
B
etween 1990 and 2000, Arizona saw a 136 
percent increase in its foreign-born popula-
tion, and among the foreign-born population 
in the state in 2000, 72 percent were born in 

Latin America. With its farming regions that are home 
to year-round growing and harvesting of greens, cotton, 
pecans, melons and tomatoes and a booming construc-
tion industry, Arizona is drawing Hispanic immigrants 
who are increasingly finding it possible to establish their 
own roots in the state. 

A strong infrastructure to support both new and 
more established Hispanic immigrants in Arizona has 
been built in part by Chicanos Por La Causa (CPLC), a 
35-year-old community development corporation based 
in Phoenix but active throughout the state. CPLC’s ser-
vices, which span education, health, housing, and eco-
nomic and cultural development, aim to address com-
prehensively the needs of a diverse and, in some respects, 
difficult-to-reach immigrant population. Max Gonza-
les, CPLC’s vice president of Community Affairs, said 
that among the communities it serves, “There is some 
commonality—as far as safety, health, and employment 
needs—but we are trying to understand the specific in-
terests of a number of subgroups within the immigrant 
population.” CPLC helps more established immigrants 
take part in asset-building activities such as homeown-
ership and business development. Last year alone, 500 
families were able to become homeowners, and 3,500 
individuals took part in business “seminario,” workshops 
about business planning, access to capital, and manage-
ment that are conducted in Spanish. 

For newly arriving immigrants, CPLC offers assistance 
in accessing more fundamental education and health-re-
lated services. CPLC’s Head Start program, which targets 
migrant and seasonal farmworker families, represents 
one of these doorways through which newer arrivals to 
the state can access CPLC’s integrated network of pro-
grams and services. The program offers full-day, full-year 
care and education for children aged six weeks to five 
years old, and “provides a safe and secure place for kids 
to go, contributes to later success in schools, and offers 
avenues for intervention and prevention of a variety of 
health and safety issues,” said program director Laura 
Walker. In addition, the program prioritizes parental in-
volvement. Referrals are provided for job training and 
computer literacy classes, English as a Second Language 

and GED High School Equivalency classes, financial 
and legal counseling, housing assistance, and a variety of 
other services.

Annually CPLC’s Head Start program is able to reach 
nearly 700 children and their families. However, Walker 
estimates that this figure represents only 19 percent of 
eligible children—and only 1 percent of eligible infants. 
With the need for bilingual staff and intensive outreach 
methods, reaching all families in need is difficult, and 
budgetary constraints limit the number of children they 
are able to enroll. Despite limitations, though, Walker 
views this program as a vital element in creating stable 
communities. In addition, she noted that partnerships 
with schools and hospitals have been critical in augment-
ing their ability to serve clients.

Gonzales noted that partnerships with Spanish and 
English media outlets, as well as with nontraditional part-
ners such as the local energy company, have also broad-
ened CPLC’s ability to reach out to community members. 
In addition, CLPC has evolved in response to community 
interests—in some cases merging or acquiring other non-
profit organizations, in other cases creating or expanding 
programs and services to address emerging needs.

Both Gonzales and Walker emphasized the scope of 
benefits that can stem from supporting a segment of the 
population that continues to grow. “The economic ben-
efits of increasing the availability of early development 
and health programs for immigrant families, for example, 
would be enormous,” said Walker, citing the growing 
body of research showing the positive economic impacts 
of early childhood care.1 While Gonzales indicated that 
some of Arizona’s financial institutions and corporate 
entities have begun to tap into the substantial market op-
portunities presented by the immigrant community, he 
also said that “current political climate has contributed 
to some reluctance on the part of corporate and financial 
institutions to engage with immigrant communities, and 
there is room for increased commitment and support.”

CPLC’s own commitment to integrating economic 
and human development through a host of services and 
programs is a locally and nationally recognized commu-
nity development model. As Gonzales said, “Regardless 
of how long people have been part of this community, we 
aim to help them achieve stability through education and 
services… We try to engage and empower families and 
kids to help them succeed.” 
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