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Summary: My testimony will focus on the impact of illegal immigration on housing affordability, 
public coffers, and American workers. Adding millions of people to the country through 
immigration drives up the cost of housing and reduces affordability relative to wages in areas of 
heavy settlement. Fiscally, illegal immigrants are a net drain — they create more in costs than 
they pay in taxes. This is primarily due to their low average education levels, which results in 
low average earnings and tax payments. Their lower incomes and education cause a large share 
to qualify for welfare programs, typically through their U.S.-born children. Illegal immigration 
also increases the supply of labor impacting the wages and employment of some American 
workers, often the poorest and least educated. Further, the availability of illegal immigrant 
workers allows American policymakers to ignore the decades-long increase in the share of 
working-age less-educated U.S.-born men not in the labor force — neither working nor looking 
for work. They are not counted as unemployed because they are not actively looking for work. 
This deterioration is linked to serious social pathologies such as crime, welfare dependency, 
suicide, and drug overdoses. Finally, illegal immigrants do increase the aggregate size of the 
U.S. economy, but overall GDP impact is not a measure of their tax contributions or economic 
benefits to the U.S.-born. Almost all the GDP increase goes to the illegal immigrants themselves 
in the form of wages.  

Overall Numbers   

• The current surge of illegal immigration is unprecedented. House Judiciary reported last 
month that 5.6 million illegal aliens have been released into the country since January 
2021. There have also been 1.7 million “got-aways” — individuals observed entering 
illegally but not stopped in FY2021 to FY2023. Visa overstays also hit a record in FY 
2022.  
 



• The Center for Immigration Studies preliminarily estimates that the illegal immigrant 
population grew to 14 million by 2024, up 3.8 million since January 2021, when the 
president took office. However, the Census Bureau data on which this is based may not 
fully reflect the recent influx increasing the undercount of illegal immigrants.  

Housing 
 

• Census Bureau data shows that since January of 2021 the number of immigrant-headed 
households is up 2.4 million, with perhaps 1.4 million of this increase due to illegal 
immigration. 
 

• Prior research shows that by increasing demand for housing, immigration drives-up costs 
in areas where immigrants settle. My own analysis indicates that a 5-percentage point 
increase in the recent immigrant share of a metro area’s population is associated with a 12 
percent increase in the average U.S.-born household’s rent, relative to their income. 
However, more analysis is needed to fully explore this relationship.  
 

Fiscal Impact 
• The negative fiscal impact of illegal immigrants — taxes paid minus benefits received — 

is primarily due their modest average education level. Some 69 percent of adult illegal 
immigrants are estimated to have no education beyond high school, which is double the 
U.S.-born share. This results in relatively low average incomes and tax payments, along 
with significant use of welfare.  
 

• Using the National Academies’ estimate of immigrants’ net fiscal impact by age and 
education level, we estimate that the lifetime fiscal drain (taxes paid minus benefits 
received) for each illegal immigrant is about $68,000, although this estimate comes with 
some caveats.  
 

• We estimate that 59 percent of households headed by illegal immigrants use one or more 
welfare programs, creating roughly $42 billion in costs. We also estimate that the children 
of illegal immigrants, who are mostly U.S.-born, cost public schools $68.1 billion. 
 

• Illegal immigrants can receive welfare on behalf of U.S.-born children. Millions also 
have work authorization (e.g. DACA and asylum applicants), allowing receipt of the 
EITC. In addition, illegal immigrant children can directly use some programs like WIC.  
 

• High welfare use is not caused by an unwillingness to work. In fact, illegal immigrant- 
headed households are more likely to have a worker present than U.S.-born households.  
 

• Illegal immigrants do pay some taxes. We estimate they paid nearly $26 billion in income 
and payroll taxes in 2019. 
 



• Illegal immigrants do add perhaps $321 billion to the nation’s GDP, but this is not a 
measure of their tax contributions or the benefits they create for the U.S.-born. Almost all 
the increase in economic activity goes to the illegal immigrants themselves in the form of 
wages.  

 
Labor Market 

• The notion that illegal immigrants do only the jobs Americans don’t want is 
false. Prior analysis shows that out of 474 civilian occupations as defined by 
Department of Commerce, only six are majority immigrant (legal and illegal). 
These six account for 1 percent of the total U.S. workforce.  

• There are no occupations in the United States in which a majority of workers 
are illegal immigrants. 

• Though often the focus of the immigration debate, farmworkers comprise less than 1 
percent of the entire U.S. labor force and less than 5 percent of all illegal immigrants. 
 

• There is good evidence that immigration reduces wages and employment for some 
U.S.-born workers, although distinguishing the impact of illegal immigrants is 
difficult.  

 
• Illegal immigration has to be understood in the context of the extremely troubling 

decades-long increase in the share of less-educated U.S.-born men not in the labor 
force, which coincides with the rapid increase in immigration since the 1960s. 

 
• For example, 4 percent of “prime-age” (25 to 54) U.S.-born men with only a high 

school education or less were not in the labor force in 1960 — neither working nor 
looking for work. By 2000 it was 13 percent, and in 2024 it is 18 percent. 

 
• Job competition with immigrants, including illegal immigrants, is not the only reason 

for this decline. However, immigration, including tolerating large-scale illegal 
immigration, has allowed society to ignore the decline and the accompanying social 
pathologies such a drug use, crime, suicide and social and political alienation 

    
Introduction 
 

Congress set limits on legal immigration and has allocated funds to enforce those limits for good 
reason. Allowing widespread illegal immigration raises profound concerns about a host of issues, 
from public safety and national security to the rule of law. While these impacts are all important, 
my testimony will focus on three key areas: housing, fiscal costs, and the labor market. Before 
exploring these three areas I will first discuss the scale of the ongoing border crisis and resulting 
dramatic growth in the size of the illegal immigrant population. I use the terms “immigrant” and 



“foreign-born” interchangeably throughout this testimony.1 The foreign-born as defined by the 
Census Bureau includes all persons who were not U.S. citizens at birth — mainly naturalized 
citizens, lawful permanent residents, long-term temporary visitors, and illegal immigrants. 

The Current Surge 
Border Encounters and Aliens Released. From January 2021 to August 2024 there have been 
10.4 million “encounters” at all U.S. borders.2 There have never been this many encounters over 
such a short period of time, which in the past were referred to as “apprehensions,” though there 
are some differences between the two terms. The number of encounters is suggestive of the scale 
of the ongoing crisis, but it does not capture the number of new illegal immigrants, as encounters 
can represent multiple attempts by the same person to enter the country. In addition to 
encounters, the most recent estimate of the number of illegal immigrants released in to the 
country over this time comes from the House Judiciary Committee, which reported last month 
that “In less than four years, the Biden-Harris Administration has released into the United States 
more than 5.6 million illegal aliens.”3 The decision to release these aliens or fly them in under 
the CHNV program, represents new additions to the illegal immigrant population. Many of those 
released are parolees, have pending asylum applications, and/or were released on their own 
recognizance.  Many of these individuals have been given work authorization.  However, they 
are still inadmissible aliens who have not been formally admitted to the U.S. and are subject to 
deportation under the Immigration and Nationality Act.  

Got-Aways. In addition to those released into the interior of the country, there are so-called “got-
aways,” which according to DHS are “the number of subjects who, after making an unlawful 
entry, are not turned back or apprehended”. Prior to Covid-19, the number averaged about 
128,000, and it was roughly 137,000 in 2020. In FY2021, DHS reported the number more than 
doubled to 391,000.4 DHS has not published any got-away figures newer than 2021. However, 
media accounts, based on a Freedom of Information Act request, show 606,131 got-aways in 
FY2022 and 670,674 in FY2023.5 While some got-aways in FY2021 were in October to 
December 2020, before President Biden took office, it seems certain that from January of 2021, 
when President Biden took office, and the end of FY2023 there were 1.6 to 1.7 million got-ways. 
On an annual basis, the number of got-aways in FY 2022 and 2023 is more than 4 times the 
average in the Trump administration’s first three years before immigration temporarily fell 
during Covid-19. These figures do not include all who successfully evade the Border Patrol 
unseen, which may be similar in scale to got-aways, thereby adding many more new illegal 
immigrants to these totals.  

Visa Overstays. A significant number of new illegal immigrants, and perhaps a majority before 
the current border surge, were admitted legally on a temporary visa or under the visa waiver 
program and then did not leave the country when the time limit expired. DHS for FY 2022 
showed 850,000 foreign visitors overstayed in that year. The total overstay rate for 2022 was 
3.67 percent, which is more than double the rate of recent years. Of course, not all of these 
individuals stay long-term, and there is always some number of people who leave the country but 
whose departure was not properly recorded.6 For unexplained reasons, the administration has not 



released any newer overstay numbers. Still, as best we can tell from 2022, the current level of 
overstays is higher than before Covid-19, adding further to the illegal population.7  

 

What the Monthly Census Data Shows. The largest Census Bureau survey that captures the 
foreign-born population is the American Community Survey (ACS), which is released annually 

and reflects the 
population in July of each 
year. The most recent 
ACS available is for 
2023, so it is already over 
a year out of date. 
Moreover, for reasons 
that are not entirely clear, 
the ACS is producing 
estimates of the foreign 
born that are significantly 
lower than other Census 
Bureau surveys.8  The 
monthly Current 
Population Survey (CPS), 

which the Census Bureau collects for the Bureau of Labor Statistics, is released shortly after it is 
collected each month, providing much more up-to-date information than the ACS. Moreover, the 
CPS shows a significantly larger foreign born in 2022 and 2023 than the ACS, which is more in 
line with what we know about the scale of new immigration since the border crisis began. The 
CPS also provides estimates of the immigrant population though August of 2024.  



Figure 1 shows the results 
through August of 2024 
on the size of the total 
population. The increase 
post-Covid since January 
of 2021 is an astonishing 
6.6 million. Given the 
number released into the 
country, the got-ways, 
and the visa overstays 
discussed above, the 
growth in the foreign 
born shown in the figure 
still seems low. Equally 
important, the recent 
growth represents a net 
increase. The number of 
new arrivals is 

significantly larger but has been offset by outmigration (including deportations), natural 
mortality among the existing foreign-born population, and, in the specific case of illegal 
immigrants, legalizations (e.g., successful asylum applicants or marriage to an American).  

Estimating the Illegal Population. Our best estimate, based on the CPS, is that the illegal 
immigrant population in the first three monthly of 2021 was 10 million, which increased to 11.2 
million by 2022. We preliminary estimate that by early 2023 it had increased further to 12.6 
million and by 2024 it was 14 million in 2024.9  It is very unlikely that the illegal population has 
ever grown this rapidly before.10  Unfortunately, not all of the administrative data on legal 
immigration is available to fully estimate the illegal immigrant population in 2023 and 2024; 
and, there are other areas of uncertainty about our estimates.11  Nonetheless, given the number 
released by administration, got-aways and visa overstays, the estimate are likely conservative.  

The Impact on Housing  
The dramatic increase in immigration in recent years must have implications for the cost of 
housing. This is especially true because the increase is concentrated in only parts of the country. 
As already discussed, the total foreign population increased 6.6 million from January of 2021 to 
August of this year. Further, over this time period the number of immigrant-headed households 
increased by 2.4 million.12 This increase in population and households represents a significant 
increase in demand for housing in many locality. Our prior estimate indicated that some 60 
percent of the growth in foreign born came from illegal immigration. Illegal immigration is 
significantly increasing demand for housing, particularly for rental property. Of households 
headed by an immigrant who arrived between January 2022 to August 2024, 89.5 percent 
responded they were renters.13 Adding very large numbers of people to the country must 
significantly impact housing prices by driving-up demand for rental properties. In the last two 



years there have been numerous stories in the media about the increasing costs of housing. The 
Census Bureau reports that the increase in rents in 2023 was by far the largest in the past 
decade.14 This is certainly consistent with the possibility that immigration, including illegal 
immigration, has significantly increased housing prices in areas of heavy immigrant settlement.  

Prior Research on Immigration and Housing. Opinion writers have argued that that the recent 
surge in immigration is making housing less affordable.15 There is certainly prior research 
showing immigration drives up housing costs. In a 2007 study, Albert Saiz found that “An 
immigration inflow equal to 1% of a city’s population is associated with increases in average 
rents and housing values of about 1%.”16  This suggests that immigration has a very large impact 
on housing prices in some areas of the country. A 2017 study by Mussa, Nwaogu, and Pozo also 
found that the influx of immigrants into a metropolitan area drives up rents and housing prices.17  
Studies that have looked for a relationship between immigration and housing prices 
internationally have also found it. In the immigrant-receiving countries of Australia and Canada, 
research indicates immigration increases housing prices.18 Looking across 21 different countries 
from 2007 to 2014, another study also found evidence that the arrival of immigrants significantly 
increases housing costs.19   

Immigration and Rent Affordability. Immigration likely impacts the housing market in 
complex ways. For example, along with driving up demand for housing it can also lower 
construction costs by reducing wages in the construction industry. On the other hand, it may 
indirectly impact affordability by reducing wages, making housing relatively more costly. Figure 
3 shows a scatter plot of the recent (2010 or later arrival) immigrant share of Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas (MSAs) in 2022 and the percentage of income households headed by the U.S.-

born spend on rent. The analysis 
shows a strong positive 
relationship. For each one 
percentage point increase in the 
recent immigrant share of a 
city’s population, U.S.-born 
households spent ***0.37 
percentage points more of their 
income on rent. These results 
imply that if the recent 
immigrant share of a metro 
area’s population increased by 5 
percentage points, the average 
household headed by a U.S.-
born person  in these cities 
would experience a 12 percent 
increase in rent, relative to their 

income.  



Of course, this is only a simple correlation and does not include homeowners. Much more 
detailed analysis would be necessary to confirm this relationship. But these result are consistent 
with the prior literature and support the idea that immigration in general reduces housing 
affordability for U.S.-born renters. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the recent influx of 
immigrants is contributing to the increasing share of Americans struggling to afford housing in 
many areas of heavy immigrant settlement. 

The Fiscal Impact of Illegal Immigration 
Unfortunately, there has not been enough time to estimate all the fiscal effects of the recent 
influx. Further, state and local governments have not provided much detailed information on the 
costs of dealing with the recent influx. But based on statements and some publicly available 
information, we know that many jurisdictions in the U.S. are struggling with the cost of 
providing services to new illegal immigrants. In addition to the immediate costs of the border 
surge, there is research on the fiscal impact of immigrants, and even some attempts to measure 
the specific impact of illegal immigrants on public coffers. 
 
Current Surge and Costs to Local Communities. The city of New York reports it has spent or 
expects to spend $12 billion over the next three years on housing, food, health care, and other 
services for recently arrived illegal immigrants.20 In order to come up with the money to cover 
these new costs, the city plans to cut the budget by 5 percent across a range of services, including 
sanitation, public education, and the police department.21 This is an example of the fiscal drain 
from illegal immigration causing fewer services or higher taxes for American citizens. The 
estimated cost of accommodating recently arrived illegal immigrants in Chicago in 2023 were 
estimated at $361 million.22 By the end of FY 2023, the District of Columbia expected to have 
spent $36.4 million on various services for illegal immigrants.23 Denver mayor Mike Johnston 
stated that the city will likely spend $180 million in 2024 on the illegal influx – more than triple 
what it spends on the homeless.24 A report from the state of Massachusetts in December of last 
year shows that the state has spent or expects to spend more than $2 billion through FY2025 on 
shelters and other services for illegal immigrants.25 Other localities such as El Paso, Los 
Angeles, and Philadelphia are all struggling to provide services to newly-arrived illegal 
immigrants.  
 

The Education Level of Illegal Immigrants. Educational attainment is a key factor when 
considering illegal immigrants’ effect on public coffers because it determines what type of jobs 
they typically do and their resulting income. Income matters enormously because it affects both 
tax payments and eligibility for means-tested government programs. Averaging estimates from 
the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) and the Center for Migration Studies (CMS) indicates that 
43 percent of illegal immigrants have less than a high school diploma, 25 percent have only a 
high school education, 13 percent have some college, and 18 percent have at least a bachelor’s.26 
Based on the citizenship of individuals encountered at the border and Census Bureau data, the 
new illegal immigrants now settling in the U.S. as a result of the current border crisis also likely 
have modest levels of education, though we cannot say this for certain.27  



The Challenge of Estimating Fiscal Effects. Calculating the current fiscal impact of 
immigration requires numerous decisions about how to allocate various costs. Even more 
challenging are long-term fiscal estimates, which require making assumptions about the state of 
the economy and government finances well into the future. The results of any analysis will 
obviously vary depending on the assumptions. 

The National Academies’ 2017 Fiscal Study. One of the largest and most important studies on 
the fiscal impact of immigrants was a 2017 study by the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, which projected the lifetime fiscal impact (taxes paid minus services 
used) of immigrants by education. These estimates are expressed as a net present value (NPV).28 
The Academies’ 2017 study does not report separate estimates for illegal and legal immigrants. 
Rather, it simply estimates tax payments and expenditures on immigrants based mainly on the 
CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement, which includes both legal and illegal immigrants. 
The study’s fiscal projections include eight different scenarios, based on different assumptions 
about things like future spending and tax rates. The 2017 study does not identify which scenario 
is most likely. 

Net Fiscal Impact of Illegal Immigrants. We can use the Academies’ estimates to get a 
reasonable idea of the fiscal impact of illegal immigrants. In a 2017 analysis, I averaged the 
results of the Academies’ eight fiscal scenarios to get one estimate for each educational category. 
I follow the same approach in the table below.29 It shows these fiscal estimates and takes a 
weighted average of the education level of illegal immigrants reported by MPI and CMS, adjusts 
the National Academies’ figures for inflation and legality, and produces a lifetime NPV of the 
average illegal immigrant of negative $68,390 in 2023 dollars.30 

If we use the CBO’s estimate that the ongoing border surge will add 8.7 million people to the 
country, the vast majority of whom will be here illegally, then it implies a net fiscal drain due to 
the border surge of $595 billion during the lifetime of these illegal immigrants.31 A new 
Manhattan Institute study also concludes that educational attainment is the key to understanding 
immigrants’ fiscal impact. The author of that study finds an even larger negative impact than I 
estimate, concluding that “the border crisis will cost an estimated $1.15 trillion over the lifetime 
of the new unlawful immigrants.”32  

Our estimates do come with caveats. First, the Academies’ estimates are for all immigrants; 
though we do include an adjustment to take this issue into account.33 Further, the long-term fiscal 
situation for the country has deteriorated significantly since 2012, the base year the Academies 



used for its estimate.34 This means the fiscal impact of those with lower levels of education, as 
well as the average 
taxpayer, has become 
even more negative.  

Welfare Programs. We 
can understand better 
why illegal immigrants 
create significant fiscal 
costs by looking at the 
welfare system. In a 
study published in 
December of 2023, my 
colleague Karen Zeigler 
and I examined welfare 
use in the 2022 Survey 
of Income and Program 

Participation (SIPP). The programs included in our analysis are: Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC); Supplement Security Income (SSI); Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF); free and 
reduced-price school lunch and breakfast (school meals); Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 
nutrition program; Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), also called food stamps; 
Medicaid; subsidized and public housing. 

Use of these programs is an 
important indicator of fiscal 
impact because not only are the 
programs themselves costly, 
those receiving them generally 
pay little to no federal or state 
income tax. To identify illegal 
immigrants in the SIPP, we use 
the self-reported characteristics 
of immigrants to assign 
weighted probabilities to the 
foreign born that create a 
representative population of 
illegal immigrants.35     

Welfare Use by Illegal 
Immigrants. Figure 4 reports 
our estimates from our analysis 
of the 2022 Survey of Income 
and Program Participation. We 

estimate that 59.4 percent of illegal immigrant households use one or more welfare programs. 



Compared to the U.S.-born, illegal-headed households use every program at statistically higher 
rates, except for SSI, TANF, and housing. Illegal immigrants have especially high use of cash 
(mainly the EITC), food programs, and Medicaid.  

How Can Illegal Immigrant Welfare Use Be So High? The high use of welfare by illegal- 
immigrant-headed households is due to several factors. First and foremost, more than half of all 
illegal immigrant households have at least one U.S.-born child on behalf of whom they can 
receive benefits.36 Second, many states offer Medicaid directly to illegal immigrants.37 Third, six 
states also offer SNAP benefits to illegal immigrants under limited circumstances.38 Fourth, 
illegal immigrant children have the same eligibility as citizens for free and subsidized school 
lunch/breakfast and WIC under federal law.39 Fifth, several million illegal immigrants have work 
authorization that provides a Social Security Number and EITC eligibility along with it. This 
includes those with DACA or TPS, as well as many applicants for asylum, and those granted 
suspension of deportation, and withholding of removal.40 All of these factors, coupled with the 
large share of illegal immigrants with modest levels of education, and their resulting low income, 
means many qualify for welfare. Finally, there is a large welfare bureaucracy whose job it is to 
help those eligible for programs navigate the system.  

For all of the reasons listed above, the ban on illegal immigrants directly using most welfare 
programs has only modest effects, and tweaking those restrictions is unlikely to make much 
difference. If we wish to reduce the cost associated with illegal immigrants’ use of means-tested 
programs, we need to enforce the law and reduce the number of illegal immigrants in the 
country. If they are allowed to remain, the welfare costs will remain too. 

A Rough Estimate of Welfare Cost. The SIPP is much better at measuring the share of the 
population accessing programs than it is at estimating the dollar value of what they receive, and 
for some programs it does not even report the value of benefits. However, we can estimate the 
costs created by illegal immigrant households for the eight programs we examined in the welfare 
study discussed above. Federal expenditures on these programs total $817 billion.41 States spent 
an additional $226 billion on Medicaid.42 Looking at the share of recipients in illegal immigrant 
households indicates that they account for 4 percent of the cost of the programs listed above. 
This means illegal immigrants received about $42 billion from these programs in 2021. This is 
only a rough estimate because we do not have detailed costs for every program by household.43  
Equally important, the SIPP has a significant undercount of illegal immigrants, so the number of 
illegal immigrant households using welfare is underreported in the survey. This undercount is 
larger than the undercount in other Census Bureau surveys such as the CPS and ACS.  

Public Education. Public schooling is one of the areas in which illegal immigration has its 
largest impact. Based on the 2014 ACS, Pew Research estimated that there are 725,000 illegal 
immigrants enrolled in public schools and an additional 3.2 million U.S.-born children of illegal 
immigrants in school.44 Using the 2019 ACS we attempt to update their estimate and find that 
there were again about 4 million children of illegal immigrants in the nation’s schools. The 
National Center for Education Statistics reports that in the 2019-20 school year the average 
expenditure per student was $17,013.45 Applying the above estimates would mean that illegal 
immigration cost schools $68.1 billion a year – before the current surge. Put another way, each 
additional 100,000 students added to schools by the border crisis will cost $1.7 billion each year. 
This estimate is conservative because it does not include the above-average costs for remedial 
learning and language services that many children of illegal immigrants require. It also does not 



take into account that a large share of illegal immigrants reside in states that spend significantly 
above the national average on education.  

The Cost of the Uninsured. Another area where illegal immigrants create significant costs is the 
nation’s health care system, particularly its emergency rooms. As already discussed, illegal 
immigrant households make extensive use of Medicaid, typically due to their U.S.-born children. 
In addition to Medicaid, about one-fifth of all those without health insurance in the U.S., before 
the current border crisis, were illegal immigrants. Migration Policy Institute (MPI) MPI 
estimated that 53 percent of illegal immigrants in 2019 lacked health insurance – 5.83 million.46 
This equals 22 percent of the total uninsured, though the Census Bureau estimate of the 
uninsured is not adjusted for undercount in the way that MPI’s estimate of illegal is adjusted.47  
Public expenditures (federal, state, and local) on the uninsured total $33.6 billion annually.48 If 
illegal immigrants account for about one-fifth of government expenditures on the uninsured, it 
would equal nearly $7.5 billion a year. However, Medical Expenditure Panel Survey that 
immigrants in general tend to consume somewhat less health care than the U.S.-born, primarily 
because they are relatively young. So, expenditures on the uninsured illegal immigrants by 
taxpayers likely total less than $7 billion each year. On the other hand, this estimate does not 
include the U.S.-born minor children of illegal immigrants, a significant percentage of whom are 
also uninsured.  

Effect on the Labor Force 
 
The Educational Level of Illegal Immigrants. Like the fiscal impact, educational attainment 
is also a key factor when considering the impact of illegal immigrants on the labor force 
because it determines what type of jobs they typically do. As already discussed all prior 
research indicates that the overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have modest education 
levels. Based on the citizenship of individuals encountered at the border and Census Bureau 
data, it seem likely that new illegal immigrants who arrived during the current surge also have 
similarly modest levels of education. While some illegal immigrants are well educated, their 
primary impact on the labor market is to increase the supply of workers with no more than a 
high school education. 
 
Illegal Immigrants by Occupation. Putting aside the extent to which there is undercount in 
Census Bureau data, there are likely now at least 9 illegal immigrants in the U.S. labor force.49 
Due to their education levels, they are heavily concentrated in lower-wage less-skilled jobs 
such as construction labor, building cleaning and maintenance, food service and preparation, 
groundskeeping, retail sales, and food processing. In a 2018 Center for Immigration Studies 
report, we estimated the illegal share of workers in all 474 occupations as defined by the 
Department of Commence using Census Bureau data.50 We found that only six were majority 
immigrant (legal and illegal). These six occupations account for 1 percent of the total U.S. 
workforce. Perhaps most important, there are no occupations in the United States in which a 
majority of workers are illegal immigrants. Even in the two dozen occupations where illegal 
immigrants are 15 percent or more of the workers, there are still 5.7 million U.S.-born 
Americans and 2.2 million legal immigrants employed. 



The notion that illegal 
immigrants only do jobs 
Americans don’t want is 
simply false. It is true that 
most Americans do not 
face significant job 
competition from illegal 
immigrants, because they 
tend to have more years of 
schooling or they work in 
the public sector, where 
there are relatively few 
illegal immigrants. But 
millions of Americans do 
compete with them for 
jobs. Those who do face 
competition from illegal 
immigrants tend to be 
employed in low-wage and 
are among the least 
educated Americans — 

U.S-born and legal immigrant. 
 
Farm Labor. The need for agricultural labor often dominates the discussion on illegal 
immigrant workers. Many people mistakenly assume that most illegal immigrants work on 
farms, but this has not been true for many decades. In fact, only about 1 percent of the entire 
American labor force is employed in agriculture, so it is impossible for farm workers to account 
for a large share of all illegal immigrant workers. In the aforementioned 2018 Center for 
Immigration Studies report by myself and two colleagues, we estimated that just 4 percent of 
all illegal aliens in the labor force were employed in agriculture. Pew Research estimates a 
similar percentage.51 Although illegal immigrants make up a significant share of workers in 
this small sector, only a tiny share of all illegal immigrants are farm workers. The vast majority 
who work in the service, construction, and other sectors discussed above are U.S.-born or legal 
immigrants. 
 
Evidence that Immigration Reduces Wages. Despite assertions to the contrary, there is clear 
evidence that immigration does reduce the wages and employment of some U.S.-born workers, 
though distinguishing the impact of illegal immigration in particular is difficult. In its 2017 
magisterial report, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine reviewed 
the research on the effects of immigration on the U.S. labor market and cited numerous 
academic studies showing negative wage impacts from immigration, particularly on the least 
educated.52 A 2019 review of over 50 studies by economist Anthony Edo took a more 
international perspective and again came to the same conclusion. Edo points out that low-skill 
immigration tends to make low-skill natives the “losers” and high-skill natives the “winners”, 
with an increase in inequality as one of the consequences.53 Of course, lower wages for some 



Americans can increase economic opportunities for other workers, and it can also increase 
profits for businesses and lower prices for consumers. But there is no free lunch; these benefits 
require that some Americans, typically at the bottom of the labor force, lose out.  
 
Trump Slowdown May Have Helped Workers. A report by Karen Zeigler and myself last 
year found that the number of new immigrants (legal and illegal) averaged 1.38 million from 
2017 to 2019, compared to 1.62 million in 2015 and 1.75 million in 2016. A part of this falloff 
seems to have been a reduction in illegal immigration. We further found that this slowdown 
coincided with a 3.2 percent increase (inflation adjusted) in median weekly wages for U.S.-
born workers without a bachelor’s, in contrast to slight declines in the prior four years. Labor 
force participation also increased during the immigration slowdown much more than it did in 
the years before the Trump administration.54 A study in Economic Review finds something 
similar. It shows that the downturn in immigration during Trump’s presidency coincided with 
an increase in job offers in areas where immigrants had traditionally been settling relative to 
lower immigration areas. Further, advertised wages grew substantially more in areas that had 
become more dependent on immigration than lower immigration areas. This lends support to 
the idea that the slowdown during the Trump administration helped U.S.-born workers.55  
 
Labor Force Participation. One of the arguments for immigration, including tolerating illegal 
immigration, is that the low unemployment rate means there are not enough workers. But this 
ignores the enormous increase in the share of U.S.-born people who are of working age but not in 
the labor force. They do not show up as unemployed because they are not actively looking for 
work. Sometimes this issue is examined as the “the labor force participation rate,” which is the 
share of working-age people either working or looking for work. In the discussion that follows I 
report the inverse of this number -- that is, the share of working-age people not in the labor force.  
 

Deterioration in Work 
Among the Less Educated. 
As already discussed, illegal 
immigration mainly increases 
the supply of workers with 
modest levels of education, 
and it is precisely such 
workers who have seen their 
participation in the labor force 
deteriorate. Figure 5 shows that 
for U.S.-born men (16 to 64) 
without a bachelor’s degree, 
the share not in the labor force 
increased from 12 percent in 
1960 to 20.2 percent in 2000, 
to 27.9 percent in April 2024. 

 



While the situation may have returned to what it was in 2019 before Covid, it still represents a 
dramatic change from what it was historically. If we exclude the young and those who might 
have retired early and focus only on “prime age” men (25 to 54), who are traditionally the most 
likely to work, we still find a significant deterioration for those without a bachelor’s degree. 
They went from near universal participation — just 4.2 percent were not in the labor force —in 
1960 to 10.6 percent in 2000 to 15.2 percent in 2024. U.S.-born women (25 to 64) with no 
more than a high school diploma have fared better than men, though the share of women not in 
the labor force rate is still higher in 2024 than in 2000, when female participation peaked. The 
overall picture is one of very substantial long-term increase in the share of less-educated U.S.-

born Americans not in the 
labor force, though women 
have done better recently. For 
men without a bachelor’s the 
deterioration is 6 decades 
long, and the share not in the 
labor force is at or near 
historic highs.  
 
Has Immigration Caused 
the Decline in Work? The 
extent to which immigration 
reduces the wages of some 
U.S.-born workers, 
particularly the less-educated, 
it undermines the incentive to 

work. The fall-off in immigration in the first three years of the Trump administration certainly 
coincided with an increase in labor force participation among workers without a bachelor’s 
degree. A 2019 Center for Immigration Studies analysis of EEOC discrimination cases found 
numerous instances where immigrants were used to replace U.S-born workers.56 Other research 
finds a negative impact on the employment of young U.S.-born workers, while more than one 
study has found a negative impact on the employment of Black Americans from immigration.57 
However, it seems certain that many factors have contributed to the decline in labor force 
participation.    
 
Some researchers believe globalization and automation have weakened demand for less-
educated labor and caused a long-term decline in wages, making work less attractive.58 If 
correct, then tolerating large-scale illegal immigration is highly counterproductive, since it 
primarily adds less-educated workers. Other researchers point to overly generous welfare and 
disability programs that undermine work.59 Some research holds that changing expectations 
about men as providers, including the decline in marriage, has caused them to value work 
less.60 There is also evidence that substance abuse, obesity, and criminal records can be causes 
and effects of the decline in work.61 Immigration is likely only one of many factors that have 
increased the share of working-age U.S.-born men not in the labor. But immigration almost 
certainly has an indirect impact on labor force participation by allowing our society to ignore 
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this problem. 
 
Ignoring the Decline in Participation. The continued arrival of so many immigrant workers, a 
large share of whom are illegally in the country, allows policymakers to ignore this huge 
deterioration in participation. After all, why worry about all the American-born people not in 
the labor force when we can simply bring in ever more immigrants to fill jobs? The extensive 
list of politicians and business groups currently calling for giving work authorization to illegal 
immigrants in the last two months is but the latest example of how immigration allows opinion 
leaders to focus on giving more jobs to immigrants to deal with a tight labor market rather than 
deal with all of the U.S.- born Americans on the economic sidelines.  Ignoring and relying on 
immigrant labor seems extremely unwise.  There is strong association between not working and 
so- called “deaths of despair”, including suicide, drug overdose, and destructive levels of 
alcohol consumption and death from poisoning.62  Men not in the labor force also make 
relatively unattractive marriage partners, so low participation hinders family formation.63 
Additionally, not being employed is associated with social isolation.64 There are a number 
of studies showing a link between not working and crime.65 The increase in U.S.-born men not 
in the labor force is not only bad for these individuals, it is has significant negative 
consequences for American society. 
 
Conclusion  

It is perhaps understandable and even laudable that many public figures in this country focus on 
the plight of illegal immigrants. It is certainly true that many of those who show up at our 
southern border, or who have been flown into the United States under the CHNV program, face 
difficult circumstances in their home countries. But seeing illegal immigrants simply as desperate 
people facing desperation fails to appreciate that they are also rational risk-takers who are 
responding to the incentives the administration has created. As long as prospective illegal 
immigrants know there is a very good chance they will be released if they make it here, they will 
keep coming in large numbers.  

Elected leaders are supposed to act in the best interest of the American people. Tolerating 
widespread illegal immigration, or even encouraging it, has a cascading series of consequences 
for the American people. It is why public opinion polls show tremendous dissatisfaction with the 
current situation. Illegal immigration has implications for national security, public safety, and the 
rule of law. My testimony has focused on housing, public coffers, and the labor market. There is 
very good reason to believe that in some parts of the country illegal immigration has driven up 
rents and made housing less affordable relative to wages. Equally important, prior research 
makes clear that by adding large numbers of people to the country with modest levels of 
education, illegal immigration creates a net fiscal drain.  

There is also little doubt that by dramatically increasing the supply of less-educated labor, illegal 
immigration reduces wages for some less-educated American workers, especially the poorest and 
least educated. Perhaps even more important, the availability of so many illegal immigrant 
workers allow businesses and policymakers to largely ignore the huge increase in the share of 
working-age Americans not in the labor force, particularly men. There is a near consensus that 
this deterioration in participation in the labor force contributes to profound social problems 
including, crime, substance abuse, failure to form families, welfare dependence, social isolation, 
and an early death. Those who strongly empathize with the desire of people from other countries 



to come here need to understand the very real negative impact illegal immigration has on many 
Americans.  
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