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mmigrants pay more than their fair share of taxes and make vital contributions to the United 
States.  Despite their hard work and the fact that their wages are often low, immigrants are not 
eligible for food stamps or other basic safety-net services on the same basis as U.S. citizens.  

■ Food stamps are available only to U.S. citizens and limited categories of lawfully 
residing immigrants. 
• Undocumented immigrants are not, and never have been, eligible for food stamps. 
• In 1996, most lawfully residing immigrants were cut from the Food Stamp Program, including 

many immigrants who had been living and working in the U.S. for several years.  Recognizing 
the severe inequity and harm caused by this policy, Congress enacted two bills (in 1998 and 
2002) restoring eligibility for some categories of  immigrants. 

• However, most lawfully residing adults cannot receive food stamps on the same basis as 
citizens until they have been in the U.S. in a specified “qualified” immigrant status for 
five years.   

■ Noncitizens work at the same rate as U.S. citizens but are twice as likely to be 
poor, in part because they work predominantly in low-wage jobs. 
• Households headed by noncitizens are just as likely to have a full-time worker as households 

headed by citizens.1 
• Immigrants make up 11 percent of U.S. residents but represent 20 percent of low-wage 

workers.2  
• Nearly half (48 percent) of all immigrant workers earn less than two times the minimum wage.3  
• Because many newcomers earn low wages, noncitizens are twice as likely to be poor as foreign-

born naturalized citizens (10.4 compared to 20.4 percent).4  

■ As a result, children in immigrant households suffer more from economic hardship 
and food insecurity than other children. 
• One in four low-income children is a child of an immigrant.5  
• Over half (56 percent) of young6 low-income children of immigrants live in families 

experiencing hunger or other food-related problems.7 
• Most of these children are U.S. citizens:  80 percent of children in immigrant families are U.S.-

born citizen children.8 

Facts updated by Anyu Fang, Emerson Hunger Fellow 2007. 
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■ Yet immigrants are far less likely to receive food stamps than citizens with similar 

incomes. 
• Even after the 2002 restorations, a disproportionately low number of immigrants receive food 

stamps.  While noncitizens represent 8.8 percent of the U.S. population,9 only 4 percent of all 
food stamp recipients are noncitizens.10 

• Eligible immigrants are less likely than eligible citizens to use food stamps.  In FY 2004, only 
42 percent of noncitizens eligible for food stamps participated in the program.  The overall food 
stamp participation rate among eligible individuals is 60 percent.11   

• Participation is similarly low among U.S. citizen children of immigrants.  While 82 percent of 
all eligible children participate in the Food Stamp Program, only 52 percent of eligible citizen 
children living with noncitizen adults participated in the program.12  Young low-income 
children of U.S.-born citizens are twice as likely to receive food stamps as their counterparts in 
immigrant families.13   

■ Immigrants pay taxes, work hard, and make vital contributions to the U. S.; they 
should not be subject to special restrictions on basic food assistance. 
• Seventy-eight percent of all agricultural workers are immigrants.14  Basic decency requires that 

these workers who feed the nation’s families have enough food for their own families. 
• According to the February 2005 Economic Report of the President, “a comprehensive 

accounting of the benefits and costs of immigration shows that the benefits of immigration 
exceed the costs.”15 

• Recent immigration has benefited U.S.-born workers and consumers; research has shown that 
“the complementary nature of the skills, occupations, and abilities of foreign-born workers 
increases the productivity of natives, stimulates investment, and enhances the choices available 
to consumers.”16 

■ There is broad, bipartisan consensus that the Food Stamp Program should serve 
both citizens and lawfully residing immigrants. 
• The 2002 Farm Bill, which restored food stamp eligibility to many immigrants, passed with 

strong bipartisan support. 
• The Bush administration has championed inclusion of immigrants in the Food Stamp Program 

and was a key supporter of restoring immigrants’ eligibility for food stamps in the 2002 Farm 
Bill.   

• Newt Gingrich, an architect of the 1996 welfare law, has stated that the restrictions on 
immigrants’ eligibility for food stamps were “one of the provisions [in the welfare law] that 
went too far.”17 

• An overwhelming majority of Americans believe that immigrants who are in the U.S. lawfully 
should have the same access to public benefits as U.S. citizens, and on this issue there is very 
little difference in viewpoint among Republicans, Democrats, and independents.18 

_______________________________________ 
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