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 William C. Velásquez Institute

The Rise of the California Latino Vote

By Antonio Gonzalez, President, and Steven A. Ochoa, Director of Voting Rights and Policy Research, William C. Velasquez Institute
Simply put, the California Latino Vote in the 2008 Presidential Primary was extraordinary.  Latinos posted their largest votes ever in both the Democratic and Republican races for U.S. President, with Latinos making up 29% and 13% of the two parties’ respective vote totals.  Before examining why the vote increased to record primary levels, let’s examine how the vote compares to the 2000 and 2004 Primary Elections.
	
	March 2000 Primary
	March 2004 Primary
	February 2008 Primary*
	Total Change from 2004-2008
	Percentage Change from 2004-2008

	Total Votes Cast for Democratic Presidential Candidates
	3,272,029


	3,107,629
	      4,259,031 
	1,151,402
	+37%

	Latino Votes Cast for Democratic Presidential Candidates
	556,245

(17% of Total Dem)

	498,474 

(16% of Total Dem)
	      1,235,119  

(29% of Total Dem)
	736,645
	+148%

	Total Votes Cast for Republican Presidential Candidates
	4,153,702


	2,216,351
	2,443,153
	226,802
	+10%

	Latino Votes Cast for Republican Presidential Candidates 
	332,296
(8 % of Total Rep)
	127,662 

(5.8% of Total Rep)
	       317,610

(13% of Total Rep) 
	189,948
	+149%

	Data Sources: Total Votes Cast for Democrats and Republicans taken from California Secretary of State website.  Latino Votes cast for President calculated by applying various exit poll figures from CNN (2008), NY Times (2000, 2004), and WCVI (2004) to the Secretary of State totals.  *2008 Total Votes Cast current as of Monday, February 11, 2008.  2008 Latino Vote calculated from Media Exit Poll percentages applied to California Secretary of State Totals.  


For a Democratic Presidential primary, there were approximately 1 million more total voters in 2008 compared to 2000 and 2004.  This increase also represents an astonishing increase of approximately 700,000 Latino voters in the same time frame, more than double the Latino vote of 2000 and 2004.  The Latino percentage of Democratic votes cast almost doubled to 29% in 2008.  Even if we believe the media exit poll estimates of 17% and 16% in 2000 and 2004, respectively, are low, 2008 still represented remarkable increases.  
And while Latino total and percentage figures in the Republican Presidential Primary are much more modest than the Democratic race, there were still impressive increases for Latinos.  Exit polling estimates that Latinos made up 13% of the Republican Presidential Primary, which are increases over the 8% of the 2000 vote and 5.8% of the 2004 vote.  The 2008 total Latino vote represents a large increase over the 2004 primary, but on the par with the 2000 primary.  
Why did the Latino Vote reach these record figures for a California Primary Election?  There are three primary factors at work: California’s earlier place in the Primary schedule, the emergence of charismatic candidates, and natural demographics.  

One of the primary responses by disenfranchised people on why they do not vote is that they feel their vote would not matter, so why bother turning out.  In 2000 and 2004, this was mostly true of the Presidential Primary elections for both parties as a clear nominee had been established by the time California’s vote was scheduled.  Democrats had already anointed Vice President Gore in 2000 and Senator Kerry in 2004.  Republicans were ending their battle in 2000 between Governor Bush and Senator McCain in 2000, which explains some of their high turnout, and President Bush was unopposed in 2004.  However, in 2008, both parties featured wide open races.  This is especially true of the Democratic primary, which also allowed Decline to State voters to participate. Also, with California scheduled to coincide with Super Tuesday, California’s primary received national press coverage as being the biggest state in the biggest primary in U.S. History. These facts helped drive all voters, Latino and non-Latino to the polls.
The second factor that contributed to improved California turnout, in particular in the Democratic primary, were charismatic candidates.  This historical primary featured the first ever viable woman and African-American candidates for President.  These two candidates also organized very strong campaigns that earned both fiercely loyal constituencies.  And even more specifically with regard to the Latino vote, each candidate had their own unique affect on turnout.  
In Senator Clinton, the Latino community had a known name which it felt extremely comfortable with.  The Latino Community has very fond memories of President Bill Clinton’s administration, and many felt they would get the next best thing in voting for the former First Lady.  In the Latino community, particularly the naturalized immigrant communities, the notion of “buy one Clinton, get another for free” is a good thing.  Senator Clinton’s campaign also worked at the Latino vote for a very long time, quickly securing the endorsements of the two most prominent Latino elected officials in the state: Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa and California Assembly Speaker Fabian Nunez.  Hard work, coupled with wide-ranging name recognition helped secure her California consituency.  
In contrast, Senator Obama began to appeal to California’s youth constituency.  Considering the Latino community’s young average age, Senator Obama’s appeal to a group that traditionally does not turnout in large numbers was impressive and important to the overall boost in Latino turnout in the Democratic Presidential primary.  Yet even though Latino youth only make up 13% of registered Democrats, Senator Obama did extremely well with a larger group of Latino voters: late deciders.  Exit Polls indicate that the Senator did much better with voters, including Latino voters that made their choice in the last week before the election.  This coincides with the Obama campaign shifting strategies by appealing to Latino Voters.  Specifically, Senator Obama made clear policy statements on the right of Undocumented Persons to obtain drivers licenses.  The strategy shift, coupled with his natural charisma, helped excite the Democratic base to competitive levels, all driving up turnout.  
Finally, the third factor for the record Latino turnout had nothing to do with scheduling or candidates: demographics.  Between November 2004 and January 2008, the William C. Velasquez Institute estimates California has lost over 1 million registered voters, yet little change in the total Latino registered voters.  For various reasons such as people leaving the state or the consequences of having an older demographic constituency, non-Latino registered voters are not replacing themselves in California like Latinos.  The overall result is that Latinos have quickly grown its percentage of registered voters, in both Democrat and Republican registration.  
Taken altogether, the Latino vote exerted its strength in this Primary election like no other previously in California history.  Will Latinos repeat this performance in the General Election?  And what does this mean for California in the future?
Historically, Latino voters have turned out at about the same rate as the general electorate in Presidential General Elections.  With Latinos seemingly passionate about both Senators Clinton and Obama, along with the increase this registration (Latinos are currently 18% of the total California electorate), and a contested national election (although it is unlikely that California will be contested in the primary election), it’s not unreasonable to expect a similarly high Latino turnout in November.  
And one thing is very clear for the General Election, this year with Latinos being positioned in so many key states to win the Presidency and the Latino vote has been discussed by the English-speaking media in great detail, our community has finally earned its largest portion of national respect to date.  And as our community grows in California as well as the rest of the country, Latinos will begin to drive more and more elections for years to come.    
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