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Introduction
In August, the Eleventh Circuit issued Patel v. U.S. Att’y Gen.,2 a blockbuster en banc
decision that included two holdings adverse to immigrants. The court’s first holding expanded the
reach of the jurisdiction-stripping provision at section 242(a)(2)(B)(i) of the Immigration and
Nationality Act (the “INA”), 8 U.S.C. § 1252(a)(2)(B)(i), which covers “judgments” relating to
certain forms of immigration relief.3
This Practice Alert addresses Patel’s second holding: that false claims to U.S. citizenship
render noncitizens removable even if the claim had no possible impact on the decision or
application at issue—that is, even if the false citizenship claim is immaterial.
In this Alert, we explain several key flaws in that holding. First, we outline the statutory
provisions addressing false citizenship claims and Patel’s holding that these provisions incorporate
no materiality element. Next, we examine errors in the Eleventh Circuit’s reasoning. We hope that
this Alert will assist attorneys in representing clients charged with removability based on false
citizenship claims. While contrary agency precedent should help cases outside of the Eleventh
Circuit, this Alert anticipates that the Department of Justice could seek to rely on Patel as
persuasive authority, and provides arguments to counter any such effort.
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I.

Materiality in False Citizenship Claim Cases
A. Background on False Claims to Citizenship

The INA renders both inadmissible and deportable “[a]ny alien who falsely represents, or
has falsely represented, himself or herself to be a citizen of the United States for any purpose or
benefit under . . . Federal or State law.” 4 In the precedential decision Matter of Richmond, the
Board of Immigration Appeals (“BIA”) held that these provisions incorporate a materiality
element—that is, to trigger removability, a false citizenship claim must have “actually affect[ed]
or mattered” to the purpose or benefit the noncitizen sought.5 For example, if a noncitizen falsely
claims citizenship on a U.S. passport application, the claim is material: U.S. citizenship is required
to qualify for a U.S. passport. On the other hand, if a noncitizen falsely claims U.S. citizenship on
a driver’s-license application in a state like New York that issues licenses regardless of
immigration status, the claim is not material: U.S. citizenship has no bearing on the applicant’s
eligibility for the driver’s license.
B.

The Eleventh Circuit’s Ruling

The Patel three-judge panel opinion rejected Richmond and held that a false-citizenship
claim need not be material to trigger inadmissibility.6 In brief, the panel held that because the word
“material” is absent from the statute, the statute must not include a materiality element. The en
banc majority affirmed this holding without further analysis, stating only that “[w]e need not
disturb the panel’s ruling that the statute lacks a materiality element.”7
II.

Why the Eleventh Circuit Was Wrong on Materiality

Patel’s discussion of materiality ignored one critical aspect of the inadmissibility and
deportability provisions at issue: their use of common-law language that incorporates materiality.
Under the common-law language canon, phrases with common-law origins are understood
to incorporate their common-law meaning: “[W]here Congress uses terms that have accumulated
settled meaning under . . . the common law, a court must infer, unless the statute otherwise dictates,
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that Congress means to incorporate the established meaning of those terms.” 8 Applying this canon,
a statute incorporates a materiality element if it uses language understood to include such an
element at common law. That is true even if, as here, the statute doesn’t explicitly use the word
“material.”
Interpreted using this well-established canon, the false-citizenship-claim provisions
incorporate a materiality element. These provisions use a version of the phrase “false
representation”—a phrase which incorporates materiality at common law. 9 The statute should
therefore be construed to contain a materiality element, unless the statute contains language that
“dictates” a contrary result. 10 And there is no such language.
Without addressing the meaning of “false representation” under common law, the Patel
three-judge panel held based on negative implication that the false-citizenship-claim grounds
incorporate no materiality element. The court reasoned that a neighboring generic “material
misrepresentation” provision11 explicitly uses the word “material,” while the false-citizenshipclaim provision at § 212(a)(6)(C)(ii)(I) does not.12 From this, the court reasoned that Congress’s
use of the word “material” in the generic misrepresentation provision reflects its intent not to
incorporate materiality with respect to the false-citizenship-claim provision.13 This negativeimplication argument fails for several reasons:
1. The Supreme Court has held that common-law language takes precedence over
negative implication. As the Supreme Court has stated, negative implication is “weakest”
when pitted against “common-law language at work in [a] statute.” 14 In fact, the Court has
repeatedly declined to apply the negative-implication canon to strip the words “false
representation” or “misrepresentation” of their common-law materiality element;
Congress’s “drafting choice” not to enumerate the elements implied in common-law
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language does not “deprive” those common-law phrases “of a significance richer than the
bare statement of their terms.”15
2. The Supreme Court has held that immigration statutes incorporate materiality, even
when they do not use the word “material.” Specifically, “misrepresentation” under
8 U.S.C. § 1451(a), a denaturalization statute, has been read to require materiality even
though the word “material” is absent.16 The same is true of a provision in the Displaced
Persons Act of 1948, which rendered inadmissible “[a]ny person who shall willfully make
a misrepresentation for the purposes of gaining admission into the United States as an
eligible displaced person.” The Court construed that provision to incorporate materiality
because “the word ‘misrepresentation’ . . . has been held to have [a materiality] implication
in many contexts,” including at common law.17
3. Even on its own terms, the case for negative implication is especially weak.
a. Although the generic misrepresentation inadmissibility provision and the
false-citizenship-claim provision are statutory neighbors, they were enacted more
than forty years apart. 18 This gap erodes any negative-implication inference, as
“negative implications raised by disparate provisions are strongest in those
instances in which the relevant statutory provisions were considered
simultaneously.”19
b. The force of negative implication is also diminished because the language and
structure of the two provisions are not closely parallel. As the Supreme Court has
explained, the presumption “grows weaker with each difference in the formulation
of the provisions under inspection.” 20 And the false-citizenship-claim provision at
§ 212(a)(6)(C)(ii)(I), in relevant part, bears little resemblance to the generic
misrepresentation provision at § 212(a)(6)(C)(i).
c. In fact, given § 212(a)(6)(C)(ii)(I)’s phrasing, the word “material” cannot be
inserted in a way that renders the provision both grammatically and semantically
accurate. For example, the three-judge panel opinion suggested that Congress could
have inserted the word “material” before the phrase “purpose or benefit” as follows:
“Any alien who falsely represents . . . himself or herself to be a citizen of the United
States for any material purpose or benefit under this chapter . . . or any other
15
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Federal or State law is inadmissible.” 21 But in that formulation, the word “material”
modifies the wrong concept; it is not the “purpose or benefit” that must be
“material,” but the false representation of U.S. citizenship that must be material to
the purpose or benefit. This makes the negative-implication inference here
especially weak.
d. Applying the negative-implication canon across the entire statutory scheme leads
to a construction of the generic misrepresentation provision at § 212(a)(6)(C)(i) at
odds with even its own longstanding meaning. The three-judge panel highlighted
the mismatch in use of the word “material” between subsections 212(a)(6)(C)(i)
and 212(a)(6)(C)(ii)(I). But it ignored a similar mismatch within § 212(a)(6)(C)(i)
itself. That provision renders inadmissible “[a]ny alien who, by fraud or willfully
misrepresenting a material fact, seeks to procure” specified immigration benefits.
By its plain terms, the provision reaches two kinds of conduct: (1) “fraud,” and (2)
“willfully misrepresenting a material fact.” If negative implication overrides
common-law language, then “fraud” would contain no materiality element because
the word “material” does not modify “fraud.” But “fraud” under § 212(a)(6)(C)(i)
has long been held to incorporate a materiality element. 22 Thus, applying the
common-law language presumption across both provisions yields an interpretation
of § 212(a)(6)(C)(i) that accords with its settled meaning.23
4. Statutory context reinforces the incorporation of a materiality element. Congress
enacted the false-citizenship-claim provisions to discourage noncitizens from evading
employment-verification laws or “abus[ing] . . . the welfare system through fraudulent
applications for public benefits.” 24 Congress was, in other words, concerned with
preventing noncitizens from making false citizenship claims to obtain benefits they were
ineligible to receive. This is precisely the sort of legislative purpose for which a materiality
requirement is most appropriate.25
Moreover, the provision is decidedly unlike the “good moral character” provision at INA
§ 101(f)(6), 8 U.S.C. § 1101(f)(6), to which the Patel three-judge panel analogized. Section
101(f)(6) provides that “a person who has given false testimony for the purpose of
obtaining any benefits under [immigration law]” is not of “good moral character” and thus
is ineligible for naturalization.26 The Supreme Court in Kungys v. United States held that
provision does not incorporate materiality, both because the term “good moral character”
uses no common-law language, and because so-called “bad moral character” “appears to
21
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some degree whenever there is a subjective intent to deceive, no matter how immaterial the
deception.”27
In contrast, the false-citizenship-claim provision has been held to cover even noncitizens
who genuinely believe they are U.S. citizens and have therefore engaged in no willful
deception.28 It is one thing to bar noncitizens for life when their false (but good-faith)
citizenship representations result in benefits for which they are ineligible. It is quite another
when their good-faith representations result in no benefit at all. Context thus strongly
supports the materiality element Congress included through its use of common-law
language.
5. Any remaining doubt about materiality is resolved by the canon that ambiguity in
removal statutes is resolved in favor of noncitizens. The false-citizenship-claim
provision functions as a permanent, unwaivable bar—on par with aggravated felony
offenses like murder or drug trafficking. Without a materiality element, these consequences
would be “draconian,”29 particularly because the provision has been held to cover
noncitizens who genuinely believe they are U.S. citizens.30 Thus, reading
§ 212(a)(6)(C)(ii)(I) to include a materiality element based on its use of common-law
language adds an important limitation and accords with “the longstanding principle of
construing any lingering ambiguities in deportation statutes in favor of the [noncitizen].”31
Conclusion
In affirming the original Patel panel’s opinion on materiality, the en banc Eleventh Circuit
ignored the false-citizenship-claim provisions’ common-law language, the Supreme Court’s
approach, and other considerations discussed above. While Matter of Richmond still controls
outside the Eleventh Circuit, so long as the BIA or Attorney General do not revisit it, the
Government and other circuits may rely on Patel to question whether the provisions include
materiality. Our hope is that this Alert will help practitioners faced with these situations.
Please contact Edward Ramos at ERamos@kktplaw.com or Elizabeth Montano at
EMontano@kktplaw.com if you have questions or need any further information.
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