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Immigrants who are undocumented pay a share of sales, property, payroll, and income 
taxes that help support public services for all New Jersey residents. Nevertheless, 
undocumented workers and their families have been systematically excluded from many 
of the state and federal programs that they help fund, including unemployment 
insurance benefits.1 In the midst of a global pandemic, this exclusionary practice will 
only push immigrants who are undocumented further behind. Undocumented 
immigrants are not only disproportionately at risk of health impacts due to the 
coronavirus,2 but they are also overrepresented in the service sector industries at risk of 
the most job loss.3 In order for all New Jerseyans to recover from the current crisis, it is 
critical that lawmakers address barriers to relief and assistance for immigrants. Anything 
short of that will only deepen existing structural inequities and slow the state’s recovery.  
 
New Jersey is facing unprecedented job loss as a result of COVID-19,4 with 1.2 million 
claims for unemployment benefits since the onset of the pandemic.5 Unemployment 
insurance, which provides financial support to people who lose their jobs through no 
fault of their own, has been essential to helping New Jersey residents meet their 
financial obligations during this challenging time.6 Unemployment insurance systems, 
which are funded by unemployment insurance trust funds, are financed by a payroll tax 
that employers pay to state and federal governments on behalf of all workers.7 While 
considerable contributions to unemployment insurance funds are made based on the 
work of undocumented immigrants, these workers are ineligible8 to collect 
unemployment benefits.9 
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Over the past ten years, unemployment insurance taxes paid based on undocumented 
immigrants’ work in New Jersey added more than $1.36 billion to state and federal 
unemployment insurance trust funds, according to a recent analysis10 conducted by the 
Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy and the Fiscal Policy Institute.11 In addition to 
contributions to unemployment insurance taxes, undocumented immigrants pay sales 
taxes, income taxes, and other taxes. Overall, New Jersey residents who are 
undocumented contribute approximately $587 million in state and local taxes each 
year.12  
 
While many undocumented immigrants experience the same health and employment 
challenges resulting from COVID-19 as other workers, the vast majority of 
undocumented immigrants also face barriers to other forms of relief. For example, while 
federal lawmakers made stimulus payments available to most residents earning under 
$99,000 through the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, 
taxpayers who filed using an Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) were 
intentionally excluded from this form of relief. As a result, an estimated 686,000 New 
Jersey residents, including immigrant workers and their family members, many of whom 
are U.S. citizens, were ineligible for these stimulus payments.13 Undocumented 
immigrants are also generally ineligible for safety net programs, such as food 
assistance under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), cash 
assistance through Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), General 
Assistance, and most forms of public health insurance such as Medicaid.14 
 
Philanthropic and grassroots organizations have taken emergency steps to address 
critical gaps in federal and state government responses by creating or contributing to 
pandemic relief funds.15 Although these funds are helpful, these efforts are limited and 
are far from the scale of resources needed to address the current crisis. Rather than 
shifting the responsibility of responding to structural inequities onto individuals, 
lawmakers should take action to address gaps they helped create. One example of 
such action is proposed state legislation, S2480, which would provide a one-time 
payment to certain New Jersey residents who pay taxes using an ITIN.16 While this is an 
important step and would benefit up to 35,000 residents — or one quarter of ITIN 
holders — this bill alone will not meet the needs of New Jersey’s immigrant families, 
many of whom are now in their third month without relief.17 In addition, the maximum 
amount that would be provided per taxpayer in this proposal is still less than the amount 
afforded to most New Jersey residents through other forms of relief, including the 
stimulus payments and unemployment insurance.18  
 
While the federal government has intentionally excluded immigrants who are 
undocumented from many forms of relief, New Jersey lawmakers have the opportunity 
to take responsibility for the health and safety of all of the state’s residents, regardless 
of immigration status. One concrete way to address gaps in response to the pandemic 
is to create a program for undocumented immigrants excluded from unemployment 
insurance, by way of providing weekly benefits similar to those afforded to other 
unemployed New Jerseyans. The cost of a program parallel to unemployment insurance 
would depend on the unemployment and participation rates. While the unemployment 
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rate in New Jersey is 15.3 percent19, many unemployed immigrants who are 
undocumented may be hesitant to access this type of program due to the chilling effect 
of anti-immigrant policies.20 If, for example, 10 percent of the state’s 344,000 
undocumented workers in the labor force in New Jersey21 accessed a benefit 
comparable to what other unemployed New Jerseyans receive on average each week 
— the average weekly unemployment benefit in New Jersey in 2019 was $461.5322 — 
the cost would be approximately $69 million per month. 
 
New Jersey could further address gaps in the federal government’s pandemic response 
by establishing a state program that mirrors the Federal Pandemic Unemployment 
Compensation (FPUC), but is available to all workers, regardless of their documentation 
status. Under the CARES Act, FPUC, which went into effect in April and is set to expire 
at the end of July, provides an additional $600 weekly benefit to workers who are 
collecting unemployment insurance.23 If 10 percent of undocumented immigrants in the 
workforce accessed the program weekly, the cost would be $89 million per month, and 
$358 million for a four month period.  
 
While low-wage workers face disproportionate health and economic consequences from 
the coronavirus pandemic without benefiting from the systems they help fund, many of 
the wealthiest corporations and individuals are profiting from the current crisis.24 Not 
only have the fortunes of many of the wealthiest increased during the pandemic, but 
those who are the most well-off also pay a disproportionately small amount in taxes.25 
Rather than compounding wealth inequality by giving state resources to those who do 
not need them, New Jersey has the opportunity to create programs and policies that 
reflect the state’s values.  
 
Investing in the health and well-being of New Jersey’s families and workers — who 
have been paying into and yet are excluded from systems that provide relief and 
support — would not only promote the safety and well-being of these workers and their 
families, but also strengthen the state’s recovery from the current pandemic. By 
addressing gaps and inequities in responses to the current crisis, lawmakers can better 
protect the health and wellbeing of all New Jerseyans. 
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