
Introduction

In summer 2010, eight cities in the Inland Empire (IE), a region located east of Los
Angeles (Figure 1), passed mandatory E-Verify1 ordinances and/or proclamations
supporting Arizona’s SB1070.2 National and local media covering the events argued
the cities’ actions were the product of partisan conservative pressure on city councils
in conservative places (Horseman and Hill 2010; Lovett 2011). The observation is
accurate. The IE is more conservative than the rest of California and the eight cities are
more conservative than the rest of the IE (Table 1). The region’s increasingly militant
Tea Party activists,3 who champion punitive immigration po li cies including crim-
inalization and deportation, targeted city council meetings urging local officials to
protect their communities from undocumented immigration and its effects.

For the past 15 years, state and local anti-immigrant politics and policies have
been challenging federal authority to regulate immigration. In 1996, the Clinton
admi nistration focused its immigration policy on militarizing the U.S.-Mexico border
and shifted some domestic immigration enforcement to the states (Varsanyi 2008).
Since then, states and localities began legislating against immigrants arguing they
are an economic burden and cultural threat. The resulting political and legal chaos
stems from what Varsanyi labels the “liberal paradox” (2008, 881): competing eco-
nomic and political interests in a neoliberal state concur on policies that champion free
movement of goods and services and a deregulated, flexible labor market, while tight -
ening controls over immigration and limiting immigrant and labor rights. Others
point out that the paradox is played out differently depending on the nexus of na tio n -
al, state, and local politics one finds in a particular place (Sparke 2006). Such varied
topography of immigration politics leads to a chaotic legal framework where flexi-
ble labor markets are desirable, but some who work in them are criminalized and
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SOURCE OF INSET MAP: Barr (2010).

TABLE 1
SELECTED POPULATION, ECONOMIC, AND POLITICAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF INLAND EMPIRE CITIES THAT PASSED E-VERIFY ORDINANCES AND/OR

PROCLAMATIONS SUPPORTING ARIZONA’S SB1070

Population Voter registration
ethnicity (percent)1 (percent)3

City/Inland White Hispanic Unemployment
Empire/California (alone) (all races) (percent)2 Republican Democrat

Hemet 58.0 32.0 18.2 45.4 33.8
Highland 33.1 46.6 17.5 41.0 38.5
Lake Elsinore 41.4 46.4 14.2 38.5 34.0
Menifee n.a. n.a. n.a. 46.3 31.6
Murrieta 55.7 25.7 9.7 50.1 25.8
Norco 54.2 33.8 11.9 51.8 26.8
Temecula 59.4 24.7 10.0 49.8 25.4
Wildomar 58.9 32.4 12.9 47.8 27.5
Inland Empire 39.4 44.9 14.3 40.2 37.6
California 42.5 36.1 12.4 31.0 44.1

1 U.S. Department of Commerce (2010b). 
2 California Employment Development Department (2010).
3 California Secretary of State (2010).



impeded from becoming formal participants. Without legal status they are vul nera ble
to employers, who exercise complete authority over them in every aspect of work.

This arrangement has powerful backers in the U.S. business community, who
frequently oppose any attempts to constrain access to the large pool of disposable
labor. Conversely anti-immigrant activists are convinced that this arrangement is
harmful, portraying undocumented immigrants as an economic burden and a social
threat. They have turned their politics into legislative action by targeting conser-
vative politicians and voters at the state and local levels to challenge the federal go v -
ernment’s excusive authority over immigration. Currently, anti-immigrant acti vists
are exploiting a provision in the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) that they
argue allows state and local governments to regulate immigration. Passed in 1986,
IRCA addressed the magnet of employment that attracted undocumented immigrants
by imposing sanctions against employers who hired them. Employers became im -
migration enforcers because they were forced to report all workers they hired, but
it was still up to the federal government to scrutinize the submitted data and remove
unauthorized workers (Cunningham 2010, 415). IRCA also imposed anti-discrimina-
tion provisions meant to prevent employers from pre-screening or punishing workers
based on presumed immigration status. Despite widespread consen sus that IRCA’s
intent was to strengthen federal authority over immigration, citing one of its pro-
visions,4 state and local legislatures are enacting new business licensing laws to
impose additional requirements on employers for enforcing immigration law and
sanctions if they do not.

Court decisions about state laws have been mixed, depending on whether ju -
rists classified state and local laws as licensing (upheld) or immigration (struck
down). The most prominent case is Arizona’s Legal Arizona Worker’s Act (LAWA),
which mandates the use of E-Verify by all employers in the state and penalizes vio -
lators who do not use the program or willingly hire undocumented workers, by re -
voking their business licenses. LAWA was upheld by federal courts on the grounds
that it is a licensing law.

Emboldened by LAWA’s court victories, anti-immigrant activists advocate the
mandatory use of E-Verify as a solution to immigration problems. This is evident
in the IE where Tea Party activists have mobilized conservative politicians for their
cause to pass local versions of LAWA throughout the region. This article examines
this process in two parts. The first details the debates surrounding the proposed
E-Verify ordinances and pro-Arizona proclamations. The second examines these
debates in the context of U.S. national and state immigration politics.
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4 “The provisions of this section preempt any State or local law imposing civil or criminal sanctions
(other than through licensing and similar laws) upon those who employ…unauthorized aliens.” (U.S.
Legal Services Corporation 1986) (author’s emphasis).



Local E-Verify Ordinances and Proclamations 
In the Inland Empire

In summer 2010, local Tea Party activists targeted several cities in the western IE,
prodding them to pass mandatory E-Verify ordinances and to support Arizona’s
latest anti-immigrant law SB1070, which contains the same E-Verify provision as
LAWA (Figure 1). The resulting mandatory E-Verify ordinances are based on LAWA
and Southern California’s first local ordinance, implemented in January 2010 by
Lancaster in Los Angeles County. All the ordinances are complaint-based, tie the
use of E-Verify to licensing, and are enforced by city staff and city managers. They
differ slightly in the penalties they impose. Some merely suspend business licenses
of habitual violators while others “may” revoke them permanently at the discre-
tion of city managers. Like LAWA, none provide protection against discrimination
from employers. The proclamations supporting Arizona portray it as heroic in its
struggle against undocumented immigration and condemn the federal government’s
unwillingness to deal with the problem. The information used here to detail each
city’s case comes from videotaped and/or printed city council meeting minutes
and from media reports.

During public debate over mandating E-Verify in Lake Elsinore, two Tea Party
activists, who are actively involved in trying to pass E-Verify in all IE cities, spoke of
E-Verify’s accuracy and its negligible burden on business and city budgets. They
also dismissed any threats of lawsuits against the city claiming that the federal court
decisions upholding LAWA have opened the door for E-Verify to be implemented
in cities across the U.S. One activist said that E-Verify is necessary to protect the
American dream now being hijacked by illegal aliens, who are taking all the good
starter jobs (e.g., fast food) and not allowing young workers to enter the job market.
For their part, City Council members agreed that the council needed to do something
about the growing problem of undocumented immigration, but they disagreed on
whether the city could afford to enforce an E-Verify ordinance. One council mem-
ber who wanted the more robust E-Verify ordinance, whereby the city would require
employers to submit documented proof that they are using the program, argued it
was necessary to be able to drastically lower very high local unemployment rates.
He cited a Heritage Fund study on the cost of undocumented immigrants to com-
munities and claimed that the city’s investment in a harsher ordinance would be
offset by the benefits of higher employment. However, based on a city staff report
detailing the prohibitive costs of aggressively enforcing E-Verify, the council voted
for the complaint-based option. Conspicuously absent from the debate were rep-
resentatives from the local business community. City staff reported that the city’s
chamber of commerce asked for more time to study E-Verify, but were not explic-
itly opposed to the ordinance.

After its discussion of E-Verify the council passed a proclamation supporting
Arizona’s SB1070. Council members were almost unanimous in praising Arizona
for standing up to the federal government and forcing a legal showdown over bor-
der security and immigration reform (City of Lake Elsinore 2010). To further jus-
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tify the council’s proclamation, the former mayor of Lake Elsinore wrote an op-ed
piece in a local newspaper summing up the impact of undocumented immigration as
detrimental to national security, economic prosperity, and national unity. She claimed
that the law correctly divides “law-abiding people from lawbreakers,” and argued that
those opposing Lake Elsinore’s proclamation seek to “alienate people along racial lines
(pitting Latinos against Anglos).” She concluded that Lake Elsinore and other cities
support Arizona because it “took a stand on the side of the law,” which, along with
“the relentless defense of freedom,” is what unites all Americans regardless of race and
background (Melendez 2010).

Temecula became another target of Tea Party activists advocating a man da tory
E-Verify ordinance during council meetings. They repeated their talking points touting
the program’s accuracy, assuring council members that Arizona’s court victo ries
cleared the way for mandating it, and arguing that implementing it will have a dra-
matic positive effect on the local labor market making jobs available to legal residents
who need them. Business owners present stated that they wanted to use E-Verify
to weed out undocumented workers. Other members of the public commented that
local government has to enforce immigration law because the federal government
violates it by telling undocumented workers to come here and work. One known
anti-immigrant activist accused all “Hispanics” running busines ses in Temecula of
laundering money from the drug trade. Another said that the reason undocumented
workers come to the U.S. is because their countries are “sewers,” and that they
should instead stay at home and fight for their rights there. A claim was made that
E-Verify is “color blind,” and its use does not discriminate on the basis of race and
ethnicity. Others turned that argument on its head saying that what is happening in
the U.S. labor market is racial profiling against U.S. citizens by some employers
who prefer undocumented immigrants who are paid less and have no rights. One
person said that white people always sat back and have been made to feel guilty
about their purported discrimination against minorities, and now it was time for
them to stand up for themselves.

The City Council seemed to be most concerned about the enforcement costs of
mandating E-Verify, but members remained united in their condemnation of ille-
gal immigration. They all felt that it was their duty as local leaders to do some-
thing about an issue that they felt is harming their community. One council mem-
ber argued that “illegals have no stake” in the community and no rights. In passing
the ordinance they concluded the E-Verify process would not be a burden on the city
or its businesses (City of Temecula 2010).

When the Murrieta City Council debated its ordinance, Tea Party activists
argued that E-Verify would stop Mexico from getting a “double dip” from Mexican
workers sending money home and U.S. companies outsourcing jobs to Mexico. One
anti-immigrant activist said that “the labels Latinos and Hispanics are sugar-coat-
ed terms for illegals,” and that local governments should not be responsible for them
but for “American creeded” citizens. Tea Party activists challenged the council to pro -
tect their citizens and stand up to the federal government. They called the city’s
proposed resolution for voluntary use of E-Verify “wimpy,” and urged the city to
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pass a strict ordinance, arguing that if it did not follow its neighboring commu -
nities, it would be flooded with undocumented workers from those cities.

Most council members were concerned about the fiscal impact of implement-
ing E-Verify, but were partially reassured by the local chamber of commerce pre s -
ident, who commented that he saw no serious cost burden. The city manager
seemed reluctant about E-Verify, arguing that Murrieta was immune to an influx
of low-skill undocumented workers because its businesses demand mostly highly
skilled workers. Some council members were concerned the city might be sued,
but Tea Party activists pointed out that not one city that passed E-Verify has been
sued. While the council members seemed apprehensive, they expressed the need
for acting in some way to address what they saw as a pressing economic issue in
their community. One council member declared that E-Verify will eliminate the
shadow labor force “that [businesses] don’t need to take care of ”; thus, “Murrieta will
no longer condone slavery here” (City of Murrieta 2010). In the end, the council
passed E-Verify as an economic and moral imperative.

The City of Menifee is not a legal entity; however, once incorporated, the city
has plans of enacting E-Verify. There was a large presence of Tea Party activists at
council meetings who supported the city’s decision. In addition, the City Council de -
bated a proclamation in support of Arizona’s SB1070. Public comments came once
again from a large group of Tea Party activists. They urged standing up to the “left
wing, socialist, communist Obama administration,” which does not “love our coun-
try” and is “trying to destroy our country.” They urged “Buycotting Arizona,” meaning
buying as many things as possible from Arizona businesses to offset boycotts
launched by California cities such as San Diego, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.
Although the majority of council members felt that this was not a local issue, they
were angry enough at California cities that launched boycotts against Arizona to
condemn them for their actions (City of Menifee 2010).

The following cities in the IE had much scarcer documentation of their coun-
cil meetings but were approached by Tea Party activists to pass E-Verify and pro-
Arizona proclamations. The City of Wildomar passed an amendment to its contract-
ing language requiring contractors to use E-Verify. Although it was urged by Tea
Party activists to apply E-Verify to all businesses in the city, the council did not sup-
port the idea on the grounds that the city does not have the necessary enforcement
capacity (Williams 2010). The City of Norco requires that all city contractors and
vendors and their sub-contractors file affidavits with the city manager that they are
using E-Verify. Norco also approved a proclamation supporting SB1070. According to
press reports, Tea Party activists rallied at city hall before the council meeting and
many spoke in the meeting urging support of the proclamation (Pa rrilla 2010). The
Hemet City Council unanimously passed a proclamation supporting SB1070. From
the minutes, it appears there was substantial public debate, with comments from 30
people. Supporters of the proclamation also urged a mandatory E-Verify ordinance,
but were outnumbered by opponents almost two-to-one. Despite the significant
public opposition, council members declared their support for the proclamation
arguing that illegal immigration is an economic drain on the state and cities, that
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the immigration process is broken, and that many people live in fear of illegal immi -
grants (City of Hemet 2010, 11). The City of Highland in San Bernardino County
also passed a proclamation supporting Arizona’s SB1070. During public comments,
three persons supported the proclamation arguing that local governments must
enforce national laws if the federal government does not. They pointed out that
SB1070 has gained overwhelming public support because it deals with local prob-
lems of criminality, overpopulation, and unemployment caused by undocumented
immigration (City of Highland 2010). After the resolution passed unanimously, the
mayor of Highland said that the resolution was “for the people that pay their taxes”
and that if “people don’t like it, then they don’t have to live here.” One council mem-
ber said that the vote was against amnesty for “illegals,” while another claimed that
“all of Highland’s residents agree with the resolution” (Sorba 2010).

National, State, and Local Nexus

To understand what is happening in the Inland Empire, it is important to understand
immigration politics in the national, state, and local contexts. Connecting anti-immi -
grant politics and policies at all levels explains IE anti-immigrant activists’ current
strategy and its impact on local immigration politics. Although the following ana l -
ysis is divided into three categories (economic, political/legal, and social-cultural),
there was significant synthesis among these categories as anti-immigrant activists
built their case for mandatory E-Verify ordinances and other regulations. Never -
theless, it is useful to untangle these arguments and look at them separately to
evaluate their role in anti-immigrant politics at every level.

ECONOMIC

An argument used often by IE anti-immigrant activists in favor of mandatory E-Ve r -
ify ordinances was that they will resolve the current unemployment problem. They
argue that once implemented, E-Verify would lead to firings of undocumented
immigrants, and their jobs would be taken by authorized workers. Furthermore,
E-Verify would act as a deterrent, preventing employers from hiring undocumented
workers, and undocumented workers from seeking work. Surprisingly, business
organizations whose members would be most affected by such ordinances were hard-
ly present during council meetings and seemed indifferent when their opinion was
sought by decision-makers.

This differs from the national and state contexts where business organizations
are leading the legal charge to strike down mandatory E-Verify. The U.S. Chamber
of Commerce was the lead plaintiff in the Supreme Court case against Arizona’s
LAWA, in which it argued that LAWA is not merely a licensing law because it impos-
es civil and criminal sanctions on employers that surpass federal sanctions, mean-
ing LAWA is unconstitutionally preempting federal law. The chamber also argued



that E-Verify would be costly and burdensome to businesses and lead to discrim-
inatory hiring (Chamber of Commerce v. Whiting-Argued 2010).

In California, the state legislature passed a bill that prohibited all levels of
government in the state from mandating the use of E-Verify (Around the Capitol
2011). The bill cited chamber claims that mandatory E-Verify use would impose
crushing costs on business. It also stated that since E-Verify was error-prone, it hurts
potential employees and therefore must remain voluntary as stipulated by the fed-
eral government. Finally, the bill declared that since California is suffering from
high unemployment, it is prudent to remove any potential obstacles to job creation
in the state. Although the bill passed by an overwhelming majority, Governor
Schwarzenegger vetoed it, claiming that the bill raised constitutional issues by
imposing the state’s authority on counties and cities on “matters that may consti-
tute municipal affairs” (2010). This gave California cities a green light to mandate
E-Verify without inviting legal challenges from the state.

Locally, IE cities that passed E-Verify ordinances have lower unemployment
rates than the regional average (Table 1), but in comparison with pre-recession un -
employment rates, they have experienced a significant increase. Between the fourth
quarter of 2006, the peak of the IE’s housing and economic boom, and the fourth quar -
ter of 2009, the region lost almost 11 percent of its jobs, one of the highest totals in
the U.S. Ironically, the hardest hit sectors were those dominated by Latinos such as
construction, food services, and hospitality. Losses in these sectors have not been
offset in other emerging sectors of Latino employment such as transportation and
warehousing (author’s calculations from U.S. Department of Commerce 2010b).
The remarkable finding about the past three years of the recession in the IE is that,
while the Mexican-origin population continued to grow, reaching 41 percent of all
inhabitants, the percentage of Mexicans who are not U.S. citizens declined from 10
percent of residents in 2006 to almost 9 percent in 2009 (author’s calculations from
U.S. Department of Commerce 2010b). These numbers have led the local media
to speculate that the lack of employment opportunities has resulted in an out-mi -
gration of undocumented migrants from the IE (Olson 2010).

These observations discredit the anti-immigrant activists’ claims that undoc-
umented workers are taking potential jobs from authorized workers. It may be true
that labor market competition has increased dramatically in the region, but the com -
petition seems to be primarily among authorized workers. It is also noteworthy that
activists in these communities were silent on immigration issues just a few years
ago when the IE was in the middle of its economic boom and unemployment hov-
ered around 5 percent.

Part of the explanation for anti-immigrant activists’ misrepresentations of labor
markets dominated by undocumented immigrants is that they grossly overesti-
mate immigrant numbers. For example, Arizona’s residents vastly overestimated
the number of undocumented workers in their state. According to a 2005 poll they
believed that 40 percent of private sector workers were undocumented. This trans -
lated into a misperception that 70 percent of Arizona’s Latino population was ille-
gal. In fact, 74 percent of Arizona’s Latinos are U.S. citizens (Behavioral Research
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Center 2005). Although similar polls are not available for the IE, a quote from a
local anti-immigrant Tea Party activist recently elected to the California assembly
reveals the same misperception: “It is not a stretch to picture a revolt in Los Ange les,
whose population is comprised of over 50 percent illegal aliens. At the rate of influx
and births, it will be 80 percent illegal alien within a decade....None of this bodes
well for the citizens who live in Southern California now, nor will it improve the life
of the poor alien, but it is well on its way to wiping out everything that was once good
in Southern California” (Maddaus 2010). In fact, the Pew Hispanic Center estimat-
ed that in California, undocumented immigrants made up less than 7 percent of the
population and about 9 percent of the labor market. In addition un documented
workers hardly come into direct competition with native workers be cause they create
complimentary services or take jobs unwanted by others (Card and Lewis 2007).

The gap between anti-immigrant activists’ claims about economic impacts of
undocumented immigrants and the real impacts suggests that economic arguments
are not convincing most people that undocumented immigrants are taking jobs from
authorized workers. Those who are convinced use the economic impact of undoc-
umented immigration in combination with political and cultural factors to mobi-
lize support for anti-immigrant politics and policy in the IE and the nation. In other
words, it is only when the economic factors are politicized and racialized that they
become convincing to people who believe that mandatory use of E-Verify could
save their communities from economic hardship.

POLITICAL/LEGAL

The political and legal arguments made by Tea Party activists and council members
who supported the implementation of E-Verify and Arizona’s SB1070 focused on
the necessity of local immigration regulation in light of the federal government’s
willful abdication of its responsibilities. Given this, it is up to local and state gov-
ernments to enforce federal laws and protect their citizens’ interests. Mandatory use
of E-Verify is a way to enforce immigration laws through business licensing, which
they argue is expressly allowed under IRCA (see Introduction).

Lawsuits against Arizona were twice dismissed by federal courts on the grounds
that LAWA is a licensing law, not an immigration law and, therefore, is not preempted
by federal immigration laws. The courts also ruled that the mandatory use of E-Ve r -
ify is not preempted by the current federal policy of voluntary use, and that its
sanctions against employers do not exceed federal law (Chicanos por la Causa v.
Na politano 2008). The case was appealed to the Supreme Court where the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce argued that LAWA is not a licensing law because it sanctions
investigation and adjudication of immigration status by state authorities encroach-
ing on federal jurisdiction. They also argued that it is permissible for states to “add
on” sanctions through licensing laws after the federal government investigates immi-
gration law violations, but that LAWA illegally usurps the entire process of immigration
regulation (Chamber of Commerce v. Whiting-Argued 2010, 17). Conversely, the state



of Arizona argued that IRCA allowed state and local governments to use the licens-
ing law to punish employers who violate any laws including immigration statutes, and
gave states the authority to investigate and adjudicate these violations. Arizona’s
argument was that the state’s escalating problems with immigration warrant LAWA.
This argument found an ally in Justice Scalia who stated, “Perhaps Congress never
expected that the States would have to resort to such massive measures, and they
probably wouldn’t have…if the law had been uniformly enforced and vigorously
enforced; right?” (Chamber of Commerce v. Whiting-Argued 2010, 30). Arizona
seized on this point to argue that Congress may have not foreseen the current mas -
sive immigration problems, but it may have foreseen that immigration has variable
geographic effects, and therefore it did not fully preempt state law.

In May 2011, the Supreme Court upheld LAWA; with the majority argued that
it is indeed licensing law, not immigration law. Writing for the majority, Chief
Justice Roberts argued that LAWA falls within states’ authority given to them by
Congress when it passed IRCA (Chamber of Commerce v. Whiting-Decided 2011, 2).
In their dissenting opinion, Justices Breyer and Ginsburg argued LAWA ’s li censing
provision encroaches onto immigration law and should be preempted. They were
concerned that the law would undermine IRCA ’s efforts to protect lawful workers
from discrimination and erroneous prosecution and punishment (Chamber of Com -
merce v. Whiting-Decided 2011, 33).

The politicization of this case even in the Supreme Court indicates that the most
important indicator that turns anti-immigrant politics into policies is the degree of
partisanship and politicization at different levels (Ramakrishnan and Wong 2010,
74). As one IE Tea Party activist said, “You go to places where you can win....You go
to places where there are conservative city council members” (McAllister 2010).
The strategy is that local activism will shift national politics as demonstrated by the
Supreme Court decision.

At the national level the debate about immigration reform has abated in Con -
gress, but immigration enforcement has increased under both the Bush and Obama
administrations. In fact during each of its first two years, the Obama administration
deported more immigrants than the Bush administration did in its record last year
(Slevin 2010). Part of the reason may be that the Obama administration wants to de -
 monstrate it is determined to enforce immigration law to keep local enforcement
initiatives at bay, and to score political points in states where immigration has be come
a key issue for Republican candidates (Preston 2010). Despite the admi n istra  tion’s
efforts, conservative state legislators continued to argue that the federal government
was not doing enough. From 2005 through 2010, state legislatures across the U.S.
considered over 6 600 immigration-related bills. Of those, 976 became law and 385
were adopted as resolutions (National Conference of State Legislatures 2011a).
Although nationwide there are as many state laws and resolutions seeking to ex pand
immigrant rights as there are seeking to restrict them, this statistic changes when one
zooms in on a state or region. The more conservative states and places tend to be,
the more likely they are to pass anti-immigrant laws and ordinances (Ra ma krishnan
and Wong 2010, 86).
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E-Verify laws are a good example of this. According to the National Con fe r -
ence of State Legislatures (2011b), 14 conservative states require E-Verify, three
of which mandate its use for all public and private sector employees. The most
prominent of these is Arizona’s LAWA, passed in 2007. It was signed into law by then-
Governor and now Department of Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napoli tano,
who argued that Congress was incapable of addressing state needs, and therefore state
immigration action was warranted. 

Arizona is a conservative state where registered Republican voters outnum-
ber Democrats by almost five percentage points. In the state legislature, Repu bli -
cans outnumber Democrats more than two to one. Republican leader, state Senator
Russell Pierce, who is responsible for both LAWA and SB1070, was elected in 2000
when immigration was not a major issue for Arizona’s voters. But as the migration flow
shifted from California to Arizona due to Clinton-era border militarization policies,
Pierce’s aggressively anti-immigrant politics became popular and his puni tive and
restrictive bills began to sail through the state legislature (Riccardi 2011).

The political context is different in California, where Democratic voters out-
number Republicans by 14 percentage points and the state legislature is dominated
by Democrats. This difference is reflected in state-wide perspectives on immigra -
tion, which are more tolerant. A recent survey indicated that voters who supported
immigration reform that would allow undocumented migrants to become citizens
outnumbered those who opposed it by 19 percentage points (Decker 2010).

However, considering the backlash against immigrants in parts of California,
such as the IE, one must be aware that this is a large and diverse state segregated into
ethnic and political enclaves that are products of urban fragmentation and politi-
cal gerrymandering. The political context in the IE cities that passed E-Verify and
pro-Arizona proclamations differs greatly from the rest of the state. Regis tered Re -
publican voters are a majority, almost 18 percentage points above the state average,
while Democrats are a minority, 16 percentage points under the state average (Table 1).
In comparison with the rest of the IE, which is rapidly becoming majority Latino and
politically moderate (Ramakrishnan 2007), those cities remain ma jority white and Re -
publican. An explanation for this may be that they have attracted many conservative
white voters from neighboring Republican bastions in San Diego and Orange coun-
ties (Horseman and Hill 2010). 

The conservative profile of the region’s voters is reflected in their political
representatives, who are actively producing and championing anti-immigrant leg-
islation at all levels of government. The recently-created Reclaim American Jobs
Caucus in the U.S. Congress has four IE members and touts its goal as job creation
through immigration enforcement. Other IE Republicans are also active in pre-
senting anti-immigrant bills. Representative Miller introduced the LEAVE Act that
would strip undocumented immigrants of all access to housing, birthright citizen -
ship, access to credit or bank accounts, and use of alternate identification. In addition,
the act would continue the militarization of the border, proceed with tamper-
proof identification proposals, establish mandatory cooperation between federal
and local law agencies in immigration enforcement, prohibit in-state tui tion for immi -
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grant students, eliminate sanctuary cities, and make E-Verify mandatory for all
employees nationwide (U.S. Congress 2009). This legislation was co-sponsored by
two of his IE colleagues. Miller wanted to make local attempts at immigration reg-
ulation part of federal law, therefore encouraging and legalizing local anti-immi -
grant ordinances. Other bills written or co-sponsored by IE Republicans are HR997
(to introduce English as the official language of the U.S.), HR1868 (to strike
down citizenship as a birthright), HR4548 (banning in-state tuition for undocu-
mented immigrants, even if they were brought to the U.S. as children), HR98 (cre-
ating tamper-proof Social Security ID), and HR19 (making E-Verify mandatory). In
addition some IE representatives have defended Arizona’s SB1070 and asserted
that the federal government should not challenge LAWA in courts.

At the state level most of IE’s state senators and assembly members are also Re -
publican, but up to now they have not been very outspoken on immigration. How -
ever, the most recent state election radicalized some voters who elected Tea Party
activists vowing to make immigration reform a state issue. Tim Donnelly, who was
elected on such a platform, articulated his immigration politics this way: 

We are told the illegal alien is now a resident of our communities, entitled to all the pro -
tections of the law, but none of its penalties....Really. As an American, I am not accus-
tomed to being “told” anything. In fact, it is “we” who generally do the telling. “We the
people” are finished listening....The facts are incontrovertible that allowing an illegal
invasion of the United States will destroy the American Southwest, and very probably
wipe out the freedoms we American Christians enjoy. (Maddaus 2010) 

Donnelly’s views are shared by the IE’s Tea Party activists who radicalize IE
politicians and then support them as they write and vote for anti-immigrant reg-
ulations. The activists also rely on successful models from other places, such as Ari -
zona, to gain leverage over reluctant local politicians and politicize the electorate.
Arizona’s defense of LAWA in federal courts is one of these models because it gives
local anti-immigrant ordinances legal legitimacy.

The recent Supreme Court decision upholding LAWA was a significant boost
to local anti-immigrant activists. It legalized state and local mandatory E-Verify
ordinances, but did not address the potential for discriminatory hiring or firing prac -
tices by employers seeking to avoid licensing sanctions. Although likely to produce
illegal discriminatory practices by employers, for anti-immigrant activists this de -
cision achieves the desired effect of immigrant attrition. In other words, the lack
of protection against discriminatory use of E-Verify implicitly sanctions racial pro-
filing that may lead immigrants and citizens to leave the cities that implemented these
ordinances. This is discussed in more detail in the next section.
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The issue of discrimination was brought up by E-Verify opponents during city
council debates throughout the IE. Anti-immigrant activists countered by claiming
that E-Verify is “color-blind” and that undocumented workers do not have rights
anyway because of their status. Throughout the debates, undocumented immigrants
were criminalized and presented as race-baiters and opportunistic cowards. City
council members were urged to support E-Verify as a solution to high crime rates
perpetrated by “illegals,” who purportedly open businesses to launder drug cartel
profits, steal taxpayers’ money by consuming social entitlements, and must be made
to pay for being “law breakers” in the name of a “relentless defense of freedom.”
Activists and politicians alike labeled “illegals” and their supporters as race-baiters
saying that “those who bring up race as an issue are undermining national unity,”
because laws such as Arizona’s SB1070, LAWA, and local E-Verify ordinances do not
engage in “racial profiling,” but merely separate “law abiders” from “law breakers.”
In short, justice is blind. Despite this, many activists brought up race frequently,
arguing for example that the labels of “Latino” and “Hispanic” are pseudonyms for
“illegals” because “creeded citizens” do not need to call themselves anything but
American. Some also asserted that businesses discriminate against Americans in
favor of undocumented workers whom they can exploit, and that businesses and
their allies in the immigrant rights movement cover their misdeeds by making white
people feel guilty and labeling them as racist if they point out this illegal arrange-
ment. Anti-immigrant activists argue that white people need to stand up for them-
selves. Their frustrations are once again summed up by Tim Donnelly, the recent-
ly-elected state assemblyman, who said, “We are told that ‘diversity’ is a goal, and
although it is unclear when we will reach this utopian dream, it involves more His -
panics and fewer of everyone else. We are told that anyone who does not go along
with the above program (or pogrom) is a ‘racist,’ ‘xenophobe,’ or a ‘vigilante’” (Mad -
daus 2010). Lastly, undocumented immigrants are labeled as opportunistic cowards
because they “don’t want to stand up and fight for change within their country.”
Instead they “zap [sic] the vitality of a nation” by coming here and taking advan-
tage of generous U.S. communities in which they “have no stake.”

Such rhetoric galvanizes public support in conservative areas and politicizes
conservative voters who demand that their representatives act to protect them from
criminal aliens and their supporters. Mandatory E-Verify ordinances and procla-
mations supporting Arizona’s anti-immigrant law are meant to legitimize anti-immi -
grant politics because they supposedly do not judge people on race, but only
immigration status. Therefore anti-immigrant activists whose racialized politics
are an obstacle to gaining broader popular support now point to E-Verify as a tool
that strips race from the debate and impartially separates law breakers from law
abiders. The activists tout E-Verify as flawless technology that makes objective
decisions no matter what prejudices people may have. They convinced city coun-
cils that E-Verify is so “color blind” that not one saw the need to incorporate anti-
discriminatory provisions into their ordinances. This, despite evidence of racial
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profiling from Arizona and federal provisions in IRCA that developed a robust frame -
work of anti-discriminatory laws meant to safeguard workers from arbitrary deci-
sions by employers.

In 2009, a study of E-Verify found that it places a heavy burden on employers
to process employees correctly, which has led to several types of improprieties.
Employers have gamed the system by checking documents but keeping on undoc-
umented workers at lower wages off the books, leaving it up to government pros-
ecutors to discover their fraud. Employers admitted they discriminated against
potential employees who looked or sounded like immigrants. Some stated they
would not hire even immigrants who can legally work in the U.S. (Meissner and
Rosenblum 2009, 3). One-quarter of employers using E-Verify said they illegally
punished workers by forcing them to take unpaid leave or dismissing them if they
had to adjust their flagged status. Many employers also prescreened potential
employees with E-Verify, passing over workers with flagged status (Meissner and
Rosenblum 2009, 13). These findings point to significant enforcement problems that
must be addressed before E-Verify can become mandatory. However, state and local
leaders who support its mandatory use overlook or dismiss these flaws. In most
cases, they cite its 97-percent immigration-status return rate that they label as fast,
accurate, burden-free, and non-discriminatory.

LAWA was challenged in courts partially on the grounds that it denies workers
due process and equal protection because it exposes them to employer discrimi-
nation. However, the Federal Appeals Court found the claims of increased poten-
tial for employer discrimination against workers to be speculative, arguing that one
cannot say there will be discrimination if the law is not in effect (Chicanos por la
Causa v. Napolitano 2008). This ruling was a boost for anti-immigrant activists, who
portrayed it as proof that E-Verify prevented discrimination. Nevertheless critics
in Arizona continue to point out the erroneous assumptions of E-Verify’s impartiality
as well as its uneven implementation and enforcement. They argued that LAWA’s
enforcement is left up to the politically malleable discretion of county attorneys who
decide whether or not to prosecute anonymous complaints, therefore enhancing
the potential for racial profiling (Hansen 2007). There is also evidence that LAWA
is being used as a pretext to raid businesses looking for undocumented workers as
opposed to prosecuting unscrupulous employers. After its implementation, over 130
workers have been arrested in raids around Phoenix on charges of using forged do c -
uments or false identities to get work (Billeaud and Sherman 2010). As a result,
some companies stopped hiring or fired Latino workers, something they can do
with impunity because LAWA does not contain anti-discriminatory measures like
those contained in federal law. Because of LAWA, businesses are leaving Arizona
and a growing number of workers are shifting to an underground labor market,
costing the state much-needed tax revenue (Rosenblum and Gorman 2010, 128).
These facts do not seem to bother anti-immigrant politicians in Arizona whose goal
is to purge the state of  Latinos at all costs. Section one of SB1070 reads, “The le g -
islature declares that the intent of this act is to make attrition through enforcement
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the public policy of all state and local government agencies in Arizona” (Arizona
Senate 2010).

Similarly local E-Verify ordinances in the IE are meant to purge cities of pur-
ported undocumented immigrants. Local politicians’ refusal to acknowledge po -
tential discrimination against workers is due to local conservative partisanship, and
the pressure exerted by populist anti-immigration activists who have politicized
local constituents. This produces a political environment where the evidence of
discrimination is angrily denied or ignored, leading to increases in discriminatory
practices that overwhelmingly impact the Latino community, which is portrayed
as undocumented and without rights. 

Conclusion

Pushing local ordinances targeting immigrant workers and their families has been
a frequent strategy by anti-immigrant groups in Southern California. For the most
part their efforts have been stymied by the courts until the recent rulings uphold-
ing LAWA. Emboldened by Arizona’s example, local Tea Party and other anti-immi-
grant activists politicized partisan conservative IE city councils and voters to pass
mandatory E-Verify ordinances supposedly meant to punish businesses employing
undocumented workers. However, following LAWA, the ordinances have no provisions
to protect workers against discrimination associated with employer hiring prac tices
that have tended to profile workers based on their perceived, rather than real, immi-
gration status. Such profiling seems acceptable to Arizona and IE politicians, who
are aligning themselves with partisan conservative groups that use ra cially-charged
rhetoric generating false perceptions that the entire Latino commu nity is undoc-
umented or at least complicit in aiding and abetting undocumented immigrants.
The Latinos’ intent, the rhetoric asserts, is to increase their population in order to
take political control of the nation and recast its values and morals. Such stated
racist perceptions are combined with baseless “facts” portraying a group of people
as an economic, social, and cultural threat to communities. The only way to reverse
the threat is to make the undesirables leave, which is the objective of Arizona’s
SB1070, the proclamations supporting it in the IE, and the IE ordinances based
on LAWA. The recent Supreme Court decision upholding LAWA legitimizes these
discriminatory anti-immigrant policies. In the case of the IE, these attrition policies
probably face imminent demise because of local demographic and political trends.
Within five years, Latinos and moderate independent voters will be a ma jority in
the region, and anti-immigrant activists will likely run out of partisan conservative
places that support their politics.
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