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Protect Immigrant Access to Programs Necessary for the Protection of

Life and Safety
The Women’s Policy Group opposes efforts to prohibit undocumented people from receiving public services. Several pieces of pending legislation attempt to restrict access to public benefits, state contracts, health care and public education. In particular, Senate Bill 529 requires all state agencies to verify legal status of applicants for public benefits. 

Access to community programs necessary for the protection of life and safety will be limited. Under the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act passed by Congress in 1996 some categories of services are exempt from immigration status verification. These include access to crisis counseling and intervention programs, child protection services, and community food banks. Medical and public health services, such as the treatment and prevention of diseases and injuries do not require verification of legal status. 

Mandatory status verification creates a climate of fear. State law requiring anyone over 18 interested in applying for public benefits or services show an approved document will discourage families from accessing needed services. Eligible immigrants and citizens who live in families that include immigrants are afraid that if they apply for assistance, the benefits agency will report information to the INS. 

Removing the restrictions on public benefits in §6 resolves this issue. Federal law already prohibits unqualified aliens from receiving most public benefits with exceptions for emergency medical care, public health services, and programs, services, or assistance necessary for the protection of life or safety.

Immigration is a federal issue for Congress to decide. State legislation burdening healthcare providers with a new procedure for verifying status only further taxes an already stretched healthcare delivery system.
Children in mixed status households will suffer. Among families with an undocumented parent, two-thirds include children born in the U.S. These children have all the same rights and privileges of any child, even though the parents do not. Erecting barriers to access that have the effect of depriving citizen children of food stamps or basic healthcare services they are otherwise eligible to receive because of their parent’s legal status is unfair.

Limiting immigrant access to public services and benefits has far reaching implications. Estimates indicate Georgia’s undocumented immigrant population consists of approximately 228,000 – 250,000 people. Contrary to public perception, women make up 41% of the adult undocumented population— a population estimated at 93,480 – 102,5000 in this state. Children in immigrant families represent a growing share of the population and are more likely to be poor. Twenty-seven percent of young children of immigrants live in poverty, compared to about one fifth (19 percent) of other American young children.

SOURCES: Passel, Jeffrey S. Unauthorized Migrants: Numbers and Characteristics. Pew Hispanic Center. June 14, 2005. Retrieved from www.pewhispanic.org. National Conference of State Legislatures, Immigration Summary. 2/2/06 retrieved from Immigrant Policy Project website: www.ncsl.org/programs/immig. Capps, Randy. The Health and Well-Being of Young Children of Immigrants. 2005.  Holzer, Harry J. Testimony to the Cmte. on Education & the Workforce, U.S. House of Representatives. Nov. 16, 2005. www.urban.org.  Coffey, Sarah Beth. Undocumented Immigrants in Georgia: Tax Contribution and Fiscal Concerns. Georgia Budget & Policy Institute. Jan. 2006. www.gbpi.org/pubs-revenue.htm.
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