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LITTLE ROCK - Arkansas legislators have begun work on illegal immigration - a difficult issue that is likely to generate headlines in the 2009 regular session.
The Senate Committee on State Agencies and Governmental Affairs is tallying up the cost of providing state services to immigrants, both legal and illegal. Education officials reported that it costs about $154 million to teach public school students who are children of immigrants, but they don't know what percentage of those students have legal status.
 Prison officials said it costs about $1.8 million to securely house 158 inmates who are undocumented aliens.

The Department of Community Correction, which has jurisdiction over less serious offenders, has 11 illegal aliens and 22 legal aliens in its residential facilities. The cost of housing them is almost $900,000. In addition, the department supervises 178 legal aliens who are on parole or probation, as well as 283 illegal aliens.

The State Agencies Committee will meet again soon to hear reports on the cost of providing health care and human services to immigrants.

Legislators are working on the issue well in advance of the next regular session for several reasons. First of all, the number of immigrants in Arkansas is growing rapidly. Secondly, surrounding states have passed laws on immigration and there is concern that Arkansas may become a haven for illegal aliens unless we too enact immigration laws.

Since 1990, Arkansas is first in the United States in the increase in the number of immigrants. 
According to the federal census and several research reports presented to the State Agencies Committee, about 4 percent of the people living in Arkansas are immigrants. The total state population is 2.7 million and about 100,000 are immigrants.
The majority are from Mexico and Latin America, but a third of our immigrants are from other places in the world - 18 percent are from Asia, 12 percent are from Europe and 3 percent are from Africa.

Nationwide, about 51 percent of immigrants are illegal or undocumented. There are numerous types of immigration, therefore foreign-born people in Arkansas fall into numerous categories of legal status. Some have become U.S. citizens, some have become resident aliens. Some have temporary permits and some have applied for political asylum. 

Many have no documentation at all, or else they have purchased fake documents. Some have stayed in the United States longer than allowed under temporary visas. 

Calculating the financial impact of immigration is complicated by several factors. It is difficult to measure how much in taxes is paid by illegal aliens, compared to those who live and work here legally.
Another complicating factor is the economic impact of immigrants, especially low-wage workers from Mexico and Central America. One justification for hiring immigrants is that they are willing to do many jobs that Americans will not take. Therefore, solving the issue of immigration reform will be linked to efforts to reform welfare, so that more Arkansans become part of the work force.
Earlier this year the legislature passed Act 545, which excludes migrant farm workers from minimum wage and overtime laws. Also, the legislator passed Act 157 to prohibit state agencies from contracting with companies that hire illegal immigrants.
