of the March CPS, the growth in the immigrant population has been remarkably steady, averaging about one million a year for over a decade.

Illegal Immigrants

Illegals in the CPS. It is well established that illegal aliens do respond to government surveys such as the decennial census and the Current Population Survey. While the CPS does not ask the foreign-born if they are legal residents of the United States, the Urban Institute, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), former INS, the Pew Hispanic Center, and the Census Bureau have all used socio-demographic characteristics in the data to estimate the size of the illegal-alien population. We follow this same approach.11 Our preliminary estimates for the March 2007 CPS indicate that there were between 11 and 11.5 million illegal aliens included in the survey, with 11.3 million as our best estimate. It must be remembered that this estimate only includes illegal aliens captured by the March CPS, not those missed by the survey. By design, this estimate is consistent with those prepared by the Census Bureau, DHS, Urban Institute, and Pew Hispanic Center.12 Our estimate for the number of illegals included in the 2000 CPS is 7.3 million. This means that the illegal-alien population in the CPS grew by four million between 2000 and 2007. Figure 1, which compares CPS to CPS, shows a total increase in the immigrant population (both legal and illegal) of 7.3 million from 2000 to 2007. This means that growth in the illegal immigrant population accounted for at least half of the growth in the total immigrant population. We also estimate that 5.6 million of the 10.3 million immigrants in the March 2007 CPS who indicated that they arrived in 2000 or later are illegal aliens.

We estimate that 57 percent of the illegal alien population comes from Mexico, 11 percent is from Central America, 9 percent is from East Asia, 8 percent is from South America, and Europe and the Caribbean account for 4 percent. Of all immigrants from Mexico, 55 percent are illegal; for Central Americans it is 47 percent; and it is 33 percent for South Americans. Again these figures do not adjust for undercount of the legal or illegal populations in the CPS. If we did make this adjustment, it would mean that an even larger share of all immigrants from these regions are illegal because the undercount of illegal immigrants is much larger than the undercount of legal immigrants. Although these estimates are consistent with other research findings, including those produced by the federal government, it should be obvious that there is no definitive means of determining whether a respondent in the survey is an illegal alien with 100 percent certainty.

Illegals as a Share of Growth. The fact that illegals account for at least half of the overall growth in the immigrant population may seem surprising to some, especially since illegal aliens account for 30 percent of the total foreign-born population. There are several reasons for this. First, prior to the mid-1970s, there was little illegal immigration to the United States, thus older immigrants who entered at that time and are still here are almost all legal residents. Because long-time residents are almost entirely legal immigrants, they are older on average than illegal immigrants. Therefore they account for most of the deaths among the foreign-born. Moreover, the United States has conducted broad amnesties for illegal aliens in the past and also each year grants tens of thousands of illegal aliens legal status as part of the normal "legal" immigration process. For example, 2.6 million illegals were given green cards (permanent residency) in the late 1980s and early 1990s as part of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). The immigration service also estimated that during just the 1990s, 1.5 million illegal aliens received green cards, not including IRCA.13 Because there is this constant movement out of illegal status to legal status, the size of the existing legal population is much bigger than the existing illegal population. Finally, it must be remembered that although the number of illegal aliens entering and remaining in the country is now enormous, the level of legal immigration is also very high, adding to a very large legal immigrant population.

Historical Perspective

While immigration has played an important role in American history, the level of immigration and the size of the immigrant population has varied considerably. Figure 2 shows the number of immigrants living in the United States over the course of the last 100 years. The figures 1900 to 2000 are from the decennial census. A question on whether a respondent was foreign-born was not included in the CPS on a regular basis until the mid-1990s, so the decennial census is the only historical data source for the size of the immigrant population prior to that date. In order to make the CPS comparable to decennial census data, it is necessary to include persons in group quarters such as prisons and nursing homes, which are not part of the CPS. Data collected in 2006 indicate that 614,000 immigrants lived in institutions. Adding this to the 37.3 million found in the 2007 CPS creates a total immigrant population 37.9 million in March 2007, assuming no immigrants (legal or illegal) are missed by the survey.14

 



 

Figure 2 shows that the 37.9 million immigrants residing in the United States in 2007 is by far the most ever recorded. Even during the great wave of immigration at the turn of the 19th century, the immigrant population was much less than half what it is today. The figure shows that after growing in the early part of this century, the immigrant population stabilized at around 10 or 11 million for about four decades. In the mid-1960s, changes in immigration law and other factors caused the annual level of legal immigration to rise steadily, from about 300,000 a year in the 1960s to nearly a million today. The latest data indicates that this rapid growth has continued into the first decade of the 21st century, adding 6.8 million in the last seven years. This is slightly lower than the 7.2 million growth found in Figure 1, which compared the 2000 CPS to the 2007 CPS . The foreign-born population’s growth rate in every decade since 1970 has been higher than at any other time in history, surpassing the 31 percent increase between 1900 and 1910.

Unlike in the past, the growth in the immigrant population now accounts for a large share of the increase in the size of the U.S. population. Even during the first decade of the last century, the 3.2 million increase in the size of the immigrant population accounted for only 20 percent of the total increase in the U.S. population. In contrast, the 11.3 million increase in the immigrant population from 1990 to 2000 accounted for 35 percent of U.S. population growth in the 1990s. And the 6.8 million increase in the size of the immigrant population in the last seven years equals 34 percent of U.S. population growth between 2000 and 2007.15 It should noted that the 34 percent does not represent the full impact on population growth in the United States because it includes deaths. Net immigration is the way one measures the impact of immigration on population growth, not the net increase in the size of the immigrant population. To measure the full impact of immigration on population growth it also would be necessary to include births to immigrants.

Population growth is measured by taking the number of births minus the number of deaths and then adding net immigration (the difference between people coming and going). The U.S. population is growing by 2.9 million a year according to the Census Bureau.16 The growth in the foreign-born reflects deaths as well as net immigration. Thus, using growth in the foreign-born to measure immigration’s impact on population would be double counting immigrant deaths. For this reason, net immigration is used when estimating the impact of immigration on population growth. As already discussed, annual net immigration is 1.25 million or 1.15 million, depending on how it is calculated. When this is added to the 950,000 births to immigrants each year, the total impact of immigrations is equal about three-fourths of U.S.

population growth.

Immigration now accounts for such a large percentage of population because the fertility of natives was much higher in the early 1900s, during the last great wave of immigration. As a result, the U.S. population grew regardless of immigration. Today, natives have only about two children on average, with the result that without immigration the U.S. population would very slowly move to stabilization.17 Also, in contrast to the past, a higher percentage of today’s immigrants remain in the United States rather than returning home. Because so many immigrants in the early 20th century eventually returned to their home countries, immigration at that time did not add permanently to the overall size of the U.S. population in the way that it does today.18

Immigrants as a Share of the Population. While the number of immigrants and the growth rate of the immigrant population are higher now than at any other time in the last 100 years, Figure 2 shows that the foreign-born percentage of the population was higher in the first few decades of the 1900s, reaching 14.7 percent of the total U.S. population in 1910. As a result of World War I and changes in immigration law in the early 1920s, the level of immigration fell significantly. The 1920 census was the last time the percentage of immigrants was higher than it is today.

In terms of the impact of immigrants on the United States, both the percentage of the population made up of immigrants and the number of immigrants are clearly important. The ability to assimilate and incorporate immigrants is partly dependent on the relative sizes of the native and immigrant populations. On the other hand, absolute numbers also clearly matter. A large number of immigrants can create the critical mass necessary to foster linguistic and cultural isolation. Whether the immigrants in question represent 10 percent or 30 percent of a city or state’s population may not be so important; it’s the raw numbers that may be the most meaningful. And the current numbers are approaching triple what they were in 1910.19 Moreover, absent a change in policy, the number and immigrant-share of the population will continue to increase rapidly for the foreseeable future.

State Numbers

Number of Immigrants by State. Table 1 ranks the states by the size of their immigrant populations. It also shows the number of immigrants who reported arriving in 2000 or later. California clearly has the largest immigrant population; New York, the state with next largest number of immigrants, has fewer than half as many. Table 1 shows how concentrated the immigrant population is: Only a few states represent the majority of the foreign-born population. In 2007, the nearly 10 million immigrants in California account for 27 percent of the nation’s total immigrant population, followed by New York with 11 percent, Florida and Texas with 10 percent each, and New Jersey with 5 percent. These five states account for 61 percent of the nation’s total foreign-born population, but only 32 percent of the native-born population. The table also shows evidence that the immigrant population is becoming more dispersed. Table 1 indicates that although the top-five states account for 61 percent of the total immigrant population, only 54 percent of post-2000 arrivals went to these states.

 

 



 

Share of State That Is Immigrant. Table 1 also shows the share of each state’s population that is foreign-born. While many states with a large number of immigrants are also states where their percentage is high, there are some differences. Because of their relatively small total populations several states with high percentages of immigrants, such as Hawaii and Nevada, rank lower in terms of number of immigrants. It is very likely that the impact of immigration will be significant in these states even though the size of the immigrant population is much smaller than in a state like California.

Growth in the Immigrant Population by State. Table 2 compares the number of immigrants in 1995, 2000, and 2007 for each state.20 It also shows the share of the population that was foreign-born in each of these years. As already discussed, immigrants tend to be concentrated. However, Table 2 also shows that this has become less the case over time. In 1995, the top-five states accounted for 69 percent of the total foreign-born population, in 2000 these same states accounted for 66 percent of the foreign-born and this had dropped to 61 percent by 2007. Or looked at in a different way, these five states accounted for 69 percent of the total immigrant population in 1995, but only 48 percent of the growth in the immigrant population between 1995 and 2007 occurred in these five states. The increasing dispersion of immigrants can be exaggerated; in 2007 the top-10 states of settlement accounted for 75 percent of immigrants, these same states accounted for 80 in 1995. A change to be sure, but not a huge change.

 



 

Table 2 also shows different patterns for different states. In New York, for example, the number of immigrants increased 585,000 between 1995 and 2000, but in the seven years after 2000 it grew by 262,000. New Jersey, which is right next to New York, is quite different. The numerical increase in that state was larger between 2000 and 2007 than between 1995 and 2000. The same holds true for Texas. Perhaps the most dramatic increases can be found in Georgia and North Carolina, where the immigrant population increased three and half times between 1995 and 2007. The key point to take from Table 2 is that there is no one pattern that reflects the entire country. The pace and scale varies by state and by time period as well. Table 3 shows the 32 states plus the District of Columbia, where the growth was statistically significant between 2000 and 2007.

 



Region and Country of Origin

Sending Regions. Table 4 shows the distribution of immigrants by region of the world, with Mexico and Canada broken out separately. Mexico accounts for 31.3 percent of all immigrants, with 11.7 million immigrants living in United States, more than the number of immigrants from any other region of the world. Immigrants from Latin America (Mexico, Central and South America, and the Caribbean) account for the majority of immigrants, with 54.6 percent of the foreign-born coming from these areas. East Asia/Southeast Asia also makes up a significant share of the total, accounting for 17.6 percent of immigrants. This is similar to the combined total for Europe and the Middle East. The importance of the Western Hemisphere, excluding Canada, is even more striking when we look at recent arrivals. Of those who arrived from 2000 to 2007, 58.7 percent are from Latin America.

 



 

Top Sending Countries. Table 5 ranks the top-25 immigrant-sending countries by the number of immigrants as of March 2007. Mexico is, of course, the largest sending country, accounting for almost six times as many immigrants as the next largest country, China, which includes Taiwan and Hong Kong. As is clear from Table 4, Latin American and Caribbean countries dominate the list of immigrant-sending countries, accounting for almost half of the top-25 countries. One of the striking things about contemporary immigration is that there has been a significant decline in the diversity of immigrants: Mexico accounts for 31 percent of all immigrants in 2007, up from 28 percent in 2000, 22 percent in 1990, and 16 percent in 1980. The top sending country in 1970 was Italy, which accounted for only 10 percent of the foreign-born.

 



 

Race and Ethnicity of Immigrants. Figure 3 reports the race of natives and immigrants. Hispanics are treated as a separate category in the figure, so the percentages for whites, blacks, Asians, and others are for non-Hispanics. Race categories are for persons who gave only one race. Multi-racial, non-Hispanic individuals are included with Native-Americans/American Indian. The figure shows that the race of immigrants and natives differs a good deal. A much larger share of immigrants are Hispanic and Asian, and a smaller share is white and black, than is true of the native-born population. Figure 3 also shows this is especially true if the U.S.-born young children of immigrants are excluded.

 



Selected Characteristics

Educational Attainment. Immigrants now comprise 15.8 percent of the nation’s total workforce 18 years of age and older.21 This is somewhat higher than the 12.6 percent of the total U.S. immigrant population because, in comparison to natives, a slightly higher percentage of immigrants are of working age. The top of Table 6 reports the educational attainment of adult (18 and older) immigrants and natives in the workforce. In 2007, about 29 percent of immigrants 18 and over in the labor force had not graduated from high school. The table also reports the education of adult immigrants in the labor force who arrived from 2000 to 2007. For post-2000 immigrants in the workforce, 35.5 percent had not completed high school. In comparison, slightly less than 8 percent of natives in the workforce lacked a high school education. This difference in the educational attainment of immigrants and natives has enormous implications for the social and economic integration of immigrants into American society. There is no single better predictor of economic success in modern America than one’s education level. As we will see, the fact that so many adult immigrants have little education means that their income, poverty rates, welfare use, and other measures of economic attainment lag far behind natives. The table also shows that a slightly higher share of natives have a bachelor’s degree than immigrants, and the share with a post-graduate degree is almost identical for the two groups.

 



 

The large number of immigrants with low levels of education means that immigration policy has dramatically increased the supply of workers with less than a high school degree, while increasing other educational categories more moderately. This is important because it is an indication of which American workers face the most job competition from foreign workers. While immigrants comprise almost 16 percent of the total adult workforce, they comprise more than 40 percent of adults in the labor force who have not completed high school. Figure 4 shows how recently arrived immigrants have increased the supply of different types of workers. It reports the number of immigrants who arrived in 2000 or later divided by the number of natives and pre-2000 immigrants. Thus the figure shows that immigrants since 2000 increased the supply of dropouts in the workforce by 14.4 percent, compared to between 2 to 4 percent in other educational categories. This means that any effect immigration may have on the wages or job opportunities of natives will disproportionately affect less-educated workers, who are already the lowest paid workers.

 



 

Immigrant and Native Income. Given the large proportion of immigrants with few years of schooling, it is not surprising that the income figures reported at the bottom of Table 6 show that, as a group, immigrants have lower median incomes than natives.22 The annual median earnings of immigrants who work full-time and year-round is only about 77 percent that of natives. And for the most recent immigrants, median earning are only 61 percent that of natives. Another way to think about immigrant and native earnings is to examine the share of immigrants and natives who have very low incomes. If we look at the 10 percent of full-time, year-round workers with the lowest earnings, we find that 17 percent of immigrants, but only 9 percent of natives fall into the lowest-income decile.

Household Income. Another way to think about the relative position of immigrants compared to natives is to look at household income. The median household income for immigrant-headed households is $43,933, which is 89 percent that of the $49,201 for native households. In addition to having lower incomes, immigrant households are 28 percent larger on average than native households — 3.1 persons versus 2.4 persons. As a result, the per capita household median income of immigrants is only 70 percent that of natives — $14,126 versus $20,247. This is important not only as a measure of their relative socio-economic standing, but also because it has significant fiscal implications. Lower household income means that in general immigrant households are likely to pay somewhat less in taxes than native households. Larger household size means that in general immigrant households will use somewhat more in services than will native households. Since households are the primary basis on which taxes are assessed and benefits distributed in the United States, the lower income and larger size of immigrant households has important fiscal implications.23

Age of Immigrants Table 6 also shows that, in 2007, the average age of an immigrant was 40.5 years compared to 35.9 years for the average native. The fact that immigrants have a higher average age reminds us that although immigrants may arrive relatively young, they age over time like everyone else. The belief that immigration will help fix the problem of an aging society is misplaced. Of course, those who argue that immigration fundamentally changes the age structure generally have in mind new arrivals. Table 6 shows that recently arrived immigrants are somewhat younger than natives — 29.4 years compared to 35.9 years. But the overall impact on the age structure of American society is still small. One simple way to measure the impact of immigration is to calculate the average age in the United States with and without recent immigrants. If all 10.3 million immigrants who arrived in 2000 or later are removed from the data, the average age in the United States would be 36.7 years. Including post-2000 immigrants does lower the average age, but only to 36.4 years. Thus, immigration over the last seven years, which has been numerically the highest in American history, had a very modest impact on the aging of American society.

It could be argued that this meager benefit to the age structure might take more than just seven years of high immigration. In a September 2005 study, the Center for Immigration Studies examined the impact of immigration on the aging of American society as well as the Social Security system. Consistent with other research, we found that immigration has only a small impact on the problem of an aging society now and in the future. While immigrants do tend to arrive relatively young, and have higher fertility rates than natives, immigrants age just like everyone else, and the differences with natives are not large enough to fundamentally alter the nation’s age structure. After looking at the impact of different levels of immigration over the next century, a Census Bureau report stated in 2000 that immigration is a "highly inefficient" means for increasing the percentage of the population who are of working-age in the long run.24 Our detailed look at the full impact of immigration on the nation’s age structure is available online.25

Recently the Center for Immigration Studies completed a series of population projections examining the impact of different levels of immigration on the size and aging of American society. We found that although the current level of immigration will add 105 million to the U.S. population by 2060, it has only a small impact on the share of the population that will be of working age.26 There is a clear consensus among demographers, the people who study human populations, that immigration has only a small impact on the aging of society. A simple analysis of the CPS confirms this conclusion.

Immigrant Progress Over Time. The income figures in Table 6 only consider those in the workforce, and the table groups all immigrants together. Table 7 shows the economic progress of immigrants over time. The first part of the table examines poverty figures.27 Poverty is a good measure because it examines the economic position of those in and out of the workforce. Earnings figures on the other hand are only for those in the workforce. Moreover, poverty controls for the number of people in a family. Table 7 reports the share of immigrants in poverty or who have incomes that place them in or near poverty. In/near poverty is defined as less than 200 percent of the poverty threshold. The 200 percent of poverty threshold is a good benchmark because under that amount people generally do not pay federal income tax and typically begin to be eligible for means-tested programs. Those with income above this amount can be seen as middle class or even upper class, while those with incomes below this amount can be viewed as the low-income population.

 



 

Table 7 shows that it takes a very long time for immigrants to close the economic gap with natives. In 2007, the table shows that the poverty rate of immigrants matches that of natives after being here for about 26 to 27 years.28 As for the share in or near poverty, it takes about 28 to 32 years for immigrants to match natives. Because it takes immigrants so long to match the rates of natives, they are much older by that time than is the average native-born American. This is shown in the third column of Table 7. Immigrants who arrived 26 to 27 years ago are 48 years old on average in 2007, 11 years older than is the average native. As a result, immigrants will tend to have lower lifetime earnings and income than natives. A very similar pattern exists when we examine the annual median earnings of full-time, year-round workers. It takes immigrants 28 to 32 years to match the earnings of natives at which time they are in their late 40s, a good deal older than is the average full-time, native-born, year-round worker.

It was once argued that it took 12 to 14 years for immigrants to close the economic gap with natives.29 Table 7 shows this is no longer the case, at least with regard to poverty, near poverty, or earnings. Other measures of socio-economic status also show the great difficulty immigrants have in closing the gap with natives. For example, immigrants are much more likely to lack health insurance than natives, even immigrants who have been in the country for many years. Figure 5 shows the share of immigrant households using welfare, living in or near poverty and without health insurance. Figure 5 shows that welfare use and lack of health insurance is very common, even among well-established immigrants.

 



 

It should be noted that there is no way to know whether today’s immigrants will take the same number of years to close the gap with natives, or even if they ever will. But given the education of recently arrived immigrants, it is not reasonable to expect that their income or rates of poverty, un-insurance, and welfare use will converge with natives any time soon. We do know that unskilled immigrants never come close to closing the gap with natives even when they have lived in the United States for many years.30 Coming to live in a new country is never easy, so the slow progress of immigrants could still be viewed as satisfactory depending on one’s point of view. What is clear is that the problem of poverty, low income, welfare use, and lack of health insurance is not something confined to only new arrivals. What is also clear is that immigrants once closed the gap with natives much more quickly. Of course, we could change immigration policy and allow fewer immigrants into the country who have little formal education. If we did that, then immigrants who arrive in the future would almost certainly have incomes that match those of natives from the time they arrive in the United States or soon thereafter.

Occupational Distribution. Table 8 shows the occupational concentration of immigrants and natives. The occupational categories are ranked based on native unemployment rates, which are shown in the first column. The table shows several important facts about U.S. immigration. First, there are millions of native-born Americans employed in occupations that have high concentrations of immigrants. While immigrants certainly are concentrated in particular occupations, it’s simply not correct to say that immigrants only do jobs natives don’t want. The occupational categories of farming/fishing/forestry, construction, building cleaning/maintenance, and food service and preparation currently employ 16.5 million native-born Americans. The second interesting finding in Table 8 is that in the occupations just listed there are nearly 1.8 million unemployed natives. Moreover, native unemployment averages 10 percent in these occupations. Perhaps the labor is not where employers wanted, or there is some other reason businesses find these unemployed natives unacceptable in some way, but on its face Table 8 indicates that there is quite a lot of unutilized labor of this kind in the United States.

 



 

It's also worth considering that the correlation between native unemployment rates and the share of an occupation that is comprised of immigrants is .80. The square of a correlation, in this case .63, can be interpreted to mean that the presence of immigrants in an occupation explains 63 percent of the variation in native unemployment rates across occupations. Of course, a correlation does not prove that immigration adversely impacts the employment prospects of natives. It would be a mistake to think that every job taken by an immigrant is a job lost by a native. Many factors impact unemployment rates across occupations. But it would also be a mistake to assume that dramatically increasing the number of workers in these occupations as a result of immigration policy has no impact on the employment prospects of some natives. Given the large number of natives employed in these immigrant-heavy occupations, it would be incorrect to argue that immigrants only do jobs American don’t want.

Self Employment. Table 9 examines the self-employment rates of immigrants and natives. The table shows that immigrants and natives exhibit remarkably similar levels of entrepreneurship. The table shows that 11.3 percent of immigrants and 12.6 percent of natives are self-employed. Turning to self-employment income reported at the bottom of Table 9, we see that the average self-employment income (revenue minus expenses) for both immigrants and natives is virtually identical. While immigrants overall are not more entrepreneurial than natives, immigrants from such countries as Korea, Iran, Italy, and Vietnam are significantly more likely than natives to be self-employed. But, overall entrepreneurship is neither lacking nor a distinguishing characteristic of the nation’s immigrants. If one removed immigrants from the data, the overall rate of self-employment in the United States would be about the same.

 



Poverty, Welfare, and the Uninsured

Poverty Among Immigrants and Natives. The first column in Table 10 reports the poverty rate for immigrants by country and the second column shows the figures when their U.S.-born children under age 18 are included. Based on the March 2007 CPS, 15.2 percent of immigrants compared to 11.4 percent of natives lived in poverty in 2006.31 (Poverty statistics are based on annual income in the calendar year prior to the survey and reflect family size). The higher incidence of poverty among immigrants as a group has increased the overall size of the population living in poverty. Immigrants accounted for about one in six persons living in poverty. The percentage is larger if the native-born children (under age 18) of immigrants, are counted with their parents. In some reports these children are counted with natives. But it makes more sense to include these children with their immigrant parents because the poverty rate of minor children reflects their parents’ income.32 Table 10 shows that the rate for immigrants and their young U.S.-born children was 16.9 percent compared to the 11.4 percent for natives and their young children. The data by country indicate that there is an enormous variation in poverty rates among immigrants from different countries. For example, the 31.2 percent poverty rate for immigrants from the Dominican Republic and their young U.S.-born children is many times the rates associated with immigrants from countries such as Canada, India, and the Philippines.

 



 

Of the 36.5 million people in the United States living in poverty, 3.5 million (9.5 percent) are the U.S.-born children (under 18) of immigrant fathers. The poverty rate for the U.S.-born children of immigrant fathers is 22.6 percent compared to 16 percent for the children of natives. Among persons under age 18 living in poverty, 27.1 percent are either immigrants or the young children of immigrant fathers. Overall, there are 8.4 million immigrants and their young U.S.-born children living in poverty and they account for 23 percent of total poverty population.

In or Near Poverty. In addition to poverty, Table 10 also reports the percentage of immigrants and natives living in or near poverty, with near poverty defined as income less than 200 percent of the poverty threshold. As already discussed, those with incomes under 200 percent of poverty generally do not pay federal income tax and often qualify for means-tested programs. As is the case with poverty, near poverty is much more common among immigrants than it is for natives. Table 10 shows that 40.1 percent of immigrants compared to 28 percent of natives live in or near poverty. If the U.S.-born children of immigrants are included with their immigrant parents, the rate associated with immigrants would be 43.3 percent. Among the young children of immigrants (under 18), 53.6 percent live in or near poverty, in contrast to 35.2 percent of the children of natives. In total, 21.5 million immigrants and their young children live in or near poverty. As a share of persons in or near poverty, immigrants and their young children account for 23.7 percent.

Without Health Insurance. Table 11 reports the percentage of immigrants and natives who were uninsured for all of 2006. (The CPS asks about health insurance in the calendar year prior to the survey.) The table shows that lack of health insurance is a significant problem for immigrants from many different countries. Overall, 33.8 percent of the foreign-born lack insurance compared to 13 percent of natives.33 Immigrants now account for 26.8 percent of all uninsured persons in the United States. This compares to their 12.6 percent of the total population. If the young (under 18) U.S.-born children of immigrants are included with their parents, the share without health insurance is 29.9 percent. The share of children who are uninsured is lower than for their parents mainly because the U.S.-born children of immigrants are eligible for Medicaid, the health insurance program for the poor. Thus the inclusion of the U.S.-born children pulls down the rate for immigrants slightly. In total, there are 14.9 million uninsured immigrants and their young U.S.-born children in the country, accounting for 31.7 percent of all persons without health insurance. This is roughly double their share of the total population, which is 16.7 percent. Of young children (under 18) without health insurance, 38.1 percent (3.3 million) are immigrants or the young U.S.-born children of an immigrant father. Recently there has been a debate over extending SCHIP, which is a form of Medicaid, to more young children with incomes below 200 percent of poverty. Currently, 43 percent of low-income uninsured children (under 18) are immigrants or the U.S.-born children of immigrant fathers. While not generally acknowledged, immigration is at the center of the current SCHIP debate.

 



 

The low rate of insurance coverage associated with immigrants is primarily explained by their much lower levels of education. Because of the limited value of their labor in an economy that increasingly demands educated workers, many immigrants hold jobs that do not offer health insurance, and their low incomes make it very difficult for them to purchase insurance on their own. A larger uninsured population cannot help but strain the resources of those who provide services to the uninsured already here. Moreover, Americans with insurance have to pay higher premiums as healthcare providers pass along some of the costs of treating the uninsured to paying customers. Taxpayers are also affected as federal, state, and local governments struggle to provide care to the growing ranks of the uninsured. There can be no doubt that, by dramatically increasing the size of the uninsured population, our immigration policy has wide-ranging effects on the nation’s entire healthcare system.

One study found that after controlling for such factors as education, age, and race, uninsured immigrants impose somewhat lower costs than uninsured natives. However, when the authors simply compared uninsured immigrants to uninsured natives the cost differences were not statistically significant. In other words, when using the actual traits that immigrants have, the costs that uninsured immigrants create were the same as uninsured natives.34 Of course, even if there was a difference in the costs uninsured immigrants create when compared to uninsured native, it would have to be enormous to offset the fact that immigrants are two-and one-half times more likely to be uninsured than native-born Americans.

Immigration Accounts for Growth in Uninsured. According to the Census Bureau, since 1989 the population without health insurance has grown by 14.62 million and stood at 47 million in 2006. Much of this growth has been driven by immigration. To understand the impact of immigration, we can remove from the CPS immigrants who lack health insurance and arrived after 1989. In the March 2007 CPS there were 9.21 million immigrants who arrived in 1990 or later who did not have health insurance. This is equal to 62.9 percent of the growth in the uninsured population. Moreover, there were 1.12 million children born to post-1990 immigrants who also lacked insurance, meaning that new immigrants and their U.S.-born children accounted for 71 percent of the growth in the uninsured population.

Uninsured or on Medicaid. The 2007 CPS shows that 17.7 percent of immigrants and their U.S.-born children under 18 are on Medicaid, compared to 11.9 percent of natives and their children.35 Of immigrants and their young children (under 18), 47.4 percent either have no insurance or have it provided to them through the Medicaid system compared to 25 percent for natives and their children.

Welfare Use. As the Census Bureau does in its publications, we report welfare use based on whether the head of the household is immigrant or native.36 With regard to immigrant households, this means we are mainly reporting welfare use for immigrants and their U.S.-born children who live with them and comparing them to natives and their children. Table 12 shows the percentage of immigrant- and native-headed households in which at least one member of the household uses one or more welfare programs. Cash assistance includes Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), state administered general assistance, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI), which is for low-income elderly and disabled persons. Food assistance includes food stamps, free school lunch, and the Women Infants and Children nutrition program (WIC). Housing assistance includes subsidized and government-owned housing. Medicaid, the health insurance program for those with low incomes, is also included.

 



 

The left side of Table 12 shows the share of all immigrant and native households using different types of welfare. The table indicates that even after the 1996 welfare reforms, which curtailed eligibility for some immigrants, immigrant households’ use of the welfare system remains higher than that of natives for most programs and most entering cohorts. Use of cash tends to be quite similar for immigrant and native households. Thus if by "welfare" one only means cash assistance programs, then immigrant use is roughly the same as that of natives. Of course, there is the question of whether native use of welfare is the proper yardstick by which to measure immigrants. Some may reasonably argue that because immigration is supposed to benefit the United States, our admission criteria should, with the exception of refugees, select only those immigrants who are self-sufficient. Table 12 shows that welfare use, even of cash programs, is not at or near zero.

Table 12 shows that use of food assistance is significantly higher for immigrant households than native households — 19.4 percent versus 10.4 percent. The same is true for Medicaid: 24.4 percent of immigrant households have one or more persons using the program compared to 14.7 percent of native households. From the point of view of taxpayers, immigrant use of Medicaid is the most problematic because that program costs more than the combined total for the other programs listed.

As was the case with lower income and higher poverty rates, the higher welfare use rates by immigrant households are at least partly explained by the large proportion of immigrants with few years of schooling. Less-educated people tend to have lower incomes. Therefore, it is not surprising that immigrant use of the welfare system is significantly higher than that of natives.

While immigrants’ use of some welfare programs is higher than it is for natives, Table 12 shows that most households, immigrant or native, do not use the welfare system. On the other hand, even though most people in the country do not use the welfare system, the programs listed in Table 12 cost the government some $600 billion annually.

Use of the EITC and ACTC. In addition to welfare programs, Table 12 reports the share of households in which at least one worker is eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Additional Child Tax Credit (ACTC).37 Workers receiving the EITC generally pay no federal income tax and instead receive cash assistance from the government based on their earnings and family size. The ACTC works in the same fashion, except that to receive it, one must have at least one dependent child.

The IRS will process the EITC and ACTC automatically for persons who file a return and qualify. Even illegal aliens sometimes receive the EITC and ACTC. This is especially true of the ACTC because the IRS has determined that illegals are allowed to receive it, even if they do not have a valid Social Security number. To receive the EITC one must have a valid Social Security number. With an annual cost of over $35 billion for the EITC and $14 billion for the ACTC, the two programs constitute the nation’s largest means-tested cash assistance program for low-income workers.

Table 12 shows 17.8 percent of native-headed households have enough dependents and low enough income to qualify for the EITC and 10.9 percent have low enough incomes to receive the ACTC. This compares to 31.1 and 22.5 percent of immigrant households. For both programs, about twice the share of immigrant households are eligible as are native households. The figures for the EITC and ACTC probably overstate receipt of the programs for both immigrants and natives because they are imputed by the Census Bureau based on income and family size. This is in contrast to the welfare programs listed, which are based on self-reporting by survey respondents.38

Given the education level of so many immigrants, it is not surprising that a large share work but that their incomes are low enough to qualify for the EITC. It important to understand the high rate of EITC and ACTC eligibility does not reflect a lack of work on the part of immigrants. In fact, one must work to be eligible for them. Use of the EITC and ACTC mainly reflects a lack of education and resulting low incomes, coupled with the presence of dependents.

Welfare Use by Country. While on the whole immigrant households have higher welfare use rates, this is not true for immigrants from all countries. Table 13 shows that immigrants from some countries have lower welfare use rates than natives. From the list of countries in Table 13, it is also clear that refugee-sending countries, such as the former USSR and Cuba, tend to use the welfare system a good deal. On the other hand, Mexican and Dominican households have welfare use rates that are much higher than natives — even higher than the former USSR and Cuba — and virtually none of these immigrants are refugees. In fact, if one excludes the primary refugee-sending countries, as shown in the bottom portion of Table 13, the share of immigrant households using a welfare program remains virtually unchanged at 32.6 percent.39 Refugees are simply not a large enough share of the foreign-born, nor are their rates high enough, to explain the level of welfare use by immigrant households.

 



 

Welfare Use Among Working Households. The bottom of Table 13 makes a number of different comparison between immigrant and native households. One of the most important is to compare welfare use among households with at least one worker. The table shows that 31.1 percent of immigrant households with at least one working person still use the welfare system. This compares to 16.4 percent of native households with at least one worker. In particular, food assistance programs and Medicaid are often given to working families. This is an important point to understand. Most immigrant households have at least one worker. We estimate that 82 percent of immigrant households have at least one worker compared to 73 percent of native households. But this in no way means they will not use the welfare system because that system is increasingly designed to provide assistance to low-income workers with children, a description of immigrant families given their education levels and relatively high fertility. In fact, a worker is present in 78 percent of immigrant households using at least one welfare program. For native households it’s 62 percent. Most immigrants work, but this does not make them self-sufficient.

Educational Attainment

Education Level of Immigrants. The statistics reviewed thus far indicate that a larger share of immigrants than natives have low incomes, lack health insurance, and access means-tested programs. As already mentioned, one of the primary reasons for this situation is that many immigrants have relatively few years of schooling. Table 14 reports the share of immigrants and natives ages 25 to 64 who have less than a high school education and the share who have at least a bachelor’s degree by country. (The overall figures do not exactly match those in Table 6 because in that table the percentages are for only those in the labor force.) The big difference between the education level of the two groups is found at the bottom end of the education distribution. In 2005, 30.6 percent of immigrants ages 25 to 64 lacked a high school diploma, compared to less than 8.4 percent of natives.

At the top end, natives now have a slight advantage in terms of having at least a bachelor’s degree. Historically, immigrants enjoyed a significant advantage in terms of having a college education. In 1970, for example, 18 percent of immigrants (25 to 64) had at least a college degree compared to 12 percent of natives.40 But as Table 14 shows this is no longer the case, with 29.1 percent of immigrants and 31.1 percent of natives having at least a college degree.41 Because education is now so important to economic success, the large share of immigrants with relatively little education has enormous implications for their economic and social integration into American society. Table 14 shows that there is great variation in the education level of immigrants by country. As we have seen, there is also great variation in the poverty, welfare use, and health insurance coverage rates by country. Comparing the education levels found in Table 14 with prior tables shows that, in general, countries with the lowest levels of education are also the ones with highest rates of poverty, welfare use, and lack of health insurance.

 



 

Importance of Education. To see just how important education is to economic success, Table 15 reports income, welfare use, poverty, and health insurance rates for immigrants and natives by education level. Turning first to annual earnings of year-round, full-time workers, the median earnings of these immigrant workers is 77 percent that of natives. But Table 15 shows that the median annual earnings of immigrants without a high school degree who work full-time, year-round is 87 percent that of natives with the same education. For those with only a high school degree and no additional schooling, immigrants earn 84 percent of what natives earn. Immigrants with some college earn 94 percent of what natives with the same education earn, and those with at least a college degree earn 98 percent of what natives earn. Overall, the differences by education are much less than is the overall difference. This means that a large share of the difference in the median earnings of natives and immigrants is explained by the low educational attainment of many immigrants. Table 15 also shows that for welfare use, poverty, and health insurance rates, immigrants tend to do somewhat worse than natives with the same education. But more importantly, the table indicates that how well immigrants do is heavily dependent on their education level. This is consistent both with common sense and a very large body of research.

 



 

The current immigration system allows most legal immigrants into the country through family re-unification channels primarily based on whether they have a relative here. This fact, coupled with widespread tolerance of illegal immigration, means the foreign-born population as a whole is much less educated than the native-born population. Given the nature of the modern American economy and the existence of a well-developed welfare state, it seems unavoidable that less-educated immigrants will tend to have lower incomes, make heavier use of means-tested programs, and be more likely to lack health insurance than natives.

Characteristics by State

In this section we examine the demographic characteristics of immigrants by state. Since the sample is much smaller than for the nation as the whole, the results should be interpreted with caution, especially for the smaller states.

Household Characteristics by State. Table 16 reports the median income and average household size of immigrant and native households for top immigrant-receiving states.42 In most, but not all, states immigrant households have significantly lower median incomes than do native households. But perhaps most importantly, immigrant households are significantly larger on average. As a result, the per-person median household income is much less for immigrant households than native households in every state. For example, immigrant households in Illinois have a median income that roughly matches those of native households, but the average immigrant household in that state is one-third larger. Thus, as the last column in Table 16 shows, the per-person median income of native households in the state is 33 percent higher than that of immigrant households. Lower household income coupled with larger household size means that the typical immigrant household is likely to pay somewhat less in taxes and use somewhat more in services than the typical native household because households are the primary basis on which taxes are assessed and benefits are distributed.

 



 

Of course, payroll tax payments reflect income and number of dependents, and the net fiscal effects also reflect use of social services. As we have seen, immigrant households do tend to use more in welfare and other means-tested programs than native households. But, reflecting their age structure, immigrant households use relatively less in Social Security and Medicare, the health insurance for those over 65. While both welfare and retirement programs are very costly, there is a very important difference between the two sets of programs. Use of Medicare and Social Security is nearly universal among those who live to old age, including immigrants. Lack of health insurance or welfare use is not universal. Put a different way, all people grow old, but not all people use the welfare system. As a policy matter, there is no way to select immigrants who will not grow old, but by selecting more educated immigrants we could significantly reduce use of means-tested programs by immigrants in the future if we wish to do so.

School-Age Population. In the last few years, a good deal of attention has been focused on the dramatic increase in enrollment experienced by many school districts across the country. All observers agree that this growth has strained the resources of many school districts. While it has been suggested that this increase is the result of the children of baby boomers reaching school age, the so called "baby boom echo," it is clear from the CPS that immigration policy accounts for the dramatic increase in school enrollment. Table 17 shows that there are 10.8 million school-age children of immigrants (ages 5 to 17) in the United States, accounting for 20.2 percent of the total school-age population.43 While fewer than one-fourth (2.7 million) of these children are immigrants themselves, the use of public education by the U.S.-born children of immigrants is a direct consequence of their parents having been allowed into the country. The children of immigrants account for such a large percentage of the school-age population because a higher proportion of immigrant women are in their childbearing years, and immigrants tend to have somewhat larger families than natives. In addition, the effect of immigration on public schools will be even larger in the coming years because 22.6 percent of children approaching school age have immigrant mothers.

 



 

Table 17 also shows that immigration has significantly increased the school-age population in all of the top immigrant-receiving states. Of course, a dramatic increase in enrollment may not create a problem for public education if tax revenue increases proportionately. But as we have seen, immigrants themselves and immigrant households generally have lower incomes than natives, so their tax contributions are unlikely to entirely offset the costs they impose on schools. This is especially true because of the higher costs associated with teaching children whose first language is not English.

Citizenship and Educational Attainment by State. Table 18 reports the citizenship, education level, and poverty rates for immigrants. The table shows citizenship rates vary a great deal by state, with Arizona and North Carolina having the lowest rate and New York and Massachusetts having the highest. The table shows that in every state the share of adult immigrants without a high school education is significantly higher than that of natives. The largest gap is found in western states such as California, Arizona, and Colorado, where four to eight times as many immigrants as natives are high school dropouts. This huge gap has enormous implications for the social and economic integration of immigrants because there is no better predictor of one’s economic and social status in modern America than education. 




(Click here to see a larger version of Table 18)

 

Poverty and Near Poverty by State. The two columns after citizenship and educational attainment in Table 18 report the percentage and number of immigrants and their U.S.-born children (under age 18) who live in poverty compared to natives and their children. While the foreign-born tend to have higher poverty rates in the top-receiving states, in Massachusetts, Illinois, Virginia, Maryland, and Georgia the difference with natives is not that large. In contrast, immigrants and their children tend to have much higher rates of poverty in North Carolina, Texas, Colorado, and Arizona. Turning to the share in or near poverty we see a somewhat different pattern. (Near poverty is defined as having an income below 200 percent of the poverty threshold.) With the exception of Maryland, immigrants and their young children have much higher rates of poverty/near poverty than natives in every major immigrant state. As already discussed, those with incomes below this amount usually do not pay income taxes, and they typically become eligible for means-tested programs. As a share of all persons in or near poverty, immigrants and their children account for more than one-half of the poor and near poor in California and roughly one-third in New York, New Jersey, Florida, Texas, and Arizona.

Welfare Use by State. Table 19 shows the percentage of immigrant- and native-headed households using at least one welfare program. (Programs included are TANF, SSI, general assistance, food stamps, WIC, free school lunch, public/rent-subsidized housing, and Medicaid.) Nationally, 32.7 percent of immigrant households use a welfare program compared to 19.4 percent of natives. As we saw in Table 12, the biggest difference in program use is for Medicaid and food assistance programs. For state governments, Medicaid is a particular concern because between one-third to one-half of the program’s costs are typically borne by state taxpayers. The biggest difference in overall welfare use is found in Texas, California, Arizona, Massachusetts, and Georgia. As a result of their higher use rates, immigrant households account for a very significant percentage of the those using the welfare system. In California, almost half of households using a welfare program are headed by immigrants, and in New York, Florida, Texas, New Jersey, and Arizona immigrant households account for between a quarter and one-third of households using the welfare system.

 



 

Health Insurance Coverage. Table 20 shows the share of immigrants and their children without health insurance by state. In the nation as a whole, 30 percent of immigrants and their children (under 18) are uninsured, compared to 13 percent of natives and their children. The difference between immigrant and native insurance coverage rates can only be described as enormous in many states. In states such as Colorado, Arizona, North Carolina, and Virginia the rate of uninsurance among immigrants and their children is triple that of natives. In almost every other state shown in Table 20, the uninsurance rate is double or nearly double that of natives.

 



 

The impact of immigration on the healthcare system as a whole can also be seen when we consider the share of immigrants and their minor children who are either uninsured or enrolled in Medicaid shown in the last columns of Table 20. The 2007 CPS shows that 17.4 percent of immigrants and their children are on Medicaid, compared to 12 percent of natives and their children. When we combine the share on Medicaid with the share without health insurance, we find that in the nation as a whole 47.4 percent of immigrants and their children (under 18) are either uninsured or on Medicaid. In comparison, 25 percent of natives and their young children are uninsured or on Medicaid. In Arizona and Texas, more than 60 percent of immigrants and their young children are uninsured or on Medicaid. In Colorado, North Carolina, Georgia, and California half or more of immigrants and their children are uninsured or on Medicaid. The impact of immigration on the healthcare system in these states and the nation is clearly enormous.

Size of the Poverty, Uninsured, and School-Age Populations. Figure 6 shows the percentage of the nation’s total population comprised of immigrants alone and immigrants plus their U.S.-born children under age 18.44 The figure also shows the share of the poverty population, uninsured population, and school-age population that is either immigrants or their children. Overall, immigrants and their children are 16.7 percent of the total population, but comprise 23 percent of the poverty population, 31.7 percent of the uninsured, and 20.2 percent of the school-age population. Figure 6 makes clear that an appreciation of immigration’s impact is necessary to understand poverty, health insurance, or the situation of the nation’s public schools.

 



 

Figure 7 shows some of the same statistics by each state for immigrants and their U.S.-born children under age 18.45 As a share of all persons in poverty, immigrants and their children account for more than one-half of the poor in California, and roughly one-third in New York, Colorado, Texas, Florida, and Arizona. The impact of immigration on the overall size of the uninsured population is even larger. In California immigrants and their U.S.-born children under 18 are 57.5 percent of the uninsured, and they are almost half of the uninsured in New Jersey. They also represent a third or more of the uninsured in Arizona, Texas, Florida, Virginia, Maryland, and Colorado.

 





(Click here to see a larger version of Figure 7)

Illegal Immigration

Illegal Population Overall. So far we have examined the size, growth, and characteristics of the nation’s total foreign-born population. As discussed in the methods section of this report, the foreign-born population in the CPS includes both legal and illegal immigrants. We estimate that of the 37.3 million immigrants, 11.3 million are illegal aliens. It must also be remembered that these figures are only for those in the CPS, not those missed by the survey. Our estimates indicate that illegal aliens comprise 3.8 percent of the nation’s total population and 30.4 percent of the total immigrant population. Estimates prepared by other researchers often adjust for undercount in Census Bureau data. While there is debate about the number missed, most research indicates that roughly 10 percent of the illegals are not counted in the CPS.46 Thus, the "true" size of the illegal population could be 12.4 million (11.3 million plus 1.1 million for undercount). If the undercount is larger, then the total illegal alien population is larger.

One of the most important characteristics of illegal immigrants is the very large share with little formal education. We estimate that 57 percent of adult illegal immigrants (25 to 64 years of age) have not completed high school, 24 percent have only a high school degree, and only 19 percent have education beyond high school. As already discussed, this is critically important because education is so important to socio-economic status in the modern American economy.

Illegals by State. Below we examine the demographic characteristics of illegal aliens by state. Since the sample size is much smaller for individual states than for the nation as a whole, the results should be interpreted with caution, especially for the smaller states. In addition to issues associated with sample size, it also should be remembered that the identification of illegals in the survey contains some error. Table 21 reports our best estimates for the number of illegals by state in the CPS. (It should be noted that even if the undercount is 10 percent nationally, as many researchers think, this may not be uniform across states.) Table 21 shows that California has by far the largest illegal population, followed by Texas, Florida, Arizona, and New York. However, with the exception of Texas and Arizona, these states do not rank at the top in terms of the illegal share of the total foreign-born. In Arizona, North Carolina, Georgia, and Texas, illegals account for half or more of the total immigrant population.

 



 

Employment of Illegal Immigrants. Table 21 also shows the number of illegals holding a job in each state. In total, nearly 6.9 million illegals currently work in the United States out of a total illegal-alien population in the CPS for 11.3 million.47 The table also shows the number of less-educated natives ages 18 to 64 years of age not holding a job. This includes those who are unemployed, which means they are looking for work, as well as those who are not working and say they are not looking for work. Less-educated is defined as either having not completed high school or having a high school education, but no additional schooling. Native-born teenagers (15 to 17) not holding a job are also shown.

It is often suggested that there are simply no Americans to fill jobs taken by illegals. To examine this question it is necessary to look at the number of teenagers and natives with little education who are not working. This makes sense because illegal aliens are overwhelmingly less-educated. Therefore, it is less-educated natives who might face job competition from illegals. Table 21 indicates that there are 22.3 million less-educated native-born adults (18 to 64) and 10.1 million native-born teenagers (15 to 17) not holding a job. Roughly half of these adults and one-third of the teenagers live in the top states of illegal-immigrant settlement listed in Table 21. In addition to the millions of less-educated natives living in states with large illegal populations, the millions of adults living in low-immigration states could represent a source of labor for employers in high-illegal-immigrant states if given an incentive to move, such as higher pay. Table 21 indicates that there would seem to be a very large pool of potential workers who might be employed if there were fewer illegal aliens in the country. For a variety of reasons many people not working do not wish to work and no incentive could induce them to hold a job. But if only one in four less-educated adults natives and one in seven native-born teenagers currently not working took a job, it would equal the entire number of illegal aliens currently holding jobs.48 We do know that the share of less-educated adults and teenagers working used to be higher, but it has declined significantly in recent years.49

Illegals’ Income by State. Table 22 shows the average income and size for households headed by illegal immigrants. We use average income and not median income because at the household level it is not possible to calculate median income figures due to sample size in most states.50 Not surprisingly, Table 22 shows that the mean income of illegal households is much smaller than the mean income of native households. At the same time these households are much larger on average than native households. In most states, illegals have household incomes that are between 25 and 50 percent less than native households. At the same time, illegal alien households are at least 40 percent larger than native households in most states. As already discussed, lower household income coupled with larger household size means that, on average, illegal-alien households will pay less in taxes and use more in services than native households because households are the primary basis on which taxes are assessed and benefits distributed in the United States. Even assuming that illegals pay all the taxes they are supposed to, it is difficult, given their average household income and size, for illegals not to create a significant fiscal drain.

 



 

But again, it must be pointed out that this situation arises because of the education level of illegals and not because they do not work. The vast majority of working-age illegals work. In fact, we estimate that 92 percent of illegal-alien households have at least one person working. This compares to 73 percent of native-headed households. But because of their education levels, a very large share of illegal households have low incomes, and very low per capita household income.

Illegals and the School-Age Population. One advantage of not adjusting for undercount is that it is possible to see what share of those in poverty, without health insurance, or in public schools are illegal immigrants in the CPS. If we had adjusted upward for those illegal missed in the CPS, then figures would no longer match the survey, which is the primary source for government statistics on things like poverty or the uninsured. Not adjusting makes it possible to estimate what share of the poverty or uninsured populations, as shown in official government publications, are illegal immigrants.51 Table 23 reports the estimated number and share of the school-age population in the United States that is comprised of illegal immigrants. Overall illegals account for 1.5 million school-age children or 2.8 percent of all 5 to 17 year olds. This is smaller than the 3.8 percent illegals represent of the nation’s total population because immigrants, including illegal aliens, generally come to the United States after age 17, so there are relatively fewer illegals under age 18. Table 23 also shows that school-age illegal aliens plus the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens comprise 6.2 percent (3.3 million) of the total school-age population.52 Since per-student expenditure in the United States is very roughly $10,000 a year, it is likely that $15 billion annually goes to educate illegal aliens in public schools. The total cost for educating illegal aliens and the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens likely comes to over $30 billion a year. In states such as New Jersey, Texas, Arizona, Florida, and California illegal immigrants comprise significantly more than the national average. Thus the impact of illegal immigration in some parts of the country is much larger.

 



 

Poverty Among Illegals. Table 24 reports the share of illegals and their U.S.-born children (under 18) who live in poverty or live in or near poverty, with near poverty defined as less than 200 percent of the poverty threshold. Not surprisingly, Table 24 shows that illegals tend to have a very high rate of poverty and near poverty. Recall from Table 10 that roughly one in nine natives lives in poverty, this compares to one in five illegal aliens. Nationally, about 6.5 percent of those in poverty are illegal aliens, compared to their 3.8 percent share of the total population. Illegals and their U.S.-born children account for 9.4 percent of all persons in poverty. Illegal aliens clearly have low incomes, and the low income population in the United States is clearly larger because of immigration. Nonetheless, illegal immigration accounts for only a modest share of the national total of persons in poverty.

 



 

Table 24 also shows poverty for illegals by state. Poverty among illegals is the highest in states like Texas and Colorado. In states such as California, Arizona, Texas, and Colorado illegals and their U.S.-born children account for roughly a fifth of the those in poverty. The same general pattern holds when we consider those in or near poverty, which is shown on the right-hand side of Table 24. Rates for illegals tend to be dramatically higher than those of natives. In just about every state, the majority of illegals and their minor children live in or near poverty. And illegal immigrants account for a large share of the overall low-income population. However, its is worth noting that of all immigrants and their children who live in or near poverty, only about 41 percent are illegal aliens or the young children of illegal aliens. Most low-income immigrants are not illegal aliens.

 



 

Welfare Among Illegals by State. Table 25 shows the share of households headed by illegal aliens using various welfare programs. It shows that a large share of illegal alien households use the food assistance programs (food stamps, WIC, and free lunch) and Medicaid. But use of cash assistance (TANF, State General Assistance, and SSI) is generally very low. It should also be added that the share of households headed by illegals in public or rent subsidized housing is virtually zero. It must be remembered that, in general, illegals cannot use the welfare system themselves. But their U.S.-born children can be enrolled in Medicaid and receive food assistance. Table 25 reflects the fact that a very large share of illegals have low incomes and as a result their children can enroll in means-tested programs. This is important for a number of reasons, not the least of which because it means that efforts to bar illegals from using welfare programs will be ineffective. Their U.S.-citizen children will continue to enjoy the same welfare eligibility as any other American citizen. Or put a different way, as long as illegals are allowed to stay in the country, their children will continue to access the welfare system at very high rates, at least for some programs.

 



 

It should also be noted that this situation is not caused by an unwillingness to work on the part of illegals. In fact, as already mentioned more than 90 percent of illegal households have at least one worker, much higher than the rate for native households. Rather, with 57 percent of adult illegals lacking even a high school degree, their average incomes in the modern economy will be very low. The American welfare system is geared toward helping low-income workers, especially those with children. Since a very large share of illegals work, have low income, and have children, most of whom were born here, it should be no surprise that many illegal households use the welfare system. Use of means-tested programs by illegal workers is important because it indicates that the desire of employers to have access to large number of unskilled immigrant workers creates significant costs to taxpayers. This does not mean that the overall effort to help low-income workers is dsiplaced. But it does raise the question of why we have an immigration policy that adds so many unskilled workers to the country.

Health Insurance Among Illegals by State. Table 26 reports the share of illegals and their minor children without health insurance coverage. Not surprisingly, most illegals are uninsured. Nationally, we estimate that 64 percent of illegals lack health insurance; this compares to about 13 percent of natives. Illegals also account for a large share of the total uninsured population. Nationally, 15.4 percent of all uninsured persons in the United States are estimated to be illegal aliens. This compares to their 3.8 percent share of the nation’s total population. In some states the impact is much larger. In Arizona, nearly one-third of the uninsured are illegal aliens; in California more than one-fourth are illegals; and in New Jersey, Texas, and Maryland, a fifth of the uninsured are illegal immigrants.

 



 

Table 26 indicates that when their U.S.-born children (under 18) are included, the share without health insurance is lower than when illegals are considered alone. This is in contrast to the poverty figures, which showed that poverty is higher when the U.S.-born minor children of illegals are included. This is because poverty is always more common among children, while lack of insurance is more common among adults. Nationally, 56 percent of illegals and their minor children are uninsured. In general, lack of health insurance among the U.S.-born children of illegals is lower than for their parents because, unlike their parents, the U.S.-born children of illegals can enroll in Medicaid. Most of the children in illegal-alien households are U.S.-born, and this is the main reason that the figures for Medicaid use for illegal-alien households shown in Table 26 are high. Illegals and their children account for 17.6 percent of the total uninsured population in the United States.

In Arizona, 37 percent of the uninsured are illegals or the U.S.-born children (under age 18) of illegals; in California, it’s 31 percent; in Texas it’s 25 percent; and in New Jersey it’s 23 percent. In Maryland, Colorado, and Florida it’s 20 percent or more. The large number of illegals without insurance, and the impact this creates for taxpayers, indicates that the desire of some businesses to have access to large numbers of unskilled immigrant workers creates significant problems for the health care system and taxpayers.

Characteristics of Unskilled Legal Immigrants. Illegal immigration is one of the most contentious issues of our time. Many in Congress, and a number of presidential candidates, have all argued for giving legal status to illegal immigrants as well as increased levels of legal immigration. Since illegal aliens are overwhelmingly unskilled, we can gain some insight into the possible effects of legalization by looking at the economic situation of unskilled legal immigrants. Figure 9 reports the estimated welfare use and poverty rates of legal immigrants who have not completed high school. It should be noted that if we have overestimated welfare use for households headed by illegal aliens, then legal immigrants, particular the unskilled, must have even higher welfare use rates than reported here. This would mean that legalization would be even more costly because the difference between what illegals currently use and what they would use once legalized is even larger than we have estimated. This has to be the case mathematically because immigrant households accessing the welfare system can only be either legal immigrants or illegal aliens and we simply take the welfare use rates for the foreign-born as reported in the CPS. We do not impute welfare use or change the share using welfare for the foreign-born in any way.

Figure 9 shows that unskilled legal immigrants make extensive use of the welfare system. In fact, our estimate is that more than half (56 percent) of households headed by unskilled legal immigrants use at least one major welfare program. Their use of welfare programs is much higher than that of illegal aliens for every type of program. In contrast to welfare use, the share of unskilled legal immigrants and their children living in or near poverty is very similar to illegal aliens and their children. One area where unskilled legal immigrants are much better off than illegal aliens is in health insurance coverage. But this is partly due to the fact that such a large share of unskilled legal immigrants and their children use Medicaid, which is very costly to taxpayers.

 



 

Figure 9 indicates that legalization will not solve the problems of welfare use or low income associated with illegal immigration. In fact, legalization will increase use of welfare programs. Whether this is a better or worse situation depends on one’s point of view. Of course, not all illegal aliens are unskilled. We estimate 57 percent of illegal immigrants (18 to 64 year of age) lack a high school education. Those with more education can be expected to do better than unskilled legal immigrants. On the other hand, legal unskilled immigrants in the CPS have lived in the United States significantly longer than the average illegal immigrant, the majority of whom have lived here for less than 10 years. Over time income rises with greater workforce experience. The estimates for unskilled legal immigrants reflect this fact. Thus, unskilled legal immigrants in the CPS have higher incomes than would be expected for legalized unskilled illegal aliens, at least at the onset of any amnesty.

Legal Status No Guarantee of Success. Figure 9 makes clear that immigrants who have legal status, but little education, generally have low incomes and make heavy use of welfare programs. If we decide to legalize illegal immigrants, we should at least understand that it will not result in dramatically lower welfare use or poverty for most illegal aliens. This does not mean legalization is necessarily a bad idea. But it does mean that those who advocate such a policy need to acknowledge this problem and not argue that legalization will save taxpayers money or result in a vast improvement in the income of illegal aliens. Legalized illegals will still be overwhelmingly uneducated and this fact has enormous implications for their income, welfare use, health insurance coverage, and the effect on American taxpayers.

Conclusion

The latest data collected by the Census Bureau shows that the last seven years have been the highest period of immigration in American history. Immigration continues to be the subject of intense national debate. The roughly 1.5 million immigrants arriving each year (1.6 million if you count those missed by the Census Bureau) have a very significant effect on many areas of American life. Immigrants and their young children (under 18) now account for one-fifth of the school-age population, one-fourth of those in poverty, and nearly one-third of those without health insurance, creating enormous challenges for the nation’s schools, healthcare system, and physical infrastructure. The low educational attainment of many immigrants, 31 percent of whom have not completed high school, is the primary reason so many live in poverty, use welfare programs, or lack health insurance, not their legal status or an unwillingness to work. A central question for immigration policy is whether we should allow in so many people with little education — increasing job competition for the poorest American workers and the population needing government assistance.

Setting aside the lower socio-economic status of immigrants, no nation has ever attempted to incorporate nearly 38 million newcomers into its society. Whatever one thinks of contemporary immigration, it is critically important to understand that its effect on America represents a choice. Selection criteria can be altered, as can the total number of people allowed into the country legally. Moreover, the level of resources devoted to reducing illegal immigration can also be reduced or increased. With illegal aliens accounting for nearly one in three immigrants, their effect on the nation by themselves is now very large.

The goal of this Backgrounder has been to provide information about the impact of immigration on American society to better inform the policy discussion about what kind of immigration policy should be adopted in the future. Absent a change in policy, 15 million additional legal and illegal immigrants will likely arrive in the next 10 years. Thus immigration’s impact will continue to grow if current trends continue.


End Notes

1 The survey is considered such an accurate source of information on the foreign-born because, unlike the decennial census, each household in the CPS receives an in-person interview from a Census Bureau employee. It also includes an extra-large sample of minorities. The 207,000 persons in the survey, 25,000 of whom are foreign-born, are weighted to reflect the actual size of the total U.S. population. However, it must be remembered that some percentage of the foreign-born (especially illegal aliens) are missed by government surveys of this kind, thus the actual size of this population is almost certainly larger. Of course, this was also true in past years.

2 This includes naturalized American citizens, legal permanent residents (green card holders), illegal aliens, and people on long-term temporary visas such as students or guest workers, who responded to the CPS. It does not include those born abroad of American parents or those born in outlying territories of the United States such as Puerto Rico.

3 The 2006 American Community Survey (ACS) collected in 2006 includes persons in group quarters. While it does not have the detail of the CPS, it does distinguish the foreign-born.

4 The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) estimate of illegal immigrants can be found at www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ill_pe_2006.pdf . Table 2 in the report includes an estimate of non-immigrants and illegals in the American Community Survey (ACS). The population totals and coverage ratio of the ACS and CPS are very similar.

5 Figure 1 reports the number of immigrants living in the country from 1995 through 2007 from the March CPS. The data for 1995 to 1999 was originally weighted based on the results of the 1990 ensus carried forward. This was also true for the March 2000 and 2001 CPS. After the 2000 Census, which was conducted in April, the Census Bureau re-weighted the March 2000 and 2001 CPSs based on the results from the 2000 Census. This had the effect of increasing the size of the foreign-born population in the March 2000 CPS by 5.659 percent. While the Census Bureau has not re-weighted the 1995 through 1999 CPSs, it is very reasonable to assume that the undercount was similar in those years. If we adjust the 1995 through 1999 March CPSs by the same amount it produces the results found in Figure 1.

6 If the original weights (based on the 1990 census) are used for the 1996 through 2000 data, then the foreign-born grew from 23 million in 1995 to 28.38 million in 2000 — 5.38 million. This is less than the 5.7 million growth reported for this time period shown in Figure 1.

7 Unlike deaths, out-migration may or may not rise with the size of the immigrant population. Also, unlike deaths, it can fluctuate from year to year. While the potential pool of return migrants obviously grows as the immigrant population grows, this does not necessarily mean that more will choose to go home, or in the case of illegals, be forced to do so. Put simply, out-migration usually is voluntary and can fluctuate; deaths on the other hand are not voluntary and therefore occur at a predictable rate. This does not mean that out-migration cannot be estimated. See Census Bureau publication www.census.gov/population/documentation twps0051/twps0051.pdf. In a recent report we estimated that between 2000 and 2005 new immigrant arrivals averaged 1.6 million a year and out-migration was 350,000. The 1.6 million figure assumes a 5.2 percent (roughly 100,000) undercount among recent arrivals. The Center for Immigration Studies report is entitled "100 Million More: Projecting the Impact of Immigration On the U.S. Population, 2007 to 2060" and can be found at www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2007/back707.html. The Census Bureau’s 280,000 out-migration figure assumes no immigrants are missed by the Census Bureau.

8 The Pew Hispanic Center assumes a 5.2 percent undercount of the total foreign-born population in the 2005 CPS. See Figure 3, page 4, in their March 2006 estimate of the illegal population, http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/61.pdf. Pew bases its 5.2 percent estimate on work done by Passel, Van Hook, and Bean. Their paper is entitled "Narrative Profile with Adjoining Tables of Unauthorized Migrants and Other Immigrants, Based on Census 2000: Characteristics and Methods," which was done for Sabre Systems as part of a contract with the Census Bureau.

9 In order to preserve anonymity, the Census Bureau groups several different years of arrival together in the public use CPS. In the March 2000 CPS, for example, those who arrived in 1992 and 1993 are grouped together. We split the 1992-93 group by dividing it in two, so we can compare the seven-year period prior to 2000 with the last seven years. (Even if the 1992-1993 group is not split it still shows that fewer than 10 million immigrants arrived from 1992 to 2000.) The 2001 CPS shows that 9.7 million immigrants arrived from 1994 to 2001. Thus the last seven years match or exceed the number of new immigrant in any seven-year period. Immigration during the great wave of immigration 100 years ago showed a level well below 10.3 million for any seven-year period.

10 The report, "Immigrants at Mid-Decade: A Snapshot of American’s Foreign-Born Population in 2005," can be found at www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2005/back1405.pdf. Pages 2 through 4 and endnotes 6 through 14 explain why estimating individual year flows of immigrants is so difficult.

11 To distinguish legal and illegal immigrants in the survey, this report uses citizenship status, year of arrival in the United States, age, country of birth, educational attainment, sex, receipt of welfare programs, receipt of Social Security, veteran status, and marital status. We use these variables to assign probabilities to each respondent. Those individuals who have a cumulative probability of 1 or higher are assumed to be illegal aliens. The probabilities are assigned so that both the total number of illegal aliens and the characteristics of the illegal population closely match other research in the field, particularly the estimates developed by the Department of Homeland Security/legacy INS, the Urban Institute, and the Pew Hispanic Center. This method is based on some very well-established facts about the characteristics of the illegal population. For example, it is well known that illegal aliens are disproportionately male, unmarried, under age 40, have few years of schooling, etc. Thus, we assign probabilities to these and other factors in order to select the likely illegal population. In some cases, we assume that there is no probability that an individual is an illegal alien.

12 The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) estimate of 11.6 million illegal immigrants in January 2006 can be found at: www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ill_pe_2006.pdf. That estimate includes an adjustment for those missed in Census Bureau data. The Pew Hispanic Center has estimated an 11.5 to 12 million illegal immigrant population as of March 2006 based on the CPS. This includes an adjustment for those missed by the survey. The Pew report can be found athttp://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=61 . The Urban Institute also has made estimates by legal status. Urban estimates that in March of 2002, 8.3 million illegal aliens were counted in the CPS, with an additional one million being missed. Urban’s estimates based on the March 2002 CPS can be found at:  http://www.urban.org/publications/1000587.html . Older studies by the INS and Census Bureau are also available. The INS report which found seven million illegal aliens in 2000 and an annual increase of about 500,000, can be found at: www.immigration.gov/graphics/aboutus/statistics/Ill_Report_1211.pdf . The Census Bureau estimate of eight million illegals in 2000 can be found at www.census.gov/dmd/www/ReportRec2.htm   (Appendix A of Report 1 contains the estimates).

13 Table C in the INS report on illegal immigration shows the number of non-IRCA legalizations in the 1990s. It can be found at: http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/Ill_Report_1211.pdf

14 As discussed in note 8, some research indicates that 5.2 percent of immigrants are missed in the CPS, if this is correct then the actual size of the foreign-born population is 39.9 million. Assuming the immigrant population continued to grow after March 2007 at its prior pace, then the total foreign-born population stands at 40.5 million as of November 2007. This is triple the size of the foreign-born in 1910 (13.5 million), during the peak of the last great wave of immigration.

15 The total population in the 2000 Census was 281.4 million. The newest population estimates released by the Census Bureau can be found at  www.census.gov/popest/states/tables/NST-EST2006-01.xls  We carry the estimates forward to March 2007 and find a total population growth of 20.0 million since the 2000 Census.

16 See note 15 for newest Census Bureau’s population estimates from 2000 to 2006.

17 In a study published earlier this year, the Center for Immigration Studies projected that even if there was no immigration over the next 53 years, in 2060 the U.S. population would still be growing by 800,00 a year. If the current level of net immigration continued it would be growing by 3.3 million a year in 2060. See:
http://www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2007/back707.html

18 See Robert Warren and Ellen Percy Kraly, 1985, "The Elusive Exodus: Emigration from the United States." Occasional Paper #8. Population Reference Bureau, Washington, D.C.

19 As discussed in note 8, if one adjusts for undercount in the CPS and assumes that growth continued through November of this year, then the total immigrant population now stands at over 40 million, triple the 13.5 million in 1910.

20 So that comparisons can be made between 1995 and 2000 and 2007, we have attempted to adjust figures for 1995 to reflect the results of the 2000 Census. However, the effects of these adjustments increase the foreign-born by only a small amount.

21 This figure refers to persons aged 18 or older who are in the workforce. To be in the workforce one has to be either employed or actively looking for work. Persons actively looking for work are considered unemployed.

22 The median figures in Table 6 and all subsequent tables, including those for households, are calculated using the Census Bureau method of grouping data into $2,500 cells. While the median figures in this Backgrounder closely match median figures published by the Census Bureau, they may not exactly match in all cases because the Bureau top-codes income figures in the public use file of the CPS.

23 When considering immigrant household income, it should be noted that the average household income for immigrants is much closer to that of natives than is the median household income of immigrants — $66,952 for natives and $64,114 for immigrants. This is because there are a number of very high income immigrant households that pull up the average household income of immigrants. Nevertheless, the income of immigrant households is still 4 percent less on average that native households, and at the same time their households are 28 percent larger. These two facts are the source of any potential fiscal problems immigrants may create for public coffers.

24 See page 21 of the Census Bureau’s "Methodology and Assumptions for the Population Projections of the United States: 1999 to 2100" The report can be found at
www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0038.pdf

25 The Backgrounder, "Immigration in an Aging Society Workers, Birth Rates, and Social Security," can be found at www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2005/back505.html 

26 The Backgrounder, "100 Million More: Projecting the Impact of Immigration on the U.S. Population, 2007 to 2060," can be found at www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2007/back707.html .

27 Official government poverty statistics do not include the small number of unrelated individuals under age 15 (mostly foster children) and they are therefore not included in Table 7 and all subsequent tables dealing with poverty.

28 It should be noted that year of arrival data is grouped in the CPS to preserve the anonymity of respondents. Table 7 reports figures in as detailed a manner as possible given this grouping.

29 See, for example, the Urban Institute study "Immigration and Immigrants: Setting the Record Straight," which can be found at: www.urban.org/publications/305184.html#III

30 Of immigrants who did not have a high school degree and had lived in the country 20 or more years, one-fifth lived in poverty and 54 percent lived in or near poverty. Both rates are substantially above that of natives.

31 Figures for natives exclude the young (under 18) U.S.-born children of immigrant fathers.

32 We report poverty for children born in the United States who have immigrant fathers and are under the age of 18. This has the effect of counting children who have two parents who are foreign-born or just those whose father is foreign-born. Those who have only foreign-born mothers are not counted. In this way, we avoid double counting. If we report figures for children with two foreign-born parents or just an immigrant mother the results are very similar.

33 As is the case for poverty figures, the rate for natives excludes the U.S.-born children (under 18) of immigrant fathers.

34 The article, "Healthcare Expenditures of Immigrants in the United States: A Nationally Representative Analysis," by Sarita A. Mohanty, Steffie Woolhandler, David U. Himmelstein, Susmita Pati, Olveen Carrasquillo, and David H. Bor, appeared in the August 2005 American Journal of Public Health.

35 Figures for immigrants include the U.S.-born children (under 18) of immigrant fathers. Figures for natives exclude these children.

36 See, for example, Figures 20-1, 20-2, and 20-3 in "Profiles of the Foreign-born Population in the United States 2000," by Dianne A. Schmidley. U.S. Government Printing Office. Series P23-206.

37 The Census Bureau released the 2007 CPS without figures for the EITC and ACTC, so the figures for both are from the 2006 CPS. The ACTC also can be referred to as the refundable portion of the Child Tax Credit. Tables 12 and 13 report those who are eligible for cash from the government, not just a refund of money they paid as taxes.

38 Use of welfare for both immigrants and natives in the CPS is understated because people forget about services when answering the survey. This is particularly true for use of Medicaid and cash assistance programs, which administrative data shows is somewhat higher than the numbers found in the CPS.

39 The primary refugee sending countries that can be identified in the CPS are Albania, the former Yugoslavia, the former USSR, Afghanistan, Iraq, Cuba, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sudan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and Nicaragua.

40 For a discussion of the decline in immigrant education relative to natives, see "The Slowing Progress of Immigrants: An Examination of Income, Home Ownership, and Citizenship, 1970-2000," which can be found at: www.cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/articles/2001/back401.html.

41 If we divide those with at least a bachelor’s degree between those with a four-year degree and those with a graduate or professional degree, we find that 10.2 percent of natives and 10.8 percent of immigrants have a post-graduate degree of some kind.

42 As already discussed in note 23, the average household income of immigrants is not as different as the median household income.

43 Figures for the school-age population are not for those actually enrolled in public school because the March CPS does not ask a question about enrollment. However, the American Community Survey (ACS) does ask such a question. The 2006 ACS shows that of school-age children (5 to 17) living in immigrant households, 88.6 percent were enrolled in public school, 7.6 percent were in private school, and 3.8 percent were not enrolled in any school. For school-age children in native households, 84.3 percent were in public school, 11.9 percent were in private school, and 3.8 percent were not enrolled in any school. The higher rate of public school enrollment among the school-age children of immigrants means that their impact on public schools is actually slightly larger than that shown in the Table 17.

44 Figures include immigrants and the U.S.-born children (under age 18) of immigrant fathers.

45 Figures include immigrants and the U.S.-born children (under age 18) of immigrant fathers.

46 Both DHS estimates and Pew Hispanic estimates assume this level of undercount in the Census Bureau data.

47 We also estimate that there are an additional 400,000 illegal immigrants who are unemployed. This means that the total number of illegals in the labor force is 7.3 million. Again it must be remembered these figures are only for those who responded to the CPS.

48 None of the above figures include the roughly four million college students who are not working, nor does it include individuals over age 64 who are not working and who might be induced to rejoin the labor force.

49 The CPS shows that in 2000 the share of native-born teens holding a job was 25 percent compared to 18 percent in 2007. For less-educated adult natives (18 to 64), 69 percent were holding a job in 2000 compared to 66 percent in 2007.

50 To calculate median income in the way that the Census Bureau does, it is necessary to group data into cells. But the number of illegal alien households, which is much smaller than the number of illegal alien individuals, is not large enough in most states to do this and still produce reliable results. In contrast, a mean or average figure does not require the grouping of data so it is possible to calculate average income for smaller states. The median income of illegal households is much lower than the mean figure. For the nation as a whole, we estimate that the median income of households headed by illegal aliens is $35,966, compared the $49,201 median income of native-headed households, which is shown in Tables 6, 17, and 22. This means that the median income for illegal households is 73 percent that of natives households. The average income for illegal households ($45,748) is 68 percent that of native households ($66,952), which is shown in Table 22.

51 Each year the Census Bureau publishes income, poverty, and health insurance statistics from the CPS. The latest version of the publication can be found at  http://www.census.gov/prod/2007pubs/p60-233.pdf .

52 In total, we estimate that there are 3.4 million U.S.-born children (under age 18) of illegals in the March 2007 CPS. We also estimate that there are 1.7 million illegal aliens who are under age 18.
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