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This report is designed to fill a gap. An information gap. The federal government has never published a comprehensive study of the fiscal cost of immigration. 

No public policy has changed the size and composition of U.S. population as much as immigration policy. Forty years ago only 4 percent of the U.S. population was foreign-born. Today immigrants account for 13 percent of our population. Immigrants and their children will account for more than 80 percent of population growth through mid-century.

Immigrants are poorer, pay less tax, and are more likely to receive public benefits than natives. The Jordan Commission found that the average immigrant household receives about $13,000 in federal benefits while paying about $10,000 a year in taxes – a deficit of $3,000 per household. 

That was more than ten years ago.

Subsequent studies have confirmed the negative fiscal impact of immigration. But these studies were done by private research organizations – think tanks. The federal government has never done a comprehensive analysis of this issue. 

More importantly, the recent studies have focused on illegal immigration. This is too narrow. There are plenty of reasons to be concerned about illegal immigration. But almost all of them are also reasons to be concerned about a lot of legal immigration.  Anyone who is concerned about the impact of illegal immigration on wages, or assimilation – or on the federal budget - should also be concerned about the impact of legal immigration on those things.   

Our report looks at the total costs of immigration - the cost of providing for the 37 million (legal and illegal) immigrants in the country today. 

Previous studies have focused on a few large social programs administered by a handful of government agencies. We believe that every government agency, and most government programs, are impacted by immigration. 

Every federal agency should be required to prepare an Immigration Fiscal Impact Statement every year. The numbers are changing that quickly. Our report contains 15 such statements for fiscal 2007 – one for each cabinet level department. 

By casting a wide net we discuss programs that are not usually associated with immigration.

The Treasury Department administers the Earned Income Tax Credit - the most expensive means-tested federal welfare program. ($35 billion a year.) 30% of immigrant households receive the credit; only 13% of native households. Illegal immigrants are eligible on behalf of their U.S.-born children. 

EPA spends more than one billion dollars annually to reduce the nation’s carbon footprint. We use less energy per capita today than in 1974. But population growth has more than offset the decline in per capita usage. Immigration will account for over 80% of U.S. population growth between now and the year 2050. EPA's goals are unattainable so long as immigration continues at its current levels. 

You wouldn’t expect the Department of the Interior to be sensitive to immigration. But the Bureau of Land Management – a unit of Interior - spends millions to mitigate the environmental damage done by illegal crossing the southern border. This is a fraction of the amount that another federal report says is needed.

U.S. hospitals must provide emergency medical treatment to illegal immigrants. The Department of Health and Human Services provides $250 million a year to help hospitals pay for this mandate. But the costs are far greater. As a result many ERs have closed, diminishing access for immigrants and natives alike.

Migrant education grants are intended to help states educate the children of seasonal farm workers. But the Dept. of Education distributes the funds based on the number of eligible students rather than the number actually enrolled. This creates an incentive for states to over count – and under serve – migrant children. 

The Dept. of Labor’s Office of Foreign Labor Certification (OFLC) does the fact finding needed to insure that foreign workers brought into the country do not adversely impact wages and working conditions of comparable native workers. Unfortunately, the law allows employers to calculate wages and skill levels of their current workforce. The loophole prevents OFLC from discharging its responsibilities – and opens the gate to cheap foreign workers.

And then there are the federal policies, ostensibly unrelated to immigration, that have greatly accelerated the influx. The Department of Agriculture’s grain subsidies are great for U.S. agribusiness. But they’ve put many Mexican farmers out of business, forcing them to cross the U.S. border in search of agri-jobs in the U.S. 

Similarly, the Commerce Department’s Security and Prosperity Partnership (SSP) is mapping a course toward a North American Union embracing the U.S., Mexico, and Canada. Immigration would be allowed without limit under such a regime. 

What is the bottom line? We estimate that immigration costs the federal government about $346 billion a year. That comes to $9,100 per immigrant.

To put this in context, $346 billion is more than twice as large as last year’s deficit ($162 billion) - but only three-quarters of the $500 billion deficit currently projected for this fiscal year.

On a departmental basis, the immigration-related costs range from $147 billion at Treasury to $300 million at DOD. (The Treasury’s cost includes $100 billion of federal taxes that are lost due to the impact of immigrant workers on native incomes.)
The federal budget is full of analysis. There are sections that describe how changes in interest rates, or inflation, or economic growth rates will impact federal spending and the deficit. Homeland security initiatives, drug control policy, loan guarantees, aid to state and local governments: their fiscal impacts are also analysed in detail in every federal budget. 

But immigration policy….Not a word.

Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised. A White House that wants de facto amnesty for illegal aliens as well as the expansion of many categories of legal immigration does not want the fiscal costs of immigration publicized. This is unfortunate: only the government has the data and the expertise needed to accurately estimate those costs. 

A complete accounting is beyond our capability. Our goal, however, is to increase awareness – within the government and among citizens - of the myriad ways by which immigration increases the cost of government and how government policies increase immigration.

Hopefully Washington will be moved by our example.

I’ll be glad to take your questions.
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