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Immigrants pay taxes and make vital contributions to the United States.  Despite their hard 
work, low wages and inadequate employment benefits, they are not eligible for food stamps or 
other basic assistance on the same basis as United States citizens.   

■ Eligibility for food stamps is available only to U.S. citizens and certain lawfully 
present immigrants. 
• Undocumented immigrants are not, and never have been, eligible for food stamps. 
• In 1996, most immigrants were cut from the Food Stamp Program, including immigrants who 

had been living and working in the U.S. lawfully for many years.  Recognizing the severe 
harm caused by this policy, Congress enacted two laws (in 1998 and 2002) making some 
immigrants eligible for food stamps on the same basis as citizens. 

• However, special restrictions that apply only to immigrants remain:  Lawfully present 
immigrants generally cannot receive food stamps on the same basis as citizens until they have 
been in the country in a “qualified” immigrant status for five years.  There are a few narrow 
exceptions to this five-year waiting period, most notably for refugees and qualified immigrant 
children. 

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

headed by citizens.1 
• While foreign-born persons make up about 11 percent of the U.S. population, they comprise 

about one in four of all low-wage workers.2  
• Nearly half (48 percent) of all immigrant workers earn less than two times the minimum 

wage.3  
• Given the low wages earned by many newcomers to the U.S., noncitizens are almost twice as 

likely to be poor as citizens (22 percent compared to 12 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 the child of an immigrant.5 
• Noncitizens are almost twice as likely to be poor as citizens (21.6 percent compared to 

12.0 percent).6 
• Among children in two-parent families in 1999, those in immigrant families were three times 

as likely to be poor as those in native-born families.7 
• Over half (56 percent) of young, low-income children of immigrants live in families 

experiencing hunger or other food-related problems. 
 
 

 

 
NATIONAL 

IMMIGRATION 
LAW CENTER 
www.nilc.org 

3435 Wilshire Boulevard 
Suite 2850 
Los Angeles, CA 90010 
213 639-3900 
213 639-3911 fax 

1101 14th Street, NW 
Suite 410  
Washington, DC 20005 
202 216-0261 
202 216-0266 fax 

405 14th Street 
Suite 1400 
Oakland, CA 94612 
510 663-8282 
510 663-2028 fax 

 

LOS ANGELES (Headquarters) WASHINGTON, DC OAKLAND, CA 



Immigrants and the Food Stamp Program   |  PAGE 2 of 3 

 

• Most of these children are U.S. citizens:  Over three quarters (77 percent) of children in 
immigrant families are native-born U.S. citizen children.8  

• Immigrant children are twice as likely to live in families that spent more than half their 
income on rent or mortgage payments.9  

■ Yet immigrants are far less likely to receive food stamps than are citizens with 
similar incomes. 

• Even after the 2002 restorations, a disproportionately low number of immigrants receive food 
stamps.  While noncitizens represent approximately 8 percent of the U.S. population,10 less 
than 3 percent of all food stamp recipients are noncitizens.11 

• Eligible immigrants are less likely to use food stamps than eligible citizens.  In FY 2003, only 
47 percent of noncitizens eligible for food stamps participated in the program.  The overall 
food stamp participation rate among eligible individuals is 56 percent.12   

• Participation is similarly low among U.S. citizen children of immigrants.  While 74 percent of 
all eligible children participate in the Food Stamp Program, only 47 percent of eligible citizen 
children living with noncitizen adults participated in the program.13  Young low-income 
children of U.S.-born citizens are twice as likely to receive food stamps as are young low-
income children of immigrants.14   

■ Immigrants pay taxes, work hard, and make vital contributions to the United 
States and should not be subject to special restrictions that prevent them from 
securing basic food assistance when they need it. 

• Seventy-eight percent of all agricultural workers are immigrants.15  Basic decency requires 
that these workers who feed the nation’s families have enough food to ensure that their own 
families do not suffer from hunger. 

• According to the February 2005 Economic Report of the President, “summing up the 
economic benefits and costs of immigration shows that over time, the benefits of immigration 
exceed the costs.” 

■ There is broad, bipartisan consensus that the Food Stamp Program should 
serve both citizens and lawfully present 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 lawfully present immigrants in the 
Food Stamp Program and was a key supporter of restoring immigrants’ eligibility for food 
stamps in the 2002 Farm Bill.  Under the president’s administration, Food and Nutrition 
Services has engaged in targeted outreach aimed at welcoming immigrants back to the 
program.  

• Newt Gingrich, an architect of the 1996 welfare law, has stated that the restrictions on legal 
immigrants’ eligibility for food stamps were “one of the provisions [in the welfare law] that 
went too far.”16 

• An overwhelming majority of Americans polled believe that lawfully present immigrants 
should have the same access to public benefits as U.S. citizens, with very little difference in 
viewpoint between people who identified as Republican, Democrat, or independent.17 

_______________________________________ 
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