May 2014
May 2012

Ensuring California’s Future by
Insuring California’s Undocumented

Why Excluding Undocumented Californians
from the Affordable Care Act Hurts All of Us
By Enrico Marcelli, Manuel Pastor, and Steve Wallace

Contents
Introduction

1

How does the ACA exclude some
Californians?

2

Undocumented Californians:
Geography, economics, and medical
insurance coverage

3

How expanded access to insurance

4

our communities
Making it real: Effectively reaching
undocumented Californians

5

Political considerations

5

End Notes

7

* This policy memo is based on a longer report to be released
by USC CSII in the summer of 2014. That report takes the form

immigrants in California, access to medical insurance, health
outcomes, the health policy landscape, and framing for policy
reform. Visit the CSII website at:
** Photo credits from cover:
2014.

2014.

Introduction
1

residents who are an important part of our economy and society are explicitly excluded: the undocumented.

way of good public policy design. The goal of this
may surface in the near future.

Californians because of policy design?
out of the reform?
How does access to medical insurance
impact undocumented Californians and the
state?

1

How does the ACA exclude some
Californians?
Undocumented immigrants are excluded from the
ACA and its medical insurance expansion programs.2

regardless of status.11 California also pays 100 percent
The
number of uninsured undocumented may be reduced
12

also excluded from all of these programs.4 In

uninsured.

Healthy Kids in San Francisco uses
The ACA will increase direct funding to Community
Health Centers, including designated Migrant Health
Centers on which immigrants rely, and other Federally federal or state programs, regardless of legal status.
14

6

is constant.

The State

although the threat of losing funding

7
8
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In
17

proposals deny access to public funding to insure the
9

informal labor markets where undocumented and
18

insurance access to all of its residents. The state has
10

is

indirect support of medical insurance for the
undocumented, State Senator Lara has proposed

19
20

it

income and property taxes.21 To get a sense of the

State.
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Undocumented Californians:
Geography, economics, and medical
insurance coverage
California has about 2.6 million undocumented
undocumented residents.22

of undocumented Californians in the workforce totals
Already, work and

children of undocumented parents are not excluded

24

Undocumented parents are less likely to access
programs where they fear their legal status will be
exposed.26
million children of undocumented parents, more than
27

undocumented Californians. The predominantly rural
that undocumented immigrants might be eager to

medical insurance was slightly lower than the state
28

So we know that extending insurance to
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How expanded access to insurance
communities
determinants of health,29 access to medical insurance

for the uninsured than the insured when they are
showing lower mortality rates.

families.

The

Although access to medical insurance does not
guarantee good health, most researchers agree that

health insurance and 79 percent indicated that the
case of a medical emergency. Indeed, the uninsured
than the insured.40
For example, mortality is higher
41

42

Finally, expanded access will be good for the state

Insuring all Californians will
44

into insurance pools. The success of medical
insurance programs depends on risk sharing, where a
cases.46 Undocumented Californians are younger and
47
and when
they do use medical care, their costs are lower than
U.S. residents.48

4

Making it real: Effectively reaching
undocumented Californians
from past experiences? In the early 2000s, the
Another important factor is fear: immigrants worry

California, one program of a few intended to

peak.49
recommends that agencies establish partnerships
The

To make any medical insurance program work,

eligible immigrant families feel more comfortable in
Undocumented immigrants rely
and
care, except in emergencies. Training for health
outreach to those groups will help close the gap.

Political considerations
of undocumented immigrants. For example, 86

60

subsidies under the ACA.62
undocumented immigrants.61

5

it hurts us in the future, and it makes us less prepared California has historically been a place of opportunity
and a place where new ideas are tested; a place
open hearts of the American people.
Such a reform is broadly popular and extending
health care to all could, with proper leadership and
framing, pass the test of public opinion as well.

the stability of health insurance access for all, but it

also be important for the country as a whole. Another
needs are going unaddressed. They remain under
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