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INTRODUCTIONABOUT

Washington Dream Coalition (WDC) is a network 

of undocumented and formerly undocumented 

professionals of color. Our mission is to 

address inequities and obstacles faced by 

undocumented immigrants in Washington 

State through community-based organizing, 

education, and advocacy. WDC has traditionally 

focused on supporting undocumented students 

accessing higher education, training the 

educators that serve them, hosting know-

your-rights trainings, advocating for state and 

national policy change, and administering 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 

renewal fee scholarships. During the COVID-19 

pandemic, WDC shifted its efforts to fundraising 

and administering funds for undocumented 

people in Washington State. For this project, 

we have created a team of seven young 

professionals of color who work in multiple 

sectors and bring a series of expertise, both lived 

and professional, to make this project successful 

as well as community-led and centered.

Immediately when COVID-19 hit communities, 

Washington Dream Coalition (WDC) organizers 

witnessed firsthand how our families were financially 

impacted by the rise in layoffs and unemployment rates, 

as businesses rapidly closed. In response, WDC shifted 

from education support services to disaster relief for 

undocumented individuals. On March 27, 2020, WDC 

created the COVID-19 Relief Fund for Undocumented 

Individuals in Washington State, in partnership with 

Scholarship Junkies, Northwest Immigrant Rights 

Project, and the Washington Immigrant Solidarity 

Network.

             This is the largest grassroots-

led, volunteer-run undocumented-specific fund in 

the United States to date. The fund was uniquely 

positioned in the undocumented community because 

of the trust and authentic relationships WDC has with 

undocumented people in Washington State due to 

our extensive work over the years. As a result of the 

fund’s application process, we collected extensive 

demographic and geographic data, as well as limited 

qualitative data, on undocumented individuals in 

Washington State.

Throughout the six months that our application was 

open, we received over 19,000 applications from 

undocumented individuals across Washington State 

requesting a collective $18.5 million in aid. Most 

families needed funding to pay for rent, food security, 

and medical needs related to contracting COVID-19. 

Undocumented immigrants in Washington (and in 

the majority of the country) are unable to access 

unemployment and health insurance. In addition, the 

federal stimulus package prohibits any household with 

an undocumented member on their tax refund from 

US

Within six months, we successfully raised

more than $7.1 million, supporting more than 6,000 

undocumented individuals facing financial hardship

during the pandemic. 

www.washingtondreamcoalition.org

https://www.scholarshipjunkies.org/relief
https://www.scholarshipjunkies.org/relief
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receiving a stimulus check. In our state, 109,000 U.S.-born 

citizen children (7% of Washington’s K-12 students) have 

undocumented parents, according to the Migration Policy 

Institute. Therefore, we knew that the COVID-19 pandemic 

was going to leave our community—our parents, siblings, 

relatives, and loved ones—in precarious working 

environments or without access to jobs, as well as without 

healthcare access. Our undocumented community 

was already being oppressed through racism, sexism, 

classism, and xenophobia through the fear of detention 

and deportation and being denied access to basic human 

rights. The pandemic has shown us how our systems are 

inherently inequitable. 

The nationally-provided data for our state and county are 

limited, but WDC has unique sources of data through our 

localized approach. We learned that out of all our 

19,000 undocumented applicants, 95% lost 

wages, 94% are renters, 5.9% are houseless, 

20.1% are pregnant or have a child under 

3 years of age, 5.6% are LGBTQIA, 74% are 

single parents or the primary income in their 

household, 30.5% are high risk defined by 

CDC guidelines, and 83% primarily speak a 

language other than English. In addition to 

this quantitative data, this past year, we have 

designed and implemented a process to hear 

stories from community members that deepen 

the data. 

The WDC’s COVID-19 Relief Fund  

for Undocumented Individuals in  

Washington State paved the way for 

government-funded relief, including the 

Seattle COVID-19 Disaster Relief Fund 

for Immigrants and the Washington 

COVID-19 Immigrant Relief Fund.  

Over 400 community organizations 

worked together to push for the 

latter, a state-funded program 

modeled after the WDC’s success.  

This community effort secured $62.6 million in relief 

aid. Now, we need more systemic change. We need 

more than one-time bandaid support to undocumented 

inviduals; we need long-term solutions. We are in a 

critical time to advocate for systems-level change, in 

multiple sectors, for and alongside undocumented 

immigrants and communities of color. As one of our 

recipients said:

“We want everyone to be aware that 
we are all contributing to our state, 
to the country, and the economy. 
We count too!”
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Prioritizing Undocumented Communities as an Approach to Equity

UNDOCUMENTED

According to the “Profile of the Unauthorized 

Population: Washington” by Migration Policy 

Institute, Washington State is home to 229,000 

undocumented immigrants (of which 75,000 live in 

King County). Of those, 46% are below the 200% 

Federal Poverty Level and 46% are uninsured. 

However, we believe that these numbers are 

underreported and unrepresentative. Similarly, 

we do not have access to data on how many 

undocumented immigrants have tested positive 

for COVID-19 resulting in hospitalization or death, 

due to immigration status privacy in the healthcare 

system. However, we know that 63% of the 

undocumented population in our state are of Latin 

American decent, which represent 27.8% of the 

COVID-19 positive cases, 10.9% of hospitalizations, 

and 8.7% of deaths; 25% are of Asian decent, 

which represent 10.7% of the COVID-19 positive 

cases, 12% of hospitalizations, and 13.5% of deaths; 

and 3% are of Black and African decent, which 

represent 13% of the COVID-19 positive cases, 9.7% 

of hospitalizations, and 6.3% of deaths (Migration 

Policy Institute and King County Race and Ethnicity 

Data Dashboard, 2020). These groups have been 

disproportionately affected in COVID-19 cases 

resulting in hospitalization and death, connecting 

the specific intersection between racial disparities 

and undocumented immigration status.

Undocumented people without access to work 

permits like Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA) or Temporary Protected Status (TPS) are 

often unable to get access to living-wage jobs 

because of their lack of a work permit and minimal 

access to meaningful public education. Instead, 

undocumented people are actively exploited into 

risking their lives every day during the COVID-19 

pandemic, as well as the active climate crises 

across the country, in the name of “keeping our 

economy moving,” which is upholding the system 

of capitalism in the country. Through our fund, we 

have had the opportunity to support many kitchen 

workers in our local restaurants, caretakers of the 

elders and children in our various communities, 

farm workers who collect the food we are able to 

eat everyday, cleaners of the offices we work at, 

and workers who are maintaining our hospitals 

and public spaces during this crisis. We know that 

many of these families will lose, or have lost, their 

jobs and will find themselves unable to sustain their 

families and pay for fundamental human rights like 

housing, health, and food, leading to unsustaining 

well-being and livelihood.

... undocumented people are actively exploited into risking 
their lives every day during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
as well as the active climate crises across the country, 
in the name of “keeping our economy moving,” which is 
upholding the system of capitalism in the country.

WASHINGTONIANS 
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STORIESOUR
To better understand the immediate needs, supports, 

and obstacles faced by our undocumented and 

communities of color during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the Washington Dream Coalition developed a research 

and storytelling process. As organizers, we hear directly 

from individuals how our systems have inequitable and 

inadequate support in place and we hear their demands 

for longer-term state-wide efforts that center equity 

and economic justice. We created a mixed-methods 

community participatory research project with the goal 

of co-creating community-driven recommendations for 

advocacy efforts and legislation centered on the needs 

of the undocumented community in Washington State. 

From this process, we now have powerful qualitative 

data via virtual listening sessions.

Through the spring and summer of 2021, we held focus 

groups and interviews with 34 fund applicants to better 

understand their experiences. These conversations 

deepen the data we already have from the fund 

applications. The stories that we heard and held were 

full of hardship, grief, and vulnerability—but they were 

also full of wisdom and care. In the following pages, 

we share themes pulled from these stories, coded by 

trained qualitative researchers, as well as the voices of 

those who were directly impacted.

78,275
Washington COVID-19 

Immigrant Relief Fund 2020

4,820
Seattle COVID-19 Disaster 
Relief Fund for Immigrants

19,078
WDC’s COVID-19 Relief Fund 

for Undocumented Individuals

13,735
Washington COVID-19 Immigrant 
Relief Fund 2020 Recertification

64,947
Washington COVID-19  

Immigrant Relief Fund 2021
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WHO ARE THE FUND APPLICANTS?
These demographics include all eligible applicants to the Washington State Immigrant Relief Fund—residents of 

Washington State who are not eligible for unemployment benefits. Thus, this is a snapshot of community need, and not 

fully representative of all undocumented immigrants in the state. In total, there were 78,275 eligible applicants. Most 

applicants reside in King County (20,599) and Yakima County (12,027). The vast majority of these individuals, 87%, lost 

income when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and 50% of them were at high risk for contracting and/or contracted the virus.

RACE/ 
ETHNICITY 
of Eligible 
Applicants

GENDER 
IDENTITY 
of Eligible 
Applicants

AGE of Eligible Applicants

PRIMARY 
LANGUAGE 
of Eligible 
Applicants

49%

<1%

<1%
<1%

2%

15%

35%

12%

1% <1% <1%

50%

EnglishNative Hawaiian 
or Pacific Islander

Black/African American

Female

10-19
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

30-39
50-59

80-89
20

-29
40-49

70
-79

60-69
90-99

Other:
Korean
Chinese
Vietnamese
French
Tagalog/
Filipino
Garifuna
Swahili
Somali
Hindi

Multiracial

White

Native American

Latin American

Non-binary, 
prefer not to 
say, and prefer 
to self-describe

Spanish
Middle Eastern 
or North African

Asian/Asian American

Male

33%

3%

Source: Washington COVID-19 Immigrant Relief Fund
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SKAGIT
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KING

PIERCE
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ISLAND
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CLARK

SKAMANIA

KLICKITAT

YAKIMA
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BENTON

FRANKLIN

ADAMS

GRANT

DOUGLAS
CHELAN

LINCOLN

STEVENS

PEND
OREILLE

FERRY

SPOKANE

WHITMAN

WALLA WALLA

COLUMBIA

GARFIELD

ASOTIN

MASON

CLALLAM

JEFFERSON

GRAYS
HARBOR

OKANOGAN

WHERE IN WASHINGTON DO ELIGIBLE APPLICANTS RESIDE? 
BY COUNTY

Less than 500

500 – 2,500

2,501 – 5,000

5,001 – 10,000

10,001 – 15,000

15,001 – 20,000

20,001 – 25,000

Source: Washington COVID-19 Immigrant Relief Fund

“We are very happy and thankful to know that 

there are people who care about us. We have two 

children in the home, whose school life has  

been interrupted. I was so worried about  

paying rent, that we haven’t been able to  

support them with their school work. Now, with 

this support, I feel like my children, my wife,  

and I can breathe.
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“

“
“
“
“

STORIES & COVID-19 EXPERIENCES

Lack of assistance 
with basic needs
Lack of assistance with accessing basic 
needs such as PPE and COVID-19 tests, 
school supplies, housing and rental 
assistance, jobs, and unemployment 
supports.

Mental well-being and 
reduced personal or  
family stress (individual 
stress and isolation)
Specific to individuals and family  
experiences around stress, mental 
health, grief, loss, and isolation.

Well, I think it would be ideal that we all would have 
access to housing without having any worries, because 
if we do not pay rent they are going to kick us out from 
where we are living. The food, having food, knowing 
that we will have a way to feed ourselves.”

I try to give the information to my co-workers and 
tell them to share it with their neighbors, their family 
members, right? Because that is what we need right 
now, to unify as an immigrant community.”

We have united and made this help and support 
groups,  not only for the food, but also psychological 
support. Well, from now on it is remote, but different 
support groups have been implemented.”

It affected us economically, emotionally, 
and educationally.”

My husband works in construction and 
has lost his job because of the pandemic. 
I am six months pregnant with two other 
children and this is so stressful.”

Staying connected 
to community for 
emotional well-being
Community supporting each  
other to survive this pandemic.

How has our undocumented communities 
experienced the COVID-19 pandemic? How do 
experiences vary by individual circumstances?

1

2

3
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Across the state, there were individual and regional differences in how applicants experienced the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

top two job sectors reported by applicants were agriculture (27,222) and restaurant and food service (11,753). Breaking it down 

geographically, there were distinct sets of job sectors. In more urban and suburban areas like King County, the top reported 

sectors were restaurant and food service and construction. In more rural areas like Yakima County, the top reported sector by 

far was agriculture. While this data highlights different regional considerations, what remains the same is that throughout the 

state, there has been a failure to fully protect those who work to feed us, sustain us, and build our communities.

HOW DO LOCAL JOB INDUSTRIES COMPARE ACROSS THE STATE? 
Percent of Eligible Applicants by Job Sector in King and Yakima County 

Source: Washington COVID-19 Immigrant Relief Fund

KING 
COUNTY

YAKIMA 
COUNTY

Restaurant and Food Service

Housekeeping

Construction

Unemployed

Warehousing and Distribution

Self-employed

Retail and Sales

Healthcare

Transportation

Mechanic

Agriculture

All Others 11%All Others 9%

Other

Day Labor and Landscaping

Domestic Worker

29%

75%

6%

4%

4%

15%

14%

13%

10%

6%

4%
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INEQUITY IN REGIONAL RESPONSE

How have systemic regional responses to the 
pandemic impacted the ways undocumented 

communities navigated the COVID-19 pandemic to 
meet their basic needs? What types of short-term 

assistance are most impactful?

“
“
“
“

More help from government needed
Government assistance mentioned as most important 
or necessary for families and communities during the 
pandemic. Assistance such as flexibility with banks, 
mortgage payments, rent, and other supports so that the 

burden does not fall on other family members. 

Remove barriers & responsive 
local organizations
Simplify access to basic needs supports and 
programs. Also mentioned how responsive local 
organizations were in helping individuals navigate 
resources and supports. 

These organizations helped us and helped me a  
lot, my family. Honestly I thank these organizations 
a lot because they took us into account.”

Honestly, it is very beautiful. It feels nice. Even 
 though we are undocumented here, to have support 
like that is well received and it feels beautiful.”

Sometimes we don’t want to go to the hospital 
because we are scared of the bill we will get.”

It’s much easier if you count with insurance 
because [if] I am sick I would go [to the doctor] 
because I know my insurance would cover me.”

Access to health insurance 
and information
Having health insurance to reduce the burden of health 
costs, continuing much needed health care, and clear 
information on health practices and vaccination.

1

2

3

“The ones have their social security have gotten 
their stimulus checks and well not us, because 
we do not have a social security. We do not 
receive anything.”
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Cumulative Unmet 
Need Across All Funds

Seattle COVID-19 Disaster Relief 
Fund for Immigrants

$10,513,000 
Requested

$7,964,000 $2,549,000
Funded Needed

Washington COVID-19 Immigrant 
Relief Fund 2020

$78,275,000 
Requested

$59,102,000 $19,173,000
Funded Needed

WDC’s COVID-19 Relief Fund for 
Undocumented Individuals

$16,594,150 
Requested

$6,374,150 $10,220,000
Funded Needed

Washington COVID-19 Immigrant 
Relief Fund 2020 Recertification

$13,735,000 
Requested

$13,735,000 $0
Funded Needed

Washington COVID-19 
Immigrant Relief Fund 2021

$64,947,000 
Requested

$48,018,000 $16,929,000
Funded Needed
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TRANSFORMATIVE SYSTEMS CHANGE

What types of long-term systemic 
changes are most needed?

“
“
“
“
“

Permanent supports that 
promote long-term stability  
for undocumented immigrants 
and families
Resources to further undocumented immigrants’
lives, such as access to formal jobs, easier 
pathways to citizenship, affordable college 
education, affordable and stable housing.

Able to seek medical care 
without fearing the cost
Individuals shared how having stimulus money, 
unemployment benefits, and insurance would 
reduce barriers when needing medical care.

The ideal world for me would be one in which I have unemployment 
[insurance]. More than anything because... the situation in the fields, 
comes winter and everyone starts to struggle.”

The challenges are already very big and they did not necessarily 
come about because of the pandemic, they already existed.”

If I received cash assistance, it would make a big difference. It will 
help me and my family too. We are so behind on things. It would be 
a lot helpful to get cash assistance. The difference will be getting 
on top of everything. Hopefully it’ll get better and get back to the 
way it was.”

My life would become easier if I had simple things like healthcare. 
I refrain from going to the hospital due to not having healthcare. In
the United States there seems to be so much bureaucracy even for 
the doctor. It isn’t like Korea where if you need something, there 
are resources to provide quick assistance and get you to where 
you need to be. There would be less worry with unemployment as
well. The pandemic is still here and I never know how it will affect 
[my] business. It is worrisome to think that I do not have access to 
unemployment benefits and no other resource.”

Ideally, we all would have medical insurance. That is, knowing 
that if I get sick I do not have to worry [about paying] the bills 
that I get of thousands and thousands of dollars.”

Ongoing mental well-being 
supports to reduce personal 
or family stress
Access to stimulus money, unemployment 
benefits, and health insurance would improve 
family morale and reduce stress.

1

2

3



13

In Washington State, the living wage for an adult 

with no children is $33,982 and for a family of two 

adults and two children, it is $90,141 (MIT Living 

Wage Calculator). Most households of eligible 

applicants make under this living wage threshold.

0%

$0 - $9,999
10%

6%
15%

15%

22%

27%

27%

34%

27%

12%

12%

7%

36%

37%

25%

14%

5%
6%

5%

33%

14%

4%

4%

3%

$10,000 - $19,999

$20,000 - $29,999

$30,000 - $39,999

$40,000 - $49,999

Over $50,000

10% 20% 30% 40%

ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOMES 
BY JOB SECTOR

Source: Washington COVID-19 Immigrant Relief Fund

Agriculture 

Restaurant and Food Service 
Construction 

All Job Sectors 
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COMMUNITY CARE & RESPONSE

““
““
“
“

Staying connected to community 
for emotional well-being
Community supporting each other to 
survive this pandemic.

Community-based organization 
resources and support
Shared how specific community-based organizations 
provided basic needs supports and resources.

I am the gossiper of the warehouse in terms of help. 
Well, to my neighbors and the people I know, I try to 
give them all the information about supports.” 

My family is very far away. I have some church  
friends that call and check on me. They’ve been  
very helpful and try to encourage [me]. That’s a  
huge support for me.”

It was during the time when unfortunately field work is scarce, 
in the month of October after the harvests, what’s basically 
October, November, December are months that are hard to 
work because there’s not much work, you work very little 
because of the weather or cold. You struggle a lot and thank 
God for this organization that I was able to receive help.”

Well I would go to work, go to work scared and like that, like 
that I would be the whole time.”

[Organizations] help us get out of the hardships that we 
sometimes have, because even if the help is small, I think it 
is a lot for the one who needs it.”

I bless you all for the time you are taking to fundraise funds 
for us, since we have been forgotten by the government. I am 
a COVID-19 survivor. People like you and my daugher, who is 
a nurse, are why we are surviving this pandemic.”

Job security and family safety
Experiences related to lack of job security during 
the pandemic and importance of COVID-19 
protections in the workplace such as having 
PPE, social distancing, access to testing, and 
vaccinations to protect self and families.

1

2

3

In what ways have undocumented communities 
come together during this unprecedented time 

to provide support to one another?
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STORY

When the United States talks about undocumented 

immigrants in this country, they usually tend to 

focus on two things: what they “take,” and how 

fast can we get them out? Not many people are 

willing to see past a status into the daily lives of 

actual hard working and contributing families. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, my family 

and I felt invisible. The government was giving 

speeches about stimulus checks we knew we didn’t 

qualify for. The Department of Unemployment was 

encouraging all of its working citizens to apply. We 

saw the rest of the country obtain benefits we knew 

we deserved to have as well. We were considered 

essential workers. We served the community. We 

put in the time and effort. Yet, we were left in the 

dark. The Washington Dream Coallition’s fund was 

a helping hand we did not expect to find. There 

were actual concerned, determined, and infuriated 

people who were fighting for us not to get left in 

the dust. Up until that moment, I wasn’t as aware 

or involved in the efforts of my community to raise 

undocumented immigrant voices. This fund was not 

just a direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic, but of 

decades of this community’s striving to be seen as 

contributing, hardworking, and deserving. 

The Washington Dream Coallition’s fund was the 

set-up for the community care and change we need 

in order for the immigrant community to continue 

to be seen. We do not need short-term solutions 

or temporary plans, but rather permanent and 

promising legislative action. The hours we punch in, 

the food we serve and pick, the taxes we pay, and 

the constant labor we continue to provide should 

all be the true markers for the seat we need in this 

country, not our immigration status. My hope is that 

the amount of applicants and the money raised 

from the Washington Dream Coallition’s fund can be 

seen by the government as a door to change.

There is a whole community in the United States 

that has adapted and completely taken in a life and 

country that makes it a point to drive us away. It is 

time they know they need to see us and that we are 

here to stay.

ANA’S

ANAIt is time they know they 
need to see us and that 
we are here to stay.



16

UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE
Unemployment insurance has been a key safety net program that has 

kept working families afloat during the pandemic. While undocumented 
immigrants have always needed acesss to such a program, this need was 
further highlighted by the pandemic. Such a program would need to avoid 
public charge implications, be administered in a way that protects the data 

of undocumented individuals and shields it from information sharing with the 
federal government, be accessible to diverse undocumented communities, 
and be administered by state governments. Benefits should be provided in 
a weekly or biweekly amount and be available for up to 26 weeks during 

regular times or more as comparable to benefits available to those with an 
immigration status that can access traditional unemployment insurance. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

HEALTHCARE INSURANCE
Research has long show that undocumented immigrants too often forgo 

preventative care and access medical care for costly life saving treatment, 
if at all, when their health is deteoritated. The pandemic further exposed 
the health inequities these communities faced. Far too many community 

members were afraid of getting tested as health providers erroneously billed 
them for free tests. States and local governments have the opportunity to 

implement a health program subsidized or fully funded by said jurisdictions 
that can provide healthcare access to individuals not able to purchase 

healthcare through the marketplace.

on
e
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e

tw
o

tw
o



17

CASH ASSISTANCE WITHOUT RESTRICTIONS
Our focus groups and survey responses demonstrate that targeted programs 

(i.e. rental relief programs) were often too high-barrier to be accessed by 
undocumented workers and too constraining to provide substantial relief. 

Undocumented workers best understand their own lived reality, their budget, 
and how assistance can be best used. Programs that were targeted for a 

specific use required substantial documentation/relationships with landlords, 
etc. that our community members did not have access to. When individuals 
were provided with no-strings-attached assistance, they were able to piece 

together the limited programs available to them (i.e. food banks) to cut down on 
their regular costs and assess how their remaining money could be best used. 
This fluctuated from rent one month, to medicinal costs another month, to food 

costs another month; further highlighting the importance of flexibility.

LISTEN TO COMMUNITY
Undocumented individuals face a reality distinct from any other. As such, 
any program designed to benefit this community should be co-created 

with undocumented stakeholders to ensure it will actually be accessible 
and helpful to said community. Options available to ensure this are 

focus groups, a steering committee that oversees implementation of 
new programs and includes/prioritizes undocumented individuals, and 

ongoing public engagement.

three
three

four
four



The COVID-19 pandemic deepened the already heavy hardships of the undocumented community. It also spotlighted the power of 

community care. When we, as undocumented organizers and allies, stepped up to create supports for those who were left out, we saw 

how our systems can be reimagined and transformed.

We urge policymakers and advocates to remember that while it is true and important that undocumented immigrants are essential 

workers, taxpayers, and contributors to the economy—your support should not be about production, but about humanity and community. 

Undocumented immigrants are neighbors, friends, family, and fellow community members. We need the government to step it up to 

protect all of us. 

OUR FUTURES
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“

“

Thank you for so much 

for doing this. You will 

never know how much 

hope you provide.

@WADreamCoalition @wa_dreamers

https://www.facebook.com/WADreamCoalition/
https://twitter.com/wa_dreamers

