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California's Immigrant Population
and the Costs of Social Services
By Eloise Anderson

California's ability to assimilate the immigrant
population has been severely strained in recent years
by extremely large numbers of individuals coming
here and an almost complete absence of federal
support. Immigrants arriving in California come as a
result of federal policy decisions.

There are reports that suggest that the nation's
immigration experience over the last decade is not
extraordinary; both in terms of numbers and diversity,
it fits within our historical patterns. These reports
conclude, from a national perspective, the assimilation
of these immigrants should be no more difficult than
in the past, and the benefits historically associated
with immigration will again be realized with our most
recent immigrants.

I disagree with these conclusions. Our current
immigration experience differs with our past national
immigration experiences in ways that have profound
effects on state and local governments.

  1. The current immigration population includes an
unprecedented number of individuals who have
come here illegally.

  2. Current arrival and resettlement patterns show
that immigrants are predominantly locating in
relatively few states and localities. This means
that immigration is a significant concern in some
states and a virtual non-issue in others.

  3. Unlike the situation for earlier waves of
immigration, the federal government now
mandates that immigrants be eligible for most
public assistance and service programs. These
programs carry a required state and local fiscal
commitment. This represents new governmental
obligations for state and local taxpayers that did
not exist in the past.

The present resettlement patterns and the new
state/local fiscal obligations have combined to create
vastly disparate impacts in the various states. The
disproportionate impact of federal immigration
policies, federal program mandates, and the rising tide
of illegal immigration has hit California more severely
than any other state.

Overview
Of the approximately 1.6 million refugees

admitted to the United States since 1975,
approximately 600,000, or 38 percent, reside in
California.

Of the estimated four million illegal
immigrants residing in the United States, nearly 2.1
million, or 52 percent, reside in California.

Of the approximately three million illegal
immigrants granted amnesty under the 1986
Immigration Reform and Control Act, 1.6 million,
or 53 percent, reside in California.

Totaling this up: of the approximately 8.6
million refugees and immigrants, legal and illegal,
one half, or 4.3 million reside in California.

An equitable national distribution of the 8.6
million would result in just over one million living
here.

"Our current immigration
experience differs from our past

national immigration experiencesin
ways that have profound effects on

state and local governments."

If the rest of the nation reflected California's
immigration situation, the numbers in the
categories I have mentioned would total nearly 36
million.
California's population would have to be 220
million for our state to have the same ratio between
our immigrant population and our supporting and
assimilating non-immigrant population that exists
in the rest of the nation, and there are no signs of
change. California's percentage of foreign-born is
pushing past 22 percent, nearly 1.4 times the
percentage of the next state, New York.

The percentage [of foreign-born] in our major
urban areas is considerably higher. A University of
Michigan study showed that in Los Angeles nearly
40 percent of the population is foreign-born and
nearly one third have limited English.

In the Los Angeles school system, students
speak more than 100 languages.



The Social Contract Summer 1994285

Aid to Families
With Dependent Children

The Aid to Families with Dependent Children
Program (AFDC) is our largest public assistance
program. It provides cash benefits to nearly 2.5 million
persons in California at an annual cost of over $6.1
billion.

Nearly 13 percent [of AFDC recipients] are
refugees or the children of refugees. The Refugee Act
of 1980 called for 3-years of full federal funding for
refugee resettlement. California has received no
federal funding for AFDC eligible refugees for four
years. The annualized state AFDC cost estimate for
refugees and their children who have been here for less
than the three-year federal commitment is $43 million.
Total state cost for all refugee families receiving
AFDC will be $297 million this year.

"Children of undocumented aliens
comprise the fastest growing portion

of California's AFDC caseload."

The percentage of refugees in the AFDC
population has been decreasing over the last several
years, but still represents a considerable cost to
California given the elimination of federal support.
California's costs for refugees this fiscal year will be
three quarters of the total national Refugee
Resettlement budget of $400 million … a budget
which in this federal fiscal year, Congress decreased
by $20 million from the President's request.

While the percentage of refugees is decreasing in
AFDC, children of undocumented aliens comprise the
fastest growing portion of California's AFDC
caseload. These are children born in the United States
to parents who are not eligible for financial assistance
because they are here illegally. In 1988, they
represented 2.4 percent of aided persons. Now it's 6.8
percent. Since July 1988, this group has accounted for
16 percent of all new aided persons in our caseload.
This will cost California $236 million this year. These
176,800 children exceed the total AFDC population in
15 states.

In addition, the five-year bar on program
participation for IRCA amnesty aliens has expired. We
first saw an increase in AFDC caseload attributed to
this group last year. Current year numbers more than
double last year's experience. This will represent a
state cost estimated to be $96 million.

The overall numbers of the child-only cases will
decline now that the entire family is eligible. The
remaining citizen child cases represent approximately
124,000 children and $161 million in state costs this
year.

The state costs for AFDC grants and
administrative costs will be $788 million this year.

Supplemental Security Income
Under federal mandate, most legal immigrants

are eligible to receive Supplemental Security
Income/State Supplemental Program (SSI/SSP).
Refugees are eligible for SSI/SSP immediately
following their arrival into the United States. The
number of refugees receiving SSI/SSP in California
has grown significantly in recent years.

The Refugee Act of 1980 called for a full three
years of 100 percent federal funding for eligible
refugees. This commitment has completely
disappeared in recent years. In July 1987, refugees
represented 3.4 percent of the SSI/SSP populations
with annual costs of $64 million. This year it is
expected to reach 6 percent of the caseload and
result in state costs of $147 million.

There are several factors that explain this
dramatic growth.
  1. California continues to receive high
proportions of the former Vietnamese political
prisoners. Many come with significant mental
health issues.
  2. We are now receiving the aged parents, aunts,
and uncles of refugees already resettled in
California and increasing numbers of multi-
generational families from the former Soviet
Union. Many of these refugees qualify for SSI/SSP
assistance as aged. They represent a larger
proportion of our recent refugee arrivals.
  3. We are beginning to see caseload increases
because of the expiration of the public assistance
bar for IRCA (Immigration Reform and Control
Act of 1986) amnesty. This began to show up two
years ago in our caseloads. The current-year state
costs for IRCA recipients of SSI/SSP is expected to
be $32 million. Total for SSI/SSP is $179 million
this year.

Medical Care
The Medicaid Program (Medi-Cal) is not one

of the programs for which I am responsible, but it
should be considered in this discussion. Federal
law passed in 1986 mandated that the states
provide emergency medical care, including labor
and child delivery, through the Medi-Cal to illegal
immigrants who would be eligible for such service
except for their citizenship status.

According to the Department of Health
Services, in California, in the past 12 months,
emergency and pregnancy-related medical care was
provided to 390,000 illegal immigrants at a cost of
approximately $763 million for this year. Forty
percent of all Medi-Cal births (96,000 babies) are
born to illegal immigrants in California.

General Assistance
Counties administer general assistance (cash

grant and medical). It provides public assistance to
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people who are not eligible for AFDC or SSI/SSP and
the counties bear 100 percent of the costs. 

Data are not readily available since there are
substantial differences among counties in program
benefits and eligibility rules. But the counties serve
nearly 5,000 refugees monthly at a cost of over $20
million annually.

Summary
The total state costs are about $1 billion. Other

state costs that are not my responsibility are:
incarceration costs for illegals at $400 million, and the
cost of education for children of illegals which has
been estimated to be $1.7 billion this year. These two
alone equal $2.1 billion.

Please accept my assurances, and those of
Governor Wilson, that we in the administration are not
xenophobic or nativistic.

I do not know if 8.6 million persons is a
reasonable number for our nation of 250 million plus
to accept and assimilate, but I am convinced that 4.3
million is too many for a single state of 30 million to
assimilate effectively! Certainly the costs of doing so
are beyond our capacity to absorb without help.

I am convinced that our existing assimilation
ability is hamstrung by federal practice that ignores
our immigration laws by permitting an unchecked
flow of illegal immigrants into our country. Over half
of this population enters and resides in California. The
problem is exacerbated by the almost total failure of
the federal government to support its legal
immigration decisions with federal funds to offset the
costs of the resultant influx of immigrants. �


