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The findings of this study indicate that future levels of immigration will have a significant impact on efforts to
reduce global CO2 emissions. Immigration to the United States significantly increases world-wide CO2 emissions
because it transfers population from lower-polluting parts of the world to the United States, which is a higherpolluting country. On average immigrants increase their emissions four-fold by coming to America.
Among the findings:
•

The estimated CO2 emissions of the average immigrant (legal or illegal) in the United States are 18
percent less than those of the average native-born American.

•

However, immigrants in the United States produce an estimated four times more CO2 in the United
States as they would have in their countries of origin.

•

U.S. immigrants produce an estimated 637 million metric tons of CO2 emissions annually — equal to
Great Britain and Sweden combined.

•

The estimated 637 tons of CO2 U.S. immigrants produce annually is 482 million tons more than they
would have produced had they remained in their home countries.

•

If the 482 million ton increase in global CO2 emissions caused by immigration to the United States were
a separate country, it would rank 10th in the world in emissions.

•

The impact of immigration to the United States on global emissions is equal to approximately 5 percent
of the increase in annual world-wide CO2 emissions since 1980.

•

Of the CO2 emissions caused by immigrants, 83 percent is estimated to come from legal immigrants and
17 percent from illegal immigrants.

•

Legal immigrants have a much larger impact because they have higher incomes and resulting emissions,
and they are more numerous than illegal immigrants.

•

The above figures do not include the impact of children born to immigrants in the United States. If they
were included, the impact would be much higher.

•

Assuming no change in U.S. immigration policy, 30 million new legal and illegal immigrants are expected
to settle in the United States in the next 20 years.

•

In recent years, increases in U.S. CO2 emissions have been driven entirely by population increases as per
capita emissions have stabilized.

Leon Kolankiewicz is an environmental scientist, planner, and consultant whose work has included analyses of the environmental

impacts of alternative energy technologies, including their greenhouse gas emissions. Steven A. Camarota is the Director of Research
at the Center for Immigration Studies.
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Introduction

population grew by an almost identical amount. This
is powerful direct evidence that increases in U.S. CO2
emissions are driven by population increases as per capita
emissions have stabilized.7 Adding more people to the
United States, at least recently, has meant a proportional
increase in emissions.

The small body of research on immigration’s
environmental impact in the United States has tended
to focus on the effects of the population growth induced
by immigrants and their U.S.-born offspring on the
U.S. environment alone.1 In contrast, the present
study attempts to quantify the direct contribution of
immigrants in the United States to growing U.S. and
global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. Since American
emissions per capita are much higher than almost all of
the immigrant-sending countries, immigration to the
United States has significant implications for worldwide emissions.
Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the most
important of which is CO2 , raise the concentration of
these gases in the earth’s atmosphere. Most scientists
think this increase is causing average global temperatures
to rise. There is concern that warming in turn may trigger
far-reaching, long-term effects on the Earth’s climate and
biosphere, and consequently, on human civilization.2
Thus, the impact of U.S. immigration on annual CO2
emissions is an important research question.

Comparing U.S. Emissions to
Immigrant-Sending Countries

U.S. Population Growth Drives
Increasing CO2 Emissions

The large population and comparative prosperity of
the United States are underpinned by the consumption
of fossil fuels on a prodigious scale. In one year alone
(2006), Americans burned 1.1 billion tons of coal, 7.6
billion barrels of petroleum, and 21.6 trillion cubic feet
of natural gas.3
A fundamental consequence of the combustion
of coal, oil, and natural gas to generate electricity, run
cars, and heat homes is the release of CO2 into the
atmosphere.4 Total U.S. emissions of CO2 have been
the highest in the world for many years — until just
recently. It now appears that in 2006 China surpassed
the United States in annual CO2 emissions.5 However,
the United States still leads the world’s largest economies
in per capita emissions. China’s annual per capita CO2
emissions in 2005 were just four tons, below the global
average and only one-fifth of America’s per capita
emissions of 20 tons.6
In recent years U.S. per capita CO2 emissions
have held steady and the rise in overall U.S. emissions
is entirely due to population growth. The link between
population and CO2 emissions is shown in a 2002 study
that found GHG emissions in the United States from
fossil fuel combustion grew by almost 13 percent from
1990 to 2000. Over the same time period, the U.S.



Research by the Center for Immigration Studies, the
Pew Hispanic Center, and the Census Bureau shows
that new immigration and births to immigrants are
the determinate factors in future U.S. population
growth. Immigration is now the driving force behind
continued U.S. population growth, accounting directly
(immigration itself ) and indirectly (through births to
immigrants) for at least three-quarters of our annual
increase of three million residents. The Center for
Immigration Studies has projected that if the current
level of (legal and illegal) immigration continues, the
U.S. population will grow from 300 million in 2007 to
468 million by 2060. Longer-range projections done by
the Census Bureau show a U.S. population by 2100 of
between 571 million and 1.18 billion using the Bureau’s
middle or high range immigration scenario. 8 The U.S.
population would grow some even without immigration,
but there is no question that immigration is the primary
reason the U.S. population continues to increase by
about three million each year.
Of course, if immigrants had remained in their
home counties they would still have produced some
CO2, but as we will see, their output would have been
a great deal less because immigration represents a largescale population transfer from the less consuming, less
industrialized, and less CO2 emitting parts of the world
to one of the highest consuming, most industrialized,
high CO2 emitting parts of the world — the United
States. Table 1 compares per capita CO2 emissions in the
United States with per capita CO2 emissions in the top25 immigrant-sending countries.
Table 1 shows extreme variability in per capita
CO2 emission rates from country to country. More
developed countries of origin — such as Canada,
European countries, and Japan — have higher annual
per capita CO2 emissions, though with the exception of
Canada, even the industrialized countries such as Great
Britain, Germany, and Italy all have much lower per
capita emissions than the United States. Less-developed
countries from Asia and Latin America, which are the
primary immigrant-sending counties, have much lower
annual per capita CO2 emissions than does the United
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States. The most extreme example, Haiti, has a per capita
CO2 emissions rate of barely more than 1/100 that of
the United States. In contrast, Canada’s per capita CO2
emissions are comparable to America’s, which is not
surprising considering the similarly large size and
advanced level of development of this neighboring
North American country.

What is most important about the table is that
it shows that almost all of the top immigrant-sending
countries to the United States have dramatically lower
CO2 emissions per capita. By and large, people who
migrate to the United States aspire to improve their
material standard of living, and as noted above, this
generally entails a higher level of energy consumption
and, thus, CO2 emissions. If Table 1
indicated that U.S. CO2 emissions per
capita were lower or even the same as the
Table 1. Carbon Dioxide Emissions per Capita from Fossil
primary immigrant-sending countries,
Fuel Consumption: Comparison Between U.S. and Top-25
it is likely that immigration to the
Countries of Origin of Immigrants in the U.S.
United States would have little or no
effect on world-wide GHG emissions,
Annual CO2 Emissions
U.S. CO2 Emissions per
although total U.S. emissions would
per Capita (Metric Tons Capita/Sending Country CO2
still rise dramatically. But, in fact, the
Country
per Person, 2005)a
Emissions per Capita (2005)
United States has much higher per
capita CO2 emissions — five times
United States
20.14
1.0 x
higher — than the world average (20
Mexico
3.75
5.4 x
b
vs. four metric tons annually). As a
China
4.07
4.9 x
result, immigration to the United
India
1.07
18.8 x
States has significant implications for
Philippines
0.89
22.6 x
Vietnam
0.96
21.0 x
world-wide CO2 emissions.
El Salvador
Cuba
Former USSRc
Korea
Dominican Republic
Canada
Guatemala
Colombia
United Kingdom
Jamaica
Germany
Haiti
Honduras
Poland
Italy
Ecuador
Iran
Peru
Brazil
Japan

0.92
2.91
11.88
10.27
1.95
19.24
0.90
1.36
9.55
4.22
10.24
0.21
0.99
7.38
8.35
1.79
6.96
1.12
1.94
9.65

21.9 x
6.9 x
1.7 x
2.0 x
10.3 x
1.0 x
22.4 x
14.8 x
2.1 x
4.8 x
2.0 x
96.0 x
20.3 x
2.7 x
2.4 x
11.3 x
2.9 x
18.0 x
10.4 x
2.1 x

Notes: Top-25 countries of origin of immigrant population in the United
States, as listed in “Immigrants in the United States, 2007: A Profile of
America’s Foreign-Born Population.”9 Countries of origin are listed in order
of the size of their immigrant population in the United States. Per capita
CO2 emissions from U.S. Department of Energy, Energy Information
Administration, 2007.10
a
See endnote 10.
b
Does not include Taiwan or Hong Kong.
c
Includes Russia, Ukraine, Armenia, Lithuania, and other former Soviet
states.



Methodology for
Estimating Immigrant
CO2 Emissions

One obstacle to estimating annual
immigrant and native-born per capita
CO2 emission rates is that there are no
data that disaggregate rates of these
two population cohorts. For that
matter, there are also no data that
break down per capita CO2 emission
rates along other important categories
of the United States, such as by urban
vs. suburban vs. rural, rich vs. poor,
apartment dwellers vs. homeowners,
or by ethnic/racial origin. One way
around this absence of data is to use
annual income as a surrogate for
annual CO2 emissions. There is a
strong positive correlation between
income and CO2 emissions, especially
those associated with fossil fuel
consumption; that is, an increase in
income is associated with an increase,
though not necessarily a proportionate
increase, in carbon emissions.11
Higher-income Americans simply
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tend to consume more fossil energy than lower-income
Americans, such as by driving instead of taking the bus,
longer commutes to larger homes in distant suburbs
(large, detached dwellings that take more energy to heat
and cool), consuming more goods and services with
substantial energy “embodied” in their manufacture
production and delivery, taking more airline flights, etc.

Rather than assuming that all immigrants in
the United States have the same annual per capita CO2
emissions as native-born Americans or the average for the
United States as a whole, this study postulates a broad
correlation between a person’s annual income and his or
her annual CO2 emissions. This premise is explored and
supported by Table 2, which lists the per capita income
and per capita CO2 emissions for each of the 25 countries

Table 2. Comparison of per Capita Incomes and per Capita CO2 Emissions
Between U.S. and Top-25 Countries of Origin of Immigrants in the U.S.

Country

Purchasing Power
U.S. per Capita Purchasing
Parity: Gross National Power Parity/Sending Country
Income per Capita
per Capita Purchasing Power
(Dollars, 2005)a
Parity

United States
Mexico
Chinab
India
Philippines
Vietnam
El Salvador
Cuba
Former USSRd
Korea
Dominican Republic
Canada
Guatemala
Colombia
United Kingdom
Jamaica
Germany
Haiti
Honduras
Poland
Italy
Ecuador
Iran
Peru
Brazil
Japan

$41,950
$10,030
$6,600
$3,460
$5,300
$3,010
$5,120
$5,200 c
$10,640
$21,850
$7,150
$32,220
$4,410
$7,420
$32,690
$4,110
$29,210
$1,840
$2,900
$13,490
$28,840
$4,070
$8,050
$5,830
$8,230
$31,410

1.0 x
4.2 x
6.4 x
12.1 x
7.9 x
13.9 x
18.4 x
8.1 x
3.9 x
1.9 x
5.9 x
1.3 x
9.5 x
5.7 x
1.3 x
10.2 x
1.4 x
22.8 x
14.5 x
3.1 x
1.5 x
10.3 x
5.2 x
7.2 x
5.1 x
1.3 x

U.S. CO2 Emissions per
Capita/Sending Country
CO2 Emissions per Papita
(2005)
1.0 x
5.4 x
4.9 x
18.8 x
22.6 x
21.0 x
21.9 x
6.9 x
1.7 x
2.0 x
10.3 x
1.0 x
22.4 x
14.8 x
2.1 x
4.8 x
2.0 x
96.0 x
20.3 x
2.7 x
2.4 x
11.3 x
2.9 x
18.0 x
10.4 x
2.1 x

Notes: * Per capita income data from World Bank, 2007.13
a
Purchasing power parity is the true exchange rate of different currencies based on differences in standard of
living and overall pricing among different nations.
b
Does not include Taiwan or Hong Kong.
c
Exact figure not tabulated or provided by Cuban government. Gross national income per capita estimated
by the World Bank (2007) to be global lower middle-income ($876–$3,465). For this analysis, the midpoint
of this range was used, and then multiplied by 2.4, which was the average factor of increase between gross
national per capita income and purchasing power parity for all Latin American countries in the table with a
gross national income per capita below $3,465.
d
Includes Russia, Ukraine, Armenia, Lithuania, and other former Soviet states.
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listed in Table 1. This comparison is useful because it
depicts the correlation between per capita income and
per capita CO2 emissions from fossil fuel consumption in
countries from three continents. Figure 1 (p. 6) is a scatter
plot, in which for all countries except Haiti (a statistical
outlier), per capita income ratios (X or horizontal axis)
are plotted against per capita CO2 emissions ratios (Y
or vertical axis). In country after country, as per capita

income increases, per capita CO2 emissions increase as
well, although not always in lockstep. In this study then,
the same relationship is assumed to hold for different
populations of immigrants in the United States.
That carbon dioxide emissions are a function of
income means that they do not conform to a pattern
that environmental economists have observed with
other pollutants and “negative externalities.” As national

Table 3. Estimated per Capita Income and CO2 Emissions by Immigrants’ Countries of Origin

Average U.S.
Mexico
Chinaa
India
Philippines
Vietnam
El Salvador
Cuba
Former USSRb
Korea
Dominican Republic
Canada
Guatemala
Colombia
United Kingdom
Jamaica
Germany
Haiti
Honduras
Poland
Italy
Ecuador
Iran
Peru
Brazil
Japan
All other countriesc
All Immigrants

Number of
Immigrants in
U.S. (1,000s)

Average
Annual
Income in U.S.

11,671
2,007
1,704
1,665
999
998
980
973
906
856
699
681
669
590
550
514
514
439
427
418
411
371
354
338
286
7,260
37,280

$35,038
$18,636
$37,943
$50,466
$35,389
$34,867
$20,509
$27,835
$35,007
$35,733
$18,582
$52,015
$18,115
$27,251
$50,791
$32,054
$38,815
$31,264
$19,766
$30,073
$30,734
$27,348
$48,358
$31,163
$30,657
$41,448
$36,816
$29,692

Immigrant Income Per Capita CO2
Relative to Average
Emissions in Per Capita CO2
U.S. Income (Not
Country of
Emissions in
Native Income)
Origin (Tons)
U.S. (tons)
100 %
53.2 %
108.3 %
144.0 %
101.0 %
99.5 %
58.5 %
79.4 %
99.9 %
102.0 %
53.0 %
148.5 %
51.7 %
77.8 %
145.0 %
91.5 %
110.8 %
89.2 %
56.4 %
85.8 %
87.7 %
78.1 %
138.0 %
88.9 %
87.5 %
118.3 %
105.1 %
84.7 %

20.14
3.75
5.90
1.07
0.89
0.96
0.92
2.91
9.02
10.27
1.95
19.24
0.90
1.36
9.55
4.22
10.24
0.21
0.99
7.38
8.35
1.79
6.96
1.12
1.94
9.65
4.19
4.19

20.14
10.71
21.81
29.01
20.34
20.04
11.79
16.00
20.12
20.54
10.68
29.90
10.41
15.66
29.19
18.43
22.31
17.97
11.36
17.29
17.67
15.72
27.80
17.91
17.62
23.82
21.16
17.10

Notes: a Includes immigrants from Taiwan and Hong Kong, apportioned according to their relative frequency in the
United States.
b
Includes immigrants from Russia, Ukraine, Armenia, Lithuania, and all other republics formerly in the Soviet Union,
apportioned according to their relative frequency in the United States.
c
Includes all immigrants from other countries not specifically listed in the top-25 countries, broken down (and apportioned
according to their relative frequency) by the following regions: Europe, South Asia, East-Southeast Asia, Middle East,
Central America, Caribbean, South America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Oceana.
Source of “Number of immigrants” and “Average income in U.S.” columns: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of
March 2007 Current Population Survey (CPS). Income figures reflect total income for persons 18 years of age and older.
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with the highest number of immigrants in the United
States (Mexico) to the country in 25th place (Japan).
After Japan, an entry for “all other countries” is listed,
referring to the more than 100 countries that collectively
account for about a fifth of immigrants to U.S. shores.14
The second column in Table 3 lists the number
of immigrants in the United States from the country
identified in the first column as of 2007.15 The figures in
this column do not include children born to immigrants
in the United States. The third column displays the
average annual income of immigrants in the United
States from each country. The fourth column compares
this income to the average U.S. income in 2007; a figure
above 100 percent (like Canada) means immigrants
from the country in question earn more on average
than Americans do; a figure below 100 percent (like
Honduras) means they have a lower annual income than
Americans on average.
The fifth column is per capita CO2 emissions
in the immigrants’ countries of origin, while the sixth
and final column is the estimated annual per capita CO2
emissions in the United States based on the countries’
average annual incomes. Comparing columns five and
six shows the estimated increase in CO2 emissions that
occurred by the act of immigrating to and living in the
United States. There is clearly great variation in the income
and CO2 output of immigrants in the United States. For
example, Mexican immigrants are estimated to produce
only about half as much CO2 as the average person
in the United States. However,
this is still more than double the
Figure 1. Income vs. CO2 Emissions
output of the average person in
Mexico. Canadian immigrants on
the other hand produce almost 50
percent more in CO2 emissions as
the average person in the United
States.
The final row of Table 3
shows that the average per capita
CO2 emissions for all immigrants in
the United States was 4.19 metric
tons in their sending countries.
In the United States, those
same immigrants had estimated
emissions of 17.1 tons, about four
times as high as the average per
capita emissions in their countries
of origin. Thus, the 37.3 million
legal and illegal immigrants now
living in the United States in 2007
produced about four times as
Per Capita Income Ratios

Per Capita CO2 Emission Ratios

economies’ incomes and Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
increase at first, pollution and environmental blight
often increase initially but later decrease as incomes
continue to grow. When graphed, this relationship takes
the form of an inverted or upside-down “U.” Because
of its similarity to the pattern of inequality and income
first articulated by Nobel Prize-winning economist
Simon Kuznets, this pattern of pollution and income
has been dubbed the “Environmental Kuznets Curve”
(EKC). However, while any number of air and water
pollutants and aesthetic/ecological assaults, ranging
from rampant deforestation to litter, display this pattern,
peak pollution levels occur at different income levels for
different pollutants, societies, and time periods.12
The EKC explains societies’ behavior when
applied to toxic contaminants that are a visible nuisance
and health threat to large numbers of people, such as
lead, particulate matter, and sulfur dioxide polluting the
air, or raw sewage and industrial effluent defiling water
bodies. It is less applicable in the case of pollutants or
damage that are hidden, dispersed, or cumulative, like
from carbon dioxide emissions or extravagant energy
use.
Table 3 (p. 5) uses the average annual per capita
incomes of immigrants in the United States to estimate
immigrants’ CO2 emissions in 2007. These emissions
are compared to per capita emissions in the immigrant’s
home country. The first column lists each immigrant
home country in descending order, from the country
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much CO2 as they would have had they stayed in their
home countries.
Table 4 shows by how many times immigrants
in the United States increased their per capita CO2
emissions relative to average annual per capita emissions
in their countries of origin. It is a measure of just how
much emissions have increased because of immigration
to the United States.
It should be noted that native-born Americans
have a slightly higher annual per capita income ($36,008)
than the overall average in the United States ($35,038)
shown in Table 3. This is because the overall American
average includes both native-born and foreign-born
Americans’ incomes and the inclusion of immigrants
pulls the national average down somewhat. Thus, while
Table 3 shows that immigrants on average produce
about 85 percent as much CO2 as the average person
(immigrant or native-born) living in the United States,

compared to just native-born Americans they produce
82 percent as much.
Overall, the more than 37 million immigrants
(legal and illegal) living in the United States account for
an estimated 637 million metric tons of CO2 emissions
each year or 10.7 percent of the U.S. total of 5,957
million metric tons. This is somewhat below their total
share of the total population because of their lower
average income. Based on estimates developed by the
Center for Immigration Studies we estimate that of the
637 million tons of CO2 emitted by immigrants, 83
percent is from legal immigrants and 17 percent is from
illegal immigrants. Although about 30 percent of the
37.3 million immigrants living in the United States in
March 2007 are estimated to be illegal aliens, they have
much lower average incomes than legal immigrants.16
For this reason illegal immigrants produce a smaller
share of CO2 emissions than legal immigrants. Illegal
immigrants also produce significantly less than nativeborn Americans.

Table 4. Factor of Increase in CO2 Emissions
Country

Impact of U.S. Immigration on
Global Emissions

Estimated per Capita CO2 Emissions of
Immigrants in U.S. / per Capita CO2
Emissions of Countries of Origin

Mexico
China
India
Philippines
Vietnam
El Salvador
Cuba
Former USSR
Korea
Dominican Republic
Canada
Guatemala
Colombia
United Kingdom
Jamaica
Germany
Haiti
Honduras
Poland
Italy
Ecuador
Iran
Peru
Brazil
Japan
All other countries
All immigrants

It is instructive to put the estimated output of immigrants
into context. The estimated 637 million tons of CO2
emissions generated by immigrants is roughly equal
to the annual CO2 emissions of Brazil, Argentina, and
Venezuela combined (the three largest emitting countries
in South America). It is also equal to the CO2 emissions
of Great Britain and Sweden together. If immigrants in
the United States were a separate country, they would
rank seventh in world CO2 emissions, behind China,
the United States, Russia, Japan, India, and Germany.
Of course, if immigrants had stayed in their home
countries, they also would have produced greenhouse
gases. If the current stock of immigrants in the United
States had stayed in their countries of origin rather than
migrating to the United States, their estimated annual
CO2 emissions would have been only 155 metric tons,
assuming these immigrants had the average level of CO2
emissions for a person living in their home countries.
This is 482 million tons less than the estimated 637 tons
they will produce in the United States. This 482 million
ton increase represents the impact of immigration on
global emissions. It is equal to approximately 5 percent
of the increase in annual world-wide CO2 emissions
since 1980.17 If the 482 million ton increase in global
CO2 emissions caused by immigration to the United
States were a separate country, it would rank 10th in
the world. Immigration to the United States thus

2.9 x
3.7 x
27.1 x
22.9 x
20.9 x
12. x
5.5 x
2.2 x
2.0 x
5.5 x
1.6 x
11.6 x
11.5 x
3.1 x
4.4 x
2.2 x
85.6 x
11.5 x
2.3 x
2.1 x
8.8 x
4.0 x
16.0 x
9.1 x
2.5 x
5.1 x
4.1 x
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has significant implications for global greenhouse gas
emissions. And it is the total output that matters to CO2
concentrations in the atmosphere, because CO2 emitted
anywhere is dispersed everywhere.
It should be noted that Tables 3 and 4 are based
on the assumption that immigrants in the United States
would have emitted CO2 at rates like the average person
in their country of origin if they had remained there.
However, in certain cases, particularly Asian countries,
this assumption may understate immigrants’ actual
emission rates if they had stayed in their home countries
because immigrants in the United States from several
Asian countries are more educated than is the average
person in their home countries. Higher education
levels should result in higher incomes and higher CO2
emissions in their home countries. This would mean
that the immigrant-induced increase in global emissions
would be lower than estimated above. However, there is
a strong reason to believe that even if CO2 emissions were
higher for immigrants from these countries it would not
significantly change the above estimates.
If we assume that immigrants from India
would have produced three times the CO2 emissions
as the average person in that country and that those
from China, the Philippines, and Vietnam would
have doubled, it changes the underlying findings only
slightly.18 Even making this assumption of much higher
emissions in their home countries would still mean that
immigrants overall would produce 3.7 times as much
CO2 in the United States as they would have in their
home counties. This is very similar to the 4.1-fold
increase found in Table 4. It must be remembered that
highly educated immigrants from Asia account for a
modest share of all immigrants in this country. It also
should be remembered that immigrants from the largest
sending country, Mexico, have very similar education
levels to the average person in that country. Moreover,
even if their emissions were much higher in their home
countries, their output would still be much less than in
the United States.
Assuming no change in U.S. immigration
policy, 30 million new legal and illegal immigrants are
likely to settle in the United States in the next 20 years.19
Primarily because of immigration (new immigrants plus
their descendents), the U.S. population is projected to
grow by more than 20 percent over this time period, or
by at least 60 million.20 Even if per capita CO2 emissions
could be reduced by 20 percent in the United States
over the next 20 years, total annual U.S. CO2 emissions
would remain the same. Total emissions are what matters
for the global environment. Efforts to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions must include some understanding of how

immigration and population growth contribute to
greenhouse gas emissions.

Conclusion

Overall, our findings indicate that the average immigrant
(legal or illegal) in the United States produces somewhat
less CO2 than the average native-born American.
However, immigrants in the United States produce
about four times more CO2 in the United States as they
would have in their countries of origin. The estimated
637 metric tons of CO2 U.S. immigrants produce is 482
million tons more than they would have produced had
they remained in their home countries. This 482 million
ton increase represents about 5 percent of the increase
in annual world-wide CO2 emissions since 1980. These
figures do not include the impact of children born to
immigrants in the United States. If they were included,
the impact would be even higher.
When it comes to dealing with global warming,
environmentalists in the United States have generally
chosen to adopt what might be described as piecemeal
efforts to oppose new sources of fossil fuel-based energy,
such as the construction of new coal-fired power plants.
They have also supported energy conservation/efficiency
(e.g., compact fluorescent light bulbs) and more use of
renewable sources like wind and solar energy. But they
have assiduously avoided the underlying issue of growing
energy demand driven by immigration-fueled population
growth. In response to concerns over immigrant-induced
population growth, some American environmentalists
have even argued that it does not matter where on the
Earth people live because the world’s environment is so
interconnected. This analysis has shown that when it
comes to CO2 emissions it matters a great deal where
people live. Per capita CO2 emissions are dramatically
higher in the United States than in almost every
immigrant-sending country. Large-scale immigration to
the United States therefore has enormous implications
for world-wide CO2 emissions.
Some may be tempted to see this analysis as
“blaming immigrants” for what are really America’s
failures. It is certainly reasonable to argue that Americans
could do much more to reduce per capita emissions. And
it is certainly not our intention to imply that immigrants
are particularly responsible for global warming. As we
report in this study, immigrants produce somewhat less
CO2 on average than native-born Americans. But to
simply dismiss the large role that continuing high levels
of immigration play in increasing U.S. and worldwide
CO2 emissions is not only intellectually dishonest, it
is also counter-productive. One must acknowledge a
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problem before a solution can be found. The effect of
immigration is certainly not trivial. If immigrants in the
United States were their own country, they would rank
seventh in the world in annual CO2 output, ahead of
such countries as Canada, France, and Great Britain.
Unless there is a change in immigration policy,
30 million (legal and illegal) immigrants are likely to
settle in the United States over the next 20 years. One can
still argue for high levels of immigration for any number
of reasons. However, one cannot make the argument for
high immigration without at least understanding what
it means for global efforts to reduce the emission of
greenhouse gases.

Some involved in the global warming issue
have recognized immigration’s importance. Chief U.S.
climate negotiator and special representative for the
United States, Harlan Watson, has acknowledged high
immigration to the United States is thwarting efforts to
slow its rising GHG emissions. “It’s simple arithmetic,”
said Watson. “If you look at mid-century, Europe will be
at 1990 levels of population while ours will be nearing 60
percent above 1990 levels. So population does matter.”21
This research confirms Watson’s observation.
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However, immigrants in the United States produce an estimated four
times more CO2 in the United States as they would have in their
countries of origin.
•

10-08

The estimated CO2 emissions of the average immigrant (legal or
illegal) in the United States are 18 percent less than those of the
average native-born American.
•

Among the findings:

The findings of this study indicate that future levels of immigration will have
a significant impact on efforts to reduce global CO2 emissions. Immigration
to the United States significantly increases world-wide CO2 emissions because
it transfers population from lower-polluting parts of the world to the United
States, which is a higher-polluting country. On average immigrants increase
their emissions four-fold by coming to America.
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