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The Center for American Progress Sets a Low
Standard for Immigrants ... and So Do the Media
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In 2012, native households in poverty consumed an average of $14,400 in welfare benefits, while
immigrant households in poverty consumed "only" $13,100 of welfare. Does the $1,300
difference mean poor immigrants benefit American taxpayers?

Of course not. No rational immigration policy would favor poor immigrants just because their
high consumption of welfare is slightly lower than welfare consumption by equally poor natives.
Nevertheless, that is the logic of a report by the Center for American Progress (CAP) released
last month. Written as a response to a potential executive order that would restrict immigrant
welfare use, the CAP report focuses on the following claim in the White House's draft order:
"Households headed by aliens are much more likely than those headed by citizens to use Federal
means-tested public benefits."

As we will see, the White House's claim is true. Nevertheless, CAP calls it "misleading rhetoric
and states that "working-class families headed by immigrants are less likely to access public
benefits than working-class families headed by U.S.-born individuals.” Notice the change?
Rather than compare all immigrants to all natives — clearly the most policy-relevant
comparison, and the one the White House made — CAP compares "working class" members of
each group. At no point in the report do the authors reveal the broader comparison.

I'll do that. Here is CAP's first chart, which compares immigrants and natives who are poor or
near-poor:

Now here is the comparison of all immigrants to all natives using exactly the same dataset:

In addition to restricting the sample to people who are poor or near-poor, the second CAP chart
takes the U.S.-born children of immigrants out of the immigrant category. In other words, if
immigrants come to the United States, have children, and then ask taxpayers to cover the
children's medical care, this counts as native use of welfare in the CAP analysis. In reality,
immigrant parents benefit when they receive welfare on behalf of their minor children. The
following chart lifts the poverty restriction and assigns children the same immigration status as
the household head:

Once the poverty restriction is removed, immigrant households use supplemental nutritional
assistance (food stamps) and Medicaid at higher rates than native households.


http://cis.org/blog/56
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2017/02/14/415108/trump-preparing-to-open-new-front-in-his-dangerous-misguided-war-on-immigrants/

Even these revised charts fail to tell the whole story, however. First, there are other means-tested
anti-poverty programs, such as free school lunch; the Women, Infants, and Children nutrition
program; and housing subsidies. Second, CAP's data source is the Current Population Survey,
which substantially understates welfare receipt. A much more accurate dataset is the Census
Bureau's Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). As the name implies, the SIPP is
specifically designed to measure participation in government programs. CIS used the SIPP to
compare both participation rates and the total costs of welfare receipt for immigrant and native
households in 2012. Here were the results:

Just as the White House claimed, immigrant households consume more welfare than native
households. Unfortunately, the mainstream media are captivated by the less-interesting "poor
immigrants vs. poor natives" comparisons, apparently buying the faulty logic that poor
immigrants are a fiscal boon as long as they do slightly better than poor natives. The fact that
immigrant households are 50 percent more likely than natives to be poor in the first place, and
thus use welfare at higher rates overall than natives, does not appear to interest them. For
example, here is how the Washington Post reported on the White House's draft order: "[1t]
provides no evidence to support the claim that immigrant households are more likely to use
welfare benefits, and there is no consensus among experts about immigration's impact on such
benefits."

As I noted in a piece for National Review, the Post reporters could have found plenty of evidence
simply by googling "immigrant welfare use":

Instead, the Post reporters linked to a study from the Cato Institute that gives the same poor-vs.-
poor comparison that CAP does. In an email to the Post reporters, CIS Director of Research
Steven Camarota pointed out the irrelevance of the Cato figures and cited data comparing all
immigrants with all natives. One of the reporters politely responded that she would look over this
information, but she offered no further reply, and the article was never updated.

Later, a Snopes.com "fact check" took inspiration from the Post article. "The executive order
draft did not supply evidence backing the claim that immigrant households are 'much more
likely' to rely on public assistance programs,” the Snopes fact-checker wrote. "And a 2013
analysis from the Cato Institute found just the opposite.” I informed the fact-checker that there is
plenty of evidence to support the draft order's claim, that the quoted figures from Cato do not
refute it, and that Snopes owes their readers a more balanced discussion. | received no reply, and
the article was never updated.


http://cis.org/Welfare-Use-Immigrant-Native-Households
http://cis.org/Cost-Welfare-Immigrant-Native-Households
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/trump-administration-circulates-more-draft-immigration-restrictions-focusing-on-protecting-us-jobs/2017/01/31/38529236-e741-11e6-80c2-30e57e57e05d_story.html
http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/444543/immigration-welfare-media-misleads-washington-post
http://www.snopes.com/trump-undocumented-immigrants-welfare/

