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The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 

Title V- Restrictions on Benefits for Aliens 

 Title V of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 

disqualifies ineligible aliens
12

 from receiving all means-tested public benefits
3
 with the exception 

of the following: 

  

1. Emergency Medical Care 

 

Exception one may only be administered for a medical condition (including emergency 

labor and delivery) manifesting itself by symptoms of sufficient severity such that the absence of 

immediate medical attention could result in placing the patient’s health in serious jeopardy, 

impairing bodily functions, or causing serious dysfunction of any bodily organ or part (Illegal).  

 

2. National School Lunch Act 

3. Child Nutrition Act 

4. Agriculture and Consumer Protection Act 

5. Emergency Food Assistance Act 

6. Hunger Prevention Act 

7. Food Distribution Programs on Indian Reservation 

 

Exceptions three through eight provide discounted lunches to immigrants enrolled in 

public schools (Richard) (Child Nutrition Act) (Agriculture) (Emergency) (Hunger Prevention) 

(Food). These acts ensure the nourishment of students beneath annually updated poverty levels. 

                                                
1
 The term ‘‘ineligible alien’’ means an individual who is not— (1) a citizen or national of the United States; or (2) an eligible alien. 

2
 The term ‘‘eligible alien’’ means an individual lawfully admitted for permanent residence, asylum, or admission under US legislation, allowed 

in as a refugee or parolee under US legislation, or determined to be a battered alien by the Attorney General. 
3
 The term ‘‘means-tested public benefit’’ means any public benefit (including cash, medical, housing, food, and social services) provided or 

funded in whole or in part by the Federal Government, or by a State or political subdivision of a State, in which the eligibility of an individual, 

household, or family eligibility unit for the benefit or the amount of the benefit, or both, are determined on the basis of income, resources, or 
financial need of the individual, household, or unit. 



 

 

These levels are determined as a function of gross income and household size (Poverty 

Guidelines) (U.S.). 

 

8. Public Health Assistance for Immunizations 

 

Exception eight grants undocumented immigrants access to vaccinations and further 

testing under the attorney general’ approval (Illegal). 

 

9. Titles IV, V, IX, and X of the Higher Education Act of 1965  

10. Titles III, VII, and VIII of the Public Health Service Act.  

11. Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. 

 

 Exceptions nine through eleven provides equal opportunity for the enrollment in public 

schools, postsecondary institutions, and nursing programs (Higher) (Public Health) (Elementary 

and Secondary Education). These acts include that undocumented immigrants under the age of 

18 are allowed full enrollment in the public-school system within their district; a law backed by 

the 1982 supreme court case Plyler vs Doe (Public Education). 

 

12. Service of Non-Cash Assistance 

13. Short-Term Shelter 

 

Exception twelve through thirteen provide access to shelter, soup kitchens, and other non-

cash benefits so long as their providers are nonprofit organizations at the community level blind 

to the income of their recipients (Illegal).  

 

14. Intervention for Domestic Violence 

 

Exception fourteen allows undocumented immigrants access to interventions by officials 

for scenarios including, but not limited to, domestic abuse (Illegal).  

 

15. Benefits by Veterans Affairs for Service in the United States Armed Forces 



 

 

 

 Exception sixteen grants undocumented immigrants all benefits granted to United States 

Veterans so long as they served in the US Armed Forces (Illegal). 

The Social Benefits Allotted to Undocumented Immigrants 

Undocumented immigrants are limited to receiving the following benefits: emergency 

Medicaid, access by students to affordable lunches and education, immunizations, access to 

equal education, access to benefits allotted by nonprofits, and, contingent on their status as a US 

Veteran, complete access to benefits given to members of the armed forces (Illegal). 

How Much Do Undocumented Immigrants Cost? 

Adversity in Estimating the Net Contributions of Undocumented Aliens 

 Estimating net benefit of undocumented aliens is challenging. Cost estimates vary widely 

based on the political beliefs and goals of the group conducting the study. Everything from 

estimating the domestic population of undocumented immigrants to which costs to include as the 

benefits they receive contribute to large gaps in costs estimates across studies. These estimates 

deviate from one another by tens of billions of dollars. 

Pre-Existing Estimates of Undocumented Immigrant Net Contributions 

 FAIR
4
, a notorious opponent of immigration, estimates the cost of undocumented 

immigration to be $116 billion dollars a year (About) (Fiscal). Cross referencing FAIR’s report 

with congressional reports and litigation, FAIR’s approximation of the costs
5
 and population

6
 of 

undocumented immigrants exceeds national estimates (Fiscal) (Illegal) (Mexican) (Impact).  

 

                                                
4
 The Trump Administration and other GOP members have been known to cite FAIR reports as they pertain to immigration. 

5
 FAIR’s report estimates the total cost of undocumented immigration including enormous amounts of border security that are not to be 

considered benefits (Fiscal). The report also overestimates the cost of healthcare allotted to undocumented migrants. Where the Congressional 

Budget Office and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services reported undocumented immigrants to account for less than one percent of 
program expenditures, FAIR has nearly tripled that estimation (CMS) (Impact) (Fiscal). 
6
 One example of FAIR’s overestimation pertains to the legality of Dreamers.  DACA ‘Dreamers’ are eligible aliens under congressional 

litigation but are included in FAIR’s undocumented population estimate (Illegal) (Fiscal). 

 



 

 

 The short run focused, conservative argument differs greatly from the long run model 

observed by pro-immigration groups and economists alike. Groups analysis the issue over a 

larger time horizon define the net cost of immigrants to include the long term economic 

expansion that comes as a product of an increasing labor supply (Thomas). Most economists 

agree that the impact of immigration benefits society in the long run through the expansion of 

production factors: capital and labor. Economists claim that after just one generation of 

migration immigrants begins to contribute positively to the social safety net (Thomas). First 

generation migrants are said to cost $1,600 each per year while the two generations that follow 

are said to contribute $1,700 and $1,300 each per year (Thomas). While most agree and 

understand that immigration spurs economics growth, quantifying long run growth as a net 

benefit does not answer the fiscal responsibility assumed in the short run nor is it so easy to 

quantify. 

 

 Some liberal groups only cite the Social Security Administration’s publication showing a 

net surplus of payments from undocumented immigrants. While it is true that undocumented 

immigrants contributed a surplus of $12 billion to the Social Security Administration, it does not 

tell the whole story (Effects). Knowing that the IIRIRA outlaws undocumented immigrants from 

receiving social security benefits it should not be a surprise that these individuals are paying 

more in Social Security Taxes than they receive (Illegal). 

 

 My dissatisfaction with current quantifications of the short run financial burden of 

immigration led me to calculate the costs of undocumented immigrants independent of political 

bias. Using the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 to outline 

the benefits allotted to undocumented immigrants, Bipartisan Immigration Reports to collect 

estimates of the undocumented immigrant population, and Congressional Budget Reports to 

calculate the average cost of each immigrant, I found a moderate answer to a daunting question. 

How Many Illegal Immigrants are in the US  

 The Pew Research Center, a bipartisan think tank in Washington DC, estimates the 

American population of undocumented aliens to be rather flat since 2009 (Pew). Their most 



 

 

recent estimate in 2016 counted 11.3 million undocumented migrants to be living in the United 

States, 3.4% of our total population (Mexican). 

What We Can Agree Upon 

 While cost estimates of undocumented migrants vary greatly, most everyone can agree 

that undocumented immigrants consume a net positive amount of benefits in the short run. Some 

groups argue that if the economic benefits of immigration were included, the benefits of 

undocumented immigration would outweigh their toll on government, but the economic growth 

resulting from immigration is difficult to measure over the life of an immigrant. 

 

 For the sake of accuracy in measuring the fiscal impact of immigration, the non-monetary 

contributions of aliens over an extended period of time will not be considered. We will instead 

consider the cost of benefits allotted to and expensed by undocumented immigrants. 

 

 As outlined by the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 

1996, it has been determined that the social benefits available to undocumented aliens can be 

simplified into two categories: emergency healthcare and education (Illegal). 

The Cost of Education 

As we determine the cost of educating undocumented immigrants we should consider the 

following variables that result in a range of estimations. 

 

● Undocumented immigrants cost 20% to 40% more to educate than native born citizens 

attributed to the cost of working with their language barrier (Impact).  

● The cost of educating undocumented immigrants is unevenly distributed across states 

based on their immigrant population. 75% of all undocumented aliens are said to be 

housed in the states of California, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Texas 

(Impact). The costs of educating aliens is also dependent on the amount of money each 

state spends per student.  

● Unauthorized immigrants represent almost 4 percent of the overall school-age population 

(Impact) (Elementary and Secondary Enrollment).  



 

 

 

The Department of Education's estimates the cost of educating a single student to be 

$10,600 a year (NCES). Knowing that undocumented students cost about 30% more to educate 

than native students, it can be estimated that the US spends $24.8 billion each year to educate 1.8 

million undocumented students. 

The Cost of HealthCare  

 In 2016 the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services reported Medicare spending to 

be $672.1 billion (CMS). As reported by the Congressional Budget Office, undocumented aliens 

accounted for less than 1% of Medicaid health expenses or less than $6.7 billion annually 

(Impact). 

Total Estimate 

 Between emergency Medicare and education, undocumented aliens cost the US roughly 

$30 billion per year in the welfare they are allotted by the IIRIRA. 
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