
The Unauthorized Immigrant Workforce and Idaho’s Economy 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report describes Idaho’s unauthorized workforce and how their work, spending and 
taxes relate to Idaho’s economy.  

The University of Idaho James A. and Louise McClure Center for Public Policy Research 
examined existing data and research on unauthorized immigrants, both nationally and in 
Idaho. The most recent data on the number of unauthorized immigrants in the United 
States and Idaho are from 2021, with more detailed data only available for earlier years.1  

This report summarizes conclusions from existing data and does not update estimates or 
collect new quantitative data. It integrates perspectives and up-to-date information on 
Idaho’s unauthorized workforce from Idaho professionals in agriculture, dairy and 
hospitality industries.  

The McClure Center conducts independent, evidence-based research. Publications contain 
no policy recommendations. 

KEY FINDINGS FOR IDAHO 

The population of unauthorized immigrants in Idaho remained stable from 2005 to 
2021. 
There were approximately 35,000 unauthorized immigrants in Idaho in 2021.2 This number 
is the same as in 2005.3 More than half of unauthorized immigrants in Idaho remain for at 
least 16 years.4 This is the longest length of stay in the nation.5 

Unauthorized immigrant workers contribute to Idaho’s economy by meeting labor 
needs in Idaho industries. 
Finding workers is a key concern for Idaho businesses today.6 In Idaho, 86% of 
unauthorized immigrants are working.7 This is higher than the national average of 74%.8 In 
Idaho, most unauthorized immigrants work in agriculture, construction and service 
industries.9 Idaho industry professionals report that in agriculture, dairy and hospitality 
industries, businesses employ unauthorized workers to meet their labor needs because 
authorized workers cannot be found. They also report that businesses adapt to lack of 
workers by foregoing business growth opportunities, cutting back production or even 
closing. Such decisions can have a detrimental effect on the economy.  
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Unauthorized immigrant workers contribute to Idaho’s economy through their 
spending.  
Unauthorized immigrant workers’ spending, like all consumer spending, ripples through 
Idaho’s economy by supporting jobs and stimulating additional spending. Recent estimates 
of unauthorized immigrants’ contribution to Idaho’s economy through their labor and 
subsequent spending are unavailable, but are likely in the billions of dollars and tens of 
thousands of jobs.10  

Unauthorized immigrants pay taxes and are ineligible for most taxpayer-funded 
programs. 
Unauthorized immigrants in Idaho pay income, sales and other taxes.11 Unauthorized 
immigrants are ineligible for most public programs that are funded by tax dollars, including 
housing and food assistance programs, Medicaid and subsidized health insurance.12  

The precise fiscal impact of unauthorized immigrants to the state of Idaho is not 
known. 
The fiscal impact, or the difference between unauthorized immigrants’ tax contributions 
and their public expenditures, has not been precisely quantified for Idaho. Where federal 
law requires services to be provided to everyone regardless of immigration status,13 federal 
programs may partially or fully offset the cost to Idaho of fulfilling these requirements.14  
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