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California Republicans’ House
Opportunity
Democrats took a 46-7 majority of the state’s delegation in 2018. The GOP may get a few back.
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Republicans could pick up House seats next week in one of the most Democratic states. In
2018 California Democrats flipped seven U.S. House districts to take a 46-7 majority in the
state delegation. The party also won every statewide office and gained three seats in the
state Senate and five in the Assembly.

Orange County Supervisor and congressional candidate Michelle Steel speaks at the California
GOP’s fall convention in Indian Wells, Sept. 7, 2019.
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In a state that gave Hillary Clinton 61.5% of the vote, Democrats hope to keep riding the
anti-Trump wave. But the Public Policy Institute of California last week released a survey
that polled voters in eight competitive House districts, five of which Democrats carried in
2018. Republicans lead Democrats in the combined survey by 2 points. The worse news for
Democrats is that independents, apart from their views toward the president, agree more
with Republicans than with Democrats.

Voters in the competitive districts oppose Proposition 15, a ballot initiative that would
raise commercial property taxes, by a 20-point margin. Independents statewide oppose it
by 13 points. Democrats statewide favor it by 49.

Voters in competitive districts view the Affordable Care Act unfavorably, by a margin of
54% to 46%. They also support Justice Amy Coney Barrett’s confirmation by a 20-point
margin, disapprove of Speaker Nancy Pelosi by 16, and are more likely to view the
Democratic Party negatively (60%) than the GOP (46%).

Independents statewide disapprove of Mrs. Pelosi by an even wider margin (63% to 35%),
and more than half give the state’s Democrat-controlled Legislature bad marks. A
majority of independents also think the state is moving in the wrong direction—and no
wonder, considering the homelessness, double-digit unemployment, catastrophic
wildfires and rolling blackouts caused by the state’s headlong rush into green energy.

Republicans are also adapting to the state’s increasing ethnic diversity. Orange County
was once solidly Republican but is a battleground now that its population is only 40%
white. Its two biggest cities, Anaheim and Santa Ana, are 54% and 77% Hispanic,
respectively. Americans of Chinese, Indian, Koreans and Vietnamese descent have also
settled around the county. Orange County has the nation’s largest Vietnamese-American
population. They have also traditionally leaned Republican, in part because of bitter
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memories of Gov. Jerry Brown’s opposition in the 1970s to resettlement of refugees from
Cambodia and South Vietnam.

GOP Gov. Pete Wilson alienated Hispanics in the 1990s by supporting Proposition 187, a
1994 ballot initiative to deny health care and education to illegal aliens. Though courts
overturned Proposition 187 after it passed, restrictive immigration policies became a
cornerstone of the state GOP platform.

That’s changed in the past few years. With immigrants now making up 30% of the
population in Orange County and 27% statewide, the state GOP and the National
Republican Congressional Committee this year have sought to recruit diverse candidates
who support a more welcoming immigration policy and conservative economic agenda.

Consider Michelle Steel, a South Korean-born member of the Orange County Board of
Supervisors, who is challenging Democratic freshman Rep. Harley Rouda in the 48th
Congressional District. Ms. Steel, who immigrated to the U.S. as a young adult with her
mother and two sisters, supports legislation to provide legal status for Dreamers, young
adults who were brought to the U.S. illegally as children.

She has attacked Mr. Rouda for supporting legislation to raise payroll taxes and voting for
the union-backed Pro Act that would impose California’s AB5 law nationwide, forcing
independent contractors to be reclassified as employees.

Another competitive district is the 25th, which covers most of northern Los Angeles
County and part of Simi Valley in Ventura County. In May, GOP Navy veteran Mike Garcia
flipped the seat in a special election after freshman Rep. Katie Hill resigned over a sex
scandal. The predominantly working-class and heavily Hispanic district was the first
Republicans had flipped in the state since 1998, and came despite a 6.6-point Democratic
voter-registration advantage.
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Mr. Garcia portrayed his opponent—Assemblywoman Christy Smith, who had
endorsements from Barack Obama, Gov. Gavin Newsom and Sen. Elizabeth Warren—as an
avatar of the state’s liberal Legislature. He is reprising this line of attack in his November
general-election rematch with her.

Other GOP candidates are also campaigning against progressive misrule. Take Republican
farmer David Valadao, who is seeking to recapture the Central Valley’s 21st District, a seat
he lost by fewer than 1,000 votes in 2018. He has attacked Democratic Rep. TJ Cox for
backing a bill that blocks federal funding for critical dam expansions to supply water to
drought-stricken farmers—a key issue in agricultural districts.

“Our communities rely on a steady water supply. Democrats talk a lot about clean water,
which I support,” Mr. Valadao says in an interview. “But to have clean water, you have to
have water.” He says his opponent has supported the Pro Act, which would hurt
independent truckers who haul farm commodities and building contractors in his district.

Republican Young Kim, another South Korean immigrant and former Assemblywoman, is
challenging Rep. Gil Cisneros in Orange County’s 39th District. Ms. Kim emphasizes
reducing the tax burden on businesses to help them recover from coronavirus lockdowns.
California has the nation’s third-highest unemployment rate in the country at 11%, after
Hawaii (15.1%) and Nevada (12.6%).

Many independents and moderate Republicans voted for Democratic House candidates in
2018 to register their opposition to President Trump. Revulsion toward progressive
governance and what it has wrought in the Golden State may help Republicans recapture
House seats they lost in 2018. The question is whether California’s independents and
moderates will put aside their negative attitudes toward Mr. Trump when they vote in
down-ticket races. Or put another way, whether their disdain for progressive government
will override their disdain for the president’s abrasive persona.

Ms. Finley is a member of the Journal’s editorial board.
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