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by Mark DiCamillo and Mervin Field 

This week’s huge demonstrations involving hundreds of thousands of people in many cities across 
the country protesting for immigrants rights and against many of the illegal immigrant reform 
proposals now being debated in Congress has sparked a political explosion here and in scores of 
other states. 

The Field Poll has just concluded a statewide survey covering reaction to a wide range of 
proposals being discussed to overhaul existing immigration laws.  The findings show that voters 
have definite opinions as to the legislative elements being debated and see immigration as being 
an important issue in this year’s gubernatorial race. The views of Democrats and Republican 
voters here diverge widely on many aspects of the proposed legislation, as do the opinions of 
Latino voters. 

Support for proposals vary 

Nine different proposals were tested in the survey.  Six receive majority support, albeit at differing 
levels, one proposal divides voters almost evenly, while two are rejected by solid majorities. 

The proposal garnering the most support is one which was being debated by the U.S. Senate 
before it recessed last week.  It calls for “allow(ing) undocumented workers who have lived in the 
U. S. for five years an opportunity to become citizens, so long as they remain employed, learned 
English and paid any back taxes or fines they may owe.”  Statewide, 75% of voters favor this idea, 
while 21% are opposed. 

Another proposal approved by 60% of this state’s voters calls for “imposing stiff penalties on 
employers and individuals who hire illegal immigrants.” 
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A similar majority (60%) also favors the idea of “creat(ing)e a temporary worker program for 
illegal immigrants that would legalize their status and allow future immigrants to work in the 
U.S.” 

A 58% majority of Californians supports “require(ing) undocumented workers who have lived in 
the U. S. for more than two years, but less than five years, to briefly leave the country and report 
to an American port of ent ry, where they would be classified as temporary workers.” 

One of the more contentious proposals called for in the Senate plan would “require illegal 
immigrants who have lived in the U.S. less than two years to leave the country.”  It is supported 
by a 54% to 36% margin among California voters. 

Another proposal being debated at the state level calls for “allowing illegal immigrants who 
graduated from California high schools to attend the state’s public colleges and universities at in-
state tuition rates.”  It is also narrowly supported, with 51% in favor and 43% opposed. 

California voters are about evenly split – 47% in favor and 48% opposed – over the idea of 
“building a wall along major sections of the border between the U. S. and Mexico to stop illegal 
immigrants from entering the U. S.” 

On the other hand, two proposals are rejected by majorities of voters.  One calls for “allowing 
illegal immigrants to obtain a driver’s license in California.”  Voters disapprove of this idea by a 
64% to 32% margin. 

In addition, a majority of Californians oppose a proposal put forward by the U.S. House of 
Representatives which calls for “arresting illegal immigrants in the United States and charging 
them with the felony of unlawful presence.”  Statewide, 57% of voters oppose this proposal, while 
36% are in favor. 

The following table summarizes the responses given by California voters to each of the nine 
proposals posed in the survey. 

 



The Field Poll #2191 
Wednesday, April 12, 2006 Page 3 
 
 

 

Table 1 
Views of California voters toward various proposals relating to illegal immigration 

(among California registered voters) 
 Favor Oppose No opinion 
Allow undocumented workers who have lived in the 
U.S. for five years an opportunity to become citizens, 
so long as they remain employed, learned English and 
paid any back taxes or fines they may owe* 

75% 21 4 

Creating a temporary worker program for illegal 
immigrants that would legalize their status and allow 
future immigrants to work in the U.S. 

60% 34 6 

Imposing stiff penalties on employers and individuals 
who hire illegal immigrants 

60% 34 6 

Require undocumented workers who have lived in the 
U.S. for more than two years, but less than five years, 
to briefly leave the country and report to an American 
port of entry where they would be classified as 
temporary workers* 

58% 32 10 

Require illegal immigrants who have lived in the U.S. 
less than 2 years to leave the country* 

54% 36 10 

Allowing illegal immigrants who graduated from 
California high schools to attend the state’s public 
colleges and universities at in-state tuition rates 

51% 43 6 

Building a wall along major sections of the border 
between the U.S. and Mexico to stop illegal 
immigrants from entering the U.S. 

47% 48 5 

Arresting illegal immigrants in the United States and 
charging them with the felony of unlawful presence 

36% 57 7 

Allowing illegal immigrants to obtain a driver’s 
license in California 

32% 64 4 

* U.S. Senate proposals added to the survey on April 6. 

Latino voters hold considerably different views on a number of these proposals 

On a number of proposals the opinions of Latino voters in this state diverge considerably from 
other voters.  For example, just 40% of Latinos favor requiring illegal immigrants who have lived 
in the U.S. less than two years to leave the country.  Among all voters statewide this idea is 
approved by 54%. 

Far fewer Latino voters (39%) approve of imposing stiff penalties on employers and individuals 
who hire illegal immigrants than is observed among all voters (60%). 

About three-fourths (74%) of Latinos vs. 51% of all voters favor allowing illegal immigrants who 
graduated from California high schools to attend the state’s public colleges and universities at in-
state tuition rates. 

Half (51%) of Latino voters favor allowing illegal immigrants to obtain a California driver’s 
license while fewer than a third (32%) of all voters are supportive. 
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Table 2 
Percentage in favor of the illegal immigration proposals – by race/ethnicity 

(among California registered voters) 
 

Total 
White  

non-Hisp. Latino Black* 
Asian/ 
Other 

Allow undocumented workers who have lived 
in the U.S. for five years an opportunity to 
become citizens, so long as they remain 
employed, learned English and paid any back 
taxes or fines they may owe 

75% 74% 76% 82% 78% 

Creating a temporary worker program for 
illegal immigrants that would legalize their 
status and allow future immigrants to work in 
the U.S. 

60 54 77 56 69 

Imposing stiff penalties on employers and 
individuals who hire illegal immigrants 

60 65 39 59 61 

Require undocumented workers who have 
lived in the U.S. for more than two years, but 
less than five years, to briefly leave the 
country and report to an American port of 
entry where they would be classified as 
temporary workers 

58 57 58 54 65 

Require illegal immigrants who have lived in 
the U.S. less than 2 years to leave the country 

54 59 40 44 54 

Allowing illegal immigrants who graduated 
from California high schools to attend the 
state’s public colleges and universities at in-
state tuition rates 

51 46 74 53 46 

Building a wall along major sections of the 
border between the U.S. and Mexico to stop 
illegal immigrants from entering the U.S. 

47 48 40 66 43 

Arresting illegal immigrants in the United 
States and charging them with the felony of 
unlawful presence 

36 37 20 49 39 

Allowing illegal immigrants to obtain a 
driver’s license in California 

32 28 51 28 28 

* Small sample size. 

Big partisan differences on many of the proposals 

There are also big partisan differences in voter opinions on a number of the immigration 
proposals.  Generally speaking, Democrats and non-partisans advocate a more moderate, less 
punitive position toward illegal immigrants on most of the proposals while Republicans take a 
more conservative, less accommodating position.   

For example, big majorities of Democrats support creating a temporary work program (68%), and 
allowing illegal immigrants who graduated from California high schools to attend the state’s 
public universities at in state tuition rates (64%).  By contrast, large majorities of Republicans 
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favor imposing stiff penalties on employers and individuals who hire illegal immigrants (74%), 
requiring illegal immigrants who have lived in the U.S. for less than two years to leave the country 
(74%), and building a wall along major sections of the border between the U.S. and Mexico 
(60%). 

There are, however, areas in which majorities of Democrats and Republican voters agree.  These 
include two of the proposals put forward by the U.S. Senate – allowing undocumented workers 
who have lived in the U.S. for five years an opportunity to become citizens so long as they remain 
employed, learn English and pay taxes and requiring undocumented workers who have lived in the 
U.S. for two years but less than five years to briefly leave the country and report to an American 
port of entry where they would be classified as temporary workers. 

 

Table 3 
Percentage in favor of the illegal immigration proposals – by party 

(among California registered voters) 
 

Total Democrat 
Repub-

lican 

Non-
partisan/

other 
Allow undocumented workers who have lived in 
the U.S. for five years an opportunity to become 
citizens, so long as they remain employed, 
learned English and paid any back taxes or fines 
they may owe 

75% 80% 72% 71% 

Creating a temporary worker program for illegal 
immigrants that would legalize their status and 
allow future immigrants to work in the U.S. 

60 68 46 66 

Imposing stiff penalties on employers and 
individuals who hire illegal immigrants 

60 50 74 59 

Require undocumented workers who have lived in 
the U.S. for more than two years, but less than 
five years, to briefly leave the country and report 
to an American port of entry where they would 
be classified as temporary workers 

58 55 63 56 

Require illegal immigrants who have lived in the 
U.S. less than 2 years to leave the country 

54 42 74 45 

Allowing illegal immigrants who graduated from 
California high schools to attend the state’s public 
colleges and universities at in-state tuition rates 

51 64 33 53 

Building a wall along major sections of the border 
between the U.S. and Mexico to stop illegal 
immigrants from entering the U.S. 

47 39 60 43 

Arresting illegal immigrants in the United States 
and charging them with the felony of unlawful 
presence 

36 26 49 33 

Allowing illegal immigrants to obtain a driver’s 
license in California 

32 44 15 34 
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Some variation in opinions across different regions of the state 

There are some differences in voter opinions toward these immigration proposals across the state’s 
major geographic regions, but generally speaking, these are not large.  For example, voters living 
in Southern Californian outside of Los Angeles County are more likely than other voters to 
support imposing stiff penalties on employers and individuals who hire illegal immigrants, and to 
favor building a wall along major sections of the border between the U.S. and Mexico. 

By contrast, voters living in the nine-county San Francisco Bay Area are less likely than others to 
support requiring illegal immigrants who have lived in the U.S. for less than two years to leave the 
country, requiring undocumented workers who have lived here for more than 2 years but less than 
5 years to leave the country briefly and report to an American port of entry to be classified as 
temporary workers, building a wall between the U.S. and Mexico, and arresting illegal immigrants 
and charging them with the felony of unlawful presence. 
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Table 4 
Percentage in favor of the illegal immigration proposals – by region 

(among California registered voters) 
 

Total 
LA 

County 
Other 
So CA 

Central 
Valley SF Bay 

Other 
No CA* 

Allow undocumented workers who have 
lived in the U.S. for five years an 
opportunity to become citizens, so long 
as they remain employed, learned 
English and paid any back taxes or fines 
they may owe 

75% 80% 69% 70% 80% 87% 

Creating a temporary worker program for 
illegal immigrants that would legalize 
their status and allow future immigrants 
to work in the U.S. 

60 63 53 64 65 50 

Imposing stiff penalties on employers 
and individuals who hire illegal 
immigrants 

60 57 69 55 53 64 

Require undocumented workers who 
have lived in the U.S. for more than two 
years, but less than five years, to briefly 
leave the country and report to an 
American port of entry where they 
would be classified as temporary 
workers 

58 58 64 60 49 56 

Require illegal immigrants who have 
lived in the U.S. less than 2 years to 
leave the country 

54 55 58 55 46 60 

Allowing illegal immigrants who 
graduated from California high schools 
to attend the state’s public colleges and 
universities at in-state tuition rates 

51 56 45 47 57 46 

Building a wall along major sections of 
the border between the U.S. and Mexico 
to stop illegal immigrants from entering 
the U.S. 

47 52 56 43 34 42 

Arresting illegal immigrants in the 
United States and charging them with 
the felony of unlawful presence 

36 33 42 38 26 45 

Allowing illegal immigrants to obtain a 
driver’s license in California 

32 33 25 29 42 33 

* Small sample base. 
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Importance of immigration as a political issue  

Over nine in ten voters (93%) consider immigration issues to be either very important (52%) or 
somewhat important (41%) in this year’s guberna torial election. 

While there is not much agreement among partisans as to what to do about many of the issues 
there is consensus that the issues will be important when it comes to deciding who they will 
support in the governor’s race. 

 

Table 5 
Importance of immigration issues in this year’s gubernatorial elections  

(among California registered voters) 
 Very 

important 
Somewhat 
important 

Not 
important 

No 
opinion 

Total statewide 52% 41 6 1 

Party     
Democrats 53% 39 7 1 
Republicans 54% 42 4 ** 
Non-partisans/others 48% 43 7 2 

Region     
Los Angeles County 59% 34 5 2 
Other Southern California 59% 36 4 1 
Central Valley 48% 46 6 ** 
San Francisco Bay Area 39% 53 8 1 
Other Northern California* 51% 38 9 2 

Race/ethnicity     
White non-Hispanic 49% 44 6 1 
Latino 63% 33 3 1 
Black* 56% 26 16 2 
Asian/other 52% 44 4 ** 

* Small sample size. 
** Less than ½ of 1% 

 
– 30 –  
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Information About The Survey 

Sample Details  

The findings in this report are based on a random sample survey of Californians registered to vote.  
Interviewing was conducted by telephone in English and Spanish between the period April 3–10, 2006.  A 
total of 1,431 California adults were reached and screened by telephone, of whom 917 reported being 
registered to vote.  Note: Three items relating to the U.S. Senate’s immigration proposals about illegal 
immigration were added to the survey beginning on April 6.  The sample size for these items was 532 
registered voters statewide.  All other questions were posed to the full sample of 917 registered voters 
statewide. 

Telephone households were sampled using a random digit dial methodology, which randomly selects 
operating landline telephone exchanges within all area codes serving California households in proportion to 
population.  Within each exchange, random samples of telephone numbers are created by adding random 
digits to each selected telephone exchange.  This method gives each phone listing an equal chance of being 
selected and permits access to all landline telephone numbers both listed and unlisted. 

According to statistical theory, 95% of the time results from the overall registered voter sample have a 
sampling error of +/- 3.4 percentage points, while for the three items added to the survey on April 6 the 
sampling error is +/- 4.5 percentage points.  There are other possible sources of error in any survey other 
than sampling variability.  Different results could occur because of differences in question wording, 
sampling, or sequencing or through undetected omissions or errors in interviewing or data processing.  
Extensive efforts were made to minimize such potential errors. 

Questions Asked 

Next, I am going to read some proposed policies relating to the issue of illegal immigration.  For each, 
please tell me whether you favor or oppose it.  (ITEMS READ IN RANDOM ORDER)  Do you favor or oppose 
this policy? (SEE RELEASE FOR ITEM S READ) 
How important is it to you that a candidate running for Governor in this year’s election holds opinions 
similar to your own on immigration related issues – very important, somewhat important, or not important? 
 
 


