
grant for up to six months and for first and repeated incidences of non-
compliance, the state adopted partial sanctions. California families also
continued to receive the child portion of welfare benefits even after they
exceeded the five-year lifetime limit on welfare. By contrast, Wisconsin’s
sanction rates were among the highest in the nation, and its sanction poli-
cies were some of the toughest in the country.87 Along with only five other
states in the nation, Wisconsin authorized caseworkers to deny recipients
their entire benefit permanently as the most severe sanction.88 California’s
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Table 1.1 Welfare Policies in California and Wisconsin

Temporary Assistance for California Wisconsin
Needy Families Policies

Source: Author’s compilation of data from Rowe and Murphy (2006), National Immigration
Law Center (2002), Geen et al. (1998), and Coughlin et al. (1998).

Most severe sanction for non-compliance

Application of sanction rate, compared to
most other states

Permits all work activities allowable
under federal law

Exempts adult recipients from work
requirements and time limits if they are
sick or incapacitated

Exempts adult recipients from work
requirements and time limits if they are
caring for a sick or incapacitated person

Exempts recipients aged sixty or more
years from work requirements and 
time limits

Exempts victims of domestic violence
from work requirements and time limits

Maternity leave from work requirements
(months after birth of an infant)

Exempts recipients from time limits if
child is three months or less in age

Exempts from time limits unemployed
recipients cooperating with welfare
regulations

Other welfare programs
Number of federal benefits replaced for
legal immigrants

Requires counties to provide General
Assistance

Adult portion
of grant for
six months

Low

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

12

No

No

4

Yes

Entire grant
permanently

High

No

No

No

No

No

3

Yes

Yes

2

No



were also significant differences in movement politics and infrastructure.
Milwaukee had been known as an important “center of labor organiz-
ing” in the past,93 while Los Angeles had a long history as an “anti-union
city.” Yet, by the late 1990s, Milwaukee’s local labor movement was rel-
atively more traditional and less vibrant when compared to the inno-
vative labor campaigns underway in Los Angeles.94
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Table 1.2 Selected Characteristics of Los Angeles and Milwaukee

Los Angeles– Milwaukee–
Long Beach Waukesha

Labor Force (PMSA, 1998)a 4,645,468 809,079
Unemployment Rate (PMSA, 1998)a 6.5% 3.3%
Unemployment Rate (Central City, 1998)a 7.4% 5.2%
GR welfare-to-work participantsb 15,000–26,000 ———
TANF welfare-to-work participantsb 60,537 14,121
All welfare-to-work participantsb 75,537–86,537 14,121

Source: Author’s compilation based on U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (1999a, 1999b),
Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development (1998), Citizens for Workforce Justice
(1998), and Los Angeles Department of Public Social Services (1998). This table appears in
part in Krinsky and Reese (2006) and is reprinted with permission of the publisher.
Note: GR = General Relief; TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families; PMSA =
primary metropolitan statistical area.
aUnemployment rates are annual averages from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (1999a,
1999b)
bThese welfare-to-work figures are for June 1998 and include participants in educational
and training programs, and thus are larger than the actual size of the workfare population
(data not available). They give a rough approximation of the relative sizes of the popula-
tions that activists sought to organize in each city however. Monthly total from Wisconsin
Department of Workforce Development (1998); estimate from Citizens for Workfare
Justice (1998); monthly total from Los Angeles Department of Public Social Services (1998).

Table 1.3 Demographic and Political Characteristics

California Wisconsin

Percentage of the population that is 25.6% 2.9%
foreign-born, 1996*

Percentage of the population that is 27.9% 2.1%
Latino, 1996**

Percentage of the population that is 11.7% 1.4%
Asian, 1996**

Average AFDC*** payment, 1996 $198 $155
Percentage of legislators who are 11.7% 0%

Latino, 1996****

Source: Author’s compilation based on *Zimmerman and Tumlin (1999) and U.S. Census
Bureau (1997); **U.S. Census Bureau (1997); ***U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services (1998); and ****Council of State Governments (1998) and National Association of
Latino Elected Officials Educational Fund (1997).
Note: AFDC = Aid to Families with Dependent Children.
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ous states for legal immigrants to reside in the nation, restoring most legal
immigrants’ rights to all four major public assistance programs.69 In con-
trast , Wisconsin only replaced legal immigrants’ access to two programs:
TANF and Food Stamps. As I explain further below, the outcomes of these
campaigns depended on their grassroots strength as well as the political
conditions under which they were waged.

Activists had a far larger group of likely supporters for benefit-
replacement campaigns in California than in Wisconsin. As table 1.3
shows, more than one-quarter of California’s population was foreign-
born and Latino, while more than one-tenth was Asian. By contrast, less
than 3 percent of Wisconsin’s population was Latino, foreign-born, or
Asian. Although the percentage of the population receiving welfare was
higher in Wisconsin than California for some programs, California had a
much larger welfare population than the less populous state of Wisconsin
(see table 3.1). California also had a greater share of welfare recipients
who were Latino and Asian (see table 3.2). Given these demographic dif-
ferences, it is not surprising that demonstrations for benefit replacements
were larger and more militant in California than in Wisconsin, and elec-
toral pressure to make concessions to immigrants was greater in the for-
mer state than in the latter. Compared to Wisconsin, California also had a
far greater share of legislators that were Democrats and Latino, increas-
ing activists’ access to powerful allies within the state government.

Both case studies help to demonstrate how common threats helped to
forge broad-based and multiracial welfare rights coalitions and how the
breadth of mobilization around this issue helped to prevent the imple-
mentation of federal-level cutbacks. Indeed, the benefit replacements for
the two welfare programs won in Wisconsin represented a significant
victory, since most states only replaced benefits for one program. This vic-
tory was even more striking given the dominance of Republicans within
Wisconsin’s state politics and the state’s small immigrant population. I
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Table 3.1 Number of Public Assistance Recipients, 1996–1997

California Wisconsin 
(Percentage of Population) (Percentage of Population)

Food Stamps 3,143,000 (9.8%) 283,000 (5.4%)
Medicare 845,958 (2.6%) 80,945 (1.6%)
SSI 1,044,753 (3.2%) 407,264 (7.8%)
AFDC/TANF 896,000 (2.8%) 291,000 (5.6%)

Source: Author’s compilation based on U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways
and Means (1998, tables 2-40, 3-21, 7-11, 15-9) and U.S. Census Bureau (1999).
Notes: Data for Food Stamps, SSI, and AFDC are for 1996; data on SSI are for 1997; welfare
recipients refer to average monthly caseloads; total population estimates are for 1997. 
SSI = Supplemental Security Income; AFDC = Aid to Families with Dependent Children;
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.



argue that, just as in California, the formation of broad-based coalitions
helped to prevent cutbacks to legal immigrants’ welfare rights in
Wisconsin. In both states, Hmong refugees also played a visible role in
benefit-replacement campaigns. Based on focus group discussions, Jeremy
Hein (2006) found that Hmong immigrants expressed a strong willingness
to mobilize against the anti-immigrant provisions in PRWORA, more so
than Cambodian immigrants. He concludes that these varied responses
were shaped by their different ethnic origins, which led to a more polar-
ized “us-versus-them” group identity among the Hmong and a more indi-
vidualistic view of adaptation among Cambodians. Public sympathy for
these refugees, who were U.S. war veterans, probably helped to increase
political support for benefit replacements in these states. Along with
Hmong refugees, other influential individuals such as religious leaders
and local politicians also lent support and credibility to the demands for
replacing legal immigrants’ welfare benefits. Activists also benefited
from broader public opinion, which generally favored assistance for
needy legal immigrants even while it opposed to aid to undocumented
immigrants.

California’s Campaign

Although California never cut off legal immigrants’ access to TANF or
Medicaid, activists confronted serious challenges in their efforts to replace
Food Stamp and SSI benefits to legal immigrants. First, nativism was
strong within the state, and Governor Pete Wilson, a strong supporter
of Proposition 187, was a powerful foe of immigrants. Five days after
PRWORA’s passage, Governor Wilson ordered state agencies to cut off
all public services to undocumented immigrants, arguing that they
“serve as a magnetic lure drawing illegal aliens across our border.”70

Although Wilson was more supportive of restoring legal immigrants’
welfare rights, he strongly opposed benefit replacements for working-age
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Table 3.2 Percentage of Aid to Families with Dependent Children
Recipients by Race–Ethnicity, 1995

California Wisconsin

White 25.6 42.8
Black 17.7 40.4
Latino 40.0 8.5
Asian 8.8 4.2
Native American 0.9 2.7

Source: Author’s compilation of data from the U.S. House of Representatives Committee
on Ways and Means (1998, table 7-24).



Ethnic and immigrant rights organizations were highly active in
California’s campaign, as were welfare advocacy groups, civil rights
organizations, religious groups, and social service agencies.79 While legal
organizations stalled the implementation of federal cutbacks, these groups
organized community support for benefit replacements. While some of
these organizations pre-dated 1996, other groups, such as the California
Immigrant and Welfare Collaborative, were formed in response to wel-
fare reform through new foundation grants. A variety of Asian and
Latino organizations, including those serving Hmong American, Korean
American, Central American, and Mexican American populations, fre-
quently worked hand-in-hand in this struggle.

At the same time, Asian American activists portrayed Hmong, Lao,
and Mien refugees as “a special case, deserving special treatment.”80

Groups like the California chapter of the Lao-Hmong American Coalition
claimed that because these refugees had fought for the U.S. during the
Vietnam War, they should qualify for the exemptions from benefit cutoffs
that were provided to other U.S. veterans. They portrayed this group as
particularly honorable because they had fulfilled military duties for the
United States. The Asian Law Caucus filed at least 3,500 appeals on
behalf of Hmong immigrants in California who were slated for benefit
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Table 3.3 Immigrant, Asian and Pacific Islander (API), and Latino
Populations in Southern California and the Bay Area

(Percentage of State’s Share)

New Legal 
Immigrants, Foreign-Born, API, Latino, 

County 1996* 1990** 1996*** 1996***

Los Angeles 63,794 2,895,066 1,129,800 3,988,100
(32%) (45%) (31%) (36%)

Orange 17,598 575,108 314,600 720,700
(9%) (9%) (9%) (7%)

San Diego 18,049 428,810 221,700 622,900
(9%) (7%) (6%) (6%)

Bay Area (Alameda 21,257 476,409 492,800 335,700
& San Francisco) (10%) (7%) (14%) (3%)

Four areas 120,698 4,375,393 2,158,900 6,068,400
(66%) (68%) (59%) (55%)

California 199,483 6,458,825 3,648,860 10,966,556
(100%) (100%) (100%) (100%)

Sources: Author’s compilation based on *State of California Department of Finance (2000);
**U.S. Census Bureau (1991); and ***State of California Department of Finance (1999).
Note: This table appears in Reese and Ramirez (2002a, table 4) and is reprinted with per-
mission of Taylor and Francis, Ltd.



participation in the Vietnam War. By contrast, politicians expressed more
ambivalence towards Latino immigrants, especially Mexican Americans.
Whereas Latino politicians and their allies openly defended Latino immi-
grants’ rights to welfare in California, more conservative politicians,
such as former Governor Pete Wilson, were reluctant to support benefit
replacements, which would largely serve this population. Racial distinc-
tions among immigrants help to explain why advocates succeeded in
replacing just as many kinds of benefits in Wisconsin as they did in Texas,
where the immigrant population was far larger and more mobilized
around this issue, but where the vast majority of affected immigrants
were Mexican Americans. Politicians in Texas openly appealed to racist
stereotypes of Mexican Americans in order to justify their opposition
to benefit replacements. Ambivalence toward Latino immigrants also
explains why the success of benefit-replacement campaigns was not sig-
nificantly linked to the size of the Latino population, as it was to the size
of the Asian population.131

Activists in both Wisconsin and California also benefited from their
states’ long tradition of spending relatively more on welfare compared to
other states. This was particularly true in California. California’s require-
ment that county governments provide General Relief to indigent people
not served by federal programs created strong fiscal incentives for the
state to pick up the tab for legal immigrants. Without state-funded bene-
fit replacements, county officials feared that federal cutoffs would drain
municipal coffers and therefore lent political weight to activists’ demands.
Since Wisconsin had eliminated the state requirement that counties pro-
vide General Relief in 1995, politicians did not experience the same fiscal
pressures to provide aid to legal immigrants as they did in California.
Nevertheless, the state tended to be more generous in terms of welfare
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Table 3.4 Mass Demonstrations for Benefit Replacements by State,
1996 to 1997

Estimated Number of Participants

California
March in Los Angeles* 2,000
First rally at state capitol** 4,000
Second rally at state capitol** 3,000

Wisconsin
Rally at state capitol*** 200

Source: Author’s compilation based on *Albano (1997); **Fujiwara (1999); ***Wisconsin
Immigrant and Refugee Coalition leader, personal interview in Milwaukee, 2002; Hmong
American Friendship Association staff, personal interview in Milwaukee, 2002.
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welfare recipients: ACORN, Welfare Warriors, and 9to5. These three
groups organized press conferences, protests, and rallies, each involving
twenty to forty people.88

In contrast to Los Angeles, anti-privatization activists in Milwaukee
confronted highly unfavorable political conditions for resisting welfare
privatization; local politicians had no discretion over the issue, while state
officials and politicians strongly believed that the privatization of social
services, especially in Milwaukee, would be more cost-effective and effi-
cient because private agencies were more responsive to market pres-
sures.89 As one official at the American Federation of State, County, and
Municipal Employees (AFSCME) described it, state policymakers’ will to
privatize W-2 in Milwaukee was “overwhelming.”90 Along with privatiz-
ing Milwaukee’s W-2 services, state officials also privatized other county
services, including child welfare services. Governor Thompson, the state
welfare officials that he appointed, and Republican politicians (who con-
trolled the state legislature in the late 1990s) were also strongly in favor
of both the current W-2 policies and welfare privatization.91 As one wel-
fare advocate put it, “We knew, frankly, that as long as Jean Rogers was
there [as head of the state welfare department], nothing was going to
change.”92 Although Milwaukee County officials were sympathetic to
advocates’ concerns, they had no authority over the administration of
TANF, limiting their capacity to respond.

Table 4.1 Groups Lobbying or Protesting Against Welfare 
Contractors in Milwaukee

Anti-Poverty & Welfare Advocacy Organizations
Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, Milwaukee branch
Coalition to Save our Children
Emergency Alliance on Poverty
Hunger Action Task Force
W-2 Monitoring Task Force
Welfare Warriors

Faith-Based Organizations
Hope Offered through Shared Ecumenical Action (HOSEA)’s Welfare 
Reform Task Force

Milwaukee Inner-City Congregations Allied for Hope (MICAH)
Interfaith Conference of Greater Milwaukee

Labor Organizations
American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees
Milwaukee Central Labor Council
9to5, Milwaukee branch

Source: Reese, Giedraitis, and Vega (2006), reprinted with permission of the publisher.
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