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Sarasota-area congressman Vern Buchanan,
a Republican who many think could run for
the Senate in 2012, released a video Dec.
2, 2010, arguing against the DREAM Act -- a 7 Recommend 19
controversial piece of immigration 5
legislation that would create a path to

citizenship for youths brought to the United

States illegally.

Share this story:

The minute-long video included some
sobering figures on the cost of illegal
immigration to Florida taxpayers.

"In Florida, illegal immigration costs
taxpayers nearly $4 billion. This amounts to
$700 for every household in Florida,"
Buchanan said. "Incredibly, some in
Congress are still trying to pass a law to
grant amnesty. The so-called DREAM Act
would grant amnesty to as many as 2
million illegal immigrants. Amnesty rewards
people who break our laws and encourages
more illegal immigration.”

U.S. Rep. Vern Buchanan, R-Sarasota, says
illegal immigration costs Florida taxpayers nearly
$4 billion a year.

PolitiFact just recently ruled False the claim

that the DREAM Act would grant amnesty to as many as 2 million illegal immigrants, noting that
the 2 million figure is the number of people who would be potentially eligible for citizenship. It's
also a matter of debate whether the path to citizenship can be called amnesty. You can read that
analysis here.

The Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act would allow children brought
to the United States by illegal immigrants to obtain permanent legal status if they complete two
years of college or enlist in the military. There are currently several versions of the DREAM Act
kicking around in Congress, but under the version introduced in March 2009, people under 35 who
arrived in the United States before the age of 16 and have lived here at least the last five years
would be able to apply for legal permanent resident status on a conditional basis if they have
obtained a U.S. high school diploma or GED. That conditional status would be upgraded to
permanent after six years if they successfully complete at least two years of college or military
service and if they maintain "good moral character."

In this item, we wanted to check Buchanan's figures on the cost to taxpayers.

Buchanan's press secretary, Sally Tibbetts, said the number comes from a 2009 study by the group
the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR). It is a group that opposes the DREAM Act
and advocates against congressional action that includes amnesty for illegal immigrants, or a path
to citizenship. The group also wants to reduce legal immigration to the United States.

The FAIR study examined projected government spending on education, health and incarceration
for illegal immigrants and found that illegal immigrants cost Florida taxpayers $3.8 billion.

To determine the "cost" of illegal immigration to Florida, FAIR identified the average cost of
government services according to, in many instances, other private studies, and then multiplied
those figures by the number of illegal immigrants in the population.

One of the problems with that kind of analysis, however, is that there's no official number of illegal
immigrants living in Florida (illegal immigrants being a group that aren't exactly eager to raise
their hands and be counted, after all). For example, FAIR ranked Florida's illegal immigration
population fourth in the nation, with an estimated 950,000 immigrants in 2008. In contrast, the
Department of Homeland Security ranks Florida third in the nation, with 720,000 illegal immigrants
in 2009.

But that's not the only problem.

The FAIR report tries to identify spending on illegal immigrants in three different areas --
education, health care and incarceration.
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Of the $3.8 billion estimate, the lion's share -- $3.4 billion -- is spent on education.

FAIR uses estimate after estimate to create a "fact." The group used its estimate of the illegal
immigrant population in Florida to craft an estimate of illegal immigrant school-aged children -- a
number they peg at about 146,000. Then, they use another estimate, a per-pupil figure from the
National Center for Education Statistics of $8,234, to say that K-12 illegal immigrant children cost
Florida taxpayers "at least $1.2 billion per year."

Then, they create another estimate for the sons and daughters of illegal immigrants who were
born in the United States -- and thus are American citizens. That number, they say, is 204,000.
Add the cost for them in (an estimate) and you get an additional $1.7 billion in cost per year, or
$2.9 billion combined.

We admit, we can't offer you better estimates for the number of illegal immigrant schoolchildren or
the number of legal sons and daughters of illegal immigrants -- because those numbers don't exist.
But we can tell you, for instance, that the Florida Department of Education says its per pupil
spending is $6,871, not $8,234. And if you use the state number, and not the one from the National
Center for Education Statistics, the total cost is $2.4 billion not $2.9 billion.

That's $500 million saved by using a different, and at least as reputable figure -- without even
dealing with the other estimates, mind you.

The remaining education funding, about $566 million FAIR figures, comes from teaching English
language instruction for non-native English speakers. FAIR estimates that 80 percent of all children
in English language training, a number they estimate to be around 250,000, are the children of
illegal immigrants. The multiply that number by another estimate -- they say the amount of
additional cost for these students is $2,264 -- to reach a taxpayer cost of $566 million. More
estimates on top of estimates.

FAIR bases its health care costs on a 2002 Florida Hospital Association survey that found
unreimbursed emergency medical care for illegal immigrants topped $40 million. But the survey
includes responses from private hospitals that are not funded by the state. So the cost to taxpayers
is overestimated.

And FAIR produces the state's incarceration costs for illegal immigrants based on the state
Department of Corrections' "illegal alien" count of inmates. However, no such count exists.
Instead, the state keeps tabs on all inmates who are not U.S. citizens, whether they're in the
country legally or illegally. While many of those inmates are eventually released to U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement for further immigration processing, including possible
deportation, the state does not track whether its inmates are legal U.S. residents. (We covered

some of this ground already in a fact check from June about this same FAIR study).

"I would take FAIR's numbers with a big shaker of salt," said Daniel Griswold, director of the
Center for Trade Policy Studies at the Cato Institute, a libertarian Washington, D.C., policy group.
"The organization exists to portray immigrants in a bad light."

One of the easiest ways to see just how malleable the numbers are is to look at FAIR's 2010 state-
by-state report. In 2010, FAIR said illegal immigrants cost Florida taxpayers almost $5.5 billion --
that's about a $1.7 billion or 44 percent increase in a year.

Nothing that we've discussed, for the record, accounts for the money illegal immigrants pay in
state sales taxes and federal income taxes. All people are required to pay state sales taxes. And
while some illegal immigrants are paid cash under the table, many are paid by payroll check just
like everyone else. Recent estimates suggest illegal workers are now paying $9 billion to $12
billion a year into Social Security through payroll taxes, for instance, with no legal way to get that
money back in retirement benefits. (Illegal immigrants provide faked documentation and fake
Social Security numbers).

So while there is a cost, there also is a revenue side to the equation.

In 2009, FAIR said illegal immigrants contributed $1.6 billion in taxes in Florida. In 2010, the
number dropped more than $1.3 billion, to $261 million. Eric Ruark, FAIR's director of research,
said the group greatly overestimated the amount of disposable income of illegal immigrants that
would be subject to sales tax.

In defending the study, Ruark notes that FAIR does not estimate the increased tax payments that
Florida would gain from having legal workers replace illegal ones, or the cost to the state in
payments to Floridians who are unemployed because of the presence of illegal workers in the labor
force. The point is, the actual cost could be higher.

The Congressional Budget Office, the nonpartisan number-crunching arm of Congress, tried back in
December 2007 to quantify the fiscal impact of illegal immigrants on state and local governments.
It couldn't, and found problems with studies that did. The CBO noted that illegal immigrants who
just arrive in the United States might use more government resources than those well or better
integrated into American society, that it is difficult to capture all revenues and costs, and that there
is little information on how much illegal immigrants contribute to American life through taxes, or
how much they utilize government services.

Instead, the CBO made a series of more general findings. Among them:
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* State and local governments incur costs for providing services to unauthorized immigrants and
have limited options for avoiding or minimizing those costs.

* The amount that state and local governments spend on services for unauthorized immigrants
represents a small percentage of the total amount spent by those governments to provide such
services to residents in their jurisdictions.

* The tax revenues that unauthorized immigrants generate for state and local governments do not
offset the total cost of services provided to those immigrants.

To us, that's a more appropriate and tempered analysis.

A quick side note: In his comments, Buchanan said the per-household cost of for illegal immigrants
is $700 a year. To get there, Buchanan again uses FAIR, which divided their cost figure for
taxpayers ($3.8 billion) by the number of households headed by native-born residents (5.65
million). FAIR excludes households headed by non-native-born residents regardless of whether
those heads of household are citizens or living in the United States legally. If they included all
households (7 million), the cost per household would be about $550. We're unclear why FAIR, for
instance, excluded citizens not born in the United States as well as legally documented residents --
who are all paying taxes -- from their calculations?

Let's review. Buchanan said: "In Florida, illegal immigration costs taxpayers nearly $4 billion (a
year). This amounts to $700 for every household in Florida." He is mostly quoting accurately from
a study performed by the group Federation for American Immigration Reform, though he doesn't
cite FAIR in his comments. The FAIR study is highly suspect. It relies on estimate after estimate,
and was conducted by a group that is hardly objective when it comes to analyzing the effects of
illegal immigration. The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office warned specifically against trying
to put dollar figures on the costs associated with illegal immigrants because of the large number of
unknown variables. We'd consider offering more leeway if Buchanan sourced his statement back to
FAIR, so at least people could know the source and question it independently. But Buchanan makes
his pronouncement sound like it's fact, when it's far from it. We rate this claim False.
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