March 14, 2007

Dear Editor,  
I am writing to you today after learning that Florida lawmakers are considering eliminating property taxes on homesteaded properties and raising the state sales tax.  

While I applaud their efforts in wanting to address the disastrous effects of an out of control property tax situation, I'm alarmed that Speaker Rubio and others seem to have failed to acknowledge the plight of the numerous legal visa holders living in Florida who are paying exorbitant taxes without relief or representation. My husband and I fit this category as E2 Investors from Canada. We hold legal visas, live and work in Florida, employ other Floridians, and we have SSN cards. All while paying maximum property taxes, income taxes, sales taxes, and user fees all without representation. Your proposed legislation will lump us into the same category as second home owners since we apparently can't qualify for the homestead exemption even though our principal (and only) residence is in Florida. Local Property Appraisers are interpreting the state statute as requiring a Green Card for qualification and refuse to recognize visa holders as residents even if, like us, they have no other residence rights or home. 

Even without this ill thought out new property tax scheme we are suffering given that we have been denied homestead exemption and the taxes on our principal (and only) residence have increased by 400% in 3 years – in fact, we pay nearly 7 times the taxes of our next door neighbor who has a nearly identical property but is artificially protected by the current Save Our Homes and homestead exemption. Now legislators are going to add insult to injury by eliminating our neighbors' property taxes entirely?  

While we cannot vote, visa holders like us represent a very large constituency that is important to the Florida economy. Our visa requires that we operate a profitable business and hire local workers. In addition to making a substantial initial investment to launch the business, we've invested in a home and continue to support the local economy. Collectively we form a large, valuable component within the Florida economy. Statistics from the United Kingdom indicate that there are close to half a million British E2 investors currently in Florida. If you include Canadian and other investors and combine them with the multitude of other legal visa holders, the number will represent a significant percentage of the state population. 

 This problem and other unintended consequences of visa policy hurtful to the Florida economy have been documented by Florida TaxWatch.   

If the state chooses to go ahead with Speaker Rubio's discriminatory proposal, which does nothing to truly address the inequities that have been created by the disastrous property tax policies of the past, we will vote the only way we can - with our feet. We have already begun to investigate moving our business and home out of state to a jurisdiction that is more equitable and business friendly. Already, the discriminatory practices and numerous hurdles being placed in front of visa holders in Florida have caught the attention of the international media. The message the state is now sending is that Florida is "closed for business" and visitors are unwelcome. 

Please reconsider and don't further discriminate against those of us who have made Florida home and would like to continue to help make it a better place to live for all. 

Respectfully, 

Noga Sinai-Vander Kooi 
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nogasinai@hotmail.com 

