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Hunger and Poverty in the
Hispanic Community
by Deirdre Martinez

In the absence of comprehensive data on nutritional status 1n
the United States, hunger trends can be understood 1n the con-
text of poverty trends These trends reveal that Hispanics, one of
the nauon’s most diverse and fastest-growing populations, are
disproportionately poor and are therefore likely to suffer from
malnutrition (The US Census Bureau uses the tetm “Hispanic”
to 1dentify persons of Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, Cuban,
Central and South American, and other Hispanic descent Hete,
1t 15 used interchangeably with “Latino”)

The 1990 census counted 22.4 million Hispanics, an increase
of 53 percent over 1980 Immuigration and natural increase are
expected to make Latinos the largest ethnic munority n the
United States early in the next century

More than one in every four Hispanic families 1n the United
States — mcluding almost two 1n five Hispanic children — are
poor Poverty among Hispanic families 15 nising tor a variety of
reasons — undereducation, concentration in low-paying jobs,
early childbearing, and the impact of recesston Data fiom the
1990 Census show that

* Hispanic families are more likely to be poor than non-Hispamc
families One-quarter of Hispanic families wete poor, compared
to 9 5 percent of non-Hispanic famlies

» Married couple Hispanic families have a hugher poverty rate
than their white or black counterparts Almost one in four His-
panic marnied-couple families was poor (23 5 percent), com-
pared to 12 4 percent of black and 7 7 percent of white mar-
ned-couple tamilies

* Hispanic female-headed famtlies face a high risk of bewng poor
Almost half (48 3 percent) of Hispanic families in poverty were
mantained by females without a husband present, compared to
31 7 percent of non-Hispanic poor families

» Whule the poverty 1ate for all children remams high, Hispanc chil-
dien are especially likely to be poor Almost twofifths (38 4 per-
cent) of Hisparue chuldren were living in poverty compared to less
than one 1n five non-Hispanic childien (18 3 percent)
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Homeless and the National Anti-Hunger
Coalinon Its founding conference recened
finanaial and institutional support from the
Unuted Church of Christ

The Navonal Welfare Rights Union made
up of weltare reapients stresses that reapr
ents must speak on their own behalf, rather
than through representatnves or adv ocates
The union also sceks increased benefit ley
els, so that anu-pov ety programs actualls it
people out of poverty

The Natonal Union of the Homeless,
which employs and orgamizes homeless
people has recrated support from labor
unions  religious groups Aty officls tech
nmaans and media spectalists 1o acquire
housing projects and other instatn es to
provide homeless people with both shelter
and respecttul treatment  The umon has
created model facihues and pressured local
governments to free up funds and housing
for homeless people to operate, renovate
and mantun

The Food Research and Action Center
(TRAC) a Washington-based research and
advocacy group, helped establish the
National Antt Hunger Coaliton in 1979
The coalitton 15 a grassroots organization of
low-income people and therr advocates
For many vears TRAC conuibuted staff
time and other resources to the coahition
and 1t contunues to support UOPN with staff
and information

Recently, the National Organization for
Women (NOW) has begun working with
and providing support to TOPN and 1ts
constituent organizations This has resulted
from NOW"s desire for its own agenda 1o
better reflect the interests of poor and
working-class women as well as women of
color NOW has comnutted financual and in
kind contrtbutions to TTOPN
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Dilemmas of Building

Mutual Trust

Gary Cook, of the Presbyterian Hunger
Program, has noted that suspicions often
accompany efforts to link grassroots and
national advocacy organizations

Susprcions  go ow with the commu-
nuty-based folks thinking the advoca-
cy folks are just playing unth poverty
and the advocacy folks look at com-
munity-based groups as baving unre-
alistic expectations of the political

process’

Building coalitons and true collaboration
generally require a conscious values change
— away from the business-as-usual method
of top-dow n drecting and organizing, to a
commitment to self-determination within
and without Many organizatons that are
commutted to such an approach have been
known to slip away from therr insights,
goals, and commutments to the self-
determination of low-income people Such
ships often accompany other changes i
staff, directors and/or boards, and shifung
prionties of funders A strategy for building
coalitions requires open confrontation and
evaluation of chauvimisms and assunng the
greatest level of democracy possible — with
all the fears and risks this entails

There are numerous effecuve guides to
organizing  adaptable to local political and
economic reahiies * Alllances and coaliions
agamst hunger and poverty pair people
and/or organizations who need services
with those who can provide resources and
services Resources include “connections,”
cash, people, tme and in-kind services
Great pamns must be taken to make sure that
leadershup 1s encouraged, supported, and
heeded from among poor and hungry peo-
ple themselves

Poverty levels vary among Hispanic subgroups (See table 1,
p.55) Other factors suggest the presence of hunger in the Hispanic
community With a median age of 26 2 years, Hispanics are 7 6
years younger than non-Hispanics. Of the Hispanic populaton n
poverty, 47 7 percent are less than eighteen years old, compared to
38.3 percent of the low-income, non-Hispanic population At a
tune 1 their lives when nutrittonal demands are greatest, many
Hispanic chuldren who are unable to obtain a nutnitionally-balanced
diet are at nisk of bemng malnounshed

Latinas have a high rate of teenage pregnancy Recent Nation-
al Council of La Raza (NCLR) research found that Latina teens
aged fifteen to nineteen are twice as likely to become parents as
white teens In 1989, about one Latina teen 1n ten gave burth,
compared with fewer than one in twenty white adolescent fe-
males. Teenage mothers often are poorly mnformed about the
importance of health and nutrition habits during pregnancy
One 1n three Hispanics lacks health insurance, compared to
about one of every seven people 1n the general population As
a result, pregnant adolescents are vulnerable to a variety of
complications, including muscarriages, babies born with birth
defects, and 1n some Hispanic subgroups, low birthweight ba-
bies In addition, because these mothers are teenagers, they lack
adequate education and employment opportunities, they also
lack parenting and other skills, which contribute to poor socioe-
conomic status

Hispanics are highly urbanized Fifty-two percent live 1n cen-
tral cities, compared to 22.4 percent of white non-Hispanics and
56 9 percent of black non-Hispanics Many urban food shoppers
do not have access to reasonably-priced supermarkets Higher
prices, limited choices, poor quality, and a larger proportion of
highly-processed foods in small neighborhood stores inciease
the hikelihood of poor or unbalanced diets. Netther poor urban
consumers nor taxpayers get the greatest value from food
stamps used 1n these circumstances !

Hispamic mugrant and seasonal farmworkers — tens of thou-
sands of workers and their families — have limited access to
health care Health-care providers say that many have never had
formal health care, have suffered years of neglect, and do not
have a proper understanding of the role of medicine 1n acute,
chronic, and preventive care. Sumilarly, as for other new immu-
grants, language barriers, reliance on traditional medicine, and
fear of government and other officials contribute to lack of pre-
ventive care and poor understanding of nutritional needs.
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Hispanics are the most undereducated major 1acial/ethmc
group 1n the United States This can contribute to poor under-
standing of proper nutition and probably reduces knowledge
about setvices and programs The Food Reseaich and Action
Center (FRAC) notes, however, that poor people lack stoves and
refnigerators mote often than nutitional knowledge

In 1991, 1 3 mllion, o1 14 1 percent, of all households recerv-
ing food stamps were headed by Hispanucs Sumilarly, 1 3 mullion
Hispanics partcipated i the Speaal Supplemental Food Progtam
for Women, Intants, and Children (WIC), accounting for 23 7
percent of the total population served The US Department of
Agriculture (USDA) and the Congressional Budget Office esumate
that only 66 percent of indniduals and 60 peicent of households
eligible for food stamps participate ” USDA estimates that WIC
will serve only about 60 percent of those eligible i 1993

In 1990. the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation con-
ducted a survey 1n six communities 1 California’s Central Valley,
as part of the nationwide Community Childhood Hunger
Idenuficauon Project (CCHIP), sponsored by FRAC More than
thiee tourths (76 percent) of the families surveyed were Hispanic.
[he results show that

* More than one-thnd of the famulies faced severe hunger, 36 per-
cent reported senous problems getting enough food 98 percent
of hungry tamilies 1an out of money for food tor an average of
seven davs per month,

* Nearly sixty-six thousand school-age children i the four-county
area were hungry,

* Two-thirds of the famihes faced food shortages and 68 percent
reported at least one mstance 1n the previous year when they did
not have enough food to eat or money to buy 1,

* The average household spent 44 percent of its income on shelter,
one-third of the hungry households spent mote than half then
total income on shelter,

e 'he average household size was S 4 pessons, while the average
household income was $12,500 per year, and

* The paricipation rates 1n fedeial food programs were food stamps —
48 percent, WIC — 19 percent, School Lunch (free/reduced price) —
92 percent School Breakfast (fiee/ieduced price) — 57 percent, Com-
modiues — 31 percent Emergency Food — 36 percent
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Successful coalittons usualhy grown out of
broad agreement on values vision and
misston though members may often differ
on tactical and policy questions  Accepting
that sunvival s contingent on meeting peo-
ple s basic needs with dignity as a matter of
nght 15 a value that must underlic an anu
hunger movement

Coalitions of Collective
Self-Interest

Across the United States there are organi-
zations with demonstrated successes in
coalition buillding of this sont

* The Assoctation of Community Organiza-
tons for Reform Now (ACORN) has cam
pagned to get banks to reinvest in Jocal
communtics ACORN has also taken over
abandoned housing mn an effort 1o press
government at all levels to deal with the
affordable housing cnsis In Chicago tor
example ACORN has seventeen groups
and over five thousand members in low
mcome Afnican Amencan neighbor
hoods In addition to pressing for banks
to reinvest in - credit-stanned  neighbor-
hoods Chicago ACORN has worked on
housing utiliies, seaual assault toxc
chemicals and public education

* The Justice for Janttors campaign s built
on collaboration betaeen ACORN and
the Service Fmplovees Intemational
Unton an atfiliate of the AFT CIO that
organizes low wage workers Many unor-
ganized janitors are immugrants who are
often subject to explotation because of
therr lack of legal status

Crizen Action 1s another natonal organi
zanon with local and regional chapters
that organize low-income people around
ssues which concern them In western
New York, Citizen Acion s emphasis 15
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primarly on access to health care In
Buffalo, the organization has sought to
organize 4 muloracial association to 1m-
prove the quanuty and quality of afford-
able housing

The Rural Coaliion 15 composed of a
diverse range of organuzations concemed
about rural Amenca, including small and
mumonty farmers, Native Amencans farm-
workers rural housing activists, and nd-
uonal advocacy groups The coalition has
a long hustory of recruting an ethmically-
diverse board of rural activists and build-
ing programs and ntiatives responsive to
therr needs and vision

The Tennessee Hunger Coaliuon has a
board that 15 controlled by low-mncome
people The coalition has mounted suc-
cesstul grassroots legislative campaigns to
make school breakfast more widely avail
able to children in the state

African Amenican w clfare mothers 1n the
Orlando, Flonda, area established Single
Mothers n a Learnung Fnvironment
(SMILE) 1in 1983 It secks to empower
low-income w omen to make them inde-
pendent of the welfare system Projects
include developing employment-related
skills, voter registration and short-term
efforts to improve public assistance pro-
grams

Black Workers for Justce, based in North
Carolina seeks to orgaruze working poor
people 1n the southeastern United States
to “challenge injustices such as poverty,
hunger, land] exploitauon, and to bring
about a better quality of Ife

On the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation,
the Lakota Fund's Circle Banking Project
provides small groups of poor people
credit for microenterpnises The project,
modelled on the Grameen Bank in

As NCLR and other research have shown, Hispanics are likely
to be under-represented in federal programs, including
preschool programs such as Head Start, as well as in the Job
Traming Partnership Act program Although no separate esti-
mate of the eligible Hispanic population served by WIC and
food stamps has been made, these findings suggest that Hispan-
1cs are lhikely to be a considerable part of the unserved eligible
population Factors contitbuting to low Hispanic participation in
these programs include

® Lack of commurty-based services Often. Hispanics cannot
obtain services or apply for assistance within or near then own
neighborhoods Lack of transportation lack of evening hours
to make services accessible to the working poot, and a fear of
seeking services outside their communuty often discourage
eligible Hispanics from obtaining services

» Inadequate outreach to the Hispanic population Many govern-
ment programs lack bicultural, bilingual staff Failure to do
active community outreach through the Spanish-language
media or visits to commuruty agencies and churches also limits
Hispanic community awareness of entitlements, and other
available services

e Hispanics often rely on other fanuly members for assistance
wnstead of government programs Thus family-centered care
does not provide nutnion education and may create a burden
on other family members, who may themselves be socioeco-
nonmucally disadvantaged

To supplement federal anti-poverty and anti-hunger efforts,
Latinos often rely on community-based organizations (CBOs)
As trusted and 1ecognized mstitutions, CBOs are 1n a position to
provide outreach, education, and service Some are affihated
with NCLR, the nation’s largest constituency-based Hispanic
organization Its 150 communty affiliates provide services to
more than two million people annually in thirty-seven states,
the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico

For example, El Conciho de Madera, an NCLR affiliate in
Madera California, provides atfordable, walk-in medical services
to low-income residents Health education staff have found that
the little health education available locally 1s largely taigeted to
spectfic lifestyles, diseases, or conditions They have also found
that 1nadequate nutntion and ignorance about nutrition and 1its
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relationship to health maintenance are major factors m many
of the illnesses experienced by Madera Family Health Center
patients in nearly all of the life cycles Staft provide nutritional
counselling for childien and adolescents and for nutiution- and
diet-related diseases such as hypertension, diabetes, and obesity

Another NCLR affiliate 1s NAF Mulucultural Human
Development Corporation (NAF), offering health services to
farmworkers 1n cooidination with the Nebraska Department of
Health, Nebraska Chapter ot the National Hemophiliac Founda-
tion, and United Migrant Opportunity Services, Inc Programs
include health-care access, Hispanic hemophilia outreach, mi-
grant health, HIV/AIDS education and prevention, health p1o-
motion, and immunization outreach NAF facilitates access to
WIC, maternal and child health cate, and famuly planning by
providing translation, transportation, and information

CBOs have demonstrated their ability to improve the lives of
Hispanic families This ability should be fostered and strength-
ened Failure to do so can have serious consequences for His-
panics and for the school and work force population of which
they constitute a significant part

Derdre Martinez 1s a policy analyst for the Poverty Project at the
National Council of La Raza (NCLR) She wishes to thank the fol-
lowmg NCLR staff for editorial assistance and review Frank Bea-
dle, director of the Center for Health Promotion, Sonia M Pérez,
serior policy analyst for the Poverty Project, and Enuly Gantz
McKay senior vice president for Institutional Development

Bangladesh, offers loans without collater
al and depends on peer pressure to
assure pay back

® Kids 1ot was established by low income
Hispanic community organizations n
Monrovia, Calfornia It seeks the imvolve-
ment of parents in public school reorga
nizauon and quality education for all
children induding poor, minonty ¢hl
dren

* The Southwest O1garuzing Project has
challenged natonal emvironmental orga-
nizations to examune how their programs
and hinng practices have contradicted
therr “lip service” to environmental jus-
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tice This challenge resulted in funding
problems for the project but it has stuck
by 1ts prinaples and sunned The pro
ject has also tought for mproved worker
safety and health in the region s high
technotogy industries Mana Chaves
project activast from Albuquerque New
Mexico who formerh worhed moan
electronics plant savs

You get no safety lessons o ed
cation Il want to chaige the

lese s so peaple can get educated  We
don t want the compaiios to mot e
we need the jobs we need to lx
educated hefore w e go to these com
panies to work

Many of these efforts have recened fund
ing o1 techmieal assistance from national
organizations  certamn foundanons and the
rcligious commumty - the Campaign for

Human Development a program of the TS

Catholic Conference 15 a majot source of
tunds tor community based and natonal
ant poverty projects Protestant socidl jus

tce and antr hunger programs smularly tund

such etforts The Center for Community
Change in Washington D € the Midwest
Academy in Chicago, the Industral Areas
Foundation (with groups atound the coun
trv), and the Highlander Center in New
Market, Tennessee, among other groups
train CoOMMUNILy OrganiZers

In the United States, poverty and there-
fore vulnerability to hunger, 15 often related
to race The majonty of poor people are

white but the poverty rate among members

of racial minornty groups 1s lugher than that
of whites In 1991 the U S Census Bureau
1eported dan overall poverty rate of 14 3
percent For whites, the rate was 11 3 per-
cent, for Afnican Amerncans 32 7 percent,
and for Hispanics, 28 7 percent Child
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poverty rates were 21 1 percent overall, 161
percent for whtes, 45 6 percent for African
Amencans, and 39 8 percent for Hispanics
Organtzations which promote the nghts and
well-being of members of racial minonty
groups often work on hunger and poverty
1ssues

For example, the oldest, nauonal Afnican-
Amencan civil nghts organization, the
National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP), established m
1909, 1s best known for 1its efforts to oppose
racial discnmunation i all facets of US life
It has eighteen hundred local chapters and
400,000 members, and 1s active n htigation
and public policy advocacy In addition, the
NAACP assists 1n the development of low-
income housing and offers educatton and
trainung, job referrals, and chidd care

Similarly, the National Urban League,
established 1 1910, 1s a avi nghts and
social service organization which seeks to
assist African Amernicans i achieving social
and economuc equality Through 114 affili-
ates i thurty-four states, 1t provides assis-
tance and empowers African-American
communities 1n such areas as employment,
housing, education, social welfare, AIDS
education, and crume prevention The orga-
nization also engages i research and advo-
cacy acuvities Its community-based pro-
grams around the country mvolve more
than a mullion people each year

Along with the efforts of nattonal groups,
there are tens of thousands of community-
based low-income people’s organizations
These include churches (often refuges from
a troubled world), parent-teacher associa-
uons, and a wide vanety of locally-muated
neighborhood improvement efforts

Low-income people’s organizations con-
tnue to need considerable support As
welfare nghts actvist Jean Dever told the
May consultation, 1t 1s hard to think about

contacting your congressional representative
when you do not have a phone and you
cannot afford the stamp for a letter.

When other organizations provide funds,
services, techrucal assistance, and trainng,
they must not use this to exert control Part-
nershup 1s a matter of empowenng grass-
roots groups to articulate their message as
they define 1t

Conclusion

Locally-determuned grassroots efforts
should feed 1nto national strategies to end
hunger Only federal policies can achueve
the redirection of resources needed to revi-
talize low-income commuruties This comn
has two sides harmful federal policies, as in
the 1980s, can overwhelm promusing local
efforts Attempts to change federal legisla-
tion and policies seldom succeed 1n foster-
ing lasting change without broad popular
support Thus, Tootie Welker, organizer for
the Montana Alliance for Piogressive Policy,
argues that increased voter participation 1s
the vehucle for obtaining real power *
Frances Fox Piven and Richard A Cloward,
academic experts on poor people’s move-
ments, add that achieving change often
requures acts of protest as well *

A successful movement to end hunger
will adopt the strategies, nsks, partnerships,
and courage necessary to “do the nght
thing ” That means working for the creation
of jobs with decent wages for all who can
work, secure incomes for all households to
meet their needs, and, over the long term, a
just society =

Rick Tingling-Clemmons 1s a Vietnam-era
veteran and peace actist with twenty-five
years’ experernice as a grassrools organizer
He recewed his M A n Adult Education
from the Unaversity of the District of
Columbia 1 1993
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It is hard to think
about contacting
your congressional
representative whei
you do not have a
phone and you
cannot afford the
stamp for a letter
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Table 1

Poverty Among Hispanic Persons By Place of Origin (1990)

All Families Income Below Poverty Line

# Fumilies % of Hispanic Families #Fomilies % Fomilies ~ #Persons % Persons % Children
Total U.S. 66,322,000 . 7,098,000 11% 33,585,000 13% 2%
Population
Total Hispanic 4,982,000 100% N 1,244,000 2% 6006000 28% 38%
Population |
Mexican Origin 2,945,000 59% 736,000 2% 3764000 28% 36% \
Puerto Rican Origin 626,000 13% © 235000 0 3% 966,000 §% 57% \
Cuban Origin 335,000 7% 46,000 14% 178,000 17% 3%
Central and 667,000 13% 148,000 2% - 748,000 25% 35%
South American Origin
Other Hispanic Origin 408,000 8% 79,000 19% 350,000 0% 36%
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