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Abstract

Following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, undocumented immigrants in the United States were vulnerable both to
unemployment and to COVID-19 infection if they did remain employed, because of the sectors that employ them. Despite
these heightened economic vulnerabilities, 7.8 million undocumented workers were excluded from federal economic relief
policies. This article uses critical race theory (CRT) to examine the intentional and unjust exclusion of undocumented U.S.
workers from COVID-19 economic relief aid within the larger context of economic marginalization and injustice. It also
provides an overview of the major federal economic relief legislation and policy developments during the first year of the
COVID-19 pandemic in the United States, between March 2020 and July 2021. While some states have enacted creative
programs and policies related to COVID-19 economic relief, effective and comprehensive federal-level policies must be
implemented to address the growing chasm of inequity in American society, particularly as experienced by often-essential
undocumented immigrant workers. Specific standards related to work and quality of live are protected by the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), but exclusionary federal policies render these minimum standards inac-
cessible for undocumented workers and deepen existing economic and social disparities. Social work aspires to provide a
uniquely critical and social justice-minded perspective that considers systems of oppression, power dynamics, and human
rights, and this perspective can contribute to socially just economic policy development.

Keywords COVID-19 - Critical race theory - LatCrit - Economic relief policies - Undocumented - US immigrants - Human

rights - Worker rights

The Economic Vulnerability
of Undocumented US Workers

Approximately 7.8 million undocumented immigrants are
estimated to participate in the workforce, and undocumented
workers tend to be employed in low-paying jobs, earning

The COVID-19 pandemic has generated dire economic
consequences for the approximately 11 million undocu-
mented immigrants in the USA (Clark et al., 2020). In the
USA, undocumented immigrants are considered to be for-
eign nationals who are in the USA without immigration
documentation, such as a visa, and do not have permission
to work (Reed, 2018). Of this population, the majority is
Spanish-speaking, with 68% from Central America and
Mexico and 14% from Asia. Seventy nine percent of the
undocumented US population is aged 25 and older, and
54% are male (Migration Policy Institute [MPI], 2018).
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wages well below established federal poverty levels (Passel
& Cohn, 2018).

Despite a 72.8% rate of employment among undocu-
mented immigrants (Passel & Cohn, 2018), 68% of undoc-
umented adults report lacking health insurance (Goldman
et al., 2005). As a result, undocumented workers are far
less likely to have necessary healthcare benefits to secure
COVID-19 testing and treatment (Gomez & Meraz, 2021;
Kerwin & Warren, 2020), and may be unwilling due to
fears of public charge repercussions (Gomez & Meraz,
2021). The “public charge” rule was a policy under the
Trump administration which counted public benefit usage
as a strike against eligibility for a green card or other visas
(Capps et al., 2020b). Undocumented immigrants are simi-
larly unable to access COVID-related financial safety nets,
such as paid sick leave, childcare supports, and family sick
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leave; if they do contract COVID-19, they simultaneously
confront devastating health and financial outcomes.

Additionally, undocumented immigrant workers are
heavily represented in the employment sectors most
impacted by the pandemic, such as building services,
food production services, healthcare, hospitality industry,
and retail (Zamarripa & Roque, 2021). Nearly one-third
of essential workers in the United States are immigrants,
and 74% of undocumented workers are essential workers
(Kerwin & Warren, 2020; Zamarripa & Roque, 2021). Fol-
lowing COVID-19 pandemic shut down policies imple-
mented between February and April 2020, the unemploy-
ment rate of Latinx immigrant workers in the USA spiked
higher and faster than that of White workers (Gould et al.,
2020). Additionally, while unemployment increased across
all demographic groups during the first months of the pan-
demic, Latinx female immigrants had the highest jobless
rate of 22% (Capps et al., 2020a, b). Similarly, Latinx Amer-
icans represented significantly higher job losses in 2020,
with a reported unemployment rate in January 2021 of 8.6%
compared to 5.7% among White Americans (Zamarripa &
Roque, 2021). During the early months of the pandemic, the
number of employed immigrants declined from 27.6 mil-
lion to 21.9 million (US Congress Joint Economic Commit-
tee, 2020). These figures highlight the enduring economic
vulnerability of immigrant workers, which was magnified
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, while the disproportionate risk of exposure to
COVID-19 faced by essential workers could be signifi-
cantly mitigated by vaccination, vaccine disparities per-
sist in undocumented populations even though essential
workers are included in priority groups for vaccination
(Artiga et al., 2021). Without vaccination, workers are at
risk for both wage loss and health costs if they do contract
COVID-19. Such disparities may be due to fear of personal
data collection related to legal status and lack of sick time
from employment to manage vaccine side effects (Artiga
etal., 2021).

Pre-pandemic, undocumented workers were financially
vulnerable because of the absence of health insurance,
low-paying jobs, public charge rules, and exclusion from
financial safety nets. Since the pandemic, undocumented
workers are even more financially vulnerable. Many are
essential workers, employed in sectors such as health-
care, food services, and public transportation, with dis-
proportionate risk of exposure to COVID-19 (Zamarripa
& Roque, 2021). Vaccine disparities further contribute to
the economic vulnerability of the undocumented worker.
Yet, these US workers do not have the same employment-
related protections as other workers who are documented,
contributing to the broader social exclusion of undocu-
mented immigrants (Luyten & Beutels, 2016).
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A Critical Race Theory Lens and US COVID-19
Economic Relief Policies

Critical race theory (CRT) provides a lens for critiquing
the exclusion of undocumented workers from US federal
economic relief policies within the larger context of eco-
nomic injustice and social exclusion (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017). CRT was developed in the 1970s to conceptualize
and critique power imbalances and structural inequities
as they relate to race and the law; however, the tenets of
CRT allow for critique of other systems of oppression,
and scholars have applied CRT to examine the policies
and practices of other fields including education, pub-
lic health, and social work (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017,
Maldonado, 2021). Latinx critical theory, or LatCrit, is
a complementary framework to CRT that considers how
Latinx identity interacts with societal dynamics, including
racism, nativism, and xenophobia (Delgado Bernal, 2002;
Pérez Huber, 2010). LatCrit adds an additional layer of
understanding the nuances of marginalization and oppres-
sion experienced by the 68% of undocumented immigrant
workers whom identify as Latinx.

CRT and LatCrit emphasize the importance of criti-
quing policies and policy making within the historical and
societal context. Thus, the lack of responsive economic
policies for the essential but excluded undocumented pop-
ulation must be contextualized, as the USA has historically
adopted short-sighted and dehumanizing policies vis a vis
undocumented immigrants, such as parent—child separa-
tion and child detention (Wood, 2018). Such policies are
also implemented against the backdrop of the national rac-
ism pandemic, a pandemic characterized by the physical
and mental health consequences of structural violence and
discrimination experienced by Black people in the USA
(Bright, 2020). In short, US federal relief policies have
displayed a lack of care for the lives of undocumented
workers in particular and, more broadly, people of color,
and current COVID-19 economic relief policy develop-
ment is merely a continuation of a long-standing pattern
(Cross & Gonzalez Benson, 2021; Solomon et al., 2019).

Through the lens of CRT, economic policies are under-
stood to be explicitly developed to maintain social and eco-
nomic inequality, so that people in power remain in power
and that the White, neoliberal-dominant status quo endures
(Constance-Huggins, 2012; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017,
Romich & Rodriguez, 2021). Indeed, the whole US economic
system is grounded in exploiting and subjugating people of
color, and the current policies contributing to economic
marginalization and injustice have been the experience of
undocumented immigrant workers long before the pandem-
ic’s emergence in the United States in 2020 (Solomon et al.,
2019). For example, even though undocumented workers
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pay into employment-related benefits, including unemploy-
ment insurance, social security, and Medicaid, through
the individual taxpayer identification number (ITIN) sys-
tem, they are unable to access those compensation benefits
(NILC, 2012). The ITIN system was instituted by the U.S.
Internal Revenue System (IRS) to provide a mechanism for
US workers who do not have, and are not eligible to obtain,
social security numbers to pay taxes (American Immigration
Council, 2020). In 2014, $23.6 billion of tax money was paid
through the ITIN system (American Immigration Council,
2020). Expecting 7.8 million U.S. workers to pay into a tax
system from which they have no right to access is a denial of
work-related rights (United Nations [UN], 1948). According
to the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), Article 23, (1948), all workers have the following
human rights:

Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of
employment, to just and favorable conditions of work
and to protection against unemployment. Everyone,
without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay
for equal work. Everyone who works has the right to
just and favorable remuneration ensuring for himself
and his family an existence worthy of human dignity,
and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of
social protection.

Additionally, as protected by Article 25 of the Interna-
tional Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (1990),
the health and safety of migrant workers are specifically
safeguarded:

Migrant workers shall enjoy treatment not less favour-
able than that which applies to nationals of the State of
employment in respect of remuneration and: (a) Other
conditions of work, that is to say, overtime, hours of
work, weekly rest, holidays with pay, safety, health,
termination of the employment relationship and any
other conditions of work which, according to national
law and practice, are covered by these terms.

From a CRT lens, the ITIN system intentionally per-
petuates economic disparity that benefits White Americans
(Lipman, 2006). In fact, contributions from ITIN filers have
contributed up to 10.7% of the Social Security Trust Fund
($240 billion as of 2007) and helped to forestall the Trust
Fund’s solvency crisis — ultimately benefiting the long-term
financial security of the White native-born worker at the
expense of the undocumented US worker, who is very likely
a person of color (National Immigration Law Center [NILC],
2012). And, according to the CRT tenet of interest conver-
gence, those in power will not support fair economic policies
— such as allowing those with an ITIN to access employ-
ment-related benefits — because such change would reduce

their privileges (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Thus, the US
government legally mandates undocumented workers to pay
taxes through the ITIN system, while simultaneously main-
taining an immigration policy that undocumented workers
are not authorized to work in the USA (Frost, 2016; Lipman,
2006). If the US government wanted to enforce immigration
policy and deport undocumented workers, this could eas-
ily be done through the personal information provided via
the ITIN database (Frost, 2016). Or, if the US government
wanted to include undocumented workers as recipients of
economic relief policies during a time of national economic
crisis, this could also easily be done through the existing
ITIN system. The message sent is clear — you are welcome to
work here and pay taxes here, but do not expect to be treated
with the same human rights as everyone else.

Similarly, undocumented workers are ineligible for most
federal social protection initiatives, particularly income-
based benefits such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP), non-emergency Medicaid, Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) (National Migration Forum, 2018).
Several states, including California, Illinois, Massachusetts,
New York, Oregon, and Washington, as well as Washing-
ton, D.C., offer ad-hoc state-funded benefits to counter this
structural injustice, such as free or low-cost health insur-
ance programs for undocumented children (Artiga & Diaz,
2019). However, the public charge rule, implemented by the
Trump administration in 2019, has acted as a deterrent for
many undocumented immigrants who would have otherwise
benefitted from such initiatives, including recent COVID-
19-related initiatives such as free COVID-19 testing and
treatment (Capps et al., 2020b). The rule, which counted
public benefit usage as a strike against eligibility for legal
relief, had particularly devastating implications for undocu-
mented immigrants seeking to obtain legal status in the USA
(Capps et al., 2020b). Undocumented immigrants were thus
confronted with the choice of facing immediate economic
hardship without the mitigating effect of limited public
benefits or risking long-term ineligibility for legal status.
Although the Biden administration ceased enforcement of
the public charge rule in March 2021, the administrative rule
continues to intimidate and discourage many undocumented
immigrants from accessing public services for fear of future
immigration consequences (Gomez & Meraz, 2021). These
fears also impact the benefits that undocumented parents are
willing to access for their children, who are primarily US
citizens (Artiga & Diaz, 2019).

Lastly, CRT also explains how widespread narratives of
undocumented workers as taking more from the US govern-
ment than they contribute, or stealing American jobs, persist
despite being historically and presently untrue (Frazee, 2018;
Flores Morales & Farago, 2021). CRT argues that these false
narratives provide justification (storytelling) for inequitable
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economic policies that continue to advance the privileges of
those who are white and those with power (Hartlep, 2009;
Maldonado, 2021). CRT also highlights how storytelling is
an intentional deception by the politically powerful and is in
part effective because the majority of white benefactors have
no economic reason to challenge the narrative (Bernal, 2002).

Undocumented US workers excluded
from federal COVID-19 economic relief
policies

The following is an overview of the major federal eco-
nomic relief legislation during the first year of the
COVID-19 pandemic, from March 2020 to July 2021,
and assessment of the extent to which eligibility require-
ments include or exclude undocumented immigrants. The
analysis considers undocumented immigrant individuals
as well as mixed-status families who were also ineligible
from many economic relief policies, despite having docu-
mented or US citizen family members (Lahoud, 2021).
Mixed-status families are households who have at least
one undocumented family member living with them.
There are approximately 16.7 million people in the USA
who live in a mixed-status household (Lahoud, 2021).
Scholars of CRT and LatCrit might suggest that exclu-
sion from a social safety net because of a family member’s
legal status is an example of how economic policies are
created to disadvantage both immigrants and citizens of
color (Romero, 2008).

Enacted federal legislation is presented first, followed
by federal policy initiatives that included undocumented
workers as eligible, but did not pass. The two federal pol-
icy initiatives failed to become enacted because of their
attempts to extend eligibility to undocumented workers and
families, either centrally (Coronavirus Immigrant Families
Protection Act) or in part (Health and Economic Recovery
Omnibus Emergency Solutions). From the lens of CRT,
these policy initiatives did not pass because they would
have increased the financial security of the undocumented
immigrant worker while reducing the economic privilege of
the white, native-born worker. State economic relief poli-
cies to support undocumented workers and families are also
included as exemplars for their potential to remedy dispari-
ties in other states or nationally.

Legal Status Eligibility Requirements for US
Federal COVID-19 Economic Relief Policies

Please also see Table 1 legal status eligibility requirements
for U.S. federal COVID-19 economic relief policies and
policy initiatives.

@ Springer

Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act (H.R. 748): March 2020

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
Act, or CARES Act, a $2.2 trillion stimulus bill, was
signed into law on March 27, 2020. The CARES Act
included direct stimulus payments to households and new
unemployment insurance benefits (Bhutta et al., 2020).
Although the CARES Act constitutes the largest economic
relief bill in US history, its beneficiaries are largely US-
born workers. The legislation does not alter eligibility cri-
teria for Medicaid, leaving many immigrants — particularly
those without legal status in the USA and those within
mixed-status families — with few options for affordable,
accessible COVID testing and care. While the CARES
Act did broaden the scope of unemployment insurance
programs through the Pandemic Unemployment Assis-
tance (PUA) initiative, which extends economic relief to
self-employed, part-time, and contract workers, such pro-
grams remained outside the reach of the undocumented
immigrant population (NILC, May 2020b). Additionally,
the CARES Act issued advanced rebates of up to $1200
for individual taxpayers and $2400 taxpayers who filed
jointly; however, undocumented workers are denied the
formal work authorization and related identification
required to obtain the financial assistance contained in the
CARES legislation, despite contributing $11.74 billion to
state and local taxes annually (Fiscal Policy Institute [FPI],
2021); mixed-status households were also ineligible.
Finally, the CARES Act allotted $14 billion to the Office
of Postsecondary Education through the Higher Education
Emergency Relief Fund (HEERF) for student emergency
relief aid; however, undocumented, deferred action for
childhood arrivals (DACA) and temporary protected status
(TPS) students are not eligible (Gomez & Meraz, 2021).
DACA and TPS recipients are protected from deportation
and permitted to work. Undocumented immigrants are
eligible to apply for the DACA program if they entered
the USA before the age of 16 years old, are between the
ages of 15 years old and were under the age of 31 years
old in 2012, and have been in the USA for at least 4 years
(Singer & Svajlenka, 2013). Since the program’s inception
in 2012, there have been 825,000 DACA recipients (Sva-
jlenka & Wolgin, 2020). Undocumented immigrants are
eligible to apply for the TPS program if they are a national
of a country that is designated a TPS country by the USA.
Current TPS-designated countries include Burma (Myan-
mar), EI Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, Nepal, Nicaragua,
Somlia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Venezuela, and
Yemen (Congressional Research Service [CRS], 2021).
As of 2021, there were approximately 320,000 immigrants
protected with TPS.
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Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021 (CAA) (H.R.
133): December 2020

The Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021 (CAA) (H.R.
133), a $2.3 trillion stimulus bill, was signed into law on
December 27, 2020. The CCA also included direct cash
assistance in the amounts of $600 per adult and child.
Unfortunately, ITIN taxpayers and US citizen children with
undocumented parents remain ineligible. Positively, CCA
does include individuals who have a social security num-
ber but are of a mixed-status family and retroactively allows
for the CARES cash benefits based on this new eligibility.
ITIN and other undocumented workers remain ineligible for
unemployment benefits, and undocumented, DACA, and TPS
students remain ineligible for emergency financial assistance.

American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) (H.R. 1319): March
2021

The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), a $1.9 trillion
economic relief and social welfare initiative, was signed
into law on March 11, 2021. Similar to the CARES Act, the
ARPA stimulus package included state and local economic
support, direct payments, housing assistance, funding for
comprehensive COVID tracing, testing, and treatment, and
additional streams of unemployment assistance. Specifically
pertinent to the undocumented immigrant population, ARPA
provides increased funding to community health centers,
which undocumented immigrants often rely on for low-cost
healthcare. Undocumented workers are once again ineligible
to receive the $1400 cash payment, which is arguably the
most individually impactful provision of ARPA; however,
American-born or naturalized children of undocumented
immigrants and documented members of mixed-status
families are eligible. Undocumented and DACA students
are initially ineligible for emergency student financial assis-
tance; however, on May 11, 2021, the Biden administration
extended eligibility to undocumented and DACA students.

Legal Status Eligibility Requirements for US
Federal COVID-19 Economic Relief Policy
Initiatives that Did Not Pass

Coronavirus Immigrant Families Protection Act (H.R.
6437): April 2020

On April 3, 2020, the Coronavirus Immigrant Families Pro-
tection Act (H.R. 6437) was introduced specifically to fill the
gaps in economic relief provided by the CARES Act. This pro-
posed legislation addressed the structural barriers to COVID
testing and care faced by immigrants as well as the economic
consequences of the pandemic that have been experienced

@ Springer

disproportionately by the immigrant community. A broad
initiative, H.R. 6437, sought to postpone Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) activities that would deter immi-
grants from accessing COVID testing or treatment, suspend
the public charge rule during the pandemic, initiate a COVID-
19-related public information campaign targeting vulnerable
and marginalized populations, and allow undocumented immi-
grant taxpayers to access economic relief opportunities via
their individual tax identification number (as opposed to social
security number holders only). H.R. 6437 would also have ret-
roactively allowed for the CARES cash benefits based on this
new eligibility. While such legislation could have mitigated the
deleterious economic and public health consequences of the
pandemic on the American immigrant population in particular,
it failed to garner necessary support for enactment.

Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency
Solutions (HEROES) Act (H.R. 6800: May 2020

In recognition of the inequity imbedded in the CARES Act, the
Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solu-
tions Act (hereafter the HEROES Act) was proposed by House
Democrats on May 12, 2020, and passed on May 15, 2020, as
a supplemental $3 trillion relief package. An updated version
of the bill was passed by the House on Oct. 1, 2020. Included
in the HEROES Act were direct federal assistance to state and
local governments, a federally funded pay increase for essential
workers, an extension to the previously enacted federal supple-
ment to unemployment benefits, recovery rebates for those with
ITIN numbers, increased access to non-emergency Medicaid,
direct and indirect housing assistance to consumers, and the
extension of legal relief for those with expiring immigration
status, including DACA and temporary protected status (TPS),
during the national emergency. The HEROES Act also included
provisions for free COVID testing and treatment for undocu-
mented and mixed-status families and established basic stand-
ards for COVID-19 care in immigrant detention facilities. The
HEROES Act was a critical piece of legislation to increase eco-
nomic and health equity for immigrants during the pandemic,
particularly those without legal status, and would have been a
step toward acknowledging and honoring the sacrifices made
by undocumented essential workers (Werner, 2020). However,
the legislation faced significant opposition along partisan lines
and was ultimately blocked by a Republican-controlled Senate.

US State and Local COVID-19 Economic
Relief Policies to Support Undocumented
Workers

In the absence of a responsive and comprehensive national
policy to address the pressing economic needs of immi-
grants — particularly those without legal status —individual
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states and cities created a wide range of innovative stop-
gap economic measures during the pandemic (Suro &
Findling, 2020). Ultimately, however, the absence of a
coherent federal response manifests in dramatic varia-
tions in policy responses at the state level. Some states
and municipalities have enacted measures, often in col-
laboration with charitable organizations and community
partners, that may be considered exemplars in the fight
against economic and social marginalization (Suro &
Findling, 2020). State and local governments are either
paying entirely with state taxpayer dollars or drawing on
philanthropic dollars for some or all of the funding and
for help in distributing funds (Suro & Findling, 2020).

Speaking directly to the exclusion of undocumented
workers from federal economic stimulus provisions and
cash assistance programs, California’s disaster relief fund
distributed $75 million of state funding and $50 million
of private funding to undocumented workers in the form
of $500 one-time cash payments (NILC, April 2020a).
Supported by a statewide coalition of community organi-
zations, the Oregon Worker Relief Coalition similarly
provides temporary financial assistance to undocumented
workers (Suro & Findling, 2020). In New York City, a
partnership between the city government and the Open
Society Foundation allowed up to 20,000 undocumented
workers and their families to access a one-time cash ben-
efit of up to $1000 per family (The Mayor’s Office, City
of New York, 2020). In April of 2021, the New York
State passed the Excluded Worker Fund, a $2.1 billion
plan to provide lump-sum payments to undocumented
workers (FPI, 2021). Under the plan, undocumented
workers may apply for benefits as large as $15,600 if
they are able to show that they worked in-state and that
they were economically impacted by the pandemic (FPI,
2021). In Boston, the Boston Resiliency Fund, supported
by donations of private citizens and local groups, dis-
persed over $25 million to local organizations serving
the undocumented immigrant community, including
community health organizations and food pantries. Los
Angeles’ Angeleno Card initiative offers $700-$1500 to
low-income residents of Los Angeles who have experi-
enced financial hardship, regardless of immigration sta-
tus (NILC, 2020a, b).

In addition to extending cash assistance to those left out
of federal level initiatives, many states and municipalities
have implemented other economic relief programs that
do not have legal status eligibility requirements, includ-
ing housing assistance, funeral assistance, and permanent
measures to help, such as through expanded tax credits
or expanded Medicaid eligibility. For example, during
the pandemic, Illinois expanded Medicaid coverage to
all low-income children and seniors regardless of immi-
gration status (Suro & Findling, 2020). In Los Angeles,

California, the Emergency Rental Assistance Subsidy
Program was created, and undocumented immigrants are
eligible for assistance, with qualifications based primarily
on income (Suro & Findling, 2020). As of March 2021,
California, Colorado, and Maryland have passed legisla-
tion allowing many low-income taxpayers, including those
undocumented, to earn an earned income tax credit (EITC)
(Lahoud, 2021). Thirty states have followed their lead with
their own versions of the EITC that provide some support
for undocumented workers (Suro & Findling, 2020).

Discussion and Recommendations

U.S. policies meant to address public health and economic
recovery during the COVID-19 pandemic have failed to
protect the emotional, physical, and economic well-being
of undocumented workers (Godlee, 2020). As a result, the
economic distress faced by millions of undocumented US
workers during the pandemic has been compounded by
systematic exclusion from federal COVID-19 economic
relief policies. While the nascent Biden administration
has explicitly acknowledged the sacrifices made by essen-
tial workers of color, immigrants, and other marginalized
groups, and promised to devote significant resources to safe-
guard vulnerable workers during the pandemic (Executive
Order 13,995, 86 FR 7193 (Jan. 21, 2021); Executive Order
13,999, 86 FR 7211 (Jan. 21, 2021)), there is no indica-
tion by Congress (Walsh, 2021) that an equitable and just
economic relief policy will materialize. As CRT’s interest
convergence suggests, the current exclusionary COVID-
19 economic relief policies deliberately and effectively
retain the structural inequities that characterize the modern
American state (Limbert & Bullock, 2005). While the pre-
viously discussed local and state-level initiatives highlight
a commitment to creative and inclusive policymaking in a
time of unprecedented crisis, and offer new avenues through
which to meet the needs of undocumented workers, such
initiatives are not a panacea for policy shortcomings and
injustice perpetuated at the federal level. A comprehensive
policy overhaul is needed to address the complex morass of
unjust policy related to undocumented workers specifically,
and those without status in general.

If the American government continues to discount basic
human rights in the policymaking process, the socioeco-
nomic inequalities exacerbated by COVID-19 will continue
to have a profound impact for many years on undocumented
individuals, many of whom have been without income
and are excluded from the social safety net. All workers
— including those who are undocumented — should receive
core protections and benefits from the society to which they
are contributing, as a human right. Policymakers should
guarantee that all children and adults in households who file
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taxes with an ITIN should receive the COVID-19 economic
stimulus payments and be eligible for expanded child tax
credits (Clark et al., 2020; Kerwin & Warren, 2020). Fed-
eral policies should improve immediate access to affordable
healthcare by funding low-cost community health clinics,
as well as eliminating immigration status requirements for
eligibility to access basic social protection programs, such
as TANF and SNAP (Clark et al., 2020; Hermansson et al.,
2020; Page et al., 2020; Wilson & Stimpson, 2020). The
Biden administration’s extension of emergency student
financial aid eligibility requirements to include undocu-
mented and DACA students was indicative of positive
progress, but more federal level efforts are needed. Lastly,
Congress should pass the Biden administration’s proposed
US Citizenship Act, which aims to provide a pathway to
citizenship for millions of undocumented immigrants and
would legalize DACA recipients and immigrant farmwork-
ers, therefore opening the door to more opportunities for
financial COVID-19 relief support (White House, 2021).
Moreover, more than one million people in the USA cur-
rently have legal status through the DACA and TPS pro-
grams. However, the recent July 2021 federal court rulings
on DACA and TPS threaten to take away current legal sta-
tus, leaving one million people as undocumented and una-
ble to access crucial resources, and in risk of deportation,
despite promises from the Biden administration to challenge
both rulings (Ramos, 2021). The deportation of one million
people, all of whom are working age, would surely devas-
tate the communities (Green, 2019) and industries (Brannon
& McGee, 2019) in which they live and work.

Given that undocumented workers may be fearful of
seeking the limited forms of economic support for which
they may be eligible due to possible retribution by immi-
gration enforcement authorities, policymakers on the local,
state, and federal level should explicitly denounce public
charge rhetoric and expunge dehumanizing language from
legislation in order to regain the lost trust of the undocu-
mented population (Rafieifar et al., 2021). When local,
state, and federal policies and political leaders do engage
in unjust, dehumanizing language and storytelling, social
workers at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels should
engage in critical policy analysis (Romich & Rodriguez,
2021). Social workers must engage in policy discourse
and provide an argument for policies that are affirmative
of human rights (Hermansson et al., 2020). At the time
of writing this article, there was active discussion in the
fields of law (Golden Gate University School of Law, 2021;
Lahoud, 2021) and policy (Rojo & Guzman, 2021; Gomez
& Meraz, 2021) about the injustice of current economic
relief policies, but very little in the field of social work
(Cross & Gonzalez Benson, 2021; Rafieifar, 2021). Yet,
the field of social work aspires to provide a critical and
social justice-minded perspective that considers systems
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of oppression, power dynamics, and human rights, and this
perspective can contribute to interdisciplinary synergy for
socially just economic policy development (Romich &
Rodriguez, 2021).

Social work educators can use CRT and LatCrit in their
classrooms as frameworks for critiquing social, economic,
and health policy. For example, students can identify nar-
ratives in policy and social rhetoric of “us” and “them,”
which are often used to justify exclusionary policies and
legislation (Romero, 2008). Students can also use CRT and
LatCerit to challenge the dominant Euro- and white-centric
narratives (and related policy foci) prevalent in the USA
(Trucios-Haynes, 2001). In addition to providing a critical
perspective, social workers who work with immigrant and
undocumented individuals can serve as a safe bridge to
understanding the evolving economic and social policies
and the rights and benefits available to individuals based
on legal status. Social workers can also advocate for the
rights of the undocumented worker through community
organizing or by providing community-based opportunities
to shape societal discourse about undocumented workers.
From the lens of CRT and LatCerit, social workers engaged
with communities of color should propose policy solutions
that embolden solidarity, rather than competition, among
immigrants and citizens of color, both of whom experience
discrimination and disadvantage with current economic
policies (Romero, 2008).

Social work researchers can collect data about the
impacts of exclusionary economic policies to influence
policymakers and use their collective voices to demand
change. Ultimately, social workers are well-prepared to
challenge these particularly insidious instances of sys-
temic injustice and are compelled to do so as per their
ethical obligations as defined in the Code of Ethics. As
described in the National Association of Social Workers
(NASW) Code of Ethics (2021), all social workers are
professionally obligated to “promote social justice and
social change with and on behalf of clients” and “strive to
end discrimination, oppression, poverty, and other forms
of social injustice.” As theoretical orientations, CRT and
LatCrit center the lived experiences of those whose voices
are so often silenced and task social work researchers,
practitioners, and policymakers with the role to help “raise
the volume” of those voices in a way that re-shapes policy
to be more equitable and inclusive.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the vulner-
ability of undocumented immigrants at multiple levels in
American society and the federal government’s consist-
ent failure to enact economic policies that mitigate this
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vulnerability. Following the onset of the COVID-10 pan-
demic, the undocumented community in the United States
was vulnerable to unemployment because of their job sec-
tor and COVID-19 contraction if they remained employed.
Despite these heightened economic vulnerabilities and
more inclusive policy initiatives, undocumented workers
were overwhelmingly excluded from enacted federal eco-
nomic relief policies. CRT is a framework that provides
an understanding of the exclusion of undocumented work-
ers within the larger context of economic marginalization
and injustice. Current legislation maintains the existing
climate of economic inequity. Such policies are anathema
to the right to work standards as established in Article 23
of the UDHR, including the right to equal pay, favorable
work conditions, and protection against unemployment, as
well as the right to an adequate standard of well-being, as
protected by UDHR Article 25 (UN, 1948).

The economic ramifications of the global pandemic have
been devastating for all, but particularly so for undocu-
mented workers and their families who have been left out
of critical assistance. More troublingly, the Congressional
Budget Office estimates that labor market conditions will not
return to normal before 2024 (Zamarripa & Roque, 2021).
Therefore, effective and immediate economic policies must
be enacted to address the growing chasm of inequity in
American society as experienced by often-essential undocu-
mented immigrant workers (Svajlenka, 2020). Federal poli-
cies must be designed to counter the current injustice of our
economic systems and to catalyst social inclusion instead of
exclusion (Romich & Rodriguez, 2021).
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