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rather than the number of completed cases since all filings require handling even if they 
are not completed. This lowers the average cost per proceeding, thereby ensuring the most 
conservative estimate.42

The number of proceedings used in the calculation does not equal the number of people 
removed because some cases require more than one proceeding and some prosecutions 
are not successful. There also were 26,656 voluntary departures in FY 2008 after proceed-
ings were initiated. The cost per proceeding ($817) was determined by dividing the FY 
2008 appropriated amount of $238.32 million by the 291,781 proceedings.

The $817 cost estimate for one proceeding was applied to 8.64 million people to reach the 
total of a little more than $7 billion. This assumes that a removal can be achieved with only 
one proceeding even though it took, on average, two proceedings to achieve one removal 
in FY 2008. For purposes of this paper, the more conservative estimate of one hearing per 
undocumented immigrant was used. 

The cost of transportation

Undocumented immigrants who have been apprehended, detained, and then legally 
processed must be moved out of the United States to complete the deportation process. 
Transportation costs include surface and air transportation to deport undocumented 
immigrants to their source countries.

The vast majority of individuals who would be put in to removal proceedings would eventu-
ally require transport out of the country, but some would be eligible for and would accept a 

“voluntary departure order.” That legal mechanism provides the immigrant more flexibility 
and time to prepare to move from the country but requires them to pay their own way. 

In FY�2008,�around 28 percent of removals were accomplished through voluntary depar-
ture orders.43 These orders are issued to certain undocumented immigrants who, after 
being arrested, are determined to satisfy certain legal criteria and who elect to voluntarily 
return to their home country within a short period. That allows the U.S. government to 
avoid picking up the transportation tab. We assume a similar percentage of the processed 
population will receive voluntary departure under a deportation program and accord-
ingly, we reduce the population requiring government transportation by an additional 
28 percent. We estimate that the total population who will require government transport 
is�6.22 million.

The transportation of 6.22 million undocumented immigrants under a deportation sce-
nario would be a massive undertaking because they arrive in the United States from all 
over the world (see map).
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Five-year total

As such, on top of the $200 billion cost of removing all current undocumented immi-
grants, the government would be required to expend an additional $85 billion ($17 bil-
lion per year for five years) over that same five-year period. Hence, the sum of the 
five-year immigration enforcement costs under a mass deportation strategy comes to a 
grand total of $285 billion (see Figure 7).

Five-year ongoing enforcement costs

$85 billion

Cost to remove 8.64 million 

people over five years

$200 billion
Total five-year cost

$285 billion
FY 2010 Immigration and  

Customs Enforcement-Customs  

and Border Protection budget

$17.1 billion
Annual estimated recurring ICE and 

CBP budget (Adjusted to 2008 dollars)

$16.99 billion

Source: Calculations based on the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security FY 2008.

Figure 7

Five-year enforcement costs under mass total deportation strategy
Costs assume 20 percent voluntary departures
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Seeking sensible solutions

The undeniable conclusion from these findings is that the federal price tag to deport all 
undocumented immigrants currently in the United States is prohibitive. The operational 
feasibility of such a massive effort is dubious at best. It would require an unprecedented 
deployment of resources, and the problems currently plaguing our detention system and 
immigration courts would be exacerbated in the extreme and would likely precipitate 
widespread human rights and due process violations.

Moreover, a mass deportation strategy would have a crippling impact on economic 
growth.54 The exorbitant direct costs of such a strategy detailed in this report should be 
the final nail in the coffin of a moribund idea.

Notwithstanding the fact that some members of Congress and many other advocates are 
actually calling for mass deportation,55 some immigration restrictionists complain that 
the argument against mass deportation is a straw man. These individuals claim that their 
proposal is more humane and less costly and they call it deportation through attrition: 
make life hard enough for undocumented workers through heavy-handed enforcement 
that people simply pack their bags and leave the country.

It should be absolutely clear, however, that the attrition strategy is nothing more than 
a thinly veiled variation on mass deportation. The basic premise of this idea is that the 
United States can and should implement a national policy that will drive nearly 11 million 
undocumented immigrants and millions more of their U.S. family members out of the 
country. The devastating economic impact and crushing fiscal burden of such a strategy 
would be indistinguishable from the mass deportation proposal outlined in this report.

It is time to heed the public’s call for tough, fair, and practical solutions with a compre-
hensive immigration reform program that treats immigration as a national resource to be 
managed and embraced. That program should require strong enforcement measures at 
the border and at the worksite to control illegal immigration and expose employers who 
hire undocumented workers and exploit them. If we deal pragmatically with the fact that 
5 percent of the U.S. labor force is undocumented and that families will go to great lengths 
to cross the border to be reunited, we will have in place flexible immigration channels and 
an end to futile discussions about deporting millions of people from the United States.
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But enforcement alone will not drive down undocumented immigration, as evidenced by 
the hard facts about the current legal status of undocumented immigrants in the United 
States—facts that our progressive vision of reform confronts directly, humanely, and with 
an eye on building a better and more prosperous America in the 21 century in the same 
way we have done for more than 400 years.

Most of the 10.8 million undocumented immigrants currently in the United States have 
been in the country for a long time, are intimately integrated into local communities, and 
reside across large geographic areas. Many also have native-born U.S.-citizen children or 
spouses. Consider that:

•	 Almost two-thirds of undocumented immigrants (63 percent) came to the United 
States before 2000—19 percent during the 1980s, 44 percent during the 1990s, and 37 
percent after 2000.

•	 Forty-three percent of undocumented immigrants live in states outside of the traditional 
immigrant states of California, Texas, Florida, New York, and Illinois—an indication 
that undocumented immigrants are settling in nontraditional immigrant regions.56

•	 Seventy-three percent of the children of undocumented immigrant parents are U.S. citi-
zens by birth.57 Deportation would mean taking away one or both parents of 4 million 
citizen children with unacceptable and incalculable social consequences.

Sen. John McCain (R-AZ) finds this last set of facts particularly pertinent to the immigration 
debate. When asked during an earlier debate over comprehensive immigration reform and 
American-born children of undocumented immigrants, he remarked on the Senate floor:

What shall we do with these Americans—and they are Americans by virtue of their 
birth here—when we deport their parents? Shall we build a lot of new orphanages? 
Find adoptive parents for them? Deny their citizenship and ship them back, too? We 
all know we aren’t going to find and deport so many millions and suffer the dislocation 
and agonizing moral dilemmas that such an impossible task would engender. So let’s be 
honest about that, shall we?58

As Sen. McCain argued back then, the logical solution for the immigration challenge is a 
comprehensive plan that combines tighter border and interior enforcement with a pro-
gram that would require undocumented immigrants to come forward, pass background 
checks, and gain legal status by meeting certain requirements such as learning English and 
paying back taxes and fines. Comprehensive immigration reform must create a visa system 
that is fair and flexible and can adjust to the needs of the U.S. economy and families.

History shows that not even the hellish Arizona desert will deter immigrants seeking work 
when the U.S. demand for labor is high. “The existing border fortifications do not keep 
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undocumented migrants out of the United States,” notes Wayne Cornelius, director emeritus 
of the Center for Comparative Immigration Studies at the University of California in San 
Diego. “Not even half are being apprehended on any given trip to the border, and of those 
who are apprehended, the success rate on the second or third try is upwards of 95 percent.” 
Cornelius has studied the migration patterns of thousands of undocumented immigrants 
from various parts of Mexico who tried and succeeded in entering the country.59

The United States experienced substantial increases in the total number of undocumented 
immigrants between 2000 and 2006 but that number began dropping in 2007, coinciding 
with the start of a crippling economic recession and the drop in demand for immigrant 
labor (see Figure 6).60 Once the economy rebounds and demand for workers eventually 
expands, undocumented immigrants seeking work will likely create new pressures on 
border and worksite enforcement efforts if we do not reform our current policies today.

Even if we were to continue high levels of border and interior enforcement funding, future 
flows of undocumented immigrants cannot be completely prevented under current immi-
gration laws using an enforcement-only strategy. As described above, the federal govern-
ment would have to spend substantial additional monies—conservatively projected to be 
$17 billion annually—to prevent undocumented immigrants from entering the United 
States, track down those who make it in, and identify and remove persons who overstay 
their valid entry visas.

Instead of searching for and deporting undocumented immigrants at an astronomical cost, 
the taxpayers and the nation will enjoy greater benefits from a 21st century immigration 
system that drives workers needed by the U.S. economy into legal channels.61
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