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______________________________________
Fred Elbel is co-Director of the Colorado Alliance for
Immigration Reform (CAIR). Find their website at
www.cairco.org.

H ow  M an y I l legal s
A r e T h er e in  t h e U .S .?
A n  al t er n at ive m et h odology  t o
dis cover in g t h e n u m ber s
by F r ed E lbel

The Department of Homeland Security estimated
in December, 2003, that 8 million to 12 million
illegal aliens resided in the United States and

700,000 new illegals enter and stay each year.  These
official estimates are somewhat suspect and may
represent significant undercounts, as they are produced
by the very entity responsible for the tidal wave of
illegal aliens entering our nation – the United States
Government.  An alternative methodology is used here
to estimate a range of numbers of illegals that is likely
more realistic.

M et h odology
The precise number of illegals entering the U.S.

and the exact rate at which they cross our borders are
unknown. Official government numbers are often hard
to come by and are routinely sanitized.7, 12 In this
analysis, the estimate of the number of illegals in the
U.S. is derived from U.S. Border Patrol apprehension
rates and estimates of the number that “get away” –
those that evade apprehension. This “get away”
number is not reliably known, but can be estimated,
therefore the methodology based upon this factor will
produce a range of results as opposed to a single
projection. This methodology consists of the following
steps:

1. Estimate the gross number of illegals entering
the U.S., as well as the number of those that evade
apprehension by the Border Patrol. A “get away” ratio
is applied to the number of illegals entering, resulting
in a gross estimate of illegals entering and evading

apprehension.
2. Factor in repeat apprehensions of the same

individuals and legalizations out of the overall
estimate.  Many illegal aliens who are apprehended
and are returned home try to enter the U.S. again and
are subsequently apprehended.  Others are legalized
and are allowed to stay in the U.S. 

3. Factor “short term stays” from the overall
estimate.  Some illegal aliens voluntarily return home
in less than year.

4. Estimate the total number of illegal aliens
living in the United States, based upon the estimate of
illegals entering and evading apprehension each year.

S t ep 1 :  E s t im at e t h e gr os s  n u m ber s
of  i l legal s  en t er in g t h e U .S .

Census figures show that 90 percent of illegal
immigration comes from Latin America, with 70
percent of the total from Mexico.26 The last decade has
witnessed a tidal wave of illegal Mexican
immigration. The Center for Immigration Studies
noted:

Indeed, the last decade saw an unprecedented
number of Mexicans cross the U.S. border.
Between 1990 and 2000, their number doubled:
from 4.2 million to 9.2 million, or 30 percent of
the entire foreign-born population in the United
States. Within this number, unauthorized
Mexicans grew by more than 100 percent –
from 2 million to 4.8 million, or 69 percent of
all illegal aliens in the United States.

Though the Mexican government should be
embarrassed that 10 percent of its people have fled to
the U.S. from Mexico, President Vicente Fox's
administration has embraced this reality. In fact,
increasing the number of Mexicans working illegally
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in the United States is among Mexico's highest foreign
policy objectives.30 

U.S. Government estimates of illegal aliens
residing in the United States have been uniformly
low.18 On December 9, 2003, Homeland Security
Secretary Tom Ridge stated that there were 8 million
to 12 million illegal aliens in the United States.1 The
corrected U.S. Census Bureau estimate for 2003 was
8 million;2 other Census data extrapolated to more like
10 million, and it recently has been questioned
whether the actual number is much higher.20 Referring
to a 2001 Northeastern University study stating that
there were 11 million illegal aliens in the United
States as opposed to U.S. Government estimates of 6
million,18 the Federation for American Immigration
Reform (FAIR) stated: 

It is inconceivable that official estimates could be
that far off the mark unless someone was
deliberately trying to mislead the American
public.28

Senator John McCain (R-AZ) stated in February,
2004 that according to U.S. Border Patrol
apprehension statistics, almost 4 million illegal aliens
entered the U.S. illegally in 2002.5 (More than half of
all illegal immigration into the U.S. comes through
Arizona). 

Of these 4 million, some were apprehended and
removed, while most of them evaded apprehension
and succeeded in reaching their interior destinations.
How many were apprehended? The answer to this
question clearly affects the number of illegals that are
believed to reside within the United States. The
Border Patrol provides numbers of apprehensions,6 but
generally declines to answer specific questions
regarding apprehension rates. However, Arizona’s
representative Jim Kolbe has testified to Senator
McCain in a Congressional hearing on June 17, 2004,
that the Border Patrol “figure  about one out of four or
five are apprehended.” 9  Michael Nicley, Chief,
Tucson Sector, U.S. Border Patrol, stated in a private
telephone conversation in 2004 that, “It's more like
seven.”

This author has visited the Arizona border and has
personally observed the situation on the ground.
Border Patrol agents who were brave enough to share
their own insights have stated that, in their opinion, the

Border Patrol is not apprehending anywhere close to
one out of three or four illegal crossers, and that
significantly larger numbers evade apprehension.7, 12, 14

Indeed, in July of 2005, the U.S. Border Patrol
Local 2544 stated on their website that “There are
currently 15 to 20 million illegal aliens in this country
by many estimates, but the real numbers could be
much higher and the numbers increase every day
because our borders are not secure.” 36

Using Senator McCain's number of 4 million
entering illegally in 20025 and an official apprehension
rate of one out of four means that 3 million were not
apprehended and therefore remained in the U.S. 

It also should be noted that this figure does not
include the millions who the Government
Accountability Office (GAO, formerly called the
Government Accounting Office) tells us enter legally
on temporary visas and continue to stay after their
visas expire.13 

Because the U.S. government routinely sanitizes
statistics,7, 12 the number of illegal entries into the
United States is almost certainly higher than official
numbers. In fact, Forbes Magazine estimates that only
four percent of illegal aliens crossing in Texas are
apprehended and prosecuted.15

DETAILED APPROACHES TO GROSS YEARLY
CALCULATIONS

As noted above, Senator John McCain stated in
February of 2004 that almost 4 million illegal aliens
crossed our borders illegally in 2002.5 If one out of
four were apprehended, that would mean in the year
2002, 3 million illegals entered and evaded
apprehension (4 million x 3/4).

Under Secretary for Border and Transportation
Security, Asa Hutchinson, stated in June, 2004, that
arrests of illegal aliens in Arizona have increased to
3,000 daily from an average of about 2,000 a day since
March.11 The increase in apprehensions can be
attributed in part to additional Border Patrol agents,
“but  more than half of the promised U.S. Border Patrol
agents have not arrived.”  Thus, it is highly likely that
the numbers of illegal aliens entering the U.S. through
Arizona has commensurately increased. 

Below are several approaches used to converge
on the number of illegals entering on a yearly basis:

1. Official Border Patrol statistics stated that in
2001 there were 1,676,438 total U.S. border apprehen-
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Table 2
Step 2: Results after factoring out repeat apprehensions

(millions of illegal aliens per year)
Apprehension rate
1 out of 4 (official Border Patrol rate)
1 out of 7

2001
3.8
8.7

2002
2.2
4.9

2004
4

9.2

Table 1
Gross estimates of numbers of illegals entering and evading

apprehension yearly.
(Millions of illegal aliens per year)

Apprehension rate
1 out of 4 (official Border Patrol rate)
1 out of 7

2001
5.0

10.1

2002
2.9
5.7

2004
5.3

10.7

sions.6 If one out of four were apprehended as the
Border Patrol officially states, that would mean that in
the year 2001, 5 million illegals entered and evaded
apprehension (1,676,438 x 3). Table 1 summarizes
illegal entries at various apprehension rates. 

2. Official Border Patrol statistics stated that in
2002 there were 955,310
t o t a l  U . S .  b o r d e r
apprehensions6 (this is
significantly lower than
apprehensions in 2000 and
2001). With a one-out-of-
four apprehension rate, 2.9
million illegals would have
e n t e r e d  a nd  e va de d
apprehension (955,310 x 3) in 2002.

3. Official Border Patrol statistics stated that there
were 888,480 total U.S. border apprehensions from
January 1, 2004 to June 30, 2004.6 If one out of four
were apprehended, then in the year 2004, 2.7 million
illegals entered and evaded apprehension in that six-
month period (888,480 x 3). Assuming that a similar
number of illegals enter in each six month period, this
works out to 5.3 million per year. 

Table 1 summarizes calculations used by these
three approaches.

S t ep 2 :  F act or  in  r epeat
appr eh en s ion s  of  t h e s am e
in div idu al s

An illegal alien typically pays a coyote $1,500
U.S. or more to guide an illegal border crossing.
Although a crossing is an expensive proposition, many
illegals who are apprehended by the U.S. Border
Patrol may try again several times until they make it
across the border.31 

Precise data on the numbers who attempt reentry
into the United States are not available.  For the
purposes of this analysis, the assumption is made that

every single illegal alien who
is apprehended and returned
home subsequently tries
again and successfully
evades apprehension on his
second attempt. 

Under this assumption,
of every four illegals
reported in line one of Table

1, we will assume one (the one apprehended) to be
double-counted. (Although perhaps a questionable
assumption, this is consistent with actual
observations31). The numbers in line one of Table 1
therefore are assumed to include a 25 percent
overcount. Line 2 of Table 1 is similarly assumed to

represent a 14 percent overcount. 
Table 2 shows the result of reducing values in

Table 1 by these overcounts in order to factor out
repeat apprehensions.

Table 2 shows an adjusted low-range of 2.2
million to 4 million illegals entering annually and
evading apprehension using the official optimistic one-
out-of-four apprehension rate. Using similar logic and
data, TIME Magazine subsequently reached the
conclusion that 3 million illegals enter and stay
annually,22 while using the most optimistic assumption
that the Border Patrol apprehends one out of three
illegal crossers.

S t ep 3 :  F act or  ‘s h or t  t er m ’ s t ays
an d legal i z at ion  f r om  t h e over al l
es t im at e

Table 2 shows the number of illegals entering, but
those numbers must be adjusted downward to account
for illegals returning home each year or receiving legal
status as part of the normal “legal” immigration
process. 

It is difficult to determine how many illegal aliens
stay here permanently, or at least remain for a period
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Table 3
Step 3 (a): Factoring out returns and legalizations.

Illegals entering and staying yearly, assuming 500,000 return home
or receive legal status each year.

Apprehension rate
1 out of 4 (official Border Patrol rate)
1 out of 7

2001
3.3
8.2

2002
1.7
4.4

2004
3.5
8.7

Average
2.8
7.1

Table 4
Step 3 (b): Factoring out returns and legalizations.

Illegals entering and staying yearly, assuming one-third return home
or receive legal status each year.
(millions of illegal aliens per year)

Apprehension rate
1 out of 4 (official Border Patrol rate)
1 out of 7

2001
2.5
5.8

2002
1.5
3.3

2004
2.7
6.2

Average
2.2
5.1

of several years. Representative Jim Kolbe (R-AZ)
testified in 2004 that males no longer go back home
but instead stay in the United States and then send for
their families.9 Veteran Border Patrol agents have
confirmed that illegal aliens are now coming here to
stay.14

Yet a certain proportion of illegals return home
each year after only a temporary stay in the United
States.32 The INS estimated in 2001 that several
hundred thousand illegals return home each year or
receive legal status as part of the normal “legal”
immigration process.19 The Center for Immigration
Studies reported that in 1999, the INS estimated that:

•  968,000 new illegal aliens settled in the United
States
•  210,000 illegal aliens either died or returned
home on their own
•  63,000 were removed (deported) by the INS
•  183,000 were given green cards as part of the
normal “legal” immigration process. 3 
The following table shows the results of applying

INS estimates and thus assumes a generous estimate
that 500,000 illegal aliens currently return home, are
removed (deported), or receive legal status each year.
Here, a projected average of between 2.8 and 7.1
illegal aliens are shown to be entering and staying
annually.

It may be argued that Table 3 contains inadequate

adjustments – that since Table 2 presents total
numbers significantly higher than official estimates,
the number of illegals returning home must be
increased accordingly. Although such an argument
tends to contradict current information indicating that
illegals are no longer returning home as they were in
the past,9, 14 it is nevertheless interesting to see how the
numbers play under this argument.

The following table shows the results of an overly
generous assumption that one-third of illegal aliens in
the U.S. either return home or are legalized each year.

Table 4 shows a projected average of between 2.2
and 5.1 illegal aliens entering and staying annually –
a lower range than presented in Table 3.

Based on the results shown in Tables 3 and 4, it is
reasonable to suggest that a medium-range figure of
12,000 illegal aliens enter the U.S. every day, or about
4 million per year. Indeed, TIME Magazine reports
that along the 65-mile-long border of the Tohono
O'odham Indian Nation with Mexico, up to 1,500
illegals are apprehended every day (with many more
evading apprehension).22

Mortality of illegals is assumed not to signifi-
cantly reduce these numbers. A certain number of
illegals undoubtedly die each year, but the overall
mortality of the illegal alien population is presumed to
be relatively low because of the young age (about 25
years of age34) of those entering the U.S. illegally.



 F a l l  2 0 0 5 T H E  S O C I A L  C O N T R A C T  

58

Table 5
Years to amass 20 million illegal aliens

Permanent illegals per year

700,000 (Department of Homeland Security)

1 million

2.2 million (Table 4, official Border Patrol rate
1 out of 4 apprehensions

3 million (TIME Magazine)

4 million (Senator McCain)

5.1 million (Table 4, 1 out of 7 apprehensions)

Years to 20 million

28.6

20.0

9.1

6.6

5.0

4.0

Thus, Census Bureau mortality data almost certainly
do not correlate with illegal alien numbers, and
therefore can not be used as a proxy for those
numbers.

S t ep 4 :  E s t im at e t h e t ot al  n u m ber
of  i l legal  al ien s  in  t h e U .S .
Cou ld t h er e be 2 0  m i l l ion  i l legal
al ien s  in  t h e U .S .?

In 2003, Georgia state Senator – and MALDEF
national board member – Sam Zamarripa told the
Georgia state senate that there were 20 million illegals
in the U.S. at the time.8 This 20 million amounts to
more than six percent of our current U.S. population
(295 million in 2004) and is larger than the population
of most states.  

A January 3, 2005 Bear Stearns report, “The
Underground  Labor Force Is Rising To The Surface,”
sharply criticized Census Bureau estimates of the
illegal alien population as being incomplete and
inaccurate, and concluded that “The  number of illegal
immigrants in the United States may be as high as 20
million people, more than double the official 9 million
people estimated by the Census Bureau.” 35

In other words, possibly one out of every 15
persons in the United States might well be an illegal
alien.

Using traditional Department of Homeland
Security estimates of 700,000 illegal aliens entering
and staying each year, it would take 28.6 years to
amass 20 million.  If it is assumed that 1 million
illegals enter and stay annually then the time to amass
20 million would be 20 years.

Thus, even the relatively low official numbers

lead us to conclude that we have quite possibly
amassed nearly 20 million illegal aliens in the United
States since the 1986 “amnesty  to end all amnesties.”
The following table shows the number of years it
would take to amass 20 million illegal aliens in the
U.S.

The higher yearly numbers in Table 5 reveal how
quickly 20 million could be amassed.  Based on the
results of the analysis summarized in Table 4, it would
take perhaps between four and nine years to amass 20
million illegal aliens in the United States at the current
rate of entry.

While immigration numbers fluctuate on a yearly
basis, legal immigration into the U.S. since 1986 has
increased steadily, and it is reasonable to assume that
illegal immigration has correspondingly increased.
Although the actual number of illegal aliens in the
U.S. is not precisely known, it appears quite possible
that 20 million or more illegals could be living within
the United States.

Con clu s ion
Intentionally low, static, and misleading official

government estimates claim that 8 million to 12
million illegal aliens reside in the United States and
that 700,000 new illegals enter and stay every year.
Based upon the analysis presented here, it is likely that
up to 20 million illegal aliens presently reside in the
United States, with up to 12,000 additional illegal
aliens entering every day. 

No one can say with certainty how many illegal
aliens enter and reside in the United States because the
precise data simply are not available. The
methodology used in this analysis is presented as an

alternative approach to
estimating illegal alien
numbers.  Because it depends
on factors that are not known
with great accuracy, it
produces a wider range of
estimates than traditional
estimates, but can be used to
present another perspective on
illegal immigration numbers. 

Further analysis is
certainly warranted. However
it is important to recognize the
magnitude of the numbers in
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U.S. Border Patrol Apprehensions
Sector

Tucson
Southern
National

2000   

616,346
1,643,679
1,676,438

2001   

449,675
1,235,717
1,266,213

2002   

333,648
929,809
955,310

2003   

347,263
905,065
931,557

2004   
(First 6 mo.)

380,131
872,395
888,480

order to recognize the seriousness of the crisis and
urgency for a return to the rule of law and secured
borders that the United States Constitution demands.

�
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Population Reference Bureau
World Population Data Sheets (extracts)

Mexico Data
Mid-year

2004
2003

Population
(millions)

106.2
104.9

Total
Fertility
Rate
2.8
2.8

Rate of
Natural
Increase (%)
2.1%
2.4%

Births
per 1,000

25
29

Deaths
per 1,000

5
5

Calculations using the above data:
Mid-year

2004
2003
Yearly
increase

Population
(millions)

106.2
104.9

1.3

Total
Fertility
Rate

Rate of
Natural
Increase (m)
2.2
2.5

Births minus
deaths
(millions)
2.1
2.5

Definitions:
Rate of Natural Increase (RNI): The birth rate minus the death rate, implying the annual
rate of population growth without regard for migration. Expressed as a percentage.
Total Fertility Rate (TFR): The average number of children a woman would have
assuming that current age-specific birth rates remain constant throughout her
childbearing years (usually considered to be ages 15 to 49). 
The following statements from Carl Haub, author of the Population Reference Bureau
World Population Data Sheets, were made on September 22, 2004 to Fred Elbel via
telephone discussion. They are reprinted with permission: 

** “You can't generally compare years between the Data Sheets. We recalculate the
sheets each year. Thus, it is possible that they could show population declining in a
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this country by many estimates, but the real numbers could be
much higher and the numbers increase every day because our
borders are not secure (no matter what the politicians tell you
– don't believe them for a second).”


