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What should the U.S. do with the 11.3 million immigrants in the country illegally? Which and 

how many foreign family members should American residents be allowed to bring to the U.S.? 

Should immigration numbers, in general, be increased? Those are the policy questions that a 

recent study titled “Welfare Use by Immigrant and Native Households” attempt to address. 

The report was published this week by the Center for Immigration Studies, a D.C. think tank that 

argues for reduced immigration. Widely covered by the press, the immigrant welfare study 

provoked strong reactions from rival immigration wonks and pro-immigrant advocates. 

 

“Obviously there are issues with these methodologies,” says Dan-El Padilla, whose 

autobiography “Undocumented” describes his journey from living in a Dominican-headed-

household that received food stamps and rent subsidies to an undergrad at Princeton. 

For him immigration is as personal as it is intellectually interesting. With a PhD in Classical 

studies Stanford, his main focus is Greek and Roman history, which he currently researches at 

Columbia University. But he can also rattle of titles of studies that show the economic benefits of 

modern-day immigrants, as well as the social benefits (they commit less crime, for example). 

And while he could probably dissect the CIS study for hours, Padilla doesn’t think that statistics 

should rule the immigration debate. 

 

“These studies often reduce the conversation on immigration to ostensibly measurable outcomes. 

What about the ethical dimensions of immigration? I’d like to see a sensibility in our discourse 

that takes into account other political dimensions. Look at how U.S. intervention in other 

countries has motivated migrants to come here.” 

51 Percent Of All Immigrant "Households" "Use" "Welfare" 

 

Those measurable outcomes dominated the headlines this week. According to CIS report, 51 

percent of all immigrant-led households benefit from government welfare, while only 20 percent 

of native-led households use the same programs. In the right-with Daily Caller, that meant "51 

Percent Of Immigrants Use Welfare Programs," which not even the CIS was technically 

claiming. Seventy-three percent of Central American and Mexican-led households drew on some 

form of welfare, according to the study.   
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Critics attacked the paper’s design, including the definitions of “households,” “use” and 

“welfare.” Households counted in the study lump together both native spouses and U.S.-born 

children. Households weren’t adjusted for size, despite the availability of such data, according to 

the Cato Institute, a libertarian-leaning think tank that was critical of the CIS report. “Use” of 

government programs in the study was measured as “yes” or “no,” not the actual cost. The 

definition of “welfare” in the CIS report excluded Medicare and Social Security from its 

analysis, but included Medicaid and school lunch programs. 

 

“[Another issue with the CIS report is that it does not correct for income,” wrote Alex 

Nowrasteh, a policy analyst for Cato. “It is not enlightening to statistically compare the welfare 

use rates of rich immigrants and Americans like Elon Musk or Bill Gates to poorer immigrants 

and Americans as the CIS report does. The interesting question is not whether poor people use 

more welfare than rich people but whether poor immigrants are more likely to use more welfare 

than poor natives. Our research found that poor immigrants are less likely to use welfare than 

poor natives.” 

 

Economic arguments fuel immigration politics. What should the U.S. do with the 11.3 million 

immigrants in the country illegally? The Center for American Progress (CAP) argues that giving 

them legal status would inject $832 billion into the U.S. economy over a ten-year period, while 

The Heritage Foundation says it would cost of $54.5 billion per year for 13 years (and then 

double that for a lifetime). CAP says that it would cost $114 billion to deport them. Heritage 

calculates that households headed by immigrants in the country illegally “received $2.40 in 

benefits and services for each dollar paid in [income] taxes.” 

 

For Padilla, it’s not just about dollars and cents, but also history, philosophy and geopolitics -- 

disciplines that he says need more time in the spotlight. If the metrics used to construct the 

immigration debate are too rigid, the results might be rigid as well. Should immigration numbers, 

in general, be increased? He doesn’t have a number in mind, and doesn’t really agree with the 

question to start with. 

More Than Just Dollars And Cents 

 

“In my forthcoming memoir, I’ve tried to show how America’s inflexible and punitive 

immigration policies result in absurd and unjust outcomes,” Padilla recently wrote in an op-ed 

about immigration in the U.S. and the D.R. for The Guardian. 

 

Padilla urges immigration wonks to take into account not just the economic cost-benefits 

analysis, but what one might call the entwined sociopolitical destinies of immigrants and their 

imperial powers. He cites the country of his birth, where U.S. intervention toppled 

democratically elected governments. Those actions, he says, created a power vacuum occupied 

by despot Rafael Trujillo, at almost immeasurable great economic and social cost. Why then, are 

there more Dominicans in the U.S. and more Pakistanis the U.K.? 

“‘We are here because you were there,’” Padilla said, quoting journalist José Andontio Vargas, a 

Filipino immigrant raised in U.S. who started Define American, an immigration advocacy group 
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that focuses more on stories than statistics. “I could never come up with that, but the quote 

underlines the degree to which the projection of U.S. political prowess has shaped labor flows.” 

Complied into a report, there would be plenty of exceptions. For example, there are more 

Nigerians in the U.S. than their colonial power the U.K. But Padilla points to the Filipinos in Los 

Angeles, and Dominicans in New York City. 

“Each U.S. intervention created conditions that in the long term caused Dominicans to leave, but 

those interventions are not at the top of people’s minds when they wonder why there are so many 

Dominicans in Washington Heights.” 

 


