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PROLOGUE




THE UNITED STATES is becoming a Latino nation.

By the year 2125, there will be more Hispanics than non-Hispanic whites in the United States. Decades before, in 2050, whites will have become just one more minority in this country. Most of us will not be around to see such developments, but the process has been set in motion, and looks to be irreversible.

The Latino wave is advancing unstoppably, inexorably, imperturbably. Each passing year brings roughly 1.5 million new Hispanics into the United States, via immigration (both legal and undocumented) and new children born in the United States to Latino families.

Its this constant growth that affects everything. Hispanics made up 5 percent of the total U.S. population in 1970, 9 percent in 1990, 12.5 percent in 2000, and 13.5 percent in 2002. The figure will rise to 18 percent by 2030, 22 percent by 2050, 29 percent by 2075, 33 percent by 2100, and 36 percent by 2125, at which point Hispanics will outnumber non-Hispanic whites in this country (35 percent). The watershed period from 2120 to 2125 will markif the trends hold true and my calculations are correctone of the greatest demographic transformations ever: a future snapshot of how a minority became a majority. The Latino wave.

This demographic revolution is, of course, a cultural one as well. This is no exaggeration. The growth and influence of the Latino community will significantly change the power structure within the United States as well as the way in which we live on a day-to-day basis. Nothingabsolutely nothingwill remain untouched by this Latino presence.

Like it or not, there is a wave sweeping across the United States, washing over everything, and even those who refuse to believe this are going to get culturally soaked.

The United States is witnessing a veritable demographic revolution, and this will have far more important repercussions than the war on terrorism, the state of the economy, or even the oftentimes disastrous forces of nature. What is unfathomable is that many people havent even noticed that it is happening.

I dont intend to inundate you with statistics in this book. What I want to do instead is help illustrate not when or where Latinos will transform the United States, but how. You dont have to be a visionary to realize that Latinos already wield enough power to significantly influence an election and choose the next president of the United States, and the next, and the next. Conclusion: the Hispanic vote can easily decide a closely contested election. It already has.

For now, the political force of the Latino voting community lies in its ability to define close races in states that have a lot of electoral votes. It is easy to argue that the Florida Latino community gave the election to George W. Bush in the year 2000, and that the Latino voters in Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico reelected the president in 2004. As soon as you factor in the number of Latinos who are in the process of becoming full, voting U.S. citizens, the Hispanic vote takes on an entirely new dimension. The Hispanic vote will cease to be a weightless player on the political scale, and instead become the veritable big boy in states and regions where the Latino population has historically congregated. In the next century, every critical decision that this country makes will have to pass through the filter of the Latino vote. Thats where the numbers, and this country, are heading.

Political parties and organizations that have thus far refused to adjust their strategies and agendas to include the concerns and needs of the Hispanic population will quickly become irrelevant. Its only a matter of time. Even today Im constantly shocked when a public official or political party ignores the Latino community. They just dont seem to realize that ignoring the Hispanic community today will have enormous political consequences in the future, for the majority of this community is on the verge of gaining the right to vote.


There can be no doubt that both partiesDemocrats and Republicansare fervently seeking the Hispanic vote. But at times I get the impression that the top brass of each party is still oblivious to the fact that Hispanics are already starting to changeand sometimes dramaticallythe political tasks and the electoral map of the United States.

On January 22, 2003, the day that I wrote the first few words of this book, the New York Times ran a front-page story proclaiming Hispanics Now Largest Minority, Census Shows. According to the Census Bureau, as of July 1, 2002, there were indeed more Hispanics (38.8 million) than African Americans (38.3 million) in the United States.1

The seemingly inexorable transformation of the United States into a Latino nation will be complete sometime during the first quarter of the next century. The possibility exists, of course, that some cataclysmic event will put an end to this process of Latinization. As doubtful as it is, a catastrophe of some kinda major new terrorist attack, a third world war, the explosion of a nuclear device, a terrible natural disastercould affect current trends in Hispanic growth. Also doubtful but possible, a radical, xenophobic politician could attempt to close the southern border of the United States using military force or some sort of new advanced technology. If either of these highly unlikely scenarios occurs, the seeds of change have already been planted. Even if the United States were to shut itself off from the rest of the world, the changes would continue from within: thousands of Latino babies are born every day, the use of the Spanish language is spreading steadily, and Hispanic customs continue to influence non-Hispanic citizens.

But what does this Latinization really mean? It does not mean that the country is going to end up resembling Latin Americaat least not in the near future. What it does mean is that the experiences, customs, and traditions of U.S. Hispanics are having, and will continue to have, a fundamental influence on the countrys future. The Hispanic presence reemphasizes the multiethnic, multiracial, and multicultural condition of the United States. Multiculturalism, not monoculturalism, is the prevailing trend. And tolerance for diversitycurrently exemplified by Latinosis one of this countrys principal characteristics.

There are no Latinos living outside the United States. By definition, a Latino is someone who was born in Latin America (or is of Latin American descent) but currently lives in the United States. And this itself confers some very distinct characteristics, brought about by the collision of two or more worlds and typical of Latin American citizenry. A Latino is, by definition, a mix of cultures, languages, identities, possibilities, and times, both past and future.

Some of those reading this book may think that Latinos are a nation within a nation. But this is exactly where the dilemma surrounding U.S. Latinos comes from. We are not a separate nation. We are different, yes, but we are also indisputably American. We make up a part of this nation and were not going anywhere.

It would therefore be true political suicide to forget, underestimate, or push aside the growing Latino electorate. The time when politicians could single out and stereotype the Latino vote (because immigrants dont vote) has long since passed. Latinos born in the United States will soon be an undeniable majority within the Hispanic population. Today, the party that ignores or underestimates the young, second-generation Latinos who are not quite yet of voting age is putting a rope around its neck.

This is a complicated matter, its true. Hispanics are not a homogenous group, and gaining an understanding of themand gaining their votes as wellwill take much conscientious effort.

So now the fundamental question is this: What is the future of the Latino population? Are Latinos going to assimilate themselves just as the European immigrants did before them? Or are they going to maintain some of the characteristics that differentiate them from the rest of North American society and continue to remain distinct?

According to Harvard professors Marcelo Surez-Orozco and Mariela Pez, Hispanics face three possible scenarios in the future. The first is that they will replicate the experience of earlier European immigrants and be assimilated; the second is that, based on racial differences, some Latinos will fully integrate with whites in two or three generations while others will remain at the margins of U.S. society; and the third is that Hispanics, by virtue of their vast numbers, will create their own sociocultural space and forge new strategies for adaptation. I have the most faith in this third scenario.

This books thesis is that Latinos are different, that Latinos are distinct. Yes, they are rapidly integrating themselves into this societyespecially along political and economic linesbut they will not completely and fully assimilate culturally. Latinos are creating their own space in this country, and their particular cultural differences will continue to influence the rest of society. These uniquely Hispanic cultural characteristics are forever changing the face of the United States. Latinos are shattering the proverbial concept of the melting pot.

Of course, the Latino wave has a countercurrent, an undertow. Just as Hispanics are Latinizing the United States, Latinos are also becoming Americanized, as argued by Harry Pachn of the Toms Rivera Policy Institute. The Americanization of Hispanics is a phenomenon mainly affecting those Latinos who have lived here for two or more generations. Nevertheless, from where I standand this is what Im attempting to prove in this bookthe Latinizing current is the dominant one.

But why are Latinos different? It has to do with numbers, culture, and a tendency to stay connected to ones roots.

Latinos have maintained close ties with their countries of origin through constant migration, the close geographic proximity of Latin America, and technological advances such as cellphones, e-mail, and supersonic jets, which form a permanent bridge. Their rapid growththrough high birth rates and immigrationallows cultural patterns to be constantly reinforced, instead of gradually disappearing, as happened with the European immigrants who preceded them. Living in L.A. and driving to Tijuana to visit your girlfriend or picking up a cellphone to call your mother in Mexico City today just isnt the same as living in New York in 1910, with an entire ocean separating you from your family in Sicily.

This is the defining characteristic, the principle difference between Latinos and the other immigrants. It is this connection with our Ibero-American past and present that sustains and nourishes the Latino community in the United States. So it is not enough for a politician to stammer out a few words in Spanish, dress like a mariachi, and offer us tacos and mojitos in order to get our vote. Rather, it is knowing where we come from, what makes us different, what our problems and needs are, and how we are changing the face of the country.

Democrats and Republicans are caught up in a struggle to win the hearts and votes of the Hispanic population. Never before has such a great effort been made to capture Latino support. Nobody can ever again forget this segment of the American population, especially if they want to win the election.

It can be argued that Latinos decided the 2000 presidential election: the 537 votes that decided Florida could well have come from Cuban American voters who were heavily influenced by George W. Bushs speeches in Spanish. And Latinos also determined the 2004 elections, giving Bush a clear advantage over Kerry in the states of Florida, Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and Nevada.

Whoever is looking much further down the line knows the real change in this country has nothing to do with terrorism or the economy, nor with future elections, but rather with the immense growth and influence of the Latino community. And whoever doesnt want to see or listen should cover his eyes and ears.



When my son Nicols had just turned 6, he would challenge his sister Paolaa 17-year-old girl with marvelous basketball skillsto pickup games in front of the house. As you might suspect, despite all his efforts, Nicols never won a match. Nevertheless, after every single game, Nicols would say to Paola, When Im older, Im going to win. And nobody doubted that. Nicols always had a well-developed spirit for competition, and one could tell he would be taller than his sister.

Im relating this family anecdote because it bears the same message as this book. Like Nicols, Latinos will continue to grow, to educate and prepare themselves, and somedaya day that, unfortunately, none of us will be able to witnessthey will outnumber all other ethnic groups in this country.



This dramatic demographic shift will have enormous political, cultural, and economic consequences for this country. The growth of the U.S. Hispanic community will eventually overtake all in its path. The vast numbers of individuals in the Latino community will warrant a greater political representation for Hispanics and the issues important to them. The issues important to U.S. Latinos are more and more important for the United States as a whole, and this needs to be clearly understood.



One final, important clarification: This book is not marked or influenced by any sense of political favoritism. I have tried to treat both partiesDemocrats and Republicansequally in my analysis. Im not interested in garnering votes or supporting this or that candidate. Rather, Im tryingmore than anythingto help myself (and others) understand.









    

CHAPTER ONE

MAKING HISTORY: HOW LATINOS DECIDED THE 2000 AND 2004 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS




HISPANICS REELECT BUSH

   
The big news from the 2004 presidential election was that some 9 million Hispanic citizens used their votes to reelect George W. Bush. No, the election was not decided in Ohio. It was decided long before that in states with high percentages of Latino voters: Florida, Arizona, Nevada, Colorado, and New Mexico. Bush won those five states, and because of it he was able to gain four more years in the White House.

Never have so many Hispanics voted in an election. They represented roughly 8 percent of the total votes counted, and 3 million more voted in this election than in 2000. And never before had a Republican candidate won such a high percentage of the Latino vote: 44 percent, according to the exit polls. This represents a surprising increase over the 31 percent won by Bush in 2000, according to The New York Times.

In other words, many Hispanic Democrats decided to jump ship and vote for the Republican candidate during the 2004 election. This shift explains Bushs victory, and it also shows that, for the first time, Democrats were beginning to lose the command that theyd had over the Hispanic vote for decades.

John Kerry, the Democratic candidate, only managed to win 53 percent of the Latino vote, which was nowhere near the 67 percent won by Al Gore in 2000. What happened?


Kerry had no strategy for winning the Latino vote, Ral Izaguirre, president of the National Council de La Raza and one of the most well-respected Hispanics in the country, told me. He never connected with Latino voters; part of it was his personality, but also its because, from the very beginning of his campaign, he never had a coherent strategy for convincing Latino voters that they should side with him.

Izaguirre, who represents a nonpartisan organization, felt that Bush, on the other hand, did have a very effective strategy for winning the Latino vote, with good, creative, and emotional TV ads. The president managed to connect with Latino voters.

The results are impossible to ignore.

If Kerry, for example, had spent more time addressing the Hispanic and Spanish-speaking voters in Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico, he would have won the election. Ill explain.

Bush won Colorado by a 107,000 vote margin over his Democratic opponent, Nevada by 21,000, and New Mexico by 6,000. In other words, if 67,000 Hispanic voters had sided with Kerry instead, he would have won an additional 19 electoral votes, giving him a total of 271, enough to reach the White House.

How could the Democrats have underestimated the importance of the Latino vote when it came to winning the presidency? Those 67,000 voteswhich represented less than 1 percent of the total Latino votecould have been won with relative ease had the Kerry campaign simply conducted more interviews in Spanish, run more ads on Spanish-language radio and television, and linked itself with the ultimately successful senatorial campaign of Colorados Ken Salazar. But for some reason, they didnt. Why?

When Bush was a candidate in 2000, he gave more than 100 interviews to the Spanish-language media. In 2004, Kerry ought to have matched or exceeded that. Instead, he gave a mere 25 such interviews. In other words, Kerry hamstrung himself and was unable to counteract the pointed, unequivocal messages emanating from the White House.

In many ways, Kerry committed the same general errors that Gore did. Gore lost in 2000 because of the Hispanic vote in Florida; Kerry lost in 2004 because of the Hispanic vote in Colorado, Nevada, and New Mexico, among other states.

The Democrats were confident in their belief that in 2004 they would win the Latino vote by a wide margin, which is why they didnt spend significant amounts of resources to guarantee that. Proof of this can be found in a July 26, 2004, memorandum from the Democracy Corps group, whose members advised the Kerry campaign.

The memodirected at all Democrats involved in attracting Latino votersnoted that the Republican Party considered increasing Bushs support among Hispanics to be one of its highest priorities. In fact, in a July 17 interview with NBCs Tim Russert, Bush pollster Matthew Dowd unequivocally stated that one of the campaigns chief goals was to win at least 40 percent of the Latino vote. This was no secret. Whats surprising is that the Democratsdespite knowing their opponents strategydid so little to even maintain their traditional advantage over Republicans among Hispanic voters.

The memo sent by Kerry pollster Stan Greenberg (one of the founders of Democracy Corps, the other being James Carville) established that Bush is not only failing to reach that goal, he is failing to hold on to what he hadwith his support dropping to just 30 percent. In a triumphant tone, this report asserted that Bush was losing support among the Hispanic population in Florida, as well as southwestern states such as Nevada and New Mexico.

This information was based on a poll conducted by the Democratic Party that stated that 61 percent of Hispanics would be voting for Kerry and only 30 percent would be voting for Bush. It added that Bushs approval rating among Hispanics has suffered steep declines over the past five months, and that even after Kerry is attacked here on abortion and gay marriage, his support among Hispanics does not drop a point.

Nevertheless, even at that late summer date, Democrats were concerned that the Republicans might be able to convert many Hispanic voters based on the presidents conservative moral values. Hispanic voters are more socially conservative and potentially conflicted on issues like abortion and gay marriage, the report cautioned. And this is exactly what happened shortly thereafter, with the Democrats being unable to do anything effective to contradict the Republican message. The Democrats saw that they were in danger of losing the Hispanic vote four months before the election, but evidently they did not give the warning serious consideration.

The assessment done by Democracy Corps seems to be supported by two other independent polls: one done by The Washington Post, Univision, and the Instituto Toms Rivera, which polled 1,605 people between July 6 and 16; the other poll being conducted by the National Annenberg Election Survey from July 1 through 21 of 3,715 registered Hispanic voters. The first poll gave Bush no more than 30 percent support among likely Hispanic voters, while the second asserted that the number of Hispanic voters identified as Latinos had risen 6 percent from 2000.

This was good news for the Democrats. But instead of seizing the opportunity to reinforce their support among the Hispanic community, they let it slip away.

This memo was fundamental within the Democratic campaign. Some Kerry advisors believed that the Latino vote was without a doubt assured, and thus they decided not to expend any extra effort toward recruiting more Hispanic voters. This proved to be a fatal error. Such thinking permeated the Kerry campaign, and ultimately eroded it.

What the surveys said in July was very different from what the voters said in November. Why? First of all, there were about 3 million more Hispanic voters in 2004 than there were in the previous election, and it was difficult for pollsters to know who and where they were. Secondly, unlike the Democratic Party, the Republicans did not depend on external groups to plan, produce, execute, and distribute their publicity among the Latino community, which made their message more pointed and effective. Finally, the majority of Latino voterswho had been born in the United Stateswere not really all that different from the rest of the population, and thus they reacted favorably to Republican messages of patriotism and conservative moral values.


The organization that did the most to support Democratic efforts to secure the Latino vote was the New Democratic Network (NDN). In the spring of 2002, the NDN created a Hispanic project whose objective was to communicate the message that, with the Democratic agenda, Hispanics everywhere will have a better life. They spent some $6 million on advertisements, messages, and conferences that reached out to Hispanic voters during the 2004 campaign, much more than either of the two major political parties. But, in the end, their frustration was palpable.

In an email sent 10 days after the election, the NDNs founder, Simon Rosenberg, and his colleagues, Mara Cardona, Sergio Bendixen, and Joe Garca, issued a stinging critique of John Kerry and the Democratic Party:


It is our conclusion that the Kerry/DNC coordinated campaign never took the [Hispanic] vote seriously enough. We now know that there was talk at the highest levels of the campaign that Bush would not make gains from his 2000 number35 percentand that little money or attention was needed to speak to Hispanics in the final months. From what we saw, despite having a determined and talented Hispanic team in place, the campaigns decision makers did not spend the money or make the commitment needed to swing this vote, potentially allowing states like Nevada and New Mexico to slip away.



In the months leading up to November 2, there were many, many voices crying out with the message that the election would be determined by the Latino vote. And whoever did not heed these voices would lose. These results are explained, in part, by what Kerry declined to do, summarized Ral Izaguirre, agreeing with the NDNs conclusions.

These results are also explained by what Bush did do. The Republicans knew full well that Hispanics tend to have very conservative moral values, especially on the issues of abortion, religion, and gay marriage. According to exit polls, 80 percent of voters listed moral values as a determining factor in their choice, and they preferred Bush to Kerry on the subject. Hispanics were no different.

Ralph Nader, the independent candidate, and his running mate, Peter Camejo, who is of Venezuelan origin, carried 2 percent of the Latino vote.

After the electoral dust had settled and spirits had calmed, Kerry and the Democrats came to realize that the Latino vote truly was what ultimately decided the 2004 presidential election. But by then, it was too late.


Here is how the battle for the Hispanic vote began:

Early in 2004Wednesday, January 7, to be exactPresident Bush proposed issuing temporary work permits, a move that would benefit millions of undocumented immigrants for years. This was the first indication that the Bush campaign would go on to win the election that November with the help of Hispanic voters.

In a White House speech, President Bush admitted that current immigration policy was not working, and he spoke at length about the enormous contributions that immigrants have made to U.S. history, culture, and economics over the years. Bush also said that the United States needed foreign manual labor to continue growing, and that for humanitarian reasons and those of national security, he was in favor of granting temporary legal status to thousands of undocumented workers. The objective, he said, was to unite immigrants seeking work with employers who were unable to secure American employees.

Republicans have rarely spoken in such terms.

The problems with Bushs immigration proposal are that its not entirely realistic, and that it only offers temporary legal status to workers and their families. What happens after the special visas expire, and there is no way to renew them? Bush left the details up in the air.

It would take an infantile sense of navet to think that immigrants who worked legally in the United States for years would pack up and go home once their temporary visas expired. This just wont happen. Any serious immigration proposal must include the possibility of becoming legal residents and eventually U.S. citizens. But these possibilities were not provided for in Bushs plan.

Bushs proposal was unilateral. He made the announcement himself from the White House without consulting any members of the Hispanic Caucusthe group that has done the most over the years to protect immigrants rights and is most familiar with the issueor any of his neighbors. Mexican president Vicente Fox was given much of the credit for bringing the proposal about, but the reality of the situation was that the U.S. chief executive only phoned Fox the morning of his announcement so that he could tell him, in a 15-minute conversation, what he was going to say that afternoon. There were no negotiations at all with Mexico before the proposal was unveiled, which is why it seems so incomplete.

Nor does Bushs plan solve the problem of undocumented immigration in the long term. On the contrary, it only delays and complicates the issue. Under his plan, millions of undocumented workers would become legal for a period of timethree, or perhaps six yearsafter which they would simply return to being undocumented. This will not solve a thing.

Temporary legalization could also become a trap. These temporary workerslike the braceros of the 1940s and 1950scould easily be exploited and manipulated by the employers who sponsor their permit applications. And when their visas expire, they could be deported fairly easily by the new INS, since it would know where to locate each and every worker.

Bushs proposal says nothing, absolutely nothing, about stopping the violence and death that takes place along the border between Mexico and the United States. On average, one immigrant dies every day along this political line.

Nor does Bush explain how he expects to regulate or control undocumented crossings of the United States southern border. Every day, an average of 1,000 immigrants cross over illegally from Mexico into the United States, or violate the terms of their visas by remaining on U.S. soil after the expiration date. It is patently absurd to speak of national security and immigration reform when the United States southern border so closely resembles a colander.

The only realistic way to confront the problem of undocumented immigration is through an agreement with Mexico and Central America. But even so, as long as there is such a great disparity in wages between the United States and Latin America, it will continue to happen. For that reason, any logical reform must include an investment programsimilar to the European Uniondesigned to equalize wages throughout the American continent.

The majority of Latinos rejected the presidents plan. According to a poll conducted by Sergio Bendixen for the organization New California Media, almost half45 percentdid so because the plan contained no provisions for people to eventually become permanent legal residents or citizens. Additionally, 63 percent believed that Bush was more concerned with winning the Latino vote than with actually addressing the problems of undocumented immigrants.

In order to bring the Bush plans deficiencies into sharp relief, the Hispanic Caucus drew up their own proposal, which addressed such things as family reunification, permanent legalization, the protection of immigrants along the border, and aid for undocumented students. According to Bendixens poll, 85 percent of Hispanics favored the plan devised by Democratic and Latino congressmen. The issue of immigration clearly shows that the two parties were quite literally fighting for the Hispanic vote.

Bushs proposal skirted the problems real issues. It offered no permanent solutions for the 8 million undocumented workers currently in the country, nor did it establish a plan for a safe and orderly flow of immigrants. But on a campaign level, it was seen as a positive move by Latino voters. And Bush had beaten Democrats to the punch in a key election issue.


It happens every four years. Every election year, that is. Presidential candidates and top political figures turn their attention to the Latino community after a period of almost total disregard. Why? Because they know that the vote needed to win the White House is the Hispanic vote. And the 2004 election was no exception.

I call it Christopher Columbus Syndrome. Every four years, both political parties and the English-language media rediscover Hispanics. Oftentimes they treat the community as if it hadnt existed before, or as if it had only recently arrived. Many dont realize that the majority of Hispanics were born in the United States, and their ancestors lived here even before the country was founded.

Hispanics are changing the face, the culture, the politics, and the economy of the most powerful nation on the planet. Here at the start of the 21st century, they make up 42 percent of the population in New Mexico, 33 percent in California, 32 percent in Texas, 25 percent in Arizona, 16 percent in Florida, 15 percent in New York, and 12 percent in Illinois.

Plus, Latinos had the power to decide the 2004 presidential elections. They were the most highly sought after swing vote in the country. Whichever candidate won their support also won the White House.

Ways to woo Latino voters were innumerable, and they took on countless forms. The most obvious and hackneyed of these was to speak to them in Spanish.

Former Vermont governor Howard Dean, who led the list of potential Democratic nominees in early 2004, tirelessly repeated the phrase already made famous by the late labor activist and leader of the United Farm Workers, Csar Chvez: S se puedes se puedes se puede

General Wesley Clark spoke passable Spanish, and he was able to string together a few complete sentences. But his secret weapon was his grandson, Wesley Pablo Oviedo Clark. His only son had married a Colombian woman.

John Kerry didnt speak much Spanish, but his wife, Teresa Heinz Kerry, did. A multimillionaire of Portuguese descent, she was fluent in five languages and represented his link to the Latino community. Kerry also had the support of former HUD Secretary Henry Cisneros, one of the most influential Latinos in the country.


John Edwards, Joe Lieberman, and Al Sharpton spoke no Spanish. Dennis Kucinich did, but he was so far behind in the polls that it wouldnt have mattered even if he were able to write like Gabriel Garca Mrquez.

Hispanic voters had grown more and more sophisticated in recent years, and they demanded that the candidates look for solutions to their most pressing problems. For example, there are high dropout rates among their young students; they suffer a disproportionately high unemployment rate, lack sufficient health care, and battle discrimination; millions are running the risk of being deported. Which is why each of the Democratic candidates came up with distinct proposals to address these uniquely Latino issues.

It had become clear that, in 2004, winning the Latino vote was going to take more than mariachis, tacos, and a few rounds of Viva Mxicoviva Puerto Ricoviva Cuba libre.


Id never heard John Kerry speak Spanish before. But there he was, in May 2004, carefully reading a speech in Spanish on the serious problem of school dropout rates among Hispanic students (1 out of every 3 does not finish high school).

He had left the other candidatesHoward Dean, John Edwards, & Co.back in the pack, having come from behind to emerge as the Democratic candidate for the presidency.

Now he had to focus on winning the presidential election, and to do that he would need to have the Latino vote securely in his pocket. The setting was appropriate: the Woodrow Wilson High School in East L.A. The date couldnt have been more significant: May 5Cinco de Mayothe day on which Mexicans celebrate their military triumph over invading French troops in 1862. Kerrys Spanish had a slight accent, somewhere between Italian and Portuguese, but his words were clear and understandable. Hed been learning the language, he said, by listening to tapes in his free time.

At the end of his speech, the mostly Latino audience erupted in applause. Kerry had kicked off his campaign to win the Latino vote and hed done it in passable Spanish. Also, Kerry tried to address the recent criticism that his campaign was dragging its feet in terms of courting Hispanic voters, and that Latinos were not well represented in the upper echelons of his campaign.

After the speech, I was able to sit down alone with the senator in a classroom for half an hour to chat. The blue seat in which he sat was rather smallit was designed for a teenager and not a 60-year-old man standing 6-foot-4. But Kerry didnt complain; he crossed his ankles and spread his knees, forming a large letter V with his legs. His jacket was off and he was wearing a light blue shirt and a red tie marbled with gray. Kerrys famous jaw was relaxed and moving effortlessly. His flat, almost pressed forehead didnt move. His eyes seemed small set in a face dominated by a solid aquiline nose and framed by his thick gray hair. But those eyes were engaging, and he never looked away.

I wanted to talk about Kerrys thoughts on the issues relevant to Hispanics and Latin America. But the Abu Ghraib prison photos had just been released, and the subject was inevitable.

Ive seen some of them, and they are very, very disturbing. I think its going to create enormous difficulties for our objective in the region. My immediate impression is that someone has to accept responsibility and apologize for what happened. The next day, President Bush would do just that.

I think the way the president went to war is a huge mistake, he continued, agreeing with the 48 percent of Hispanics who believed that Bush misled the American public about how big a threat Iraq was to the United States before the war began. I believe the president also broke his trust with us about how he said he would go to war as a last resort, and I think we are paying a very big price for it now.

Eventually we left the subject of war behind us, but Kerryboth in English and in Spanishcontinued his efforts to differentiate himself from Bush. Topics such as Cuba and the undocumented immigrants in this country gave him a perfect opportunity to do so.

According to his campaign, John Kerry supports a proposal that will allow undocumented immigrants to legalize their status if they have been in the United States for a certain amount of time, having been working, and can pass a background check. But the candidate stopped short of calling his plan an amnesty. You can call it what you want to, he told me. Its going to help people be able to become citizens and to come out of the shadows.

During the interview, Kerry emphasized the fact that his proposal allows for the permanent legalization of undocumented immigrants, whereas the Bush proposal did not. Is (Bushs) immigration reform good for the Latino community? he asked rhetorically. His anticipated answer was an emphatic No.

The two candidates also differed markedly over their positions on Cuba. Like Bush, Kerry unequivocally supported the U.S. embargo. But unlike the president, Kerry would allow Americans to visit the island nation. I think that would help change Cuba, he told me. We ought to do more kinds of efforts that sort of break down the walls of resistance to Cuba.

The question is, how do we get the change [in Cuba]? he continued. Kerry had visited the country once but left without having requested a meeting with Fidel Castro. I think that it is important to encourage people to get there. This idea stands in stark contrast to the rules imposed by the Bush administration, which limit visits by Cuban expats to once every three years and prohibit visits by U.S. citizens for purposes of tourism.

Without much effort, we moved from Cuba to Venezuela. Is Hugo Chvez already a dictator? I asked. I think he is fast, fast on the road to being exactly that, Kerry answered. Yes, I think he is breaking the rules of democracy. He is fighting against the referendum. He is imprisoning and intimidating peopleDemocracy is at risk.

Kerry has never been what youd call a tireless Latin American traveler. Besides Cuba, hes visited Nicaragua once, as well as Brazil and Argentina. (Ah, and one of his daughters spent a year learning Spanish in Chile.) Does this demonstrate sufficient interest in Latin America? Yes, Im super interested in the region, he replied, citing his 20 years in the senate, where he served on various committees related to narcotrafficking and subversive activities. And then came an explanation: Ive probably been to Latin America more times than Ive been to Israel or Europe in terms of official business.

Kerry had never visited Mexico. But he grew uncomfortable when I told him that hed been accused there of being a protectionist for questioning the benefits of NAFTA. No, Im not a protectionist, he responded. I believe we need to elevate the environmental standards, I think we have to elevate the labor standards, all across the world.

We moved from the subject of Mexico on to the southern United States. Kerry knew that the election could be decided by Hispanic voters in states like Florida, New Mexico, Arizona, and Nevada. I think they could, he remarked. I think its entirely possibleand thats why I want to talk to Latinos all across the country.

And what about the accusations that Hispanics were underrepresented on his campaign staff? I think that weve got an extraordinary amount of diversity on my campaign, he said, almost defensively, and he went on to enumerate a long list of Hispanics who had participated in his campaign, including former HUD Secretary Henry Cisneros and Los Angeles councilman Antonio Villarraigosa.

Despite such names, recent polls of Hispanics were sending a strong warning to the Democratic Party. Since Ronald Reagan, every Republican candidate who had won at least 30 percent of the Latino vote had gone on to win the presidency. And the most recent pollconducted by The Miami Heraldindicated that if the election were held that spring, Bush would win 33 percent of the Hispanic vote. Unless history were rewrittenand if the percentages of Latinos supporting Bush remained as they werethe Republicans would again win the White House in November.

Did this worry Kerry? No, he said, and Im not being arrogant about it. It doesnt worry me because many people dont know me yet. The election is six months from now, and [the Republicans] just spent $70 million distorting and misleading people about my record.

Kerry struck me as a complex man. During our conversation, he acknowledged that he and other soldiers were responsible for the loss of many lives. How did that affect you? I asked. Well, I think that affects anybody who carries a gun in another country, shooting other human beingsBut I did my duty, Im proud that I served my country, Im proud of my service, and Ive learned a lot of lessons. And I think that I will make a much stronger commander in chief, a much better Head of State, because Ive had the experience of war.

A Catholic, Kerry personally opposed abortion, but he defended a womans right to choose to have one. Brevity wasnt one of his virtues, nor was simplicity one of his characteristics. Kerry was multidimensional; he was used to approaching problems from many different angles. He waswe could saya cubist politician. This contrasted sharply with the clear and well-defined lines of his Republican opponent.

Kerry was clearly concerned that Hispanic voters didnt see Bushs faults for what they were. George Bush is the greatest say-one-thing-do-another president in the modern history of our country, he said. Then he addedin Spanishthat President Bush has broken almost every promisealmost every promiseto the Latino community.

Time was up, but Kerry didnt want to leave. Standing up, and free from the tortures of his tiny blue seat, he insisted that his campaign would be diligently seeking the Hispanic vote, and that it would be spending much more money on Spanish-language ads. His advisors came in two and three more times looking for him, and when they came a fourth time, Kerry could stay no longer. The campaign hurricane was pulling him back in. I watched as his gray-haired head floated away on a sea of backs.

Another event, another group, and another language needed their candidate.


Cuban Americans could once again decide who lives in the White House. I say once again because after the 2000 elections President Bush himself publicly acknowledged that Cuban votes played a vital part in his 537-vote victory in Florida. In other words, Cubans chose the president in 2000, and they would repeat the feat in 2004.

It was no surprise, then, that both candidates made frequent visits to Florida to promote their strategies for accelerating the fall of the Cuban dictatorship. Both candidates supported the embargo. But while Bush tried to tighten the economic noose around Castrolimiting Cuban Americans to one visit every three years and limiting money sent to relatives on the island to $1,200 per year, among other thingsKerry felt that opening up the possibility of visits by all U.S. citizens would do more to bring about the end of the regime.

What was certain was that the Cuban vote would be largely determined by each candidates stance toward the Cuban dictator, and not by his stance on the economy, the war, or other domestic issues.

Unlike the majority of Hispanics, who tend to vote Democratic, Cubans more often look to Republicans. But this is not to say that the Cuban voting block is a monolithic one. In fact, it can vary from Cuban to Cuban.

Support for the embargo, for example, continued to be strong in 2004. A poll conducted by Florida International University showed that 66 percent of Miami-Dade and Broward county Cubans were in favor of it. But other surveys suggested that the embargo was losing support, especially among the younger generations of Cubans and those who hadnt been living in the United States as long as others.

Kerrys strategy was clear. He wasnt hoping to win the Cuban vote. That would have been quite ingenuous. But if he plumbed the depths of the different generations and political strata of Cuban Americans, he could potentially scrape together a few more votes than Gore did in Miami, Hialeah, Fort Lauderdale, Coral Gables, Key Biscayne, Orlando, and Tampaenough to give him a Florida victory.

Kerry also hoped to take advantage of Cuban disenchantment and frustration at the fact that Bush was the tenth U.S. president to have failed in his attempt to end four decades of Cuban dictatorship. Bushs foreign policy was, according to Kerry, stunningly ineffective, especially with regard to Iraq and Cuba. Translation: Bush had been unable to bring democracy to either nation.

Cuban American displeasure with Bush surged in 2003 when 12 balseros were repatriated to Cuba. This happened shortly after Castros government arrested 75 dissidents and independent journalists and sentenced them to lengthy and unjust prison terms. Bushs decision caused so much displeasure among the Cuban expat community that his brother, Florida governor Jeb Bush, said its not right to have repatriated the balseros.

When I was in Miami several months after this incident, I had the opportunity to speak with Governor Bush, who acknowledged that his difference of opinion with his brother made headlines because its not often that I find myself in disagreement with the policies of the administration. Nevertheless, the central issue continued to be how to bring the dictatorship to an end, especially since many Cubansknowing that Castro has killed, tortured, and imprisoned thousands of his opponentsconsider him a greater threat than Saddam Hussein.

What has the administration done to bring democracy to Cuba? I asked Governor Bush.

They have maintained the embargo, which is important, he replied in near-perfect Spanish, before adding that the White House has exhorted our friends in Latin America and Europe to condemn human rights [violations] in Cuba.

Then I posed a new question. In light of the fact that no weapons of mass destruction have been found in Iraq, I asked, how do you explain to the expat community the reasons for liberating Iraq but not Cuba?

We dont know if we are going to find such weapons in Iraqthis is an ongoing process, he said, responding to the first part of my question before going on to focus on the island. In the case of Cuba, I think that its important to keep the pressure on Fidel Castro, because change wont come about with him in power. And I think that the president recognizes this as well.

Ultimately, Castros fate seems to be a matter of secondary concern.

Restrictions on trips and the monies sent to Cuba are not going to bring about Castros downfall. Even with a limit of $100 per person per month, Cuban expats continue to send millions of dollars back to friends and family on the island every year. And the fact of limiting visits to once every three years has minimal effects, since thousands of Latin American and European tourists flock to places like Havana, Santiago, and the beaches of Varadero regardless.

In other words, the measures implemented by President Bush will reinforce the embargo and pacify the more conservative sectors of the Cuban community, but they arent going to bring a dictator to his knees.

It is true that Castro is going to have fewer dollars at his disposalsome $1.5 million less per year, according to a State Department spokesman I heard on the radio. This forced the Cuban government to prohibit the use of the U.S. dollar on the island after November 2004. Now, all the money that reaches the island will have to be converted to Cuban pesos, and the dollars will end up in the hands of the government.

But its not going to be Communist Party officials or military officers or Fidel and his brother who are going to be most affected by Bushs impositions. Its those who already dont have enough to eat. The North Korean regime has shown us that when hunger exists in a tyrannical state, the leaders arent the ones going hungry. Kim Jong-ils dinners are frequently accompanied by the most expensive of French wines.

Plus, in the case of Cuba, Castro has been able to buy Venezuelan oil at well below market value and sell it on the international market, earning many millions in profits.

Neither strategyBushs nor Kerryswould bring democracy to Cuba. The only thing that the two candidates have shown is that Cuban expats are not a monolithic block, and while they are decidedly anti-Castro, there are other, more subtle divisions.

In the 15 years that Ive been living in Miami, Ive never seen the Cuban community so divided over an issue as they are regarding visits to the island. Many Cubansespecially younger Cubans and those who have only recently arrivedwant to be able to travel freely to and from Cuba to visit family and for emergencies. The Miami airport echoes with the cries of frustrated Cubans who are angry that their families are being divided. We want to go! We want to go! they clamor.


Bush and Kerry fought hard over the Cuban vote, but Castro will not
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