
CCHS Proposal to Block Undocumented Immigrants from Basic 
Health Care Is Deeply Flawed Public Policy

The Community Clinic Consortium is concerned that Contra Costa Health Services will propose eliminating 
health care coverage for undocumented immigrants under the county’s Basic Health Care program.  This 
document outlines several reasons that the Board of Supervisors should reject any such proposal.  

Blocking Access to Primary Care Is a False Savings

Increased Hospital ER Visits: Expensive and Burdensome to CCRMC

 Blocking undocumented immigrants from BHC would significantly increase the number of uninsured 
residents in the county.  Uninsured individuals still seek health care services – but are more likely to 
use emergency rooms as their regular source of care.  

 ER visits cost much more than primary care clinic visits.  In 2003, the average payment for an ER visit 
in the western U.S. was $614.i  In comparison, the average (mean) payment to a community clinic in 
Contra Costa County is $127.  

 In April 2008, County Health Director Dr. Bill Walker stated that blocking access to Basic Health 
Care would ultimately mean higher costs for CCRMC.

“[Walker] also argued that it would not make sense to make fewer people eligible 
for county health care….  That could backfire by driving more people to seek 
costly emergency room care.”ii  

 CCRMC is growing overwhelmed by uninsured patients seeking care in its ER.  In 2008, CCRMC saw 
a 12% jump in its ER patient load.  Typical yearly growth is 5%.

 Dr. David Goldstein, chief of the ER, recently said that the impact on CCRMC’s ER is the worst he 
has seen in his 18 years on the job.  

"You'll see patients who have taken care of themselves all of their lives and all of 
a sudden don't have health insurance and are at a loss….  I would expect that we'll 
continue to see double-digit rises over the next 12 to 24 months….  With 
unemployment rising, I don't know how we can expect anything else.”iii
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Screening for Immigration Status is Expensive

 Screening for immigration status carries its own price tag.  In Sacramento, the director of the Human 
Assistance department estimated that it would cost the county $500,000 per year just to determine 
whether its medically indigent patients are undocumented.  

The Proposal Is Bad for Public Health

Protecting the health of entire communities means preventing the spread of disease, including dangerous 
epidemics.  As the Sacramento Bee recently editorialized:

“Maintaining immigrant access to care for communicable diseases is crucial…. how likely is it that 
undocumented immigrants with tuberculosis will seek prompt services from [county] communicable disease 
clinics? Once the county begins screening patients for immigration status, patients with tuberculosis may 
perceive it as too risky to attend any county clinics….”iv

Citizenship Screening Forces Eligible Citizens out of Health Programs

Law of Unintended Consequences

 When health programs attempt to screen out undocumented immigrants, they also screen out U.S. 
citizens.  This is because many U.S. citizens lack the necessary documentation to prove their 
citizenship.  

 When the federal government implemented stricter immigration-status screening for Medicaid, the 
federal General Accountability Office found that half of the states it surveyed reported declines in 
Medicaid coverage.  According to most of these states, the individuals losing coverage appeared to be 
eligible U.S. citizens.v  

Impact on Children

Restricting immigrants’ access to health care harms citizen children.  

 85% of immigrant families have at least one immigrant parent and at least one citizen child. The
Institute of Medicine found that when any member of a family is uninsured, parents and children are 
less likely to get timely health services and children’s long-term development can suffer.vi
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