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Immigrants in the United States — 2000
A Snapshot of America's Foreign-Born Population

By Steven A. Camarota

Each month the Census Bureau conducts the
Current Population Survey (CPS), the pri-
mary purpose of which is to collect employ-

ment data.  The March CPS includes an extra-large
sample of Hispanics and is considered the best source
for information on persons born outside of  the
United States � referred to as foreign-born by the
Census Bureau, though for the purposes of this re-
port, foreign-born and immigrant are used synony-
mously.1   Analysis of  the March 2000 CPS done by
the Center for Immigration Studies indicates that 28.4
million immigrants now live in the United States, the
largest number ever recorded in the nation�s history,
and a 43 percent increase since 1990.  As a percentage
of the population, immigrants now account for more
than one in 10 residents (10.4 percent), the highest
percentage in 70 years.

Other findings in the report:

l More than 1.2 million legal and illegal immi-
grants combined now settle in the United States each
year.

l The number of immigrants living in the
United States has more than tripled since 1970, from
9.6 million to 28.4 million.  As a percentage of the
U.S. population, immigrants have more than doubled,
from 4.7 percent in 1970 to 10.4 percent in 2000.

l By historical standards, the number of im-
migrants living in the United States is unprecedented.
Even at the peak of the great wave of early 20th
century immigration, the number of immigrants liv-
ing in the United States was less than half what it is
today (13.5 million in 1910).

l Immigration has become the determinate fac-
tor in population growth. Immigrants who arrived in
the 1990s plus births to immigrants in the United States
account for about two-thirds of population growth
between 1990 and 2000.

l The percentage of immigrants without a high
school diploma is 30 percent, more than three times
the rate for natives.  Also, of  all persons without a
high school education, one-third are now immigrants.
Immigrants are also slightly more likely than natives to
have a graduate or professional degree.

l In 2000, 37.4 percent of immigrants are natu-
ralized citizens, and immigrants account for 5.5 per-
cent of  all eligible voters.

l The poverty rate for immigrants is 50 per-
cent higher than that of natives, with immigrants and
their U.S.-born children (under age 21) accounting for
22 percent of  all persons living in poverty.

l The proportion of immigrant households
using welfare programs is 30 to 50 percent higher
than that of  native households.

l One-third of immigrants do not have health
insurance � two and one-half times the rate for na-
tives.  Immigrants who arrived after 1989 and their
U.S.-born children account for 60 percent or 5.5 mil-
lion of the increase in the size the uninsured
population.
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l Immigration accounts for virtually all of the
national increase in public school enrollment over the
last two decades.  In 2000, there were 8.6 million school-
age children from immigrant families in the United States.

l Immigrants and natives exhibit remarkably simi-
lar rates of  entrepreneurship, with about 1 in 9 of  both
groups being self-employed.

Because all children born in the United States to
immigrants are by definition natives, the sole reason for
the dramatic increase in the immigrant population is new
immigration.  While some immigrants die and others
return home, the issuance of 700,000 to 900,000 per-
manent residency visas annually and the settlement of
several hundred thousand illegal aliens each year greatly

exceeds deaths and out-migration.  In the March 2000
CPS, just under three million immigrants indicated they
had entered the country between 1998 and March of
2000.  An additional 2.2 million immigrants responded
they had arrived in 1996 or 1997.  These numbers indi-
cate that at least 1.2 million immigrants, and perhaps 1.3
million, now arrive in United States each year.

In any discussion of  immigration�s effect on the
country it is important to keep in mind that the number
of legal immigrants allowed in each year, the selection
criteria used, and the level of resources devoted to con-
trolling illegal immigration are all discretionary policies
of the federal government.  Given the sampling and non-
sampling error that exists in any survey, the results in this
Backgrounder for states and immigrant groups with rela-
tively small populations should be used to make deter-
minations of relative differences, and should not be seen
as quantified absolute differences.

Historical Comparison
While immigration has played an important role in Ameri-
can history, the level of  immigration and the size of  the
immigrant population has varied considerably.  Figure 1
shows the number of immigrants living in the United
States over the course of  the last 100 years.  The 28.4
million immigrants residing in the United States in 2000
are the most ever recorded.   Even during the great wave
of  immigration at the turn of  the century, the immigrant
population was less than half  what it is today.

Figure 1 shows that, after growing in the early
part of  this century, the immigrant population stabilized

at around 10 or 11 million for
about four decades.  In the mid-
1960s, changes in immigration law
and other factors caused the annual
level of legal immigration to rise
steadily, from about 300,000 in the
1960s to 800,000 in the 1990s.  As
a result, between 1970 and 1980
the number of immigrants living
in the United States grew by a
record 4.5 million.  Reflecting the
continuing increase in legal and il-
legal immigration, the immigrant
population grew by 5.7 million in
the 1980s � another record � and
by 8.6 million in the 1990s, again
surpassing the previous record.

1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000

Table 1. Immigrants
as a Percentage
of U.S. Population

13.6 percent
14.7 percent
13.2 percent
11.6 percent
8.8 percent
6.9 percent
5.4 percent
4.7 percent
6.2 percent
7.9 percent

10.4 percent

Year

Figure 1. Number of Immigrants: 1900-2000
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The foreign-born population�s growth rate since
1970 is higher than at any other time in history, far sur-
passing growth at the beginning of  the 20th century.
Between 1900 and 1910, the immigrant population grew
by 31 percent, less than the 47 percent increase in the
1970s, the 40 percent increase in the 1980s, and the 43
percent growth of  the 1990s.

Additionally, immigrants now account for a
much larger share of  the increase in the total U.S. popu-
lation.  For most of  last century, the growth in the immi-
grant population accounted for little or none of the in-
crease in the size of  the U.S. population. Even during the
first decade of  the last century, when immigration was
an important part of population growth, the immigrant
contribution to U.S. population growth was much less
than it is today.  The 3.2 million increase in the size of  the
immigrant population between 1900 and 1910 accounted
for only 20 percent of  the total increase in the U.S. popu-
lation.  In contrast, the 8.6 million-increase in the immi-

grant population from 1990 to 2000 accounted for about
a third of  U.S. population growth in the 1990s.  Immi-
gration now accounts for such a large percentage of
population because the fertility of natives was much
higher in the early 1900s.  As a result, the population
grew regardless of  immigration.  Today natives have only
about two children on average, with the result that im-
migration now accounts for a very large share of popu-
lation growth.  Also in contrast to the past, a much higher
percentage of  today�s immigrants remain in the United
States rather than returning home.  Because so many im-
migrants in the early 20th century eventually returned to
their home countries, immigration at that time did not
add permanently to the overall size of  U.S. population
in the way that it does today.2

While the number of immigrants and the growth
rate of the immigrant population are higher now than at
any other time in the last 100 years, the immigrant per-
centage of the population was higher in the first few

Growth in Foreign-Born
Population, 1990-2000

Growth in Foreign-Born
Population Plus Births to
Only 1990s Immigrants 2

Growth in Foreign-Born
Population Plus Births to
All Immigrants 3

Number of 1990s
Immigrants 4

1990s Immigrants Plus
Births to Only 1990s
Immigrants 5

1990s Immigrants Plus
Births to All Immigrants 6

Share of U.S.
Population Growth

34 Percent

40 Percent

59 Percent

44 Percent

50 Percent

69 Percent

Births To Immigrants In
the 1990s

-

1,663

6,398

-

1,663

6,398

Immigration
Component

8,612

8,612

8,612

11,206

11,206

11,206

U.S. Population
Growth, 1990-2000 1

25,572

25,572

25,572

25,572

25,572

25,572

Table 2. Six Methods for Estimating Immigration’s Impact on
U.S. Population Growth, 1990 to 2000, Using the CPS (Thousands)

1 Based on comparison of the 1990 adjusted census counts and the March 2000 national population estimates by
the Census Bureau.
2 Includes only children born in the United States during the 1990s who still lived in the United States as of March
2000.
3 Includes births to all foreign-born women in the 1990s, including those who arrived prior to 1990. Includes only
children born in the United States during the 1990s who still lived in the United States as of March 2000.
4 Based on year of arrival indicated in the Current Population Survey.
5 Includes only children born in the United States during the 1990s who still lived in the United States as of March
2000.
6 Includes births to all foreign-born women in the 1990s, including those who arrived prior to 1990. Includes only
children born in the United States during the 1990s who still lived in the United States as of March 2000.
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decades of  the 1900s.  Table 1 shows that in 1910,  the
immigrant population reached a high of 14.7 percent of
the total U.S. population.   As a result of  World War I
and changes in immigration law in the early 1920s, the
level of immigration began to fall, as did the foreign-
born percentage of the population.  The 1930 Census
was the last time the percentage of immigrants was as
high as it is today.

In terms of  the impact of  immigrants on the
United States, both the percentage of the population
made up of immigrants and the number of immigrants
are clearly important.  The ability to assimilate and incor-
porate immigrants is partly dependent on the relative sizes
of  the native and immigrant populations.  Still, 28.4 mil-
lion immigrants are likely to have an enormous effect on
the socio-economic life of the United States, regardless
of  whether this represents 10 or 15 percent of  the nation�s
population, especially because immigrants are largely con-
centrated in only a few states.

Population Growth
The CPS can be used to provide some insight into the
likely impact of  immigrants on the size of  the U.S. popu-
lation.  Table 2 reports six different methods using the
March 2000 CPS to estimate the effect of immigration
on U.S. population growth in the 1990s.

The first column in Table 2 shows the total
growth in the U.S. population based on a comparison
of the 1990 Census and the March 2000 population es-
timate prepared by the Census Bureau.3   Table 2 does
not use the just-released  2000 census to determine popu-
lation growth because the CPS is based on the popula-
tion estimate and has not yet been weighted to reflect the
results from the 2000 census. As more detailed informa-
tion from the 2000 census becomes available, including
the size of the immigrant population, it will be possible
to more accurately estimate the impact of immigration
on U.S. population growth. However, complete data

Table 3. Rank of States by Number of Immigrants (Thousands)

State
1) Calif.
2) N.Y.
3) Fla.
4) Texas
5) N.J.
6) Ill.
7) Mass.
8) Ariz.
9) Va.
10) Mich.
11) Md.
12) Wash.
13) Colo.
14) Ga.
15) Penn.
16) N.C.
17) Nev.
18) Conn.
19) Ohio
20) Ore.
21) Minn.
22) Hawaii
23) Wis.
24) Mo.
25) Kan.
26) Ind.

Total
Pop.

33,958
18,508
15,052
20,044
8,105

12,166
6,194
4,874
6,842

10,127
5,055
5,697
4,225
7,810

11,786
7,510
1,932
3,332

11,293
3,410
4,804
1,215
5,401
5,475
2,618
5,898

1990s
Imms.

59
49
80
48
37
40
59
22
34
31
37
24
27
16
30
22
6

11
18
12
4
4
5
4
1

11,206

Imm.
Pop.

8,781
3,634
2,768
2,443
1,208
1,155

769
630
526
518
457
421
413
345
344
333
293
291
282
265
243
196
195
162
148
141

1990s
Imms.
2,876
1,338
1,143
1,055

443
467
327
254
240
248
174
231
234
193
73

191
123
108
168
115
118
84

108
79
84
55

Imm.
Pop.
118
112
110
105
104
99
96
77
71
67
62
61
55
48
47
36
27
26
26
21
16
9
9
7
5

28,379

Total
Pop.

2,151
4,297
2,834
3,269
1,798
5,537
3,898

983
4,434
1,254
1,659
3,818

517
1,255
2,560

766
1,271

629
2,763

605
1,757

704
616
900
483

274,087

State
27) Utah
28) La.
29) Iowa
30) Okla.
31) N.M.
32) Tenn.
33) Ky.
34) R.I.
35) Ala.
36) Idaho
37) Neb.
38) S.C.
39) D.C.
40) N.H.
41) Ark.
42) Del.
43) Maine
44) Alaska
45) Miss.
46) Vt.
47) W.Va.
48) S.D.
49) N.D.
50) Mont.
51) Wyo.
Nation
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from the 2000 census should reveal that the proportion
of  U.S. population growth accounted for by immigra-
tion is similar to the results in Table 2.

The first three rows of  Table 2 use the growth
in the size of foreign-born population to estimate the
effect of immigration on population growth between
1990 and 2000.  As already pointed out, the 8.6 million
increase in the size of the immigrant population between
1990 and 2000 is equal to approximately one-third of
total U.S. population growth over this period.  As shown
in the second row, the impact of  immigration on popu-
lation growth is even larger (40 percent) if births to im-
migrants who arrived in the 1990s are added to the
growth of the foreign-born population.  The third row
indicates that if births to all immigrant women during
the 1990s, including those who arrived prior to 1990,
are added to the growth in the immigrant population,
then immigration is equal to 59 percent of population
growth.

Instead of using the growth in the foreign-born
population, the last three rows of  Table 2 use the num-
ber of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s as
the basis for estimating the impact of immi-
gration on population growth.  Analysis of this
kind is possible because the CPS asks of for-
eign-born persons their year of arrival to the
United States.  In 2000, 11.2 million immigrants
in the survey indicated that they had entered
the country between 1990 and 2000.

The 11.2 million figure is larger than
the 8.6 million growth in the foreign-born be-
cause the immigrant population shrinks as a
result of deaths and out-migration.  Thus, even
though 11.2 million immigrants arrived in the
1990s, the immigrant population grew by only
8.6 million because 2.6 million immigrants here
in 1990 had either died or gone home by 2000.
It is reasonable to view the 11.2 million immi-
grants who arrived in the 1990s as the basis
for estimating immigration�s effect on popula-
tion growth because this flow reflects current
U.S. immigration policy � both legal immi-
gration and the level of resources devoted to
controlling illegal immigration.

The 11.2 million immigrants who ar-
rived in the 1990s are equal to 44 percent of
population growth in the 1990s.  If  births only
to immigrants who arrived during the 1990s
are added to this figure, then immigration ac-
counts for 50 percent of  U.S. population
growth.  The last row in Table 2 adds all births

to immigrants between1990 and 2000 to the 11.2 mil-
lion immigrants who arrived in the 1990s.  Births to im-
migrants plus 1990s immigration are equal to 69 percent
of  population growth between 1990 and 2000.   Taken
together, the estimates in Table 2 make clear that no matter
what assumption is used, immigration policy has very
significant implications for U.S. population growth.

State Data
Table 3 ranks the states by the size of  their immigrant
populations.  It also shows the number of  immigrants
who reported arriving in the 1990s.  California clearly
has the largest immigrant population; New York, the state
with the next largest number of immigrants, has fewer
than half  as many.  Table 3 also shows how concen-
trated the immigrant population is: Only a few states
represent the vast majority of the foreign-born popula-
tion.  The nearly 8.8 million immigrants in California ac-
count for 30.9 percent of  the nation�s total immigrant
population, followed by New York (12.8 percent),

Table 4. Rank of States by Percentage
of Population Made Up of Immigrants

State
1) Calif.
2) N.Y.
3) Fla.
4) Hawaii
5) Nev.
6) N.J
7) Ariz.
8) Mass.
9) Texas
10) D.C.
11) Colo.
12) Ill.
13) Md.
14) Conn.
15) R.I.
16) Ore.
17) Va.
18) Wash.
19) N.M.
20) Kan.
21) Utah
22) Idaho
23) Mich.
24) Minn.
25) Del.
26) N.C.

Percent
Immigrants

4.4
4.2
3.9
3.9
3.7
3.6
3.5
3.2
3.0
2.9
2.6
2.5
2.5
2.4
2.2
1.8
1.8
1.6
1.6
1.5
1.4
1.0
0.9
0.9
0.8

State
27) Ga.
28) Alaska
29) Iowa
30) N.H.
31) Neb.
32) Wisc.
33) Vt.
34) Okla.
35) Mo.
36) Penn.
37) La.
38) Ohio
39) Ky.
40) Ind.
41) Maine
42) Ark.
43) Tenn.
44) Ala.
45) S.C.
46) N.D.
47) S.D.
48) Wyo.
49) Miss.
50) W.Va.
51) Mont.

Percent
Immigrants

25.9
19.6
18.4
16.1
15.2
14.9
12.9
12.4
12.2
10.6
9.8
9.5
9.0
8.8
7.8
7.8
7.7
7.4
5.8
5.7
5.5
5.3
5.1
5.0
4.7
4.4
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Florida (9.8 percent), Texas (8.6 percent), New Jersey
(4.3 percent), and Illinois (4.1 percent). Despite having
only 39.3 percent of  the nation�s total population, these
six states account for 70.5 percent of  the nation�s immi-
grant population.

Table 4 ranks states by the percentage of  their
populations composed of  immigrants.   While the
rankings by �percent immigrant� are similar to those in
Table 3, there are some significant differences.  Because
of their relatively small total populations, several states
such as Hawaii and Nevada, with high percentages of
immigrants, rank lower in terms of  number of
immigrants.

Table 5 compares the 1990 Census counts of
the immigrant population with the March 2000 CPS and
ranks the top 15 states by the numerical increase in their
immigrant populations.  While the states that had large
immigrant populations in 1990 continue to account for
most of  the growth in the immigrant population, Table
5 shows substantial growth in the foreign-born popula-
tions in such states as Arizona, Colorado, North Caro-
lina, and Nevada.

Table 6 examines immigration and state popu-
lation growth for the top immigrant-receiving states.  The
first column in the table reports population growth be-
tween 1990 and 2000 by state.   As is the case in Table 2,
Table 6 does not use the results from the 2000 census
(see Population Growth section above). Columns 2, 3,
and 4 show the number of 1990s immigrants in the state,
births to 1990s immigrants, and births to all immigrants

during the 1990s.  Column 5 uses 1990s immigrants plus
births to only 1990s immigrants, while column 6 uses
1990s immigrants and all births to immigrants to esti-
mate immigration�s impact on state population growth.
Table 6 shows that using either assumption, there are a
number of states in which immigration has had a very
large impact on population growth.

While the arrival of natives from other parts of
the country plays a significant role in population growth
in states like Arizona, Washington, and Colorado, immi-
gration has also become an important component of
population growth.  For Virginia, Maryland, Michigan,
Florida, and Texas, immigration plays an even larger role
�  accounting for at least one-third to more than half
of the increase in the population of these states between
1990 and 2000.

 In New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, Illi-
nois, and California it appears that absent immigration,
these states may have declined in population or at least
grown very little.  This is because there is a significant
out-migration of  natives from these states.  There is,
however, both anecdotal and systematic evidence indi-
cating that in high-immigration states some natives leave
because they are adversely affected by immigration.  In
particular, less-skilled native-born workers may leave to
avoid job competition, and some parents may leave high-
immigration areas because of the strains it creates on
public schools.  Therefore, it is by no means certain that
without immigration all of these states would have de-
clined in population.

Region and Country of Origin
Table 7 shows the distribution of  immigrants
by region of the world, with Mexico and
Canada treated separately.  Mexico accounts
for 27.7 percent of all immigrants, with 7.9
million immigrants living in United States, more
than the number of immigrants from any other
part of  the world.  Immigrants from Mexico,
Central and South America, the Caribbean, and
East Asia make up the majority of immigrants,
with 69 percent of the foreign-born coming
from these areas.  For immigrants who have
arrived in the 1990s, these regions account for
71.2 percent of the foreign-born.  Sub-Saharan
Africa and Europe make up a relatively small
portion of the immigrant population, account-
ing for only 17.1 percent of all immigrants and
13.8 percent of immigrants who arrived in the
1990s.

Table 5. States Ranked by Increase
in Number of Immigrants (Thousands)

2000
CPS

28,379

8,781
2,768
2,443
3,634

630
413

1,207
333
526

1,155
769
294
345
518
457

1990
Census
19,767

6,459
1,663
1,524
2,852

278
142
967
115
312
952
574
105
173
355
313

All States

1) Calif.
2) Fla.
3) Texas
4) N.Y.
5) Ariz.
6) Colo.
7) N.J.
8) N.C.
9) Va.
10) Ill.
11) Mass.
12) Nev.
13) Ga.
14) Mich.
15) Md.

Number
Increase

8,612

2,322
1,105

918
782
352
270
241
218
214
203
195
189
172
163
144

Percent
Increase

44

36
66
60
27

126
190
25

189
69
21
34

180
99
46
46
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Calif.
N.Y.
Fla.
Texas
N.J.
Ill.
Mass.
Ariz.
Va.
Mich.
Md.
Wash.
Colo.

Nation As a Whole

Births to All
Immigrants During

the 1990s 4

2,275
667
395
717
240
311
111
206
94

110
83
96
85

6,398

Births to Only
1990s

Immigrants 3

519
202
99

221
69
63
29
63
18
42
12
31
37

1,663

1990s
Immigrants 2

2,876
1,338
1,143
1,055
443
466
327
253
239
248
173
230
234

11,206

Pop. Growth,
1990-20001

3,704
233

2,332
3,314

432
743
182

1,199
745
598
421
940
828

25,572

Table  6. Immigration’s Estimated Impact on Population  Growth  1990-2000 Using the  CPS (Thsnds.)

1 State population growth based on the 1990 census (adjusted) and Census Bureau state population estimates for mid-1999 carried forward to March 2000.
2 The CPS asks immigrants when they arrived. Only those who indicated that they arrived in the 1990s are included in this column.
3 Includes only those children born in the 1990s to immigrants who entered between 1990 and 2000. Only children living in the state as of March 2000 are
counted.
4 Includes births to all foreign-born women in the 1990s, including those who arrived prior to 1990.
5 Derived by dividing the sum of columns 2 and 3 by column 1.  Includes only children born in the United States during the 1990s who still lived in the United
States as of March 2000. Values over 100 percent indicate that the state’s population may have declined absent 1990s immigration and births to immigrants
6 Derived by dividing the sum of columns 2 and 4 by column 1. Values over 100 percent indicate that the state’s population may have declined absent 1990s
immigration and births to immigrants.

1990s Immigrants and Births to
Only 1990s Immigrants as a

Share of State Population Growth 5

92 Percent
>100 Percent
53.3 Percent
39 Percent

>100 Percent
71 Percent

>100 Percent
26 Percent
 35 Percent
49 Percent
44 Percent
28 Percent
33 Percent

50.3 Percent

1990s Immigrants and Births to
All Immigrants as a Share of

State Population Growth 6

>100 Percent
>100 Percent

66 Percent
54 Percent

>100 Percent
>100 Percent
>100 Percent

38 Percent
45 Percent
60 Percent
61 Percent
35 Percent
39 Percent

69 Percent

Two Methods for Estimating Immigrantion’s Impact on Population
Growth
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Pre-1970
4,812

742
311
122
717
236

1,922
613
35
24
90

Table 7. Origins of Foreign-Born (Thousands)1

All Countries

Mexico
Canada
Cent. America
Caribbean
S. America
Europe
E. Asia
S. Asia
Middle East
Sub-Saharan Africa
Not Reported/Oceania

1990-99
11,206

3,511
189
770
934
838

1,278
1,926

699
330
274
457

1980-89
8,022

2,275
88

793
795
534
660

1,819
355
301
151
252

1970-79
4,605

1,389
85

214
495
285
541
930
198
294
68

106

Number
28,379

7,858
679

1,948
2,815
1,876
4,356
5,085
1,315
1,035

511
904

Percent of
Imm. Pop.

100.0

27.7
2.4
6.9
9.9
6.6

15.3
17.9
4.6
3.6
1.8
3.2

Cohorts
Pre-1970

4,547

683
317
171
591
219

1,877
410
63

110
18
89

Number
7,858
1,391
1,222
1,007

863
765
701
692
952
435
424
678
411
385
613
327
328
445
306
281

8,294

Percent of
Imm. Pop.

27.7
4.9
4.3
3.5
3.0
2.7
2.5
2.4
3.4
1.5
1.5
2.4
1.4
1.4
2.2
1.2
1.2
1.6
1.1
1.0

29.2

Pre-1970
683
132
152
56
20
37
30
93

375
65
57

317
53
30

278
16
36

153
22
29

1,915

1970-79
1,389

196
308
165
150
85

171
108
130
64
50
85

106
73
92
42
34
47

125
47

1,138

1980-89
2,275

534
433
260
266
340
275
198
183
127
57
88

140
131
84

126
112
133
104
73

2,082

Cohorts

Table 8.  Top  20 Immigrant  Countries  of  Birth  Since  1970 (Thousands)1

1) Mexico
2) China/Taiwan/HK
3) Philippines
4) India
5) Vietnam
6) El Salvador
7) Korea
8) Dominican Rep.
9) Cuba
10) Colombia
11) Russia
12) Canada
13) Jamaica
14) Haiti
15) United Kingdom
16) Guatemala
17) Peru
18) Poland
19) Iran
20) Ecuador
All Others

1990-99
3,511

529
329
527
427
303
226
293
267
180
259
189
112
150
159
143
147
111
56

133
3,160

Citizenship
 Rate

20.4
47.1
63.3
36.0
47.6
19.7
48.6
33.8
58.0
38.6
37.5
43.4
53.5
39.3
44.5
20.8
31.1
51.9
45.1
32.4
44.0

1 Values have been rounded to the nearest thousand.

1 Values have been rounded to the nearest thousand.
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Table 8 ranks the top-20 immigrant-sending
countries by the number of post-1970 immigrants living
in the United States as of March 2000.  Mexico is, of
course, the largest sending country, accounting for more
than five times as many immigrants as the combined to-

tal for China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.  As is clear from
the data in Table 8, Latin American, Caribbean, and East
Asian countries dominate the list of immigrant-sending
countries, accounting for 14 of the top-20 post-1970
countries.

1 Percentage of persons 18 and over in labor force who worked a full-time schedule at least part of the year.
2 Includes income from all sources.

Education
Less Than H.S.
H.S. Only
Some College
Bachelor’s
Graduate or
  Professional

Median
  Annual Earnings2

Average Age

Natives
8.0

33.4
30.0
19.4

9.3

$30,440
40

All
Immigrants

29.8
25.3
17.1
17.0

10.7

$23,000
39

Pre-1970
19.3
24.9
22.0
16.1

17.7

$34,760
51

1970-79
27.4
23.4
18.2
19.4

11.6

$29,000
43

1980-89
30.5
27.0
17.9
15.7

8.8

$22,000
38

1990-99
34.4
25.1
14.0
17.2

9.3

$17,680
33

Immigrant
Pct.  of

Category
35.4
10.0
7.7

11.4

14.4

-
-

Table 9. Characteristics of Immigrants and Natives in the Workforce 1

1 Persons in labor force 18 and over, employed full time for at least part of the year.
2 Figures are for native-born non-Hispanic blacks.
3 Figures are for native-born non-Hispanic whites.

Occupations

Total Workforce

Low-immigrant Occupations
Managerial and Professional
Technical, Sales,
   Administrative Support
Farming Managers,
   Forestry and Fishing
Precision Production,
   Craft and Repair

High-immigrant Occupations
Operators,
   Fabricators, and Laborers
Service Occupations,
   Not Private Household
Farming, Except Managerial
Service Occupations,
   Private Household

Pct.
Imm
12.8

10.4
10.2

9.0

8.8

14.0

19.3

17.6

18.1
40.3

39.7

Average
Wages

$33,921

$38,616
$49,695

$30,542

$12,447

$30,949

$21,674

$24,319

$19,590
$13,233

$12,195

Pct. of
Workforce

100

72.3
31.2

27.9

1.1

12.1

27.7

14.8

11.0
1.5

0.4

Pct. of
Imms.

100

58.3
24.8

19.6

0.7

13.2

41.7

20.3

15.5
4.7

1.2

Pct. of
Natives

100

74.3
32.2

29.2

1.1

11.9

25.7

14.0

10.3
1.0

0.3

Pct. of
Blacks 2

100

60.0
22.5

28.9

0.3

8.6

40.0

20.0

18.7
0.5

0.6

Pct. of
Whites 3

100

77.1
34.4

29.0

1.3

12.5

22.9

12.8

8.8
1.0

0.2

Table 10. Concentration of Immigrants Across Occupations
and Other Socio-demographic Characteristics 1
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Labor Market Characteristics
Immigrants now comprise 12.8 percent of  the nation�s
total workforce.4  This is somewhat higher than the 10.4
percent of  the total U.S. immigrant population because,
in comparison to natives, a slightly higher percentage of
immigrants are of  working age. Table 9 reports the edu-
cational attainment and other characteristics of immi-
grants and natives in the workforce.  In 1998, almost 30
percent of immigrants who worked full time did not
have a high school diploma, and of those who arrived
in the 1990s, 34.4 percent were dropouts.  In compari-
son, slightly less than 9 percent of natives lacked a high
school education.  At the highest level of education, im-
migrants tend to be slightly more educated than natives,
with 10.7 percent of immigrants holding a graduate or
professional degree compared to 9.3 percent of  natives.

The large number of immigrants with low lev-
els of education means that immigration policy has
dramatically increased the supply of workers with less
than a high school degree, while increasing other educa-

tional categories more moderately.  The last column in
Table 9 shows the portion of  each educational category
composed of  immigrants.  While immigrants comprise
13 percent of the total workforce, they comprise more
than 35 percent of the high school dropouts in the
workforce.  This means that any effect immigration may
have on the wages or job opportunities of natives will
disproportionately affect less-skilled workers.

Given the large proportion of immigrants with
few years of schooling, it is not surprising that the in-
come figures reported in Table 9 show that as a group,
immigrants  have lower median incomes than natives.
The annual median income of immigrants is only about
76 percent that of  natives. And for the most recent im-
migrants, median income is only 58 percent that of na-
tives.  While as a group immigrants earn significantly less
than natives, the income data by year of  entry suggest
significant progress over time.

Since the cohort data is only based on one point
in time, March 2000, it is possible that the seeming eco-
nomic progress of immigrants is at least partly caused

by the departure of those immigrants who
did not fare well in the U.S. labor market.
Moreover, the age data in Table 9 indicate
that 1970s immigrants are by 2000, on av-
erage, older than natives in the workforce.
Because greater workforce experience
comes with age, one would expect this to
translate into higher income.  Despite this,
the median income of immigrants who ar-
rived in the 1970s is actually slightly below
that of natives, even though they are on
average older than natives and have been in
the United States for more than 20 years.
Only the cohort that arrived before 1970
had higher incomes than natives, which is
expected given that they are much older than
natives on average.  In addition to their age,
the higher income of immigrants who ar-
rived prior to 1970 may also be explained
by the fact that most were admitted under
the pre-1965 immigration system, which
tended to produce a more educated flow
of  immigrants relative to natives than today�s
policies.

Table 10 shows the occupational con-
centration of immigrants and natives by
occupation.  The upper half of the table
lists those occupations in which the immi-
grant component is less than or nearly equal
to their proportion in the overall workforce.

Percent
Self-Employed

5.6
16.9
3.4

15.8
7.9
2.4

23.7
9.4

11.9
12.3
13.4
17.1
12.4
6.1
8.9
7.5

13.5
16.4
15.2
5.1

13.7

10.7
11.6

$21,072
$21,240

Mexico
China/HK/Taiwan
Philippines
India
Vietnam
El Salvador
Korea
Dominican Republic
Cuba
Colombia
Russia
Canada
Jamaica
Haiti
United Kingdom
Guatemala
Peru
Poland
Iran
Ecuador
All Others

All Immigrants
Natives

Immigrant Avg. Self-Employment Income
Native Avg. Self-Employment Income

Table 11. Self Employment for
Employed Persons 25 and Older (Percent)
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The lower half lists those occupations in which
immigrants comprise a proportion larger than
their representation in the workforce (henceforth
referred to as low-immigrant and high-immi-
grant occupations, respectively).  Given the low
level of educational attainment of a large pro-
portion of immigrants, it is not surprising that
high-immigrant occupations are those that tend
to require fewer years of  education.  For ex-
ample, while immigrants make up 18 percent
of  those holding non-private household service
jobs, such as janitor, security guard, and child-
care worker, they comprise only 10 percent of
individuals in managerial and professional jobs.

Table 10 reveals that only 26 percent
of natives are employed in occupations that have
a high concentrations of  immigrants.  This sug-
gests that most natives are not in competition
with immigrants.5   However, as Table 10 shows,
high-immigrant occupations pay an average of
only 56 percent of what low-immigrant occu-
pations pay.  Additionally, high-immigrant oc-
cupations have an unemployment rate more than
double that of  low-immigrant occupations.  By
itself, this does not necessarily mean that immi-
grants have lowered the wages or increased un-
employment in these occupations.  What it is
does mean, however, is that any negative effect
from immigration will likely fall on the 26 mil-
lion native-born workers who already have the
lowest wages and the highest unemployment.

Table 10 also shows that 40 percent of
native-born blacks work in high-immigrant oc-
cupations, compared to only 22.9 percent of
whites.  This means that blacks are much more
likely to be affected by any decline in wages or
benefits resulting from immigrant-induced in-
creases in the supply of  labor.

Self Employment
One of the most common perceptions of im-
migrants is that they are uniquely or distinctly
entrepreneurial.    Table 11 examines the self-
employment rates of  immigrants and natives.
Consistent with other research, Table 11 shows
that immigrants and natives exhibit remarkably
similar levels of  entrepreneurship.  The table
shows that 10.7 percent of immigrants and 11.6
percent of natives are self-employed.  Thus, less
than one percentage point separates the self-em-

Table 12. Poverty Rates
for Natives and Immigrants

Mexico
China/Taiwan/HK
Philippines
India
Vietnam
El Salvador
Korea
Dominican Republic
Cuba
Colombia
Russia
Canada
Jamaica
Haiti
United Kingdom
Guatemala
Peru
Poland
Iran
Ecuador
All Other Immigrants

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrants 21 and Over
Natives 21 and Over

Children (Under 21)3 of
   Immigrant Mothers
Children (Under 21)4 of
   Native Mothers

Immigrants and Their
   U.S.-born Children
Natives Excluding U.S.-
   born Children of Immigrants

Percent
In Poverty

25.8
14.2
6.0
9.4

18.8
15.7
10.0
32.5
18.4
11.7
14.9
7.4

16.5
16.4
5.2

17.9
10.7
4.1

10.7
20.3
13.1

16.8
11.2

14.8
8.7

24.2

15.6

18.3

10.7

Pct. in
or Near
Poverty 1

62.1
30.1
16.8
15.3
31.9
57.9
29.0
63.0
46.6
38.2
34.9
18.3
32.1
47.0
17.4
51.5
42.1
25.2
17.3
35.6
34.5

41.4
28.8

38.7
24.6

53.0

35.6

44.0

27.8

Percent
Adult

Dropouts 2

65.5
14.1
12.6
9.2

29.0
63.5
10.2
50.3
29.9
20.6
18.3
13.5
19.3
32.7
5.9

49.1
20.5
14.0
7.4

34.4
20.0

33.1
13.2

1 Near-poverty is defined as income under 200 percent of the
poverty threshold.
2 Percentage of persons 21 and older who have not completed 12
years of schooling.
3 Includes all children of immigrant mothers, including those born
in the United States. For the children of immigrant mothers under
18, 24.3 percent live in poverty.
4 Includes only the children of natives. The U.S.-born children of
immigrants are not included. For the children of natives under
age 18, 15.4 percent live in poverty.
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ployment rate for immigrants and natives. Turning to
self-employment income reported at the bottom of  Table
11, we see that the average self-employment income (rev-
enue minus expenses) for both immigrants and natives is
very similar.  While immigrants overall are not more en-
trepreneurial than natives, immigrants from some coun-
tries are significantly more likely than natives to be self-
employed.  Those from China, Korea, Canada, Poland,
and Iran are much more likely to be self-employed than
natives.

Clearly, entrepreneurship is neither a lacking nor
a distinguishing characteristic of  the nation�s immigrants.
If one removed immigrants from the data, the overall
rate of self-employment in the United States would be
virtually unchanged.  Therefore, one simply must look
elsewhere to make an argument for or against current
immigration.

Poverty
Based on the March 2000 CPS, 16.8 percent of  immi-
grants compared to 11.2 percent of natives lived in pov-
erty in 1999 (poverty statistics are based on annual in-
come in the year prior to the survey).  The poverty rate is
23.5 percent for immigrants who entered in the 1990s,
15.2 percent for 1980s immigrants, and 11.5 percent for
1970s immigrants.  As is the case with the income data in
Table 9, it is unclear to what extent this progress reflects
the out-migration of unsuccessful immigrants, the dif-
ferent selection criteria used in the past, and the changing
origins of  immigrants over the last few decades.

Table 12 also reports poverty rates for persons
from the top-20 post-1970 immigrant-sending countries.
The data indicate that there is an enormous variation in
poverty rates among immigrants from different coun-
tries.  For example, the 32.5 percent poverty rate for
Dominicans is more than six times that of persons from
United Kingdom and five times that of immigrants from
the Philippines.  The last column in Table 12 shows the
proportion of persons 21 years of age and older from
each country who have not completed high school.  These
educational data indicate that those countries that have
the highest percentage of adults without a high school
education also tend to have the highest poverty rates.

The higher incidence of poverty among immi-
grants as a group has significantly increased the overall
size of  the population living in poverty.  Immigrants ac-
counted for almost 15 percent of all persons living in
poverty.  While this is a large percentage, it would be
even larger if the native-born children (under age 21) of
immigrants, who are included in the poverty figures for
natives, are counted with their parents.  The poverty rate
for children and for most young adults reflects their par-
ents� income, therefore it is reasonable to view poverty
among the U.S.-born children of  immigrants as attribut-
able to their immigrant parents.  The bottom portion of
Table 12 shows that the poverty rate for immigrants and
their U.S.-born children together is 18.3 percent.

Of  the 27.5 million natives living in poverty, 2.27
million (8 percent) are the U.S.-born children of  immi-
grant mothers.  If  the native-born children of  immi-
grants are excluded, poverty among natives drops from

Welfare Program
Public Assistance2

Supplemental
   Security Income
Food Stamps
Medicaid
Percentage of
   Households Using
   Any of the Above

EITC

1990-2000
Immigrants

3.9

4.1
8.4

19.7

21.2

32.7

1970-79
Immigrants

2.9

7.1
6.1

17.9

18.8

22.9

Pre-1970
Immigrants

1.8

4.9
4.1

11.7

12.5

10.7

All
Immigrant

Households
3.2

5.3
6.7

18.6

19.7

25.5

Native
Households

2.1

3.9
5.3

12.1

13.3

13.1

Table 13. Use of Means-tested Programs
by Head of Household’s Nativity, by Year of Entry (Percent)1

1980-89
Immigrants

4.1

5.5
7.5

23.5

24.3

31.5

1 Immigrant and native households defined by nativity of household head. Year of entry based on household head.
2 Includes TANF and General Assistance Programs.
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11.2 percent to 10.7 percent.  And if the 4.75  million
immigrants in poverty are also excluded, along with their
U.S.-born children, from the nation�s overall poverty
counts, the overall number of people living in poverty
drops by 7.02 million.  This means that immigrants and
their U.S.-born children account for 21.8 percent of  the
32.26 million people living in poverty in the United States.
Among persons under age 21 living in poverty, 24.2 per-
cent are the children of  immigrants.

In addition to poverty, Table 12 also reports the
percentage of immigrants and natives living in or near
poverty, with near poverty defined as income less than
200 percent of the poverty threshold.  As is the case with
poverty, near poverty is much more common among
immigrants than natives.  Table 12 shows that 41.4 per-

cent of immigrants compared to 28.8 percent of natives
live in or near poverty.  Among the children of  immi-
grants (under age 21), 53 percent live in or near poverty,
in contrast to 35.6 percent of  the children of  natives.   If
the native-born children of immigrants are excluded from
the figures for natives, the rate of poverty/near poverty
among natives drops from 28.8 percent to 27.8 and the
poverty rate is 44 percent for immigrants and their na-
tive-born children combined.  If the 11.7 million immi-
grants in or near poverty are excluded, along with their
U.S.-born children (5.17 million), then the overall num-
ber of people living in or near poverty in the United
States drops by 16.9 million.  This means that immi-
grants and their U.S.-born children account for 20.5 per-
cent of  the poor and near poor in the United States.

Using
Any of
These

28.9
12.6
16.2
7.3

31.1
26.0
7.9

54.0
24.8
25.1
24.8
3.6

26.3
17.1
2.9

26.2
20.3
5.1

15.2
32.7
14.4

19.7
13.3

-

-

Food
Stamps

10.2
1.9
2.2
0.9

15.2
8.0
1.6

27.5
14.3
7.7

15.3
1.2
7.1
5.5
1.2
5.6
2.5
0.0
0.0
3.6
4.6

6.7
5.3

-

-

Supplemental
Security
Income

4.1
6.5
8.0
1.4

19.6
3.1
4.7

16.0
8.0

10.4
18.3
1.2
5.4
1.2
0.6
3.7
2.5
0.9
8.3
7.2
4.3

5.3
3.9

$6,369

$4,926

Public
Assistance

5.5
0.5
2.6
0.5
1.1
6.1
0.0

15.7
1.5
0.5
2.5
0.6
1.8
3.0
0.6
1.9
2.5
0.0
0.0
1.8
2.7

3.2
2.1

$4,673

$3,038

Country
Mexico
China/Taiwan/HK
Philippines
India
Vietnam
El Salvador
Korea
Dominican Rep.
Cuba
Colombia
Russia
Canada
Jamaica
Haiti
United Kingdom
Guatemala
Peru
Poland
Iran
Ecuador
All Others

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrant Avg.
   Payment Amt.1

Native Avg.
   Payment Amt.2

Table 14. Use of Means-Tested Programs by
Head of Houshold’s Country of Origin  (Percent)

Medicaid
27.2
12.1
16.2
6.6

26.6
25.6
7.9

53.0
23.3
25.1
23.8
2.7

26.3
15.9
2.6

26.2
20.3
5.1

15.2
30.6
13.4

18.6
12.1

-

-

EITC
49.2
13.3
13.2
10.7
21.9
48.5
15.0
41.8
17.0
25.1
7.9
6.0

25.4
38.4
4.3

32.7
32.8
9.8
4.5

36.9
16.5

25.5
13.1

$1,692

$1,456

1 Average is for only those who receive payments.
2 Average is for only those who receive payments.
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Welfare Use
Table 13 shows the percentage of  immigrant- and na-
tive-headed households in which at least one member
of the household receives public assistance (including
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families and general
assistance programs), Supplemental Security Income (SSI),
Food Stamps, or Medicaid (health insurance for those

with low incomes).  Table 13 indicates that even after the
1996 welfare reforms, which curtailed eligibility for some
immigrants, immigrant welfare use remains higher than
that of natives for all four major programs and for all
entering cohorts after 1970.  In fact, the year of entry
data suggest that in some cases immigrant welfare use
actually rises over time as they �assimilate� into the wel-
fare system.

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

While immigrants� welfare use is higher than na-
tives�, Table 13 shows that most households, immigrant
or native, do not use means-tested programs.  On the
other hand, even though a relatively small portion of the
population uses welfare, for 1999 the total costs of just
the first three programs listed in Table 13 is more than
$70 billion a year, and Medicaid by itself costs an addi-
tional $190 billion.  Moreover, there are other welfare
programs not listed in the table that are linked to those
reported in Table 13.  For example, 15.5 percent of  im-
migrant households reported having at least one child
receiving subsidized school lunches, compared to only
5.8 percent of  native households.  Finally, there is the
question of whether native use of welfare is the proper
yardstick by which to measure immigrants.  Some may
reasonably argue that because immigration is supposed
to benefit the United States, our admission criteria should,
with the exception of refugees, select only those immi-
grants who are self-sufficient.

In addition to welfare programs, Table 13 re-
ports use of  the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).
With an annual cost of  $25 billion, the EITC is the nation�s
largest means-tested cash assistance program for work-
ers with low incomes.   Persons receiving the EITC pay
no federal income tax and instead receive cash assistance
from the government based on their earnings and family
size.  Table 13 shows that immigrant households use the
EITC at almost double the rate of  natives.

While on the whole immigrant households have
higher welfare use rates, this is not true for immigrants
from all countries.  Table 14 shows that immigrants from
those countries with higher education levels tend to have
lower welfare use rates.  From the list of  countries in
Table 14, it is also clear that refugee-sending countries,
such as Russia and Vietnam, tend to have higher rates of

Percent
Unisured

52.6
30.4
15.4
16.1
27.1
57.4
34.3
38.0
24.2
32.4
15.3
10.6
27.3
36.9
10.8
50.2
41.5
20.9
21.6
42.0
23.8

33.4
13.5

32.3
13.2

28.3
12.7

30.9
13.0

Mexico
China/HK/Taiwan
Philippines
India
Vietnam
El Salvador
Korea
Dominican Republic
Cuba
Colombia
Russia
Canada
Jamaica
Haiti
United Kingdom
Guatemala
Peru
Poland
Iran
Ecuador
All Others

All Immigrants
Natives

Immigrants 21 and Over
Natives 21 and Over

Children of Immigrants (Under 21)1

Children of Natives (Under 21)2

Immigrants and Their U.S.-Born Children
Natives and Their Children

Table 15. Immigrants
Without Health Insurance

1 Includes all children of immigrant mothers,
including those born in the United States. For the
children of immigrant mothers under age 18, 26
percent are uninsured.
2 Includes only the children of natives. The U.S.-
born children of immigrants are not included. For
the children of natives under age 18, 11.4 percent
are uninsured.



15

Center for Immigration Studies

welfare use.  On the other hand, Mexican and Domini-
can households have welfare use rates that are as high or
higher than Russian or Vietnamese immigrants, and vir-
tually none of  these immigrants are refugees.  Thus, it is
clear that the higher rate of welfare use by immigrants
overall is not caused simply by immigrants admitted for
humanitarian reasons.  In addition to being more likely
overall to receive welfare, Table 14 indicates that the av-
erage payments received by immigrant households on
public assistance, SSI, or the EITC are larger than those
of  natives.

Uninsured
According to the Census Bureau, since 1989 the unin-
sured population has grown by almost 9.2 million. and
stood at 42.6 million (almost one-sixth of  the total U.S.
population) in 1999.  (Figures for 1999 are based on the
March 2000 CPS.)  Much of  this growth has been driven
by immigration.  Immigrants who arrived after 1989
along with their U.S.-born children account for 60 per-
cent or 5.5 million of the increase in the uninsured popu-
lation in the 1990s.6

Table 15 reports the percentage of  immigrants
and natives who where uninsured for all of 1999.  The
table shows that lack of health insurance is a significant
problem for immigrants from many different countries,
including countries that tend to have lower poverty rates
and higher education levels, such as China and Korea.
The lower portion of  Table 15 reports the percentage
of  immigrants and their U.S.-born children (under 21)
who are uninsured.  Almost 31 percent of immigrants
and their children lack health in-
surance, compared to 13 per-
cent of  natives.  The large per-
centage of immigrants and their
children without insurance has
significantly increased the over-
all size of the uninsured popu-
lation.  Immigrants and their
U.S.-born children account for
almost 28 percent of all unin-
sured persons in the country,
double their percentage of the
overall population.  The high
percentage of immigrants with-
out health insurance is even more
striking when one recalls from
Table 13 that immigrant house-
holds were more likely to use
Medicaid.

The low rate of insurance coverage associated
with immigrants is primarily explained by their much
lower levels of education.  Because of the limited value
of their labor in an economy that increasingly demands
educated workers, many immigrants hold jobs that do
not offer health insurance, and their low incomes make it
very difficult for them to purchase insurance on their
own.

A larger uninsured population cannot help but
strain the resources of  those who provide services to the
uninsured already here.  Moreover, Americans with in-
surance have to pay higher premiums as health care pro-
viders pass along some of the costs of treating the unin-
sured to paying costumers.  Taxpayers also are affected
as federal, state, and local governments struggle to pro-
vide care to the growing ranks of the uninsured.  There
can be no doubt that by dramatically increasing the size
of the uninsured population, our immigration policy has
broad-ranging effects on the nation�s entire health care
system.

School-Age Children
In the last few years, a good deal of attention has been
focused on the dramatic increases in enrollment experi-
enced by many school districts across the country.  The
Department of Education recently reported that the num-
ber of children in public schools has grown by nearly 8
million in the last two decades.  All observers agree that
this growth has strained the resources of many school
districts.  While it has been suggested that this increase is
the result of the children of baby boomers reaching

Number with
Immigrant

Mothers
(thousands)

1,184
350
198
386
113
169
51

118

3,456

Percent with
Immigrant

Mothers
45.0
27.6
22.1
23.1
21.4
18.0
12.7
29.9

17.6

Number with
Immigrant

Mothers
(thousands)

2,939
954
740
857
323
365
195
232

8,612

Percent with
Immigrant

Mothers
43.3
27.1
28.1
22.0
22.1
15.2
17.1
23.1

16.3

1. Calif.
2. N.Y.
3. Fla.
4. Texas
5. N.J.
6. Ill.
7. Mass.
8. Ariz.

Entire Country

School-age (5-17) Pop. Young Children (0-4)

Table 16. Immigration’s Contribution
to the School-Age Population 1

1 Values have been rounded to the nearest thousand.
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school age (the �baby boom echo�), it is clear from
the CPS that immigration policy explains the growth
in the number of  children in public schools.

Table 16 shows that there are 8.6 million school-
age children of immigrants (ages 5 to 17) in the United
States.  While fewer than one-third of  the 8.6 million
children are immigrants themselves, the use of pub-
lic education by the native-born children of immi-
grants is a direct consequence of their parents having
been allowed into the country.  The children of  im-
migrants account for such a large percentage of the
school-age population because a higher proportion
of immigrant women are in their childbearing years,
and immigrants tend to have more children than na-
tives.  In addition, the effect of  immigration on pub-
lic schools will be even larger in the coming years
because 17.6 percent of children approaching school
age have immigrant mothers.

Table 16 also shows that immigration has sig-
nificantly increased the school-age population in all
of  the top-eight immigrant-receiving states.  Of
course, a dramatic increase in enrollment may not
create a problem for public education if tax revenue
increases proportionately.  But as we have seen, im-
migrants generally have lower incomes than natives,
so their tax contributions are unlikely to entirely off-
set the costs they impose on schools.  This is espe-
cially true because of the higher costs associated with
teaching children whose first language is not English.

The absorption capacity of American public edu-
cation is clearly an important issue that needs to be
taken into account when formulating a sensible im-
migration policy. Table 16 suggests that the failure to
consider this question may have significant conse-
quences for America�s schools.

Characteristics of

Immigrants by State
Table 17 reports selected characteristics for immi-
grants in the leading immigrant-receiving states.  The
first column reports the percentage of immigrants
18 and over in each state who indicated that they
were naturalized citizens of  the United States.  While
there is some variation, the percentage of immigrants
in most states who are citizens falls near the national
average of 40 percent.  As a share of all eligible vot-
ers in each state, immigrants vary significantly: in Cali-
fornia immigrants account for 15.7 percent of eli-C
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gible voters; in New York, 11.8 percent; in Florida, 10.8
percent; in Texas, 5.6 percent; in New Jersey, 9 percent;
in Illinois, 5.2 percent; in Massachusetts, 6.5 percent; and
in Arizona, 6 percent.  It is worth noting that research
indicates that some immigrants, primarily those from
Mexico and Central America, tend to report that they
are naturalized citizens when in fact they are resident aliens.
Thus, the actual citizenship rate of immigrants is likely to
be somewhat overstated in the CPS.

The second and third columns of  Table 17 re-
port the percentage of  immigrants and their U.S.-born
children (under 21) who live in or near poverty, with
near poverty defined as income below 200 percent of
the poverty threshold.  Despite the fact that the demo-
graphic characteristics of immigrants differ significantly
by state,  immigrants and their U.S.-born children (under
age 21) have much higher rates of poverty and near pov-
erty than natives, with the exception of  Illinois.   As a
share of  all persons in or near poverty, immigrants and
their children account for more than one-half of the
poor and near poor in California and roughly one-third
in New York, Florida, and Arizona.  In Texas, immi-
grants and their children represent 27 percent of all per-
sons in or near poverty and 29.3 percent in New Jersey.

Turning to health insurance coverage by state,
Table 17 shows a similar pattern to poverty.  With the
exception of Illinois, immigrants and their children in
every major immigrant-receiving state are significantly
more likely than natives to be uninsured.  The impact of
immigration on the overall size of the uninsured popula-
tion in some states can only be described as enormous.
In California, 58.8 percent of the uninsured are immi-
grants or the U.S.-born children (under age 21) of  an
immigrant.  As Table 17 shows, if  immigrants and their
children are not counted in California, the uninsured rate
would be 13 percent � precisely the rate for natives.

But, because of immigration the actual state uninsured
rate is 20 percent, making it one of the highest in the
country.  In New York, immigrants and their children
represent nearly half (47.7 percent) of the uninsured; in
Florida, 39.5 percent; in Texas, 32.5 percent; in New Jer-
sey, 34.7; in Illinois, 22.6 percent; in Massachusetts, 27.5
percent; and in Arizona, 36.4 percent.

The last two columns in Table 17 show the per-
centage of immigrant and native households using at least
one of  the major welfare programs.   Not surprisingly,
with the exception of Illinois, immigrant household use
of welfare is higher than that of natives in every state.
As a result of their higher use rates, immigrant house-
holds account for a very significant percentage of the
welfare caseloads in these states.  In California, immi-
grant households account for 42.2 percent of all house-
holds using at least one major welfare program; in New
York, it�s 31.8 percent; in Florida, 26.4 percent; in Texas,
21.8  percent; in New Jersey, 23.7 percent; in Illinois, 10.2
percent; and in Arizona, immigrant households account
for 26.6 of all households receiving welfare.  While higher
than the rate of natives in almost every state, it is impor-
tant to note that there is no state in which a majority of
immigrant households are on welfare.

Metropolitan Statistical Areas
Table 18 reports figures for the nation�s top-six immi-
grant-receiving Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(CMSA).  While the Los Angles and New York CMSAs
have the largest immigrant populations, the Miami CMSA
ranks first in terms of  the percentage of  immigrants.
These six metropolitan areas account for nearly 53 per-
cent of all immigrants living in the United States but only
23.1 percent of  the nation�s entire population.  These six
cities continue to attract a large share of  new immigrants.

1990s
Immigrants

1,471
1,767

773
678
421
348

Percent
Immigrant

29.6
22.9
28.2
42.7
12.3
12.0

No. of
Immigrants

4,707
4,688
2,007
1,647
1,070

857

CSMA
Los Angeles
New York
San Francisco
Miami
Chicago
Washington-Baltimore

Table 18. Consolidated Metropolitan Areas with the Largest
Immigrant Populations (Thousands)

Total CSMA
Population

Growth 1990-2000 1

1,688
737
642
558
693
701

1 CMSA total population growth based on the 1990 census and Census Bureau CSMA population
estimates fro mid-1999 carried forward to March 2000.
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Of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s, 48.7 percent
settled in these six CMSAs.

The fourth column in Table 18 reports popula-
tion growth for each metro area between 1990 and 2000.
All six metro areas grew significantly in population dur-
ing in the 1990s.  If  we compare the population growth
figures to the number of immigrants who arrived in the
1990s, it is clear that immigration has played a very large
role in growing the population of  all six metro areas.
Even in the Washington-Baltimore CMSA, the number
of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s (348,000) was
equal to almost half of the 701,000-person increase in
the area�s total population.  If  the 175,000 children born
to immigrant parents in the Washington-Baltimore met-
ropolitan area during the 1990s are added to the number
of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s, then immigra-
tion is equal to almost 75 percent of  the CMSA�s popu-
lation growth.

Table 19 examines the distribution of  immigrants
and natives between the nation�s central cities, suburban,
and rural areas.  With 44.8 percent of  immigrants living
in the nation�s central cities compared to 26.2 percent of
natives, immigrants are clearly much more likely than na-

Immigrants
44.8
49.7
5.4

Natives
26.2
49.8
24.0

Central Cities
Suburbs 2

Rural Areas

Table 19. Distribution of Immigrants
and Natives Across Central Cities,
Suburban, and Rural Areas (Pct.)1

1 Includes only persons for whom central-city/surban/rural
data was reported. This information was not reported for 14
percent of persons in public-use data.
2 Metro areas outside of central cities.

tives to live in central cities.  But contrary to the
general impression, most immigrants do not live in
the nation�s central cities.  In fact, immigrants are
just as likely as natives to live in the suburbs.  As
Table 19 shows, the primary difference between
the two groups is that natives are much more likely
to live in rural areas while immigrants are more
likely to live in central cities.  The large number of
immigrants who live in suburban areas may be a
positive sign that immigrants are successfully inte-
grating into American society and obtaining a
middle class standard of  living.  On the other hand,
it is in suburban areas where the problems of sprawl
and congestion are most acutely felt.  Thus, the nearly

13 million immigrants who have settled in suburbia are
likely to have contributed to these problems.

Conclusion
While immigration�s impact continues to be the subject
of intense national debate, there can be no doubt that
the large number of immigrants now living in the United
States represents an enormous challenge.  With more than
half  of  post-1970 immigrants and their U.S.-born chil-
dren living in or near poverty and one-third having no
health insurance, the situation for immigrant families is
clearly precarious.  While the current economic expan-
sion may tempt some to ignore these facts, when the
next economic downturn occurs the costs of immigra-
tion will likely become glaringly apparent.  Setting aside
the lower socio-economic status of immigrants, no na-
tion has ever attempted to incorporate more than 28
million newcomers into its society.   Moreover, without
a change in immigration policy, the Census Bureau projects
11 to 12 million immigrants will arrive in the next decade
alone.  Thus, immigration�s impact will continue to grow
if current trends in immigration are allowed to continue.
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End Notes
1 All persons not born in the United States, one
of  its outlying territories, or of  U.S. parents living abroad
are considered immigrants.  All persons born in the United
States, including the children of illegal aliens, are consid-
ered natives.  The immigrant population in the CPS in-
cludes perhaps five million illegal aliens and perhaps
600,000 persons on long-term temporary visas, such as
students and temporary workers.  The 134,000 persons
in the CPS, 15,400 of  whom are immigrants, are weighted
to reflect the actual size of  the total U.S. population.  The
survey is considered such an accurate source of  infor-
mation on the foreign-born because, unlike the decennial
census, each household in the CPS receives an in-person
interview from a Census Bureau employee and the data
are weighted to reflect the undercount of minorities who
are often missed by surveys.
2 See Robert Warren and Ellen Percy Kraly, 1985,
The Elusive Exodus: Emigration form the United States.  Oc-
casional Paper # 8. Population Reference Bureau, Wash-
ington, DC.
3 In contrast to the decennial census and the March
2000 population projection, which are the basis for the
population growth figure found in Table 2, the CPS is
designed to measure only the civilian non-institu-

tionalized population.  The CPS is also different because
it is weighted to reflect the undercount of the non-insti-
tutionalized population, primarily minorities, that is missed
by demographic surveys.  Overall, these two factors tend
to cancel each other out because the institutionalized im-
migrant population that is not included in the CPS is
roughly equal in size to the undercount adjustment.  This
allows for direct comparisons to be made between the
1990 Census and the immigrant population in the CPS.
The Census Bureau has done so in a number of recent
publications.  (See Schmidley, 1999, pp.23-195)
4 This figures refers to persons aged 18 or older
who worked full-time hours for at least part of 1999.
If part-time workers are also included, then immigrants
comprise 12.3 percent of the labor force.
5 There are a number of specific occupations in-
cluded in the upper portion of  Table 8 that do have a
large concentration of immigrants, such as medical doc-
tor.  Because of  the sample size, however, it is not pos-
sible to break out these occupations separately even
though the effect of immigrants on these specific occu-
pations is likely to be significant.
6 Includes only uninsured U.S.-born children whose
parents arrived in the 1990s.
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United States — 2000

A Snapshot of America's
Foreign-Born Population

Each month the Census Bureau conducts
the Current Population Survey (CPS),
the primary purpose of  which is to col-

lect employment data. The March CPS also in-
cludes an extra-large sample of Hispanics and
is considered the best source for information
on persons born outside of the United States �
referred to as foreign-born by the Census Bu-
reau. Analysis of the March 2000 CPS done by
the Center for Immigration Studies indicates
that 28.4 million immigrants now live in the
United States, the largest number ever recorded
in the Nation�s history, and a 43 percent increase
since 1990. As a percentage of the population,
immigrants now account for more than one in
10 residents (10.4 percent), the highest percent-
age in 70 years.
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