




tm

isbn 978-0-9890614-5-2

The Fiscal Burden of 
Illegal Immigration on 

California Taxpayers
by jack martin, director of special projects

federation for american immigration reform

JUNE 2014



1 the federation for american immigration reform

Executive Summary
Californians bear an enormous fiscal burden as a result of an illegal alien population estimated at almost 3
million residents. The annual expenditure of state and local tax dollars on services for that population is $25.3
billion. That total amounts to a yearly burden of about $2,370 for a household headed by a U.S. citizen.

Nearly half of those expenditures ($12.3 billion) result from the costs of K-12 education for the children of
illegal aliens — both those illegally in the country and those born in the United States. Another major outlay
($2.1 billion) results from the need to provide supplemental English language instruction to Limited English
Proficient students, many of whom are children of illegal aliens. Together, these educational costs are 57.1
percent of total expenditures. 

Other fiscal outlays result from the costs of medical care ($4.0 billion),
public assistance services ($800 million), administration of justice
functions ($4.4 billion), and general governmental services ($1.6
billion).

Because some tax revenue is collected from the illegal alien
population, we include an estimate of this revenue from sales,
income, property and “sin” taxes. Yet, it should be kept in
mind that the $3.5 billion in tax collections is not truly an
offset to the fiscal costs, because similar, and likely greater, tax
revenue would be collected if the same jobs were filled by legal
workers.

The adoption of new amnesty legislation, such as Senate
bill S.774, the so-called Gang of Eight bill, backed by
the Obama administration, would not be an economic
benefit to Californian taxpayers as some have argued.
Amnesty advocates assert that providing legal status to
illegal aliens would reduce the cost of “undocumented
immigrants.” That is akin to arguing that the way to
reduce speeding on the highways is to abolish speed
limits. Doing so would eliminate speeding, but it would
not eliminate the danger of operating vehicles at
excessive speed, and, arguably, would have the opposite
effect. Similarly, converting illegal aliens into legal
residents would reduce the size of the illegal alien
population, but it would not reduce the overall fiscal
outlays associated with that population, and arguably
would significantly increase them as the newly legalized
residents became eligible for public assistance that was
denied to them while they did not have legal status. It
would also lead to additional illegal immigration as
happened following the 1986 amnesty, which would
further increase the fiscal burden.
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The costs related to the presence of illegal aliens can be lowered. The most effective step a state can take to
discourage the arrival of illegal aliens is to utilize the E-Verify screening system designed to prevent employers
from hiring illegal workers. California instead is moving in the opposite direction by adopting measures
designed to accommodate the presence of illegal aliens. A.B. 4, the so-called Trust Act, restricts the
cooperation between state and local law enforcement agencies with federal immigration authorities. A more
recent law, A.B. 60, gives illegal aliens access to driver’s licenses. This measure alone is going to cost the state
of California, by its own admission, $64.7 million per year.1

Illegal Aliens in California
After a brief hiatus that coincided with the worst of the economic recession, California’s illegal alien
population is on the rise again. The Department of Homeland Security’s Office of Immigration Statistics
estimated that the illegal alien population in the state fell by 240,000 between 2007 and 2009. Since then,
however, the estimate by DHS/OIS has increased by 220,000 as of 2012 to reach 2.8 million. That increase
for California is proportionately higher than a similar increase estimated for the country.2

It is unclear whether DHS excluded from its estimate the illegal alien population that has gained temporary
legal status through the legally questionable Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, as it does illegal aliens

given Temporary Protected Status. As of January 2014,
more than 110,000 illegal aliens had applied for
DACA status from California.

A slightly higher estimate of the illegal alien population
in the state as of 2010 was 2,934,400 persons.3

Assuming the illegal alien population in the state has
not declined since 2010, as indicated by DHS and Pew
Research Center estimates, we use the estimate of 2.9
million in our calculations.4

Another estimate addresses the issue of the number of
minor children of illegal aliens in the state. That
estimate is fundamental to estimates of school
expenditures and medical costs. The estimates below
are based on a March 2013 study by University of
California researchers that system focused on the
number of illegal alien youth in California eligible for
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals temporary
status program.5 The shares of younger illegal alien
children and other U.S-born children of illegal aliens
are estimated based largely on research by the Pew
Hispanic Center.6

pre-school school-age total

illegal aliens 65,400 319,100 384,500

U.s.-born 242,200 862,500 1,104,700

total 307,600 1,181,600 1,489,200

tablE 1 
children of illegal aliens

dhs estimate

figUrE 1
illegal alien population (millions)
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The estimated illegal alien population plus the U.S.-born children constitutes at least 10.7 percent of
the state’s population in 2013.

Education Costs

K–12 EdUcatioN

The California state budget for 2012-2013 identified the per pupil expenditure as $11,445 and projected it at
$11,742 for the current school year. The share identified as federal funding was 11 percent, so state and local
funding amounts to $10,450.7

Public school expenditures in California for the
children of illegal aliens are estimated to cost the
taxpayers more than $12.3 billion per year. This
does not include additional state, county, and local
spending on pre-K programs that also include the
children of illegal aliens.

sUpplEmENtal ENglish iNstrUctioN

The cost to California taxpayers for the K-12 education of the children of illegal aliens does not end with the
regular operating expenses.  Because most of those children are raised speaking a language other than English
at home, they have difficulty learning in English in school. They are, therefore, put into supplemental English
classes for Limited English Proficient students. Those classes are sometimes identified as English Language
Learner classes or English as a Second Language classes.  

Under the state’s current public school funding
formula, the state provides “…a supplemental grant
equal to 20 percent of the adjusted [local] base
grant for targeted disadvantaged students. Targeted
students are those classified as English
learners…[among others].”8 The base grant is
$7,643 per pupil.9 The supplement, therefore,
amounts to $1,529 per pupil. Additional funding
comes from local sources. On average, the local
funding of public school expenditures accounts for
about one third of the state funding.10 Applying the
same share to ELL program funding adds an
additional $494, for a total of $2,023 per pupil.

We include in the estimate, a declining enrollment in ELL instruction as the students have additional years of
supplemental English instruction. We also provide for the fact that some students in ELL instruction will not
be children of illegal aliens.

number per student total ($m)

illegal aliens 319,100 $10,450 $3,334.6

U.s.-born 862,500 $10,450 $9,013.1

total 1,181,600 $12,347.7

tablE 2
per student costs (K-12)

figUrE 2
Ell Enrollment by grade (thousands)
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According to a 2009 news account, “Nearly 70% of
all students ever placed in the English language
learning program were born in the United States.
And, “Almost 30% of those placed early on in such
programs in L.A. Unified were still in them when
they started high school….”11

Supplemental public school expenditures on
ELL instruction for the children of illegal aliens amounts to more than $2 billion per year.  

UNivErsity ExpENditUrEs

By admitting certain illegal aliens at in-state tuition rates, the Legislature and the Board of Regents imposed
an additional major burden on the state’s taxpayers. In 2012, the Legislature increased that burden by
extending Cal Grant financial aid to those illegal alien students.12 Providing the opportunity for illegal alien
students to continue their education at subsidized rates encourages more of those students to do so. The same

is true for providing tuition assistance grants to
them.

The estimated tuition subsidy of more than
$102.7 million extended to illegal alien students
is now augmented by the newly approved
financial assistance program. 

The California Student Aid Commission reportedly
planned to award about 6,000 Cal Grants to illegal alien students in the 2013-2014 school year — amounting
to about $19.5 million.13

Adding the financial aid to the illegal alien college students to the tuition subsidy and the K-12 educational
outlays amounts to more than $14.5 billion in fiscal costs to the California taxpayer.

enrollment per student total ($m)

illegal aliens 280,000 $2,023 $566.4

U.s.-born 750,000 $2,023 $1,517.3

total 1,030,000 $2,083.7

enrollment per student total ($m)

2-year ccs 22,000 $3,585 $78.9

csU 2,500 $6,096 $15.2

Uc 650 $13,200 $8.6

25,150 $102.7

tablE 3
Ell Enrollment

tablE 4
in-state tuition subsidy

figUrE 3
total Education costs
$14,553.6 million

K-12 Education
$12,347.7 million
84.5%

supplemental English instruction
$2,083.7 million
14.3%

tuition subsidy
$102.7 million
7.1%

cal grants
$19.5 million
1.3%



Law Enforcement Costs

prisoNs

The expense of incarcerating alien convicts is one measure of the cost to the California taxpayer that results
from their criminal activities. The share of illegal and deportable aliens in prison in the state is also an
indication of the relative amount of related expenditure on policing and prosecution of those prisoners.

The cost of incarceration of deportable aliens is partially offset by the federal State Criminal Alien Assistance
Program (SCAAP) reimbursement, which is based only on a share of personnel costs, and has been shrinking
in recent years. It was $72.9 million for 2012.14 That left the California taxpayer with a cost of $1,468
million.

The net annual cost of incarcerating
deportable aliens amounts to nearly $1.5
billion.

policiNg

We estimate current state and local policing expenses to be about $14.6 billion. The share of that amount
attributable to the illegal alien population was $1.85 billion.15

JUdicial

The estimate for state and local judicial costs in California is $8.8 billion. The share attributable to the illegal
alien population is about $1.1 billion. That estimate is conservative because judicial expenses are likely to be
especially impacted by the requirement for translation and interpreter services as well as the services of public
defenders.

In total, the law enforcement expenditures by the state and local governments resulting from the illegal
alien population are over $4.4 billion per year. That estimate would have been higher if it included juvenile
justice expenditures and parole system costs as well as the additional judicial
costs noted.
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figUrE 4
total law Enforcement costs
$4,436.6 million

policing
$1,851.9 million
41.7%

Judicial
$1,116.4 million
25.2%

incarceration
$1,541.2 million
34.7%

scaap reimbursement
-$72.9 million
-1.6%

total ($m)

prisoner years x cost per year 32,500 x $47,421 $1,541.2

scaap reimbursement -$72.9

net cost $1,468.3

tablE 5
incarceration costs



6the fiscal bUrden of illegal immigration on california taxpayers

Health Care Costs
The illegal alien population generally does not have health insurance and generally has low income levels that
result in recourse to free clinics and emergency rooms when medical services are required.16 These medical
expenditures for illegal aliens occur in several primary categories:

• Medicaid funded births to illegal aliens, 
• Medicaid services to the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens, 
• Publicly-funded medical insurance for some of the U.S.-born children, 
• County provided free medical primary care.
• Unreimbursed emergency medical care provided to illegal aliens. 

A study published in 2013 reported the average Medicaid reimbursement for a natural delivery was $9,131
and for a caesarian section was $13,690. We use an average cost per delivery of $11,410.The federal

government pays half of the Medicaid cost ($5,705) under
the Federal Medical Assistance Program.17

The above estimate does not include pre- and post-natal
medical expenditures. An estimate of the related pre-natal

expenditure in California — not including federal funding — for illegal aliens in 2011 was $56 million per
year.18 A similar estimate of post-natal funding is not included.

We, therefore, estimate the Medicaid expenditure paid by the California taxpayer for pre-natal and
delivery services to illegal aliens is at least $444 million per year.

mEdi-cal for U.s.-borN childrEN of illEgal aliENs aNd daca rEcipiENts

Following the birth to an illegal alien mother, the child continues to be eligible for medical coverage under
Medi-Cal, the state’s Medicaid program, if the family under the income threshold.

Our estimate of the children of illegal aliens
continuing since birth to receive taxpayer-funded
medical care is about two-thirds of those children
whose births were funded by Medi-Cal. The total
cost to California taxpayers for that program is
estimated at more than $1.8 billion per year.

hEalth iNsUraNcE for childrEN

The Children’s Health Insurance Program, in
California’s called the Optional Targeted Low Income Children
Program, is a medical insurance program for low income children
who live in families where income is above the qualifying level for
Medicaid but below 250 percent of the FPL.19

number expense total ($m)

68,000 $5,705 $387.9

number cost per child total ($m)

age 0-1 68,000 $1,800 $122.4

age 1-5 231,200 $1,800 $416.2

age 6-18 720,270 $1,800 $1,296.5

total 1,019,470 $1,835.1

number expense total ($m)

68,000 $5,705 $387.9

tablE 6
medicaid births to illegal aliens

tablE 7
medi-cal for children

tablE 8
children’s health insurance
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coUNty mEdical sErvicEs

Several counties provide illegal aliens free primary care medical services. Those services are being provided in
the counties of Alameda, Fresno, Kern, Los Angeles, Riverside, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara and
Santa Cruz.20

If the number of beneficiaries and the cost level in the other counties is comparable to that in Fresno, they are
providing medical services to as many as 75,000 illegal aliens at a cost of about $375 million per year.21

UNcompENsatEd EmErgENcy mEdical sErvicEs

Under the federal Emergency Medical Treatment and Labor Act, public hospitals must provide emergency
medical treatment to any patient regardless of immigration status or ability to pay until the patient’s medical
condition is stabilized. The Kaiser Health News reported in 2011 that California hospitals get about half the
$2 billion spent annually on Emergency Medicaid, i.e., about $1 billion. A 2009 report put the unreimbursed
costs in the state resulting from medical services for illegal aliens at about the same level, i.e., $1.2 billion.
That amount is likely higher today as a result of inflation. Some of that cost is borne directly by the taxpayer
and some is passed on in the form of higher insurance costs to those who have medical insurance.

We estimate an annual cost of $1.3 billion as the annual costs of emergency medical treatment to illegal
aliens provided by the state.

medicaid services
(illegal aliens and U.s.-born
children of illegal aliens)
$2,278.9 million
56.7%

figUrE 5
total cost of
health care 
$4,016.1 million

Emergency medical
services
$1,300.0 million
32.4%

county medical services
$375.0 million
9.3%

health insurance for children
(U.s.-born children of illegal aliens)
$62.2 million
1.5%

Public Assistance Costs
In general, illegal aliens are ineligible for social assistance programs. Nevertheless, there is a significant amount
of social assistance that is attributable to their presence. Some of the expenditures relate to programs that
provide services to all residents without regard to immigration status, such as free and low cost meal programs
in the public schools or public health programs such as free immunizations. Other expenditures result from
the ability of illegal aliens being able to enroll in social assistance programs on the basis of their U.S.-born
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children and their low income levels. Finally, there likely is some fraudulent enrollment of illegal aliens in
social assistance programs by falsely claiming U.S. citizenship or legal permanent residence and using fictitious
or stolen identities. The absence of sufficient data to make an estimate on the costs of fraud leads to that
likelihood being ignored in this fiscal cost study.

wElfarE aNd food stamps

According to a 2011 state analysis, California spends $500 million a year for cash aid to 90,000 U.S. citizen
children of illegal aliens, for a per child expenditure of $5,555 per year.22 The same report also indicated that
54 percent of the funding was from the state and local budgets rather than federal funding. 

Not all illegal alien parents whose U.S.-born children qualify for welfare programs enroll in public assistance
programs. One indicator of how many may be participating is data on the number of children receiving
benefits in “zero parent families.” This category includes households where the parents are illegal aliens, and
who, therefore, are excluded from the public assistance that their children qualify for. State data show 356,558
children enrolled in CalWorks public assistance in 2013 in this “zero parent families” category, with payments
of $76.5 million for the month of August.23 This implies a full-year expense of $918 million. 

The CalWorks program is funded by the federal Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program
and by the state. The federal funding as of 2010 was $3.7 billion, and the state “Maintenance of Effort”
funding was $2.9 billion (44% of total funding).24 That share of state funding implies about $403.4 million
allocated to the child only cases. However that program is just one of the CalWorks public assistance
programs. 

Assuming the number of children of illegal aliens enrolled in CalWorks is as high as 300,000, i.e., 27.2
percent of the state’s estimated U.S.-born children of illegal aliens, and the level of expenditure per child is
$5,500, the state share (44%) of that funding is an annual cost of $726 million.

We estimate that about $726 million is spent by the state in the CalWorks public assistance programs
that match federal funding for the TANF and Child Care and Development Fund programs for the
U.S.-born children of illegal aliens.

frEE aNd sUbsidizEd school mEals

According to the California Department of Education, as of October 2012 there were 2,383,112 students
receiving free and reduced price meals in public schools.25 We assume that most of the state’s estimated 1.18
million children of illegal aliens attending public schools will be participating in the program. That is nearly
half (49.5%) of the participating students.26 The state subsidy of the program amounts to $132.6 million per
school year (ignoring the summer school program), so the share attributable to the children of illegal aliens
amounts to $65. 6 million per year.

Total state and local public assistance funding received in the CalWorks and school meal programs
amounts to an estimated $791.6 million annually. This estimate, however, does not include numerous
smaller programs operated at the county or city level that may include public housing and other publicly
funded assistance programs.
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General Government Services Costs
Illegal aliens benefit from general government functions the same as legal residents, and a share of the cost of
that activity is attributable to their presence in the state’s population. The general government function
includes activities at the state and local levels of government for the common use of the public facilities such
as parks and recreation areas, libraries, or street and road maintenance or fire departments and municipal
health clinics. 

According to the California state budget for 2012-2013,
general fund expenditures are projected to be about $95.67
billion.27 The general government share is $3.73 billion, i.e.
about 3.9 percent. The share attributable to the illegal alien
population is about $440 million. The county budgets total
about $83.8 billion and the general expenditure share of
about 9.5 percent is $9.96 billion. The share attributable
to the illegal alien population is about $939 million.
City budgets statewide amount to about $19.5 billion
and the general government portion is about $1.85
billion with the illegal alien share about $220 million. 

We, therefore, estimate a total of general government
expense attributable to the illegal alien population of
about $1.6 billion. 

coUNty
$939 million
58.8% statE

$440 million
27.6%

figUrE 7
total cost of 
general government services
$1.6 billion

city
$218 million
13.7%

school meals
$65.6 million
8.3%

calworks
$726.0 million
91.7%

figUrE 6
total cost of 
public assistance 
$791.6 million
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Tax Collection
Advocates of amnesty for illegal aliens routinely suggest that the illegal resident population has earned legal
permanent residence because they have paid taxes. That argument is illogical because even tourists, foreign
students, and guest workers pay some state taxes, but no one would suggest that fact should entitle them to
‘green cards.’

In addition, the same or greater taxes would be received by the state and local governments if illegal alien
workers were replaced with legal workers, because legal workers are likely to be earning higher wages and less
likely to be working in the underground economy for cash than illegal alien workers.

The taxes collected from illegal aliens include the income tax, sales tax, property tax (as a share of rent), and
“sin” taxes. This report analyzes the fiscal impact on state and local budgets, and therefore includes an analysis
of state and local — but not federal — tax receipts. 

iNcomE tax

Although the state income tax is the primary source of state revenue (about 64% of general fund receipts),
very little of that is likely received from the illegal alien population. Households with two or more children
with income under $25,536 are exempt from income tax withholding.28 Those households with two and a
half times the minimum wage ($41,600) are subject to withholding of $29.76 annually. Singles with income
less than $12,768 are exempt from withholding. Singles earning the minimum wage ($16,640 for a 40 hour
week) are subject to annual tax withholding of $63.20. However, those tax liabilities may be reduced by the
renters’ credit of $60 for singles and $120 for married persons.29

We estimate that with workers in the underground economy working for cash wages and those in the above
ground economy working with false identification as legal workers, but with low income, the only income tax
collection will be from a small outlier population of higher-earning visa overstayers who are using a Social
Security number they received when they entered the country on a visa as a temporary guest worker. Single
workers at twice the median income ($54,468) would have withholding of $2,266. Households with two or
more children with double the median income ($79,308) would have withholding of $277.  Of course,
income tax payments by these outliers reduce their disposable income. We assume a 10 percent share of illegal
alien tax filers — 253,180 persons — are higher-earning outliers. 

The estimated tax collection from that outlier population of illegal aliens is $382.2 million.

salEs tax

The base state sales tax is 7.5 percent. Many local jurisdictions add their own sales taxes. Thus, in a county
such as Los Angeles the combined sales tax is 9.0 percent. Therefore, to estimate sales tax collection from the
illegal alien population assumptions are necessary about where in the state and about their disposable income.
Most counties apply the 8 percent rate, but counties that apply a 9 percent rate (e.g., Alameda, Los Angeles,
San Mateo) account for a large share — as much as one-third — of the state’s illegal alien population. Our
estimate of tax collections from illegal aliens takes this distribution into account and uses an average rate of
8.25 percent.



To arrive at the estimate of disposable income, we use averages for earnings, rent, utilities, food, remittances,
alcohol, tobacco, income tax, and transportation expenses. We estimate an annual disposable income of
$7,205 for most single illegal aliens, and $36,450 for the outliers earning double the median wage. For most
double income families, the disposable income was estimated at $4,880 (because of higher food and average
rent costs for a family with 2.5 children), and about $39,670 for outlier families earning double the median
wage. For the outliers, we assume that three-fourths of disposable income is spent on sales tax items. That
estimate leads to an assumption of annual disposable income of about $24.6 billion. 

We estimate that the share of this disposable income spent on purchases subject to the sales tax results
in tax receipts by state and local jurisdictions of $1.8 billion.

propErty taxEs

Most illegal aliens will contribute some share of property taxes as part of their rent payments. The county
property tax rate is 1 percent of assessed value, and local jurisdictions may add to that rate.30 Because local
property tax rates on top of the state rate vary widely, we use the realtor’s ‘rule of thumb’ of a combined state
and local rate of 1.25 percent. 

In total the illegal alien population accounts for about 1.2 million property taxpayers with total annual
property tax payments of about $1.22 billion.

siN taxEs

We estimate adult consumption of cigarettes at shares of Mexican consumers reported by the World Health
Organization.31 For alcohol consumption, we use data from the Centers for Communicable Diseases.32

California tax rates are $.45 on a pack of cigarettes. At half a pack a day, that would generate an  estimated tax
revenue of about $105.2 million. At a tax of $0.617 per gallon of beer, consumption by illegal aliens would

generate estimated tax receipts of about $5.0 million.

Combined, these “sin” taxes generate an estimated tax collection of about
$110.2 million.

In total those tax revenues collected at the state and local level of
government are estimated to amount to about $3.5 billion annually.

Conclusion
The fiscal burden on California taxpayers as a result of illegal immigration is already enormous, and it will
continue to grow as long as the illegal alien population in the state continues to grow, and as long as the state
continues to extend taxpayer-funded services to illegal aliens. The fiscal costs will also grow as a result of new
developments such as the decrease in unreimbursed emergency medical assistance from the federal
government to public emergency care facilities as part of the ACA and state measures that accommodate and
attract new illegal aliens. These include measures such as providing driver’s licenses and financial assistance for
college tuition or the proposed free and subsidized medical care.

($millions)

income tax $382.2

sales tax $1,829.4

property tax $1,218.8

sin taxes $110.2

total $3,540.6
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tablE 9
state/local tax receipts
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Currently California Senate Bill 1005 (S.B. 1005) would create a California state exchange modeled on the
Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) and would allow would allow illegal aliens to receive taxpayer-funded
subsidized in order to purchase health insurance. It would also extend Medi-Cal benefits to illegal aliens. With
$4 billion being paid out for the medical care of illegal aliens and their children, S.B. 1005 would
exponentially increase costs for California taxpayers.

It is a mistake to assume that there is nothing that can be done at the state or local level other than to
accommodate those who have taken up residence in the state in violation of federal law. In the absence of
effective federal enforcement to discourage the settlement of illegal aliens, state and local policymakers have
the means available to take action to defend the interests of the public. The most important of those is to
effectively deny job opportunity to illegal workers. States that have adopted mandatory identity verification by
employers of their new employees — using the federal E-Verify program — have seen decreases in the illegal
alien population and related costs from Medicaid births, supplemental English enrollment in the public
schools, and in crime rates, to name the most notable trends.33

The most effective reform must take place at the federal level to assure that all employers are playing on a level
field, but, until that is accomplished, state and local policymakers should put the interests of legal residents
ahead of illegal residents.
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