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CHAPTER 6
NEBRASKA’S RESPONSES TO IMMIGRATION

Lowrdes Gouvela

NEBRASKA’S CONTEXT OF RECEPTION:
Tue RoLE oF PoLicy AND CoMMUNITY RESPONSES

INTRODUCTION

In the midst of the fiery debate regarding undocumented immigration,
that old elephant in the room, assimilation, was finally let out of the cage
in recent congressional debates and returned to the front seat it once oc-
cupied during the early decades of the past century. Public anxieties over
increased immigration historically have focused on immigrants” alleged un-
willingness to assimilate. The cacophony of new languages, particularly for-
eign to today’s largely monolingual, native-born Americans, often becomes
the lightning rod for such anxieties. This is particularly true in new destina-
tion communities with little recent exposure to immigration.? Such unexam-
ined fears now have materialized in a U.S. Senate bill, declaring English the
national language. The dangerous tenor underlying this bill and similar na-
tional policy proposals is sure to have a boomerang impact back in the local
communities that may have unwittingly informed them.

English proficiency is commonly identified by researchers as a vari-
able associated with immigrant adaptation to host societies. However,
the vast research in the subject also makes clear that a much more com-
plex host of factors shapes assimilation trajectories, and they do so in
not always predictable or popularly accepted ways. Second-generation
children of poor and racialized immigrant laborers, for example, may
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be fluent in English and commonly assimilate into their native country.
However, when deprived of proactive government policies and compen-
satory programs that adequately address barriers such as poverty and
discrimination, these children tend to assimilate downward, into the
lower rungs of American society. Moreover, the negative effect of unad-
dressed barriers can linger beyond the second generation.?

The main purpose of this chapter is twofold: (1) to take stock of the
policies and accompanying community responses that the State of Ne-
braska has crafted to address the challenges and opportunities posed by
a growing immigrant population, and (2) to inform policies and pro-
grams designed to address those challenges and harness such opportu-
nities. Data for the chapter were obtained by the Office of Latino/Latin
American Studies (OLLAS) at the University of Nebraska from two ma-
jor sources: (1) About twenty-four personal as well as e-mailed and tele-
phone interviews with a diversity of experts, and (2) archival searches of
government, media, and academic sources. Interview protocols consist-
ed of questions about state policy and other actions aimed at addressing
the growth in immigrant population in Nebraska, in general, and with
regard to the specific policy area in which respondents have unique ex-
pertise (employment, health, housing, education, and law enforcement).
The chapter’s main focus is on state-level policies. To that aim, the au-
thor conducted an extensive search of every legislative bill that has been
passed since the late 1980s whose content or impetus is associated with
the new immigrant wave. However, the chapter also highlights those
moments when, in the absence of state-level initiatives, local communi-
ties, agencies, and advocates are found to fill the institutional hole.

Space and lack of sufficient data does not allow for a full exami-
nation of the differential impact that policies and community respons-
es may have had on every immigrant group in the state. However, given
their sheer numbers and historical presence in the United States, it is
Mexicans, and to a lesser extent other Latin American groups, that pol-
icymakers often have in mind when crafting immigration or immigrant
integration policies. This chapter also is largely informed by the experi-
ences of these groups and the author’s long-term involvement in research
and policy dealing primarily with low-wage, meatpacking workers, the
majority of whom are from Mexico and Central America.

The chapter provides sociodemographic profile of Nebraska’s im-
migrant population with special attention to Latinos, by far the larg-
est group. The sections following this demographic profile focus on
the specific policy areas mentioned above. Space confines us to high-
lighting some of the most important policy efforts and omissions
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TasLe 6.1. InTErviEwEES” EvaLuaTion oF NEsraska’s IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION PoLicies

NeBraskA’s IMMIGRANT

INTEGRATION PoLICIES PERCENT
Inclusive 17.2
Negligent 44 8
Exclusive 10.3
Others 10.3
No response 17.2

at various geographical and political levels and emphasizing state-level
policies enacted in the past ten to fifteen years.

The diversity of approaches followed by government policies deal-
ing with new immigration can be generally categorized as promoting
“exclusion,” “inclusion,” or “neglect” of the immigrant population, each
with ensuing negative or positive consequences for the long-term inte-
gration of immigrants into the state’s social and political fabric. The in-
terview protocol utilized for this project asked respondents to evaluate
the state along those lines. Their responses are found in Table 6.1.

IvvacraTioy Poricy AND CoMMUNTY RESPONSES: A Broip OVERVIEW

Nebraska experienced two major immigration waves during the
1900s, one at each end of the twentieth century. Southern European la-
borers arrived in the early 1900s to work on the railroads and in a flour-
ishing meatpacking industry. Immigrants from Latin America, and to a
lesser extent Asia and Africa, began arriving in earnest by the early1990s
and have continued to come in large numbers as the twenty-first centu-
ry begins. Active recruitment by a new breed of meatpacking plants has
been the major trigger of this latest migration stream, albeit immigrants
arriving in Nebraska today are also filling jobs at the middle and, to a
lesser extent, the upper end of the employment scale. In 2006, as earlier,
immigrants are the labor engine of the state’s agrofood economy and are
therefore found in significant numbers in rural, not just urban, areas. In
1910, 14.8 percent of the total Nebraska population was foreign-born
white and 67.6 percent of those lived in rural areas. In 2000, the foreign
born made up only 4.4 percent of the total state population and 33 percent
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lived in rural areas, the majority of which are home to large meatpack-
ing plants and an overwhelmingly Latino labor force.*

Despite differences in the national origins, proportion, and timing
of these two labor migration waves, striking similarities can be found in
the attitudes and government responses experienced by the poorest seg-
ments of these waves. In the early twentieth century, Greeks, Italians,
and Poles, among others, were often characterized in the media and aca-
demic articles as unwilling to learn English and assimilate into American
society.” Their growing numbers were considered a threat to workers
from ethnic groups enjoying higher social rankings, as was the case with
German-origin groups who had experienced their own share of discrim-
ination in an earlier period. An Omaha Daily News editorial published
around 1919 caprured this sentiment against the Greeks, a group that
eventually fled Nebraska under fear of persecution: “Greeks are a men-
ace to the American laboring man—just as the Japs, Italians, and other
similar laborers are.”®

Ofhcial policy responses to the “immigrant problem” during the
first part of the twentieth century were rather muted, contradictory, and
sporadic when compared to the more persistent and vitriolic attitudes
found among some segments of the general public. Nebraska did pass a
law in 1919, later overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court, declaring Eng-
lish the official language of the state and forbidding the teaching of for-
eign languages in Nebraska schools. The proviso, believed to have been
aimed at German immigrants, was nevertheless inscribed in the 1920
Nebraska constitution, making Nebraska the second state in the nation
to declare English its official language. Efforts to ratify a constitutional
change to eliminate the provision that specifically forbids teaching for-
eign languages in private schools failed in a 2002 referendum. Vorters
mistakenly teared a yes vote would amount to official support for bilin-
gual programs.”

In the early part of the twentieth century, Nebraska also joined oth-
er states in establishing the “Americanization” programs popular at the
time. While Native Americans, and to some extent Germans, were ex-
posed to the most oppressive elements of this Americanization effort,
immigrants in Nebraska as a whole tended to encounter a rather benev-
olent program administered by local neighborhood organizations such
as Social Settlement. The program focused mainly on English language
instruction and citizenship classes. There is also scattered evidence of
collaborative efforts between the state and social services organizations
and the schools to offer free health and dental clinics as well as adult ed-
ucation classes for immigrant parents.® In the end, Nebraskans seemed
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to recognize that these foreign-stock workers were critical to the eco-
nomic vitality of a largely under-populated and depopulated state.

The reception afforded to new immigrants in recent years, especially
to those from Latin America, also has been contradictory. It has varied
from community to community, vitriolic among some segments of the
public, and rather passive or haphazard but seldom utterly restriction-
ist in official state or local policies. On the contrary, as I shall detail lat-
er, the Nebraska unicameral legislature has passed or attempted to pass
a series of legislations aimed at welcoming immigrants and facilitating
their integration into economic and other local institutions. Local gov-
ernments in rural counties dependent on meatpacking have been largely
proactive in facilitating the arrival and integration of a labor force they
understand is their lifeline in the aftermath of the farm and rural crises
of the 1980s. In fact, media coverage and analyses of census data contin-
uously point out that international migration has literally saved the state
and many rural communities from losing population since the 1990s,
something they can not afford.’

While there has been some minimal activism against school bond
issues and immigrant-driven housing patterns at the local levels, par-
ticularly in rural areas, these have been rare and have often failed. It is
conceivable that the state’s populist history and persistent labor needs
have fostered what some advocates and students of local immigration
believe is a somewhat positive context of reception for new immigrants.
As a civil rights attorney steeped in local history put it:

In Nebraska, there isn’t anything politically entrenched around how
we treat minorities. If anything is entrenched it is [the idea] that this
is a state built by immigrants and newcomers. . . . You don’t go out
there and make it sound like you are beating up on people who have
come here to work and live in Nebraska because it is an option they
decided upon to better their family life. For what other reason did our
grandparents come here?!”

Unfortunately, the country’s increasing fears about lax border secu-
rity and rising numbers of unauthorized migrants are beginning to affect
the tenor of political discourses at the local level and, to some extent, the
state’s policy environment. In the 2000 primary elections, for example,
three of the four Republican candidates for the U.S. Senate, as well as
the Democratic candidate, Ben Nelson, were anything but shy in telling
their rural and urban constituencies that immigrant workers were need-
ed in Nebraska. They advocated easing immigration laws to allow more
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of them to come legally to the United States. They also came out in sup-
port of temporary worker programs, even exempting some immigrant-
dependent industries from immigration caps, and looked favorably at a
citizenship path for temporary and unauthorized workers. In addition,
all candidates, as well as the state’s governor at the time, Mike Johanns,
currently the U.S. secretary of agriculture, expressed their disapprov-
al of something called Operation Vanguard,'! an industry-by-industry,
employment-enforcement strategy aimed at removing unauthorized mi-
grants from the workplace in non-border areas, which the Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS) unsuccessfully piloted in Nebraska’s
meatpacking plants starting in December 1998. It continued until the
months prior to the primary election of 2000.12

The immigration story was dramatically different in the recent pri-
maries held in May 2006. By this time, the two candidates who had
also competed in the 2000 primaries, Senator Ben Nelson, a Democrat,
and former attorney general Don Stenberg, a Republican, made border
enforcement and fences the centerpiece of their immigration proposals,
while their earlier pro-immigration rhetoric was all but forgotten.!* Ne-
braska residents lately have become increasingly animated by the “en-
forcement first” rhetoric that has characterized the Nelson campaign,
while the other Nebraska senator, Republican Chuck Hagel, is repeated-
ly berated in the media for what some insist on labeling an “amnesty”
immigration proposal.!

To be sure, many other contradictory and divergent views abound
across issues and among politicians trying hard to carefully navigate the
torrential waters of immigration and its diverse constituents. The entire
Nebraska congressional delegation, including U.S. Representative Tom
Osborne, has recently supported harsh anti-immigrant legislation in the
U.S. Congress such as HR 4437, the Border Protection, Antiterrorism,
and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005. The bill will make it a
crime to be in the United States illegally or provide assistance to undocu-
mented immigrants. Yet during his recent bid to win the Nebraska GOP
gubernatorial primary, Osborne took a strong stand in favor of LB 239,
a state bill granting qualifying children of unauthorized migrants the
right to pay in-state college tuition rates.’® The in-state tuition bill was
unsuccessfully vetoed by the current governor, Dave Heineman, who,
like all other candidates in the 2006 elections,!® has sought to make ille-
gal immigration a focal point of his campaign. “Illegal immigration,” he
stated in a recent mailing, “puts a burden on our taxpayers.”'” Heine-
man defeated Osborne for the GOP nomination for governor and is all
but assured a victory in the November 2006 general election.
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Conversely, Senator Hagel has achieved national stature and is cur-
rently leading a Senate compromise on comprehensive immigration re-
form that will include a guest worker program and earned legalization
for unauthorized migrants. At the state level, a considerable number
of Nebraska state senators have been proactive in a number of efforts
aimed at facilitating immigrant integration. A Republican senator cast
the decisive vote that allowed the Nebraska unicameral legislature to
successfully override the governor’s veto of the in-state tuition bill.

There is, however, an increasingly visible segment in Nebraska that
seems emboldened or even newly constituted by the anti-immigrant cli-
mate brewing around the country and, arguably, some of the high-profile
enforcement stands taken by some of our representatives in Congress.
Immigrants are generally portrayed by this group as primarily Mexi-
can and undocumented. The litany of complaints hurled against them
is rather predictable (they do not want to assimilate or learn English,
they abuse the generous public benefits system to which they are not en-
titled, and lately, they bring diseases into the country). In a Nebraska
Public Radio program in which I participated, my opponent, an emeri-
tus professor from the University of Nebraska Medical Center, sounded
all these alarms, plus called Mexico a “hellhole” and the culture of Lat-
in American immigrants “degenerate,”®

Anti-immigrant voices in Nebraska have become more salient and
more vicious in the weeks surrounding the large pro-immigrant marches
held around the country on April 10 and May 1, 2006. On April 10, the
state was headlined by major national news organizations when a sur-
prising number of pro-immigrant individuals marched in rural and urban
towns alike (15,000 was the last count in Omaha). As in the rest of the
nation, the majority were immigrant and native-born Latinos protest-
ing House Bill HR 4437 and supporting a comprehensive immigration
reform that would include a citizenship path for unauthorized migrants
currently in the state.” A smaller number, about 3,000, marched on
May 1 and delivered similar messages to the various congressional of-
fices. As another advocate put it, “The marches did not so much change
the respective positions of people per se, but [they]| did also facilitate the
coming out of the woodwork of a lot of the anti-immigrant forces who
otherwise were just hunkered down.”?

Until recently, anti-immigrant groups have been all but absent in
Nebraska, even when compared to neighboring lowa, which has very
few. The only signs of organized anti-immigrant efforts have been bill-
boards paid for by national organizations such as the Federation for
American Immigration Reform (FAIR) that occasionally have been
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spotted along Interstate 80, near towns such as Grand Island and Lex-
ington, where meatpacking plants hire large numbers of Latino immi-
grants, many of whom are unauthorized. More recently, however, a
group calling itself Nebraskans Fed-Up with Illegal Immigration orga-
nized its first protest in front of the Omaha Mexican Consulate on May
20, 2006. About ninety people showed up. Another small group, com-
posed of residents of Omaha and surrounding nonmetropolitan areas,
met at a local library on May 17 to organize a chapter of the Minute-
men Civic Defense Corps, which is known for sending armed groups
to patrol the U.S.-Mexico border. According to the leader, they plan to
launch a series of local actions, such as surveillance of companies sus-
pected of hiring undocumented workers and pressure on landlords not
to rent to unauthorized migrants.*!

A recent Omaha World-Herald article also recounted how both U.S.
senators from Nebraska are receiving record numbers of calls, the ma-
jority against immigration. “You are acting stupid,” a rural caller said
to Senator Hagel, “close our borders.” “Immigrants bring disease,” said
another from Omaha.?* Letters to the editor have been running about the
same, with anti-immigration letters far outnumbering those who favor
less-restrictionist stands. On the other hand, some polls suggest that Ne-
braskans, like the rest of the nation, feel as conflicted about immigrants
today as they have in the past. While 74 percent of Nebraskans surveyed
agreed with the national majority that enforcement should come before
other immigration reforms, less than half (47 percent) were in favor of
forcibly requiring undocumented immigrants to leave the country. An
even larger number (61 percent) support an immigration law that wel-
comes immigrants as long as terrorists, criminals, and those who will
abuse the welfare system are kept out.??

The policy choices Nebraskans stand to make in the next months
and years will determine whether the state adopts a more exclusive, in-
clusive, or passive approach to immigrant integration.

The role of a much denser and better-organized network of immi-
grant organizations, advocacy groups, and community social agencies
retooling themselves to support immigrant rights and more fully inte-
grate their immigrant workforce is an important counterweight to the
exclusionary impulses found in other circles.** Until very recently, such
community responses have been mostly concentrated, but not singular-
ly present, in the larger urban communities such as Omaha and Lin-
coln. Their well-documented successes in influencing government policy
changes, such as stopping Operation Vanguard, encouraging the for-
mation of diversity and welcoming programs, and rising levels of
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TasLe 6.2. WorLp Recion oF BIrTH ofF Foreicn Born, NeBraska, 2004

Foreign-BoRN PopPuLaTion

ExcLubing PopuLaTion Born “AT Sea” ToraL PErRCENT
Europe 9,581 11.5
Asia 21,477 25.8
Africa 5,447 6.5
Oceania 359 0.4
Latin America 44 754 53.8
Northern America 1,608 1.9
Total 83,226 100

Sowurce: Office of Latino/Latin American Studies calculations, based on the 2004 American
Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.

unionization in Nebraska’s food-processing industry, also defy easy gen-
eralizations about contexts of reception in new destinations as well as
urban versus rural communities. Finally, a very important development
for all of us to watch will be whether the historical immigrant march-
es held in the streets of large and small Nebraska communities in spring
2006 will evolve into a sustained political movement that will shape lo-
cal immigration and immigrant integration policies in novel ways.

IMMIGRANTS IN NEBRASKA: A BRIEF SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

In 2004, the U.S. census estimated Nebraska’s foreign-born population
at 83,226, or about 5 percent of the state’s population. The majority
of these immigrants arrived between the early to mid-1990s. Another
25,576 immigrants entered the country in 2000 or later. The great ma-
jority of these immigrants (53.8 percent) are of Hispanic and Latino or-
igin, primarily Mexican, but increasing numbers of Central and South
Americans have made Nebraska their new destination.” The next larg-
est groups were made up of Asians with nearly 26 percent, Europeans
with 11.5 percent, and Africans with 6.5 percent (see Table 6.2 and Fig-
ure 6.1, page 152).

Nebraska’s foreign population grew faster than any other of
the ten midwestern states between 1990 and 2000; however, the
foreign born still made up a small fraction, about 5 percent, of Ne-
braska’s total population in 2004.%¢ But such aggregate measures
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fail to capture the true impact of new immigration to the state.
Analysts point out that newly released census estimates once
again reveal that Nebraska’s positive international immigration
has offset its negative domestic immigration since the 1990s and
fueled much of its economic growth.?” While 70 of the state’s 93
counties lost population over the past five years, immigrant-re-
ceiving communities continue to grow, albeit at a slower pace
than in previous years.”® Omaha is the state’s most important im-
migrant destination, and during the past five years it has added
an additional 8,691 foreign born.

While the majority of the foreign born are concentrated in
metro areas, about a third have settled in non-metro destina-
tions. The rapid demographic shifts Nebraska has experienced in
the past fifteen years or so can best be captured at this sub-state
level. Some non-metro Nebraska communities, for example, saw
their population swell upwards of 1,300 percent between 1990

Ficure 6.1. Foreicn Born PopuraTion By WorLD Recion ofF BirTH, NEBRASKA, 2004

Northern America
[ 1.9%

Latin America

53.8%

Oceania
0.4%

Source: Office of Latino/Latin American Studies calculations, based on the 2004 American
Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.
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TasLE 6.3. PercentaceE CHANGE IN WHITE ALong, NnoT Hispanic/LaTino, AnD
Hispanic/LaTino PopuLaTions in SeLecTep Nesraska Cities, 1990-2000
PERCENT
CHANGE IN PERCENT

WHITE ALONE, CHANGE IN
noT Hispanic/ Hispanic/

LATIND LATINO
PopuLaTiON POPULATION
WHITE ALONE, IN 2000 IN 2000
NOT HispaNIC/LATINO Hispanic/LATINO (BASED (BASED
Ciry 1990 2000 1990 2000 IN 1990) IN 1990)
Omaha 276,218 293,876 10,288 29,397 6 186
Bellevue 26,968 36,916 1,213 2,609 37 115
Columbus 19,171 19,209 167 1,395 0 735
Fremont 23,261 23,570 165 1,085 1 558
Grand Island 36,732 34,960 1,887 6,845 -5 263
Hastings 22,192 21,790 268 1,343 -2 401
Kearney 23,415 25,525 667 1,118 9 68
Lexington 6,231 4,635 329 5,121 -26 1457
Lincoln 179,302 198,087 3,764 8,154 10 117
Norfolk 20,748 20,834 299 1,790 0 499
North Platte 20,994 21,725 1,355 1,596 3 18
Schuyler 3,873 2,893 164 2,423 -25 1377
Scottsbluff 10,460 10,548 2,720 3,476 1 28
South Sioux
City 8,704 8,074 545 2,958 -7 443

Source: Lourdes Gouveia and Mary Ann Powell, with Esperanza Camargo, “Educational
Achievement and the Successful Integration of Latinos in Nebraska: A Sratistical Profile
to Inform Policies and Programs,” Office of Latino/Latin American Studies, University of
Nebraska at Omaha, 2003,

and 2000 as a result of immigration. This was the case of rural
communities devastated by the farm and rural crises of the ear-
ly 1980s that sought to recover their economic vitality by at-
tracting new meatpacking plants or expanding old ones.”” As Table
6.3 makes clear, the Latino population, overwhelmingly of foreign
stock, moved into a number of communities that had experienced
serious population losses among non-Latino whites between 1990
and 2000. By 2000, towns such as Lexington or Schuyler, whose Lati-
no population did not exceed 5 percent in 1990, were, respectively, 51
percent and 45 percent Latino.
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Fueling this growth is not simply new arrivals, but a large num-
ber of children born to immigrant parents—the second generation.
The Latino population in Nebraska is very young (about 44 percent of
Latinos were nineteen years old or less in 2000 and only 14.5 percent
were forty-five years or older in 2003)." Nebraska’s population is ag-
ing rapidly and has one of the slowest child population growth rates in
the country (about 5 percent in 2000).2! In fact, were it not for the in-
crease in Hispanic children in recent years, the state would have shown
a continuous decline in its child population. In 2004, the latest year with
available figures, the number of births increased for the tenth straight
year and was the highest recorded since 1982. This growth is mostly at-
tributed to the surge in the number of births among Latinos.?* In 2004, a
much larger proportion of Latinos (20.6 percent) than whites (13.2 per-
cent) or African Americans (14 percent) were in their twenties, an age
band commonly associated with peak levels of fertility.*?

While persons from Africa make up a smaller percentage of Ne-
braska’s foreign born than Latinos, Asians, and Europeans, their
numbers have been increasing steadily. This is largely due to the re-
settlement of Somali and, most important, Sudanese refugees. In
fact, Nebraska has the largest concentration of Sudanese refugees
in the nation, estimated at about 8,000 by local Sudanese leaders.
There are no accurate counts of the African population. The majori-
ty resides in the two largest metropolitan areas, Lincoln and Omaha,
and some estimate that between 5,000 to 6,000 Sudanese now make
their home in the latter.?* In 2000, 500 Sudanese were estimated to
be living in Grand Island, a metropolitan town of 42,940.% A small-
er, but not insignificant number of people from both groups also
made their way to smaller meatpacking communities such as Nor-
folk, home to a Hormel meatpacking plant. In 2004, about 1,500
African immigrants, primarily Sudanese, were estimated to reside
in Norfolk, a town of about 24,000 people. The Hormel plant was
bought by Tyson and has recently closed, prompting a massive exo-
dus among these workers. While there is much talk in new destina-
tions, including Nebraska, about new immigrant children straining
local school resources, the concern expressed by Norfolk’s school su-
perintendent, Randy Nelson, is of a different sort. In a recent news-
paper story he lamented the loss of up to $1.8 million in state aid to
his district that may result from this population exodus.*

Individual characteristics of immigrants partly determine their in-
tegration prospects; however, they vary by nationality and social class,
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among other things. Such differences must be taken into account when
designing policies that address potential barriers to the productive in-
tegration of immigrants and, most important, their children. The ma-
jority of immigrants to Nebraska are Mexican and Central American
laborers with low levels of education and high levels of poverty, and
they are concentrated in low-income occupations.’” In 2004, 42.2 per-
cent of the total foreign born had not completed high school.?® The per-
cent among Latino foreign born is significantly higher—in 2000, it stood
at 71.8 percent.*” On the opposite site of the educational spectrum,* the
foreign born in Nebraska were more likely to have completed a graduate
or professional degree than the native born—12 percent and § percent,
respectively, in 2004.

Poverty levels among the foreign born are higher than for the na-
tive born (18.4 percent and 10 percent, respectively). However, for natu-
ralized citizens, the rates are equal to those of the native born, while for
Latinos the rate is much higher—in 2000, it stood at 20.4 percent.

The rate of naturalization has been increasing in Nebraska but, as
in the rate for the nation, it is lower among poorer Latino groups. In
2004, 46 percent of the foreign born, but only 38.9 percent of Latinos
were naturalized.*! Poverty, high rates of unauthorized migrants, and
low levels of English language fluency are commonly associated with
lower naturalization rates, as is a high possibility of returning to one’s
home country.

Finally, English proficiency levels for the foreign born vary signifi-
cantly by the language spoken at home, which is another way of saying
that they vary by the class differences associated with those nationalities.
As a whole, among the foreign born who speak a language other than
English and are five years old or over, 26.6 percent speak English very
well and 55.5 percent speak English less than very well. Among Spanish-
speaking foreign born, the proportions are 20.9 percent and 79.1 per-
cent respectively.*

As the U.S. Senate declares English the national language, it be-
comes particularly important for researchers to clarify for the American
public the factors that contribute to, or conspire against, learning Eng-
lish or acquiring other traits associated with sociocultural, economic, or
political incorporation. Among such factors is a real dearth of focused
and coherent policies, as well as accessible and affordable programs in
Nebraska that are aimed at eliminating these language and socioeco-
nomic barriers, especially for the majority of Latino immigrant workers
as well as Sudanese refugees.*’
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IMMIGRANT EMPLOYMENT AND LLABOR CONDITIONS IN NEBRASKA

Nebraska’s perennial labor shortages, found at both ends of the employ-
ment spectrum, provide the relevant backdrop for understanding the for-
mation and impact of the second largest immigration wave in the state’s
history. The state’s unemployment rate remained below 3 percent during
the entire decade of the 1990s, when immigration was at its highest. To-
day, Nebraska’s 3.4 percent unemployment rate (as of April 2006) is the
seventh lowest in the nation.*

By far the biggest demand for immigrant labor, documented and un-
documented, has come from the lower-wage, labor-intensive meat pro-
cessing industry, a mainstay of the state’s economy. The overwhelming
majority of these workers are Latinos. A ten-year examination (1988-
97) of industrial concentration of Latinos in the Midwest helps docu-
ment this pattern. From that review we learn that the “food and kindred
products” industry, a subcategory of Manufacturing, which contains
meatpacking workers, was the only industry in the Midwest that met
the definition of a “Latino industrial niche” during each of the ten years.
Moreover, foreign-born Latinos are more than twice as likely as native-
born Latinos to be employed in this and, to a lesser extent, nine other in-
dustrial niches.®

As their numbers and diversity have increased, however, immigrants
have begun to fill jobs in a wider array of labor markets. Table 6.4 shows
the location of the foreign born across broad industry categories. While
space does not allow for more detailed tables, it is already clear that
the foreign born are much more likely than the native born to be con-
centrated in industries employing large numbers of lower-wage workers,
as is the case with manufacturing and food services. However, some-
what smaller proportions of immigrants are also found in industries as-
sociated with higher-skilled workers such as professional and scientific
management and administrative services. The last column on the right
shows how these proportions are shifting for immigrants arriving after
2000. Specifically, the number of immigrants in manufacturing and food
services 1s declining, while more are found in the higher-end industries.
This is due to the fact that, since 2000, a larger number of higher-edu-
cated immigrants have made their way to the state, rather than to up-
ward mobility experienced by traditional labor migrants.

Where immigrants work varies by nationality or region of origin,
which is also highly correlated with educational and skill levels. As Table
6.5 (page 158) suggests, Mexican, Guatemalan, and Salvadoran foreign
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TasLe 6.4. InpusTRY BY NaTIVE BOoRN AND REGION OF BIRTH oF Foreicn Born,
Nesraska, 2004

PERCENT OF
PERCENT OF FOREIGN BORN,
PERCENT OF FOREIGN EnTereD U.S.

INDUSTRY NATIVE BornN 2000 oR LATER
Agriculture, forestry, fishing

and hunting, and mining 5.8 1.9 3.1
Construction 6.9 6.9 11.1
Manufacturing 8.3 32.7 20.5
Wholesale trade 4.3 2.4 1.0
Retail trade 12.1 5.2 6.0
Transportation and warehousing,

and utilities 6.2 3.2 2.3
Information 2.1 0.3 0.3
Finance, insurance, real estate,

and rental and leasing 8.1 2.4 0.3
Professional, scientific,

management, administrative,

and waste management services 7.9 8.4 7.0
Educational, health and social

services 22.0 16.7 16.8
Arts, entertainment, recreation,

accommodation, and food

services 7.5 13.5 28.3
Other services,

except public administration 4.9 3.3 2.1
Public administration 4.0 3.1 1.2
Total 100.1 100.0 100.0

Source: Office of Latino/Latin American Studies calculations, based on the 2004 American
Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.

born are much more likely than immigrants from other Latin American
and non-Latin American countries to be found in the manufacturing in-
dustry (of which meat processing is the largest sector in Nebraska), con-
struction, and lower-paid service industries. Asians are found at both
ends of the industry scale. Their presence in manufacturing today is
less likely to be connected to meatpacking than when the industry first
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began expanding into rural Nebraska communities. At that time, Viet-
namese and Laotian refugees were heavily recruited by companies such
as IBP, although their numbers were never as significant as those of La-
tino workers.* Conversely, newer arrivals such as Sudanese and Soma-
li refugees (included under “Other African,” in Table 6.5) have often
found or been placed in meatpacking jobs upon their resettlement to Ne-
braska. A similar course was followed by Asian refugees, who have now
moved on to better employment. In fact, Sudanese community members
often express frustration about their inability to access good jobs ear-
ly on, despite the relatively high educational credentials of some of their
members.*” I expect the Sudanese will follow a path similar to other ref-
ugee communities and even some Mexican and Central American im-
migrants, whose first Nebraska job was in meatpacking, regardless of
educational credentials.

The employment hierarchy becomes even clearer when looking at
the kinds of occupations in which immigrants are highly represented
or underrepresented. Table 6.6 (page 164) clearly shows that Mexican,
Guatemalan, and Salvadoran foreign born, as well as the Sudanese, are
highly represented in production occupations but virtually absent from
management. Conversely, immigrants from Asia and other Latin Amer-
ican countries, as well as “other Africans,” are much more likely than
these other groups to be found in the “management, professional, and
related occupations™ category.

INAIGRANTS IN NEBRASEA’S MEATPACKING INDUSTRY

After experiencing a severe profitability crisis and employment
contraction during the previous decade, by the 1980s the meatpacking
industry had begun to expand again under the leadership of new com-
panies such as IBP. It was also transformed from an urban to a rural
industry, close to cattle and away from old union strongholds.*® Meat-
packing’s expansion proved fortuitous for a state—and particularly its
smaller communities—that had been devastated by the farm crises of
the mid-1980s. State and local officials often intervened quite decisively
in support of new economic development strategies centered on “value-
added” agriculture. More often than not, “value added” referred to la-
bor-intensive meat processing facilities.*

The farm crises had exacerbated Nebraska’s population exodus that
had begun decades earlier. Native-born workers also had exited a crisis-
ridden meatpacking industry during the 1970s as old plants closed down
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or reduced employment and benefits. Luring those workers back into the
industry would prove all but impossible; seldom do workers return to
an industry they have exited. More important, this new breed of packers
hinged their profit-making strategies on, among other things, reorganiz-
ing work tasks in a way that would allow them to hire an unskilled, and
therefore lower-wage, workforce. Real wages in meatpacking in 1990
were about half what they were in the early 1970s. In the absence of, or
lack of support for, unions in smaller communities, the new workforce
would labor in an environment characterized by fewer worker benefits,
faster line speeds, higher injury rates, and shorter career paths.*”

The combination of all these factors made it clear that labor would
have to be imported from somewhere. Meatpacking plants hired full-
time recruiters and soon relied on the tightly woven immigrant networks
to create a workforce literally from scratch. As has been well document-
ed elsewhere, the state, as well as local governments and leaders, con-
tributed to the recruitment of, and subsidized training costs associated
with, this new labor force.’! Today, Latino workers constitute between
80 percent and 90 percent of any given meatpacking plant’s labor force.
Local Latino leaders and researchers estimate that unauthorized mi-
grants make up anywhere between 25 percent and 50 percent of individ-
ual meatpacking plants” workers.

Meatpacking employers clearly have benefited from and been the
major contributor to this influx of workers. For small meatpacking
towns there are certain costs as well as benefits associated with the sud-
den presence of a large employer that seeks to import nearly 100 per-
cent of its labor force, the majority of whom are linguistically, ethnically,
and culturally distant from the pre-existing population.’* While no sin-
gle study adequately summarizes the aggregate costs and benefits of this
new immigration, there have been several case studies, countless me-
dia stories, and at least one economic analysis examining these mixed
results.’?

Lexington has been one of the most studied meatpacking towns in
the state, beginning with the work of this author and her colleagues.
Our work documented the strain on local schools, the struggle of non-
profit social agencies trying to provide housing and basic necessities for
newly arrived workers, and an initial wave of crime associated with age
as well as contingents of California-based criminal groups that sought
to take advantage of this vulnerable population. By the same token, we
documented benefits such as a healthy increase of sales taxes, the re-
vitalization of downtown businesses (most of which were boarded up
at the end of the farm crisis), and the fact that the immigrant presence
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created additional jobs for native-born or older residents while taking
virtually none from them.** A labor study conducted by two Nebras-
ka economists further highlighted these benefits. Immigration, the study
concluded, had boosted property values and tax revenues in Lexington
as well as increased wages for nonimmigrants.™

INIGRANT [.4BOR’Ss IniPACT BEYOND MEATPACKING AND RURAL NEBRASKA

Benefits to employers derived from the presence of large numbers
of immigrant workers are no longer confined to the meatpacking indus-
try nor to the small towns that first triggered their move to Nebraska.
Hispanic workers can be found in dairy farms, egg processing, livestock
operations, retailing, and small manufacturing. Today, it is rare to find
roofing, landscaping, cleaning, housekeeping, and many other lower-
wage businesses in Omaha that do not rely on immigrant workers, espe-
cially ones from Latin America.

South Omaha, site of the old meatpacking industry, has been re-
vitalized as Latinos have moved into the empty houses and boarded-
up businesses that dotted the district after the meatpacking crisis of the
1970s and early 1980s.%® Even the meatpacking industry, which claimed
to have left the city in order to be closer to cattle, has returned to the
area; apparently in order to be close to workers. About a dozen plants
have been refurbished or opened anew, and these employ about 4,000
workers today.’”

As in small meatpacking towns, state and local officials have lav-
ished some of these new immigrant-dependent ventures with generous
tax subsidies, even when, according to some immigrant advocates and
state senators, they did not qualify. This is the case of Nebraska Beef, es-
tablished in 1995 by a group of largely unnamed investors who bought
an old, decaying packing plant. The owners have received millions of
dollars under programs such as LB775 (the Nebraska Employment and
Investment Growth Act), a City of Omaha Community Development
Block Grant, and—most disputed of all—LB 829, the Quality Jobs Act.
The latter was intended to provide incentives for companies to locate
or expand in Nebraska. However, Nebraska Beef applied for these
subsidies only after completing construction of its plant. Advocacy
groups such as Nebraska Appleseed have argued quite convincingly that
this violates the spirit and letter of the law. In addition, the company
has become a sort of “poster boy” for a twenty-first-century version of
Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle. It has been fined repeatedly by Nebraska’s
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Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) for safety vio-
lations, its managers were indicted for smuggling illegal immigrants, and
unions, the clergy, and advocacy groups have denounced the company
for conducting a brutal and often illegal campaign to undermine union
organizing. This, many argue, further violates the purpose of these sub-
sidies, which are meant to bring quality jobs to Nebraska and must be
used for employee training and educational programs.*®

The business potential of the revived South Omaha community also
has been increasingly recognized by city government, as well as a variety
of nongovernmental business groups. In 2004, Omaha Mayor Mike Fa-
hey announced plans to build, with the help of private donors, a youth
soccer complex to accommodate this growing Latino population after it
was unwelcome in pre-existing sports parks owned by the schools. The
neighborhood’s commercial district has been undergoing a $3.5 to $4
million facelift, financed by the city with federal grants, in an effort to
capitalize on the area’s “tourist” potential. The effort is especially aimed
at residents from other parts of Omaha who may not have ventured
into the Latino neighborhoods earlier due, in part, to exaggerated fears
about crime.*

On the flip side, immigrant day laborers in Omaha, while not that
numerous (about forty on any given day), tend to congregate in the Pla-
za de La Raza, which is located in the middle of South Omaha’s com-
mercial center. Current plans do not address this issue, and none of the
agencies in the community have been able to address it in any mean-
ingful way. The Chicano Awareness Center offers free referral servic-
es and conducts an initial screening of these temporary workers for
companies.®

Anti-immigrant voices in Nebraska often claim that their “only
problem is with the illegals™ and, at times, the employers who hire them.
Indeed, Nebraska’s unauthorized migrant population is estimated to be
anywhere between 35,000 and 50,000.¢' Our work and the media have
documented numerous instances of employers being less than thorough
or purposely negligent when reviewing fraudulent documents.®> Yet
herein lies Nebraska’s conundrum: much of the revitalization of business
districts, whole industries, and small towns has been spurred by lower-
skilled immigrants for whom the U.S. government has not yet created
legal work channels. The meatpacking industry, as well as many oth-
er Nebraska businesses that employ large numbers of immigrants, have
long called for guest worker programs they can access and, more recent-
ly, a path to citizenship for many of the tamilies that help stabilize their
labor force.®
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Immigrant workers have responded by mobilizing on their own.
Meatpacking unions have experienced a renaissance thanks to immi-
grant organizers, many of whom are undocumented.®* The marches in
spring 2006 became the latest show of rising immigrant political mobili-
zation levels. One could argue that some of these actions could help pre-
vent wages from falling further and might benefit all workers, not just
the foreign born.

Questions remain, however, as to the real impact of immigrant la-
bor, particularly when large numbers of unauthorized migrants are pres-
ent, on the labor market opportunities and wages of the native born.
As many academic and governmental researchers have pointed out, and
as the above discussion makes clear, immigrants and natives tend to be
found in different labor markets, thus they seldom are in direct compe-
tition with one another. When competition does exist, it is likely to oc-
cur most among those lower-paid immigrants who are crowded into the
same labor markets; or among them and minority workers with high
dropout rates, particularly African Americans.®

Available evidence does not allow conclusive statements here about
job competition between African Americans and Latinos. In Douglas
County, a metropolitan area where African Americans are concentrat-
ed, however, the phenomenon of ethnic industrial niches seems to hold
to some extent, which suggests little competition. In 1990, for example,
there were already relatively few African Americans working in food
manufacturing (6.8 percent). Their presence in the industry was never
huge, and by 2000, the proportion had diminished to 4.6 percent. The
reverse is true for Hispanic or Latino workers. Conversely, while both
of these groups’ shares in the educational, health, and social services di-
minished between 1990 and 2000, African Americans continued to have
a disproportionate presence in this industrial sector (23.7 percent). This
is true when compared to either their presence in other sectors, as well
as Hispanic or Latinos’ presence in the same sector. Less than 10 percent
of Latinos are found in this sector, down from 17.6 percent in 1990.%¢

When we look at occupations, the proportion of Hispanics in man-
agement, which commands the highest median earnings among broad
occupational categories, has steadily decreased while that of African
Americans has steadily increased since 1990. In 2004, median earn-
ings for full-time, year-round Hispanic or Latino males were about half
($17,779) of African-American male earnings ($35,635). In fact, while im-
migrants find an abundance of jobs in Nebraska, the majority of them eamn
less than $20,000 a year. Once again, however, there are significant differences
across national origins. As Table 6.7 (page 164) shows, a larger percentage
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of better-educated groups, such as Asians and particularly South Amer-
icans and other Latin Americans (about 11 percent in both cases), than
of native born (2.2 percent) are estimated to make more than $50,000
a year. This upper tier of immigrant wage earners helps reverse some of
Nebraska’s “brain drain.” However, interviews with Venezuelans and
Colombians for another project revealed that they, like the Sudanese, are
often frustrated at the slow pace of their economic progress. Some cite
factors such as an insufficient number of high-wage jobs available and
immigration or other legal impediments to using educational credentials

obtained in their country of origin.®”

REY STATE Poricy RESPONSES

Not surprisingly, employment is the immigrant issue that has re-
ceived the most attention from the Nebraska unicameral legislature since
the late 1980s and early 1990s, when immigrants began to arrive in
large numbers. The state legislature has, according to an advocate who
follows it closely, “sought to do some things because they’ve got some
leaders that have tried to move the issue of how state policy impacts new
immigrants and certainly the communities where they are living.”®® Im-
portantly, even if not always successful, none of the bills proposed have
sought to restrict immigrant rights but, on the contrary, have been craft-
ed in response to concerns over the violation or neglect of those rights.

Table 6.8 (page 166—67) summarizes legislative bills and resolutions
that are most directly tied to this issue. Among them are bills and reso-
lutions requesting studies and changes concerning immigrant safety and
working conditions, as well as on barriers to their successful incorpo-
ration. More recently, senators introduced LR178, a resolution to ad-
dress growing concerns over the construction industry’s use of IRS form
1099 (utilized by subcontractors), which negatively impacts state reve-
nues and undermines workers’ safety and labor rights.

Perhaps the most important piece of legislation regarding immigrant
workers was a landmark bill spearheaded by these active senate leaders
and approved by Governor Mike Johanns in 2003: LB 418, the Non-
English Speaking Workers Protection Act.®® The bill was aimed at ad-
dressing increasing concerns over meatpacking employers’ violation of
non-English-speaking workers’ rights. It brought together elements from
an earlier bill, LB20, that, for example, required employers to provide
those workers with written statements outlining the terms and conditions
of their job, and to make available to those workers a bilingual employee to
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explain such terms and refer workers to safety net community services.
Major impetus for this bill came from a sustained campaign by a work-
ers’ committee and advocacy groups to denounce conditions in Nebras-
ka’s meatpacking industry.”” Media coverage of these conditions helped
nudge Republican Governor Johanns into issuing an equally historic
Meatpacking Industry Workers” Bill of Rights, now included in LB 418.
This bill of rights lists eleven different rights workers should be aware
of, with the right to organize as number one. To give it real traction,
however, LB20 sponsors required the governor to introduce a full-time
meatpacking industry worker rights” coordinator under the Nebraska
Department of Labor.

Assessments as to the real impact of the bill vary, and its enforcement
is highly uneven. However, most agree that being the only bill of its kind
in any state, it is indeed historic. Also, while it may not have fundamen-
tally changed working conditions within the industry, the fact that the
governor listed the right to organize as number one tended to empower
workers to continue their organizing struggle with particular zeal. Final-
ly, the coordinator’s position has been a very positive outcome of this bill,
as it does allow workers to report abuses and obtain useful advice.

IMMvIGRANTS® HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICES ISSUES

You ](m)w, that 1s one of the biggcst pml)]v:ms—shortfalls—wc have
as far as Nebraska i1s concerned. We try to respond but at the same
time, we are pretty restricted by federal guidelines. So it is a prob-
lem that a lot of times it is left up to local entities and communities to
come up with their own deal. In Grand Island, we have a communi-
tv free clinic for people in that arena, and it’s worked quite well. We
don’t get any federal or state funding.™

This quote is a state senator’s answer to the question of how the State
of Nebraska has responded to increases in refugees and immigrants, es-
pecially regarding health and health care issues. Nearly every one of the
individuals interviewed about this subject agreed that: (1) the state has
been slow to respond but is beginning to pay more attention to the issue;
(2) community organizations have, in turn, shown impressive leadership
and picked up the slack for state neglect; but (3) community clinics serv-
ing immigrants and refugees are unevenly situated and concentrated in
more populated communities or regions; and (4) growing health care
problems are neither confined to the state nor to immigrants.
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Evidence gathered for our study revealed heightened awareness
and increased attention to these concerns by health professionals and
researchers across the state. Just during the past two to three years,
researchers from the state’s major medical centers have produced a
number of important reports that, mainly through indirect evidence,
contribute to our understanding of this issue.” Much of this recent
attention has focused on Latinos, the state’s largest immigrant and
minority population. On May 18, 2006, the University of Nebraska
Medical Center (UNMC) teamed up with Pfizer Pharmaceuticals to
sponsor a conference entitled “Latino Health Issues for Primary Care
Providers: Achieving Better Health Outcomes,” the first of its kind in
Nebraska.

At the state level, the Otfice of Minority Health, which functions
within the state’s Department of Health and Human Services, has also
paid increased attention to the immigrant population. The agency was
founded in 1991, largely out of concern for the growing AIDS epidem-
ic and how it affects minorities, particularly African Americans. Annual
conferences have incorporated specific sessions on the immigrant popu-
lation since the mid-1990s. However, the office has yet to produce data
that are sufficiently disaggregated to reveal an accurate picture of issues
uniquely tied to foreign-born status and nationality. The data instead
are broken down according to more conventional racial and ethnic cat-
egories in which immigrants and nonimmigrants are grouped under cat-
egories such as “Hispanic Americans” or “African Americans.”

According to our interviewees, some of the most successful efforts,
at least in terms of raising awareness through better data collection,
appear to be occurring among emerging private/public-sector coali-
tions. These groups are taking a fresher look at the social and econom-
ic complexities of Nebraska’s demographics and incorporating them
into their research initiatives and recommendations to the state leg-
islature. In 2003, for example, Governor Mike Johanns appointed a
twenty-eight-member “Health Insurance Policy” coalition that includ-
ed representatives from state government, the legislature, the business
and insurance sectors, and advocacy and health care organizations. In
its first two years, with funding from the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, the coalition or its subsets produced several pre-
sentations and reports. The research was carried out by UNMC and was
based on a combination of telephone surveys and focus groups. Especially
from the latter we can glean some of the richer information regarding im-
migrants and health care.” An interviewee who has coauthored some of
these reports stated that:™
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The findings that the coalition is dealing with pointed out that there
are a lot of newcomers in Nebraska who do not understand the U.S.
health care system; and a lot of newcomers who may not be or are not
documented. So solutions to increase the number of employers who
offer insurance or Medicaid and Medicare eligibility really would not
help a lot of the newcomers in Nebraska. So the state has opened its
eyes to options such as putting federally funded, quality health care
centers [QHCC] or QHCC look-alikes in the central part of the state,
where demographic information shows us that, especially, the His-
panic population has been booming and increasing very quickly.

As suggested above, local clinics, particularly those that have re-
ceived federal community health center funding, have been very success-
ful in providing the safety net otherwise absent. One highly successful
example is the One World Clinic in Omaha. The clinic was founded in
the 1960s by a partnership between the Lutheran Church and Creigh-
ton University in order to serve the local Native American population. It
was first known as the American Indian Center. As packing plants closed
down in the 1970s, the clinic began to serve an influx of Hispanic resi-
dents who had lost access to health care. The clinic was renamed the
Indian-Chicano Health Center. Today the clinic serves people from
thirty-seven countries who speak more than seventeen different languag-
es; in 2003, it again changed its name, to One World.

However, such clinics are largely concentrated in metro areas and,
as the respondent above intimated, are absent in the central part of the
state where Lexington is located. As regional research has suggested, ru-
ral communities suffer from systemic problems, such as a shortage of
physicians and qualified interpreters, that tend to discourage existing
health providers from serving newcomers.” The lack of qualified trans-
lators and culturally appropriate providers becomes a particularly severe
problem in these rural and smaller communities. Even county-funded
initiatives serving newcomers are disproportionately found in metro ar-
eas. This is the case of the Douglas County Health Department, which
serves Omaha’s metro area. The department has been collecting data of
its own and, importantly, has hired a slew of bilingual community liai-
sons and “promotoras de salud™ (health promoters).

Having learned much from these initiatives and especially the find-
ings produced by the insurance coalition, some state senators have
pledged to create a task force in advance of proposing legislation that
would facilitate proliferation of these clinics or “look-alikes” in under-
served regions. Ironically, immigrants themselves could alleviate some
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of the health care provider shortages if the state were to exercise the
kind of creative initiatives seen in other countries suffering from similar
shortages. “There are many people who have a professional degree who
work at a packinghouse, or wash windows, or serve in a restaurant be-
cause their accreditation doesn’t carry over here or they can’t pass the
boards necessary to be licensed in their fields here.””® At least some of
these could conceivably be hired as health care workers. Some private
colleges have begun to offer courses in health care training that reach a
small number of these individuals.

Nebraska’s OHSA has led the formation of another coalition that
includes Omaha’s Mexican Consulate, meatpacking industry represen-
tatives, the Nebraska Department of Labor, and the Workers® Compen-
sation Court, among others. Its purpose is to “provide information,
guidance, and access to training resources, in an effort to help Mexican
citizens working in Nebraska to protect their working conditions and
labor rights, including their health and satety.” The impetus for this co-
alition came from the perpetual complaints about high injury rates in
the meatpacking and construction industries. OSHA and the meatpack-
ing industry have a separate coalition agreement. The coalition is also
part of a larger international agreement signed between Mexico and
OSHA in 2004. So far, it is unclear whether there will be any funding
and staff to carry out such training and educational campaigns. A ma-
jor concern among some members of the coalition is that unauthorized
migrants may not qualify for these federally sponsored programs.”

SALIENT BARRIERS TO INAMIGRANT HEAITH CARE AND REIATED PoLicy ISSUES

From published reports and interviews with informed individuals
we confirmed much of what the country already knows about barriers
to health care among the immigrant population and their various im-
plications in terms of costs and government policy directions. Among
such barriers is a lack of health insurance, interpreters, information, and
proper documents; the high cost of health care; and lax enforcement of
health and safety violations by state and federal agencies.

The majority of immigrants work, but more than a third lacks
health insurance. As Table 6.9 (page 172) reveals, 44.78 percent of im-
migrants from Central America (which includes Mexico) are uninsured.
This rate is much higher than that of Hispanics or Latinos as whole,
which is about 27 percent. The foreign born as a whole make up about
16.8 percent of the uninsured in Nebraska.™
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Many employers who hire immigrants do not offer health insur-
ance, especially if these workers have been signed on as independent
contractors. Large employers such as meatpacking plants do offer it
three to six months after the start date. However, most of the injuries
in meatpacking occur during that initial trial period, when workers
are unaccustomed to handling knives, easily miss a step on blood-
soaked floors and fall, or get injured by carcasses moving at high
speed. In addition, as some of these workers have told me and my col-
leagues during numerous interviews and focus groups, they consider
the insurance too costly and the benefits too limited to make it worth-
while to enroll.

Because many newcomers are undocumented, private insurance com-
panies reject their applications. Unauthorized migrants are also ineligible for
federal- or state-subsidized health insurance. Moreover, even when families
qualify for Medicaid, they underutilize it for fear it may hinder a legalization
process down the road. This does not generally apply to refugee groups such
as the Sudanese who qualify for Medicaid and are unlikely to compromise
their legalization process by enrolling in the program. As Table 6.10 shows,
despite widely held views, the foreign born have extremely low rates of Med-
icaid coverage. About 6 percent of Latinos from Central America are en-
rolled in Medicaid in Nebraska. National research shows that 70 percent of
Medicaid-eligible Latino children are not enrolled.

TagLe 6.9. HeaLTH Insurance Coverace StaTus BY NaTIVE Born AND REGION OF
BirTH oF Foreion Born, Nesraska, 2004 (Numser iIN THOUSANDS)

PERCENT OF
PERCENT OF PERCENT OF NEBRASKA’S
INSURED UNINSURED TotaL UNINSURED
Native born 90.0 10.0 83.2
Foreign born 64.5 35.5 16.8
Europe 85.71 14.29 0.5
Asia 90.00 10.00 0.5
Central America 55.22 44.78 15.2
Caribbean 0.00 - -
South America 100.00 0.00 0.0
Other Areas 85.71 14.29 0.5

Source: Office of Latino/Latin American Studies calculations, based on the Current
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, U.S. Census Bureau,
2005.
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TasLe 6.10. Mepicaip Coverace By NaTive Born anD ReGion oF BIRTH oF
Foreicn Born, Nesraska, 2004 (Numger IN THOUSANDS)

PERCENT OF
PERCENT OF PERCENT OF NEBRASKA'S
CoVERED UNCOVERED TotaL UncovereD
Native born 10.8 89.2 94 .4
Foreign born 5.4 93.5 5.6
Europe 0.0 100.0 0.5
Asia 0.0 100.0 0.6
Central America 6.0 92.5 4.0
Caribbean - - -
South America - 100.0 0.1
Other Areas 0.0 100.0 0.5

Source: Office of Latino/Latin American Studies calculations, based on the Current
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, U.S. Census Bureau,
2005.

Uninsured immigrants who also lack access to community clinics, as
is the case in Lexington, often have no choice but to postpone care, re-
turn home to heal, or rely fully on nontraditional medicine. Frequently,
their only access to formal care is through a hospital emergency room.
Such wisits raise health care costs and place particular strains on new
gateway destination communities.

In 2003, the estimated shortfalls in Medicaid payments for all 94
hospitals in Nebraska were $127.7 million.”™ According to a press in-
terview given by the administrator of public assistance for the Nebraska
Health and Human Services, Medicaid reimbursed providers $1.3 mil-
lion for life-saving emergency care given to thirty-three unauthorized
migrants in that year. He added that there were about 122 requests in
2004, but most applications for such emergency care for “aliens™ are ei-
ther disqualified or paid by other sources.*

Linguistic barriers create their own funding and access constraints.
Local colleges have expanded courses to train translators; however, state
government has been fairly absent from this arena. Instead, groups such
as the Medical Translating and Interpreting Leadership Committee have
provided leadership in this issue, and from them we learn about the
state’s level of involvement. In one of the focus groups with health care
providers conducted by this organization, the discussion about costs of
and access to translation was revealing:
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The big elephant n the room was the lack of consensus about who was
responsible for paying for it. Yet the federal government clearly says that
if you receive a dollar of federal money, your agency is responsible. But
physicians and providers would say to me, “Oh, no, not me.” We had pa-
tients going into clinics and the clinic would bill them for the interpreter
services. We had others resenting patients. We had private providers refus-
ing to take Medicare patients because they did not want to receive feder-
al funding so that she would not have to deal with interpreters. We also
found that reimbursement rates for interpreting were quite low, and Ne-
braska, as a state, had not applied for the funding because it is a matching
program and it gets into your budget issues statewide really quickly.®!

Among some of the most serious health issues affecting this commu-
nity and receiving the least attention, mental health services was ranked
at the top by our interviewees. This area is also where the absence of bi-
lingual providers is most serious and its consequences most severe.

As in the rest of the nation, Nebraskans ponder if, or outright assert
that, immigrants are major contributors to rising health care costs, giv-
en their high rates of uninsured. While there is no conclusive evidence, it
is clear this issue is much larger than an immigrant problem. As many of
the reports cited here point out, most of the uninsured in Nebraska are
non-Latino whites and work in smaller businesses that offer no insur-
ance. In addition, as interviewees pointed out, federal budget cuts affect-
ing low-income people’s access to health care services are impacting all
Nebraskans, not just immigrants.

Individuals interviewed for this project gave Nebraska between a
C- and a D+ for its response to immigrants’ health care needs. While
only one respondent thought state policies were aimed at excluding im-
migrants, most thought the state was negligent by failing to address the
issues head on. No legislation has specifically addressed any of these is-
sues directly. Indirectly, LB 692, approved by the governor on May 16,
2001, has allowed the UNMC and other groups to pay increased atten-
tion to the immigrant population in their research and to offer specit-
ic recommendations to the legislature.?? All agree, however, that health
care is a highly neglected issue.

HousmNGg IssUuEs AND POLICIES AFFECTING NEBRASKA’S IMMIGRANTS

Nebraska rural communities were caught off guard when meatpacking
companies announced plans to open large plants that would higher up-
wards of 1,200 workers in some cases. Some of these communities ordered new
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housing studies. Company employment projections often fell short of
actual hires and so did housing. To house workers, the companies leased
or subcontracted with trailer courts, communities established transi-
tional or “homeless shelters,” for their first time in their history, and
workers crowded in small rental houses. In some cases, as in Lexington,
Nebraska, the absence of a pre-existing ethnic enclaves and low-income
“projects,” created a de facto “scattered-housing” approach to address-
ing the sudden population growth. The state has been fairly removed
from explicit efforts to address the housing issues associated specifically
with new immigration. The legislature has not passed any bills that deal
specifically with this issue, albeit bills. There are no legislative bills that
have directly addressed the impact of new immigration on housing.

The majority of Nebraska’s immigrants (57.4 percent) live in rent-
al units, even though home ownership rates among the foreign born,
including Latino families of modest means, have been increasing in lock-
step with national trends.®® In fact, researchers correctly point out that
living in new immigrant gateways, where housing prices are below na-
tional averages, doubles the likelihood of home ownership for immi-
grants.’® Whether they rent or own, new immigrants and refugees face a
unique set of fair housing issues in Nebraska. The policies aimed at ad-
dressing these issues have been less salient and slow to emerge. Howev-
er, some working in the area of housing discrimination believe the state
has finally begun to respond ten to fifteen years after immigrants began
arriving in earnest:

The state of Nebraska I think it’s just starting to do that. You have
the Department of Economic Development at the state level, and they
have been working on some things . . . trying to do research and anal-
ysis on fair housing impediments. In the comprehensive plan for dif-
ferent cities like Omaha and Lincoln there wasn’t much addressed for
new immigrants. However, right now, we just started to see all of that
because of the requirements for either CDBG grants or HUD to in-
clude fair housing issues.™

Among impediments to fair housing identified by the Nebraska
Department of Economic Development that most directly affect
the newcomer population, we find: (1) a scarcity of affordable
housing, (2) discrimination, and (3) local planning and zoning
ordinances or, more important, institutionalized “customs and
practices” that may or may not be officially sanctioned.? Advo-
cates and others working with nonprofit organizations have ex-
amined some of these complex issues and point out additional
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barriers to fair housing that new immigrants face. These include
a lack of education about tenant rights and responsibilities, ac-
cess to credit, predatory lending practices, language barriers, un-
scrupulous realtors and landlords, and lack of documentation. In
answer to the question of whether there were any issues related
to affordable housing affecting the immigrant population, a di-
rector of a nonprofit housing program said:

Yes, there are many. One, decent apartments often require, because of
Omaha’s collective living laws—I forget the exact name of the law®—
you have to have a police background check before you can rent and
that requires a social security number. Therefore, without a social se-
curity number, you are prohibited from some of the better apartment
complexes, which means people are left with no choice but to go to
the older apartment stock and this kind of converted mansions in old-
cr parts of the city. Because of that, people are living, cooking in ar-
cas that are just meant really for slecping. And that, in and of itself,
produces overcrowding of people that live in apartment complexes. If

someone does have [legal] status, you may find five or six others who
don’t, which is in violation of rental agreements. [Another| common
problem is that associated with trailer homes, because not all the con-
tracts are understood or signed. And then there are the subleases that
go on in apartments all the time, but our community only has to be
informed of the primary contractor according to U.S. and Nebraska

contract law.®

Refugees face similar as well as unique sets of housing issues.
For example, according to some interviewees, their distrust of gov-
ernment makes them less likely to report abuses on the part of land-
lords or real estate agents. Alleged differences in cultural practices
and larger than average families often conspire against preexisting
occupancy ordinances and may provoke discriminatory practices. In
a meeting with U.S. Representative Tom Osborne, some argued that
they were evicted because their children were roaming around with-
out supervision.’” One of our respondents, a law enforcement agent,
also pointed out the unique problems his small town is encountering
regarding the Sudanese refugees:

If I can be real blunt about this, it’s a hygiene issue. These folks don’t
care if their water is shut off because they are not used to having it.
Cockroaches infest their living quarters traditionally. And the Latinos
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don’t like it; they are not used to that. They [the local health depart-
ment| have just recently condemned one of the apartment buildings

here because of cockroach infestations.”

Immigrants living in the smaller meatpacking communirties and cities
tend to face higher levels of overcrowding, poor housing quality, costs,
and discrimination. Local governments are typically less institutionally
and politically prepared than their urban counterparts to address these
issues. However, experiences vary from community to community, de-
pending on local histories and ensuing attitudes, the degree of proactive
leadership and advocacy among governmental and nongovernmental
agencies, and even the role university researchers may have had in high-
lighting some of the issues early enough in the process.”

When looking at the three zip codes in South Omaha (68105,
68107, and 68108) where immigrants are heavily concentrated, “over-
crowding” and “severe overcrowding” rates are three to four times as
high as the city as a whole, particularly among renters. Among rent-
ers, overcrowding rates for Omaha and the three selected zip codes are
3 percent and 5.3 percent respectively. Severe overcrowding rates are 3
percent for Omaha and 8 percent for the three zip codes with heavy La-
tino concentration.’? Such rates, however, pale in comparison to meat-
packing towns such as Lexington. In Lexington, home to Tyson’s second
largest meatpacking plant (employing about 2,400 mostly Latino work-
ers), 15.38 percent of the housing units suffer from overcrowding, com-
pared to a 2.7 percent statewide average and 3.7 percent in the three
Omaha zip codes. Between 1990 and 2000, Omaha grew 16.14 percent
and increased its housing stock by 15.40 percent. During the same peri-
od, Lexington grew by 51.66 percent but increased its housing stock by
a mere 17.05 percent.”

In terms of costs, communities such as Grand Island, home to the
state’s largest meatpacking plant, employing some 2,600 workers, have
experienced the highest price increase for single-family homes in recent
years.” Speculation in real estate markets that victimize immigrants have
been documented sporadically, but never systematically, by researchers
and state agencies.

Despite some dire statistics, conditions and availability of low-cost
housing in smaller meatpacking communities have improved somewhat
since the early 1990s, when immigrant workers began to arrive. Similar-
ly, ordinances aimed at discouraging immigrants from renting or owning
in certain parts of the city or particular housing complexes, as was the
case in Lexington circa 1990, were slightly more common during these
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earlier years.” While this report does not provide a complete survey of
these ordinances, anecdotal and case study evidence suggests that these
efforts have often been unsuccessful. In 1998, for example, a proposed
change in Schuyler’s occupancy ordinance from “tamily plus four unre-
lated persons” to “family plus two unrelated persons™ failed after sever-
al hearings.”

More recently, efforts by old-timers to keep immigrants at bay have
involved strategies such as rezoning rural or leisure land outside the city
limits or an outright exodus from the general area. It is hard to deter-
mine whether prejudice against Hispanics or truly objective assessment
by older residents regarding their community’s deteriorating economic
opportunities, schools, and overall quality of life play a more important
role in prompting middle-class whites to leave.”” What research in states
such as California has made clear, however, is that the concentration of
large numbers of low-wage Latino workers in non-metro communities
often results from this exodus. It is the interaction of these two phenom-
ena, not the simple arrival of large numbers of low-wage workers, that
can have devastating consequences for the towns the long-term residents
leave behind. The quality of housing, specifically, can deteriorate rapidly
under such demographic imbalances.”®

Nebraska’s vast land mass and extremely low population den-
sity, even in urban areas, is unlikely to fuel the kinds of housing
battles seen in other immigrant destinations such as Georgia, New
York, or Boston.” However, this chapter has barely scratched the
surface of the myriad of cumulative issues that, if left unaddressed,
can have serious long-term consequences tor the economic vitality of
immigrant destinations and the state as a whole. Interviewees gave
the state relatively low grades in its efforts to respond to the hous-
ing needs of immigrants (between a C and an F). Graded differently,
respondents favored the term “negligent” (rather than “inclusive”
or “exclusive”) when judging government policies” approach toward
immigrant incorporation initiatives. Some of the state-level efforts
mentioned by respondents were limited to the aforementioned work
of the Nebraska Department of Economic Development to identi-
fy and document barriers to access to affordable housing, including
those faced by new immigrant communities.

There are a number of important new initiatives that suggest a new
level of active response to the housing issue. Most of those actions, how-
ever, seem to be taking place at the level of individual agencies (federal
dependencies or nonprofit), but there is little detectable and focused pol-
icy effort at the state level:
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Like I said earlier, our agency, it’s like the agencies that are required
because of funding to look at these issues, we do that already. But like
our legislature and the governor, those folks, we need to be able to
have some policies that are put in place [at that level]. So I think there
is maybe some indifference or negligence. It’s like OK, we’ve heard
that these kinds of things are going on, but because we hear about
certain things happening in one particular community, but there is no
connection that is made to other areas, so there aren’t policies thar |
have heard of, that they are working on for the betterment of the ref-
ugees and the immigrant community. The one I have to give credit
to was that legislative task force on immigrant integration; that was

wonderful.1%°

Among some of the most active local organizations paying increasing
attention to the immigrant and refugee housing issues are the Nebras-
ka Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the Omaha
Housing Authority, Lincoln’s Urban Development Department, Grand
Island’s Multicultural Coalition, Sudanese resettlement and assistance
agencies, and a bilingually staffed South Omaha satellite office of the
Family Housing Advisory Services. The latter was chartered by the State
of Nebraska in 1968 to assist low-income residents with a variety of
housing services and programs. In the early 1990s it developed a Fair
Housing Center, which was instrumental in passing fair housing legisla-
tion in Nebraska that, while not aimed directly at immigrants, benefits
this population as well.

Finally, a number of private or semiprivate entities such as banking
institutions, Fannie Mae, and the Nebraska Investment Finance Author-
ity (NIFA) have been retooling themselves to capitalize on the growing
immigrant housing market via increasing educational and loan assis-
tance programs.

IMMIGRANT EDUCATION IN NEBRASKA

Unquestionably, the arrival of large numbers of immigrant workers and
their children during a short span of ten to fifteen years has been espe-
cially challenging for local schools. Government policies aimed at ad-
dressing those challenges will have enormous consequences for the
economic progress of both the immigrant community and the state
as a whole. The extent to which this mutually intertwined economic
destiny is successful hinges in part on intervention programs capable of
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reversing patterns such as high school dropout rates before they become
too entrenched. By 2000, more than 70 percent of Mexican, Guatema-
lan, and Salvadoran foreign born that were twenty-five years and older
had not graduated from high school. Percentages were much lower for
Asians (25.2 percent), Sudanese (33.8 percent), and particularly South
Americans and other Latinos (12.2 percent), as well as other Africans
(6.4 percent) who compared favorably to the rate for native-born Ne-
braskans who did not graduate from high school (11.7 percent).!%!

Policymakers are faced with the daunting task of quickly moving
the second generation onto a college-bound path, a process that pre-
vious generations of immigrants were able to pursue at a much slower
pace.l%? In fact, policymaking regarding immigrant education has been
almost as active as that for immigrant employment in the State of Ne-
braska. For a summary of legislative bills pertaining to immigrant edu-
cation, see Table 6.11 (pages 181-83).

THE IMPACT OF IMMIGRATION ON SCHOOLS

About 10 percent of Nebraska’s foreign-born population of 83,226
were between the school ages of five and seventeen years old in 2004. En-
rollment figures are far more revealing of the true impact this newcomer
population and their children (the foreign-stock population) has had on
the state’s and schools’ growth. Unfortunately, Nebraska does not dis-
aggregate school data by foreign born, let alone generational status, us-
ing instead conventional, federally based racial and ethnic breakdowns.
This constitutes one of the first problems one encounters when attempt-
ing to track the impact of the new immigrant population on schools and
educational policies.

While not a perfect indicator of the presence of foreign-born stu-
dents in local schools, percentages of students enrolled in English as a
second language (ESL) programs are revealing. In the 2000-01 academ-
ic year, 3.7 percent of Nebraska public-school students were English lan-
guage learners (ELL). By the 2004-05 academic year, the proportion had
increased to 5.78 percent. Small meatpacking communities enroll a dis-
proportionate number of ELL students. Schuyler grade schools, for ex-
ample, enroll more than 30 percent ELL students in any given year (33.8
percent during 2004-05). Omaha public schools enroll the largest pro-
portion of ELL students in the state, with the numbers increasing from
7.5 percent to 12.86 percent between 2000 and 2005. Omaha public
school students enrolled in ESL come from sixty-two different countries
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184 Immigration’s New Frontiers

and speak fifty-nine different languages, although the majority (85 per-
cent) speaks Spanish. Second to Spanish are Nuer and Arabic, spoken by
Sudanese refugees.!”

Given the preeminence of Hispanics/Latinos among the foreign-
stock population, enrollment figures showing their present and project-
ed enrollment serve as additional measures of immigrants’ impact on
the school systems.!™ In the 1990-91 school year, for example, Latinos
made up 6 percent of Lexington’s student population. By 2002-03, La-
tino enrollment had increased 1,732 percent, bringing it up to 67 per-
cent of the school population. In 2006, the number 1s 74.7 percent. In
some of the meatpacking communities, the increases have been upward
of 3,000 percent during the same period.!” As Table 6.12 shows, the
change in Hispanic/Latino enrollment between 1990 and today is even
more dramatic. Population projections suggest that Latinos will make
up more than 22 percent of Nebraska’s school population in about ten
years.

Nebraska’s schools enjoy a good national reputation. That has cer-
tainly been justified when reviewing the Herculean efforts most school
districts have made to address the educational needs of their new stu-
dent population. That is not to say that all in Nebraska are happy with
these school efforts. Some community members harbor great resentment
toward newcomers and what they perceive are the major costs and neg-
ative impacts they have on the schools. Voters in Schuyler, for example,
have four times defeated school-bond initiatives to build a new elemen-
tary school. At the moment, trailers are used to address the student pop-
ulation increase.'’

Small-town school districts struggle most to find qualified ESL
teachers. As a palliative answer, local colleges have expanded class of-
ferings for existing teachers and assisted with recruitment among mi-
norities who may wish to teach ESL. Schools in small as well as larger
metro communities have established a wide array of special programs
to address those needs. These include cutting-edge, dual-language pro-
grams in at least two school districts, family resource centers and the
teen literacy programs in the Omaha Public School District, bilingual
home-school liaisons in several languages in the larger schools, and new-
comer and cultural diversity centers across the state.!” Several of our in-
terviewees mentioned these as examples of successful programs related
to the education of immigrant children.

At the state level, the Nebraska Department of Education has expand-
ed some of its technical assistance resources to help schools address issues re-
lated to ELL students, such as developing proficiency assessments required
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186 Immigration's New Frontiers

by the No Child Left Behind Act. There also have been efforts to in-
crease understanding of Nebraska’s demographic changes, how they im-
pact schools, and what policies are needed to address new students’
needs. Most prominent among such efforts has been the organization, in
collaboration with the Mexican American Commission, of annual Lati-
no Education Summits. These meetings bring together hundreds of prac-
titioners, researchers, and policymakers concerned with this issue. To
my knowledge, the state has not followed up with specific policy initia-
tives, nor has it organized similar forums to deal with issues faced by
other immigrant or refugee groups. The Mexican American Commis-
sion, whose offices are in Lincoln, the state capital, is highly involved in
policy initiatives with the legislature and participates regularly in hear-
ings. It has spearheaded the creation of several legislative task forces
that have, in turn, commissioned studies on the immigrant population
such as the one resulting in the Office of Latino/Latin American Studies
report referred to earlier.

AEy Epvcationar Poricy ISSUES

Lack of funding to educate the influx of immigrant children into
local schools has risen to the top of the state’s education policymak-
ers’ agenda and evolved into a particularly thorny issue, eventually at-
tracting national attention. As a stop-gap measure, schools have availed
themselves of federal grants and other innovative strategies in order to
meet these populations’ unique needs without delay: “We’ve been ag-
gressive in looking for grant funds to support our students. In addi-
tion, we try to partner with businesses; for example, the First National
Bank of Omaha has given us a place to provide educational services to
families in South Omaha, at no cost to us.”!®® Many of these initiatives
also reflect a heightened awareness on the part of schools that serving
students requires working with parents to eliminate structural barriers
(language, unfamiliarity with the educational system, unwelcoming atti-
tudes), which research shows account for their lower level of participa-
tion in their children’s school and educational activities.!””

School tunding strategies, however, have now moved beyond the
school district level and into the legislature and the courtroom. Two law-
suits were filed against the State of Nebraska by more than fifty school
districts charging that the state aid-to-education formula under-funds
the needs of ELL and poor and minority students as a whole, and it
is therefore unconstitutional.!’® As one ESL teacher put it: “The state
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allocation is about 1.25 for each ELL student. Now, that helps, but it
does not cover the total cost of educating our students. We have done
studies showing that we should be getting 2.0, meaning that an ELL stu-
dent is really equivalent to two non-ELL students, because the cost of
educating these students is greater.”!!!

A parallel strategy has been for many of these same school dis-
tricts to pursue annexation and district consolidation. The move has
encountered fierce resistance from suburban and rural areas. The
current governor of Nebraska, Dave Heineman, attempted to veto,
and rural voters tried unsuccessfully to repeal, LB 126, a law passed
in June 2005 forcing the merger of small rural (Class I) school dis-
tricts with larger K=12 schools.!™ New petitions to place the issue
on the ballot for November 2006 are now circulating, and Gover-
nor Heineman made the repeal a central issue of his primary election
campaign for reelection in May 2006. On the surface, and indeed
for many who want the law repealed, the issue is simply about pre-
serving small country schools and the quality education they pur-
portedly provide. However, as a social policy expert we interviewed
pointed out, many believe the rural school issue is intertwined with
an emerging trend of “white flight” occurring in meatpacking com-
munities. He argues that in places such as Madison and Lexington,
long-time residents are moving to the outskirts of town, where they
hope to resurrect some of these moribund rural schools and effec-
tively divide the town and its schools along ethnic lines.!!?

The debate over school district consolidation reached its highest
point when the Omaha Public School Board voted in 2005 to annex
large sections of three suburban school districts (Millard, Ralston, and
Elkhorn). The board argued that this move is necessary if the district is
going to halt the continuous erosion of its tax base and meet its obliga-
tion to the increasing number of ELL and low-income students it serves.
More than half the students enrolled in Omaha public schools qualify
for low-income subsidies, while less than 8 percent of Millard students
fall under that category. Most of Omaha’s ELL students are also enrolled
in Omaha public schools.”™ Omaha’s “One City, One School District”
proposal sparked a major and often rancorous debate among its and the
suburban districts’ superintendents, parents, boards, and student bodies.
Suburban districts countered with an informal proposal of their own; it
was based on free transportation for and active recruitment of minority
children residing in neighborhoods such as South-Omaha who may wish
to “opt into” these suburban schools. An “Option Enrollment” law that
has been on the books since 1989 allowed for free transportation for
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low-income students wishing to opt out of their school districts, as long
as space was available. However, some suburban superintendents had
never heard of the law; others argued that the state should pay for trans-
portation, not the schools; some had no extra space; and others had al-
ready offered the option with little success. The majority of the students
who opt out of Omaha public schools and into suburban schools are
non-Hispanic whites. A similar program in Minneapolis resulted in a
major loss of students within its core district.!’

All the discussions became moot when the Nebraska legislature
went against the current and introduced LB 1024, a law that would split
the Omaha Public School District into three districts rather than endorse
further consolidation. The districts will be drawn largely along the racial
and ethnic divisions separating Omaha’s neighborhoods and their corre-
sponding high schools. Particularly surprising to some was that the au-
thor of the plan was the highly respected Senator Ernie Chambers, the
only African-American senator in the legislature and an avid defender of
minority rights. While no friend of suburban schools, which he has of-
ten accused of fostering white flight, Chambers had long been frustrat-
ed with the Omaha Public School District’s inability to end segregation
and, also, with minority parents’ lack of control over their neighbor-
hood schools. Schools, he argued, were already segregated and the “One
City, One School District” proposal did not hold sufficient promise of
reversing that trend. Breaking up the district along pre-existing racial
and ethnic boundaries would give black, Latino (most of them newcom-
ers), and low-income white parents more control over their children’s
education, he argued. Although he was referring to black children dur-
ing recent comments he made to a newspaper, Chamber’s argument is
consistent with some research on the second generation, which shows
that low-income, immigrant children do better in schools attended by a
large number of coethnics and supported by their ethnic community:

You can’t tell me what integration i1s and I can’t tell you what it is.
And if people are so resistant to it, what is going to happen to this
one child? Talk about bullying and mistreatment. Why should a child
be subjected to that? It would be much better to bring the education
where the children are: Where they have a support system; where they
are in familiar surroundings, where it 1s necessary to seck retuge, they

don’t have to wait until their parents find transportation somehow.'®

The funding issue was purportedly addressed through a compromise
that allowed for the incorporation of a “learning community,” which
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had been proposed by the chairman of the legislature’s Education Com-
mittee, Senator Ron Raikes. This overarching bureaucracy will envelop
and supposedly equalize funding among all the metro school districts.
How all this will actually work is anybody’s guess.!”

The bill received major support from rural and suburban senators
and was signed into law by Governor Heineman, who had opposed the
“One City, One School District” proposal early in the debate. Many at-
tribute Heineman’s win over U.S. Representative Tom Osborne in the
Republican primary to his stand on the three key education issues that
are partly or totally intertwined with immigrant education: LB 126, LB
1024, as well as LB 239, the bill that made undocumented children of
immigrants eligible for in-state tuition. Opponents have called the bill
“state-sponsored segregation” and on May 16, 2006, the NAACP Legal
Defense and Education Fund (LDF) filed a lawsuit against the state chal-
lenging LB 1024.118

A few other policy issues were highlighted during our interviews, in-
cluding the need for additional ESL classes for adults in the community.
The state has never really addressed this issue, and its importance is now
underscored by immigration proposals demanding that immigrants “as-
similate” and learn English, but without a clear awareness of the limit-
ed opportunities they have to do so. One of the senators we interviewed
raised a different issue, which he has been working on with the Oma-
ha Public School District superintendent: “To increase the number of
social workers in schools because I don’t see this [special needs of immi-
grant students| as just an isolated educational situation; I also see it as
a family dynamic.”!” The implication here is that school failure is high-
ly associated with family structure. While not totally false, in tracking
this public discourse for a long time, I have often detected a disturbing
bias among policymakers to resort to the simplistic view that immigrant
families’ lack of educational aspirations are to blame for their children’s
educational achievement gap. Plenty of research challenges this assump-
tion.'” The governor’s educational summits, where many of these find-
ings are discussed, do not seem to have affected that bias among some
high-ranking policymakers.

HIGHER EDUCATION
College graduation rates follow patterns similar to those found in

other indicators of social and economic status. In other words, foreign-
and native-born Mexicans and Central Americans in Nebraska are much
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less likely to have finished college than any other population group, ex-
cept for Native Americans.!?!

The first question posed to our interviewees was if they thought the
state was doing enough to address these worrisome trends and special
challenges posed by the new immigrant population. Here is one top uni-
versity administrator’s response:

I think Nebraska has not had a lot of time to respond to fairly dra-
matic changes, particularly with regard to the Latino immigration.
[ think their response is to be observed; there hasn’t been much re-
sponse thus far. I wouldn’t say none, but not much. The most pos-
itive response has been the Nebraska equivalent of the Dream Act
that was passed in the last legislative session; of course it didn’t pass
in the previous session, but that is the most positive response from
my perspective. | think there is honest and serious concern about the
need to respond, particularly in the K-12 schools, to the increased
concentration in certain communities of Hispanic children. We've had
some conversations with the K-12 superintendents in greater Nebras-
ka about finding ways to stimulate greater interest in higher educa-
tion amongst these high school students.!22

Indeed, LB 239, the equivalent of the national Dream Act proposal,
has been the most notable policy action taken by state senators with re-
gard to immigrant education. As mentioned earlier, Nebraska joined just
nine other states that have enacted similar laws, and it does not appear
that it will meet with any court challenges. However, LB 239 does not
address remaining barriers such as lack of access to financial aid. The
law is silent on that issue, and no one is sure yet whether it will allow
the state to offer financial aid to undocumented students.

Governor Heineman’s vocal opposition to LB 239, as well as his po-
sition on some of the other laws discussed above, raises questions for
some about his level of commitment to the specific issues facing Lati-
no parents and their children, as opposed to his overall commitment to
Nebraska education. He recently was criticized for not including any
representatives from the Latino community on a newly formed Nebras-
ka Educational Leadership Council. The council will “encourage edu-
cational policies to help prepare our students” to meet the challenges
posed by a technologically advanced society. Some of our interviewees
viewed the criticism as unfair and argued that Latinos and other mi-
norities, who face the widest gap in meeting those challenges, are rep-
resented in a broader and more important group, the P-16 (pre-school
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through college) initiative steering committee. A representative of the
P-16 initiative informed us that “because the Nebraska P-16 Steering
Committee is made up of the executives of education, business, and gov-
ernment organizations, the group tends to be dominated by white, most-
ly male people. The agreement that formed the committee, however,
provides for allowing additional members to join the Steering Commit-
tee with the approval of the existing committee members.” The twen-
ty-eight-member committee approved the nomination of one member of
the Latino community, the executive director of the Mexican American
Commission.!?

A related issue, implied by the P=16 representative above, is the lack of
sufficiently educated, high-level professionals from the immigrant communi-
ty in new destination states such as Nebraska. This poses special challenges
to higher education and related institutions attempting to introduce proven
methods to address educational gaps in this population. As a university ad-
ministrator put it: “We have a pipeline issue in Nebraska. And it is more se-
rious than in Texas or California and New York where the [immigrant and
Latino] population is larger and more developed and longer in existence.”
However, despite this small pool from which to recruit faculty, representa-
tives to government, and business employees, he agreed the state and the
universities could be doing more and be more “creative about this.”** The
report from the Office of Latino and Latin American Studies mentioned ear-
lier confirms the minimal presence of Latino faculty and staff in Nebraska
educational institutions.

Finally, we asked interviewees to grade how the state was doing
with regard to its role in addressing the growing presence of new immi-
grants in Nebraska’s educational system; they gave the state a D aver-
age. When asked if they thought state policies tended to be “exclusive,”
“inclusive,” or “negligent” in its efforts to ftacilitate educational achieve-
ment for new immigrants, most answered negligent.

As with health, and as one of our respondents quoted earli-
er suggested, maybe we are catching the state at a time when it
is just waking to the reality of this population and its potential
impact on every aspect of the state’s future socioeconomic and
political landscape. There is no question that policymakers un-
derstand that high dropout rates, accompanied by a brain drain
of highly educated Nebraskans, need to be addressed with urgen-
cy. What is not yet clear, in this largely non-Hispanic White state,
is how much policymakers understand the complexity of factors
contributing to those trends among the new immigrant popula-
tion. The reluctance to call upon, or exercise sufficient political
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will to expand, the pool of linguistically and culturally appropri-
ate experts is sometimes puzzling. While being a member of the
immigrant community does not in itself qualify anyone to speak
for that community, some of us believe there is also a fear among
well-entrenched people in positions of power of allowing those
who enjoy credentials and respect to do so.

Law ENFORCEMENT AND THE NEW IMMIGRATION

Law enforcement policies directed at new immigrants have not oc-
cupied a particularly prominent place in the agendas of Nebraska’s
policymakers. That is not to say that the state has been devoid of ac-
tivity in this arena. On the contrary, Nebraska has been an impor-
tant testing ground for interior enforcement initiatives, particularly
with regard to employment and immigrant smuggling. Although for-
mally falling within the purview of the federal government, these ini-
tiatives often have been assisted and, at times, encouraged by state
and local enforcement agencies. Thus the first issue I examine in this
section concerns the approach taken by local law enforcement agen-
cies toward the purportedly undocumented immigrants they encoun-
ter or seek out in the course of their work. The issue acquires special
significance as the U.S. Congress entertains bills that are likely to ex-
pand the immigration enforcement roles of police, highway patrols,
and other local agencies.

The second issue I will discuss briefly is Nebraska’s driver’s license
requirements, particularly the changes to them as a result of September
11. Data for this section are drawn from interviews, archival material,
previous research, and transcripts from a one-day conference organized
by the Office of Latino/Latin American Studies and the Police Profes-
sionalism Initiative at the University of Nebraska at Omaha.

Locar ENFORCEMENT OF FEDERAL InviiGrRATION PoLicy

Nebraska law enforcement agents forcefully maintain, and most im-
migration advocates agree, that they do not enforce or have any interest
in enforcing immigration laws. Playing such a role, they argue, would
erode trust within the community and deplete resources needed to pur-
sue serious crimes. If a person is unable to produce identification during
a routine stop, the procedure is the same for all:
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Just like anyone else, they can be placed under arrest and taken to
Central and fingerprinted. We do accept the Matricula for traffic
stops. If they do not have ID, sometimes we give them a ticket for no
operator’s license or something. We will not contact ICE on simple

and ICE follows up

anyway because they look at arrest records—is if it is a gun convic-
125

traffic stops. The only time we may contact ICE

tion or a gun crime.

We don’t care whether they are undocumented, and it may sound kind
of cold putting it that way, but it we stop somebody who does not
have sufficient identification, we don’t care if they arc Polish or Mexi-
can it we can determine their identity to a degree that we are comfort-
able with. We’ll issue a citation and release them in licu of arrest.!*

Nebraska law enforcement agencies have also not signed memorandums
of understanding with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).1%
However, ICE’s presence in the state is ubiquitous, and their agents’ co-
operation with local and state law enforcement is routine. In this con-
text, the line between legitimate cooperation with ICE during criminal
investigations and allowing this federal agency extra opportunities to
identify and apprehend individuals with minor or disputable violations
can become quite blurred, and it varies from agency to agency and com-
munity to community.
And a local police chief agreed with this assessment:

[ think some of the folks at the municipal level are a little disappoint-
ed that I'm not concerned with somebody that is undocumented, but
[ guess I'm critical of them, that they are not focused on behaviors in-

stead of where somebody comes from. Frankly, it pisses me off.1%®

Loud claims by a minority of state law enforcement representatives,
about immigrant workers causing increased crime in their area, provid-
ed some impetus for Operation Vanguard, the work-enforcement ac-
tion that targeted the entire meatpacking industry in Nebraska in the
1990s.1% As this short-lived approach wound down in 1999, the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service (now called Citizenship and Immi-
gration Services) deployed Quick Response Teams (QRTs) along I-80
and around meatpacking communities with large immigrant concentra-
tions such as Grand Island and Omaha. The main purpose of the QRTs
was to “strengthen interior enforcement in new destination states and
expand the cooperation with state and local law enforcement agencies.”
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Their focus was to be on “alien smuggling, document fraud, prevent-
ing immigration-related crime in the community, and blocking employ-
ers’ access to illegal workers.”'® Such a constant presence, while it may
solve some problems for local and state agencies regarding enforcement
of immigration laws, also widens the set of law enforcement circum-
stances in which these combined teams may overreach and even engage
in unwarranted racial profiling and immigration enforcement practices
as a routine part of their job:

What happens is that in the morning, ICE agents go down, they have
an understanding with the Douglas County Corrections where they
send agents down to interview individuals. We have what is called a
“booking sheet,” and they will interview anybody with a Latin sur-

name they suspect.’!

The relationship of local law enforcement agencies with QRT of-
ficers has varied from community to community. In some cases, as in
Grand Island at least at the beginning, local enforcement agencies with-
out enough translators would routinely ask bilingual federal officers to
accompany them to issue “failure to appear” citations or respond to
noise complaints. This inevitably led to arrests for civil immigration vio-
lations. Evidence of increased racial profiling cases resulted from this ex-
panded presence of federal immigration agents that readily encouraged
highway patrol officers to inquire about legal status during routine traf-
fic stops.1??

State Patrol is one that [ hear a lot of complaints

about] when they
ask too many questions; people get pulled over for a traffic ticket and
they end up in deportation proceedings when, typically, they should
just get a ticket. That, I think, is an area where it would not take a lot
for a state-level official to say: “Your job 1s to write traffic tickets, not
to call ICE or immigration.”

Local advocates protested more serious incidences, especially those in-
volving Nebraska’s Child Protective Services, a division of the Department
of Health and Human Services. One of these involved the deportation of a
Guatemalan mother who had been turned in by a teacher for slapping her
child. The police opted to take the rare action of arresting the mother for this
relatively minor offense and alerted QRT of the arrest.!*4

These events, among others, contributed to the passage of legisla-
tion on racial profiling in Nebraska and extended the requirement that
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the state collect racial profiling data on traffic stops until 2010 (see LB
593 and LB 1113 in Table 6.13, page 196). Interestingly, as this data be-
came available in video format, researchers have been able to verify the
fact that highway patrols continue to ask Hispanics for proof that they
are in the country legally “all the time.”??*

Additional legislative actions include the introduction of LB 1149,
aimed at clarifying law enforcement duties, including the need to involve
consulates in cases when immigrant children are placed in the custody
of Health and Human Services (HHS). Nebraska’s HHS has now signed
a memo of understanding with the Mexican Consulate, in part to re-
spond to the increasing number of unaccompanied minors showing up
in the state. However, the memo of understanding was also in response
to advocates’ and Nebraska legislators’ outrage over the Guatemalan
mother’s case. Rather than allowing the consulate or family members
to assume responsibility for the deported mother’s children, HHS ter-
minated parental rights and cleared the way for an American foster par-
ent family, eager to adopt them, to do so. The woman eventually had the
case against her overturned and her parental rights restored.

DRIVER’S LICENSE REQUIREMENTS AND IMMIGRANTS

Immigration advocates agree that, for the most part, Nebraska has not
gone out of its way to implement laws that would seriously tighten the re-
quirements to obtain a Nebraska driver’s license. One recent effort to do so
was part of a bill introduced to clarify the language in the license require-
ments. As an immigrant advocate put it: “That was the closest to an anti-
immigrant bill we’ve ever had in Nebraska.”!3® For example, some senators
introduced provisions that would have a driver’s license expire at the same
time that his or her immigration documents expired and that required addi-
tional documentation from noncitizens. Those provisions were struck down
in the final bill, LB 559 (see Table 6.13, page 196).

Neither Governor Johanns nor the current governor have support-
ed the idea of allowing immigrants to use the “Matricula Consular™ (or
“Consular ID,” issued by the Mexican Consulate) for purposes of iden-
tification during traffic stops. However, several Nebraska senators are
sympathetic to the clamor from advocacy organizations arguing that
the state needs to create some mechanisms that allow unauthorized mi-
grants to drive legally. The discussion took a back seat to the passage of
LB239, the in-state tuition bill, but senators agreed to hear arguments
during the next legislative session, in 2006-07.
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Most observers agree that local law enforcement agencies main-
tain a fairly good relationship with new immigrants, albeit this varies by
agency and locality. However, at the state level, our interviewees were
less positive and most evaluated its approach to policies in this area as
“negligent™ and gave the state a failing grade.

ConcLusioNs AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

As a new or revitalized destination state, Nebraska has not shown a
clear resolve to address the challenges and opportunities that come with
sudden population increases. Table 6.1 (page 145) summarizes that sen-
timent as expressed by interview respondents. What the data gathered
for this chapter suggest is that (1) government and non-government or-
ganizations at the local level, where the impact of the new immigra-
tion is most directly felt, have devised a plethora of responses in lieu of
the state’s demonstrated “negligence;” and (2) when state policymak-
ers, specifically state senators, have become involved in immigrant is-
sues, they have done so to facilitate inclusion, not promote exclusion.
A respondent compared Nebraska with other states responding to new
immigration:

At the state level, I am not aware of anything they have done. I am
more aware of what they've done in certain local communities. |
worked in North Carolina for a number of years, which is similar
in that they have recently had a major increasc in immigrants. North
Carolina did respond by creating an office within the state govern-
ment to address the needs of immigrants and refugees. They had an
office on Hispanic affairs that looked at how the different state pol-
icies impact immigrants and refugees. I have not scen anything like
that in Nebraska. I think they are still in the process of responding.
But they could use a little push so they can see the needs or respond in
a more comprehensive way. ¥

Researchers have conclusively shown that government policies are
a major determinant of immigrant assimilation trajectories. A state that
adopts an “indifferent,” “neutral,” or otherwise neglectful stance toward
new immigrants and their settlement process undermines its chances of
successfully incorporating these immigrants.!*® This is particularly true
with regard to immigrants from modest backgrounds, or labor migrants,
who stand to benefit most from policies that facilitate their adaptation
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to unfamiliar environments. The majority of Nebraska’s Latin American
or Sudanese immigrants are of modest backgrounds and their receiving
heartland environment particularly unfamiliar. For government policies
aimed at successful incorporation to be truly effective they must enjoy
explicit support from the top of the leadership hierarchy, in this case the
governor of the state.

As I conclude this section, Nebraskans’ attitudes toward immigrants
appear to be changing rapidly and not necessarily for the better. Minute-
men wannabes now hold regular protests in front of the Mexican Con-
sulate and are beginning to target Senator Hagel’s office because of his
support for comprehensive immigration reform. Few of our interviewees
hold much hope that the current, and likely to be Nebraska’s next gov-
ernor, Dave Heineman, will provide the kind of leadership that is needed
in order for state policies to move from a position of “neglect,” to one
of “inclusion.” As a respondent who is particularly knowledgeable of
state policies and politics put it:

[ think there 1s nothing to indicate from the Governor’s career or from
anything he has said or done, that he is going to be a governor who
is helpful to newcomers and new immigrants in Nebraska. This gov-
ernor has done nothing except willfully seek out political gain from
beating up on new immigrants. In the recent governor primary he spe-
cifically used his veto of the in-sate tuition bill as an indication of how
“how hard T am going to be [on immigrants,]”or, “I m the guy who

will protect us [the state| from illegal immigrants.”!*

The anti-immigrant rhetoric and policies being trumpeted at the nation-
al level are beginning to derail Nebraska’s home grown, albeit incip-
ient, efforts to facilitate the successful integration of new immigrants
into our local institutions. The fact that unsupportable arguments and
irrational polices are having an impact in a state that so clearly ben-
efits from immigrants is worrisome. It also suggests that much of the
discomfort is not with illegal immigration. Rather, it is with the “dif-
ferences,” between immigrants and the mainstream majority. It is about
race, and class, and Spanish-speaking people we bump into at the check
out counters." The failure of policymakers to reverse this downward
spiral toward new forms of ethnic conflicts and, worse, their willingness
to participate in enforcement-only stances for pure political gain, does
not bode well for the state’s future.
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