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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Between the years 2000 and 2006, immigration and children born to immigrant mothers added about 12.6
million people to the population of the United States. This increase was more than double the 5.4 million
growth in the native-born population. If this rate of increase were to continue for seventy years, the country’s
population would double — adding an additional 300 million residents to our population.
Across the country, immigration is the major source of our population growth. However, the rate of immigration-caused population growth varies widely among the states. While immigration is not as concentrated today
in “gateway” states such as New York and California as it was in earlier decades, it nevertheless still predominates in those states. In both of those states, as well as several others, all population growth since 2000 is
accounted for by immigration. Also in those two states and several others, there is a net outflow of native-born
residents that coincides with the continuing stream of arriving immigrants. In several of those states, the nativeborn population has actually decreased.
This “immigrant-in/native-out” demographic pattern has significant implications for educational and social
support programs and for the human capital needed for economic growth in the future — at least in the short
term. The U.S. Department of Education’s report The Condition of Education 2008 stated that, “Between 1979
and 2006, the number of school-age children (ages 5–17) who spoke a language other than English at home
increased from 3.8 to 10.8 million, or from 9 to 20 percent of the population in this age range.” Commenting
on that report, Peter Zamora, regional counsel for the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund
said, “Latino students have long underperformed versus Anglo students…and they are continuing to underperform....[W]hen one out of five students is Hispanic, this isn’t a Latino issue, this is an American issue.”1
Immigration also affects another critical element of American life — the use and availability of resources.
Recent rises in petroleum, food, and other commodity prices, coupled with fresh water shortages, have reduced
economic activity in the U.S. and many other countries. While many factors affect the basic economic relationship of supply and demand, increased population by its very nature tends to increase demand for both commodities and manufactured goods. And that increased demand tends to increase prices unless supply is also
increased.
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Similarly, Americans are increasingly aware of the relationship
between population growth and its impact on the environment. Yet, policy makers have shown little willingness to focus
on the underlying population growth factor that is common to
these burgeoning constraint and impact issues.

COMPONENTS OF
ANNUAL POPULATION CHANGE
(in millions)

NATIONAL POPULATION GROWTH
Of the United States’ total population in 2000 of 281 million
people, about 31.1 million (11.1%) were foreign-born.2 By
October 2006, the Census Bureau estimated the foreign-born
population at 37.55 million out of a total 299.4 million — or
12.5 percent of the overall population.3 Thus, over the first six
years of this decade, the foreign-born share increased from one
in every nine people to one in every eight people residing in
our country.
During this six-year period, the overall population of the
United States increased by 6.4 percent. Therefore, the population was increasing by an average of more than one percent per
year. The impact of immigration on this rapid population
growth may be seen when the rate of growth is separated into
the growth in the foreign-born population and the native-born
population. For the six years since the 2000 Census, the nativeborn population increased by 11.5 million people (4.6%). The
foreign-born population increased by 6.4 million people
(20.7%). The fact that the foreign-born population is growing
at more than four times the rate of the native-born population
explains why the relative share of the immigrant population is
increasing so rapidly.
Of course, the increase in the foreign-born population understates the impact on population change because it does not
account for the additional population increase from the children born in this country to the immigrant population.
Because they are considered U.S. citizens, their births are
recorded as part of the growth in the native-born population.
Nevertheless, this additional impact on U.S. population
growth is a direct consequence of immigration. In 2000,
native-born Americans averaged roughly 13 births per thousand people, while immigrants averaged more than twice that
rate at roughly 28 births per thousand. According to the
Census Bureau, in 2000, births to immigrant mothers
accounted for 17 percent of the total births in the United
States.4

SHARES OF
ANNUAL POPULATION CHANGE

increase in the immigrant population accounted for more
than one-third (35.9%) of the overall population increase. But
when births to immigrants are included in the calculation, the
share attributable to immigration increases to more than seventenths (70.1%) of the increase. The longer this trend continues, the larger the share of population growth resulting from
Of the approximately 25.5 million children born in the United immigration will become. The Pew Hispanic Center estimates
States between 2000 and 2006, about 6.1 million children that 82% of the population increase between 2000 and 2050
(roughly one-in-four) were born to immigrant mothers. The will be due to immigration.5
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WHERE WE’RE HEADED
Today, the U.S. population is over 304 million. The Census
Bureau projects that, if current immigration levels continue,
our population will increase to 420 million by 2050.6 That’s
120 million additional people needing schools, jobs, and housing — as well as water and other precious natural resources.
The Pew Hispanic Center more recently projected that the
current trend indicates our 2050 population will be 438 million. Our own projection, published in March 2006, was that
the current trend would result in a 2050 population of 444
million, but that if the rate of immigration continues to
increase, the likely population could be more than 460 million
residents. The estimate would have to be even higher if
Congress were to adopt current proposals to increase immigration and adopt an amnesty for illegal immigrants. In that case,
both FAIR and the Pew Hispanic Center project a likely population of 496 million residents in 2050 — nearly 200 million
more than in 2006.7
If, on the other hand, immigration were reduced to replacement level — where immigration is equal to emigration (those
permanently leaving), also known as zero net increase — the
Census Bureau projects that our population in 2050 would
likely be 328 million, and the growth rate would be leveling
off. That’s 92 million fewer people than in the first Census
Bureau scenario. FAIR’s projection found that such a scenario
could result in a 2050 population of 368 million — 76 to 92
million fewer people.

IMMIGRATION-DRIVEN POPULATION GROWTH
STRAINS OUR ENVIRONMENT AND
QUALITY OF LIFE
In town after town throughout the U.S., communities are
finding that today’s rapid population growth is overcrowding
schools, clogging roads, swallowing up open space, taxing the
environment, and raising the cost of living for all. It is difficult
to imagine the consequences if policy makers continue to
ignore the problem of high-level immigration.
The key to population stability is arriving at “replacement rate”
fertility — a balance between births and deaths — and zeronet immigration in which immigration is balanced by emigration (persons leaving the country for residence abroad). In fact,
Americans did achieve replacement rate fertility in the early
1970s. Yet our immigration levels didn’t level off, and our overall population isn’t expected to begin to level off any time in

the future if today’s high-level immigration continues
unchecked. As the foreign-born population has increased, the
larger average family size of that immigrant population has
increased the birth rate to higher than replacement-rate fertility.
As our population grows, demands for resources increase;
increased pollution, deforestation, waste, habitat destruction,
and soil erosion are the result. America’s environmental priorities can’t be reconciled with the new infrastructure and
resource consumption that continued population growth will
require. Resources like water and energy are straining under
the constantly increasing demand. America’s sprawling urban
areas are encroaching on fragile coastal wetlands and paving
over farmland at alarming rates. And consider the effect of
additional tens of millions of drivers on today’s already congested streets and highways.
The population of the United States already places an enormous burden on our land. The average American uses somewhere between 20 to 30 acres of land to supply the food, shelter, energy, and goods, as well as to accommodate waste disposal etc.8 The U.S. land area is about 2.26 billion acres, and an
estimate that the average ‘ecological footprint’ of one U.S. resident is 23.7 acres of productive land means we are drawing on
7.1 billion acres of land productivity. That implies that our
population already significantly exceeds the carrying capacity
of our land, and our consumption pattern requires that we rely
on land outside our country to sustain our population. If our
current consumption pattern persists, and our population continues to grow, our dependence on other lands to support us
will necessarily also increase.
IMMIGRATION’S UNEQUAL IMPACT ON
POPULATION CHANGE AT THE STATE LEVEL
Gateway cities such as New York City and Los Angeles have
historically been characterized by a high influx of immigrants
who later move to less congested locations – or their children
do. Those mega-metropolises have tended to dominate the
population profile for their respective states. In the case of
New York City, the in-migration and out-migration pattern
even spilled over into New Jersey, Connecticut and
Pennsylvania. Similarly, the demographic pattern in Boston
dominates not only the pattern in Massachusetts, but also
parts of New Hampshire, Maine and Connecticut. To a large
extent, all of the Northeastern Seaboard is becoming an interconnected metropolis.
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East Coast
Between 2000-2006, the combined population of
Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Rhode
Island, Pennsylvania, and Washington DC increased by slightly over one million residents according to Census Bureau estimates. During this same period, the foreign-born population
increased by nearly one million people. The population
increase in the native-born population during this time was
about 65,000 persons. But this latter increase was illusory
because it included the children born to immigrants. The estimated number of births to immigrants in this region over this
period was more than 1.2 million of the about 4.1 million
total births. Therefore, the area had an increase in population
from immigration of more than two million people. The reason the population grew by only about a million residents
while immigration was adding more than two million people
was that there was a net exodus of about one million nativeborn residents from the area during that six-year period.
West Coast
On the West Coast, California shows a similar pattern. For the
first six years of the decade, California had a population
increase of about 2.6 million residents. The foreign-born population increased by more than one million residents and the
native-born population increased by more than 1.5 million
residents. But, once again, the increase in the native-born population is illusory because the estimated births to the foreign
born population (27.2% of the state’s 2006 population)
accounted for even more than the increase in the native-born
population. So, again, the pattern was a net loss in native-born
population at the same time that a large flow of immigrants
continued to arrive. This was true as well for the previous
decade in California.
Midwest
Chicago, another gateway city, dominates the immigrant settlement pattern for Illinois. The state’s population increased by
over 410,000 residents during the 2000-2006 period. The corresponding increase in the foreign-born population was about
245,000 people, with the balance resulting from the increase
in the native-born population – including the children born to
immigrants. If those immigrant births are instead considered
as part of the population increase from immigration, there is a
net decline in the native-born population of about 130,000
persons. This deficit reflects the large flow of native-born residents leaving Illinois for other locations. Two other
Midwestern states, Ohio and Michigan, had similar patterns,
although they did not have such large flows of arriving immigrants as Illinois.
4

Across the Country
Altogether, there were 10 states and Washington D.C. that had
increases in population for the six-year period that were entirely attributable to immigration, and which also had net losses
of native-born residents to other states. There were an additional 14 states that had more than half of their population
increase accounted for by the increase in the foreign-born population plus the children born to immigrants. These 24 states
and Washington D.C. account for more than 72 percent of the
total population of the United States.
The rate of population increase from 2000-2006 averaged
slightly more than one percent per year (1.035%). This rate of
population increase, if continued, would result in a population
in 2050 of 471 million residents in our country. How much of
this increase would result from the current flow of immigrants
into the country? If the average annual increase in the immigrant population and the children born to that population is
subtracted from the overall increase in population, the average
increase between 2000-2006 drops to less than one-third of
one percent (0.305%). Projecting a population increase to
2050 at this rate reveals that the resulting population would be
325 million residents. The difference between these two projections indicates that the current trend in immigration
accounts for about seven-eighths (87%) of the projected
increase.
Of course, the rate of population change without immigration
is only a theoretical exercise. It is impossible to go back in time
to 2000 and start again with zero immigration. It is also obvious that the current foreign-born population will continue to
have children. And, finally, there is no policy proposal to
reduce immigration to zero. Nevertheless, it is important to be
able to recognize the magnitude of the role of immigration in
driving the nation’s population increase.
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE POLICY MAKER
Population growth from immigration is not inevitable.
Immigration is a policy set by law, and the extent to which the
law is effective depends on law enforcement. Our immigration
laws and enforcement can be improved to abate illegal immigration and moderate legal immigration into the country.
Because our country achieved its current economic, technological, and military strength during times of relatively open
immigration, many Americans believe that remaining open to
immigration is a a necessary element of our identity — like
motherhood and apple pie. But, of course, historically we have
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had periods of low immigration as well as periods of very high
immigration — as we have now. Virtually no one believes that
we should throw the door open to all who want to settle in our
country — especially not while we live under a threat from
international terrorism. In addition to terrorists, we try to
exclude criminals and persons who are likely to be a health
threat or a burden on to our society (refugees excepted).
Policies to restrict legal immigration were introduced in the
Senate last year in legislation termed “comprehensive immigration reform.” Among proposed changes in the law were provisions aimed at implementing the long-neglected recommendations of the bipartisan Jordan Commission that were presented to Congress more than a decade ago.9 Entitlement to
immigrant visas for extended family members — known as
“chain migration” — would be ended. The visa lottery would
be eliminated. Immigrant visas for unskilled workers would be
ended. Taken together, these policies could result in a significant reduction in legal immigration. As recommended by the
Jordan Commission, these policies were designed to reduce
legal immigration to an initial level of 550,000 persons per
year. That is about half of what it is now. But the Commission
did not address the fundamental issue of the effect of immigration on population change in its reports to Congress.
The adoption of employment document verification and
strengthened border and interior enforcement could significantly reduce illegal immigration. And, through attrition, the
population of those immigrants currently in the country illegally would dwindle.
Just as the current trend in state and local jurisdictions adopting laws and regulations designed to discourage illegal immigrant settlement are beginning to result in a drop in public
school enrollment by English Language Learners, the benefits
of mitigating immigration-caused population growth are likely to be seen in reduced pressure for new school construction
and other infrastructure products. In freshwater shortage areas,
such as the Southwest, a benefit should result from eased consumption demands. Population growth moderation is important to lessening demand for non-renewable resources, such as
petroleum, and it is important to decreasing our impact on the
environment.
Unfortunately, the relationship of immigration to population
change and to resource constraints is not well understood by
the American public. Consequently, policy makers do not find
themselves called on regularly to deal with this growing problem. While only national policy makers are empowered to

change immigration policy, state and local officials share in the
responsibility for policies that affect whether illegal immigrants find conditions in a locality to be inviting.
Environmental organizations, which do understand the issue,
find it politically volatile and generally fail to take the lead.
Their inaction helps to keep the issue out of mainstream
debate. This vacuum in information then allows vested interests that see an advantage in a growing population to more easily work against immigration limitation.
Businesses, with their focus on generating greater sales to earn
greater profits, see a growing population as a growing customer
base. They also may see a growing population as a growing
source of job applicants, thereby avoiding a tight labor market
and upward pressure on wages. The construction and real
estate industries similarly see population growth as a market
for their services. Ethnic groups see a larger stream of immigrants as an augmentation in members and, thereby, greater
political clout. Some unions see the swelling numbers of illegal
immigrant workers being exploited in low wage jobs, such as
janitorial services, as ripe for recruitment campaigns. Others
see the task of educating and preparing the flow of arriving
poorly educated immigrants and their children for productive
lives in our country as job security — as well as perhaps a calling. And many of the country’s affluent citizens see a steady
stream of poorly educated foreign workers as a resource for
doing the jobs that they do not want to do, such as gardening,
house cleaning, and child care.
Politicians tend to see long-term problems through their focus
on their next election campaign. This may explain why the
country does not have a population policy. Environmentalism,
when divorced from the population issue, is politically popular, but only in terms of limited support for alternative energy
resources and in tweaking pollution standards. Writing about
Congressional consideration of “cap-and-trade” legislation to
curtail greenhouse emissions, economics columnist Robert
Samuelson recently lambasted Congress and mainline environmental organizations for advocating palliative measures that
they argue could be adopted without economic disruption. He
termed this “mostly make-believe.”10

CONCLUSION
In addition to efforts to reduce our resource consumption, we
must focus on how a growing population is at cross-purposes
with those efforts. Because immigration is a discretionary policy, it clearly is the most mutable factor of demographic
change. To ignore the relationship between immigration and
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population increase and the relationship between population
increase and the nation’s ecological future and its growing
strategic dependence on foreign resources is irresponsible.
The confluence of the sectors of our society described above,
all focused on their short-term interests, evokes the specter of
“the tragedy of the commons” described by Dr. Garrett
Harden in his essay by that title.11 Harden pointed out that
when farmers use a communal pasture, no one is responsible
for managing the land to avoid over-grazing. As a result, the
resource is depleted and all of the farmers lose the use of the
pasture. The myopic, self-oriented focus of these interests
ignores the role of a fast growing population on pollution and
resource consumption that will increasingly deplete the country’s non-renewable resources.
Every discussion of average per capita production of pollutants
or per capita consumption of resources has the underlying
theme of population growth. Can a country with a fast-growing population be committed to reducing greenhouse gas
emissions at the same rate as a country that has a stable or
shrinking population? Should a country that is dependent on
foreign sources of energy or food resources be expected to pursue policies to help its citizenry reduce unintended population
growth? Should a country facing known future resource constraints continue to admit large numbers of newcomers? These

are questions that policy makers are not asking, let alone trying to answer.
Increasingly, policy makers are being asked by their constituents to explain their positions on illegal immigration. This
issue generally is discussed in terms of the rule of law, job competition, fiscal and societal impact, rather than the impact on
population and resources. What is lacking is a similar effort to
demand that policy makers explain their position on not just
illegal immigration, but on all immigration, in terms of the
nation’s looming resource constraints and our environmental
concerns.
At a minimum, policy makers should be working to reduce the
impact of immigration on population increase. The period of
low U.S. immigration before the current immigrant wave that
began in 1965 averaged fewer than a quarter million newcomers per year. It would not be necessary to restore immigration
to a level that low in order to achieve zero-net immigration.
That goal could be reached with immigration of about a third
of a million persons annually. Nevertheless, as we work for the
adoption of policies aimed at zero-net immigration, we should
keep in mind that even this significantly reduced level of
immigration will not fully solve the problems of over-consumption and our dependence on foreign sources for many of
the resources we consume.

ENDNOTES
1

“2008 Enrollment In U.S. Expected To Set Record,” Washington Post (B-2), June 9, 2008.

2

The foreign-born population includes naturalized citizens, resident legal aliens, and resident illegal aliens.

3

The data used in this analysis are from the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey.

4

National Center for Health Statistics, Annual Reports.

5

Passel, Jeffrey S. and D’Vera Cohn, “U.S. Population Projections: 2005-2050,” Pew Hispanic Center, February 2008.

6

U.S. Interim Projections by Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin: 2000-2050. (www.census.gov).

7

Passel, op. cit., and Martin, Jack and Stanley Fogel, “Projection the U.S. Population to 2050: Four Immigration Scenarios,” FAIR, March
2006.

8

“Ecological Footprint Calculator,” Ecology Fund.com (USA consumption 30 acres, consulted May 2008); City of Santa Monica, Cal.
“Ecological Footprint,” (23.7 acres per person), www.smgov.com consulted May 2008).

9

U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, “Legal Immigration: Setting Priorities”, 1995

10 Samuelson, Robert J., “Just Call it ‘Cap-and-Tax,’” Washington Post, June 2, 2008.
11 Hardin, Garrett, "The Tragedy of the Commons", Science, Vol. 162, No. 3859 (December 13, 1968).

6

APPE N DIX

Immigration and Population Growth

(1)

(2)

A-1

A Special Report by the Federation for American Immigration Reform

NOTES
(1) The 2006 estimated population and the estimate of the foreign-born population are from the Census Bureau’s American
Community Survey. The estimate of the native-born population is simply the difference between the two other estimates.
(2) The estimate of births to foreign-born women is a rate of approximately double the share in the foreign-born population. By
that measure, a foreign-born population of 10 percent would account for about 20 percent of the state’s births. This will of
course vary by state, and be overstated in the states with the largest foreign-born population shares, but is a reasonable
estimate nationally. The number of births in each state comes from the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey.
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