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A guest worker program that lacks a clearly defined path to a permanent status is an 
unlikely fit for many of the 9.3 million undocumented immigrants currently living in the 
United States, most of whom have deep roots in U.S. families, communities and businesses. 

Any serious proposal to reform the U.S. 
immigration system must meet two distinct 
challenges: reducing future flows of 
undocumented migration by providing 
sufficient legal avenues for immigrants to 
enter the United States; and adjusting the 
status of undocumented immigrants who 
already live and work here. In his January 7 
speech on immigration reform, President 
Bush seemed to suggest that both issues can 
be adequately addressed through the 
creation of a guest worker program that 
lacks a clearly defined path to permanent 
status for currently undocumented 
immigrants. However, the President�s one-
sentence acknowledgement that �some� 
undocumented immigrants will desire 
permanent status, without any details on 
how they might pursue that status, fails to 
recognize that the nation�s approximately 
9.3 million undocumented immigrants 
include men, women and children with deep 
roots in U.S. families, communities and 
businesses. Many have lived in the United 
States for over a decade. Far from being an 
ephemeral presence, undocumented 
immigrants fill essential roles in the U.S. 
economy as workers in a wide range of 
industries, taxpayers who pump billions of 
dollars into the Social Security system, and 
consumers who create jobs by buying goods 

and services. Attempting to force the entire 
undocumented population into a guest 
worker program that would require them to 
return to countries some have not seen for 
decades, or that their children barely know, 
is an unlikely fit that would be bad not only 
for them, but for the nation as a whole. 

Family Ties 
Most undocumented immigrants are rooted 
in U.S. society through their families. The 
Urban Institute estimates that the nation�s 
4.5 million undocumented men and 3.2 
million undocumented women are parents to 
3 million children who are U.S. citizens and 
1.6 million children who are themselves 
undocumented.1 Naturally, the connection to 
U.S. society grows deeper the longer a 
family lives here, particularly in the case of 
children who - regardless of their legal 
status - may not know any other home. 
Statistics from the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service indicate that at least 3 
million undocumented immigrants have 
lived in the United States for 10 years or 
more.2 

Economic Clout 
In addition to their family ties, 
undocumented immigrants are integrated 
into the U.S. economy as workers, taxpayers 



and consumers. By definition, it is difficult 
to document the economic contributions of 
the undocumented. However, the available 
evidence suggests that these contributions 
are substantial. 
 
Because immigrants tend to be younger than 
natives, they are more likely to be in the 
workforce. As a result, undocumented 
immigrants account for 5 percent of U.S. 
workers3 even though they represent only 
3.2 percent of the total U.S. population. In 
some industries, the undocumented are a far 
larger share of the labor force. The Pew 
Hispanic Center estimates that, in 2001, 
undocumented workers comprised 58 
percent of the workforce in agriculture, 23.8 
percent in private household services, 16.6 
percent in business services, 9.1 percent in 
restaurants, and 6.4 percent in construction.4 
 
Contrary to the popular notion that 
undocumented immigrants are paid �under 
the table� in cash, most of the 
undocumented in fact pay taxes. A study by 
the University of Illinois� Center for Urban 
Economic Development found that 70 
percent of undocumented workers in the 
Chicago metropolitan area paid payroll taxes 
in 2001.5 An Urban Institute study estimates 
that undocumented immigrants in New York 
paid more than $1 billion in total taxes in 
1995.6 Given that immigrants are younger 
than natives, Social Security tax payments 
by the undocumented are particularly 
significant at a time when the �baby 
boomers� are approaching retirement age. 
The Social Security Administration (SSA) 
has concluded that undocumented 
immigrants �account for a major portion� of 
the billions of dollars paid into the Social 
Security system under names or social 
security numbers that don�t match SSA 
records and which payees therefore can 

never draw upon.7 As of July 2002, these 
payments totaled $374 billion.8  
 
A frequently overlooked way in which 
immigrants � undocumented and otherwise 
� contribute to the U.S. economy is through 
their purchasing power as consumers. The 
Center for Urban Economic Development 
found that undocumented immigrants in the 
Chicago metro area spent $2.89 billion in 
2001, thereby providing businesses with the 
income needed to sustain 31,908 jobs.9 The 
buying power of undocumented immigrants 
at the national level can only be inferred. In 
2002, undocumented immigrants from Latin 
America accounted for 20 percent of all 
Latinos,10 who wielded a combined $580.5 
billion in buying power.11 In 2001, the 
foreign-born population of the United States 
� 26 percent of which is undocumented12 � 
included 5.7 million homeowners holding 
$1.2 trillion in home value and $876 billion 
in home equity.13 

Realistic Choices 
Policymakers debating �what to do� with 
undocumented immigrants must begin by 
recognizing that most of the current 
undocumented population already is an 
integral part of the U.S. economy and 
society. Expecting undocumented 
immigrants with deep roots in this country 
to fit into a guest worker program that does 
not include a workable, realistic path to a 
permanent status ignores this important fact. 
Even more unrealistic is the suggestion that 
we can or should deport 9.3 million 
undocumented immigrants. Neither option 
takes into account the social and economic 
damage to the United States of attempting to 
uproot millions of workers and their 
families. 
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