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2021 Update:
How Many lllegal Aliens Live in the United States?

A FAIR Research Report | April 2022

As of the end of 2021, FAIR estimates that approximately 15.5 million illegal aliens
reside within the United States. This number is substantially higher than FAIR’s
previous estimate of 14.5 million in 2020.
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Based on FAIR’s most recent comprehensive fiscal cost study, illegal aliens are likely
imposing a net fiscal burden of at least $143.1 billion.” That's an increase of
approximately $9.4 billion over the past year.

This alarming increase in the illegal alien population can be attributed largely to two
significant developments:

e The improvement of the United States’ economy as the country re-opens after the
peak of the COVID-19 pandemic:

o Businesses are once again hiring, and many unscrupulous employers are
using this as an opportunity to turn to reliably cheap labor to undercut the
market and make up for lost profits resulting from economic shutdowns
stemming from the pandemic. 2

o These unethical hiring practices occur even though millions of Americans
remain unemployed or underemployed.?



A more significant factor fueling this increase is that the Biden administration has
effectively abolished the mission of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE), preventing the U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) from securing our
southern border, and implementing measures that encourage mass illegal
immigration. Some of these policy changes include:

o Record apprehensions at both the southern and northern Borders. A total of
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more than 1.9 million illegal aliens were apprehended at U.S. land borders in
FY 2021 — the most on record. Hundreds of thousands of these individuals
were released into the country.*

CBP Nationwide Apprehensions Since President Biden
Took Office
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o Releasing tens of thousands of ICE-detained illegal aliens. In FY 2021, the

administration released more than 143,000 detained illegal aliens into the
interior of the country. Additionally, ICE arrested fewer than 60,000 illegal
aliens. When more illegal aliens are released into the interior of the country
than removed, the illegal alien population is almost certain to grow.®

Reinstating the Obama-era policy of catch-and-release. This dramatically
increases the illegal alien population as it allows unlawful migrants to enter
the country undetained while they await their court hearings.® Many of these
individuals fail to appear at their hearings.” Those that do appear typically
remain in the country for years until their proceedings conclude due to a
massive, and growing, backlog of immigration cases.?

Halting Construction of the Border Wall. President Biden made good on his
campaign promise to end the construction of a barrier along the Southwest
border. Predictably, this has made it easier for illegal aliens and human
smugglers to unlawfully enter the U.S. undetected. °



O

Gutting the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) and Asylum Cooperative
Agreements (ACAs). The administration initially cancelled MPP soon after
President Biden’s inauguration. Even though a federal judge has since
instructed the administration to restart the program, very few migrants have
been required to follow the protocols set forth in the rule.'® The administration
has also cancelled the ACAs, which allow for third-country nationals to now
asylum shop their way to the U.S. instead of requiring them to apply in the
first possible nation.!

Promising amnesty. Since early in his campaign, President Biden has
promised to extend amnesty to essentially all illegal aliens in the United
States. Since taking office, Congress has tried (and failed) multiple times to
pass such an amnesty. Soon after his election, the number of illegal border
crossings rose exponentially. Many migrants explicitly claimed that they were
entering the United States solely because they felt like President Biden was
inviting them.'?

Forbidding ICE from arresting immigration lawbreakers. Soon after taking
office, President Biden took steps to severely limit ICE officials from detaining
and removing most non-criminal immigration lawbreakers.'?® In September of
2021, these limits were expanded to also protect most criminal illegal aliens
from deportation.'

Continued abuse of Temporary Protection Status (TPS) programs. The
administration has implemented TPS for various new countries, while failing
to end any existing designations — even in situations where the original
reason for implementation have long been resolved.’® TPS recipients do not
technically hold lawful status in the country, and therefore are included in our
estimates. As residents from more and more countries are offered TPS, fewer
illegal aliens will be eligible for removal from the country.

Where do lllegal Aliens Live in the United States

Unsurprisingly, most illegal aliens tend to live near the United States’ border with
Mexico or in states with sanctuary policies that offer welcoming environments and
protection from immigration enforcement. The ten states with the largest estimated
illegal alien populations account for just under three-fourths (70.6%) of the national
illegal alien total.

However, this does not mean that states which hold a comparatively small share of the
illegal alien population are unaffected by its negative effects. In fact, as FAIR has

pointed out in other studies, illegal immigration often hits these states the hardest, as it
is more difficult for low-population areas to absorb the impacts of illegal immigration.'®

The following graphics estimate how many illegal aliens reside in each state, as well as
the total number of illegal aliens and their children.



2021 lllegal Alien Population Estimate

Total Number of lllegal

Total Number of lllegal Aliens

State Aliens by State and Their U.S. Born Children
California 3,266,000 4,373,000
Texas 2,226,000 2,992,000
Florida 1,185,000 1,595,000
New York 1,081,000 1,453,000
New Jersey 697,000 937,000
lllinois 628,000 845,000
Georgia 514,000 692,000
North Carolina 488,000 657,000
Arizona 453,000 610,000
Virginia 419,000 563,000
Maryland 350,000 471,000
Washington 346,000 466,000
Nevada 293,000 395,000
Massachusetts 292,000 393,000
Colorado 278,000 374,000
Pennsylvania 251,000 338,000
Michigan 185,000 248,000
Oregon 181,000 243,000
Connecticut 167,000 225,000
Tennessee 162,000 218,000
Indiana 154,000 207,000
Minnesota 140,000 187,000
Utah 137,000 185,000
Oklahoma 136,000 183,000
Ohio 132,000 178,000
New Mexico 119,000 160,000
South Carolina 117,000 157,000
Wisconsin 111,000 150,000
Kansas 104,000 140,000
Arkansas 97,000 131,000
Louisiana 97,000 131,000
Alabama 91,000 122,000
Missouri 77,000 104,000
Kentucky 69,000 94,000
Hawaii 63,000 84,000
Idaho 62,000 83,000
Nebraska 56,000 75,000
lowa 55,000 74,000
Rhode Island 42,000 57,000
Washington DC 38,000 51,000
Delaware 35,000 47,000
Mississippi 34,000 45,000
Alaska 15,000 21,000
New Hampshire 14,000 19,000
Maine 12,000 16,000
Vermont 10,000 13,000
South Dakota 9,000 12,000
Wyoming 8,000 10,000
Montana 8,000 10,000
North Dakota 6,000 9,000
West Virginia 6,000 9,000

* 15,516,000 20,852,000

*Totals rounded to the nearest thousand.




Local Populations:

Most of the attention regarding the impact of illegal immigration is placed on the
Southern border, as well as national figures. However, our research shows that illegal
aliens reside throughout the nation, not just near the border. According to a FAIR report,
states that are nowhere near the Southern border and have relatively small foreign-born
populations have slowly become ideal destinations for illegal aliens.’”

The various employment opportunities in the manufacturing and agriculture sectors and
the lower cost of living in these states are attracting migrants, including illegal aliens. As
a result, unlawful migrants have cost Americans fiscally, economically, and socially in
these jurisdictions.'®

For example, despite its relatively small population, FAIR estimates that approximately
6,700 illegal aliens now live in Portland, ME."® This has resulted in thousands of lawful
and illegal aliens being forced to live in temporary shelters, as well as a drastic increase
in crime.?° So, while that may appear to be a miniscule figure when compared to the
illegal alien population in places like Miami, FL, its affects are more acutely felt by local
residents.

Listed below is a selection of localities and the number of illegal aliens who are
estimated to live there:

lllegal Alien Population in Select U.S. Cities
. . Percentage of
Location Total lllegal Aliens Population
pula
Miami, FL* 626,596 11.1%
Houston, TX 413,316 5.8%
Atlanta, GA 211,491 3.5%
San Diego County, CA 188,847 5.7%
Fairfax County, VA 88,861 7.7%
Tucson, AZ 32,607 3.1%
Loudoun County, VA 26,521 6.3%
Reno, NV 17,566 3.6%
Greensboro, NC 17,413 2.2%
Colorado Springs, CO 12,918 1.7%
Columbus, OH 11,890 0.6%
Scranton, PA 8,805 1.6%
Lincoln, NE 8,636 2.5%
Portland, ME 6,722 1.2%
*All totals are for metro areas as defined by the federal government unless otherwise noted




Who is an lllegal Alien?

An illegal alien is anyone who:
e Entered the United States without authorization, or

e Anyone who unlawfully remained in the United States once their authorized time
of stay expired.

It is important to define exactly who is and is not an illegal alien because many
organizations deliberately misclassify some illegal aliens in a dishonest effort to portray
that population as smaller than it actually is. Many organizations and mainstream media
sources incorrectly classify unaccompanied alien minors (UAMSs), recipients of Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), and/or those with Temporary Protected Status
(TPS) as being lawfully present in the United States.

Such classifications are inaccurate. Individuals who have been granted any form of
deferred action or who have received TPS have not been granted “lawful status.”
Rather, federal immigration authorities have acknowledged their unlawful presence and
are opting to temporarily defer their removal from the country. These types of limited
deportation deferrals are subject to revocation in a wide variety of circumstances.

FAIR offers additional details on who should be considered an illegal alien in our study
titted “Why ‘lllegal Alien’ is the Correct Term.”?!

Difficulty in Estimating the lllegal Alien Population

Estimating the size, distribution, and characteristics of the illegal alien population is an
inexact science. The methods used by those claiming to have calculated a definitive
figure should be viewed skeptically as there is no completely reliable source of
information on illegal aliens. The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) only (loosely)
counts foreign nationals who enter and leave the United States in a lawful manner. In
truth, we do not know exactly how many people cross the border unlawfully and evade
immigration authorities. We can only estimate these figures based on changes in annual
census data, along with how many individuals CBP and ICE believe slip through their
detection.

Most current estimates regarding the total number of illegal aliens are based on U.S.
Census Bureau data. Far too many of these tallies presume that essentially all unlawful
migrants are willing to respond to demographic questionnaires and that they provide
accurate information to federal officials. As people whose very presence in the United
States is an ongoing violation of law, many illegal aliens understandably see no
personal value in revealing any information about their nativity. Therefore, when asked
about how, when, and why they entered the United States, illegal aliens have a strong
motive to either lie, claiming they are lawful migrants or citizens, or refuse to respond at
all. There are no repercussions for illegal aliens who fail to respond to annual Census
Bureau survey programs such as the American Community Survey (ACS) or the
Current Population Survey (CPS).

Indeed, there are few mechanisms in place to verify the accuracy of the information
respondents provide. In fact, the Census Bureau’s weighted results from the ACS can



vary by millions, depending on what information is requested and how questions are
phrased.?? Because of this, it is important to not solely rely on raw totals from the
Census Bureau.

How We Reached our Estimate

To determine FAIR’s estimate of the total number of illegal aliens in the United States,
we first calculated an approximate total number of all foreign-born residents currently
presumed to be living here. In order to do this, we first analyzed the latest relevant
information available from the Census Bureau’s 2020 ACS and 2021 CPS.%3

Again, it's important to realize that the ACS and CPS do not capture the entire illegal
alien population in the United States. In the past, most reputable research organizations
have considered a raw calculation based on these data to be anywhere from 15-35
percent lower than the actual suspected total illegal alien population. This is also in line
with the most recent estimates from the federal government.?* However, most research
organizations that produce estimates of the illegal alien population are pro-mass
migration, and they dishonestly purport that Census data is almost fully accurate to
create a false impression that the illegal alien population in the United States is smaller
than it really is.

So, after we subtracted the total number of lawfully present migrants in the country from
the total foreign-born population to reach our base illegal alien population, we assume
that this total is underestimated by approximately 30 percent. This makes our estimate
compatible to the general consensus of non-partisan experts regarding the accuracy of
Census data.?® 26 Using this method, we reached our estimate of 15.5 million.
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