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Strong Relationships  
and Targeted Messages:  
Enacting a Last-Minute CalEITC 
Expansion for ITIN Filers 

Background
In September 2020, Governor Gavin Newsom signed 
legislation to expand California’s Earned Income Tax 
Credit (CalEITC) to all filers using Individual Taxpayer 
Identification Numbers (ITINs). The change came less 
than two months after California expanded its state EITC 
to ITIN filers with children under the age of six in June, 
making California the second state to expand the credit to 
all ITIN filers after Colorado did so in July. The expansion 
came at a time when the COVID-19 pandemic was hitting 
immigrants—who are often front-line and essential 
workers with unstable income—particularly hard. The 
California Budget & Policy Center estimated the expansion 
will benefit between 500,000 and 700,000 Californians. 

California adopted its state EITC in 2015. Since then 
the credit has been expanded to include self-employed 
workers, workers ages 18-24 and over 65 without 
dependent children, and those working full-time at 
California’s minimum wage. But ITIN filers have been left 
off of these previous expansions with Governor Newsom’s 
budget director citing cost as the reason for the exclusion. 

However, despite the pressing financial concerns of the 
pandemic, the first expansion to ITIN filers with children 
under the age of six was passed on June 18, 2020 and the 
second expansion was signed on September 18, 2020. 
Newsom cited the pandemic as the reason behind the 
decision, but the expansion was built on a three-year 
effort by the California EITC Advocacy Coalition. 

Campaign Structure and Strategy
The California EITC Advocacy Coalition is comprised 
of 60 organizations with the California Immigrant Policy 
Center taking the lead along with the United Ways of 
California, the Children’s Defense Fund California, and the 

California Budget and Policy Center. The Budget Center 
does not engage in direct advocacy, but rather provides 
key data and analysis to enhance the coalition’s efforts. 

In the first year of the campaign, the Senate proposed the 
bill with the credit expansion, but the Assembly did not.  
In the second year, both chambers proposed the bill, but  
it fell apart when negotiating with the governor. In the 
final year, 2020, the full proposal was whittled down and 
what was signed into law was a much smaller version of 
the policy. 

“The focus on young children was based on money,” said 
Alissa Anderson, senior policy analyst at the California 
Budget and Policy Center. 

Because of the July 15, 2020 extension for personal income 
tax filing, the coalition did not have a clear sense of the 
state’s revenue. After floating the idea of the full expansion 
in June to a key budget staffer in the senate, the coalition 
understood it was extremely unlikely because the state 
would need to save money for next year which would 
likely have even worse revenue outcomes. 

In August, the coalition was surprised to learn that 
the fully expanded ITIN inclusion was on the table for 
Governor Newsom to sign. Despite the summer’s earlier 
disappointment with the smaller version of the bill, the 
coalition’s efforts paid off when state revenues turned out 
better than expected after the extended July 15th personal 
income tax filing deadline.

“We had planted the seed,” Anderson said. She noted 
that she believed it helped that the expansion was 
relatively low cost and that the cost estimates her team 
sent to budget staff showed that those costs would almost 
certainly go up next year. They had made their case that 
the window of opportunity would close for years if they 
did not push it through now. 

http://www.taxcreditsforworkersandfamilies.org/state-tax-credits/california/
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Additionally, the Latino caucus helped to push forward 
the full expansion after both houses proposed a $100 
billion economic stimulus plan that included the full 
ITIN inclusion as one of many priorities. While the plan 
was obviously too expensive, the Latino caucus argued 
that one piece of their plan—the credit expansion—was 
possible to do right now—and would make a major 
difference for Californians. With both houses finally 
making the full CalEITC expansion a top priority,  
Governor Newsom signed the bill. 

In his official statement, Newsom said, “Expanding the 
CalEITC will provide a critical boost to undocumented  
and mixed-status families across the state, stimulate  
the economy and make us all stronger in the face of 
economic uncertainty.” 

A few aspects of the years-long campaign helped pave  
the way for the full expansion: 

Good relationships with key budget staff. The main 
champion of the legislation was budget staffer Chris 
Woods, who is the budget director for the Senate Pro 
Tempore, Toni Atkins. A champion from the very 
beginning of the campaign in 2015, Woods often sought 
guidance and cost/benefit estimates from the California 
Budget and Policy Center. 

On the assembly side, the coalition found a champion in 
Genevieve Morales, who staffs the budget subcommittee 
where CalEITC policy goes through. The budget director 
and other staffers had not made the legislation a top 
priority, but Morales worked to push them on this issue, 
according to Anderson. 

To gain additional support, the California Budget and 
Policy Center created legislative district fact sheets that 
estimated the local economic impact from including 
ITIN filers in the credits. These were aimed at moderate 
Democrats who were more likely to be compelled by 
seeing how much money would flow into their community 
rather than the equity argument. Advocates took these 
sheets, which were tailored to every legislative district, to 
meetings with legislators. 

New report published last fall. In November 2019, the 
California Budget and Policy Center published a new 
report that provided new analyses, which helped shift 
the debate. The report, Five Reasons Why California 
Should Extend the CalEITC and Young Child Tax Credit to 
Immigrant Families and Communities, highlighted new 
messages, including ones that particularly targeted the 
governor. For example, they noted that the Young Child 
Tax Credit in California is more restrictive than the federal 
Child Tax Credit, even after the Trump administration’s 

Tax Credits and Job Act made many immigrants ineligible 
for the federal credit. This message was meant to appeal to 
Governor Newsom’s positioning himself in opposition of 
President Trump’s policies.  

Gained support of the Latino caucus. By framing the 
policy as a racist one, the coalition was able to get the 
Latino caucus on board. A blog post by Anderson outlined 
the history of how the California EITC came to exclude 
ITIN filers. Federal policymakers made this decision in 
1996 as part of anti-immigrant policies—and California 
adopted that same policy. This was compelling for the 
Latino caucus. A presentation for the caucus’ spring 
retreat where they decide on policy priorities helped 
convince them to make the ITIN expansion one of  
those priorities. 

https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/fact-sheets-inclusive-tax-credits/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/five-reasons-why-california-should-extend-the-caleitc-and-young-child-tax-credit-to-immigrant-families-and-communities/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/five-reasons-why-california-should-extend-the-caleitc-and-young-child-tax-credit-to-immigrant-families-and-communities/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/five-reasons-why-california-should-extend-the-caleitc-and-young-child-tax-credit-to-immigrant-families-and-communities/
https://medium.com/@Alissa_CA/covid-19-crisis-or-not-racist-policies-have-no-place-in-california-9a7221cfc5a7
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COVID-19’s effect on undocumented immigrants. While 
the pandemic created many challenges to passing this 
legislation, it also provided an opportunity to point out 
how undocumented immigrants were one of the hardest 
hit groups, financially, and they were excluded from all 
federal income relief on top of existing exclusions. The 
Budget Center also created resources that showed two out 
of every three Californians excluded from the EITC were 
essential workers. 

“California needs to recognize the value they’re providing 
to the state,” Anderson said. “The least they can do is make 
our tax code more fair.” 

Key Messages Used 
 ● Inclusive tax credits would benefit more 

Californians. Immigrants are vital to California’s 
workforce. Half of all Californian workers are 
immigrants or children of immigrants. Extending 
the credits to workers who file taxes with an ITIN 
would improve economic security for people who 
are engaged in important, but low-paid – and often 
unstable – work, and would be an investment in their 
children, who will be part of the future workforce 
California needs to maintain a strong economy. 

 ● Inclusive tax credits would recognize that 
immigrants are tax filers. It is estimated that 
undocumented immigrants alone contribute over 
$3 billion annually to California’s state and local tax 
system, including by paying personal income taxes 
using ITINs. People with ITINs are eligible for other 
tax benefits; allowing ITIN tax filers to benefit from 
the CalEITC and YCTC would bring these credits in 
alignment with other tax benefits. 

 ● Inclusive tax credits could help increase economic 
stability for children growing up in poverty. Among 
working families, children of immigrants are more 
than twice as likely to live in poverty as other children 
in working families. Economic instability can have 
lasting, harmful effects on children. Refundable 
income tax credits are key public investments that 
not only reduce economic insecurity, but also help 
children succeed long term. 

 ● California’s Young Child Tax Credit excludes more 
immigrant families than the federal Child Tax 
Credit. Parents with ITINs can currently claim the 
federal CTC for any child who has an SSN that is valid 
for work. In contrast, the Young Child Tax Credit is 
not available to any children whose parents have 
ITINs, even if the children are US-born citizens with 
SSNs. This makes California’s credit more restrictive 
than the federal credit. In fact, an estimated 90% 
of the children under age 6 who are excluded from 
California’s Young Child Tax Credit are eligible for the 
federal CTC. 

 ● Children whose parents have the same earnings 
experience huge disparities in after-tax income 
due to tax credit exclusions. A mother who files with 
a SSN that is valid for work, and who made $12,000 
in 2019, would bring home an after-tax income of 
$20,000 because they qualify for a range of tax credits. 
In contrast, if a mother with the same income filed 
her taxes with an ITIN, the family’s after-tax income 
would be just $13,000. 

https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/covid19-many-immigrants-excluded-from-federal-recovery-rebates/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/covid19-many-immigrants-excluded-from-federal-recovery-rebates/
https://calbudgetcenter.org/resources/about-2-in-3-immigrant-workers-excluded-from-the-caleitc-are-covid-19-essential-workers/
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