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Migration Numbers: Unauthorized entries. Undocumented aliens. Legal residents 

An emotional summary: It is straightforward. The yearly unauthorized entries at the border are about 1/2 

a million. Meanwhile, about a million people overstay their authorized entry into the US. Another 1/2 a 

million people become legal residents in the US because of family ties. The number of “encounters” last 

year was 2 and a half million, but encounters are not unauthorized entries into the country! No one talks 

about Spanish tourists being a problem, one of the worst groups overstaying their visas, or the many US 

citizens' family members who become legal residents too easily. But there is an outcry about the inflated 

number of poor brown people risking their lives to cross the desert to sustain the American economy. 

Why? Because disinformation about a border invasion creates fear and uncertainty and ultimately votes 

for anyone promising to fix the non-existing problem.  

The following is a summary of data available from Homeland Security. 

The total number of unauthorized entries in the Southwest border can be estimated between a quarter 

and a half million, a far cry from the approximately two and a half million reported encounters! The 

number of visitors overstaying their authorized entry to the US is significantly higher at about one 

million. 

Encounters include apprehensions, inadmissibles, and expulsions. Nationwide encounters are, as of July 

2024, about 170 thousand a month, their lowest post-pandemic level. Border encounters are often 

confused with “border crossings,” “border arrests,” “illegal entries,” or a myriad of other terms. 

The number of undocumented aliens living in the United States has hovered around 11 million for the last 

several years. 

The estimated legally resident population is about 30 million or nearly three foreign-born legal residents in 

the US for each undocumented foreigner. 

About one million migrants become US residents legally (half through family ties) each year. 

Details follow: 

1. Unauthorized Entries  

Unauthorized entries cannot be measured directly because they are those who get into the country 

avoiding detection. No detection, no measurement, therefore they can only be estimated. The US 

government has not published estimates of the number of unauthorized entries since 2021 because of the 

limitation in measuring them. The current information released to the public is the number of “Nationwide 

Encounters” by US Customs and Border Protection (CBP). Encounters include apprehensions, 

inadmissibles, and expulsions.  

See https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/nationwide-encounters  

 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/nationwide-encounters
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Border encounters are often confused, unintentionally or as disinformation, with “border crossings,” 

“border arrests,” “illegal entries,” or a myriad of other terms. Border arrests are a small fraction of border 

encounters. Lacking the proper visa to enter the US and consequent denial of entry is a more frequent 

border encounter, for example. Here’s an example of misinformation (wrong information without 

intending harm): ProPublica’s report from June 10, 2024, “What’s Next for U.S. Immigration Policy on the 

Southern Border?” which states, “border apprehensions or encounters” confounding encounters with 

arrests! It further says, “it’s estimated that there is going to be between 1.6 to 1.7 million arrests. The 

high-water mark was 1.6 million in 2000 for the longest time. When the numbers went up in 2022 and 

2023 to 2.2 million.” https://www.propublica.org/article/us-immigration-policy-2024-mexico The number 

of arrests has never been in the millions! 

President Biden said, in his National Convention speech on August 19, 2024: “As a result of the executive 

action I took, border encounters have dropped over 50%. In fact, there are fewer border crossings today 

than when Donald Trump left office.” Not necessarily misinformation, but confounding “border 

encounters” with “border crossings.” 

 

Border encounters go up if the percentage of unauthorized entries goes down! The better at stopping 

unauthorized entries, the higher the number of border encounters. The apprehension rate is estimated to 

be currently 80 to 90% while it was about 40% in the period 2000-2010 according to the Department of 

Homeland Security. See https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-

09/2022_0818_plcy_southwest_border_enforcement_report_fy_2021.pdf  

 

The estimated unauthorized entries according to the above report dropped steadily from 1 million starting 

in 2008, after being as high as over 2 million in 2000 and 2005, as follows: 

 

https://www.propublica.org/article/us-immigration-policy-2024-mexico
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-09/2022_0818_plcy_southwest_border_enforcement_report_fy_2021.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-09/2022_0818_plcy_southwest_border_enforcement_report_fy_2021.pdf
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CPB has made clear that repeat encounters have inflated the number of encounters significantly, as 

follows: “The number of total encounters overstates the number of unique people attempting to cross the 

border. Prior to the pandemic, about one in eight border encounters involved a person previously 

encountered during the prior year. However, since CBP began expelling noncitizens under the CDC’s Title 

42 public health order to limit the spread of COVID-19, the repeat encounter rate jumped to more than 

one in three encounters, including almost half of single adult encounters.  Thus, while total enforcement 

encounters increased 82 percent between 2019 (the last pre-pandemic year) and 2021, the number of 

unique individuals encountered at the border increased 30 percent.” From 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/cbp-releases-operational-fiscal-year-2021-

statistics 

 

The Southwest border encounters reached a total of “2,475,669 Enforcement Encounters” or 

approximately 2 ½ million in 2023. Assuming an apprehension rate of 80%, the number of unauthorized 

entries would have been about half a million. Considering the influence of repeat encounters, the 

apprehension rate could be estimated at 90% reducing the number of unauthorized entries to about a 

quarter of a million. The total number of unauthorized entries in the Southwest border can therefore be 

estimated between a quarter and half million, a far cry from the approximately two and half million 

encounters! The number of visitors overstaying their authorized entry to the US is significantly higher at 

about one million. Undocumented aliens are more likely to be foreigners who overstay their visas rather 

than people who enter the country undetected. Two to one!! 

 

According to DHS: “As noted, CBP determined there were 23,243,127 in-scope nonimmigrant admissions 

to the United States through air or sea POEs with expected departures occurring in FY 2022, which 

represents the majority of air and sea annual nonimmigrant admissions. Of this number, CBP calculated a 

total overstay rate of 3.67 percent, or 853,955 overstay events.” See 

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2023-

07/23_0707_FY22_FY23_CBP_Integrated_Entry_Exit_Overstay_Report.pdf  

 

Nationwide encounters are, as of July 2024, about 170 thousand a month, their lowest post-pandemic 

level. 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/cbp-releases-operational-fiscal-year-2021-statistics
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/cbp-releases-operational-fiscal-year-2021-statistics
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/23_0707_FY22_FY23_CBP_Integrated_Entry_Exit_Overstay_Report.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/23_0707_FY22_FY23_CBP_Integrated_Entry_Exit_Overstay_Report.pdf
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2019 was the first year with a marked increase in apprehensions and inadmissibles at the Southwest 

Border compared to the period from 2014 to 2018. As shown by the following CBP graphs: 
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2. Undocumented Aliens living in the United States 

Homeland Security publishes estimates of the number of undocumented aliens living in the United States. 

Remarkably, the number has hovered around 11 million for the last several years. California and Texas 

account for about 5 million or almost half of this population. 

 

The population of undocumented aliens has steadily aged over the last few years. Most likely due to some 

people having remained in the country undocumented for many years, while fewer younger people have 

entered the country without authorization. 

 

Source: https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/2024_0418_ohss_estimates-of-the-

unauthorized-immigrant-population-residing-in-the-united-states-january-2018%E2%80%93january-

2022.pdf  

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/2024_0418_ohss_estimates-of-the-unauthorized-immigrant-population-residing-in-the-united-states-january-2018%E2%80%93january-2022.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/2024_0418_ohss_estimates-of-the-unauthorized-immigrant-population-residing-in-the-united-states-january-2018%E2%80%93january-2022.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/2024_0418_ohss_estimates-of-the-unauthorized-immigrant-population-residing-in-the-united-states-january-2018%E2%80%93january-2022.pdf
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3. Legal residents born outside the US. 

The estimated legally resident population is about 30 million or nearly three foreign-born legal residents in 

the US for each undocumented foreigner. 

 
 

About one million migrants become US residents legally (half through family ties) each year. 

 

Legal residency is most commonly obtained by family links. Followed by sponsorship and then because of 

individual skills. 

Legal Immigrants to the United States by Broad Class of Admission, Fiscal Year 2022 
Class     Number of immigrants 
Immediate relatives of US citizens 428,268 
Family-sponsored   166,041 
Employment-based   270,284 
 


