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Introduction and summary

Americans and politicians across the political spectrum have voiced their extraor-

dinarily strong support for immigration reform with a pathway to citizenship.' But
despite this consensus—and despite the June 2013 Senate passage of an immigra-
tion reform plan with a pathway to citizenship>—House Speaker John Boehner

(R-OH) has indicated he will not bring up immigration reform at all this year.?

As progress has stalled, immigration advocates have increasingly pressed President
Barack Obama to grant a stopgap measure of administrative relief—that is, to
enhance prosecutorial discretion, reduce deportations, and grant temporary legal
status to some unauthorized immigrants. On June 30, with legislation stalled in
the House, President Obama announced that he would use his executive authority

by the end of summer to begin to fix the immigration system.*

Why the back and forth on immigration reform? After all, most economists agree
that repairing the nation’s immigration system will benefit the country’s economy,’
and that a path to citizenship would improve the fortunes and well-being of a large
number of U.S. families.® But calculations about policy also hinge on politics, and
some conservative pundits have worried that immigration reform will bring a

slew of new voters who are less favorable toward a Republican platform. Equally
so, a cynic might ask whether administrative relief could be politically helpful to
Democrats since immigrants who would directly benefit are not in the country

legally and therefore cannot vote.”

While House Republicans never produced a piece of legislation, a number of GOP
leaders and members indicated they could support a legalization program for
unauthorized immigrants, but not a pathway to citizenship.® This partly reflects the
concerns of some Republican lawmakers that their chances of remaining in office
might be threatened by a path to citizenship that eventually grants voting power to
the more than 11 million undocumented immigrants living in the United States.’
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In the long term, however, it is actually the children of these immigrants who could Itis these new
sway the future of politics in the country. There are approximately 5.5 million chil-
dren currently living in the United States who have at least one undocumented par- ~ VOTEIS W hom ay
ent, and an estimated 4.5 million of these children are U.S.-born citizens.!® Given
the minimum 13-year pathway to citizenship envisioned in the Senate bill passed reward those who
last summer, millions of these young people will turn 18 and become eligible to
vote long before their parents. It is these new voters who may reward those who Pass imm Ig ration
pass immigration reform—or punish those who do not—simply by how they vote.
reform—or punish
The potential effects are both short and long term. A recent Center for American
Progress report by Patrick Oakford, titled “The Latino Electorate by Immigrant those who do
Generation,” examined the immediate political implications of not addressing
immigration reform as well as the voting patterns of Latinos." This report explores I ot—sim P | Yy by
the consequences over multiple presidential electoral cycles, with an analysis
focused on the children who might feel the current debate most sharply: the sons how th ey vote.
and daughters of today’s undocumented residents. We conclude that over the
course of the next five presidential elections—by 2032, when all of today’s children
of undocumented immigrants will have turned 18—the citizen children of the

undocumented will have been able to cast nearly 11 million ballots.

Perhaps this is the 11 million to which political leaders should be paying attention.
And yet the effect of today’s divisive immigration politics may be even greater than
those numbers suggest, as historical evidence and current polling point to the

fact that immigration is a touchstone issue in voting preferences for the children
of all immigrants.'> Widening the lens to include this entire group means a pos-
sible 15.4 million voters by 2032, who could potentially cast 41 million ballots
over those election cycles. Shifting the focus slightly to consider all citizens of
Latino or Asian American descent would bring the total number of new voters

to 19.3 million, with a combined potential of 52 million presidential ballots cast.
Five presidential cycles from now might seem a long way away, but consider this:
President Bill Clinton was re-elected five cycles ago in 1996, and he is still a major

figure in U.S. politics today.
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http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/133.pdf

TABLE 1
Children of immigrants will sway the future of U.S. politics

The number of children by group and the number of presidential votes they will
potentially cast by 2032

Potential voters Number of potential
Group as of 2032 votes cast by 2032
Citizen children of undocumented immigrants 4.5 million 11 million
Citizen children of all immigrants 15.4 million 41 million
Citizen children of Latino or Asian American descent 19.3 million 52 million

Source: Author's calculations of American Community Survey data.

Immigration reform may be off the table for 2014, but make no mistake: Failing to
enact—or even bring to a vote—immigration reform that includes a pathway to cit-
izenship has significant repercussions and is simply misguided. It fails to recognize
the mixed-status realities of many families, eliminates the potential financial bene-
fits to these families and to society at large, and is likely to entrench a second gener-
ation against political actors perceived as holding up immigration reform progress.
On the other hand, administrative action could provide much-needed relief to
immigrant communities and a boost to politicians who support it. Ultimately, this
report concludes that the country needs broader change: The immigration system
remains broken and Americans want it fixed in a way that respects security, makes

way for future immigration, and grants a pathway to citizenship."
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The Center for American Progress is a nonpartisan research and educational institute
dedicated to promoting a strong, just and free America that ensures opportunity

for all. We believe that Americans are bound together by a common commitment to
these values and we aspire to ensure that our national policies reflect these values.
We work to find progressive and pragmatic solutions to significant domestic and
international problems and develop policy proposals that foster a government that
is “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”

The Center for the Study of Immigrant Integration, or CSlI, at the University of Southern
California aims to remake the narrative for understanding and the dialogue for shaping,
immigrant integration in America. Our intent is to identify and evaluate the mutual
benefits of immigrant integration for the native born and immigrants and to study the
pace of the ongoing transformation in different locations. CSlI brings together three
emphases: scholarship that draws on academic theory and rigorous research; data that
provides information structured to highlight the process of immigrant integration over

time; and engagement that seeks to create new dialogues.

Center for American Progress US CDOI'nSi fe
e

Center for the Study of
Immigrant Integration

1333 H STREET, NW, 10TH FLOOR, WASHINGTON, DC 20005 - TEL: 202-682-1611 - FAX: 202-682-1867 + WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG




