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“the credibility of immigration policy can be measured by a simple yard-

stick: people who should get in, do get in; people who should not get in

are kept out; and people who are judged deportable are required to

leave.”1

— the Hon. barbara jordan



tHe fiscal bUrden of illegal aliens on new mexicans

MAJOR FINDINGS

• K–12 Education costs

about $438 million

• supplEmEntal English

instruction

about $54 million

• justicE and law EnforcEmEnt

(includes policing, court and prison costs)

about $76 million

• hEalth carE and social assistancE

about $108 million

__________________________

the average new mexico household headed

by a U.s. citizen pays about $1,000 to cover the

costs of the state’s illegal alien population. 

the estimated tax revenue is about $34 million

from illegal aliens — 4.7 percent of the estimated

burden. illegal aliens pay relatively little in taxes,

mainly because of their low earnings. 

7%

11%

15%

61%

Executive Summary

New Mexico has a growing illegal alien population, and as a result, legal residents are facing a growing fiscal

burden.  Illegal aliens are attracted by jobs and the public benefits and services they are offered—such as driver’s

licenses. 

In this report, we identify more than $717 million in annual fiscal costs borne by the state’s taxpayers because

of the illegal alien population. State lawmakers have the means to reduce that burden. 

This report, examines what the estimated 100,000 illegal aliens and

the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens cost New Mexicans.  
6%

FISCAL COST SHARES
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Background

New Mexico has a fast growing foreign-born

population in absolute numbers and in the

share of the overall population. By 2010, the

foreign-born population had grown from

21,400 in 1960 to more than 205,000 (from

2.3% to 9.9% of the overall population). That

rapid surge in the foreign-born population in-

cludes both legal and illegal immigrants, al-

though it is generally accepted that the Cen-

sus Bureau’s estimate of the foreign-born

population undercounts the illegal alien pop-

ulation.

The state’s illegal alien population has simi-

larly surged from about 27,000 residents in

1992, estimated by the Immigration and Nat-

uralization Service, to 100,000 residents cur-

rently estimated by FAIR. The current estimate

is compatible with those of the federal gov-

ernment and the Pew Hispanic Center.

Public school enrollment of students in Lim-

ited English Proficiency (LEP) classes in

New Mexico rose by 9.0 percent from 2000

to 2010 (from 58,752 to 64,024) while en-

rollment of non-LEP students rose by 5.9 per-

cent.2 The 2010 Census data revealed that

more than four-fifths (81.3%) of New Mex-

ico’s immigrant population over age 5 speak

a language other than English at home and

more than a third (36.5%) speak English “less

than very well.” Among the foreign-born who have not become naturalized U.S. citizens — the population seg-

ment that includes illegal aliens — those not speaking English very well was nearly two-thirds (64.1%). 

The 2010 Census also recorded that more than three-fourths (76.3%) of non-U.S. citizen, full-time, full-year

workers in New Mexico over age 16 reported annual income of less than $35,000 during the previous year. 

FIGURE 1
FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION

FIGURE 2
ILLEGAL ALIEN POPULATION (ESTIMATES)
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Another glimpse at the conditions that accompany the fast growing foreign-born population may be seen in the

Census Bureau’s estimates of crowded living accommodations. Crowded housing is defined as more than one res-

ident per room. Statewide, 2.7 percent of native-born residents reported living in crowded housing compared

to 14.1 percent of non-citizen residents. These crowded living conditions often result from unrelated individu-

als or extended families living together.

The impact of the rapidly growing illegal alien population is magnified by the unemployment rate in the state,

i.e., 6.3 percent in December, 2012 according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Competition with illegal

workers in unskilled jobs is especially harmful to teenagers seeking work. In March 2011, more than one-in-four

(28.1%) of New Mexico’s teenagers looking for work was unemployed.3

Much of the fiscal burden from illegal immigration results from services provided to the children of illegal aliens

born in the United States. As they are considered to be U.S, citizens by birth, lessening the fiscal burden from

those services depends largely on the eventuality of the illegal alien parents departing the state and taking their

children with them. Such reductions in social burdens can only occur if effective policies are adopted to discourage

current illegal aliens from remaining and new illegal alien from settling in the state. Lessening the burden from

illegal immigration is a process that requires a prolonged and consistent effort, and delay only allows the prob-

lem to worsen. 

It is clear that national measures to deter illegal immigration will be more effective and equitable than reliance

only on state and local measures. However, the failure to act at the national level makes it important for state and

local policymakers to fill the void in order to protect their constituents from the job competition and fiscal im-

pact of illegal immigration and provide a level playing field for the state’s employers. 

This report updates a fiscal impact estimate by FAIR issued in 2010.4 The current report is based on a slightly

larger estimated illegal alien population, and examines in greater depth the various fiscal impacts from illegal aliens

and family members in New Mexico.

The purpose of estimating the fiscal impact on New Mexico taxpayers is to educate policymakers regarding the

burden illegal immigration places on the state’s resources and on its taxpayers. It is aimed at informing the pub-

lic about the potential benefits from adopting measures designed to discourage the settlement of illegal aliens in

the state.

Estimating the Impact

The starting point for estimating the fiscal impact of illegal immigration on New Mexicans is to estimate of the

size of the illegal alien population. There can be no doubt that that population has soared since more than 28,000

aliens applied from New Mexico for the amnesty in 1986. More than two-fifths of those applicants claimed to

be seasonal agricultural workers.5
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FAIR’s estimate of 100,000 illegal aliens in the state, unlike those of the federal government and the Pew His-

panic Center, includes illegal aliens who have been granted temporary work permits and who will revert to ille-

gal alien status once those temporary permits expire. A report by the Congressional Research Service identifies

these aliens and others, such as illegal aliens seeking asylum protection, as “quasi-legal.”6 There currently are about

230 of those quasi-legal — mostly Central American beneficiaries of Temporary Protected Status who illegally

entered the country — residing in the state.  Further, the DHS and Pew estimates do not include recently ar-

rived illegal aliens — on the basis that they may simply be temporary “sojourners” who will leave on their own

within a year. 

Based on our estimate of the illegal alien population, we estimate the number of school-age children that are part

of that population in order to arrive at an estimate of the schooling expenditure on those students. The children

of illegal aliens include both those illegally in the country and those born in the U.S.

The U.S.-born children have a major impact on state fiscal costs because their birth and subsequent medical care

are often paid for by the taxpayer, and they often require supplemental English instruction when they enter

school. Although they are U.S. citizens and not deportable, we include them in the cost estimates inasmuch as

they would not be present in the United States and an expense to U.S. taxpayers if their parents had been de-

terred from illegally residing in the United States. Proactive policy approaches to discourage future illegal alien

settlement can diminish this impact. Furthermore, if the parents leave the United States voluntarily or are de-

ported, these dual-national children are likely to accompany the parents, and their departure would contribute

to a reduction in the taxpayer’s burden. 

Research by the Pew Hispanic Center on the citizenship status of children in illegal alien households suggests that

about 82 percent of K-12 children of illegal aliens are likely to be U.S.-born.7 Based on the Pew estimate, and

our estimate of the overall illegal alien population in the state, we estimate the number of illegal alien children

in New Mexico is about 8,935 among whom 6,700 are school-age children. The comparable estimate of the

U.S.-born school-age children of illegal aliens is 30,170. The resulting estimate of about 36,870 children of il-

legal aliens in New Mexico’s K-12 public schools represents 11 percent of total enrollment.

Educational Expenditures

Data collected by the U.S. Department of Education put the median expenditure per pupil in New Mexico for

2009 at $11,976.8 The per student expenditures vary depending on whether the school is a charter school or

not. The median expenditures for non-charter schools was about 10.1 percent higher ($13,186) than for char-

ter schools.9 The estimate of fiscal outlays on the children of illegal aliens assumes that the children are enrolled

in non-charter public schools.
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According to the same U.S. Department of Education source, 10 percent of revenue for the state’s public school

system was received from the federal government. Our estimate focuses on the fiscal impact at the state and local

level, so we use a reduced amount of the $11,867 per student as the state and local expenditure. That amount

of funding may vary somewhat among

school districts because the state is the prin-

cipal funding source and it operates a “state

equalization guarantee” (SEG) program for

allocating funds among the districts based

on need. But our estimate uses a uniform

average expenditure.

The children of illegal aliens in the public school system, therefore, results in an estimated expenditure of about

$437.5 million dollars annually, as shown in Table 1. 

supplEmEntal English instruction

Additional educational resources are required to provide English Language Acquisition (ELA) instruction to

public school students who are not proficient. 

Data from the National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELA), show enrollment in Lim-

ited English Proficiency (LEP) instruction rose from fewer than 60,000 students in 1990 to more than 80,000

in 1995. But, enrollment has subsequently dropped to about 64,000 students as shown in Figure 3.10 Accord-

ing to the New Mexico Public Education Department, “… the number of students in the program has declined

because there has been a statewide increase in the number of ELL students achieving English language profi-

ciency.”11 The decrease in LEP enrollment between 1995 and 2010 is surprising given the continued growth over

the same period in the foreign-born population and in the estimated illegal alien population.

LEP instruction is aimed at transitioning

students who are native speakers of other

languages to sufficient English fluency to

be able to be educated in the regular

classroom. Some LEP students reach that

goal and exit the program every year.

Data collected by the state from No

Child Left Behind (NCLB) program test-

ing show that enrollment in ELL in-

struction declines over the course of the

K-12 years (see Figure 4).

TABLE 1

K-12 Educational Expenditures

LEP 
Enrollment

Expenditure
per Pupil

Millions of
Dollars

Illegal Aliens 6,700 $11,867 $79.5

U.S.-Born 30,170 $11,867 $358.0

Total 36,870 $437.5

FIGURE 3
LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY ENROLLMENT
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The number of ELL students taking the

progress testing does not include all limited

English proficient students in New Mexico

schools. It does not include first or second

grade students — when ELL enrollment is

likely to be highest — or high school freshmen

or seniors. The statewide data on LEP enroll-

ment suggest that the share of students in Eng-

lish instruction in 2010 was more than double

(218%) the number of tested ELL students.

Even though the NCLB testing data provide

only partial data on the number of enrolled

ELL students, those data are useful in identi-

fying geographic concentrations of the stu-

dents. Fourteen school districts accounted for

nearly two-thirds (65.4%) of the state’s K-12

public school students in 2010. The same

school districts accounted for more than four-

fifths (80.9%) of the tested ELL students (see

Table 2).

The two districts included in the NCLB test-

ing with the largest shares of ELL students —

Hatch and Gadsden — are on the U.S.-Mexi-

can border in Dona Ana County along with

the Las Cruces school district.12 If the number

of ELL students in those schools were adjusted

to reflect the under-representation of ELL stu-

dents in the testing, more than four-fifths

(80.2%) of the Hatch students and more than

half (51%) of the Gadsden students would be

English learners.

The above data and other data from the As-

sessment DOC Library of the New Mexico

Public Education Department indicate than

nearly one-fourth of the ELL public school stu-

TABLE 2

Shares of ELL Students

ELL 
Tested

Enrollment
ELL 

Percentage

Hatch 502 1,367 36.7%

Gadsden 3,232 13,859 23.3%

Bernalillo 648 3,118 20.8%

Deming 1,050 5,306 19.8%

Gallup 2,197 11,776 18.7%

Santa Fe 2,076 13,684 15.2%

Central Cons. 860 6,236 13.8%

Hobbs 944 8,047 11.7%

Albuquerque 8,509 94,485 9.0%

Espanola 386 4,384 8.8%

Las Cruces 1,804 24,105 7.5%

Los Lunas 562 8,467 6.6%

Clovis 469 8,354 5.6%

Roswell 461 9,780 4.7%

Total 23,700 212,968 11.1%

Statewide Total 29,304 325,542 9.0%

Share 80.9% 65.4%

FIGURE 4
NCLB-TESTED ELL STUDENTS (BY GRADE)
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dents are in the Albuquerque school district and nearly another fourth are in the Gadsden and Santa Fe school

districts. An additional one-eighth of the students are accounted for by the school districts of Gallup and Las

Cruces. The combined school districts of Espanola, Bernalillo, Central Consolidated, and Hobbs included nearly

one-fifth of the ELL students, and the remainder of the state’s schools accounted for the remaining one-fifth.

English lEarnEr ExpEnditurEs

The children of illegal aliens are a primary source of K-12 students who require supplemental English instruc-

tion. Those classes also include some students who are Native Americans from tribal areas and children of refugees

or other legal immigrants. Data on the languages spoken by ELL students in New Mexico indicate that in 2010

Spanish-speakers made up 78.3 percent of program participants.13 The second most prevalent language of Eng-

lish learners was Navaho, and native language speakers constituted 15 percent of the English learners (all of

whom we assume are children of Native Americans). We attribute about half of the ELL enrollment — 32,000

students — to the children of illegal aliens.

As this report focuses on the estimated direct fiscal costs to New Mexicans, federal Title III funding, that sup-

ports this program, is not included in our estimate, even though New Mexican taxpayers will also contribute to

a share of that cost.

The K-12 students enrolled in LEP instruction include both those students who themselves are illegally in the

country — about one-fifth of the total — as well as others born here whose parents are illegal aliens. We assume

that those born in the United States are more likely to be proficient in English when they enter the school sys-

tem than those brought into the country illegally. Without official data collected on the immigration status of

foreign-born students, it is not possible to determine precisely the share enrolled in LEP classes who are illegal

aliens, but we estimate that most of the illegal alien students will be in LEP instruction and about nine-tenths

(87%) of New Mexico’s U.S.-born children of illegal aliens will also be in LEP instruction. 

Data on the per pupil expenditure on students in LEP instruction is, for the most part, not identified separately

in district or state budgets. However, a program report on bi-lingual instruction in New Mexico for the SY’09

school year identified $81 million expended on direct LEP instruction and an additional $6 million on educa-

tional support.14 This level of expenditure indicates a per pupil expenditure of about $1,690. This level of fund-

ing is low according to national data and detailed data available in other states.

“bringing ell-enrolled children up to the grade level of same age non-ell-enrolled children has been esti-

mated to potentially increase costs by an additional 10 to 100 percent over usual per pupil costs; for stu-

dents living in poverty (independent of ell programs), the corresponding range of estimates is 20 to 100

percent. bringing students characterized by both poverty and limited english proficiency up to average lev-

els of achievement could potentially increase average costs by a larger amount—perhaps 30 to 200 percent

over average per pupil costs.” 15



That assessment suggests that the actual cost of supple-

mental English instruction in New Mexico likely is at

least $2,375 to $3,560 per student per year. Neverthe-

less, in this fiscal cost estimate, we use the seemingly in-

complete lower state cost data. The resulting estimate of

annual outlays is shown in Table 3.

The combined K-12 fiscal burden for the education of

the children of illegal aliens — both foreign-born and U.S.-born — in regular instruction as well as supple-

mental LEP instruction amounts to about $492 million annually.

Health Care Expenditures

After education outlays, health care expenditures represent the second largest area of fiscal cost associated with

illegal immigration. These costs result mainly from births to illegal aliens and other emergency medical care that,

by law, may not be denied to anyone as long as it takes to stabilize the emergency medical condition. Medicaid

expenditures are shared between the federal government and the state.

mEdicaid births

The largest category of medical expenditure supported by the taxpayer is the birth of children to illegal aliens who

do not have health insurance and are covered by Medicaid, because the medical service is attributed to the child,

who will be considered a U.S. citizen at birth.16

The estimate of the annual births in New Mexico that are attributable to illegal alien mothers is based on a num-

ber of factors: the estimated 2010 illegal alien population (100,000) compared to the total foreign-born popu-

lation (205,141); the average annual number of births in the state (about 28,730 per year between 2000 and

2009); and the greater proportionate share of births to the foreign-born compared to the native-born. In 2009

there were 5,086 births to foreign-born women in the state.17 That is about 18 percent of births while the for-

eign-born population was about 9.9 percent of the population. The foreign-born share of births is higher than

the native-born share due in part to a larger share of foreign-born being in their child-bearing years and in part

due to a higher birthrate among the foreign-born, including the illegal alien populations. 2010 Census data

showed that 73 percent of non-U.S. citizen residents in the state were aged 18-54 while the share of native-born

residents in that age bracket was 47.2 percent, and immigrants who had become U.S. citizens were only a slightly

higher share (53.2%).

8 tHe federation for american immigration reform

TABLE 3

K-12 LEP Program Expenditure

Number
Per
Pupil

Millions of
Dollars

Illegal Aliens 6,500 $1,690 $11.0

U.S-born 25,500 $1,690 $43.1

Total 32,000 $54.1
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There may be a few of the births to illegal aliens covered by an employer’s medical insurance plan or paid by the

alien, but these are not very likely, and most are paid for by Medicaid. The income ground rules for Medicaid

in New Mexico provide coverage for pregnant women who reside in households with up to 285 percent of the

poverty level.18 The above factors suggest that the number of annual births to illegal alien mothers in New Mex-

ico likely is about 3,600 and those paid for by Medicaid is as at least 3,500. This was more than one-fifth of all

Medicaid births in the state based on data collected by the National Governors Association.19

We use an estimate of $19,000 per birth (including prenatal care, delivery, and hospital newborn care).20 This

average, used in a 2001 fiscal impact calculation by state budget analysts in Maryland, is within the range of es-

timated costs for delivery only.

Under Medicaid, the federal government pays 69.4 percent of expenditures in New Mexico.22 The estimated cost

of Medicaid deliveries to New Mexico’s taxpayers is, therefore, $5,815 per delivery. That expense multiplied by

the estimated 3,500 births amounts to a cost to state taxpayers of $20.4 million per year.23 Of course, New

Mexico taxpayers also pay a share of the larger matching federal expenditure funded by taxpayers across the

country. 

This expense to the taxpayer would be nonexistent if the illegal alien mother had been deterred from coming into

the country or had not stayed to deliver a child in the country. The state does not have the ability to curtail these

costs directly, but it may do so indirectly by adopting measures to deter the arrival of additional illegal aliens and

by encouraging those already present to leave.

mEdicaid for u.s.-born childrEn of illEgal aliEns

U.S.-born children in low-income families receive Medicaid services without regard to the parent(s) ineligibil-

ity for Medicaid services as a result of their illegal residence.  According to the Kaiser Family’s State Health Facts

data, the average annual medical expenditures under Medicaid was $3,936 per child in 2009.24 The state funded

portion of that expense would be $1,206 per child. We estimate that most of the about 40,000 children born to

illegal alien mothers under Medicaid will meet the poverty criteria for continued Medicaid coverage. That

amounts to an expenditure of about $48.2 million annually paid for by New Mexico taxpayers not including their

share of the larger federal outlay. 

“for patients not covered by health insurance, the typical cost of a vaginal delivery without complications

ranges from about $9,000 to $17,000 or more, depending on geographic location and whether there is a

discount for uninsured patients. the typical cost for a c-section without complications or vaginal delivery

with complications ranges from about $14,000 to $25,000 or more.”21
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We have not included a separate estimate for state expenditures under the State Children's Health Insurance

Program (SCHIP), as we assume that that virtually all of the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens in the state will

be under the 250 percent of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) — $57,575 for a family of four — that allows for

their participation in Medicaid rather than SCHIP. The 2010 Census estimated median income for non-U.S,

citizen foreign-born households in New Mexico was $24,322 and mean earnings were $34,746. 

othEr EmErgEncy mEdical carE

Illegal aliens who do not have health insurance because they are working in the underground economy or as in-

dividual contractors or whose employers do not provide medical insurance are generally not able to pay for med-

ical attention, are ineligible for Medicaid coverage, and turn to emergency rooms for uncompensated medical

treatment. They cannot legally be refused treatment until their medical condition is stabilized. 

Illegal aliens tend to be younger than average and generally do not require extensive health care. According to

the 2010 Census, few of New Mexico’s non-naturalized foreign-born residents were age 55 or older (7.3%).

Offsetting the decreased need of a younger population for medical care is the fact that illegal aliens are more likely

to work in jobs that are more strenuous physically and are more prone to workplace injuries. 

Emergency medical services provided to poor illegal aliens are funded under the County Indigent Funds estab-

lished pursuant to the state’s 1978 Indigent Hospital and County Health Care Act. A 2001 study by MGT of

America of uncompensated medical expenditures in counties bordering Mexico estimated the outlays in New

Mexico’s border counties (Hidalgo, Luna, and Dona Ana) at $28.4 million.25 The report added:

The MGT study, although dated, indicated an average use by uninsured illegal aliens of $190 per capita in med-

ical services per year. Those costs will have increased over the past decade

as medical costs have increased by more than two percent per year. Cur-

rently that cost would be about $225 per uninsured illegal alien in New

Mexico. For the state’s illegal alien population that would amount to an

estimated $22.5 million per year.

Overall medical expenditures attributable to the illegal alien population

and their U.S.-born children are therefore estimated to total more than

$91 million as shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4

Health Care Costs ($millions)

Medicaid Births $20.4

Child Medicaid $48.2

Emergency Care $22.5

Total $91.1

“as in other states, the healthcare safety net in new mexico also includes publicly supported primary care

clinics financed by fees, local, state, and federal subsidies. these clinics do not screen for immigration or

citizenship status. the same holds true for the state provided system of public health services and programs

(e.g., immunizations, communicable diseases).”
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Justice Expenditures

The number of deportable and criminal aliens

in New Mexico’s state and county prison sys-

tem increased by about one-third over the

2001-2010 decade according to data collected

by the federal government in the State Crim-

inal Alien Assistance Program (SCAAP). The

number of prisoner years reported in the pro-

gram averaged about 470 for the first two

years of the decade and about 640 for the last

two years. This level of deportable alien pris-

oners was about 9.2 percent of the total in-

mate population. That, in turn, is nearly

double the estimated share of the overall pop-

ulation comprised of illegal aliens (4.8%).

This difference points to illegal aliens having a higher crime incidence than legal residents.

Meanwhile, federal compensation per pris-

oner year to the facilities that incarcerate the

deportable aliens has decreased. Average

SCAAP compensation for 2009-10 was

about $2,110 per prisoner year compared to

$4,245 per prisoner year 2001-02. The

SCAAP award to New Mexico for fiscal year

2011 dropped even further to a per-prisoner-

year reimbursement level of $1,108.

According to the New Mexico Corrections

Department, the cost per prisoner year is

currently $39,000 per year. For the average

level of 640 deportable alien prisoner-years,

the cost to the taxpayer was about $25 million. That outlay does not include other corrections costs such as pa-

role administration. 

FIGURE 5
DEPORTABLE ALIEN PRISONER YEARS
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In our 2010 fiscal cost study, we reported that the fiscal cost of jus-

tice programs in New Mexico resulting from illegal aliens was $67.8

million. This was based on the estimate of an illegal alien popula-

tion of 95,000 persons and data from a 2008 report by the U.S.

Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) on “direct expenditure on crimi-

nal justice, by level of government, 1982-2006.”26 The categories

of expenditure by state and local jurisdictions were for imprison-

ment, police, and the judicial system. Those expenditures in New

Mexico for the illegal alien population were $25.8 million for polic-

ing, $12.7 million for judicial operations, and $31.2 million for the corrections system. 

Those estimated expenditures will have increased because of the increase in the illegal alien prisoner population

and inflation. Using updated data in the SCAAP system on deportable alien prisoners and the cost data in the

BJS report adjusted for inflation, the estimated outlays for each of the three categories of justice expenditures

amount to about $77 million (less $1.1 million in SCAAP reimbursement) as shown in Table 5.

As important as the justice system’s cost to the taxpayer is, it does not include the human cost of the crimes such

as drug trafficking, hit-and-run accidents, and theft. But, the state’s policymakers should focus on the fact that

the incidence of crimes by illegal aliens is greater than their share of the population, and that implies that meas-

ures to combat illegal immigration should reduce the crime rate.

Social Assistance Costs

Illegal aliens are not entitled to receive social assistance benefits other than free and reduced price meals in the

schools and emergency medical and free dental benefits provided to low income residents. But illegal aliens ben-

efit from other assistance programs which provide services to their U.S.-born children – most notably the Tem-

porary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), Supplemental

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Women Infants and Children (WIC) programs. Of those programs,

TANF and CCDF have funding provided by the state’s taxpayers, while the others are solely federally funded,

and New Mexicans support them through their federal taxes. The state absorbed administrative costs for these

other federal programs is not included in this reports calculations. 

Illegal aliens sometimes also gain access to a limited number of federal, state or local government supported ben-

efits when there is lax screening or no eligibility exclusion for illegal aliens. Examples include adult education

classes, e.g., English as a Second Language (ESL), public health services, e.g., immunization programs, subsidized

housing, and tax credit payments. 

TABLE 5
Justice Costs ($millions)

Policing $28.6

Judicial $14.1

Incarceration $34.4

SCAAP -$1.1

Total $76.0
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tanf

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, provided in New Mexico as NM Works, pro-

vides cash assistance to low-income families. The application for TANF income support also is used to qualify

the applicant for Food Stamps (SNAP), child care and free medical and dental care. In 2011, to be eligible for

subsidized child care in New Mexico, a family of three could make no more than $36,620, which was equiva-

lent to 79 percent of the state’s median income.27

The NM Works TANF caseload in 2012 was 46,512 individuals in 18,754 families, and outlays of $67.2 mil-

lion.28 A majority of all beneficiaries resided in Bernalillo County (33.4%) or Dona Ana County (18.9%). 

According to the Kids Count data resource of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, in 2011 there were 79,000 chil-

dren in immigrant families in New Mexico with family income below double the federal poverty level. In 2010,

there were 54,000 children in immigrant families in which the parents have difficulty speaking English. These

data suggest that all of the children of illegal aliens — U.S.-born and foreign-born are living in families that will

qualify for TANF assistance. However, not all eligible persons apply for the benefit, especially illegal alien fam-

ilies who are hesitant to deal with government authorities.

According to a report of the Government Accountability Office (GAO), New Mexico in 2011 had 7,265 child-

only TANF cases and paid a benefit of $357 monthly ($4,284 p.a.) if there were two children in the family.29

As some of those cases could be grandparents or other care providers who are not illegal aliens, we limit the

TANF child-only cases in illegal alien families to three-fourths of the cases, i.e., 5,450 cases. That number of cases

would include about one-fourth of the estimated number of U.S.-born children of illegal aliens in the state. The

result is an estimated annual fiscal cost of $23.3 million. According to the Center for Budget and Policy Priori-

ties, only about 41.5 percent of that amount is locally funded under a Maintenance of Effort [MOE] agreement.

Thus the state level of assistance funding for these youth was $9.7 million.

ccdf

The CCDF program of child care for children in poverty households is funded by both federal and matching

state funds. The state funding for the program in 2012 was $7,502,935 according to the CCDF Plan of Octo-

ber 1, 2011. Applying the same share of the caseload as for the TANF program indicates an annual expenditure

on child care for the U.S.-born children of illegal aliens of about $5.6 million. 

Although, the TANF and CCDF programs account for the bulk of state-funded assistance received by illegal aliens

on behalf of their U.S.-born children, there are other state and locally funded social assistance programs that ac-

count for additional expenditures designed to benefit low-income families — especially children. 
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school mEals program

In New Mexico, about 204,000 low-income students — three-fifths of public school students — received free

or reduced-price lunches according to the state Public Education Department in 2009.30 That program is fed-

erally funded. However, the state and some local school districts have adopted programs to buy local fruit and

vegetable produce to supplement the program. For example in SY’08, there was a $2.8 million state allocation

for an Elementary Breakfast Program for “…schools that do not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and with

low participation of free and reduced [meal] students.”31 That funding fell to $1.9 million in SY’12.32 It ap-

plied to an estimated 55,000 elementary school children in 2011 according to the New Mexico Appleseed or-

ganization, i.e., about $32.55 per student per year. Of the 36,870 children of illegal aliens in the public school

system, about 26,545 are likely in elementary school and nearly all of them will be from families in poverty.33

The expenditure on those children of illegal aliens participating in the breakfast program is estimated to be about

$0.8 million.

The public school budgets also bear the administrative costs of administering the meals programs, for which

most of the children of illegal aliens likely qualify. New Mexico taxpayers also pay a share of about $890 million

in federal funding spent on this program.34 In addition, the schools have had to deal with meals received on credit

but not reimbursed, causing the debt to be passed on to the taxpayer as funding for other educational programs

are cut to absorb the loss. As much as an additional $340,000 in state funding results from the use of this pro-

gram by the children of illegal aliens.

Altogether, the children of illegal aliens likely account for at

least $1.1 million per year in cost to New Mexico taxpayers as

a result of the school meals program.

othEr social assistancE

In addition to these programs that are targeted to children liv-

ing in poverty which are operated as a complement to federal

programs, there are additional state originated programs also

designed to benefit those in poverty. An example would be

housing subsidies and the state’s Low Income Home Energy Assistance Policy (LHEAP). No estimate is included

for these additional outlays.

The total of TANF and CCDF social assistance funding by the state’s taxpayers for the children of illegal aliens

and the school meals program is estimated as $16.3 million annually as shown in Table 6. 

TABLE 6

Social Assistance ($millions)

Cases Expenditure

TANF 5,450 $9.7

CCDF 5,450 $5.6

School Meals $1.1

Total $16.4
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Other Fiscal Costs

There are additional fiscal outlays not detailed above that are com-

mon to all residents in the state, and a proportionate share of those

costs should be assigned to the presence of illegal residents and

their children. Examples of those costs include general govern-

ment, street maintenance, public transportation subsidies, parks

and recreation, fire protection, and garbage collection. Many of

those expenditures are at the municipal or county level. 

In our 2010 estimate of the fiscal burden on New Mexico taxpay-

ers we estimated general government expenditures associated with

a population of 95,000 illegal aliens plus their U.S.-born children

at $39 million. On the basis of our increased estimate of 100,000

illegal aliens and a larger number of U.S.-born children, our estimate of those other general fiscal costs increases

to $42.2 million. That increase includes a small adjustment for inflation in addition to the larger illegal alien pop-

ulation.

As shown in Table 7, the overall estimated fiscal cost on New Mexico taxpayers attributable to the illegal

alien population is more than $717 million dollars annually. Education-related expenditures represent

more than two-thirds (68.5%) of that amount, and health and social assistance programs account for an

additional 15 percent.

Other Impact

Besides its fiscal impact, illegal immigration has other negative effects. One of those is its contribution to the na-

tion’s growing income inequality. Because illegal workers have much lower earnings related to their illegal status

as well as their generally lower education, skills and English facility, they  depress wages for other low wage work-

ers. At the same time, lower wages for low-skilled workers tend to boost earnings for higher-skilled workers

whether managers or other professionals.35

One of the measures of increasing income inequality is the gap between median (midpoint) and mean (average)

income. A growing income gap indicates either low income earners losing ground to high earners or the latter

gaining relative to low earners or a combination of the two. The greater the difference is between the two meas-

ures, the greater is the inequality.

TABLE 7
Cost Summary ($millions)

Program Outlay

K-12 Schooling $437.5

Limited English $54.1

Justice $76.0

Health Care $91.1

Social Assistance $16.4

General $42.2

Total $717.3
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In the 2000 Census data, the gap between the two in-

come measures at the national level was 34.8 percent

and in the 2010 Census it had risen to 38.9 percent.

In New Mexico, the gap between the two measures

was 28.6 percent in 2000 and in 2010 it had risen to

34.3 percent. Over the decade, median household in-

come (inflation adjusted) fell by $1,865 while mean

household income rose by $9. The inequality gap in

New Mexico was not as great as at the national level,

but it was increasing more rapidly. 

That income disparity between high earners and low

earners may be seen as even greater when it is put in

the context of the larger average number of workers

per foreign-born household. The average number of workers per New Mexico household state-wide in 2010 was

1.11 persons. For non-U.S. citizen foreign-born residents, the average was 1.38 workers per household. That

means the annual household income statewide averaged $50,932 per worker but for the non-U.S. citizens it av-

eraged about half that amount, i.e., $25,178 per worker.

rEmittancEs

The state’s economy, like the national economy, is weakened when wages earned locally are sent out of the coun-

try in the form of remittances. While it is understandable and responsible for foreign workers to send money to

family members living in their home country, it nevertheless deprives the local economy of that money being

spent locally. That loss to the economy means fewer sales, reduced tax collections, and fewer jobs. 

The illegal alien population is the source of a major remittance flow, because they often leave immediate family

members behind when they illegally come to the United States to seek work. The annual remittance flow out of

the United States was estimated to be $48 billion as of 2011 by the World Bank.37 A study published in 2008

estimated the amount of remittances sent to Latin America from sources in New Mexico at $346 million.38 Re-

mittances to other parts of the globe would raise that amount as would the increasing illegal alien population.

Not all of the remittance flow out of the state would be from illegal residents, but a large share of it would be.

FIGURE 7
NEW MEXICO HOUSEHOLD INCOME

mean income staying close to tHe median does not mean an eqUal distribUtion, bUt it does imply tHat

ineqUality is not becoming worse. in tHe United states over tHe last tHirty years, distribUtion became

very worse, indeed.36

—joHn weeks
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Tax Collection

Some state and local taxes are received from illegal immigrants — even from those working off the books. Ad-

vocates for illegal aliens imply that those tax collections offset their fiscal costs and somehow entitle the aliens to

be in the country. But those taxes do not — and should not — confer any immigration benefit, whether they

are paid into the Social Security system or to federal, state, or local government. They result from illegally received

earnings. Analogous to the suggestion that an illegal alien should gain legal status because of taxes paid would

be to suggest that a law breaker should be forgiven for  breaking the law if taxes were paid on the illegal activity.

Taxes collected from illegal alien workers should not be counted as an offset against the fiscal burden that their

presence generates. The presence of the illegal aliens often means that legal workers lose access to jobs, and the

same or greater tax collections would result if the legal worker had been hired. That is because legal workers are

likely to command higher wages than illegal alien workers and thus pay more in taxes. Legal workers are also less

likely to be working for cash and more likely to have payroll taxes deducted from their wages. Even though taxes

collected from illegal alien workers are not truly an offset against the fiscal costs they generate, we include an es-

timate of those tax receipts to put them into perspective.

It is important to keep in mind when estimating tax collections from illegal aliens that their economic profile is

different from that of legal workers. 

• An estimated half of all illegal aliens work in the underground economy for cash wages and do not, there-

fore, have any payroll taxes withheld.39

• Those who are working with fake or stolen identity documents are largely in low wage jobs which do not

pay enough to raise the family out of poverty. They may be filing a tax return to receive a refund and for a

federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) payment. They may also file a state tax return, and, if they do,

New Mexico offers to match ten percent of the federal EITC. A family with two children and adjusted gross

income of less than $46,044 could receive a check from the U.S. Treasury of $5,112 and from the New

Mexico treasury of $511. 

• In addition to the low level of earnings, illegal aliens send money out of the country in remittances as noted

above to support family members in the home country and, perhaps, to create a nest egg for an eventual re-

turn to that home. That means that they have less disposable income than a legal worker with the same in-

come and, therefore, are not likely to be generating as much sales tax revenue as a legal worker.

• Illegal aliens are less likely to be settled than Americans and are, consequently, more likely to be sharing

housing. In New Mexico, 2010 Census Bureau data record that crowded housing occupied by non-U.S. cit-

izens was more than five times more frequent than for native-born residents (14.1% vs. 2.7%). In addition,

illegal aliens’ lower earnings imply they will occupy less expensive housing with lower property taxes. This

means per capita property tax collections from illegal aliens are likely to be a smaller share than from legal

residents.



• Where illegal aliens are concentrated, there are also likely to be underground economy services, such as un-

licensed food vendors, which help the illegal alien cut costs while also depriving legal, tax-paying commer-

cial enterprises of revenue. 

There is also an indirect fiscal effect associated with illegal alien workers. By being prepared to work for low

wages, their employment depresses wages for unskilled legal workers. As Economics Professor Robert Dunn

commented, “... if there’s an unlimited supply of labor facing this country from outside, from the South or wher-

ever, at five dollars an hour, I don’t care how fast this economy grows, the wage rate for such people is going to

be five dollars an hour!”40 This also may cause unemployment or underemployment of legal workers. Social as-

sistance programs for the poor are, therefore, relied on more by unemployed and underpaid legal residents, and

that indirect cost is passed on to the taxpayer.

incomE tax

Those illegal aliens working in the underground economy for cash do not have any tax withholding. Some of

the illegal alien workers in the above-ground economy using fake or stolen Social Security Numbers are subject

to employer tax withholding, while others may be working as independent contractors and may or may not vol-

untarily make tax payments. New Mexico income tax withholding is generally similar to federal income tax

withholding, and our calculations at the federal level indicate that most of the workers subject to tax withhold-

ing have income at a level that leads to zero tax withholding — with only a limited number of outliers earning

enough to have a tax liability. A family with two children and both parents working — one half-time — at $10

per hour (one-third higher than the state’s minimum wage of $7.50 per hour) earns $31,200 and has a federal

income tax liability of zero and has zero income tax withholding. Even if both parents were working full time

and earnings were $41,600, the income tax liability would be zero. New Mexico’s income tax and withholding

rate is based on the federal rate, and, accordingly is also zero.

Income taxes from illegal aliens, if any, may be reduced by the state’s Low Income Comprehensive Tax Rebate

(LICTR). According to the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, “All households with modified gross income less than

$22,000 are eligible for the Low Income Comprehensive Tax Rebate (LICTR), including those with no earned

income.”41 This tax credit, that amounts to between $10 and $450, depending upon a taxpayer’s modified gross

income and number of exceptions claimed on the state income tax return, may result in a payment to those who

have a tax obligation lower than the amount of the credit or no tax liability.42 The law that provides this credit

makes no distinction that would preclude claims by illegal alien residents.43

In our 2010 fiscal cost study we estimated income tax collection in New Mexico of $0.7 million based on the

assumption that some outliers earn enough to have some tax withholding.  In light of the state’s tax credit, it is

likely that even that small amount of tax collections is offset by the credit. The credit probably results in a net

flow out of the state treasury to illegal alien residents, but it is treated in this analysis as simply offsetting any in-

come tax collection. 
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salEs tax

An estimate of sales taxes collected in New Mexico from illegal aliens depends on average earnings, average re-

mittances, average housing costs, average expenses for transportation, etc. The bottom line is that an illegal alien

family with two children and annual earnings of $31,200 would end up after food, shelter, transportation, med-

icine and other necessity expenses with about $2,800 in discretionary spending on items subject to sales tax.

That amount of spending at New Mexico’s 5.125 percent sales tax indicates an annual tax collection of $143.50.

Local sales taxes vary widely, but an average of about half the state rate implies a total tax receipt per family of

about $72. Those amounts collected from an estimated 22,270 illegal alien families amounts to $4.79 million.

An additional 61,000 single illegal aliens will have a lower income and discretionary income of about two-thirds

that level; about $1,870. That amounts to an additional sales tax collection of $8.77 million. The two categories

combined generate total sales tax revenue of about $13.6 million annually. 

propErty tax

Although few illegal aliens will own their residence, they contribute in rental payments to the collection of prop-

erty taxes. The annual property tax on an Albuquerque apartment house with assessed values of $391,000 (one-

third of actual value) and 34 units is about $190 per unit. For an estimated 22,270 family units (with 3.5 illegal

aliens per unit) and 15,250 units with four unrelated illegal aliens, the annual rental property tax collections

would amount to $7.4 million.

gasolinE tax

New Mexico’s 17 cent per gallon tax also generates revenue from the illegal alien population, but much less per

capita than legal residents because of their lower income relative to the cost of owning and operating an auto-

mobile and the attendant insurance costs. They are much more likely, therefore, to rely on public transportation

— which is subsidized by the taxpayer rather than being a revenue generator. 

Based on an average commute of 5 miles (10 miles round trip) 6 days per week, average commuter mileage per

year is 3,120 miles. We estimate this average applies to a fourth of illegal alien workers, i.e., 17,275 workers, the

rest relying on public transport. We also assume that car pooling — four to a car — is common among those il-

legal aliens travelling by car and that the cars that illegal aliens use are not fuel-efficient. 

The one-fourth of workers driving with four workers per car would account for about 4,320 cars each consum-

ing 156 gallons per year (at 20 mpg). These estimates yield a calculation of fuel tax collections by the state of about

$114,600 per year.

cigarEttE tax

With the low disposable income of most illegal aliens, cigarettes should be a discretionary expense to avoid. Nev-

ertheless, there is undoubtedly some cigarette tax collection by the state at $1.66 per pack. In the absence of any

data on the smoking habits of illegal aliens, we assume that the incidence of smoking among illegal alien men is
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the same as for the overall U.S. population, i.e., 35 percent, but lower than the average of 22 percent for U.S.

females, because that rate is much higher than for women in most other countries. The 2010 Census data on the

distribution by sex of the non-U.S. citizen population in New Mexico — the population that includes illegal

aliens — is roughly equal (female 50.1%).  We estimate there are 20,450 adult

illegal alien smokers consuming an average of a pack a day, and the resulting

annual state cigarette tax revenue amounts to $12.4 million. 

fica and mEdicarE tax

Payroll taxes are collected by the federal government and, therefore, do not af-

fect the estimate of net state tax collections from the illegal alien population. 

The above calculations represent the bulk of the estimated tax collections from

the illegal alien population. They total $33.5 as shown in Table 8.  A 2006  es-

timate by the Fiscal Policy Project of tax collections put the annual amount at $69 million.44 That estimate un-

realistically assumed income tax receipts from half of illegal alien families.

Net Fiscal Costs
The above analysis indicates a net fiscal cost to New Mexico taxpayers of about $684 million per year. This cost

does not include additional costs that the same taxpayers fund through their

federal tax payments. 

There are about 715,000 households in the state headed by U.S. citizens.

The $717 million fiscal burden created by the illegal alien households rep-

resents an average burden of about $1,000 per household per year.

Policy Implications

Illegal aliens are rational individuals. Their decision to come or to stay illegally is shaped by their assessment of

the likely consequences. If they expect that they will succeed in entering the country and finding work that will

reward their decision, they will be encouraged to come. If, on the other hand, they anticipate that they will fail

in their entry or in finding rewarding employment, they will stay home. Once they are here and have found a

job, if they assess their chances are good at avoiding deportation and eventually being accommodated with legal

residence, they will settle in for a long stay — likely supporting the illegal entry of family and friends and/or start-

ing a family here. If, on the other hand, they recognize that the public and government are committed to com-

bating illegal immigration, and the chances of continued evasion of immigration law enforcement are slim, they

are more likely to be prepared to leave on their own and less likely to develop ties here.
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TABLE 9

Net Fiscal Cost ($millions)

Outlays $717.3

Tax Collections -$33.5

Net Cost $683.8

TABLE 8

Tax Collections ($millions)

Income Tax $0.0

Sales Tax $13.6

Property Tax $7.4

Gas Tax $0.1

Cigarette Tax $12.4

Total $33.5



The fabric of laws and enforcement of those laws at the local as well as the national level is critical to shaping the

responses of present and would-be illegal residents. The awareness of this fact may be seen in the responses of

several state governments that have opted to try to discourage the residence of illegal aliens in their state. Ari-

zona was an early leader in this regard because it has borne the brunt of illegal entry. As a result of enacting laws

to combat illegal residence in the state, Arizonans saw their illegal alien population drop faster than anywhere

else in the country. Related results included a major drop in the deportable alien prisoner population, a greater

crime rate drop than in most other states, a major decrease in Medicaid births, a K-12 and LEP school enroll-

ment decline, and a major decrease in uninsured motorists.45

Policies and practices that send a message of accommodation of illegal immigration will encourage more illegal

newcomers. New Mexico’s practice since 2003 of issuing them driver’s licenses is an example. The driver’s li-

cense not only allows illegal aliens to drive legally, it also is a primary identity document requested by employ-

ers, and it facilitates illegal employment. Not only does it facilitate illegal employment in New Mexico, it also

allows illegal aliens residing in other states to evade their more restrictive state laws by traveling to New Mexico

and use fake residence documents to obtain New Mexico licenses. Further, it flaunts federal law enacted in the

wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks designed to promote a nationwide standard of secure driver’s

licenses.

Conclusion
The major cost areas detailed in this report do not fully encompass the fiscal costs of illegal immigration to New

Mexico’s taxpayers. Other costs result from programs to further communication with illegal aliens who do not

speak English, such as adult education English instruction and translation of materials into foreign languages sent

home from schools or interpretation at PTA meetings. 

The fiscal costs of illegal immigration would also be considerably higher if they accounted for the impact of il-

legal aliens taking jobs that could be filled by unemployed U.S. workers. Such costs would include assistance to
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according to a breakdown of phone numbers gathered during the [license] application process, 37 percent

of the 16,000 requests received between august 2010 and april 2011 came from out-of-state. most came

from arizona, georgia, and texas. ‘that simply tells me that something’s going on,’ romero said. ‘it’s a total

red flag.’ another breakdown shows some phone numbers used dozens of times to make appointments.

one new mexico number was used 228 times. a phone number with an arizona area code was used 24

times.46

out of those [92,000 foreign nationals issued driver’s licenses since 2003], only 16,000 license holders filed

a state income tax return this year, officials say.47
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families in poverty and unemployment insurance payments to American workers displaced by illegal alien work-

ers. Similarly, the fiscal impact would be still greater if the calculation accounted for lost tax collections result-

ing from cash wages to illegal workers. 

Non-quantifiable costs of illegal immigration include issues such as the impact on the education of other stu-

dents when the learning environment is negatively affected by students with limited English language profi-

ciency and when funding for academic programs is constrained by resources diverted to remedial instruction.

Other harm and/or inconvenience includes extended waits to receive medical attention where illegal aliens con-

tribute to congestion in the emergency admissions facilities of public hospitals, or the closure of emergency

rooms due to rising uncompensated costs. Social cohesion may be strained by foreign language communications

barriers, and rising income inequality associated with illegal immigration. 

Finally, respect for the rule of law is eroded when an increasing share of the population lives illegally in our coun-

try, relies on stolen and counterfeit identities, and works in the underground economy. This is magnified when

law enforcement officers are required to ignore this lawbreaking activity.

Some form of amnesty for the illegal aliens would not, on balance, lessen the burden on the state’s taxpayers.

While that could lead to less exploitation of the illegal workers and, thus, higher wages and tax collection, it would

also increase the access of this population to additional social welfare benefits currently unavailable to them. It

would also encourage continued illegal immigration, particularly since the Obama administration has made it

clear that it will not enforce most laws against illegal immigration, except in cases where illegal aliens are deemed

to be dangerous felons.  

The fiscal cost burden on the state’s taxpayers is not inevitable. State and local policymakers have several means

at their disposal to discourage settlement in the state by illegal aliens. New Mexicans concerned about the im-

pact on their state and local communities should demand adoption of policies to deter illegal immigration.

The primary attraction that draws illegal immigration is the perception that jobs that will provide a better life

for the illegal alien and family members are available. The U.S. Congress recognized this in 1986 when it made

it illegal for an employer to hire a foreigner not authorized to work. That law has been widely ignored because

employers are not held accountable unless it can be proven they knowingly hired illegal workers. In 1996, Con-

gress required the creation of a system that would make employers accountable by mandating creation of a work

document verification system for new hires.

The E-Verify system administered by DHS is the current version of that system. It was created as a voluntary pro-

gram and is still operating as such. States, however, have discovered that they can mandate the use of the E-Ver-

ify system for their employers, as that requirement in Arizona was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2011.48

Other states have adopted similar laws, while the federal government and some states have adopted regulations

that require any government contractor to use the E-Verify system for all employees working on the contract.



New Mexico similarly should adopt the requirement for all employers to participation on the E-Verify system.

Arizona’s experience demonstrates that such policies have a measurable impact not only in deterring new illegal

immigration, but also on reducing the already resident illegal alien population.49

A poll of registered New Mexico voters in August 2010 found that 72 percent — including 69 percent of His-

panics — opposed the state law that allows illegal aliens to get driver’s licenses in New Mexico. It also found the

state voters favored Arizona’s law SB1070 by 53 percent to 35 percent.

Clearly, the public recognizes the burdens imposed by illegal immigration and supports reasonable steps by state

government to deter illegal aliens from settling in New Mexico. What has been lacking, however, is the willing-

ness of some state policymakers to take on business and ethnic interest groups in the state that have been bene-

fiting from illegal immigration at great cost to New Mexico taxpayers.
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