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Date:   May 30, 2006 

Authors:   Matthew M. Sackett, Research Analyst 

Re: Immigration Fiscal Impact 

Request:   
1)  What fiscal impact, including service expenditures, does illegal immigration have on the state of 
Wyoming?   

Response:   
1)  The number of illegal immigrants in Wyoming is estimated to be less than or equal to 2,500.  The 
exact fiscal impact of illegal immigrants on the state of Wyoming is difficult to estimate but is likely 
less than $4 million.  The major areas of public expenditure are for emergency medical care, food 
assistance programs, criminal justice, and education.    

BACKGROUND 
The U.S. Department of Homeland Security estimates that Wyoming has at or below 2,500 illegal immigrants.  
Nationwide, the estimated number of illegal immigrants is between 7 and 25 million, with the most common 
estimates between 12 and 20 million.  The true number of illegal immigrants is difficult to ascertain because 
illegal immigrants apply various strategies to arrive and stay in the United States.  Some illegal immigrants 
obtain forged green cards, social security numbers, or other documents to obtain employment; others risk their 
status without documentation.  Still other illegal immigrants stay beyond the terms of their visa.  In sum, it is 
difficult to identify illegal immigrants living in the United States because of forged documents, concealed 
movements, and the flow of immigrants, both legal and illegal, in and out of the U.S.   

The costs are difficult to estimate nationally, and for states, because the actual number of illegal immigrants is 
difficult to accurately ascertain.  There are several areas of definite impact which are discussed in more detail 
below, but in these areas, the actual impacts can vary because of enrollment criterion, forged identifications, 
and other complexities.  

On April 20, 2006 the Department of Homeland Security unveiled a comprehensive immigration enforcement 
strategy for the interior of the United States.  The Department of Homeland Security Office of Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) explained the second phase of the Secure Border Initiative.  The interior 
enforcement strategy is intended to complement the border security efforts.  ICE officials outlined the three 
goals of the interior enforcement strategy.  The first goal is to identify and remove criminal aliens, 
immigration fugitives, and other immigration violators from this country.  Second, is to build worksite 
enforcement and compliance programs to deter illegal employment.  The final goal is to remove the criminal 
infrastructure supporting illegal immigration, including human trafficking and document/benefit fraud. 
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EXTERNAL ORGANIZATION ANALYSIS1 
The National Research Council, a private, nonprofit research organization, estimated the net fiscal cost of 
immigration to be between $11 billion and $22 billion per year.  The National Research Council also noted 
that “most government expenditures on immigrants come from state and local coffers, while most taxes paid 
by immigrants go to the federal treasury.”   

The Center for Immigration Studies, an independent, nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization, estimated 
the total deficit to the federal government for households headed by illegal aliens was almost $10.4 billion for 
2002.  This estimate includes costs imposed of $26.3 billion dollars, but was partially offset by the estimated 
amount of taxes paid which were around $16 billion.  Put differently, the estimate amounts to $2,700 per 
illegal household according to the Center for Immigration Studies.   

The Center for Immigration Studies also found that the costs of illegal households on federal coffers are less 
than half of other households, but their tax payments are only one-fourth of other households.  Many of the 
costs associated with illegal immigrants identified by the Center for Immigration Studies are primarily due to 
their American born children, who are U.S. citizens at birth. 

The Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), a national, nonprofit, public interest organization 
promoting the reform of immigration policy, estimates the current local annual costs of illegal immigration 
from three program areas to be $36 billion dollars.  These three program areas are educating children in public 
primary and secondary schools, providing medical services in emergency rooms, and incarceration.  FAIR 
conducted fiscal cost studies in four states in 2004-2005 and found annual net fiscal costs of $1.03 billion in 
Arizona, $8.8 billion in California, $0.91 billion in Florida and $3.73 billion in Texas.   

FAIR also estimated the local expenditures for every state in the education of the children of illegal aliens, 
emergency medical care, and incarceration.  FAIR noted that these were only local costs and do not consider 
the national costs, as well as the fact that these are only three areas of potential costs and the true costs could 
be much higher.  FAIR estimated that Wyoming has local expenditures of $5 million dollars per year on illegal 
immigration.  This $5 million estimate does not seem unreasonable based on LSO Research findings outlined 
below.   

The $5 million FAIR estimate for Wyoming is tied for the lowest in the United States with Maine, Montana, 
South Dakota, and Vermont.  FAIR also estimated that the cost to Wyoming will increase to $8 million by 
2010 and $14 million by 2020. 

INCARCERATION AND COURT COSTS 
If illegal immigrants are arrested or detained for any violation of a federal law, the federal authorities assume 
jurisdiction over the illegal immigrant and assume the judicial and correctional costs. These illegal immigrants 
are then likely removed from Wyoming correctional facilities.  According to the Wyoming Department of 
Corrections (DOC), the DOC incarcerates approximately 55-60 illegal immigrants per year within the 
Wyoming correctional system.   

The DOC is reimbursed by the federally funded State Criminal Alien Assistance Program (SCAAP) each year 
to assist in the cost of housing illegal immigrants, but the federal resources have been reduced recently and 
may be further reduced in the future.  These reimbursements do not cover the full cost of holding an illegal 
immigrant in a correctional facility, but do serve to recoup some of the expenses borne by the states.  

                                                      

1 LSO Research staff is reluctant to cite or even refer to external sources which have an identified bias.  However, in this 
instance, several organizations have prepared approximate responses to the question posed.  LSO’s citation of their work 
should not be viewed as an endorsement of their philosophy or estimation methods.  Nonetheless, in this specific instance, 
their information appears to add to an environment with limited data. 
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According to DOC officials, in the late 1990’s the DOC received on the order of $200,000 from the SCAAP 
program, but for year 2005, the DOC only received $75,074.   

If one assumes that 55-60 illegal immigrants are housed in Wyoming correctional facilities during the year, 
with an average yearly cost of $32,000 per year for an inmate, this totals $1.76 million dollars per year for 
illegal immigrant incarceration.  If funding from the SCAPP program was somewhere around $100,000, this 
would decrease this total to $1.66 million per year in state funding.  

FOOD PROGRAMS 
The Women, Infants, and Children program (WIC) assists low-income women, infants, and children ages birth 
through age five who are at risk for nutritional problems.  The WIC program provides nutritious foods to 
supplement diets, information on healthy eating, and health care referrals.  U.S. citizenship is not a criterion 
for the program, so it is likely that income qualifying illegal aliens are enrolled in WIC.  It is difficult to 
estimate the number of illegal immigrants or the total benefits received under the WIC program.   

Federal funds are the source of all funds used to pay for the WIC food benefits that clients receive.  According 
to WIC officials, Wyoming general funds, which are around $750,000 per year, are mostly used for 
infrastructure and the statewide electronic benefits system, which is how the food benefits are delivered.  
There are approximately 12,000 WIC clients per month receiving WIC benefits, which is about 2.4 percent of 
the Wyoming population.  If it was assumed that the same ratio of illegal immigrants also received WIC 
benefits, this would total 60 illegal immigrants (2,500 X 2.4%) receiving WIC.  According to WIC officials, 
the average benefit received by a WIC recipient is $41 per month, which totals $492 per year.  Applying the 
yearly benefit to the 60 illegal immigrant recipients totals $29,520 per year in benefits.  If the estimated 
number of illegal immigrants receiving WIC benefits was increased to 10 percent (250), the total benefits 
would be $123,000.  The funds for the WIC food benefits are again federal funds, but even if these were state 
funds, the fiscal impact appears to be relatively low. 

Illegal immigrant children that are enrolled in primary or secondary education may qualify for free and 
reduced lunch which is based on an income criterion.  The free and reduced lunch program allows for low 
income children to receive school lunches free, or at a substantially reduced price.  With an estimated 2,500 
illegal immigrants in Wyoming, the overall impact of illegal immigrant children receiving free and reduced 
lunch in Wyoming may be relatively small, but could have a large impact in larger areas in the U.S.  With 
respect to free and reduced lunch, the larger issue is the total cost of educating illegal immigrant children, 
which is addressed in the Education section. 

The Temporary Assistance for needy families (TANF) requires that applicants provide proof that they are U.S. 
citizens, or the proper immigration papers that ensure they are in the United States legally to qualify for 
assistance.  However, this qualification measure may not completely prevent an applicant from using forged 
documents to enroll in this program and receive benefits. 

The federal food stamp program requires that food stamp recipients are either U.S. citizens or eligible non-
citizens (legal immigrants).  Illegal immigrants are not eligible for the food stamp program. 

MEDICAL TREATMENT 
Emergency medical treatment is generally provided at all hospitals, regardless of the ability to pay for services.  
This leads to doctors giving services to illegal immigrants that may not get paid.  This unpaid burden is 
difficult to estimate, and would vary widely dependent upon the number of illegal immigrants residing in the 
area.  A region with a high migrant population would likely have higher unpaid medical treatment than an area 
with low illegal immigrant populations.   

Data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis and the U.S. Census Bureau allow computations resulting in an 
estimated per capita expenditure in Wyoming for health care equal to $1,688, based on rough LSO Research 
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approximations.  The per capita health care costs include all ambulatory health care services, hospital, nursing, 
and residential care facility expenses.  This per capita average could be applied to the estimated 2,500 illegal 
immigrants living in Wyoming.  If illegal immigrants on average receive $1,688 in medical services, this 
would total $4.22 million.  The proportion of which is reimbursed and provided to public healthcare facilities 
is difficult, if not impossible, to estimate.   The $4.22 million would be the estimated maximum, with zero 
being the minimum if all health care costs for illegal immigrants were paid or provided by private healthcare 
providers.  Most likely, the actual amount of unpaid health care expenditures for illegal immigrants is much 
closer to the lower end of the spectrum. 

Medicaid does reimburse for the treatment of illegal immigrants if the treatment is for emergency medical 
services.  This includes all services, including childbirth.  If an emergency room visit is diagnosed as an 
emergency visit, then the claim will be paid by Medicaid.  If the emergency room visit is not diagnosed as an 
emergency room visit, then the claim will not be paid by Medicaid.  If non-emergency treatment is provided, 
the cost will be born by the patient.  If the patient fails to pay, the costs are born by the medical provider(s).   

Updated information provided by the Wyoming Department of Health, Office of Medicaid indicates that for 
Wyoming fiscal year 2005 there were 424 illegal aliens receiving emergency services paid for by Medicaid in 
Wyoming.  These 424 visits resulted in $519,296 in state funds being expended.  See Table 1 for a three year 
history of illegal immigrant Medicaid expenditures, including state and federal dollars.  It may be reasonable 
to assume that there were also illegal immigrants that received medical services that were not diagnosed as 
emergencies, which would not show up in the reported expenditures.  The number of these occurrences is 
difficult to.  

Table 1:  Illegal Immigrant Medicaid Expenditures FY 2003 through FY 2005. 

Year 

Illegal Immigrants 
Receiving  

Emergency Services* 
Wyoming  

Expenditures
Federal  

Expenditures Total Expenditures 
FY 2003 349 $439,488 $696,728 $1,136,216 
FY 2004 376 $401,307 $721,858 $1,123,164 
FY 2005 424 $519,296 $714,186 $1,233,483 

Total 1,149 $1,360,091 $2,132,772 $3,492,863 
Source:  Wyoming Department of Health, Office of Medicaid data. 
 *Indicates number of illegal aliens receiving all emergency services, including childbirth.  To become eligible, the person 
must apply for Medicaid services after they visit the emergency center.  If the emergency center visit diagnosis is deemed 
an emergency, the claim would be paid.  If a person goes to the emergency room and an emergency diagnosis is not 
assigned, the person would not become Medicaid eligible and the claim would not be paid by Medicaid.   

EDUCATION 
The cost of educating illegal immigrants is also difficult to estimate.  Many children of illegal immigrants are 
likely born in the United States, thus they are U.S. citizens.  All children living in the United States are 
allowed to attend K-12 public school.  The majority of excess costs would likely be tied to funding for at-risk 
students and children who are English Language Learners (ELL).   

If Wyoming has 2,500 or fewer illegal immigrants, this could lead to a relatively small number of illegal 
immigrant students.  Many of the estimated 2,500 illegal immigrants probably came to Wyoming looking for 
employment, thus they may be above school age.  The majority of children are likely to be U.S. citizens, so it 
might be assumed that 100 or less of the 2,500 illegal immigrants were school age.  With the average funding 
per pupil across Wyoming estimated to be around $12,000 per student this leads to an education cost of 
$1,200,000.  If there were 200 illegal immigrant students, the costs would be $2.4 million, with the cost 
increasing by $12,000 for each illegal immigrant student. 

It is possible that there are other programs that are intended for U.S. citizens and legal immigrants that illegal 
immigrants could have gained access to with the use of forged documents that are not considered in this 
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section or other sections.  Furthermore, illegal immigrants use public streets, sidewalks, water, parks, libraries, 
and other public resources, which some illegal immigrants may not contribute to through tax payments.  

If it is assumed that there are $1.66 million in incarceration costs, minimal state expenses for food programs, 
roughly $1 million (anywhere from $0 to $4.2 million) in medical service costs, and $1.2 million in education 
costs, this equals an estimated fiscal impact of $3.86 million to the state of Wyoming.  This estimate could 
understate or overstate the true fiscal impact of illegal immigration in Wyoming. 

OTHER STATES 
According to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), 42 states, including many of the 
surrounding states, introduced 368 bills related to immigration or immigrants in 2006.  The main areas these 
bills addressed were benefits, congressional action, education, employment, human trafficking, identification 
issues, law enforcement, and legal services.  A few states had bills regarding border issues, firearms, studies, 
marriage, housing, and agriculture, but the number of these bills was relatively small.  (See Attachment A for 
more information on state legislation, particularly on enacted legislation.)  

According to NCSL, bills relating to benefits were introduced in 19 states and totaled 35 bills.  These bills 
generally would restrict services to legal immigrants and citizens and require proof of citizenship or legal 
immigration status.  Conversely, several bills would also extend health care benefits to specific immigrant 
populations as well as food stamp eligibility. 

A total of 24 bills in 9 states broadly called for congressional action on the Development, Relief, Education, 
for Alien Minors Act (DREAM), comprehensive immigration reform, and border enforcement, according to 
NCSL. 

Education related bills were proposed in 16 states with a total of 39 bills being introduced, according to NCSL.  
Eleven bills in seven states proposed to restrict enrollment to citizens and legal immigrants.  Bills in twelve 
states considered in-state college tuition, with four states providing it, and eight states opposing it.  Four states 
proposed bills that would require students to prove lawful immigrant status. 

According to NCSL, 71 bills were proposed in 26 states that related to immigrant employment.  These bills 
generally fall into two broad categories: (a) employer based (prohibiting unauthorized workers, penalties, 
identification verification); (b) worker based (eligibility for benefits and employee sanctions). 

Eight states reinforced the prohibition on employing unauthorized workers.  According to NCSL twelve states 
introduced penalties on employers, and ten states would require employers to verify applicants are authorized 
to work in the U.S.    On the worker based category, eleven states would bar eligibility for worker benefits, 
such as unemployment insurance and worker’s compensation.  Several other bills related to job training, labor 
certification, and English proficiency.  (See Attachment B for more information related to immigration 
employment, including both employer and employee related legislation.) 

NSCL indicates that 26 bills were introduced in 13 states adding criminal penalties for trafficking and for 
destroying immigration documents.  Several states also proposed bills to establish services for victims. 

According to NCSL, 19 states introduced a total of 36 bills related to driver’s licenses and identifications.  The 
majority of these bills would restrict licenses to citizens and legal immigrants, while others addressed 
acceptable documents to provide identity and added penalties for false documents.  A few proposed bills 
would provide driving certificates to unauthorized immigrants.  There were also 17 bills proposed in 12 states 
regarding voting, most of which would require proof of citizenship or identity to vote. 

Finally, NCSL indicates that a total of 57 bills in 22 states were proposed relating to law enforcement.  Fifteen 
states proposed bills that would authorize cooperation with federal immigration authorities, prohibit non-
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cooperation, or offer enhanced authority to state and local law enforcement related to immigration. 

If you would like further information regarding the specifics of any of the proposed legislation or other 
information, do not hesitate to contact me at 777-7881. 

RESOURCES FOR MORE INFORMATION 
National Conference of State Legislatures.  www.ncsl.org 

Department of Homeland Security. www.dhs.gov  

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).  www.ice.gov  














