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R
ising immigration levels, coupled with a 
declining rate of natural increase (births 
minus deaths), means that immigration 
accounts for a larger share of U.S. pop-
ulation growth now than in any decade 

since 1900-09:

The chart shows that in the 1960s, first-generation 
immigrants (annual new arrivals) accounted for 15.6 
percent of the increase in U.S. population. By the 1990s, 
that figure rose to 35.8 percent.1  

Immigration accounts for a larger share of popu-
lation growth today than before the 1920s restrictions. 

U.S. population is about 
3 times larger now than it 
was then. The negative con-
sequences of population 
growth — global warming, 
urban sprawl, lower wag-
es, higher taxes, deteriora-
tion of public infrastructure, 
school overcrowding, water 
shortages, catastrophic off-
shore oil spills — are well 
documented. Yet unlike the 
1920s, it is regarded as poor 
form to mention immigra-
tion control as a means to 
address the current crisis.

In reality, the impact 
of immigration on population growth is larger than the 
above figures suggest. These percentages understate im-
migration’s total impact because they ignore the chil-
dren born to immigrant mothers in the U.S. This omis-
sion is significant. 

To see why, consider the components of U.S. pop-
ulation growth (see table left).

The Census Bureau estimates that U.S. population 
grew by about 2.6 million in 2009. There were about 4.3 
million births in the U.S. that year and 2.5 million deaths. 
This means that 1.8 million, or roughly two-thirds of to-
tal population growth, was from “natural increase,” and 
the rest was from immigration. 

However, an estimated 950,000 births a year are to 
foreign-born mothers — legal and illegal.2 Almost all of 

Immigration Drives U.S. Population Growth

Part 8

Percentage of U.S. Population Growth from Immigration, 1900–2008

http://www.prb.org/Educators/TeachersGuides/HumanPopulation/Migration.aspx
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Components of U.S. Population Growth
 July 1, 2008 to July 1, 2009

			       Number        % of total
Natural Increase
(Births less deaths)	   1,776,800	    67.5
Births			    4,262,897          162.0
Births to immigrants	      950,000	    36.1
Deaths		   -2,488,097           -94.5
Net immigration	      854,905	    32.5
Total			     2,631,705          100.0

Sources: Census Bureau, http://hawaii.gov/dbedt/info/census/
popestimate/09state_pop_hawaii/NST-EST2009-05.pdf;
National Center for Health Statistics. (Estimated births to immigrants.) 
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these women arrived in the U.S. over the last three de-
cades. These births, plus net immigration, accounted for 
nearly 70 percent of all population growth in 2009.

Trends portend an even larger role for immigration. 
As we report below, the Census Bureau’s most recent 
projections find that immigrants and their U.S.-born 
children will account for 79.5 percent of population 
growth between 2010 and 2050. Another large-scale 
study by Pew Research, estimates that fully 82 percent 
of the population increase we can expect from now to 
2050 will be immigrant-based — immigrants and their 
children born here — as against an equivalent figure of 
51 percent for the years 1960-2005; and that the bulk of 
that population increase will be Latino in origin.3

Why the disproportionate impact? It’s not because 
the number of new arrivals is expected to soar. Most 
of the population growth related to immigration stems 
from children born in the U.S. While native-born women 
are having fewer babies, fertility among their foreign-
born counterparts has generally continued to increase. 
Equally important: the share of foreign-born women in 
their prime child-bearing years (15 to 44 years of age) is 
rising — it went from 53 percent to 56 percent between 
1990 and 2002, while it fell for natives from 45 percent 
to 41 percent.4

These trends mean that the share of births to 
foreign-born mothers is rising faster than the foreign-
born share of the U.S. population:

Over nearly four decades, the difference between 
immigrants’ share of total population and their share of 
births has increased significantly. In 1970 immigrants 
accounted for 4.7 percent of the total population and 6.1 
percent of births — a 1.4 percent point difference. But 

by 2004, they were 12 percent of total population and 24 
percent of total births — a 12 percent point difference. 

Historical comparisons
The figures cited above make clear that births 

to immigrant mothers are at levels not seen in recent 
decades. But how do these decades stack up against 
the “Great Wave” early in the twentieth century? Many 
researchers feel that the current situation falls short of 
that epochal event.

In at least one important metric, they are right: 
in 1910 the foreign-born population reached 14.7 
percent of the total population. That is still a record. 
In subsequent years, the number of new immigrants 
declined precipitously — first due to World War I, and 
a few years later from the restrictive legislation of the 
early 1920s. The most recent figures show immigrants 
account for about 13 percent of the U.S. population.

But an analysis of the 1910 Census also shows that 
the share of births to immigrants that year was lower 
than it is today. Using unpublished files from the 1910 
Census, demographer Steven Camarota estimates that 
21.9 percent of all births that year were to immigrant 
mothers. This is considerably below the 24 percent 
figure for 2004 reported by Pew Research.5

Conclusion: Births to immigrants account for 
a larger share of births today than during the “Great 
Wave.” The reason, of course, is that today’s native-
born woman has far fewer children, on average, than her 
1910 counterparts. (Fertility rates among non-Hispanic 
whites are so low that this segment of the population is 
expected to see their numbers decline by mid-century.)  

At no time in American history have foreign-born 
mothers accounted for a larger share of the “natural 
increase” of U.S. population.

It is worth ruminating on the fact that the problems 
associated with population growth were a major reason 
for the post-1910 restrictions. But no such reduction 
seems in the cards today. Absent such a policy, births 
to immigrants will inevitably account for ever higher 
shares of all births. 

Thus, in a very real sense, our demographic destiny 
is in the hands of people who were not born here. As a 
nation, we are headed into uncharted territory.

A moratorium and U.S. population growth        
What is a moratorium? In its most extreme form, it 

is a total cessation of both legal and illegal immigration 
into the U.S. No one is seriously proposing this, and, 
indeed, implementing such an extreme measure would 
probably be impossible. But for research purposes, a 
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zero-immigration scenario is useful.6 It provides an 
upper bound to the impact that a restrictionist policy can 
have on future population growth.

The Census Bureau examined the implications of a 
moratorium in a series of population projections released 
in late 2009. The Bureau projects U.S. population from 
2010 to 2050 under several immigration scenarios, two 
of which are relevant to our study: a moratorium and 
current immigration policy.

Population projections for each scenario are shown 
in the chart below. 

Under current U.S. immigration policy, the nation’s 
population, currently at 310 million, would grow to 439 
million by mid-century, according to the Census Bureau 
projections.7 Under this scenario, annual net immigration 
(the difference between people entering and leaving the 
U.S.) would rise steadily from 1.3 million in 2010 to 2.0 
million in 2050. 

Under a moratorium, U.S. population would peak 
at 323.0 million in 2047, before descending slowly to 
322.9 million, in 2050.

Population growth is a significant cause of most of 
the economic, fis-
cal, and environ-
mental problems 
facing the Unit-
ed States. For this 
reason, it is worth 
summarizing the 
population impli-
cations of the two 
immigration sce-
narios (see table at 
right).

A 40 year 
moratorium on 

new immigrants would reduce 2050’s population by 102 
million, or 26.4 percent below the level that would have 
been reached under current immigration policy, accord-
ing to the Census Bureau’s most recent projection. In-
stead of growing by 129 million, U.S. population would 
expand by just 26.4 million over that period.

In quantifying the environmental benefits of an im-
migration moratorium, these two numbers — 102.3 mil-
lion fewer people; a 26.4 percent reduction in U.S. popu-
lation by mid-century — are a useful point of departure.

Foreign-born population	
The nation’s foreign population, which numbered 

38 million in 2008, will grow to 81.3 million by mid-
century, according to the Pew Research Center’s “Main 
Projection” immigration scenario. (This corresponds to 
our “Current Policy” projection, so we use this terminol-
ogy below.) 

Pew’s “Higher Immigration” scenario sees the 
foreign-born population rising to 115 million by 2050. 
Instead of making up nearly one in five Americans (18.6 
percent) as the Main Projection envisions, immigrants 
would be nearly one in four (23 percent).8

Even under a “Lower Immigration” scenario, the 
nation’s foreign-born population would grow to 49 mil-
lion in 2050, and the foreign-born share of U.S. popula-
tion would stabilize at the current level (around 13 per-
cent).

The Pew report is somewhat dated. Released in 
February 2008, it has been superseded by the Census 
population projections released in December 2009. 

Unfortunately the Census, while projecting total 
U.S. population under different immigration scenarios, 
does not project the foreign-born population per se. 
Undeterred, we have constructed our own projections by 
applying Pew’s foreign-born population shares to Cen-
sus’s newer U.S. population projections. 

U.S. Population: Current Policy vs. Moratorium, 2010-2050

(numbers in millions)
						       			   % Moratorium
					         Current Policy	   Moratorium    Below Current Policy

Avg. annual net immigration, 2010-2050           1.373	            0		       infinite
Population in 2050			              439.0	         322.9	        -26.4
Population increase, 2010-2050		
    Number (millions of persons)		            128.8	           26.4	        -79.5
    Percent increase			                39.6	             8.7	        -78.0

Data source: Census Bureau, Population Division. December 16, 2009.
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How would a moratorium impact the foreign-born 
population? Obviously, this population will decline 
as immigrant deaths will no longer be offset by new 
arrivals. For some strange reason, however, neither Pew 
nor the Census projects foreign-born population under a 
zero-immigration moratorium scenario. 

We have filled this information gap. Using age- 
specific death rates for the Hispanic population, we have 
estimated the rate at which the foreign-born population 
will fall under a long-term moratorium. The following 
table shows the foreign-born population under two 
immigration scenarios: current policy and moratorium. 

By mid-century, there will be 20.2 million foreign-
born residents under a moratorium — fully 60 million 
less than under current immigration policy.  Instead of 
doubling, the immigrant population will fall by nearly 
50 percent under a 40 year moratorium.

In terms of the economic impact on native-born 
Americans, the foreign-born share of the population is 
more important than the head count. A larger share means 
a larger per capita transfer of income from natives to 
foreign-born beneficiaries. Similarly, the average wage 
loss suffered by native workers rises in tandem with the 
foreign-born share of the workforce — not the number 
of such workers per se.

There is good news to report: A 40-year moratorium 
will reduce the foreign-born share of U.S. population by 
more than half (see table, below left).

Under current policy, immigrants will account 
for nearly 19 percent of U.S. population in 2050. By 
contrast, a moratorium will reduce this by two-thirds — 
to 6.3 percent. 

A tough, unprecedented policy? Hardly. The 
foreign-born share of U.S. population was 4.7 percent in 
1970, and 6.2 percent as recently as 1980. 

Bottom line: A 40-year moratorium merely 
reduces the immigrant share of U.S. population to levels 
reached in the decades immediately following the 1965 
immigration act. 

Impact on states
As things stand now, immigration will be the 

major driver of U.S. population growth to mid century. 
However, the degree to which immigration impacts 
population growth will vary among the states. While 
traditional immigration gateways such as New York and 
California are home to the largest immigrant populations, 
their immigrant populations are not growing as fast 
as in less traditional venues. From 1990 to 2000, for 
example, North Carolina’s immigrant population nearly 
tripled, while foreign-born populations in New York and 
California grew at less than the national average over 
that time.

Of the top 10 states (ranked on the percent increase 
in immigrant population growth in the 1990s), only one 
— Arizona — is a traditional immigrant destination (see 
first table, page 55).

More recent data — covering 2000 to 2008 — make 
it still clearer that immigrants are shunning traditional 
gateways in favor of the less crowded hinterland: 

Eight of the top 10 immigrant destinations are in 
the South. None is a traditional gateway.

The Census Bureau does not project foreign-
born population. It does, however, project total state 
populations. The most recent such report, released in 
April 2005, finds that three states — Florida, California, 
and Texas — will account for nearly one-half (48.5 
percent) of U.S. population growth between 2010 and 

Foreign-born Population, 2010-50

(millions)

			   Current Policy    Moratorium

2010			           40.0	      40.0
2020			           49.8	      38.3
2030			           59.8	      34.9
2040			           70.6	      29.1
2050			           81.7	      20.2
Chg 2010-50		          41.7	     -19.8
% chg. 2010-50	        104.1	     -49.5

Data sources: Pew Research, Census Bureau (Current Policy); 
Author’s calculations using Hispanic death rates reported in: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr57/nvsr57_14.pdf
(Moratorium)
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2030. Florida’s population will grow the most, rising by 
9.4 million. Now the fourth most populous state, Florida 
is expected to edge past New York, into third place by 
2011. California and Texas would continue to rank first 
and second, respectively, in 2030.

The top five fastest-growing states between 2010 
and 2030 will be Arizona (61.4 percent), Nevada (59.2 
percent), Florida (59.2 percent), Texas (35.2 percent), 
and Utah (34.7 percent.) Only four states — Ohio, Iowa, 
North Dakota, and West Virginia — and the District 
of Columbia are expected to lose population over this 
period.

The Census projections are in 5-year intervals, and 

extend to 2030. They are based on rates of change esti-
mated from historical data. They are not straight-line 
projections, however. Thus, New York’s population is 
projected to: rise by 0.53 percent over the five years 
2010 to 2015; rise by 0.15 percent over the next five 

years (2015-20); fall 0.19 percent between 
2020 and 2025; and fall by another 0.32 per-
cent in the last five years of the projection 
period, 2025 to 2030. 

Clearly, the Census Bureau uses a 
sophisticated, complex mathematical model 
to project what will happen if current state-
specific trends in fertility, mortality, internal 
migration, and international immigration con-
tinue. 

State population projections:   
Moratorium vs. current policy	

Our goal is to project future state pop-
ulations under two immigration scenarios: 
current policy and a 40 year (2010 to 2050) 
moratorium on legal and illegal immigration 
to the U.S. Unfortunately, the Census Bureau 
does not do this analysis for individual states. 
Census implicitly uses only one immigration 
scenario — a continuation of current policy 
— in its state population projections. We 
must, therefore, develop our own moratorium 
population projections for the states.  

We do this by making a heroic, but not 
implausible, assumption: the share of U.S. 
population residing in each state will be the 
same under both current policy and morato-
rium scenarios. Put differently, our method-
ology assumes that, in the long run, immi-
grants and natives respond to the same fac-
tors — jobs, economic growth, climate, etc. 
— when deciding which state to live in. To 
project a state’s population under a morato-
rium for, say, 2050, we simply multiply the 
Census Bureau’s moratorium projection for 
the U.S. population that year by the state’s 
share of U.S. population under current policy 

for that year.
Another problem: While the Census Bureau’s 

national population projections extend to 2050, their 
state population projections only go to 2030. We resolve 
this by extrapolating state populations to 2050 using 
the average annual percentage growth rates for 2025 to 
2030 — the two future-most years of Census state popu-
lation projections.

(states ranked on % growth)
						               % Change

Rank	              State	         1990	     2000	          1990-2000

   1	    North Carolina	      115,077	   430,000	 273.7
   2	               Georgia	      173,126	   577,273	 233.4
   3 	               Nevada	      104,828	   316,593	 202.0
   4	             Arkansas	        24,867	     73,690	 196.3
   5		        Utah	        58,600	   158,664	 170.8
   6	            Tennessee        59,114	   159,004	 169.0
   7	             Nebraska	        28,198	     74,638	 164.7
   8	              Colorado      142,434	   369,903	 159.7
   9		   Arizona	      278,205	   656,183	 135.9
  10	              Kentucky        34,119	     80,271	 135.3	
	             Total U.S.   19,767316     31,107,889	   57.4

Source: U.S. Census

Foreign-born Population, 1990-2000

(states ranked on % growth)
	                             			      % Change

Rank	 State		       2000		    2008	          2000-2008

  1	 South Carolina 	    115,978	 195,069 	  68.2
  2	 Georgia 	    577,273	 910,473 	  57.7
  3	 Tennessee 	    159,004	 248,483 	  56.3
  4	 Nevada 		    316,593	 490,717 	  55.0
  5	 Mississippi 	      39,908	   60,555 	  51.7
  6	 Alabama 	      87,772	 131,695 	  50.0
  7	 North Carolina 	    430,000	 641,130 	  49.1
  8	 Kentucky 	      80,271	 119,503 	  48.9
  9	 Delaware 	      44,898	   66,793 	  48.8
10	 Arkansas 	      73,690	 109,257 	  48.3
	 United States     31,107,889      37,960,935 	  22.0

Data source: Migration Policy Institute. 				  

Foreign-born Population, 2000-2008
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Population projections for the fifty states and the 
District of Columbia under current immigration policy 
and a 40-year moratorium are shown in the table on page 
57.

Thirty-two states lose population under a morato-
rium, with losses ranging from a 34.1 percent decline in 
West Virginia to 1.8 percent in Arkansas. Five of these 
states would have lost population even under current 
immigration policy: West Virginia, North Dakota, Iowa, 
Wyoming, and Ohio. For the other 27 states a morato-
rium converts a population increase over the 2010 to 
2050 period to a decline. 	

In three states — Florida, Texas, and California — 
a moratorium will reduce 2050 population by more than 
10 million below levels that would have been reached 
under current immigration policy.  At the other extreme, 
a moratorium will reduce 2050 population in the District 
of Columbia, Wyoming, and North Dakota by 100,000, 
130,000, and 150,000 below current policy levels, 
respectively.

Keep in mind that these are projections, not fore-
casts. Population forecasts are predictions of future pop-
ulation levels. A good forecast of state population takes 
into account many different factors, including future 
birthrates, cost of living, whether the state’s economy 
will grow faster or slower than that of nearby states — 
as well as national immigration policy. 

Our projections, on the other hand, assume that 
immigration policy is the only variable that changes 
over time. Everything else is “held constant.” Our 
goal is to compare state population growth under two 
scenarios: a continuation of current federal immigration 
policy and a moratorium (zero-immigration policy) — 
with everything else held constant.

Key states are highlighted below:

California
California’s population, less than 34 million in 

2000, recently topped 38 million. By 2050, we project 
state population will increase by another 19 million, 
largely due to the new (post-2009) immigrants and their 
U.S.-born children. By contrast, under a 40-year zero-
immigration moratorium, California’s population would 
grow by only 5.4 million, to 42 million.

Bottom line: a moratorium would reduce 2010-50 
population growth by 13.4 million, or 71 percent, below 
the expansion projected under current immigration 
policy.

While immigration is and will remain a major 
driver of California’s future population growth, its 
role has declined. In 2008 the number of foreign-born 

Californians dropped 165,000 to 9.9 million. The reversal 
in the state was driven by several southern California 
counties with sharp declines, such as Los Angeles, with 
a slide of 3 percent, San Bernardino, down 3.6 percent, 
and Ventura, down 4.1 percent. Orange and Riverside 
counties showed smaller decreases.9 

While the economy is a factor, the slowing of the 
increase in California’s foreign-born population began 
well before the latest recession. In the 1980s, for example, 
many immigrants targeted California because of their 
family and cultural ties to the state’s already established 
immigrant communities. But during the aerospace-led 
downturn of the early 1990s, immigrants began moving 
throughout the country, where they found employment 
more plentiful and housing more affordable.

Native-born Californians have joined the exodus. 
Their outflow — last seen during the economic and 
social struggles of the 1990s — started when it became 
too expensive for most people to buy homes in the state 
and accelerated in the Great Recession. 

Though more births and rising international 
immigration helped boost California’s population a 
modest 1 percent per annum in recent years, the state 
continues to see a steady stream of outmigration — the 
movement to other states.10 

Our projections indicate that California will be 
home to 13.0 percent of U.S. population in 2050, up 
from 12.3 percent in 2010. That is a far more modest 
increase than would have been projected during the 
state’s peak growth years.

Arizona
Arizona recently overtook Nevada as the most 

rapidly growing state in the union, with an annual growth 



			    CURRENT POLICY (millions)			   MORATORIUM (millions)				 
 State		      2010		  2050	 % Change, 2010-50	 2010		  2050	    % Change, 2010-50
		  United States	    310.2		  439.0		  41.5		  296.5		  322.9		     8.9		
.Alabama	        4.6		      5.3		  14.2		      4.4		      3.9		  -12.1		
.Alaska	        0.7		      1.1		  58.0		      0.7		      0.8		   21.6		
.Arizona	        6.7		    17.4	              160.7		      6.4		    12.8	              100.7		
.Arkansas	       2.9		      3.7		  27.6		      2.8		      2.7		   -1.8		
.California	     38.2		    57.0		  49.2		    36.5		    42.0		  14.8		
.Colorado	       4.9		      7.1		  46.9		      4.6		      5.2		  13.1		
.Connecticut	       3.6		      3.7		    4.1		      3.4		      2.8	              -19.8		
.Delaware	       0.9		      1.1		  26.6		      0.8		      0.8		   -2.6		
 DC		        0.5		      0.4	              -31.9		      0.5		      0.3	              -47.6		
.Florida	     19.3		    43.8	             126.6		    18.5		    32.2	               74.4		
.Georgia	       9.6		    14.9		  54.6		      9.2		    11.0		  19.0		
.Hawaii	       1.3		      1.6		  19.4		      1.3		      1.2		   -8.1		
.Idaho		       1.5		      2.6		  67.9		      1.5		      1.9		  29.3		
.Illinois	     13.0		    14.0		    8.2		    12.4		    10.3	              -16.7		
.Indiana	       6.4		      7.3		  13.7		      6.1		      5.4	              -12.5		
.Iowa		        3.0		      2.9		   -5.5		      2.9		      2.1	              -27.3		
.Kansas	       2.8		      3.1		    9.2		      2.7		      2.3	              -15.9		
.Kentucky	       4.3		      4.9		  14.6		      4.1		      3.6	              -11.8	
.Louisiana	       4.6		      5.1		    9.0		      4.4		      3.7	              -16.1		
.Maine	       1.4		      1.4		    4.3		      1.3		      1.0	              -19.7		
.Maryland	       5.9		      8.3		  40.0		      5.7		      6.1		    7.7		
.Massachusetts	      6.7		      7.4		  11.4		      6.4		      5.5	              -14.3		
.Michigan	     10.5		    10.8		    3.1		    10.0		      7.9	              -20.7		
.Minnesota	       5.4		      7.3		  33.8		      5.2		      5.4		    3.0		
.Mississippi	       3.0		      3.2		    8.6		      2.9		      2.4	              -16.4		
.Missouri	       5.9		      7.0		  18.2		      5.7		      5.2	                -9.1		
.Montana	       1.0		      1.1		  12.4		      0.9		      0.8	              -13.5		
.Nebraska	       1.8		      1.9		    5.9		      1.7		      1.4	              -18.5		
.Nevada	       2.7		      6.6	             143.2		      2.6		      4.8		  87.2		
.New Hampshire    1.4		      1.9		  39.6		      1.3		      1.4		    7.5	
.New Jersey	      9.1		    10.7		  17.8		      8.7		      7.9		   -9.3		
.New Mexico	      2.0		      2.1		    6.0		      1.9		      1.6	              -18.4		
.New York	    19.5		    19.6		    0.1		    18.7		    14.4	              -22.9		
.North Carolina	     9.4		    16.2		  72.4		      9.0		    11.9		  32.7		   
 North Dakota	      0.6		      0.6	              -12.1		      0.6		      0.4	              -32.3		
.Ohio		     11.6		    11.5		   -0.9		    11.1		      8.5	              -23.7		
.Oklahoma	      3.6		      4.4		  21.4		      3.4		      3.2		   -6.6		
.Oregon	      3.8		      6.3		  66.5		      3.6		      4.7		  28.1		
.Pennsylvania	    12.6		    12.8		    1.7		    12.1		      9.5	              -21.8		
.Rhode Island	      1.1		      1.2		    2.8		      1.1		      0.8	              -20.9		
 South Carolina	     4.5		      5.9		  32.9		      4.3		      4.4		    2.3	
.South Dakota	      0.8		      0.8		    2.4		      0.8		      0.6	              -21.2	
.Tennessee	      6.3		      8.9		  42.2		      6.0		      6.5		    9.5	
.Texas		    24.8		    46.0		  85.8		    23.7		    33.8		  43.0	
.Utah		       2.6		      4.8		  85.4		      2.5		      3.6		  42.7	
.Vermont	      0.7		      0.8		  16.0		      0.6		      0.6	              -10.7	
.Virginia	      8.0		    12.1		  50.5		      7.7		      8.9		  15.8	
.Washington	      6.6		    11.9		  80.7		      6.3		      8.7		  39.1	
.West Virginia	      1.8		      1.6	              -14.4		      1.8		      1.2	              -34.1	
.Wisconsin	      5.8		      6.5		  13.3		      5.5		      4.8	              -12.8	
.Wyoming	      0.5		      0.5		   -2.7		      0.5		      0.4	              -25.1

	Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division. Projections of U.S. population from the 2008 National Projections and Zero 
Net International Migration Series, December 2009;  Interim State Population Projections, April 2005; author’s calculations.

Projected State Populations, 2010-2050: Current Immigration Policy vs. Moratorium
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rate of 3.3 percent between 2000 and 2008. Combining 
the increase in the foreign-born population with 
estimated immigrant births suggests that immigration 
accounted for more than two-fifths (43.8 percent) 
of the state’s overall population increase during this 
period. Much of the rest came from outmigration from 
California. Retirees from the Upper Midwest, Great 
Lakes, and Northern Plains have also added significantly 
to Arizona’s population over the past two decades.

The Census Bureau estimates Arizona’s population 
in July 2008 had increased to 6,500,180 residents, i.e., 
an annual average increase of about 165,000 residents 
since 2000.

While the state’s population growth rate is expected 
to decline slightly, the Census projects Arizona’s 
population will grow at three times the national rate 
through 2030. If current immigration policies remain 
in place, we project state population will reach 10.8 
million in 2030 and 17.4 million in 2050. As a share of 
U.S. population, this implies nearly a doubling — from 
2.1 percent in 2010 to 4.0 percent in 2050.

A 40-year moratorium would cut Arizona’s 2050 
population by 4.6 million below the level that would 
have been reached under current immigration policy:

Under a moratorium, state population is projected 
to grow by 6.4 million between 2010 and 2050, or 40 
percent less than the 10.7 million rise expected under 
current policy.  By comparison, a moratorium would 
lower total U.S. population growth by nearly 80 percent 
over that period.  

Even with a moratorium, the state’s population 
is projected to double by mid-century. Immigration is 
relatively less important to Arizona’s population growth 
than elsewhere, reflecting its attractiveness to native-
born retirees and ex-Californians.

Florida

Immigration-driven population growth is taking its 
toll on Florida, the seventh fastest growing state in the 
U.S. In the last ten years, over three million new resi-
dents settled in Florida — an increase larger than the 
entire population of the state in 1950. One-third of these 
new residents were immigrants. Adding the U.S.-born 
children of immigrant mothers to the increase in the for-
eign-born population suggests that immigration may 
account for more than seven-tenths (71.6 percent) of the 
state’s overall population increase since 2000.

In 1995 a report commissioned by then-Governor 
Lawton Chiles warned that “rapid population growth 
and sprawling development patterns are leading southern 
Florida down a path toward wall-to-wall suburbaniza-
tion.” Governor Jeb Bush’s Growth Management Com-
mission agreed that traffic congestion, crowded class-
rooms, water shortages, and pollution are serious and 
growing problems in the state. Yet Florida continues to 
add the third largest number of immigrants of any state.

Since 2000, the foreign-born population has 
increased by 34.9 percent compared to a 10.6 percent 
increase in the native-born population. The U.S. Census 
Bureau estimates that Florida’s resident population was 
18,328,340 in July 2008, i.e., an annual average increase 
of about 282,645 residents since 2000.

If U.S. immigration policy remains unchanged, 
Florida’s population is projected to be 29.5 million in 
2030 and 43.8 million in 2050. Under a 40-year morato-
rium, state population in 2050 would be 32.2 million — 
11.6 million less than under current policy.

Only California and Texas will experience larger 
2050 population reductions under a 40-year moratorium.
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New York

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates New York’s 
population was 19,490,297 in July 2008, having 
increased by about 61,910 residents per year since 2000. 
That is a rate of increase of about 0.3 percent per year — 
well below the national average.

New York State’s foreign-born population has 
grown by about 46,420 per year since 2000, which is 
three-fourths of the state’s annual average population 
increase over that period. Since 2000, the foreign-born 
population has increased by 10 percent compared to a 
0.9 percent increase in the native-born population.

Moreover, immigrant mothers give birth to an 
estimated 106,000 babies per year. Adding the births to 
the increase in the foreign-born population suggests that 
immigration adds nearly 152,850 persons to the New 
York State’s population annually, i.e., more than double 
the state’s overall population increase.

The exodus of native New Yorkers is the largest 
factor in the state’s stagnant population trend. Outmi-
gration rates are especially high among young adults 
(aged 20-34), who often leave the state for the economic 
opportunities elsewhere.11 

State population would have declined without 
the population increase attributed to immigration. 
Not surprisingly, New York’s resident population is 
projected to decline substantially under a 40-year 
moratorium:	

New York state population is projected to decline 
by 4.3 million, or 23 percent, under a moratorium. Under 
current immigration policy, population will remain 
virtually unchanged.

Once again it should be remembered that these 

are projections, not forecasts. By curtailing the influx of 
low-wage immigrants, a moratorium could slow or even 
reverse the outflow of native-born New Yorkers. There 
would be no need to seek greener pastures in other states. 
Over time, state population could actually be larger 
under a moratorium than under current immigration 
policy.

Michigan
Michigan’s resident population was 10,003,422 

in July 2008, having increased at an average rate of 
about 7,830 per year since 2000 according to the Census 
Bureau. Over that period, net international migration 
(more immigrants coming in than going out) added 
an average 18,935 residents per year — more than 2.4 
times the state’s total increase. Adding in the estimated 
births to immigrant mothers suggests that immigration 
accounted for nearly 20,475 persons added to the state’s 
population annually.

As a share of total population, however, immigrants 
are far less prominent in Michigan than in the nation 
as a whole. The state’s foreign-born population was 
about 639,035 in July 2008. This means a foreign-born 
population share of 6.4 percent compared to 12.5 percent 
for the nation. 

The most critical assumption for Michigan — and 
the one that is subject to the highest level of uncertainty 
— is the assumption about migration to and from other 
states. Michigan had high outmigration to other states in 
the late 1970s, extremely high outmigration in the early 
1980s, and low outmigration in the 1990s. 

Since 2000 — and especially during the Great 
Recession — several negative factors have re-appeared: 
a burgeoning gap in unemployment rates between 
Michigan and other states; the accelerated decline of the 
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auto industry; outmigration of Baby Boomers; and rapid 
population decline in the city of Detroit. 	

Since 2000, Michigan’s foreign-born population 
has increased by 22 percent while its native-born pop-
ulation has declined by 0.5 percent. Clearly, Michigan 
natives are “restless” and many have moved to other 
states. 

If current immigration policy remains in effect, 
Michigan will continue along its slow growth path. State 
population will increase by 3.1 percent from 2010 to 
2050. By contrast, a moratorium will reduce state pop-
ulation from its current 10.0 million to 7.9 million in 
2050.

Michigan’s 2050 population will be 2.9 million 
lower under a moratorium than under current immigra-
tion policy. Only twelve states are projected to experi-
ence larger population reductions with a zero-immigra-
tion policy.

North Carolina
The Census Bureau estimates North Carolina’s 

resident population was 9,222,414 in July 2008, having 
increased by an average 41,335 per year since 2000. 
That is a growth rate of about 1.8 percent per year. 

Net immigration contributed about one-sixth (16.4 
percent) of the state’s total population increase during 
this time. Adding in the estimated births to immigrant 
mothers suggests that immigration accounted for nearly 
one-third (32 percent) of the state’s overall population 
increase since 2000.

North Carolina is a relatively new immigration 
destination. The 2000 Census found that 62.4 percent 
of North Carolina’s foreign-born population had arrived 
in the state since 1990 — a much higher share than the 
national average (43.7 percent). Only 7.2 percent of the 
state’s population is foreign born, about half the national 

average. Yet, as revealed above, the state’s foreign-born 
population is growing faster than that of all but a handful 
of states.

If current immigration policies remain in place, 
immigration will account for an ever larger share of 
North Carolina’s population growth. A moratorium will 
make a profound difference:

State population is on course to hit 16.2 million 
in 2050, an increase of 72.3 percent from 2010. By 
contrast, 40 years of a zero-immigration policy would 
lower this to 11.9 million, a rise of 32.2 percent.

A moratorium will thus reduce state population by 
4.3 million below the level that would have been reached 
under current policy in 2050. The only states to enjoy 
larger reductions from a moratorium are traditional 
immigrant gateways — California, Texas, Florida, New 
York, and Arizona.

District of Columbia
The District’s population peaked in 1950, when 

802,178 persons resided in its 68.5 square miles. Over 
the next five decades, D.C. population fell by nearly 
one-third, to 572,069 in 2000. Since 2000, the city’s 
population has been growing in fits and spurts. The 
Census Bureau estimates D.C.’s population was 591,833 
in July 2008, having increased by about 2,380 residents 
per year since 2000. That is a rate of increase of about 
0.4 percent per year. 

An estimated 74,420 D.C. residents — 12.6 
percent of the population — were immigrants in July 
2008.  An analysis of data collected by the American 
Community Survey indicates an average annual 
increase of only 105 foreign-born residents per year 
— which is a small fraction (4.4 percent) of D.C.’s 
recent (post-2000) annual population growth. Adding in 
births to immigrant mothers suggests that immigration 
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may account for nearly 2,080 persons added to D.C.’s 
population annually, i.e., more than seven-eighths (87.4 
percent) of the District’s overall population increase.

Neither immigrants nor their U.S.-born children 
can offset the drag on D.C.’s population caused by the 
exodus of residents to other states and localities. Indeed, 
the District joins only a few states — North Dakota, West 
Virginia, Iowa, Ohio, and Wyoming — projected to lose 
population even under current immigration policy: 

Under current immigration policy, D.C.’s popu-
lation is projected to shrink by another 32 percent, to 
362,500 in 2050. A moratorium would trigger a 48 per-
cent decline between now and mid-century, to 266,700. 

Again it must be stated that these are projections 
based on a continuation of historical relationships. As 
with New York, an immigration moratorium may reduce 
the economic displacement of U.S.-born D.C. residents 
by low-wage immigrants. This happy circumstance 
could slow or even reverse domestic outmigration that 
has decimated D.C.’s population since 1950. ■
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