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On a recent weekday afternoon, Mercedes Gonzalez knocks on the
door of an apartment in South Nashville. When the woman she's
looking for emerges, the two launch into a lively conversation in
quick, fluent Spanish, and Gonzalez explains the reason for her visit:
There's an election coming up, and she wants everyone who's able to
vote in it.
Flipping through a packet containing lists of polling locations, voting
requirements, and a sample ballot, Gonzalez walks the woman
through the process. It sounds more complicated when you're hearing
it explained to someone for the first time, not to mention through a
language barrier. Occasionally, Stephanie Teatro, the policy and civic
engagement coordinator for the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee
Rights Coalition (TIRRC), joins the conversation in Spanish, or asks a
question in English for Gonzalez to translate. At one point, the
woman expresses what Gonzalez would later translate as her
intention to "definitely vote for Obama." Gonzalez shrugs her
shoulders and raises her hands, as if to say, "That's up to you."
Around a year-and-a-half ago, Gonzalez, who was brought to
Nashville from Mexico with her parents at the age of 11, was sitting
in a jail cell. Just a week before she was to graduate from Overton
High School, she was pulled over for speeding — just slightly, at 48
in a 40 mph zone — and could not produce a driver's license. What
happened next was disputed — by Gonzalez, by the Metro police
department, and by the Davidson County Sheriff's Office. In any case,
Gonzalez spent nearly three days in jail and faced deportation upon
her release.
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A movement led by TIRRC on Gonzalez's behalf succeeded in staving
off her deportation. Today, having witnessed firsthand the power of
their united voice, Gonzalez is taking part in TIRRC's ongoing effort to get out the vote among
Nashville's growing immigrant community.
"I'm here," Gonzalez, now 20, tells the Scene after recalling the ordeal. "And it's thanks to the
immigrant voice that I'm here. And I want to give help and thanks back to the community.
Supporting voting and making their voices heard."

According to the Migration Policy Institute, Tennessee's foreign-born population increased by 81.8
percent from 2000 to 2010, making it the third fastest growing immigrant population in the
country. The 2010 American Community Survey found that 96,905, or around 33.5 percent, of
Tennessee's foreign-born residents are U.S. citizens. Teatro points out that many within the
immigrant community, however, are legal permanent residents who are eligible for citizenship.
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Teatro tells the Scene that TIRRC hopes to have facilitated the naturalization of approximately 150
people by the end of the year through their periodic Citizenship Assistance Workshops, the fourth
of which will be held Nov. 10. They also devoted much of the fall to a voter registration campaign.
But with this year's election fast approaching, they have undertaken to make contact with those
foreign-born citizens who are registered to vote, and implore them to exercise that right.
Toward that end they have sent two mail pieces and robocalls to more than 7,000 registered
immigrant voters. But Teatro says they know face-to-face contact is most effective, particularly with
newly registered or low-propensity voters. So they've pored over the rolls to identify registered
immigrant voters who might be less likely to vote — those for whom this would be their first
election, or those who are not consistent voters. To reach them, they've enlisted undocumented
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youth volunteers like Gonzalez to bring the message to their doors.
The volunteers risk a life-changing traffic stop just by driving to such events. But they say it's worth
the effort if it gets immigrant voters to participate in a way they can't yet.
Anyone who's attended a church youth-group meeting before a door-to-door evangelism effort
would have recognized the scene at TIRRC's headquarters off Harding Pike earlier this month.
Speaking to a group of fewer than 10 assembled volunteers, Teatro — herself an immigrant from
Canada who will be voting in her first election this year — reiterates their gospel: Get out and vote.
She provides a few guidelines. First, be respectful and to the point. If no one is home, leave
information — but don't touch the mailbox, as that is a felony. Explain the new photo ID law, but
don't scare people. And perhaps most importantly, just tell people to vote, not for whom to vote.
As a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization, remaining non-partisan is a legal obligation for TIRRC, and
therefore for its volunteers. But it is also crucial to the success of their ultimate goal, which is not to
promote candidates from either party — whose promises on immigration-related policy have proven
equally empty at times — but to create a more visible, politically active community that cannot be
so easily dismissed by legislators, whether in Washington, D.C., or at Legislative Plaza.
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"While we don't say who people should vote for," says Teatro, "I think next year when we go talk to
the legislators, [we'll] be, like, 'I went around my neighborhood in your district, and I registered 20
voters.' It's more about showing political power than pushing one candidate or another."
No matter who comes out ahead in various state races, one way they'll attempt to demonstrate that
political power is through TIRRC's annual New American Day on the Hill. For six years now,
immigrant and refugees from across the state have convened at the state legislature to meet with
their representatives and put a face on proposed legislation that is often aimed rather haphazardly
at them.
Just this past year, TIRRC worked to stop bills that would have: required jailers to inquire and report
on the citizenship status of booked individuals; made it illegal to provide transportation to someone
who a person "should reasonably know is an illegal alien"; and implemented English-only driving
exams. A bill placing caps on the hiring of foreign nationals did pass into law, though without a
signature from Gov. Bill Haslam, who said he had "concerns about the bill's constitutionality." The
state's attorney general has since rendered an opinion stating that portions of the law are in fact
"constitutionally suspect."
In conversations with legislators, Gonzalez says she has learned that many are simply unaware of
situations like hers, in which a longtime, albeit undocumented, young member of the Nashville
community — who landed here as a result of their parents' choice — can become ensnared by the
laws they pass. Gathering on the hill, Gonzalez and Teatro say, gives members of the immigrant
community a chance to educate legislators about those affected by their proposals.
With help from TIRRC, Gonzalez is currently in the process of applying for deferred action, a kind of
temporary authorization that must be renewed and does not provide a real path to citizenship. It
will make her "under-documented," Teatro explains, as opposed to undocumented. She is also
applying for a work permit.
"I want to work," says Gonzalez. "I want to provide something for Nashville and the community."
She still plans to apply for college, at Fisk University, and hopes to become a doctor. Even if she
obtains a more-documented status, tuition for her will be significantly greater than for most
students. But she wants to stay in what she calls the only country she knows — and she says that's
why she's knocking on doors.
"Me, as an undocumented person, this is a big change," Gonzalez says. "I have lived many things
that people haven't and will never, like you say, but I have that experience and I want to share it
with them. I want to empower them and tell them that they can go and vote. And that will make a
difference in my life, and in many people's life."
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Given the topic of immigrants in upcoming elections, an interesting new book that
helps explain the role, struggles, and contributions of immigrants is "What
Foreigners Need To Know About America From A To Z: How to understand crazy
American culture, people, government, business, language and more.” It paints a
revealing picture of America for those foreigners who will benefit from a better
understanding. Endorsed by ambassadors, educators, and editors, it also informs Americans
who want to learn more about the U.S. and how we compare to other countries around the
world on many issues. As the book points out, immigrants are a major force in America as
they are in other nations. Immigrants and the children they bear account for 60 percent of
our nation’s population growth. Legal immigrants number 850,000 each year;
undocumented (illegal) immigrants are estimated to be half that number. They come to
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improve their lives and create a foundation of success for their children to build upon, as
did the
author’s grandparents when they landed at Ellis Island in 1899 after losing 2 children to
disease on a cramped cattle car-like sailing from Europe. Many bring their skills and a
willingness to work hard to make their dreams a reality, something our founders did four
hundred years ago. In describing America, chapter after chapter identifies “foreigners” who
became successful in the US and have contributed to our society. However, most struggle in
their efforts and need guidance and a helping hand. www.AmericaAtoZ.com
report
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