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For promoters and foes, immigration bill's larger
impact may be felt at the polls

By: Carrie Dann — May 30, 2013

If you ask around Washington D.C., the Republican Party could have a no-brainer
opportunity to claw its way back toward a triumphant and diverse majority -- or it could
be on the verge of legislating itself out of existence.

Since the 2012 election, when Latino voters selected Barack Obama over Mitt Romney by
nearly a 3-1 margin, proponents of comprehensive immigration reform have pointed to
the passage of the legislation as a political imperative for the survival of the GOP.

Opponents of the legislation, on the other hand, have questioned whether the embrace of
a bill that contains a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants would have any
long-term political benefit for Republicans.

That’s a sentiment encapsulated by Kansas GOP Rep. Tim Huelskamp, who told Reuters
this month that “There is no evidence to support this idea that Republicans will pick up a
lot of votes if we give amnesty to 11 million folks.”

So how would the passage of an immigration bill really change the way the country votes
-- especially as Hispanics swell to a bigger share of the electorate?

Republicans who are skeptical of the reform effort point to data showing that Hispanics
lean towards the liberal side of the political spectrum, while those on the other side of the
issue argue that Hispanics share important social and fiscal values with the GOP.

And some in the party are simply eager to move on from a national debate fraught with
the risk that one tone-deaf comment -- like Rep. Don Young’s reference to “wetbacks”
earlier this year -- can erase months of progress in widening the party’s appeal.

Both sides agree it’s generally true that, right now, Latinos are primarily a Democratic
constituency, demonstrated in no small part by the fact that the Democratic candidate
has won the Latino vote in every presidential election since at least 1972. (Mitt Romney
won just 27 percent of the Latino vote in the 2012 election. President George W. Bush
won as high a share as 44 percent in 2004, according to some exit polls.)

An April 2013 survey by the Pew Hispanic Center showed three in 10 Latinos surveyed
described themselves as “liberal,” compared to 21 percent of the general population.
And 75 percent of Hispanics surveyed said they prefer “a bigger government providing
more services” to a smaller government providing fewer.



Steven Camarota, the director of research for the Center for Immigration Studies -- a
group that supports limitations on legal immigration and has opposed the Senate bill’s
provisions -- says that’s bad news for Republicans.

“Continuing ongoing levels of legal immigration likely will continue to shift the national
electorate towards the Democratic Party and toward greater sympathy for government
intervention in the economy,” he said.

Other Republicans optimistic about growing the GOP’s appeal among Hispanics see
plenty of bright spots in the data.

The overwhelming preference for a larger government diminishes the longer Hispanics
have been in the country, for example. While 81 percent of new Latino immigrants said
they prefer a bigger government, the share goes down to 58 percent for those who are
third-generation immigrants or more.

Latinos are also the fastest-growing group of small business owners in the country.
And on some measures, including frequency of church attendance and opinions on
abortion rights, Hispanics tend to be more culturally conservative than the public-at-
large.

“The Hispanic community is open to candidates who speak to them, open to ideas that
are pro-business, pro-entrepreneurial, about seeking the American Dream,” says
Jennifer Sevilla Korn, the new Deputy Political Director and National Field Director for
Hispanic Initiatives at the Republican National Committee

Korn’s new role at the RNC is to engage the Hispanic community nationwide and help
implement the party’s “Growth and Opportunity Project,” which included
recommendations for building better connections with minorities, women and young
voters.

“There’s a huge window of opportunity to engage with Hispanics and talk about what
we're for, especially when you're talking about small-business owners and Hispanic
evangelicals,” she said. “There’s absolutely room there.”

Dr. Matt Barreto, a co-founder of polling group Latino Decisions, says that Republican
rhetoric about illegal immigration, not conflict with an overarching political ideology, is
mostly to blame for the party’s dismal performance with Latinos.

“There is certainly truth to the notion that there are some issues on which Latinos are
more conservative and could be open to hearing Republican viewpoints,” Barreto said.
“But when the Republican Party is associated with very negative rhetoric and positioning
on immigration it makes people not want to listen.”

So, would those voters consider a Republican candidate if the GOP played ball on the
passage of immigration reform?

A poll by Latino Decisions and America’s Voice in March of this year asked Hispanic
voters that question.



Asked if they would be “more or less likely to vote for a Republican candidate in the
future if Republicans take a leadership role in passing comprehensive immigration
reform including a pathway to citizenship,” 44 percent of those surveyed said they would
be more likely to support a Republican.

And a majority of Hispanic voters (63 percent) also said they would back a Republican

candidate who supported a “pathway to citizenship” over a Democratic candidate who
didn’t.

Potential GOP fears also increase at the threat of an influx of new, previously
undocumented Hispanic voters who eventually earn the right to vote after becoming U.S.
citizens — a process that would take most applicants more than 13 years.

But it’s unclear what percentage of the estimated 11 million illegal immigrants in the
country will choose to work their way toward citizenship rather than remaining legal
permanent residents — who don’t have voting rights.

Skeptics charge that those granted citizenship will be so dependent on government
programs that they will never support a Republican Party largely dedicated to scaling
back the size of those programs.

(Undocumented immigrants aren’t technically eligible for federal means-tested benefits
like Medicaid and food stamps, and under the current version of the Senate’s
comprehensive immigration reform bill, previously undocumented immigrants with
probationary legal status wouldn’t be eligible to receive those benefits either.)

Data from the 2010 American Community Survey does indicate that foreign-born
individuals in the U.S. — meaning naturalized citizens as well as legal and undocumented
residents — are more likely than natural-born Americans to lack a high school diploma or
live below the poverty line, both indicators of dependency upon federal benefits.

But while immigrants are more likely to be low-income and thus eligible for benefits,
some studies —like from the libertarian Cato Institute -- dispute that immigrants actually
access those benefits at a higher rate than their counterparts in the native-born
population.

No matter how many reams of data are available to each side, questions about the
political impact of immigration reform won’t stop before the legislation meets its
eventual success or failure after a full-throated debate on the airwaves and in the halls of
Congress.

“This is a perfect opportunity for the Republican Party to reverse this very negative
image that they have, to try to be associated with positive outreach to this new
community and ‘say we are part of the solution,” says Barreto.

Camarota of the Center for Immigration Studies believes just the opposite.
“It seems very likely that politically this bill is almost certainly going to hurt them, not

just because it creates more Democratic voters but because it alienates the people who
are likely to vote for them, including the less educated whites who have not been showing



up to the polls,” says Camarota. “Without those people it’s hard to see how Republicans
win another presidential election.”



