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Immigrants are transforming some surprising parts of America

MILWAUKEE is a striking example of how much America owes to German
immigrants. The city is a paradise for beer-swillers and
sausage-scoffers (it was the scene of the "sausage summit" between Bill
Clinton and Helmut Kohl in 1996). The grandest hotel is the Pfister,
the local theatre is the Pabst, and one of the main streets is North
Teutonia Avenue. The phone book lists 40 pages of Schmitts and
Schmidts.

And yet today this frozen chunk of Greater Germania is being
transformed by people from much sunnier climes. Milwaukee's 80,000 or
so Hispanics make up almost 15% of the population. A company called El
Rey Mexican Products owns a tortilla factory and five shops that sell
everything from hot sauce to Mexican-bottled Coca-Cola. There are
several local bilingual newspapers, including VOCES DE LA FRONTERA.
Pentecostal churches are popping up in disused stores and offering
fiery services in Spanish.

When people think of recent American immigrants--particularly Latino
ones--it tends to be in terms of a handful of states (California,
Texas, New York, Illinois and Florida) and a handful of gateway cities
(New York, Los Angeles, Houston, Miami, Chicago). But this is a habit
that needs to be broken. One of the most striking demographic trends of
the past couple of decades has been the dispersal of America's
immigrant population. Immigrants are settling in small towns as well as
big cities, in suburbs as well as inner-city ghettos, in rural areas as
well as metropolitan ones, in the great American interior as well as on
the coasts. The proportion of Mexican-born people living in states
other than the four border states plus Illinois increased from 10% in
1990 to 25% in 2000.

This is producing some of the most dramatic demographic changes in
recent American history. The once lily-white Midwest and the once
black-and-white South are becoming prime places for immigrants (eight
of the ten states with the biggest growth in the foreign-born Mexican
population are in the South, for instance). There are thriving Latino
enclaves in such unlikely places as Dalton, Georgia; Garden City,
Kansas; Storm Lake, Iowa and Nashville, Tennessee. Between the 1990 and
2000 censuses, the Hispanic population of Franklin County, Alabama, has
grown by 2,193% and Gordon County, Georgia, by 1,534%.

This demographic revolution--analysed in fascinating detail in "New
Faces in New Places", a book edited by Princeton University's Douglas
Massey and just published by the Russell Sage Foundation--goes a long
way towards explaining why immigration has become such an explosive
issue in national politics. Large numbers of Americans who have never
encountered Latinos except in Hollywood are now coming face-to-face
with them. And large numbers of poor whites and poor blacks across the
country find themselves having to compete with immigrants who are
willing to work for lower wages in worse conditions. Small towns across
the country are now encountering casual labourers hanging out on street
corners and school children who cannot speak English.

This revolution can be partly explained by sheer numbers. More than 60m
Americans--one in five of the population--are either immigrants or the
offspring of recent immigrants. The old gateway cities are becoming
saturated. And California, in particular, is no longer the magnet that
it once was. Why put up with an iffy economy and sky-high property
prices when you can find a much better standard of living in the South
and the Midwest? The proportion of immigrants heading to California
fell from 35% in 1985-90 to 21% in 1995-2000.

But two things have clearly speeded up the revolution. The first is
America's effort to tighten two of the most popular crossing-points for
illegals--El Paso, Texas, and San Diego, California. Illegal immigrants
are choosing instead to cross the border in Arizona and the wilder
parts of the lower Rio Grande valley. And from there they are much more
likely to fan out across the country rather than crowd into Los Angeles
or Houston.

The second factor is the wholesale restructuring of chunks of the
American economy. This restructuring is at its most dramatic in the
meatpacking (slaughterhouse) and food-processing industries.
Meatpacking companies have responded to international competition by
shifting their operations from old industrial cities, with their
heavily unionised workforces and restrictive practices, to rural areas
and small towns. This has not only led to the Latinisation of the
meatpacking industry, but also to the Latinisation of heartland
communities that have booming meatpacking plants, such as Garden City,
Kansas.

WILL HISTORY REPEAT?
What are the prospects for these new immigrants as they fan out across
the country to prepare America's food and build its houses? Will they
be assimilated like the German brewers and sausage-makers who helped to
create Milwaukee? Or will they be stuck in dead-end jobs in grisly
meat-processing factories?

There are certainly some encouraging signs. States such as Iowa are
putting out a welcome mat for immigrants who are revitalising
stagnating towns and rural areas. Immigrants in non-metropolitan
America are earning higher real wages than they were in 1990 and are
more likely to live in houses with children. But Mr Massey, who is
sympathetic to the people he writes about, also sounds some sombre
notes. America's new immigrants face a much steeper ladder of
opportunity than the one that faced European immigrants. Latino
immigrants are poorly schooled in a country that places an ever higher
premium on education. The relentless flow of new arrivals is putting
downward pressure on wages. And the populist backlash against illegal
immigrants is strengthening. All these issues will come to the fore as
the election campaign moves to Texas and Ohio for the next two weeks.

