
IMMIGRANTS CONTRIBUTE MORE THAN THEY COST. 

Restrictionists paint a picture of the “costs” of immigration by comparing taxes paid against 
benefi ts used, but fail to tell the whole story. Left out is the massive contribution to the 
economy made by immigrants: nationwide Hispanic businessowners alone provided jobs 
to an estimated 1.5 million employees, had receipts of over $222 billion, and generated 
$36.7 billion payroll dollars in 2002 alone. In addition, the roughly 26 million immigrants 
now in the U.S. who arrived after the age of 18 represent a windfall of roughly $2.8 trillion 
to U.S. taxpayers, who get the benefi t of their labor without the cost of their upbringing 
and education

IMMIGRANTS LEARN ENGLISH. 

Immigrants are motivated to learn English due to its high economic and social value. 
Immigrants today learn English at the same rate or more quickly than previous immigrants. 
Nearly 1.2 million adults attended English as a Second Language classes in 2002-03.

IMMIGRATING ISN’T EASY. 

U.S. immigration policy, while generous, is far from unlimited. People often complain that 
undocumented workers should just “get in line” for a visa, but there really is no line: only 
5,000 visas are available for low-skilled workers each year. People may immigrate based 
only on very close family ties, employer sponsorship, or refugee protection. Families wait 
years for reunifi cation. A lawful permanent resident faces a wait of more than 5 years 
to be joined by their spouse. The myth of “anchor babies” conferring status on their 
undocumented parents is simply untrue – only U.S. citizens who are over age 21 can 
petition to immigrate their parents.

IMMIGRANTS PAY TAXES.

Everyone, including legal residents, visitors, students, and undocumented people, 
pays taxes. Immigrants pay sales and property taxes, and every worker on the payroll 
pays state and federal income taxes. Immigrants are large contributors to – rather than 
recipients of – Social Security and will play an integral role in fi nancing Social Security as 
the U.S. population reaches retirement. 

IMMIGRANT PROTECTIONS RAISE WAGES OF ALL WORKERS. 

Restrictionists often state that immigrants drive down wages, even while data suggests 
a slight average gain in wages for U.S. workers. Regardless, the best way to protect all 
workers is to ensure that employers follow wage laws. Instead of blaming immigrants, a 
better solution is to end the tolerance for exploitive conditions for all workers. 

IMMIGRANTS HAVE LITTLE ACCESS TO PUBLIC BENEFITS. 

Only refugees, asylees, and a small category of legal immigrants are eligible to receive 
any public benefi ts. U.S. citizens or permanent residents who sponsor family members 
must sign affi davits of support and their income is deemed to be the immigrant’s income 
when determining eligibility for benefi ts. Even those who are eligible are subject to strict 
time limits. Undocumented people are not eligible for most public benefi ts programs, with 
the exception of emergency medical assistance. 

IMMIGRANTS DO NOT CAUSE INCREASES IN CRIME. 

Research indicates that higher levels of immigrants either have no effect on crime rates 
or are associated with lower levels of crime and violence. The incarceration rates of those 
born in the U.S. is four times higher than of the foreign-born. An infl ux of new immigrants 
to high-crime communities may actually transform and revitalize disadvantaged 
neighborhoods.

Border security funding has 
increased from $4.6 billion in 
2001 to $10.4 billion in 2007. 
Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE)’s budget for 
interior immigration enforcement 
is over $5.7 billion in 2010.

The U.S. government detains an 
estimated 440,000 people each 
year in over 300 facilities around 
the U.S., including county jails in 
Minnesota. The cost of detention 
is over $1.7 billion annually.

More than 356,000 immigrants 
were removed in 2008. 2.2 
million immigrants have been 
deported since 1994.

Worldwide there is an estimated 
total of 13.9 million refugees and 
asylum seekers.5 In 2006, the 
U.S. granted asylum or refugee 
status to fewer than 5% of these 
people.

According to the American 
Immigration Law Foundation 
(AILF), an immigrant pays 
between $20,000 and $80,000 
more in taxes than he or she 
uses in public benefi ts over a 
lifetime. 

U.S. citizens and lawful 
permanent residents wait 
years, often decades, for family 
members to immigrate to the 
U.S.
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The watchdog group Southern 
Poverty Law Center designated the 
Federation for American Immigration 
Reform (FAIR) as a hate grup in 
December 2007. SPLC states 
that “FAIR (is) the most important 
organization fueling the backlash 
against immigration. Founded ... in 
1979, FAIR has long been marked 
by anti-Latino and anti-Catholic 
attitudes.” FAIR started the Center 
for Immigration Studies (CIS) in 
1985. 

The Southern Poverty Law Center 
notes that FAIR:

Is the creation of a man who 
operates a racist publishing company 
and has compared immigrants to 
“bacteria,”

Has employed members of white 
supremacist groups in key positions,

Has promoted racist conspiracy 
theories,

Has accepted more than $1 million 
from the Pioneer Fund, a racist 
foundation devoted to eugenics and 
to proving a connection between 
race and IQ.

Despite their designation as a hate 
group, FAIR and CIS are cited often 
and are used as a resource in the 
immigration debate. 
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THE PUSH FACTORS: EFFECTS OF HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS ABROAD

Migration to the U.S. is migration from somewhere. Migration is often driven by 
certain factors, including human rights violations, beyond the migrant’s control. 
U.S. immigration law allows a small fraction of the world’s refugees to seek safety 
here, but those fl eeing economic human rights violations are left out of the refugee 
protection system, which provides a safe haven only for those fl eeing persecution 
on account of race, religion, nationality, social group, or political opinion. While 
the undocumented population is often characterized as “economic migrants” who 
“choose” to come to the U.S. to improve their lives, this characterization grossly 
understates the crushing effects of chronic poverty that result in deprivation of the 
right to food, shelter, education, and work. The role of U.S. foreign, economic, and 
trade policy is critical in migration patterns. Scholars point to the crippling effects 
of NAFTA on the Mexican economy and the resulting surge in migration from that 
country.

A MORAL QUESTION: MINNESOTA’S RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS WELCOME THE 
STRANGER

Many faith traditions teach us to welcome our brothers and sisters. These values 
are refl ected in scripture and teachings. The Hebrew Bible tells us: “The strangers 
who sojourn with you shall be to you as the natives among you, and you shall love 
them as yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt (Leviticus 19:33-34).” 
In the New Testament, Jesus tells us to welcome the stranger (cf. Matthew 25:35), 
for “what you do to the least of my brethren, you do unto me (Matthew 25:40).” 
The Qur’an tells us that we should “serve God and do good to orphans, those 
in need, neighbors who are near, neighbors who are strangers, the companion 
by your side, the wayfarer that you meet, [and those who have nothing] (4:36).” 
Immigration laws should refl ect our values as a nation and as a people of faith.

THE BOTTOM LINE: MIGRANTS DO HAVE RIGHTS

We are all entitled to treatment with dignity and respect. Human rights protect 
everyone, regardless of whether we are in a foreign country and regardless of 
whether we entered that country illegally.  

The U.S. Constitution protects citizens and non-citizens alike. While some 
Constitutional protections are limited to citizens, most extend to “persons” and 
apply regardless of immigration status. The right to remain silent, freedom from 
unwarranted searches, and the right to due process all are guaranteed regardless 
of immigration status.

International human rights law guarantees that everyone, regardless of immigration 
status, has the right to freedom from arbitrary arrest, detention, interference with 
privacy, family, home, correspondence, or property. Everyone has the right to due 
process under law. Human rights law also guarantees respect for the unity of the 
family,  access to just working conditions, protection of refugees, and freedom 
from discrimination on the basis of national origin.

Resources

Learn more about the human 
rights of migrants and the facts 
about immigration, including 
sources cited in this factsheet at 
Energy of a Nation: 

www.energyofanation.org
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