Miami, Florida:

the Little Haiti neighborhood

B OVERVIEW

Little Haiti owes its name to the concentration of Haitian immigrants who
settled in this Miami neighborhood in the 1970s and 1980s. For Haitians in
South Florida and throughout the United States, the neighborhood main-
tains great historical, cultural, and social significance, since it represents
the heart of Haitian migration to the U.S!" Little Haiti’s history is the story

of the thousands of Haitian immigrants who have estab- H BACKGROUND
lished new lives in Miami-Dade County, especially those
who arrived after 1980.2 While residents of Little Haiti
represent only a small portion of the estimated 189,000
Haitians and Haitian Americans living in South Florida,
the enclave contains one of the largest concentrations
of these populations living at or below the poverty line:  graphic groups in the region. The poverty rate for Hai-
And, unlike other ethnic communities that have achieved  tians in Miami-Dade County (30 percent) is almost twice

The city of Miami, with a population of approximately
330,000, was ranked the poorest large city in the United
States following the 2000 census, with a poverty rate

of 28 percent.® Haitians are among the poorest demo-

greater integration in South Florida,* Little Haiti has the overall poverty rate in the county (18 percent). One-
remained socially and economically isolated from Miami’s  third of all Haitian households in Miami-Dade County are
greater metropolitan area.® considered low income.’

a7



vaidoid ‘INvIin

TABLE 1

Comparison Statistics

I T TN
Poverty Rate Poverty rate 19702 23.6 13.3
Poverty rate 2000P 44.4 14.0
Income Median household income® $15,277 $40,320
Demographics Population 2000¢ 18,607 5,007,564
% Population change, 1970 - 2000° 8.4 123.9
Racial/ethnic composition, 2000f
% White 2.4 441
% Hispanic/Latino 137 34.0
% Black/African-American 62.6 18.1
% Residents under age 189 31.2 23.6
% Single-parent households" 35.1 9.5
% Foreign born, 2000 471 35.0
% Population in same house as five years ago! 53.9 49.1
Education % Adults without a high school diploma, 2000* 61.6 23.8
% Adults with a college degree, 2000 3.8 24.1
% Students proficient in reading, 2005™ 26.7 49.7
% Students proficient in math, 2005" 30.9 576
Labor Market Unemployment rate, 2000° 19.0 6.7
% Adults in the labor forcer 51.3 58.7
Housing Homeownership rate, 20004 19.0 66.0
% Renters with a housing cost burden’ 56.8 48.5
% Rental units that are HUD subsidized" 18.9 8.4
Median value for owner-occupied units® $69,742 $128,411
Median year structure built 1963 1977
Access to Credit % Credit files that are thin, 2004 441 24.5
% Credit files with high credit scores” 334 58.6
% Mortgage originations that are high cost, 2005* 64.4 40.8
Mortgage denial rate, 2005* 28.7 19.3

Little Haiti is a rather well-delineated neighborhood
of some 19,000 residents on the northern boundary of
Miami. It is difficult to obtain a precise demographic and
economic profile of Little Haiti and the greater Miami-
Dade County, however, for several reasons. First, Miami
is a gateway city with a large transient population that is
often difficult to capture in official statistics. Immigrants—
in particular those who are undocumented—have been
historically underrepresented in census data. Second,
there is a strong informal economy throughout Miami-
Dade County that is predominantly cash driven and
therefore hard to measure. Third, the Haitian population
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is not statistically distinguished from the greater Black or
African-American population in census figures, so many
demographics concerning the Haitian population are
based on estimates that vary in accuracy.® That said, esti-
mates suggest that 45 percent of Little Haiti’'s population
is Haitian or Haitian-American.®

Little Haiti is much poorer than Miami as a whole.
According to the 2000 U.S. census, the poverty rate in Little
Haiti was over 44 percent, more than three times that of the
Miami-Fort Lauderdale Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA)
(14 percent). The median household income in Little Haiti
($15,277) was less than half the median household income
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in the Miami-Fort Lauderdale MSA ($40,320). The unem-
ployment rate in the community is 19 percent, compared
with 7 percent in the MSA. Sixty-two percent of adults over
25 in Little Haiti do not have a high school diploma; only 4
percent have a bachelor’s degree.”

Housing costs have had a significant impact on low-
income residents in Miami, with almost half (48 percent)
spending more than 30 percent of their household income
on housing costs in 2000." Since then, the housing cost
burden has increased because of real-estate appreciation
throughout South Florida over the past five years.”? (See
Figure 1) In Little Haiti, these trends have a greater effect
on housing affordability for its low-income residents. The
vast majority of residents in Little Haiti are renters, and
57 percent of renters spent more than 30 percent of their
income on housing.® Housing quality in the community is
poor, and most of the homes are small (less than 1,200
square feet). In addition, many have been illegally subdi-
vided and have un-permitted structures on the property.
Overcrowding is a serious problem, with families pooling
funds or sharing units in order to afford housing.

Housing affordability will likely worsen for Little Haiti’s
residents if gentrification pressures in the neighborhood
intensify. Miami has been significantly transformed in
the past five years by aggressive redevelopment of the
city’s urban neighborhoods. With very little undeveloped
land remaining, developers are looking at older neigh-
borhoods, such as Little Haiti, as new candidates for
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development.” Interviewees expressed concerns about
the displacement of Little Haiti’s residents; according
to Rasha Soray-Cameau, administrator for the City of
Miami’s Little Haiti Neighborhood Enhancement Team
Office, residents who are pushed out of Little Haiti will
find it very difficult to locate alternative housing.”® More-
over, for Haitians dependent on the Creole-speaking
services accessible only in Little Haiti, displacement from
the neighborhood could have deeper consequences for
their well-being.'®

Addressing the issues facing Little Haiti is particularly
challenging because of Haitians’ unique perspective on
poverty. Despite living close to or below the poverty line
in South Florida, many Haitian immigrants do not con-
sider themselves poor. Comparatively, many are better
off in the United States than in their homeland, which has
suffered decades of political and economic instability;
Haiti is currently the poorest nation in the Western hemi-
sphere. However, perhaps as a result of this more positive
perception of their situations, Haitians are slow to seek
services aimed at improving their social and economic
standing. In a study of Haitian immigrants in Miami-
Dade, a survey found that no more than 5 percent of the
individuals surveyed applied for benefits, even though 80
percent of them were eligible.” Noted Jacques St. Louis,
a homeownership counselor at the Little Haiti Housing
Association, “They see that they are making $12,000 a
year, and they think that’s good money.”® In addition,

FIGURE 1

House price appreciation in the Miami-
Miami Beach-Kendall metropolitan area
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Haitian immigrants are reluctant to accept charity unless
their situation is dire.” According to Francoise Penha

at the Human Services Coalition, accepting any form of
assistance—especially services and programs aimed at
helping the neediest, such as food stamps—is a cause for
personal shame among the Haitian poor.?°

B ISSUES TO CONSIDER

A number of significant issues emerge when looking at
poverty in Little Haiti. Chief among them are residents’
isolation due to immigration policy, language, and culture;
lack of jobs and economic development; low levels of civic
engagement; poor financial management skills and knowl-
edge; and concerns about youth, education, and health.

Isolation Due to Immigration Policy,
Language, and Culture

Barriers in the immigration process have made it
harder for Haitian immigrants to establish themselves in
the United States. U.S. immigration policy toward Haitian
nationals has been more restrictive than policy toward
the majority of other Caribbean immigrants.?' Haitians are
often challenged on their requests for residency and tend
to remain undocumented, hiding from detection by immi-
gration enforcement agencies.?? Because of a heightened
fear of deportation in the Haitian community, Little Haiti’s
immigrant residents are unlikely to seek assistance from
outside organizations for fear of drawing attention to the
immigration status either of themselves or family mem-
bers living with them.® In addition, many Haitians eligible
for public assistance will not apply because they fear that
the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services will label
them a “public charge” and, as such, they will be denied a
future request for residency or citizenship.?

Language skills are another significant challenge
both for Haitian immigrants and the organizations
that serve them. Most community and social services
agencies in the Miami area have bilingual staff fluent
in Spanish and English, which greatly helps Spanish-
speaking immigrants seeking assistance. Haitians’ native
language, however, is Creole, which is the only language
many immigrants from Haiti speak when they arrive in
the United States.?® This creates a major barrier both for
Haitians struggling to access services and find jobs and
for non-Haitians seeking to help or employ them. Com-
pounding the problem, low-income Haitian immigrants
are frequently not literate in Creole, so English classes
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often must begin with teaching Haitians how to read and
write in their native language.?®* While much of everyday
life in Little Haiti is transacted in Creole, outside Little
Haiti and other communities with high Haitian concentra-
tions there are very few businesses, service agencies,

or healthcare providers with Creole-speaking staff. As a
result, the majority of Haitian immigrants stay within Hai-
tian social and economic circles in order to transact their
daily business, a situation that restricts options for hous-
ing, employment, and transportation. In interviews, Little
Haiti residents pointed to a perceived lack of information
reaching residents about resources that exist outside of
the community’s boundaries. Likewise, those outside the
Haitian community may not fully understand the needs
of low-and moderate-income residents of the immigrant
enclave and the challenges they face in accessing estab-
lished assistance programs.

To aid with the language barrier, many Haitian adults
rely on their children as translators when seeking assis-
tance. However, children are not always knowledgeable
enough to make the interpretation accurate or effective.
Tessa Painson of Catholic Charities’ Toussaint L'Ouverture
Community Center observed that relying on interpret-
ers to communicate personal information with service
agencies is a significant barrier to assistance for Haitian
immigrants. There is great potential for miscommunica-
tion between the agencies seeking to help Haitian immi-
grants and the individuals in need of such assistance.?

Poor language skills also restrict the opportunity for
Haitian immigrants to earn a living and provide for their
families. Studies show that immigrants who do not mas-
ter the new language are perceived as less educated
and intelligent and are therefore offered less favorable
employment opportunities.?® These findings are echoed
by Leoni Hermantin, a representative of Sant La Haitian
Neighborhood Center, who reported that Haitian appli-
cants are often offered lower salaries and less opportu-
nity for advancement because of this bias.?®

In addition to language barriers, the Haitian immi-
grant community has cultural traits that contribute to its
social isolation. Representatives from several commu-
nity-based and social services organizations noted that
many Haitians do not readily trust agencies or individuals
providing assistance, and that, despite strong family net-
works, Haitians keep personal information very closely
guarded, even from family and close friends.*® Thus, Hai-
tian immigrants are not likely to ask for assistance, even
if they are eligible for it.*'



Organizations that have had success reaching the
Haitian community have used creative outreach strategies.
One organization working to address domestic violence
issues, for instance, used brochures and posters designed
by a Haitian artist, as well as a color scheme and an art
style that are distinctly Haitian, to educate the community.*

Jobs and Economic Development

While the reported 2000 unemployment rate in Little
Haiti was 19 percent,® the majority of the community
agencies interviewed for this case study emphasized the
additional underemployment in the area.’* Many people,
these individuals noted, work in very low-paying jobs,
sometimes on a part-time or temporary basis, and are
forced to work two or three jobs to manage the cost of
living in Miami. Furthermore, many Haitian immigrants
are employed in tourism-dependent industries, such as
hotels and restaurants, that customarily lay off workers
during slow business periods or seasons.®* Thus, many
of those living in poverty in Little Haiti are working poor.
Budgeting, saving, and investing are far-off consider-
ations for these individuals and families existing on a
fraction of what is needed to live comfortably in the
Miami-Dade area.

While focus-group participants identified access
to jobs as a top priority,® significant barriers exist to
adequate employment in the community, including limited
English language skills, insufficient access to education
and vocational training, and uncertainty over immigra-
tion status. Employees without documentation have
found themselves taken advantage of by employers who
demand unreasonable hours or maintain poor work con-
ditions.*” Finally, Haitian immigrants are frequently unfa-
miliar with U.S. labor laws and their rights as workers.®

One important avenue for creating jobs in Little Haiti is
business growth within the community. Haitian immigrants
have shown a strong entrepreneurial spirit, launching
numerous businesses in Little Haiti. There is opportunity
both to expand existing businesses in the community and
to assist the many other immigrants who have expressed
an interest in starting their own businesses. Because of
a strong preference in Little Haiti for culturally oriented
businesses, existing business owners believe that they
can better meet the cultural and language needs of local
consumers while also providing affordable goods and serv-
ices for the community.*® “Haitian businesses are closely
held,” observed Francois Guillaume, director of the Haitian
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American Chamber of Commerce, “so they can adapt and
benefit from a cultural advantage that will allow them to
respond quickly to developing market opportunities and
offer niche services.”*

While opportunities to expand local business exist,
there is also a significant need to educate and counsel
entrepreneurs. According to Rasha Soray-Cameau, the
lack of knowledge of U.S. business practices, including
required financial reporting, tax payments, licenses, and
permits, prevents Haitian immigrants from accessing
needed credit as well as grants to start or expand their
businesses.* The rising rents triggered by gentrification
will also be an obstacle for new and existing businesses
in Little Haiti.

Civic Engagement

With its tradition of strong families, the Haitian com-
munity provides an important safety net for residents
of Little Haiti. However, Haitians are also known for their
reluctance to work together as a larger community.*
Community service agencies cited this lack of com-
munity cohesiveness as an obstacle to their efforts to
advocate collaboratively for resources and policy change
to help improve the neighborhood.*®

The organization that brings the community together
most effectively is the Catholic Church, which provides
many services to the Haitian community.* For example,
the Catholic Charities branch of the Roman Catholic
Archdiocese of Miami operates a day-care and pre-
school center that serves more than 500 children. The
old school building that houses this center also houses
the Toussaint U'Ouverture Community Center, which pro-
vides a variety of social services and English language
instruction to residents of Little Haiti.

Notre Dame d’Haiti Catholic Church, located adja-
cent to the old school building, is the heart of the South
Florida Haitian Catholic community. According to Father
Reginald Jean-Mary, the pastor of Notre Dame d’Haiti,
weekend church services bring close to 4,000 con-
gregants to Little Haiti from across South Florida, illus-
trating that multigenerational Haitian families still identify
with the Little Haiti community.*® Together, Notre Dame
d’Haiti and the Toussaint L'Ouverture Center conduct
outreach and offer programs that provide information,
education, counseling, and other services to promote
the social and economic well-being of individuals and
families in the community. Father Jean-Mary pointed out
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that, while more could be done by working with addi-
tional partners to attract resources to Little Haiti, the
community is wary of outside organizations that do not
understand it and may not act in its best interest. Conse-
quently, he is very careful in choosing partners. “I guard
the integrity of the church and the trust that our parish-
ioners have in the church very carefully,” he said.*

Managing Money and Credit

Although residents in Little Haiti value banking serv-
ices, they feel they do not have access to or would not
benefit from having a personal bank account. Residents
appear to view bank accounts as a means of keeping
their money, rather than managing it; in either case, their
belief that substantial assets are needed to benefit from
an account precludes many from even considering open-
ing one. As one Haitian focus-group participant pointed
out when asked about access to banking services, “Why
does one need a bank account if one doesn’t have a
job?” Most Haitian immigrants did not have access to
banking in Haiti; thus, the use of banking services is not
a part of family or community culture. Also, the structured
banking system within the United States and the types of
products and services offered by banks and credit unions
are often viewed as complicated and cumbersome. The
banking services Haitian immigrants reported needing
most—remittances, for example—either aren’t provided
by the local banks or can be procured more conveniently
at local money transfer service outlets. Finally, there are
very few Creole-speaking bank employees in Little Haiti.*”
Community residents expressed disappointment that a
Bank of America branch in Little Haiti that had Creole-
speaking staff has not reopened since being damaged in
a 2005 hurricane.

While not all residents of Little Haiti make use of main-
stream financial services, those interviewed for this case
study report all agreed on the importance of savings and
expressed an interest in a variety of investment goals,
including homeownership, business start-up, and higher
education.*® Consumer Credit Counseling Services (CCCS)
has partnered with Catholic Charities to offer budgeting
and credit counseling in the Toussaint L'Ouverture Com-
munity Center. However, despite marketing efforts in Little
Haiti, residents are still largely unaware that CCCS offers
services in Creole, reported Carmel Mortimer of CCCS.*®

Many Haitians also look outside formal financial
institutions for access to credit. They regularly borrow
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small amounts of money from family and friends, a credit
activity that functions effectively because of Haitians’
strong commitment to family and the high value placed
on personal honor. One community credit structure used
by Haitian immigrants is a rotating savings pool called an
Eso, a longstanding cultural practice that many Haitians
consider sacred. In an Eso, a group of friends or family
members in the community contributes a certain amount
into a savings pool each week. Each member of the
group then receives the entire amount in the pool in turn.
Members can use the pool to make a down payment on
a house, pay for a trip, or cover other expenses.®°

Youth, Education, and Health

A close family structure provides a solid safety net for
Haitian youth. The stability of Haitian families is threatened,
however, by the multigenerational process of adapting to
a new culture and society. While foreign-born immigrants
tend to hold on to their culture, their first-generation
offspring acclimate quickly to American culture, largely in
order to adapt during the school years.>" Another threat to
family stability is the growth of Haitian youth gangs, which
form to protect members from non-Haitian youth.%

Education poses another challenge. Edison High
School, the high school serving Little Haiti, has the worst
graduation rate and performance record in the county.®
A desire for better education leads many Haitian families
to either leave Little Haiti or place their children in private
schools. The Catholic Church provides access to private
schools, often at reduced tuition or via scholarships to
those less able to afford such an education. The church
and other organizations in Little Haiti also offer after-
school programs, youth groups, and volunteer activities.

The Miami-Dade public school system has made
significant efforts to reach out to the Haitian community.
The school system recently launched a community out-
reach initiative called the Parent Academy that provides
information and workshops on a variety of family enrich-
ment subjects designed to help struggling families and
to improve the quality of life within the home. Many of
these classes, as well as attendant informational materi-
als, are offered in Creole. A goal of this initiative is to
increase parental involvement in the schools, which
is particularly important in an isolated community like
Little Haiti. Schools with Haitian-American students now
employ Creole-speaking teachers and are incorporating
Haitian culture into lesson planning.



Health care is another particular concern among

Haitian immigrants. Many lower-income individuals arrive
in the United States with existing medical problems or
without standard U.S. immunizations and preventive
healthcare histories. Poverty also increases health risks
triggered by overcrowded housing, unsanitary conditions
in dilapidated homes or workplaces, poor nutrition, and
lack of preventive health care. Moreover, a number of
significant barriers thwart low-income individuals from
accessing needed health care, including a lack of health
insurance, documentation requirements, and high fees
for healthcare services.®

B CONCLUSION

Little Haiti is a microcosm of the Haitian immigrant expe-
rience in South Florida. The enclave provides a supportive
environment for Haitian immigrants as they make their
transition to the United States. While the neighborhood is
closely aligned with the social and cultural preferences of
its Haitian residents, this cultural supportiveness may also
contribute to the economic isolation of these individuals,
who find it easier to remain within the community than to
learn to maneuver within the larger world. Programs and
services aimed at helping Haitian immigrants increase
their English language proficiency, improve their educa-
tional attainment, job skills, and employment opportuni-
ties, and strengthen their financial position will allow Little
Haiti’s residents to better acculturate and assimilate into
the greater Miami economic and social community. The
need for this assistance is even more critical as gentrifi-
cation pressure on Little Haiti grows.

This case study was prepared by Ana Cruz-Taura, senior
project and communication supervisor, and Jessica
LeVeen Farr, regional community development manager,
Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.
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