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One of the most positive
outcomes of the Census
Bureau’s announcement

in 2003 that Latinos are now the
nation’s largest minority is
increased attention to, and
interest in, the Latino community.
There is no truer indication of
that than my recent experience
browsing in a bookstore where I
saw a copy of a new book, Latinos
for Dummies, for sale. 

Thirteen years ago, when NCLR
created the State of Hispanic
America series, many questioned
whether in fact an Hispanic
America truly existed.  It is one of
the most gratifying developments
in my career to see that, in 2004,
we are closer than ever to a
national Latino community with a
shared past, a common agenda,
and a united future.

One consequence of our growing
numbers will inevitably be an
increase in political and economic
power.  But if we are to be heard

and, more importantly, be
effective, we must define what we
stand for.  This task will not be
accomplished in one day or
perhaps in even one generation,
but we must be bold enough to
begin the discussion.

Stereotypes about our community
abound, but invisibility is even
more pervasive.  For most
Americans, Hispanics are a dimly-
blurred and often contradictory
image.  There are those who see
us only as supplicants and not as
decision-makers, as consumers
and not as producers, as
lawbreakers and not as law
enforcers, as tax beneficiaries and
not as tax contributors. 

As we celebrate the growing
political power of our community,
it is appropriate to ask: Power to
do what?  I believe that we seek
power to help this nation fulfill its
destiny, to live up to its ideals, and
to go beyond the sometimes too
narrow definition of what it
means to be an American.

I believe that we as Latinos should
be about not only demanding our
rights, but fully preparing to
shoulder our responsibilities.  We
want to build a nation where
opportunity and fairness abound,
where families are rewarded for
playing by the rules, and where
people are judged by their actions
and not by their accents.

We believe that civil rights are the
birthright of every American and
not the exclusive domain of any
group or either gender.  

We believe that the promise of
America comes from embracing
many of the world’s races,
cultures, and religions.  We
believe that Hispanics share with
all other peoples of the world a
common heritage and destiny, and
that Latinos provide an example of
a world in which traditional
concepts of race can be
transcended.
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We believe that as a sovereign
nation we have the right to
protect our borders, to decide who
has the right to enter our country
and, also, the conditions that
govern immigration into our
nation.  But we also believe that
as a nation of immigrants and as a
wise and humane people we must
choose policies that are consistent
with our own economic self-
interest and that honor our
history with our neighbors.
Above all, we recognize the shared
humanity that we have with those
who risk their lives for freedom
and opportunity.

We believe in the sanctity of the
heritage of language and culture
and we treasure these gifts.  We
reject the false dichotomy
between preserving our language
and becoming first-class
Americans.  Cherishing our
ancestral languages and cultures
does not mean rejecting our
common language of English.  We
believe in more language
competency, not less, and we
believe that we will become more
relevant in the world when we
learn to view the globe through
the prisms of other languages.
When it comes to language, more
is better.

We believe in the work ethic,
patriotism, the importance of
families, the free enterprise
system, and the value of faith.
Moreover, we not only pay verbal
homage to these values, we live
them day in and day out.

Above all, we have an unshakable
belief that this nation’s best days
are ahead of us – that this nation
will continue to rise and that
Latinos will continue to climb.
My life’s work has convinced me
that there is a direct correlation
between these realities.  So, we
welcome this attention to Latinos
– from Rogers, Arkansas to Boise,
Idaho – and look forward to using
our values, our beliefs, to build on
and expand the American agenda.
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Four years into the 21st
century, demographic
changes and increasing

racial/ethnic diversity show that
we cannot afford to talk about
Latinos* on the one hand and the
rest of Americans on the other.
Indeed, as the Hispanic
population increases its visibility
in every sector of American life, it
has become clear that the state of
Hispanic America cannot be
distinguished from the state of
America itself.  One in eight
Americans is of Latino origin and
half of Latinos are under 25 years
old.**  The nation’s priorities and
overall well-being will soon reflect
the issues that matter to Latinos
and how well the community
fares.

The merging of increasingly-
defined Latino interests with the
direction of public policy and
accurate public images of the
Hispanic community is occurring

with mixed success.  In one sense,
the National Council of La Raza
(NCLR) has long asserted that
“the Hispanic agenda is an
American agenda,” and public
opinion research increasingly
demonstrates that aspirations of
Latinos are highly congruent
among all Latino subgroups, as
well as with those of their fellow
Americans.  In particular, the
Hispanic community’s core values
– a consistently solid work ethic,
personal responsibility, high
priority on family, patriotism, and
spiritualism – are shared by the
majority of Americans.  Moreover,
the Hispanic community’s rapid
population growth and heavy
concentration in “battleground”
states, the large proportion of
Latino voters who are not tied to
either political party, and the
prospect of a close presidential
election with a sharply divided
electorate have combined to
produce a “perfect storm” of

conditions resulting in
unprecedented attention by the
media and political candidates to
this community and its potential
voting power.  

But in another sense, the Latino
community and those truly
interested in improving the
socioeconomic status of Hispanic
Americans find this current wave
of attention often frustrating,
sometimes dangerous, and always
challenging, for two reasons.  

First, Latinos understand that
increased media and candidate
attention to the Hispanic
community does not necessarily
translate into either more
accurate portrayals of Latinos or
responsiveness to the issues that
they care about.  Instead, for
those interested in exploiting
natural tensions associated with
demographic change to advance
their agendas, this attention
provides opportunities to smear
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* The terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau to identify persons of
Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and South American, Dominican, and Spanish descent; they may be of any
race. 

** Hispanic/Latino data do not include residents of Puerto Rico.



Latinos as divisive, unpatriotic, or
un-American.  Additionally, the
political extremists intent on
scapegoating, slandering, and
punishing the Latino community
at every turn, whether the issue
relates to the economy, crime,
housing, or immigration, further
impede meaningful policy-making
on these issues. 

Second, the Latino community is
also skeptical, since its experience
in the past suggests that the life
span of this type of attention
tends to equal the length of an
election season, with no
substantive follow-up on
important community concerns in
post- or non-election years.
Indeed, much of this recent
campaigning has demonstrated
that the attention the community
is receiving is superficial at best,
and patronizing at worst, and
appears to be based on the
assumption that symbolic appeals
– throwing a few Spanish phrases
into a speech or translating some
materials into Spanish – ought to
be sufficient to attract Latino
support.  

However, as many Latino
advocates have argued, the growth
of the Hispanic population has
been accompanied by a rise in
interest on issues; like other
voters, Latinos care deeply about
substance, and even well-
intentioned gestures such as these
are not enough.  

An American Agenda
This report represents the most
recent effort by NCLR and others
to highlight and underscore the
major issues that concern
Hispanic families and voters,
address the knowledge gaps
regarding Latino interests, and
contribute to an accurate
portrayal of the Hispanic
community’s socioeconomic
status.  As noted by NCLR’s
President in the Foreword to this
report, despite its diversity the
Hispanic community shares key
elements of a common agenda.  

For example, a series of polls of
Hispanics commissioned by
entities across the political
spectrum shows a remarkable
convergence around key issues,
including education, economic
concerns, and immigration.
Specifically, a poll from the
Republican-leaning The Latino
Coalition (TLC) revealed that the
top six issues identified by Latinos
in August 2003 were:
jobs/economy, education,
immigration, health care,
language/integration into U.S. life,
and discrimination.

Similarly, the Democratic-leaning
New California Media’s “Flash”
Poll of Latinos conducted in
January 2004 shows that the top
five issues were: education, jobs
and the economy, health care,
terrorism, and immigration.

Furthermore, a previous NCLR
synthesis of polls conducted of
different segments of the Latino
population over the past five years
showed that:

■ Education was the first or
second priority issue in nearly
half of polls.

■ Jobs/Economy ranked among
the top two issues in 41% of
polls.

■ Health concerns were viewed
as a “major” issue in nearly
every poll.

■ Discrimination/civil rights
were noted as important
concerns.

NCLR’s review of Latino polling
data also revealed a high interest
in crime and police-community
relations, and a belief that
government has an important role
to play in ensuring fairness and
safety for all Americans.  With the
exception of immigration policy,
which understandably is of great
interest to the Latino population
given that about 40% of Hispanics
are foreign-born, in varying
degrees these issues closely
mirror results of polls of the
general public regarding major
societal concerns requiring policy-
maker attention.

In addition to the aspirations and
values that Latinos share with all
Americans, there are several other
concerns that directly and
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distinctively affect Hispanics, and
relate to their specific
characteristics, experiences, and
history.  For example, the unique
occupational characteristics and
concentration in certain segments
of the labor market of Latino
workers require specific policy
responses.  Similarly, the
youthfulness and overall
inadequate educational outcomes
of Hispanics explain the strong
interest of the community in
education policy.  Additionally, the
presence of a significant number
of Hispanic immigrants not only
increases the salience of
immigration policy, but also has
implications for education and
housing policy.  

Although these particular
conditions and experiences may
require policy-makers to work
with Hispanic advocates to forge
new and distinctive paths to
address these gaps, in the end
these new strategies simply
represent an expansion of avenues
that will allow additional
generations of Americans to
achieve the American Dream.    

The Latino Perspective:
An Eight-Piece Agenda
In the following sections of this
report, NCLR has outlined specific
priorities that together help to
inform policy-makers, public
officials, candidates, and the
public about what matters to the
Latino community and why.  The
discussion focuses on the
following eight issues:
counterterrorism policies,
criminal justice, education,
employment, farmworkers, health,
homeownership, and
immigration.  

NCLR believes that promoting and
advancing the specific
recommendations that follow can
help to ensure that Latinos and all
other Americans are safe, are
treated fairly, receive a high-
quality education, are able to
achieve and maintain economic
security for their families, have
access to health care, and can
create and sustain strong
communities.  While there are
surely other concerns of merit
that are not included in this
report, the issues that are

included were selected based on
two policy-relevant criteria: 

■ The issue is actionable.
There are one or more serious
policy proposals pending
before the Administration or
Congress which Latinos can
reasonably expect will be
acted upon in the next few
years.

■ The issue has significant
impact on the community.
Enactment of specific
proposals or provisions would
produce important benefits or
harms, which are not simply
symbolic, to a large segment
of the community.

Moreover, the report’s
recommendations with respect to
program investments and policy
decisions ride on NCLR’s
understanding that all Americans
stand to gain from shaping bright
outcomes for the 40 million
Latinos whose well-being is
directly tied to the nation’s future.  
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Like all Americans, Latinos
support measures that
strengthen and protect

national security.  As a result of
the tragic events of September 11,
2001, they share the nation’s
desire to ensure safety and
prevent future atrocities.  

Over the past three years,
however, efforts to thwart
potential terrorist attacks and the
development of policies to identify
individuals who pose a threat to
our nation have alienated and
marginalized segments of the
Latino community, and
immigrant populations as a
whole, with little evidence that
these steps are effective.  In
particular, immigration and
national security are now
intermingled in the U.S. in
unprecedented ways, and
immigrants – or those perceived
to be immigrants – have taken the
brunt of many new policies
intended to increase national
security.  The government’s
counterterrorism efforts have had
the most negative effects on
American Muslims and Arab

Americans.  However, many of the
newly-enacted policies have had a
detrimental effect on noncitizen
Latinos, and even Hispanic U.S.
citizens have been affected
because they are mistaken for
immigrants or because their
immigrant family members have
been targeted.1 As a result, the
rights of noncitizens have been
seriously undermined,2 and many
observers have also documented
the infringements on the civil
rights of all Americans since
September 11.3

Data and Research
Highlights
Several policies and practices
intended to reduce terrorist
threats have, instead, contributed
to less safe communities, and the
following issues are of particular
concern:

Enforcement of federal
immigration law by state and
local police.  In recent years there
have been increasing efforts by
the federal government to enlist
state and local law enforcement
officers in the enforcement of

federal immigration law.  In June
2002, Attorney General John
Ashcroft declared that state and
local police have the authority to
enforce civil and criminal
immigration laws.4 In the months
since that announcement, state
and local police have been called
upon to aid in immigration
enforcement through the use of
the National Crime Information
Center (NCIC) database, a
database that all law enforcement
officers can access and that now
contains an unknown quantity of
names of certain immigration
violators.5 Additionally, legislation
has been introduced in both the
House of Representatives and the
Senate which would authorize
state and local police to enforce
all federal criminal and civil
immigration laws and allow for
the entry of additional
immigration violators into the
NCIC database.

This is troublesome because it has
the potential to undo efforts that
have sought to strengthen
relationships, based on outreach
and trust, between state and local
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police and communities.  In fact,
evidence shows that community
policing efforts, in cities such as
Durham, North Carolina, Fort
Worth, Texas, and Los Angeles,
California, have resulted in
positive relationships between
police and Latino communities.6

According to the U.S. Department
of Justice, violent crime against
Latinos dropped by 56% during
the 1990s,7 and law enforcement
officials attribute this drop in
crime, in part, to increased trust
between local police officers and
Latino communities.8 While the
most important component of
outreach to the Latino
community is an assurance that
the police will not harass
individuals about their
immigration status, the Ashcroft
announcement and the
introduction of these bills have
contributed to increased fear in
Latino and immigrant
communities, leading to an
unwillingness to cooperate with
law enforcement, to report
crimes, and to come forward as
witnesses.9 As a result, police
departments lose the trust of the
communities they aim to protect,
communication between the
police and large segments of the
community is lost, and all
Americans are less safe.  In fact,
many police departments across
the country have stated that they
will not involve themselves in

immigration enforcement because
they recognize the detrimental
effects that the loss of community
trust can have.10 Even U.S.
citizens and lawfully-present
immigrants will cease to
cooperate with police if they sense
that the police are viewing them
with suspicion because of their
ethnicity or the language they
speak.  Strong community-police
relations result in safer
neighborhoods for all residents.

Issuance of driver’s licenses.
Driver’s licenses are necessary for
participation in many facets of
daily life, including driving legally,
banking, renting an apartment,
and establishing service for
utilities.  New restrictions on
driver’s licenses and state-issued
identification cards have made it
difficult for many immigrants to
obtain identity documents, one of
the most important and broadly-
felt problems for the Latino
community.  Prior to September
11, there were efforts in many
states to improve road safety by
broadening access to driver’s
licenses to undocumented
immigrants who live and work in
the community, so that they
might obtain proper driver
training and vehicular insurance.
However, the revelations that
some of the 19 terrorists had
state-issued driver’s licenses
caused many states to propose and

enact restrictions on immigrant
access to driver’s licenses despite
the fact that that all of the 19 had
other valid documents, such as
passports, that could serve as
identification.11

In 2003, approximately 117
driver’s license bills were
introduced in 39 states, compared
to 63 in 2002.  Thus far, ten
restrictive bills have been passed
in the past two years.  In addition,
several expansive driver’s license
bills have been passed in five
states, allowing persons to use
alternative identity
documentation and obtain driver’s
licenses regardless of immigration
status.12 Not only do restrictive
practices prohibit many
undocumented immigrants from
getting licensed, but many legal
residents and even U.S. citizens
have been affected by the
restrictions because of harassment
and discrimination, or because
poorly-conceived policies deny
licenses to lawful residents.13

Acceptance of foreign-issued
identification documents.
Although the Mexican
government has issued identity
documents to its nationals in the
U.S. since the 19th century
(matrículas consulares) and other
governments are now following
suit, these foreign government-
issued identifications (IDs) have
recently come under attack.
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Matrículas are identification
documents only and do not
bestow any immigration benefits
on the individual.  The Mexican
government has gone to great
lengths to update the security
measures on the card and in the
issuance process.  Over 800 police
departments around the country
now accept the Mexican consular
ID as an identification document.
Moreover, over 100 banks now
accept matrículas and, as a result,
immigrants can open accounts
and deposit money safely,
establish credit lines, and send
remittances to their home
countries without paying
exorbitant fees.  Access to valid
identification documents
encourages trust between Latinos
and public officials and
institutions, reduces the market
for fraudulent documents, and
increases overall public safety.  

Racial Profiling.  For years,
immigration officials have used
race to determine who to stop and
detain for immigration law
enforcement purposes.  Prior to
September 11, there were many
examples of the use of selective
enforcement of immigration laws,
undermining the rights of citizens
and legal residents.14 Latino
citizens, legal immigrants, and
undocumented people have been
stopped and their immigration
papers demanded, solely on the

basis of race, ethnicity, national
origin, language, or accent.15

Along the U.S.-Mexico border,
even Latino federal judges have
been stopped and required to
produce immigration documents
upon demand.16 The new
proposals to involve state and
local police in the enforcement of
immigration laws discussed above
only increase the probability of
the use of racial profiling.

Since immigration functions have
been transferred to the
Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) in 2003, racial profiling has
become an even greater issue as
all immigrants or those who
“appear” to be immigrants have
been targeted by counterterrorism
measures.  For example:

■ Many Latinos have been
caught up in enhanced
worksite enforcement efforts
in places considered to be
important to national
security.  With the
implementation of “Operation
Tarmac,” the immigration
enforcement agencies and
U.S. Attorneys’ offices
throughout the country
arrested over 350 individuals
at 13 airports mainly for
presenting false information
regarding their immigration
status or using false
documentation to obtain
employment.17 Hundreds

more immigrants lost their
jobs as a result of the raids.
The federal government has
not been able to connect any
of those arrested at the
airports with terrorism or
terrorist activities.  

■ In the Southeast, where the
Latino population is growing
significantly, there have been
increasing incidences of
highway patrols stopping
Latinos, especially new
immigrants.  This type of
racial profiling occurs at
checkpoints as well as
through normal highway
patrols, which stop and harass
individuals based on
race/ethnicity and then check
their immigration status.18

The Mexican American Legal
Defense and Educational
Fund (MALDEF) recently
settled a racial profiling case
against the city of Rogers,
Arkansas where the police
violated Latinos’ civil rights
and engaged in racial
profiling.19

■ The U.S. Department of
Justice’s 2003 “Guidance
Regarding the Use of Race by
Federal Law Enforcement
Officials” asserts that the
DHS can utilize racial
profiling at the border and
whenever national security is
implicated.20 This could result
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in increased, government-
sanctioned, civil rights
violations.  Furthermore,
although it prohibits racial
profiling by federal law
enforcement officials, it does
not address state and local
authorities, leaving room for
confusion and perhaps even
more racial profiling of those
who “look like” immigrants.21

Recommendations
To promote public safety,
strengthen overall national
security, and protect the basic
rights of all Americans, NCLR
recommends:

■ Opposing efforts to involve
state and local police in
enforcing federal
immigration laws.  In
particular, the CLEAR Act
(H.R. 2671) and the
Homeland Security
Enhancement Act (S. 1906),
currently under consideration
by Congress, contain
provisions that affirm the
inherent authority of state
and local police to enforce
federal civil and criminal
immigration laws and
criminalize minor civil
immigration violations.  They
authorize entering the names

of millions of immigration
violators into the NCIC, but
call for minimal training
requirements for police
officers and grant immunity
to police officers and agencies
that violate civil rights. 

■ Supporting the issuance of
driver’s licenses and state
IDs to all state residents
regardless of immigration
status and opposing efforts
to restrict the use of consular
identification cards as a valid
form of identification.  
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Like all Americans,
Hispanics are concerned
about crime and the effects

it has on youth and families.  A
related issue is that some Latinos
have experienced an unfair,
arbitrary criminal and juvenile
justice system.  Moreover, violent
crimes, public offenses, and
ineffective responses to substance
abuse, coupled with the
disproportionate number of
Latinos serving long and, in some
cases, unjust prison sentences for
nonviolent offenses, contribute to
the negative perception that
Latinos have of the criminal
justice system1 and hurt the
nation as a whole.    

There are many factors associated
with the overrepresentation of
Hispanics in the criminal justice
system, including inadequate
education levels and high poverty.
Another factor especially relevant
for Latino and African American
youth is that they tend to live in
urban areas with few resources,
and often lack sufficient
opportunities for sports, recreation,
or other activities that would deter

them from involvement in those
activities that lead to interacting
with the criminal and juvenile
justice systems.  Additionally, one
of the most important
contributing factors for the
overrepresentation of Latinos in
the criminal justice system is
racial profiling.2 Moreover,
certain broad policies, including
“tough on crime” and “the war on
drugs,” have clear,
disproportionate, negative effects
on Hispanics and other
minorities.  In general, public
policy has not adequately
addressed the factors that lead to
criminal activity, nor has it
responded to the injustices of the
current criminal justice system.
All of these dynamics have a direct
correlation with the increased
likelihood of Latinos coming into
contact with the criminal justice
system.

Data and Research
Highlights
There are several reasons for the
Latino community to be
concerned about the U.S. criminal
and juvenile justice systems:

Disproportionate incarceration of
Latinos.  Overall, between 1985
and 1997, minorities accounted
for approximately 70% of new
inmates admitted into the prison
population.3 Data show that
Latinos constituted almost one in
five (19.9%) of all those
incarcerated in the U.S. in 2002,4

while in federal prison alone they
constituted nearly one in three
(31.9%).5 Latinos also represent
the fastest-growing segment of
the U.S. prison population, and
Latino men are almost four times
as likely as non-Hispanic White
males to be sentenced to prison
during their lifetime.6

Overrepresentation among types
of convictions.  Although Latinos
are no more likely than other
racial/ethnic groups to use illegal
drugs, and less likely to use
alcohol,7 they are
disproportionately likely to be
convicted for drug offenses.8

According to data provided by the
United States Sentencing
Commission, Hispanics accounted
for 43.4% of the total drug
offenders convicted in 2000 –
more than three times the
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proportion of Latinos in the
general population.9 Nearly three-
quarters of Latino federal prison
inmates are incarcerated for drug
offenses, the largest proportion of
any group.10 Moreover, in 1999,
one-quarter of defendants charged
with a drug offense in the federal
system were identified as
noncitizens.11

Stereotypes regarding Latinos in
the criminal justice system.
While there is a perception that
Latinos are more likely than
Whites to commit crimes or that
those in the system are more
likely to be involved in violent
crimes, data suggest otherwise.

■ Among the federal prison
population, the overwhelming
majority of incarcerated
Latinos are convicted for
relatively minor, nonviolent
offenses, are first-time
offenders, or both.12 In 2001,
Hispanics represented 7.2% of
violent offenders and 13.1% of
property offenders, compared
to non-Hispanics representing
92.8% of violent offenders and
86.9% of property offenders.13

■ Hispanic federal prison
inmates were the least likely
to re-offend.  As Figure 1
shows, in 1997, 11.7 % of
Hispanic federal prison

inmates committed another
violent crime, compared to
29.1% of their Black and
25.5% of their White
counterparts.  About one in
three Latinos (35.8%)
relapsed to commit a
nonviolent offense, compared
to 42.1% of Blacks and 36.7%
of Whites.

Harsh treatment.  Hispanics are
treated more harshly and receive
longer sentences than non-
Hispanic Whites, even when they
are charged with the same types
of offenses.  Hispanic defendants
were about one-quarter (22.7%)
as likely as non-Hispanic
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defendants to be released before
trial,14 even though Hispanic
defendants were the least likely of
all ethnic/racial groups to have a
criminal history.15 For those
convicted of violent offenses,
Hispanics served prison sentences
that were 14 months longer, on
average, than their non-Hispanic
counterparts.16 Treatment of
youth is a particular concern.  As
described in a 1993 report from
the National Council on Crime
and Delinquency,17 among youth
with no prior admissions to state
facilities, Latinos received more
severe sentences than Whites in
several crime categories.  For
example, Latino youths are
admitted at a rate 13 times that of
White youth for drug sentences.18

Furthermore, regarding violent
offenses, the rate of admissions
for Latino youth was more than
five times the rate of White
youth.19

Significant and discriminatory
sentencing disparities in the
current sentencing guidelines for
drug offenses.  The current
powder-crack sentencing disparity
shows blatant discrimination;20

minority communities are
disproportionately represented
among crack cocaine offenders,
compared to powder cocaine
offenders.  For example, a
conviction for possessing five
grams of crack cocaine triggers a

five-year mandatory minimum
sentence, while it takes 500 grams
of powder cocaine possession to
trigger the same sentence.  And
while possession of 50 grams of
crack cocaine triggers a ten-year
mandatory minimum sentence,
the law requires possession of
5,000 grams of powder cocaine to
trigger the same sentence.  In
other words, a person has to have
in his/her possession 100 times
more cocaine than crack to
receive the same sentence.

Unequal prison releases.
Racial/ethnic data show that, in
1999, 42.4% of prisoners released
from prison were Hispanic and
73.3% were White.21 Moreover,
Hispanic adults were less likely
than other racial/ethnic groups to
be on probation in 2000.22

Unreliable or inaccurate data
collection.  Some data exist
regarding Latinos in the criminal
justice system.  However, many
agencies do not collect data based
on ethnicity, so Hispanics are
counted with the “White”
population or may be considered
“other.”  The inconsistent or
incorrect compilation of data on
the race and ethnicity of those in
the criminal justice system
suggests that there is not a
comprehensive understanding of
the experience of Latinos in the
system, and that there may also
be underreporting.  Consequently,

Latinos may be shortchanged with
respect to relevant programs and
funds.23

Other Concerns
There are three other issues
related to the criminal justice
arena which need to be addressed:

Racial profiling.  The tendency
among some law enforcement
officials to rely on race, ethnicity,
or national origin to establish a
cause for suspicion of a crime has
played a dominant role in the rise
in the share of Latinos in prison.
Racial profiling is carried out in
the streets and in the workplace
through traffic and pedestrian
stops, search and seizures, and
workplace raids.  For example, in
the early 1990s, an investigation of
the practices of the Volusia County,
Florida Sheriff’s Department
revealed that, although Hispanics
and Blacks accounted for only 5%
of the drivers on a portion of
Interstate 95 that ran through the
county, they constituted nearly
70% of drivers stopped on that
stretch of highway.  Hispanics and
Blacks were not only stopped
more than Whites, they were
stopped for longer periods of time
than Whites.24

Latinos have been systematically
targeted for “dragnet” tactics by
local and state law enforcement
officers, and those same tactics
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have been applied and used, as a
matter of formal policy, by some
federal law enforcement agents.25

NCLR has received reports from
Latino individuals who have been
victimized by police and federal
agents overstepping the bounds of
the Constitution in the name of
drug and immigration
enforcement.  The vast majority
of cases, however, go unreported.
Even fewer actually result in
successful civil rights litigation
or investigation by agencies
responsible for enforcing civil
rights.26

Lack of access to treatment
programs in prison.  A Justice
Department study has estimated
that about 70% to 80% of state
prison inmates are in need of
substance abuse treatment, but
only about 15% complete
treatment programs before they
are released.  Furthermore,
Hispanic federal prison inmates in
1997 were the least likely of all
racial/ethnic groups to receive any
type of substance abuse
treatment; only 36.4% of Hispanic
federal prison inmates received
substance abuse treatment or
participated in a program to
address their substance abuse
dependency.27 Language barriers
represent an important factor
responsible for the lack of access
to treatment programs for Latinos.

Since prison personnel do not
correctly identify Latino offenders
requiring treatment, those
needing such services never
receive them.  Moreover, the lack
of adequate bilingual services
makes it difficult, if not
impossible, to communicate about
justice system procedures,
potential treatment programs,
counseling services, and aftercare
plans with family members who
do not speak English.  In addition,
the criminal justice system’s lack
of resources to respond to the
needs of its prison population also
affects its ability to provide
sufficient treatment services.

Alternatives to incarceration.  The
use of drug treatment programs
and other prevention programs
has been found to reduce crime
rates.  Researchers found that, all
else being equal, drug treatment
programs reduced drug-related
crime rate by 54%.28 Drug courts,
which place nonviolent drug
offenders into intensive,
community-based treatment,
rehabilitation, and supervision
programs, have shown significant
results.  For example, Texas drug
court participants have
significantly lower two-year
recidivism rates for arrest (19.5%)
and incarceration (1%) compared
to offenders not participating in
the drug court program (46.9%

for arrest and 19.7% for
incarceration).29 Prisons cannot
make the same claims.  

The latest report on drug courts
from the Office of Justice
Programs at the U.S. Department
of Justice shows that recidivism
rates continue to be significantly
reduced (by 2% to 20%) for
graduates of substance abuse
treatment programs.
Interestingly, recidivism is
reduced even for individuals who
begin but do not complete
treatment programs.30 As these
data indicate, substance abuse
treatment programs are a step
toward ending the cycle of
recurrent crime.

Community-level treatment and
prevention programs have been
proven especially effective.
Community-based organizations
that provide family-based
treatment and prevention services
– including substance abuse,
mental health, and parental
interaction programs – are more
likely to report faster recovery
rates and a decreased likelihood of
returning to crime,31 suggesting
that a personal setting and a focus
on community/family assistance
provide a better support system
for recovering drug offenders than
the prison population. 
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Recommendations
NCLR and the Latino community
believe that people should be held
accountable for the crimes they
commit, but also believe that the
punishment received should fit
the crime committed.  NCLR
seeks to promote a criminal
justice system that not only fights
criminals, but is also guided by
the principles of fairness and
equality.  To that end, NCLR
supports crime prevention
policies, diversion and substance
abuse treatment programs, and
appropriate prison sentences for
those individuals who pose a real
threat to society.  To address the
key concerns outlined above,
NCLR recommends:

■ Efforts requiring the
mandatory collection and
publication of disaggregated
data by each state’s
prosecutor’s office.  The data
would disclose the charging,
sentencing practices, and
outcomes in those offices, and
the racial/ethnic impact of
those outcomes.  Thus, for
each case, the prosecutor
should be required to
document the race/ethnicity
of the victim and defendant,
the basis for the initial
charging decision, the basis
for the prosecutor’s bail
recommendation, each plea

offer made (accepted or
rejected), and the basis for the
prosecutor’s sentencing
recommendations.     

■ Legislation to end racial
profiling.  Legislation is
needed at the federal, state,
and local levels to ban the
practice of racial profiling by
law enforcement agencies.
Additionally, legislation
should require the collection
of data about racial profiling
and should establish
procedures for receiving,
investigating, and responding
to claims of racial profiling.
Furthermore, legislation
should require training of law
enforcement agents and
mechanisms to hold them
accountable for engaging in
racial profiling.  One specific
proposal, the “End Racial
Profiling Act of 2004,” would
ban the practice of racial
profiling by federal law
enforcement agencies and
provide incentives to state and
local law enforcement
agencies to eliminate this
practice.  

■ Moving away from mandatory
minimum sentences,
particularly for minor drug
offenses.  For example, NCLR
urges that the crack/powder
cocaine sentences be

equalized as much as possible
by raising to the greatest
allowable extent the level that
triggers penalties for crack
cocaine.  However, NCLR
believes that the only proper
way of equalizing the ratio is
by raising the crack threshold,
and not by lowering the
powder threshold.  

■ Increased resources for
substance abuse treatment,
prevention, and research.
Three sets of enhancement
are needed: 

■ Funding and outreach to
Latino community-based
organizations.  The
Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services
Administration’s (SAMHSA)
federal block grant funding
enables states to maintain
and enhance substance
abuse and mental health
services and to help improve
the quality and availability
of substance abuse
prevention, addiction
treatment, and mental
health services nationwide. 

■ Grants for comprehensive
state and local prison drug
treatment programs.  NCLR
calls for widespread civil
voluntary substance abuse
treatment, education, and
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reentry programs that
would prepare inmates to
function in society and
prevent recidivism.
Additional programs for
former inmates are also
needed to help them find
jobs, housing, drug
treatment, emotional

counseling, and other
critical services in their
neighborhoods.

■ Funds for alternative
methods of punishment for
nonviolent, low-level drug
offenders.  Drug courts –
for individuals who do not

pose a threat to society –
offer one alternative that
not only encourages
treatment and lower
recidivism rates, but also
alleviates the workload
faced by judges,
prosecutors, and other
court staff.  
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The portrait of Hispanic
education today is mixed.
While there have been

some gains in school completion
rates, college enrollment, and
overall achievement, compared to
other racial/ethnic groups Latinos
are more likely to start school
later and leave school earlier.  The
resulting – and persistently large
– education gap between Latinos
and their peers continues to be
the most critical issue facing the
Hispanic community.  It is
particularly troubling at a time
when the economy demands
greater levels of educational
attainment and specific skill
preparation.  Moreover, it is
worrisome since, after Whites,
Latinos are the second-largest
segment of the U.S. school
population.

There are many factors associated
with the poor status of Latino
education, including high poverty
rates of Hispanic families and
their propensity to live in
segregated communities that tend
to have poorly-funded,
overcrowded schools, poor

facilities, and teachers with
inadequate preparation.
Additionally, Latino students are
not always exposed to rigorous
coursework or placed on a college
preparatory track.  In some cases,
Latino parents lack the resources
to help their children in school or
need support to be effective
advocates for their children’s
education.  From a policy
perspective, lack of political will
and insufficient attention have
contributed to stagnating Latino
education trends.  To exacerbate
this, programs with the potential
to improve schooling for Latinos
have not been funded adequately,
do not serve Latinos effectively, or
are not receiving sufficient
support from Congress and the
Administration.  

Data and Research
Highlights
There are several critical issues
relevant to the status of Latino
education, as discussed below.

Increase in Latino share of the
U.S. school-age population.  U.S.
Census data confirm that, in the

next ten years, a significant share
of America’s schools will be
largely composed of Hispanic
children.  Hispanic children under
18 years of age are now the
second-largest group of students,
after non-Hispanic Whites.
Between 1990 and 2000, the
population of Hispanic children
and youth under 18 reached 12.3
million.1 Furthermore, the
number of Latino children
attending U.S. schools has grown
significantly over the last 25
years.  In 1975, three million
Latinos were attending public and
private schools.  By 2000, more
than 8.1 million Latinos were
enrolled in K-12 schools, as
Figure 2 illustrates.2

Although Latinos continue to be
concentrated in five states
(California, Texas, New York,
Florida, and Illinois), the Latino
population has also expanded to
new areas of the country and, as a
result, Hispanic students are a
growing presence in schools in
every region of the U.S.  For
example, the proportion of
Hispanic K-12 public school
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students in the West, in states such
as Arizona, California, Colorado,
Idaho, and Oregon, grew from
14.8% in 1975 to 31.6% in 2000.
During that same period, the
Hispanic public school student
population also increased in states
in the South (from 6.6% to
16.0%), including Arkansas,
Georgia, Kentucky, North
Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and
the District of Columbia; in the
Northeast (from 6.1% to 11.4%),
in places such as Connecticut,
Massachusetts, New York, and
Pennsylvania; and in the Midwest
(from 1.6% to 5.5%), including
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas,
Nebraska, and Wisconsin.3

Disparities in Hispanic
educational experiences.
Unfortunately, a large share of
Hispanic children attends schools
with myriad, interrelated
problems.  For example:

■ Inadequate funding.  Schools
serving Hispanic and other
disadvantaged students spent
on average $966 less per
student in 2000 than did
schools with few children
from low-income homes.4

■ Poor teacher quality.  The
underfunding of schools
serving Hispanics makes it
difficult to recruit and retain
qualified teachers, which

heavily influences the quality
of instruction these students
receive.  For example,
minority eighth-grade math
students are more likely than
White students to have
teachers who do not have an
undergraduate degree in
mathematics.5 In California,
the state with the largest
Hispanic student population,
nearly nine in ten (89%)
schools in which 20% or
more of the teachers are
“underqualified” serve a
student body that is majority
students of color.6

Page 20

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004

3,245

3,674

4,323

5,213

6,846

8,164

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

8,000

9,000

1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

Year

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1975-2000.

FI
G

U
R

E
 2 K-12 Public and Private School Enrollment, 

Hispanic Students, 1975-2000

E
nr

ol
lm

en
t (

in
 th

ou
sa

nd
s)



■ Undemanding coursework.
Schools attended by Hispanic
and other economically
disadvantaged students are
less likely to provide rigorous
education coursework that
prepares these students to
pursue postsecondary
opportunities.7 Latino and
African American students are
less likely than Whites to be
placed in education tracks
with rigorous curricula that
adequately prepare them to
meet performance and
content standards and go on
to college.8 For example,
about one in five Latino and
African American eighth-
grade students takes algebra,
compared to more than one
in four of their White peers.9

Among 17-year-olds, only 8%
of Hispanics and 4% of Blacks
have taken precalculus or
calculus, compared to 15% of
Whites.10

Inadequate investments in
Hispanic children have produced
enormous achievement and
attainment gaps.  Current
achievement and attainment data
bear this out.  For example, 2000
data show:

■ Hispanic fourth-graders
scored at 197 on the National
Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) reading

test (on a scale of 0-500).  In
comparison, White fourth-
graders scored at 225 on the
NAEP reading test that year.11

Similarly, Hispanic fourth-
graders scored at 209 on the
NAEP math test compared to
235 for White fourth-graders
on a scale of 0-500.12

■ About six in ten (64.1%)
Hispanics ages 18 through
24 have completed high
school.  By comparison, more
than eight in ten Blacks
(83.7%) and nine in ten
Whites (91.8%) of the same
age group completed high
school.13

■ Among 16- to 24-year-olds,
the proportion of young
adults who were not in
school and who had not
graduated (regardless of when
they last attended school) was
27.8% for Hispanics, more
than twice that for Blacks
(13.1%) and more than four
times that for Whites (6.9%).
Moreover, in 2000, Hispanics
accounted for 38.6% of all
dropouts.14

■ Hispanics composed 15.1%
and Whites accounted for
65.3% of the total U.S.
population aged 16 through
24.15 However, among
students of the same age
group enrolled in college in

2000, less than one in ten
(9.4%) was Hispanic and more
than seven in ten (71.0%)
were non-Hispanic White.16

■ Only one in ten (10.8%)
Hispanics ages 25 years and
over had received a bachelor’s
degree or higher.  In
comparison, almost three in
ten Whites (27.7%) of the
same age group had obtained
a bachelor’s degree or
higher.17

Early childhood education.
Research has consistently shown
that access to high-quality early
childhood education can have a
positive impact on the school
careers of children, particularly
those from low-income
households.  Unfortunately,
Latinos are less likely than their
African American and White peers
to participate in early childhood
education programs.  For
example, in 2001, fewer than four
in ten (36.2%) poor Hispanic
children ages three to five were
enrolled in early childhood care
and education programs, while
60.1% of poor Black and 46.1% of
poor White children of the same
age group were enrolled in these
programs, as shown in Figure 3.18

In addition, while 30% of poor
children under age five were
Latino in 1999,19 that year Latinos
represented only 23.7% of
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children in Head Start, the
nation’s premier federally-funded
early childhood education
program that provides
economically disadvantaged
children and families with
education, health, and other
support services.20

English language learners
(ELLs).  During the 2000-2001
school year, there were a reported
4.7 million ELL students enrolled
in public schools, representing
9.8% of the total K-12 public
school enrollment.  This
represents a 95% growth since the
1991-92 academic year.21 Latinos
make up nearly eight in ten (79%)

of all ELLs.22 In the past several
fiscal years, federal funding for
bilingual education has neither
been adequate for or consistent
with the growing number of
ELLs.  For example, the annual
appropriation for bilingual
education grew from $188 million
in fiscal year (FY) 1990 to $398
million in FY 2000.23 While the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)24

authorizes bilingual education
programs at $750 million, these
programs only received $685
million in FY 2003.  Moreover, the
Bush Administration asked for a
$20 million cut in bilingual
education for FY 2004.  Thus,
while the number of ELLs

increased by more than 2.2
million students over this period,
funding for bilingual education
has risen by about $258 million,
providing only $87 per ELL child.
Education experts estimate that
$361 per child is necessary to
develop and implement programs
for ELLs. 

In 2000, there were about 47
million students in U.S. schools in
grades K-12;25 16.6% were Latino.
That year, there were 3,598,451
Spanish-speaking ELLs and
7,810,466 Latino students in total.
Therefore, we can estimate that
46% of Latino students are ELLs.26
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Immigrant students.  According
to estimates by the Urban
Institute, 65,000 immigrant
students who have grown up in
the United States, attended the

same elementary and secondary
schools as native-born students,
and excelled at the same academic
requirements as their classmates
are unable to pursue a higher

education.27 Many of these young
people are accepted into
postsecondary institutions, but
cannot afford to attend because
they have to pay out-of-state or
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There is agreement that parent participation is important to
ensure the success of reform efforts, such as standards-based
reforms embodied in the NCLB.a Given that Latino students

are concentrated in low-performing schools that will be required
to raise standards, Latino parents and communities should be
included in the development of standards-based reforms.  In fact,
83% of Latinos, compared to 74% of Americans overall, strongly
believe that parents should be able to compare local academic
standards to national recommendations.b

While the heart of the NCLB is its system of accountability and
assessments, parents are the backbone of this legislation.  Under
the NCLB, schools are required to assess student progress, give
parents information about test scores, and provide parents of
students in underperforming schools with options, including the
right to transfer to another school and the opportunity to obtain
extra tutoring for their children.  More importantly, the NCLB
assumes that parents, “armed with information and options,” will
force schools to improve.c However, it is unclear that parents are
receiving sufficient information about their schools to hold
schools accountable or to exercise various options.  For example,
although 96% of Americans with school-aged children believe that
parents should be familiar with the academic standards in their

children’s schools, only 38% of Latino parents believe that schools
are adequately providing this information.d

To help prepare parents to meet their obligations and take
advantage of their options, Congress authorized in the NCLB Local
Family Information Centers (LFICs).  LFICs are community-based
centers that provide parents of economically disadvantaged
students, including ELLs, with information about their children’s
schools so that they can hold their local and state school officials
accountable and exercise options available under the NCLB.
Unfortunately, since enactment of the NCLB, the Bush
Administration has never requested a single dollar for LFICs,
severely weakening implementation of the NCLB.

As the Latino student population increases, Latino parents will
play a larger role in ensuring that the nation’s public schools are
successful.  Many of these parents are immigrants who hold high
hopes for their children’s education.e Unfortunately, Hispanic
parents are often underrepresented in parental involvement
programs.f Moreover, immigrant parents are undemanding and
seldom critical of the schools their children attend.g Thus, it is
vital that new models of parental involvement are identified and
used in schools, including models that utilize community-based
organizations with a track record of providing services to Latinos. 

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

a. Johnson, Joseph, “Assessment as a Tool for Improving Student Achievement,” Support for Texas Academic Renewal (STAR) Center at the Charles A. Dana
Center website: http://www.starcenter.org/products/articles/assessmentool.html.

b. Ibid. 

c. Paige, Rod, “It’s Not About the Money,” Wall Street Journal, October 29, 2003.

d. Findings From the Council for Basic Education’s National Poll of Public Attitudes Toward Rigorous Academic Standards.  Washington, DC: Council for
Basic Education, 1998.

e. Ruiz de Velasco, Jorge, Michael Fix, and Beatriz Chu Clewell, Overlooked and Underserved: Immigrant Students in U.S. Secondary Schools.  Washington,
DC: Urban Institute, December 2000.

f. National PTA Quick Facts, Hispanic Outreach Initiative.  Washington, DC: National PTA, 2003 (available on the web:
http://www.pta.org/aboutpta/pressroom/quick.asp)

g. Overlooked and Underserved, op. cit.



international tuition rates; the
Illegal Immigration Reform and
Immigrant Responsibility Act of
1996 (IIRIRA) makes it difficult
for states to provide its residents
who are undocumented
immigrants with in-state tuition
rates and other postsecondary
benefits.  The impact of current
policies is immense: lack of access
to college contributes to the
already high Hispanic dropout
rate,28 and tax revenues lost by
state and federal governments due
to an undereducated workforce
are enormous.  In fact, an analysis
by the Texas House Research
Organization on legislation to
provide immigrant students with
in-state tuition rates shows that
the cost of not educating these
children is $319 billion.29

Recommendations
NCLR seeks to increase the
achievement and attainment
levels of Latino children, reduce
the persistent and significant
disparities between them and
their peers, and ensure
educational opportunity for all
Latino youth.  Several key

measures and policies throughout
the “education pipeline” address
these concerns, including:  

■ Full funding in the FY 2005
education appropriations
legislation for No Child Left
Behind Act programs that
can have a significant impact
on Latino students.
Additional funding would
translate as follows: $1.2
billion for Language
Assistance State Grants would
amount to $255 for each ELL
child in U.S. schools, an
increase of about $110 per
child over the FY 2003
amount; $100 million for
Parent Assistance programs
would allow community-based
LFICs to help parents
understand their rights and
responsibilities under the
NCLB; and $100 million
represents less than half of
1% of overall funding for
NCLB, but would greatly
increase the likelihood that
this massive federal law will
be properly implemented at
the local level.

■ Head Start Act
reauthorization proposals
that seek to increase
Hispanic participation.  This
includes strengthening the
“Community Assessment”
provision of the law to hold
grantees accountable for
serving eligible children in
their communities.  In
addition, while Head Start is a
successful program, it can be
improved for ELLs.

■ Legislation at the state and
federal levels, which would
facilitate access to higher
education and legalization for
U.S.-raised immigrant
students.  Specifically,
support of the “Development,
Relief, and Education for
Alien Minors (DREAM) Act of
2003” (S. 1545) in the Senate
and the “Student Adjustment
Act” (H.R. 1684) in the House
of Representatives is critical.
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One of the most significant
contributions Latinos
make to the U.S. is their

participation in the labor force.
Over the past several decades,
Latino men consistently have
been the most likely of all
Americans to be working or
looking for work.  Moreover,
demographic shifts mean that
Latinos represent an increasing
share of workers and taxpayers.
Unfortunately, the employment
status of a significant segment of
Latinos is characterized by low-
skilled jobs at inadequate wages
with few benefits.  Moreover, these
jobs are often vulnerable to
displacement resulting from
changes in the economy.  

The heavy concentration of Latino
workers in these types of jobs
results from several factors,
including poor educational
attainment and insufficient or
incorrect preparation for the
current labor market, poor
employment networks through
which to seek other opportunities,
geographic location in regions of
the country that have suffered

economic downturns and
economic restructuring, and
employment discrimination.1 The
combination of these dynamics
has relegated a sizeable share of
Latinos to the bottom of the
economic ladder.  The
consequences for these Hispanic
workers and their families have
been unstable employment, low
wages, limited economic mobility,
slow accumulation of assets, and
high poverty, especially among
working families with children.

Data and Research
Highlights
The following issues are central to
discussions related to Latino
employment:

A growing share of Latino
workers.  There are over 16
million Hispanic workers in the
U.S., and the overall Latino labor
force participation rate (68.7%)
continues to be higher than the
national average (66.4%), as
shown in Figure 4.2 In the next
decade and beyond, when the 35%
of Latinos currently under 18
years of age enter the labor force,

Latino workers will become even
more integral to the U.S.
economy, not only in terms of
labor force productivity but also
in taxes paid to support
government services and in
consumer spending.  For example,
the latest Department of Labor
Bureau of Labor Statistics’
projections show that the number
of Latino workers will grow by
36.3% this decade.3 Additionally,
other data show that Hispanic
purchasing power has now
reached over $575 billion and is
projected to grow to over $900
billion by 2007.4

High unemployment.  Given their
high labor force participation in
low-wage and low-skilled sectors –
such as the households segment
of the service industry where, in
2001, nearly one in three
employees (31.3%)5 was Hispanic
– Latinos are very vulnerable to
economic downturns.  Since the
beginning of the most recent
recession in March 2001, the
number of unemployed Hispanics
has increased by 16% to 1.25
million as of January 2004.
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Currently, the Latino
unemployment rate stands at
7.3% compared to 4.9% and 10%
for White and Black workers,
respectively.

Level and range of skills
demanded by the current market.
Despite their invaluable
contributions to the U.S.
economy, Latino workers face a
range of challenges in the labor
market that prevent many from
realizing fully the fruit of their
labor and climbing the economic
ladder.  A disproportionate
number of Latino workers lack
sufficient academic and skills
training preparation – key

predictors to economic success.
As a result, they have fewer
opportunities for advancement
into higher paying careers.  For
example, in 1998, more than two
in five Latinos did not graduate
from high school, and only one in
ten Latinos attended college.6 In
addition, for a disproportionately
large number of Latino adults,
language barriers pose a significant
challenge to their career
advancement opportunities.  Over
one-quarter (27.8%) of the
working-age (18 to 64 years old)
Latino population speaks English
less than “well.”7 Studies have
shown that English fluency,
independent of vocational

qualifications, corresponds to
earnings that are 24% higher than
for those who lack fluency in oral
and written English.8

Training for the nation’s workers.
The Workforce Investment Act
(WIA) of 1998, the major source
of funding for this nation’s skills
training and English acquisition,
does not adequately address the
training needs of the Latino
workforce, and implementation of
current law has been problematic
for Latinos.  For example:

■ Training services are often
offered to clients based on a
“work first” philosophy.
Because clients are offered
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services only if they cannot
find employment, the “work
first” system makes it
challenging to gain
meaningful skills or increase
their language acquisition.
Additionally, this approach
often creates limited access to
training services, especially
for Latino immigrants
because language instruction
and training are often
accessible only if other
services have been exhausted. 

■ Data show that there is not a
match between Latino clients
and access to training,
considering the nationwide
demographic changes related
to the presence of Hispanics
in the labor force during the
past decade.  According to
U.S. Department of Labor
(DOL) 2000 program data,
20,990 out of 102,663 adults’
training slots were offered to
Hispanics (20.4%), compared
to 21,955 slots for Blacks
(21.4%) and 54,229 (52.8%)
for Whites.9 Additionally,
despite Congressional
allocations in FY 2000 of
nearly $2.5 billion in WIA
Title I funds for job skills
training to state and local
areas, the DOL’s program data
show only 7% of all limited-
English-proficient (LEP)
adults (around 11,000

persons) received services
through WIA. 

■ The best approaches combine
training for specific jobs and
English skills, but are
inadequately funded.
Research has shown that such
programs have remarkable
outcomes – increasing the
skills, English fluency, and
earnings of immigrant
workers – but are
inadequately funded in the
workforce system.10 English
acquisition services, with
explicit employment and
learning outcomes, including
job-specific training, are
essential for moving LEP
workers up the economic
ladder.   

■ Current funding for Adult
Basic Education, including
English-as-a-Second-
Language, does not match
current demographic changes
and demand nationwide.  The
Adult Basic Education (ABE)
program, which funds
English-as-a-Second
Language (ESL), civics, and
other crucial adult education
services, helps Latinos, many
of whom are LEP, gain
invaluable language and other
job readiness skills.  Despite
the effectiveness of ESL and
other adult education services
that help Latino immigrants

learn English and increase
their literacy levels, demand
for ESL in communities
nationwide has outweighed
the existing supply.11 In
particular, states with
traditionally large Latino
populations, such as Illinois,
New York, California, Florida,
and Texas, as well as states
experiencing new Latino
population growth, such as
North Carolina, Tennessee,
Georgia, and Iowa, face
challenges in addressing
service gaps that are not
accounted for in current
funding.   

■ Community-based
organizations (CBOs) serving
Latinos are shut out of the
WIA system.   Many CBOs
provide a wide range of
linguistically and culturally
appropriate services, such as
ESL and other adult literacy
instruction.  Such services are
critical to improving the
employability of Latinos and
LEP persons.  Many CBOs
have linguistically
knowledgeable staff and are
more accessible to immigrants
with lower English proficiency
than other local agencies.
However, CBO programs do
not have adequate access to
funding from WIA.  For
instance, a survey of CBOs
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indicated that the majority of
clients served by CBOs do not
access the federally-funded
workforce system.

Recommendations 
NCLR supports specific provisions
in the reauthorization of WIA
that:

■ Increase the ability of all job
seekers, including persons
with limited English
proficiency, to enroll in any
type of training services
based on their specific job
training needs.  Job seekers in
the WIA system are required
to access services in order,
with training and ESL often
being offered as a last resort.
Job seekers should be able to
enroll in any type of training
services based on their
specific needs.  

■ Fund integrated workforce
training programs including
an evaluation component.
Integrated programs have
promising outcomes but are
rarely funded out of the WIA
system.  The availability of
integrated programs will
assist local areas in meeting
the individual needs of
employers and LEP workers
in communities nationwide.  

■ Support increases to
education-related job training
funding for states with large
numbers of LEP persons and
with high growth rates of
LEP persons.  Current
funding for ESL and other
Adult Basic Education
services are disproportionate
to the needs of states with
large numbers of LEP persons
and high LEP growth.  

■ Strengthen provisions that
foster “direct and equitable
access” to ensure that all
eligible providers – including
CBOs – have equal
opportunities to compete and
apply for, and win, proposals
to provide adult literacy
services to communities with
LEP populations.  Many
Latino-serving CBOs provide
essential adult literacy
services but are challenged in
accessing funding
opportunities.  Direct and
equitable access provisions
will level the playing field for
all eligible providers.

Page 30

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004



Notes
1. Pérez, Sonia M., ed., Moving Up the Economic Ladder:  Latino Workers and the Nation’s Future

Prosperity.  Washington, DC:  National Council of La Raza, 2000.

2. “The Employment Situation: May 2003,” Press Release, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor,
Bureau of Labor Statistics, June 6, 2003: Table A-1. Employment Status of the Civilian Population by
Sex and Age, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_06062003.pdf.

3. U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics: Employment Status of the Civilian
Noninstitutional Population by Sex, Age, Race, and Hispanic Origin, 2001 Annual Averages.   

4. Humphreys, Jeff, Hispanic Buying Power by Place of Residence: 1990-1997.  Athens, Georgia:
University of Georgia, Selig Center for Economic Growth, 1997.

5. U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2001 Household Data Annual Averages: Table 12.
Employed White, Black, and Hispanic-Origin Workers by Sex, Occupation, Class or Worker, and Full-
or Part-Time Status.  

6. U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey: Table 10.  Educational Attainment of People 25 Years
and Over, by Nativity and Period of Entry, Age, Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin:  March 2002.

7. U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 3: PCT62H.  Age by Language Spoken at Home by
Ability to Speak English for the Population 5 Years and Over (Hispanic or Latino).  Percentages
calculated by the National Council of La Raza.

8. Gonzalez, Arturo, “The Acquisition and Labor Market Value of Four English Skills: New Evidence from
NALS,” Contemporary Economic Policy, Vol. 18, No. 3, July 2000, pp. 259-269.

9. CLASP analysis of The Workforce Investment Act Standardized Record Data (WIASRD), Program Year
2000.  Data not included from Alabama, Louisiana, New York, and Pennsylvania.

10. Wrigley, Heide Spruck, Elise Richer, Karin Marinson, Hitomi Kubo, and Julie Strawn, The Language of
Opportunity:  Expanding Employment Prospects for Adults with Limited English Skills.  Washington,
DC: Center for Law and Social Policy, August 2003.

11. Liu, Sue and Kent Phillippe, 2001-2002 Workforce Development Affiliate Assessment Findings.
Washington, DC: National Council of La Raza, 2003.

Page 31

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004



Page 32

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004



There are an estimated 1.6
to 1.8 million farmworkers
in the U.S., and over 70%

of America’s farmworkers are
Latino.1 While a large percentage
(52%) of all farmworkers are
undocumented workers,2 many
are legal immigrants and U.S.
citizens.  Today, countless
Americans of Mexican descent
trace their roots back to the
Bracero program of the 1940s
through the 1960s, in which four
million Mexican farm laborers
came to work in U.S. agricultural
fields.  While this program serves
as an important reference point
for one segment of the Latino
community, it also represents an
example of the abuses of
guestworker programs, since
braceros had limited workers’
rights, were required to turn in
their work permits and return to
Mexico when their contracts
expired, and experienced
harassment and racism.  

The entire Latino community
remains firmly committed to the
plight of farmworkers – which has
been ignored by the federal

government for far too long – and
is appalled by the conditions in
which these members of our
community are expected to live
and work. 

Data and Research
Highlights
The status of the U.S. farmworker
community is influenced by
several sets of conditions in
multiple arenas, and is
particularly worrisome with
respect to children.

Poor living and working
conditions.  There is sufficient
evidence to suggest that U.S.
farmworkers and their families
live under appalling conditions.
Agriculture ranks as one of the
three most dangerous occupations
in the U.S.  In the period 1980-
1994, the combined category of
agriculture, forestry, and fishing
experienced a fatality rate of 20.5
deaths per 100,000 workers,
which was second only to mining.3

Moreover, in 20 states, the
agricultural category topped the
list with the highest rate of work-
related deaths and, in 11 states,

the agriculture category had the
largest number of work-related
deaths.4 In addition, there are
many health risks including
muscle, joint, and skin problems,
heat stroke, cancers, birth defects,
and neurological damages.5 The
use of dangerous pesticides in the
agricultural industry is also of
serious concern.6 Unfortunately,
many of our nation’s farmworkers
are still denied the most basic
amenities including toilets,
drinking water, and hand-washing
facilities.  

Poverty-level wages.  In terms of
income, the National Agricultural
Workers Survey found that one-
half of all individual farmworkers
earned less than $7,500 per year
and that one-half of all
farmworker families earned less
than $10,000 per year.7 Three in
five (61%) farmworkers had below
poverty-level incomes,8 making
farmwork one of the most poorly
remunerated occupations in the
U.S. 

Limited employment rights.  The
majority of farmworkers are
foreign-born (81%), and 77% are
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Mexican-born.9 Immigrant
farmworkers encounter additional
problems.  For undocumented
farmworkers, the lack of a legal
immigration status makes them
especially vulnerable to poor
wages and working conditions.
While guestworkers under the H-
2A visa program have more
workplace rights than
undocumented workers, they are

still not covered by the Migrant
and Seasonal Agricultural Worker
Protection Act (AWPA), the
principal federal employment law
for farmworkers.  As temporary
nonimmigrants, H-2A workers are
dependent on one employer for
their ability to remain in the U.S.,
they lack economic and political
bargaining power, and they have
few avenues for taking legal action

to enforce the rights they do
have.10

The children of farmworkers.
Children of farmworkers are
among the most vulnerable
children in our nation.  They are
often forced to accompany their
parents in the fields while they
work picking the fruit and
vegetables that make their way to
our supermarkets and dinner
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Seasonal Farmworker Children, and Number and 
Percentage of Those Served, in the U.S. and by Selected States, 2001 

ELIGIBLE SERVED

NUMBER PERCENTAGE

Total U.S. 161,639 31,400 19%

Arizona 5,545 684 12%

California 46,972 4,872 10%

Florida 11,191 4,814 43%

Georgia 2,970 270 9%

Idaho 4,103 732 18%

Illinois 3,085 520 17%

Iowa 1,491 0 0%

Kansas 1,539 0 0%

Michigan 3,317 1,565 47%

New Mexico 1,546 0 0%

North Carolina 2,419 821 34%

Ohio 2,729 712 26%

Pennsylvania 1,856 313 17%

Texas 15,730 5,200 33%

Washington 13,946 2,604 19%

Source: Head Start Bureau, Descriptive Study of Seasonal Farmworker Families.  Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, September 2001.  Percentages calculated by NCLR.



tables.  While in the fields, these
children are often exposed to harsh
weather conditions, dangerous
pesticides, and other occupational
hazards that threaten their health
and physical safety.11

Unfortunately, the children of
migrant workers do not have
sufficient access to existing
programs that can help minimize
their exposure to dangerous
conditions and provide them with
education.  The Migrant and
Seasonal Head Start (MSHS)
program provides Head Start
services to the children of migrant
and seasonal farmworkers and
takes these children away from
the dangers of the fields and
places them in classrooms.
However, as Figure 5 shows,
according to a study by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS), although 161,639
children are eligible to participate
in the MSHS program, only
31,400 (19%) are served due to
lack of federal funds.  In contrast,

regular Head Start programs
reach 60% of eligible children.12

The 1998 Head Start Act
reauthorization provided the
Secretary of HHS with the
authority to provide increased
funding for MSHS programs.
However, MSHS programs have
never received more than 4% of
overall Head Start funding.  

Recommendations
NCLR believes that our nation’s
farmworkers have endured
difficult conditions for far too
long and that major reforms are
necessary.  Specifically:

■ Grant legal status to
currently undocumented
farmworkers and revamp the
current H-2A visa program.
Granting legal status to
farmworkers is necessary to
grant them additional labor
protections.  One concrete
recommendation is to support
the Agricultural Job

Opportunity, Benefits, and
Security Act of 2003 (AgJOBS
– S. 1645/H.R. 3142).  This
bipartisan legislation marks
an important historical
moment for U.S. farmworkers
and is the result of years of
intense negotiations between
growers and farmworkers.  It
highlights the status of
farmworkers in the U.S. and is
the first major improvement
in the status of farmworkers
in nearly 20 years.  

■ Support Head Start Act
reauthorization legislation
that increases funding for
MSHS programs. Currently,
MSHS receives less than 4%
of the annual Head Start
appropriation.  A modest 1%
increase (approximately $69
million) would allow
approximately 10,000
farmworker children to exit
the fields and enter the
classroom.
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From the lack of health
insurance and inadequate
access to health care, to the

high costs of prescription drugs,
health issues have become one of
the top priorities for the Hispanic
community.  The Hispanic
population is the largest minority
in the U.S. and Hispanic men are
more likely to be in the labor
force than any other group of
American workers.  Yet, Latino
adults and children have the
highest rates of uninsurance in
the nation.  In part because of
their lack of health insurance, the
Latino community faces a number
of significant health challenges
that could be prevented or more
effectively managed if Hispanics
had access to quality health care;
these include disproportionately
high rates of diabetes, asthma,
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and heart
disease. 

In addition to lack of insurance,
Latinos are further denied access
to this country’s health system by
the high costs of health care, a
lack of linguistically and
culturally competent health

providers, and a lack of outreach
efforts targeted toward enrolling
eligible Latinos in public health
programs.

Data and Research
Highlights
There is sufficient evidence to
demonstrate that Latino health
care is in crisis.  Two of the most
pressing issues in the health arena
for Latinos are health insurance
and the health safety net.
Moreover, there is a great need for
additional research and data
regarding specific areas of health
care in the Hispanic community
and their consequences. 

Lack of health insurance.
According to the Kaiser Family
Foundation’s most recent analysis
from the 2000 Census, 34% of
Hispanics are uninsured
compared to 22% of African
Americans, 20% of Asian/Pacific
Islanders, and 12% of Whites.
While Latinos have high work
participation rates and are the
cornerstone of our nation’s low-
wage workforce, among low-wage
workers 63.2% of noncitizens of

Hispanic origin and 36.3% of
citizens of Hispanic descent are
uninsured.1 Further, despite
significant national efforts to
provide health insurance to
children through the
implementation of the State
Children’s Health Insurance
Program (SCHIP), according to
the Current Population Survey,
24.9% of Latino children are
uninsured compared to 7.6% of
White non-Hispanic children,
14.3% of Black children, and
12.1% of Asian/Pacific Islander
children, as Figure 6 shows.2

Employment-based insurance.  A
major contributing factor to
Hispanics’ low insurance rate is
that, unlike most Americans,
Hispanics often do not receive
health coverage through their
jobs despite high rates of
employment.  In fact, an
overwhelming majority of
uninsured Latinos (87%) come
from working families.3 In 2001,
of children covered by health
insurance, 40.5% of Latino
children were covered by
employment-based insurance,
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compared to 74.1% of non-
Hispanic White children and
49.6% of Black children.4 Thus,
the lack of insurance among
Latinos is not related to
unemployment but, rather, to
their position in the workforce.
Latinos tend to have jobs that
support the infrastructure of our
nation – such as those in the
construction, agriculture, and
service industries – which do not
offer health coverage or other
benefits, even for full-time work.5

Health status.  Access to health
insurance coverage dramatically
influences both the way people
utilize health services and their
health outcomes.  People who

lack health insurance are less
likely to obtain needed services,
such as a doctor’s visit or a filled
prescription and, as a result, they
are more likely to have poor
health.  The following examples
are illustrative:

■ Uninsured diabetics are less
likely than those with
insurance to receive
preventive care, such as eye
exams, foot exams, and
careful monitoring of blood
glucose levels.  They are also
less likely to have good blood
glucose control.6

■ Health insurance promotes
access to timely prenatal care

and to Caesarean-section
deliveries for high-risk births
for pregnant women, as well
as neonatal intensive care for
high-risk babies.  Evidence
also suggests that uninsured
babies have poorer survival
than the privately insured.7

■ A recent study found that in
inner-city areas where
significant numbers of
Puerto Ricans live, children
with persistent or severe
asthma do not use the
recommended treatment of
inhaled anti-inflammatory
medicine on a daily basis, in
part because of lack of
insurance and access to
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health care.8 In another
study, Latino preschoolers
hospitalized for asthma were
less likely than White children
to have received maximal
preventive therapy prior to
hospital admission or to
obtain equipment to help
manage asthma after
discharge.9 The rate of
asthma-induced emergency
room visits was nearly twice
as high for Latinos (35%) as
for Whites (18%).10 These
data suggest that for a greater
proportion of Latinos, the
emergency room is the only
accessible source of care, and
that asthma is more likely left
untreated until it escalates to
emergency levels.  

The health safety net.  Lacking
access to job-based and costly
private insurance, Latino families
have few options when trying to
secure health coverage for their
families.  While Medicaid and
SCHIP often represent the last
remaining recourse for low-
income Latinos, many are not
eligible for these programs due to
legal and eligibility barriers, as
well as income threshold
requirements.  Further, many
aspects of the public health
system actively undermine the
ability of uninsured and
underinsured Latino families to
secure coverage, despite their

eligibility.  As described below, a
complex set of factors continues
to make health insurance
inaccessible for Latinos. 

■ Citizenship barriers to
eligibility.  The policies that
govern legal immigrant access
to health programs were
enacted as part of the 1996
Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA),
commonly known as welfare
reform.  According to these
laws, legal immigrants who
arrive in this country after
August 1996, including
children, are banned from
enrolling in programs such as
Medicaid and SCHIP for five
years after their entry, and
have to meet additional
eligibility requirements that
often render them ineligible
despite need.  These
immigrants are denied
coverage despite residing
legally in this country and
paying taxes that support the
very programs from which they
are banned.  In addition to the
PRWORA restrictions on legal
immigrants, undocumented
immigrants are banned from
Medicaid and SCHIP.   

■ Language barriers to health
programs.  According to the
2000 Census, 23.6% of
Latinos over the age of five

speak English less than
“well,”11 which suggests that
they are limited English
proficient (LEP).  While LEP
Latinos are eager to learn
English and recognize the
importance of becoming
proficient in English, learning
the language as an adult is a
lengthy and sometimes costly
process.  During the time LEP
individuals become proficient
in English, LEP families are
often denied access to health
care services because of
language obstacles.
According to a report from
the Kaiser Commission on
Medicaid and the Uninsured,
nearly one-half (46%) of
Spanish-speaking parents
were unable to enroll their
children in Medicaid because
forms and information were
not translated into their
language.12 Another half
(50%) said the belief that
application materials would
not be available in their
language discouraged them
from even trying to enroll
their children.13 The lack of
translation services and
materials available to LEP
families helps to explain why
low-income Latino children
who live in Spanish-speaking
families are twice as likely to
be uninsured compared to
low-income Latino children
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who live in English-speaking
families (43% and 21%,
respectively).14 The
consequences of limited or no
language access to health
programs is also reflected in
the large percentage of
Spanish-speaking Latinos
(31%) who report themselves
to be in fair or poor health.15

Recommendations
NCLR believes that the following
measures would increase the
proportion of Latino children and
adults with health insurance, and
promote access to health care and
positive health outcomes:

■ Current measures that
improve health access and
equity for Latinos.  NCLR
supports both the Hispanic
Health Improvement Act
(H.R. 2258/S. 1159) and the
Health Care Equality and
Accountability Act (H.R. 3459
and S. 1833), which
comprehensively address
health care access barriers
and prioritize measures that
improve the health status of
Latinos.  Both bills broadly
seek to improve upon health
disparities by implementing

several provisions including
restoring levels of equity to
legal immigrants banned from
Medicaid and SCHIP, providing
additional resources for
language access, supporting
avenues for improved cultural
competence and increased
number of minority health
professionals, and recognizing
the need for data collection
and reporting that identifies
Latinos and other minorities. 

■ Lift the bar excluding low-
income legal immigrants
from federal Medicaid and
SCHIP.  Current policy
specifically excluding
individuals based on their
status as legal immigrants has
had a profound negative
impact on access to health
care for children, pregnant
women, and other immigrants
who would otherwise be
income-eligible for Medicaid.
NCLR supports proposals that
restore equity to legal
immigrants, including the
Legal Immigrant Children’s
Health Improvement Act
which gives states the option
to allow legal immigrant
children and pregnant women

who arrived after August 22,
1996 access to federal
Medicaid and SCHIP, if they
are otherwise eligible.  

■ Implementation and
monitoring of strong limited-
English-proficient (LEP)
guidance by the U.S.
Department of Health and
Human Services.  Language
barriers are often cited as a
main reason impeding access
to health care and services.
Due to a pervasive lack of
translated materials and
interpreter services at health
entities – despite legal
obligations requiring attempts
to provide language access –
children are frequently placed
in the position of serving as
interpreters for their families
which leads to their being
pulled out of school and into
inappropriate medical
situations.  The
implementation of strong LEP
guidance ensures that
individuals who are learning
English have equitable access
to the health care system they
support with their tax dollars.
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For most American families,
a home is their primary
asset and homeownership

represents their single greatest
wealth-building vehicle, allowing
households to leverage equity to
send children to college or start a
business.  Homeownership is also
the foundation to build strong and
stable communities.  

For more than two decades,
Latinos have been significantly less
likely than other Americans to be
homeowners.  Several factors have
contributed to the large gap in
homeownership rates between
Latinos and other Americans,
including lack of education
regarding the homebuying process;
the combination of low Latino
incomes and savings and soaring
housing costs; lack of a strong or
solid credit history, especially for
immigrant households who are
more familiar with cash-driven
economies; housing
discrimination; and the
unresponsiveness by the housing
industry to engage in sufficient
outreach and to accommodate
language and cultural differences.

A desire to reduce housing
disparities between Latinos and
others, coupled with Latino
population growth, a strong
attachment to the labor force, and
a purchasing power estimated at
$575 billion,1 have made
increasing Latino homeownership
a priority for many financial
institutions across the country.2

Data and Research
Highlights
The following discussion provides
a snapshot of the key issues
related to Latinos and
homeownership:

Homeownership levels.  Today
more than four million Hispanics
are homeowners in the United
States.  According to the U.S.
Bureau of the Census, in October
2001 the Hispanic
homeownership rate (48.1%)
surpassed that of African
Americans (47.5%) for the first
time.  While Hispanics accounted
for more than 16% of new
homeowner growth between 1995
and 2000,3 the Hispanic
homeownership rate of 48.1%

continued to lag significantly
behind the nation’s overall rate
(67.9%), as well as of that of non-
Hispanic Whites (74.5%), as
Figure 7 illustrates.4 The
insufficient proportion of Latino
homeowners – and the lack of this
important asset – also helps to
explain the huge wealth gap
between White and Hispanic
families; the median net worth of
White families ($81,700 in 1998)
is 27 times that of Hispanic
families ($3,000 in 1998).5

Lack of affordable housing and
low incomes.  The federal
affordability standard assumes
that households spend about one-
third of their income on housing.
Recent data show that more than
two out of every five Hispanic
households spend more than the
federal affordability standard, and
more than one in six spends at
least half of their income on
housing.6 Lack of affordable for-
sale and rental units, especially in
“hot” market areas where many
Latino families are concentrated,
is a major challenge.  Several
studies document the loss of

Page 43

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004

Homeownership
BY JANIS BOWDLER, HOUSING POLICY ANALYST

Overview



decent and affordable rental units
and the impact this has on local
rents.7 Further, incomes have not
kept pace with these increases in
rent.  The National Low Income
Housing Coalition estimates that
a family has to earn at least
$15.21 per hour to afford an
average-priced two-bedroom
apartment, which is more than
$10 per hour over minimum
wage.8

Transportation costs.  The lack of
affordable for-sale units in their
communities, or within
reasonable traveling distance from
their jobs, has kept many
otherwise mortgage-ready Latino

families from becoming
homeowners.  According to the
Consumer Expenditure Survey, in
2001 Latino households spent
21% of their income on
transportations costs.  Further,
debt from automobile loans makes
it difficult for families to qualify
for home loans.  Increased
commuting time and costs, and
the lack of public transportation,
directly affect where many
families are able to live and what
they can afford.

Rigidity of the mortgage
industry.  The mortgage lending
and financial services markets
have not served Latinos well, and

many industry policies and
business practices have created
more barriers to, rather than
opportunities for, homeownership
and wealth accumulation.
According to the Joint Center for
Housing studies, age, income, and
family composition only account
for approximately 15 percentage
points of the 25% homeownership
gap between White and Black and
Hispanic households.9 Based on
this estimate, approximately
1,451,000 more Hispanic
households are mortgage-ready.10

However, the mortgage industry is
ill-prepared to accommodate the
irregular circumstances presented
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by many Latino families, such as
thin or no credit history or
extended families involved in the
purchase.  As a result, many
otherwise mortgage-ready families
are underserved and given low
priority in a commission-based
industry.  Unwillingness on the
part of the industry to reach out
to low-income families has
contributed to a certain amount
of mistrust and unfamiliarity with
the homebuying process, which
has also kept many Latino families
from even attempting to qualify
for home mortgages.  

Discrimination.  A recently-
released HUD Discrimination
Study found that, for the first
time, Hispanics faced more
discrimination than Blacks when
seeking rental or for-sale housing.
Hispanic homeseekers
experienced discrimination in
almost 20% of the paired tests,
compared to 17% of African
American homeseekers.  In fact,
the study found that Hispanic
renters were the only group to
experience the same amount of
discrimination when seeking
housing as they did in 1989, while
discrimination among all other
groups declined over this 15-year
time period (25.7% in 2002,
compared to 21.6% of African
Americans).11

Predatory lending and subprime
financing.  A solid body of
research documents the
concentration and growth of
predatory lending and subprime
financing in minority
neighborhoods.12 These practices
push loans with higher interest
rates and higher fees, inflate the
price of a loan, making it
unaffordable to repay, and are
deceptive because they conceal
the true nature of the loan from
borrowers who have limited
information about the mortgage
process.  As a result, even those
prospective homebuyers who do
qualify for homeownership often
accept less favorable mortgage
terms than those for which they
should be able to qualify.  While
not all subprime loans are
predatory, the vast majority of
predatory loans are made in the
subprime market; for this reason
the concentration of subprime
lending in minority communities
is often used as a research proxy
for unfair or predatory lending.
In a study commissioned by the
Center for Community Change
(CCC), Latino homeowners were
more than two times as likely to
receive subprime financing than
White families with a similar
income.  Moreover, simply living
in a Latino neighborhood made
any family one and a half times

more likely to receive a subprime
loan than living in a White
neighborhood.13 Further, many
Latino families unfamiliar with
mainstream mortgage products
rely on dubious and risky products
such as a Land Contract (also
known as contract for deed), which
can cost the family their savings,
even leave them homeless.  

Recommendations
Rising levels of homeownership
and net worth for Latinos can be
achieved through several
measures, as outlined below:

■ Increase the pool of
affordable housing.  Efforts
are needed both nationally
and at the state level to
promote and facilitate the
supply of affordable housing.
Two avenues are promising.
First, enactment of the
Community Homeownership
Tax Credit would build on the
success of the Low-Income
Housing Tax Credit by helping
to leverage private dollars that
will provide the necessary
capital to subsidize the cost of
building units affordable to
families living in low-income
census tracts and who are at
80% of area median income
or below.  Second, the
enactment of the National
Housing Trust Fund will
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provide a dedicated funding
source for producing
affordable housing units, as
well as create an economic
stimulus in local
communities.

■ Enhance investments to
community-based
organizations (CBOs).  CBOs
are often the first point of
contact for Hispanic families,
especially immigrants, are
uniquely positioned to assist
first-time homebuyers
through the homebuying
process, and are in the best
position to deliver
development and
homeownership services.
Community-based housing
counseling agencies also
reduce the probability of
delinquency.  Congress, state

legislatures, and HUD must
facilitate increased
opportunities for training and
capacity-building to support
the work of existing counseling
and community development
organizations, as well as
expand existing funds for
housing counseling at the local
level.

■ Take measures against
predatory lending, including: 

■ A HUD-commissioned
study and other research on
the presence and impact of
predatory lending in
Hispanic and other minority
neighborhoods.  

■ Strong consumer
protection standards
against predatory lenders.
Federal standards on

predatory lending need to
be expanded and
strengthened, and properly
enforced.  In addition,
private business can begin
to adopt strong best
practices and business
models to avoid instances of
predatory lending or the
purchase of predatory loans. 

■ Work to create public-
private partnerships that
offer better quality and
tailored intervention or loss
mitigation programs, in the
event of mortgage
delinquency.  Such
partnerships can result in
innovative strategies for
preventing foreclosures,
especially for those who are
victims of the most
egregious predatory loans.
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The majority of Latinos in
the U.S. are native-born
citizens – 60% according

to the 2000 Census – but, like
most Americans, many Latinos
have parents or other family
members who emigrated from
other countries to the U.S.  In
addition, many U.S. Latinos live in
mixed-status families and
communities, meaning that U.S.
citizens, legal immigrants, and
undocumented immigrants often
are part of the same household.
One in ten children in the U.S.
lives in a mixed-status family in
which at least one parent is a
noncitizen and one child is a
citizen.1 Moreover, many U.S.-born
Hispanics are mistaken for
immigrants because of their
ethnicity, appearance, or accent.
Therefore, issues affecting
immigrants have a
disproportionate effect on U.S.
Latino families; as a result,
Hispanics care deeply about the
nation’s policies toward
immigrants and vigorously support
fair and respectful treatment of
immigrants under the law.  

The nation’s views concerning
immigration policy and
immigrants often reflect attitudes
toward, and impressions of, the
broader Latino community.
Often, these policies and aspects
of overall immigration strategy
have not treated Latinos fairly and
have not been in tune with
economic and security needs,
underscoring the great and
growing demand for
comprehensive reforms to our
nation’s immigration system.

Data and Research
Highlights
There are four sets of issues that
represent the most pressing
aspects of the U.S. immigration
arena for Latinos:

Immigrant workers.  The current
immigration system does not
provide a sufficient number of
workers to fill the needs of the
U.S. economy.  As a result,
millions of undocumented
immigrants are working in the
U.S., filling vital jobs, and
contributing to our economy.
While estimates vary, most

researchers calculate that there
are approximately 9.3 million
undocumented immigrants living
in the U.S., representing 26% of
the total foreign-born population.2

Unauthorized urban workers, a
subset of the total undocumented
population, number approximately
six million, or 5% of all U.S.
workers.3 Nearly all undocumented
men are in the labor force (96%) –
exceeding the labor force
participation rate of legal
immigrants or U.S. citizens.4

While updated figures based on
new estimates of the number of
undocumented immigrants are
not available, in 2001 an
estimated 620,000 undocumented
workers worked in the
construction industry, 1.2 million
worked in manufacturing, 1.4
million worked in wholesale and
retail trades, and another 1.3
million worked in the service
industry (See Figure 8).5

These immigrants make
tremendous contributions to the
U.S. economy.  According to the
National Academy of Sciences,
immigrants and their children
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bring long-term economic
benefits to the U.S. as a whole.
Immigrants add approximately
$10 billion each year to the U.S.
economy.  Immigrant households
paid an estimated $133 billion in
direct taxes to federal, state, and
local governments in 1997, the
latest year for which such data are
available.  The typical immigrant
and his or her descendants pay an
estimated $80,000 more in taxes
than they receive in government
benefits over their lifetimes.6 Yet,

undocumented workers live in the
shadows, are unable to obtain
health care benefits, other basic
social services, or driver’s licenses,
are fearful of coming forward to
report poor working conditions,
and are unable to become full
members of the U.S. economy and
society.

Labor practices.  When
unscrupulous employers hire
vulnerable, exploitable,
undocumented workers, wages

and labor conditions for all
workers suffer.  To illustrate, in
March 2002, the Supreme Court
issued a decision that overturned
the long-standing precedent that
all workers are covered equally by
labor laws, regardless of their
immigration status.  In the
Hoffman Plastic Compounds v.
National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB) decision, the Court
decided that employees working
in the United States with false
documents are not entitled to
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Unauthorized Workers in the Urban Labor Force, 
2001 (in thousands)

INDUSTRY GROUP TOTAL UNAUTHORIZED U.S. LABOR FORCE

Construction 620 9,670 

Manufacturing 1,190 20,830 

Durable 580 12,670 

Non-durable 610 8,150 

Wholesale and Retail Trades 1,410 29,850 

Restaurants 700 7,720 

Others 720 22,130 

Services 1,320 41,960 

Business 390 2,350 

Private Household 250 1,050 

Other 690 38,570 

Other Industries* 350 37,990 

Total Workers 5,300 143,640 

* Other industries include transportation, communication, finance, insurance, real estate, mining, and public

administration.

Source:  Lowell, B. Lindsay and Roberto Suro, "How Many Undocumented:  The Numbers Behind the U.S.-Mexico

Migration Talks."  Washington, DC:  The Pew Hispanic Center, March 21, 2002.



back pay from employers, even if
they are fired illegally.7 By
denying a remedy to one group of
workers, the Hoffman decision
undermines the status of all
workers and strengthens
employers’ incentive to hire
unauthorized workers because
they can fire these employees
when they engage in any activity
deemed unfit without suffering
any legal ramifications.  The
Hoffman decision hurts all
American workers because it
lowers wages, reduces working
conditions, and discourages
organizing, and it also harms law-
abiding employers who receive
unfair competition from
unscrupulous employers who take
advantage of undocumented labor.  

The human costs of immigration.
Enforcement of immigration laws
is ineffective.  Although the
amount of money spent each year
by the federal government on
border enforcement has more
than quintupled from $740
million in 1993 to $3.8 billion in
FY 2004,8 the number of
undocumented immigrants has
not decreased, and the length of
stay in the U.S. has increased.9

Instead, increased but ineffective
enforcement has had an effect on: 

■ The price charged by
smugglers to bring
immigrants into the U.S.

Migrants are paying
tremendous sums to
smugglers (coyotes) to assist
them in crossing the border.
According to Doug Mossier,
spokesperson for the Border
Patrol’s El Paso Sector,
coyotes charge between $100
and $500 to cross people from
Ciudad Juárez, Mexico to El
Paso, Texas.  A move from the
interior of Mexico into the
U.S. costs $1,500 to $5,000.
The Border Patrol
approximates that at least 20
networks of coyotes are active
in the Ciudad Juárez region.10

Often, migrants are indebted
to these coyotes for years
after they arrive in the U.S.,
sometimes working as
indentured servants until the
fees are paid. 11

■ The overall danger of making
the journey.  Immigrants
continue to pay large sums to
risk their lives because they
want to work and reunite with
their families.  Data show that
the number of border deaths
has increased dramatically in
recent years, now reaching
nearly one death per day.  In
2000, 311 undocumented
immigrants died while
crossing the U.S.-Mexico
border; in 2001 the figure
rose to 491.  In 2002, the
number of deaths dropped to

371.  However, in the first
seven months of 2003,
Mexico’s Secretariat of
Exterior Relations reported
that 282 Mexicans died while
attempting to enter the U.S.,
which is a 20% increase in
the number of deaths when
compared to the same period
in 2002.  Similarly, the U.S.
Border Patrol counts that
more than 225 migrants have
died along the U.S.-Mexico
border since June 3, 2003.12

Family reunification backlogs.
Millions of close family members
remain in visa backlogs for years,
waiting to be reunited with their
families.  A January 2004 General
Accounting Office report claims
that 6.2 million applications for
immigration benefits are pending
as of September 2003 – a 59%
increase in the last two years.13

U.S. citizens who petition for
unmarried children over 21 years
old from Mexico must wait as long
as nine years to be reunited.
Legal permanent residents from
Mexico who petition for their
immediate family members
(spouses and minor unmarried
children) may wait as long as
seven years.  Because of the strict
laws regarding issuance of
temporary visas, many spouses
and children do not qualify for
tourist visas to the U.S. because
immigration officials fear they will

Page 51

NCLR ■ STATE OF HISPANIC AMERICA 2004



overstay the visa and remain in
the U.S.  Rather than endure long
waiting periods, some family
members choose to risk their lives
and come to the U.S. without a
visa to be reunited with loved
ones, thereby adding to the
undocumented population.  The
current allocation of visas in the
family preference system is clearly
inadequate to account for the
millions of immigrants
attempting to play by the rules
and enter the U.S. legally.

Recommendations
NCLR believes that immigration
policy, enforcement, and
effectiveness can be improved
through:  

■ Comprehensive immigration
reform.  A three-part reform
must include: 

1. An earned adjustment
through which
undocumented immigrants
who can prove they have
lived and worked in the U.S.
and pass extensive
background checks can
receive legal status

2. A reduction in the family
backlogs

3. The creation of legal
channels for future flows of
immigrant workers 

■ Repeal the Hoffman Plastic
Compounds v. National Labor
Relations Board decision.
This Supreme Court decision
is harmful to all workers in
the U.S. regardless of
immigration status.
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The recommendations
outlined in this report are
not arguments for

altruism; they are essential
investments aimed at
strengthening a population whose
well-being is vital to the nation’s
future.  As a significant and
growing presence in school
systems, the workforce, the
electorate, and the broader fabric
of American economic and social
life, the Latino community’s
prospects are inextricably linked
to those of the nation as a whole. 

On the preceding pages, NCLR
has identified and articulated the
leading priorities that can enrich
and strengthen those prospects,
underscoring that the challenges
facing us as Americans are not
intractable; improvements in
education, employment, health,
and housing, as well as in the
criminal justice and immigration
systems, are easily within the
nation’s grasp.  In that sense,
these Latino perspectives on the
American agenda are intended as
a demonstration that the kinds of
reforms that can accomplish key

results are both desirable and
achievable, as well as a call to
action – for Latino communities
and individuals, for policy-makers
and public officials, and for the
private sector.

Latino Communities
and Individuals
In the past, Latinos have
experienced periods of intensified
policy-maker and media attention,
only to be followed by inaction
and disregard with respect to the
priorities of the Hispanic
community.   But such cycles
have only reinforced the will,
efforts, and strong sense of self-
reliability that guide the Latino
community to craft solutions to
the challenges outlined in this
report.  For those Latino youth in
Texas who do not complete
school, there are community-
based educational programs
established and operated by
Latinos to offer an alternative.
For those elderly legal immigrants
in California who face hunger
because the law denies them food
stamps, there is a local Latino

agency ready to step in with
nutritional assistance.  For those
Latino children in North Carolina
who lack health insurance, there
are programs that provide access
to basic medical care.  For those
prospective Latino homebuyers in
the Bronx who have been turned
away from major banks, there is a
community development
organization ready to guide them
through the mortgage application
and qualification process.  

In addition to the thousands of
Latino community-based
organizations across the country
that take the lead daily and
demonstrate their willingness to
accept responsibility for
addressing disparities between
Hispanics and other Americans,
there is great potential for Latino
individuals to be the force that
accomplishes the kinds of reforms
recommended in this report.  In
2000, over 5.9 million Latinos
participated in the presidential
election.  In a report on the
Latino electorate published in
2002, NCLR projected that, even if
there were no change in rates of
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voter registration and turnout,
population growth alone would
account for a net increase of 1.9
million Latino voters in 2004, to a
total of 7.8 million voters.  If
efforts to close the registration
and turnout gap between Latinos
and other groups were to be
successful, NCLR projects that the
Latino electorate could grow to
over nine million voters this year
– a growth rate of more than one-
third compared to the 2000
election.

These data strongly suggest that
Latinos themselves hold the key
to focusing policy-maker attention
on priority issues, and insisting
on results.  However, presence in
the electorate alone will not
translate into policy change
unless the community is able to
leverage the considerable
attention it receives from those
seeking Latino votes into
meaningful policy proposals that
can achieve positive impacts over
time.  In particular, the Latino
community can:

■ Insist on specifics, not just
on Spanish.  Election
campaigns and the media that
cover them tend to spend
Latino-focused dollars and
attention on Spanish-
language media and the
candidates’ facility in Spanish,
rather than on the message
candidates are attempting to

communicate to attract
Latino voters, the vast
majority of whom – as it
happens – speak English.
While many in the
community appreciate the use
of Spanish as a sign of
respect, the language of the
campaign message is no
substitute for its substance;
Latinos must evaluate
political candidates on the
basis of their goals for
improving the status of the
community as an essential
strategy for strengthening the
nation.

■ Participate at every level of
the electoral process.  Some
of the most promising
strategies for increasing
Latino civic participation have
included organizing
immigrants who are not yet
eligible to vote to knock on
doors and encourage eligible
voters to be a voice for the
larger community, and
community-based campaigns
aimed at low-propensity
voters.  Community-based
organizations also play an
essential role in assisting
immigrants with the
naturalization and voter
registration processes.
Similarly, with significant
numbers of young Latinos
reaching voting age each year,

special attention must focus
on strengthening the voice of
young Latinos and
encouraging them to vote.

■ Focus on accountability and
results.  At the end of the day,
the strength of the Latino
voice in leveraging policy
change is measured in the
results that affect individuals’
lives in the community itself.
Policy-makers who campaign
on key issues like education
and health care must be held
accountable, and the
community itself must engage
in the process of building
support for essential reforms
and implementing those that
are enacted.

Additionally, Latinos must figure
prominently in national and state-
level policy debates that are
essential to the future of all
Americans, both as a force in
shaping the issues, through
research and public information
efforts, and in moving the agenda
forward, through advocacy and
organizing. 

Policy-makers and
Public Officials
Almost a decade ago, NCLR cited
research from a Rand Corporation
report which showed that if we
could increase the college
completion rate of today’s
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Hispanic 18-year-olds by as little
as three percentage points,
projected payments into social
insurance programs that benefit
all Americans would increase by
$600 million.  Yet, as this report
documents, there are still large,
worrisome, and unacceptable
disparities between the proportion
of Latino and other American
children who participate in
preschool.  

In a similar vein, the Hispanic
housing market represents a huge
potential source of new mortgage
loans, estimated to be about two
million households, translating
into approximately $182 billion in
potential loan originations.
Moreover, research shows that
communities with high
homeownership rates benefit
substantially, through higher
home values, better educational
performance from children, and
greater stability. Yet, one in five
Latinos faces discrimination when
seeking housing.  

As the preceding discussion
shows, there are similar
arguments with respect to
strategies for improving access to
health care, gaining
advancements in civil rights, or
advancing the skills of our
nation’s workforce.  These goals
are all consistent with the broader
objective of strengthening society
as a whole, but they have not

equally enjoyed the political
support needed to achieve them.  

Given the increased interest in the
Latino vote, this upcoming
election season represents another
opportunity for candidates, public
officials, and policy-makers to
demonstrate their concern for,
knowledge of, and alignment with
these issues.  This attention is
welcome – and warranted – given
that the Latino vote is likely to be
a major factor in elections at
every level, including local- and
state-level races, as well as in key
electoral battleground states in
the presidential contest.  While
the Hispanic community itself
shoulders the bulk of the
responsibility for mobilizing and
participating in key elections, it is
also true that candidates,
organizers, and pollsters should
focus attention and resources on
Latinos and their issues in a way
that could stimulate participation
and strengthen the democratic
process.  In particular, political
parties and candidates should:

■ Invest in those who haven’t
turned out...yet.  NCLR
pointed out in its 2002
analysis of the Latino
electorate that political
campaigns tend to focus their
resources on voters who have
previously participated,
developing policies, messages,
and strategies aimed at

gaining support and
mobilizing those who have
already engaged in the
process.  These tactics run the
risk of failing to identify
barriers to participation for
those who are eligible to vote,
but fail to participate.
Similarly, by failing to focus
on Latino voters the kind of
sophisticated polling and
message development that is
aimed at segments of the
mainstream electorate, such
as elderly White voters,
“soccer moms,” or “GenXers,”
political parties and
candidates may be missing
opportunities to shape issues,
agendas, and messages toward
those who may feel that the
current process – and its
candidates – are out of touch
with their concerns.  

■ Go beyond immigration.   The
emphasis on Spanish-
language messages and media,
which has been demonstrated
by both political parties and
trumpeted by the media,
suggests the possibility that
efforts to appeal to Latino
voters are still relatively
shallow appeals focused on
language and culture, as
opposed to more
sophisticated, issue-oriented
arguments.  The notable
exception to this may be
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immigration policy, which
President Bush placed
squarely on the election-year
agenda with his January 2004
announcement of principles
for immigration reform.
Oddly, the focus by both
parties on immigration
reform when appealing to the
Latino electorate serves to
underscore the larger
problem.  Latinos care deeply
about immigration and the
treatment of immigrants;
Latino voters have turned out
in record numbers in recent
elections against candidates
perceived to be anti-
immigrant.  However, while
immigration policy is one
Latino concern worth
addressing, it tends to rank
lower in polls that ask Latino
voters about their primary
concerns other than
education, health care, and
jobs.  The more candidates
assume that they’ve “covered”
the Latino electorate with
their positions regarding
immigrants, the less likely
they are to pay attention to
the issues that loom much
larger for the well-being of
the community, and the
nation.  This is a mistake for
which the community – and
the nation – pays a very large
price.

■ Remember Latinos after the
election.  What will truly
resonate with Latinos will be
those who give life to this
agenda after the elections,
those who will refer to this
and other documents, ask
questions, meet with Latinos,
listen to the community’s
concerns, and support these
goals when the outcome will
not be measured by one vote,
but by increases in
educational attainment,
employment status, and
homeownership, and by
decreases in racial profiling,
juvenile offenders, and
discrimination.  

The Private Sector
Both private philanthropy and
private business also have a stake
in the well-being of the nation’s
Latino communities and can play
a role in investing in strategies
that can lead to positive outcomes
for Hispanics.  

As a leader in identifying and
promoting effective program
innovations in arenas from
education to criminal justice, the
philanthropic community should
expand its support for local,
Latino-controlled community
efforts that demonstrate
measurable gains in education,
employment, homeownership, and

other areas.  Funders and
grantmakers can make a
difference by supporting rigorous
program- and policy-oriented
research that addresses the
challenges outlined in this report
and by encouraging widespread
adoption of effective programs
through collaborative efforts with
Latino community-based
organizations, institutions, and
advocates. 

In addition, private industry,
corporate leaders, and employers
can make two contributions.
First, they can ensure that their
business practices and policies
strengthen the ability of
hardworking Latinos to realize
fully the fruit of their labor and
achieve economic success.  The
behaviors and policies of firms
and employers can stimulate work
opportunity, provide access to
quality jobs, and promote
programs and practices, including
health, pensions, and savings
vehicles, that result in benefits for
all workers.  Second, the private
sector should seek to partner with
Latinos, who represent one in
nine workers and a community
with an annual purchasing power
of over $575 billion, beyond their
roles as good corporate citizens
who want to work to achieve the
goals outlined in this report
because it is the right thing to do.
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From a purely financial
perspective, Latinos represent a
market of investors, homeowners,
and consumers that American
business will need to sustain their
profits in the decades to come.

The types of reforms
recommended in this report are
largely within our reach; the

benefits of investing in them are
likely to be great, just as the
consequences of inaction are likely
to be grave.  Just as the nation’s
failure to provide education, health,
and economic opportunities to the
nation’s largest minority group has
negative implications for
tomorrow’s students, workers, and

taxpayers, it is also true that
investments in achieving key
outcomes are possible, and can
pay valuable dividends for society
as a whole.  In the long term, the
state of the nation depends very
much on looking at, and taking
steps to improve, the state of
Hispanic America.
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