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U nauthorized immigrants have become the modern day
pariahs. They are barred from programs like Medicare,

Medicaid, and even the newHealth InsuranceMarketplace, no
matter how long they have lived in the U.S., how sick or how
impoverished. Paradoxically, they make payments into Medi-
care, but are prohibited from eventually receiving Medicare
benefits. Part A of Medicare (the hospital component) is
f inanced by workers ’— including undocumented
workers’—payroll taxes, reserved in the Medicare Trust Fund
and paid out as Medicare benefits to elderly or disabled
beneficiaries. The government has acknowledged that undoc-
umented immigrants’ untapped contributions to the Social
Security Trust Fund, the counterpart to the Medicare fund,
prolong its solvency and sustain Social Security benefits for
retired citizens.1

Leah Zallman and her associates have estimated that unau-
thorized immigrants contributed a net surplus of $35 billion to
the Medicare Trust Fund, extending its solvency.2 They also
find that proposals to offer a pathway to citizenship for a
portion of the undocumented would continue to create a
generous surplus. Even though the new citizens could eventu-
ally become eligible for Medicare, legalization would increase

their earning power, thereby boosting their tax contributions to
the Medicare Trust Fund.
It has long been known that immigrants, including the unau-

thorized, use medical services sparingly and, contrary to popular
misconceptions, even use emergency departments less than
citizens,3 so tend to be less costly even when they are insured.
But ideological barriers have made it almost impossible to
overcome the political challenges needed to improve the condi-
tions for the undocumented, whether through legislation or
executive action. For now, unauthorized immigrants are likely
to remain in the shadows and reliant on the health care safety net.
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