
THE FISCAL BURDEN OF ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION ON

California Taxpayers

The Federation for American Immigration Reform



illegal aliens 
live in students to

 local schools.
 

760,000
 

An estimated
 Their roughly

 889,000
 

The average cost
to Californians is

 

$8,707
 

U.S.-born
children do too.

 

Illegal alien
households

add
 

California.
 

$

What Are Taxpayers Supporting? 

How much does it cost taxpayers in the Golden State?
 

The Fiscal Burden of

per illegal
 alien!

 

 Illegal Immigration on California
 

2,646,000
 

In 2017, Illegal
Immigration Cost
California Taxpayers

 

 Source: "The Fiscal Burden of Illegal Immigration on United States Taxpayers" FAIR 2017.       
 

Plus Healthcare, Public Assistance &
General Government Services Expenses

 

Police, Legal
 & Corrections
 

Education

$2.7 billion
 

$8.1 billion
 

That amounts to a burden of

$1,799
 per household.*

 $23 Billion
 *includes U.S. citizens and authorized alien workers. 

 



The Fiscal Burden of 
Illegal Immigration on 
California Taxpayers

By Matthew O’Brien, Director of Research and Spencer Raley, Research Associate





 The Federation for American Immigration Reform | 1 

Introduction

As the state teeters on the brink of economic 
collapse, its... leaders relentlessly advance laws and 
policies that attract and reward illegal immigration.

Californians bear an enormous fiscal burden re-
sulting from playing host to a massive illegal alien 
population estimated to consist of almost 3 million 
foreign nationals. The annual expenditure of state 
and local tax dollars on services for that population 
and their children is $23 billion. That total amounts 
to a yearly burden of about $1,800 for each legally 
present California household.

According to the California Policy Center, the 
Golden State’s total state/county/municipal debt 
tops a staggering $1.3 trillion.1 Meanwhile, as the 
state teeters on the brink of economic collapse, its 
civic and political leaders relentlessly advance laws 
and policies that attract and reward illegal immi-
gration. And, all the while, they ignore the simple 
fact that cooperating with the federal government 
in its efforts to suppress illegal immigration would 
decrease the massive cost imposed on taxpaying 
citizens and legal immigrants living in California.

This report is an offshoot of FAIR’s nationwide 
study The Fiscal Burden of Illegal Immigration on 
United States Taxpayers. Accordingly, with minor 
exceptions, the methodology used to compile this 
report is the same as that employed to prepare the 
larger document from which this one is derived.  Un-
less otherwise noted, whenever a “FAIR estimate” is 

cited for a particular figure, it is drawn from the 2017 
edition of The Fiscal Burden of Illegal Immigration on 
United States Taxpayers.2

Some state and local estimates are based on 
pro rata national shares, for example: some medical 
and other welfare rates. The cost of these programs 
are created at the state level, but the federal gov-
ernment helps pay for a percentage of them. In this 
study, we only calculate the state share of the costs.

More information on our methodology for state 
and local costs can be found in our National Fiscal 
Cost Study.
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California’s Stormy Relationship 
with Immigration Law

Of course, a state cannot overturn a federal 
law. But that hasn’t stopped California from 

deliberately interfering.
Although it is currently hard to believe, California 

was once a national leader in advocating state leg-
islation aimed at curbing the costs associated with 
illegal immigration. In November of 1994, Golden 
State voters approved Proposition 187, a bill aimed 
at prohibiting illegal aliens from accessing the ma-
jority of state-funded social services. 

Illegal alien advocacy organizations promptly 
sued. And in a shocking display of judicial activism, 
Proposition 187 was immediately enjoined by the 
federal courts. It was subsequently overturned, in 
a poorly-reasoned decision, as an intrusion into the 

federal government’s exclusive authority 
to regulate immigration. Because Califor-

nia’s Attorney General never appealed 
the decision, it still stands.

Nevertheless, the successful passage of the 
bill – by a whopping 17 percentage point margin – 
demonstrated average Californians’ concern over 
the soaring costs associated with providing social 
services to the state’s massive population of illegal 
aliens.

In the intervening two decades, the state has 
shifted in a decidedly more progressive direction. 
It currently seems bent on defying every federal 
restriction applicable to illegal aliens. Of course, a 
state cannot overturn a federal law. But that hasn’t 
stopped California from deliberately interfering with 
the federal government’s attempts to secure our 
borders and restore the rule-of-law to our immigra-
tion system. And California’s state and local gov-
ernments have been actively aided and abetted by 
the federal courts in the radically left-of-center 9th 
Judicial Circuit. 

The state has a recent history of encourag-
ing illegal aliens to seek refuge in its commu-

nities and attempting to shield immigration 
violators from deportation, even those 

with criminal convictions. Listed be-
low are just a few of the atrocious 
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measures passed by the California legislature in a 
deliberate attempt to nullify the Immigration and Na-
tionality Act:

 l Effective January 2018, Senate Bill 54 effec-
tively bars California law enforcement agencies 
from any meaningful cooperation with federal 
immigration officers. In particular the law:

 ¡ Prohibits California officials from retaining 
a jailed immigration violator for transfer to 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE), unless the individual has been 
convicted of a serious felony or ICE pos-
sesses a criminal arrest warrant issued by 
a federal court.

 ¡ Prevents police and correctional officers 
from transferring an illegal alien into ICE 
custody unless the alien is a sex offender 
or they have committed a significant crime 
in the past 15 years.

 ¡ Bars California state officials from sharing 
any information with the federal govern-
ment about an alien that is not available to 
the general public.3 

 l 2011: California passed the “Employment Ac-
celeration Act of 2011,” which banned state 
agencies and localities from requiring private 
employers to use E-Verify.4

 l 2011: California passed their own version of 
the “DREAM Act,” which allows illegal aliens 
brought into the nation under the age of 16 to 
receive financial aid so long as they meet cer-
tain educational requirements.5

How times have changed! Prop 187, propheti-
cally known as the “Save our State Initiative,” would 
have saved California hundreds of millions of dol-
lars.6 By contrast, the recent attempts to provide 
people who have no right to be in the United States 
with an extensive package of taxpayer-funded ben-
efits promises to saddle numerous generations of 
Californians with trillions of dollars of debt. This is 
driving lawfully present immigrants and U.S. citizens 
out of the state, in search of fiscal sanity. In fact, 
so many people are leaving California, U-Haul fran-
chises in the state are running out of moving trucks.7

To make matters worse, since 1994, the Gold-
en State’s illegal population has exploded, while its 
economy has deteriorated. The total illegal alien 
population has increased by roughly 26 percent, 
while jobs have disappeared, and illegal aliens have 
been given expanded access to even more public-
ly-funded benefits and services.8
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Fiscal Burden By the Numbers

Why do illegal aliens flock to California? Because 
the state not only protects illegal aliens... 

it consistently rewards [them].

OVERALL ILLEGAL ALIEN 
POPULATION     
2,646,100

By a wide margin, California has the highest 
number of illegal aliens of any state, accounting for 
over 21 percent of the entire illegal alien population 
in the United States. According to FAIR’s estimate, 
California hosts approximately 2,646,100 illegal 
aliens.9 This is approximately 43 percent more than 
Texas, the state with the next highest total. 

Why do so many illegal aliens flock to Califor-
nia? In short, it’s because the state not only protects 
illegal aliens from immigration enforcement, it con-
sistently rewards those who break our immigration 
laws. 10 The resulting influx costs taxpayers billions 
of dollars every year.

In addition to those who are illegally present in 
California, there are also close to 889,000 U.S.-born 
children of illegal aliens residing in the state. Were 
it not for their parents’ violation of our immigration 
laws, these children would not reside in California.

Approximately 197,000 of the state’s illegal 
aliens are recipients of Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrival (DACA), and another 384,000 meet 

the qualifications to apply for the program, should 
Congress decide to write it into law and invite addi-
tional applications.11 This is up from approximately 
165,000 in 2013. 

It is a myth that most DACA applicants are vul-
nerable children. In fact, 56 percent of all applicants 
in California were over 20 years old when first ap-
plying.12 Should Congress provide DACA recipients 
with a path to citizenship, they are likely to serve as 
a magnet attracting to the Golden State thousands 
of additional illegal aliens in search of an amnesty.

12%	of	U.S.	
popula.on	

21%	of	U.S.	
illegal	alien	
popula.on	

26%	of	overall	
na.onal	cost	to	
state	taxpayers	
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OVERALL FISCAL BURDEN TO 
TAXPAYERS            
$23,038,125,000

According to FAIR’s 2017 edition of The Fiscal 
Burden of Illegal Immigration on United States Tax-
payers, Californians are on the hook for over $23 bil-
lion that is directly attributable to illegal immigration 
and its effects. This amounts to a staggering $1,799 
paid per legally present household every year. Each 
member of a household headed by an illegal alien 
costs California taxpayers $6,517 per year.

California taxpayers pay for a wide variety of 
services offered to illegal aliens, including educa-
tion, healthcare, public assistance, general govern-
ment services, etc. 

In addition to these benefits, California offers 
state-specific benefits such as CalWorks, a state 
welfare program that gives cash aid and services 
to Californians with an income and total resources 
below certain thresholds that are based on family 
demographics.13 

SCHOOLING STUDENTS FROM 
ILLEGAL ALIEN HOUSEHOLDS 
8,133,725,000

About 760,000 students in California come from 
illegal alien households, which amounts to 21 per-
cent of the illegal alien children currently enrolled 
in American schools. These include both students 
who are illegally present in the states themselves 
and the U.S.-born children of an illegal alien parent. 

California’s K-12 budget is approximately $77 
billion.14 Of this total, approximately $8.1 billion are 
state funds allocated to educating students from 
households headed by an illegal alien.15

A significant portion of this massive education 
budget is spent on services for Limited English Pro-
ficiency (LEP) students. In a 2016 report, FAIR es-
timated that California needs approximately 17,000 
new Limited English Proficient (LEP) qualified teach-
ers to keep pace with the increasing number of 
students whose primary language is not English. In 
California, illegal aliens make up the majority of LEP 
students. These additional teachers would cost ap-
proximately $1.2 billion.

The California Dream Act (CDA) allows illegal 
aliens enrolled in college to apply for state-funded 
student aid. As of 2018, nearly 25,700 of the illegal 
aliens in the state applied for CDA financial assis-
tance. Of these, nearly 9,500 applicants were ap-
proved, and just over 5,000 accepted money from 
the program.16 

The state offers up to $12,630 for an illegal 
alien attending a University of California institution, 
up to $9,084 for an illegal alien attending a private 
non-profit college, up to $5,742 for an illegal alien 
matriculating at a California State University institu-
tion, and up to $1,672 for an illegal alien attending 
a California Community College. Based on these 
numbers, the total cost to Californians  
could be up to $63,150,000.17 
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IMPACT ON THE JUSTICE SYSTEM  
$2,703,575,000

Illegal immigration impacts the justice system 
in many ways. Immigration enforcement is a federal 
responsibility — at least, that is the argument of 
those who oppose state and local efforts to coop-
erate with the Department of Homeland Security. 
But the truth is that state and local governments 
face extensive criminal justice expenditures related 
to the presence of illegal aliens. These costs derive 
from all aspects of the criminal justice process – 
from neighborhood policing activities, to criminal 
investigations costs, prosecutors’ salaries, the 
costs for court-appointed defense counsel and 
pre- and post-trial incarceration costs.

Because California has such a massive illegal 
alien population, FAIR estimates that it spends ap-
proximately $2.7 billion annually on justice costs 
related to illegal immigration. 

The federal government reimburses states 
for the costs associated with incarcerating illegal 

aliens through the State Criminal Alien Assistance 
Program (SCAAP). Unfortunately, 

SCAAP grants fall 
far short of cov-
ering the actual 
detention costs 

actually incurred 
by California. In 
2016, the state 

received just un-
der $67.5 million 

from the program. 
That amounts to 

about 2.5 percent 
of the total cost 

to taxpayers.18

SCAAP also provides a snapshot of how many 
illegal aliens are incarcerated in state and local pris-
ons. However, it is inevitably a low estimate because 
not all state and local correctional entities submit a 
reimbursement claim for every detained alien. (For 
example, many counties in California refuse to sub-
mit any reimbursement claims, because they will 
not cooperate in any way with federal immigration 
enforcement efforts.) 

Data from the SCAAP program indicates that 
there are at least 42,812 illegal aliens in California’s 
state prisons and county jails. Based on the total 
number of illegal aliens in the state, it appears that 
at least 1.62 percent of illegal aliens in California are 
incarcerated in a state facility. These estimates do 
not include illegal aliens currently detained in feder-
al facilities located in the state.

According to information provided by the Pris-
on Policy Initiative, there are approximately 178,000 
individuals who are not illegal aliens currently incar-
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cerated in California state prisons.19 (This group in-
cludes native-born U.S. citizens, naturalized citizens 
and aliens who were lawfully in the United States 
when they committed a crime.) Based on Census 
Bureau data, that accounts for approximately 0.48 
percent of the total non-illegal alien population in 
the state, meaning that illegal aliens in California are 
incarcerated at a rate at least 3.6 times higher than 
a legally present resident or U.S. citizen. 20

Unfortunately, the growing number of “sanctuary 
cities” in California are likely to cause criminal justice 
costs in the state to increase dramatically over time.

GENERAL GOVERNMENT 
SERVICES              
$4,795,722,000

Illegal aliens use a number of services that must 
be provided to them, even though their tax contribu-
tions only cover a small portion of the costs involved. 
Examples of general expenditures like these are the 
costs of general governance, garbage collection, fire 
departments, street cleaning and maintenance, 
etc. 

These services are typically funded jointly 
from state, county and municipal funds. For the 
bulk of these services, FAIR estimates that 
the costs are generally shared, with the state 
government absorbing roughly 65 percent 
and county and/or municipal govern-
ments shouldering 35 percent. Based on 
the cost of living in California, we esti-
mate that these services cost taxpayers 
approximately $4.8 billion.

MEDICAL, WELFARE AND 
OTHER BENEFITS             
$7,405,103,000

California’s illegal aliens are provided with a 
number of medical, social welfare, and other relat-
ed programs at taxpayer expense. FAIR estimates 
that these costs amount to approximately $7.4 bil-
lion, annually. The rate at which illegal aliens use 
these programs in the Golden State is significant-
ly higher than it is in other states, simply because 
California doesn’t care, nor ask about, immigration 
status. These costs will grow exponentially as the 
illegal alien population in California both increases 
and ages.
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Illegal Alien Tax Contributions

Over 20 percent of the nation’s illegal aliens live in 
California. They pay very little in state and local taxes.

TAX RECEIPTS         
$970,010,000

Illegal aliens pay very little in state and local tax-
es. In fact, FAIR’s national cost study found that the 
average illegal alien only pays about $285 in state 
taxes each year. This number fluctuates greatly 
from state to state because their income tax rates 
and tax brackets vary significantly. It is also an aver-
age, so individual tax payments may be both higher 
and much lower, depending on income and taxable 
assets. Millions of illegal aliens live in states like Tex-
as or Florida, which have no income tax at all. Some 
also pay no income taxes and recover a net profit in 
the form of refundable tax credits.

However, because California imposes numerous 
taxes not levied by other states, and because over 
20 percent of the nation’s illegal alien population 
lives there, we estimate that California’s illegal alien 
population accounts for approximately 28 percent 
of the $3.5 billion in state and local taxes paid by 
illegal aliens nationwide. This amounts to just under 
$1 billion.

INCOME TAX

In California, the income tax rate at the lower 
earning tiers is effectively 2-3 percent. When adjust-
ed from the national average for the higher wages 
typically paid in the state, FAIR estimates that the 
average illegal alien household earns approximately 
$44,300 in California. This means each household 
will likely pay about 2 percent of that total to state 
income tax, or roughly $886, once standard deduc-
tions are factored in.21

As noted in our Fiscal Cost Study, there are 
about 4,000,000 illegal alien households in the 
United States. Approximately 840,000 of them live 
in California. Once those who are unemployed or 
working in the underground labor market are fac-
tored, that leaves about 335,000 households that 
are likely to pay some state income tax. This totals 
approximately $296,810,000.

Do	Illegal	Alien	Households	
Pay	Income	Tax?	

Do	Pay	Income	Tax	

Do	Not	Pay	Income	Tax	
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PROPERTY TAX

The average price of a home in California is incred-
ibly high, so we estimate that the rate of home owner-
ship by illegal aliens is lower than in other parts of the 
country. To own an average-priced home in Califor-
nia, a household would need to earn about $78,000, 
according to the Sacramento Bee and Trulia.22 That’s 
an income about 43 percent higher than that earned 
by the average household headed by an illegal alien. 
However, there are some counties where the average 
home price falls closer to $270,000. In those areas, 
we estimate that illegal aliens who are earning con-
siderably more than average would reasonably be 
capable of affording a home. Therefore, based on 
the total number of illegal alien households and their 
mean income, we estimate that about 100,000 illegal 
alien households own a home in the state.

State-wide property tax rates in California are 
statutorily fixed at 1 percent pursuant to the terms 
of Proposition 13.23 When local rates are added, 
the average overall rate comes close to 1.25 per-
cent. This means the average illegal alien household 
would pay approximately $3,375, which (for 100,000 
illegal alien households) makes the overall total ap-
proximately $337,500,000.

OTHER TAXES 

There are many other taxes that illegal aliens 
pay in the state, from sales tax, to fuel, to transpor-
tation and other excise taxes. It would be difficult to 
tabulate all of these together with perfect accuracy, 
but based on the overall state rate, along with the 
average tax rates levied by municipalities on these 
goods and services, we estimate that illegal aliens 
pay an average of $1,002 per household every year 
for all other taxes. This number is slightly lower than 
one would expect based on the average income of 
illegal alien households. This is because FAIR es-
timates that illegal aliens remit approximately 20 
percent of their incomes to their home countries. 
Remittances are a net loss to the state as it is mon-
ey not circulated in the local economy, and there-
fore not subjected to any taxes.

Based on these numbers, we estimate that illegal 
aliens pay approximately $335,700,000 every year 
in taxes not related to their income and property.
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Conclusion
It costs California taxpayers approximately 

$22,068,000,000 each year to provide services to 
their state’s illegal alien population. And the taxes 
paid by illegal alien households in California only 
cover about 4 percent of those costs. The fiscal 
burden associated with massive illegal immigration 
is already enormous, and it will continue to increase 
as long as the illegal alien population in the state 
keeps growing, and as long as the state continues 
to extend taxpayer-funded services to illegal aliens.

The costs related to the presence of illegal aliens 
in the Golden State can be lowered. The most effec-
tive step a state can take to discourage the arrival of 

illegal aliens is to utilize the E-Verify screening sys-
tem designed to prevent employers from hiring ille-
gal workers. However, California seems to be mov-
ing in the opposite direction by adopting measures 
designed to accommodate the presence of illegal 
aliens.

In the end California’s irresponsible illegal alien 
policies may lead the state to bankruptcy. It cannot 
continue to fund generous benefits packages while 
simultaneously increasing the state’s population 
of those individuals who pay the lowest taxes and 
consume the most services – illegal aliens.
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