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IMMIGRATION FAILS AS WEDGE ISSUE FOR GOP; SUCCEEDS IN EXPANDING BASE FOR DEMOCRATS 
fear and hysteria give way to public demand for solutions

in key bellwether races
Immigration2006.org is a group of activists and pollsters tracking the impact of the immigration issue on the 2006 elections.  Our preliminary analysis of last night’s results strongly suggest that very few toss up races were won by Republican candidates who attempted to exploit immigration as a voter motivator.  Democrats that back comprehensive immigration reform mostly won their races.  And the Republican Party is likely to get smaller as its hard line on immigration drives away Hispanic voters.

Of the 15 key races tracked by Immigration2006.org (see www.Immigration2006.org) – races where immigration played a key role in the race –  the tally sheet currently stands as follows: 12 – 2 – 1 (Kyl kept his Senate seat in Arizona, as expected; Katherine Harris’s House seat, FL-13, was won by the Republican; and PA-06 is still undecided).  
“The political strategy of the Republican candidates was just like Republican energy policy: drill deeper and deeper looking for more votes out of the same well,” said Christopher Dorval, co-chair of Immigration2006.org along with Andrea LaRue. “And the well has run dry. The party not only didn’t win, but it has once again failed to expand its base. The Democrats have an opportunity to seize the moment, enact comprehensive immigration legislation that is supported by the mainstream voters of both parties, and reap a windfall with Latino voters going into 2008.”
“With respect to immigration, the Republican Party handed the Democratic Party a gift.  The GOP’s mishandling of this issue has alienated the fastest growing group of new voters in the nation.  Democrats now have a clear opportunity to realize a demographic realignment of historic proportions and redraw the nation’s electoral map for a generation,” said Democratic activist Andrea LaRue, co-chair of Immigration2006.org. “The implication for the presidential race of 2008 and for the future viability of both parties is profound.”

Here are some of the highlights from last night related to how immigration fared:

· Arizona: Democratic Gov. Janet Napolitano, a strong advocate of comprehensive immigration reform, won a resounding victory over her opponent.  In the closely watched Arizona 8th Congressional district Democrat Gabrielle Giffords (D), a strong advocate of comprehensive immigration reform, clobbered Minuteman candidate Randy Graff (R) by a decisive margin.  And in a stunning upset, comprehensive reform advocate Harry Mitchell (D) defeated hardliner incumbent J.D. Hayworth (R).
· Colorado: Comprehensive reform advocates Bill Ritter (D) and Rick Perlmutter (D) handily won their races for Governor and Congress over hardliners. 
· Pennsylvania: Comprehensive reform advocate Bob Casey (D) trounced incumbent hardliner Rick Santorum (R) – who featured tough attacks on Casey’s stance early and late in the campaign and launched www.caseyforamnesty.com – by 18%.

· Governor’s races:  In numerous Governors’ races Democratic candidates came under attack for begin “soft on illegal immigration,” and in all of these races – MD, KS, OR, WI, MA, CO, AZ – the Democrat won.

· Schwarzenegger: In a display of Republican savvy lacking in most races, Governor Schwarzenegger moved away from hard line views on immigration, deftly repositioning himself in the middle on immigration, and won going away.
· Social Security canard: Many Republicans attacked Democrats on the spurious charge that they voted to “give social security benefits to illegal immigrants,” most notably in the Michigan and Washington Senate races, and it failed to make a dent.

According to Dorval, “The fact that the anti-immigration card didn’t work in Arizona and Colorado shows that this Republican strategy was a loser, and that voters are smarter than the Republicans thought.  It turns out that Americans who are deeply concerned with our nation’s broken immigration system want solutions not sound bites, pragmatism not posturing.”
This is what the Washington Post reported this morning on the exit polling, “…Republicans hoped to capitalize on…immigration, but fewer than one in three cited it as extremely important in influencing their decision, and they only narrowly favored Republican candidates. About six in 10 voters said that they believe illegal immigrants working in the United States should be offered a chance to apply for legal status, a position that was supported by Bush but rejected by House Republicans who have pushed an enforcement-first approach to controlling illegal immigration. Democratic candidates won support from 61 percent of those who backed a path to citizenship, according to the poll.”

Two new polls out yesterday echo this analysis.  The first, released by the Manhattan Institute and the National Immigration Forum, found that immigration would not be a top vote determining issue nor a top turnout motivator.  Furthermore; voters remain supportive of comprehensive immigration reform and expect Congress to take action next year.

Another poll released yesterday by the National Council of La Raza and the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials of likely Latino voters found that Republican attempts to use immigration as a wedge issue were driving down Latino support for Republicans by some 20 points. 

These findings correspond with today’s exit polling results: more than 7 out of 10 Hispanic voters supported Democrats, and only 27% supported Republicans.  This is in stark contrast to the 2004 election in which President Bush attracted an estimated 40 to 44% of the Hispanic vote.
“It seems that the vaunted Republican strategy of trying to use immigration as political wedge produced little more than self-inflicted wounds that could take a long time to heal,” said LaRue. 
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