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istorically, whites, blacks, and Native Americans have consti-

tuted a numerical majority of the population of North Caro-
lina and the South generally. In recent years, however,
population growth driven by immigration has dramatically
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H
transformed the racial and ethnic composition of the state and the
region. Over the past two decades, newcomers to the state and the
region have included substantial numbers of people who either were

born in, or are offspring or descendants of people who were born in,
Mexico, another Latin American country, or Southeast Asia. Between
the two demographic groups represented by the newcomers, Hispanics

constitute the larger and therefore the more visible one.
In this article we provide a general overview of the size and the com-

position of North Carolina’s Hispanic newcomers, describe their settle-

ment patterns, and assess the response of other North Carolinians to the
influx. We conclude by discussing several issues that must be addressed
if the state is to avoid some of the tensions and the conflicts that have

accompanied the settlement of Hispanics in communities like Los Ange-
les that have traditionally been gateways for immigrants.1

HOW MANY HISPANICS ARE THERE IN NORTH CAROLINA?

Historically, Hispanics have settled in the southwest United States—

mainly in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California.2  Until recently,
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only three states outside the Southwest—New York,

New Jersey, and Florida—had large concentrations of
this group. Since the early 1980s, however, a major
redistribution of the Hispanic population has been

afoot.3  In the early 1990s, several states in the Midwest
and the South experienced sharp increases in their
Hispanic populations, their rates of growth outpacing

those in the traditional gateway communities of the
United States.4

North Carolina is one of these newly emerging mag-

nets for Hispanics.5 According to the most recent State
of the South report, five of the thirty U.S. counties that
experienced the most rapid growth in their Hispanic

population between 1990 and 1996 were located in
North Carolina—Wake, Mecklenburg, Forsyth, Guil-
ford, and Durham (in order of percentage of growth,

highest first).6 The most current population estimates,
compiled by the U.S. Census Bureau, indicate that
North Carolina’s Hispanic population increased by

95 percent between 1990 and 1997, from 76,726 to
149,390. During the same period, the Hispanic popula-
tion of the entire United States and of the South in-

creased by 31 percent and 35 percent, respectively.
Moreover, North Carolina’s total population increased
by only 12 percent. (See Table 1.)

Nevertheless, the influx of Hispanics into North
Carolina actually began before the early 1990s. During
the 1980s the state’s Hispanic population grew far

more rapidly (35 percent) than its white (12 percent),
black (10 percent), Native American (24 percent), and
total (13 percent) populations.7 By 1990 the number

had reached 76,726.
In terms of this broader time span—1980 to 1997—

the state’s Hispanic population increased by 164 per-

cent. By comparison the state’s white, black, Native
American, and total populations grew by only 26 per-
cent, 25 percent, 48 percent, and 26 percent, respec-

tively.8  The rates of Hispanic population change for
the nation and for the South were 101 percent and 105
percent, respectively, during this time span. In 1997,

according to estimates compiled by the U.S. Census
Bureau, nearly 150,000 Hispanics were living in North
Carolina.9

Breaking down the U.S. Census Bureau’s 1997 esti-
mates of North Carolina’s total and Hispanic popu-
lations by age and sex reveals some striking contrasts

(see Figure 1). It is immediately apparent that the His-
panic population is much younger than the total popu-
lation. Thirty-seven percent of the Hispanic population

is under age eighteen compared with 25 percent of the
total population. A similar disparity exists for the popu-

lation ages eighteen through thirty-five. Nearly 40 per-

cent of the Hispanics are in this age group but only 27
percent of the total population. Combining the statis-
tics for these two age groups shows that 77 percent of

the state’s Hispanic population is age thirty-five or
under whereas only 52 percent of the state’s total popu-
lation fits this age profile. For the elderly population

(age sixty-five and up), the disparity is in the opposite
direction. That is, there is a higher concentration of
elderly people in the total population (13 percent) than

in the Hispanic population (4 percent). Given the fact
that young people are more inclined to migrate or im-
migrate than older people, the foregoing statistics,

which hold for both the male and the female popula-
tion of North Carolina, should not be surprising. More-
over, because most of the female Hispanic newcomers

are in their peak childbearing years, the potential for
continued growth of the state’s Hispanic population is
enormous.

The following statistics are indicative of this growth
potential. Data compiled by the Office of Minority
Health in the North Carolina Department of Health

and Human Services reveal that Hispanic births in the
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Figure 1. Distribution of North Carolina Population, by
Age and Sex, 1997

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Division, Population
Estimates Program, Estimates of the Population of Counties by
Hispanic Origin, Age, and Sex: July 1, 1997 (Washington D.C.: Sept. 4,
1998).
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state increased by 294 percent between 1990 and 1997.
In 1997—a year when the Hispanic population made
up only 2 percent of the state’s population—Hispanic

births (6,017) accounted for 5.7 percent of all births
(106,428) in North Carolina. Statistics generated by the
North Carolina Department of Public Instruction re-

veal that approximately 33,000 Hispanic children were
enrolled in the state’s public schools in the 1997–98
academic year—a 250 percent increase over the previ-

ous year.10  Before the 1980s most Hispanics migrating
to North Carolina were seasonal, male agricultural
workers. The foregoing data suggest that a large pro-

portion of the more recent arrivals probably have
brought along family members, including spouses and
children, and that they have come to stay.

Given the U.S. Census Bureau’s history of under-
counting minority and inner-city populations and un-

documented aliens,11  the statistics just cited probably
greatly underestimate the size of North Carolina’s His-
panic population. The estimates derived by the Divi-

sion of Women and Children’s Health, North Carolina
Department of Health and Human Services, probably
are more accurate than the U.S. Census Bureau’s esti-

mates. On the basis of a survey conducted by that divi-
sion at the time of the rubella outbreak in the state
in 1996, the department estimated that the state’s

Hispanic population totaled nearly 230,000.12  Other
recent estimates place North Carolina’s Hispanic
population at 315,000.13

WHERE HAVE HISPANICS SETTLED?

The state’s newcomers are settling mainly in two types
of communities: (1) metropolitan14 or “urban crescent”

Table 1. Population Change by Race/Ethnicity for the United States, the South, and North Carolina, 1980–97

     White     Black   Hispanic              Total

U.S. Population

1980 188,371,622 26,495,025 14,608,673 1,420,400   3,500,439 226,545,805
1990 199,686,070 29,986,060 22,354,059 1,959,234  1,273,662 248,709,873
1997 221,334,048 33,947,084  29,347,865 2,322,044 10,032,885  267,636,061

U.S. Percentage Change

1980–90        6.0%     13.2%      53.0%     37.9%      –63.6%        9.8%
1990–97      10.8     13.2      31.3    18.5     687.7         7.6
1980–97      17.5     28.1    100.9    63.5    186.6      18.1

South Population

1980   58,960,342  14,047,807   4,473,966    372,230      469,822   75,372,362
1990   65,582,199 15,828,888    6,767,021    556,057   1,122,248   85,455,930
1997   76,670,967 18,138,300   9,149,384    646,396   1,739,949    94,187,161

South Percentage Change

1980–90       11.2%     12.7%       51.3%    49.4%    138.9%      13.4%
1990–97      16.9     14.6       35.2    16.2      55.0      10.2
1980–97      30.0     29.1     104.5    73.7    270.3      25.0

North Carolina Population

1980     4,457,507   1,318,857        56,667      64,652        21,176     5,881,766
1990     5,008,491   1,456,323        76,726      80,155        52,166     6,628,637
1997     5,594,769   1,642,980      149,390      95,398        92,036     7,425,183

North Carolina Percentage Change

1980–90      12.4%     10.4%       35.4%    24.0%    146.3%      12.7%
1990–97       11.7     12.8       94.7    19.0      76.4      12.0
1980–97      25.5     24.6    163.6    47.6    334.6      26.2

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Population and Housing 1980 (Washington, D.C.: April 1982); Census of Population and
Housing 1990, Summary Tape File 1C (Washington, D.C.: April 1992); Population Division, Population Estimates Program, Estimates of
the Population of Counties by Race and Hispanic Origin: July 1, 1997 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 4, 1998).
Note:  The South Census Region includes Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia.
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communities along the I-85 corridor, where most of

North Carolina’s employment growth has occurred
over the last fifteen years; and (2) the military com-
plexes in Onslow County (Camp Lejeune) and Cum-

berland County (Fort Bragg and Pope Air Force
Base).15 Together these communities were home to al-
most half of the state’s Hispanic population in 1997

(see Figure 2).
However, analyses of 1997 county-level birth records

suggest that Hispanics are beginning to settle in signifi-

cant numbers beyond those areas. In fact, in 1996 the
highest concentrations of Hispanic births occurred in
five of the state’s nonmetropolitan counties: Duplin

(25.8%), Lee (19.9%), Montgomery (17.6%), Sampson
(15.9%), and Greene (13.6%) (see Figure 3).16 In each of
these jurisdictions, the Hispanic proportion of all births

was considerably higher than the Hispanic proportion
of all births in the state as a whole (5.7 percent). In only

two of the state’s metropolitan counties—Chatham

(17.0 percent) and Yadkin (12.0 percent)—was the per-
centage considerably higher than the statewide propor-
tion. In short, these data suggest that Hispanics are

settling throughout the state, in rural and urban com-
munities.

WHERE ARE HISPANICS COMING FROM?

Additional information to determine where Hispanics

are coming from will not be available until the 2000
census is completed. But data from the 1990 Census
Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS) file suggest

that Hispanic newcomers, or “in-migrants,” to North
Carolina are coming from two types of communities:
Hispanic gateway communities in the United States,

and other countries.17 Between 1985 and 1990, the larg-
est numbers of Hispanic in-migrants to North Carolina

Figure 2. Distribution of North Carolina
Hispanic Population, by County, 1997

Figure 3. Percentage of North Carolina
Hispanic Births, by County, 1996

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Division, Population Estimates Program,
Estimates of the Population of Counties by Race and Hispanic Origin: July 1, 1997
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 4, 1998).
Note: The bold boundary denotes a metropolitan county, 1999.

Source: Data from Center for Health Statistics, N.C. Department of Health and Human
Services, 1997. Compiled and prepared by Andrea Bazan-Manson, Office of Minority Health,
N.C. Department of Health and Human Services, April 1998. Map prepared by Karen D.
Johnson-Webb, Department of Geography, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
Note: The bold boundary denotes a metropolitan county, 1999.
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Figure 4. State of Origin of North Carolina Hispanic In-Migrants, 1990

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census of Population and Housing, 1990: Public Use Microdata Samples,” in Technical Documentation
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1993). Map produced by Karen D. Johnson-Webb, Department of Geography, The University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
Note: In-migrants are Hispanics who are five years old and up who indicated a different county of residence in 1985. The number migrating within
North Carolina represents Hispanics who are five years old and up who indicated a different North Carolina county of residence in 1985. Addition-
ally, 23,474 Hispanics were nonmovers or less than five years old.
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came from California, Texas, Florida, and New York,
each accounting for 2,600 to 15,000. The next-largest
numbers—700 to 2,600 each—arrived from New Jer-

sey, Virginia, and Georgia. From 200 to 700 each came
from another thirteen states. (See Figure 4.)

According to the PUMS data, 8,873 Hispanics

moved to the state from abroad between 1985 and
1990. Unfortunately the PUMS file does not identify
specific points of origin for these international in-

migrants. It contains information pertaining only to
their ethnic ancestry. However, those data provide in-
sights into where the Hispanic newcomers from abroad

originated. We describe them in the next section.
Most of the Hispanics are coming to North Carolina

to take advantage of employment opportunities in the

state’s booming economy.18 Given that the economic
boom began in the early 1980s and continues today, it
is reasonable to surmise that the influx of Hispanics

from other states and other countries has intensified
during the 1990s. Nonetheless, we must await the re-
sults of the 2000 census before we can confirm the rela-

tive magnitude of the flows. One thing is certain, how-
ever: North Carolina’s Hispanic population is growing
rapidly, and only part of the growth can be explained

by high birth rates among Hispanics who already live in
the state.

WHO ARE THE HISPANIC NEWCOMERS?

Like information on Hispanic interstate and interna-

tional flows into North Carolina, detailed, up-to-date
data on the ethnic and socioeconomic characteristics
of the Hispanic newcomers must await completion of

the 2000 census. Yet insights can be discerned from
the 1990 PUMS data. In terms of ethnic origin, His-
panics of Mexican descent constituted the largest

group of in-migrants to North Carolina between 1985
and 1990—43 percent. Puerto Ricans made up the sec-
ond-largest group, accounting for 20 percent. Smaller

percentages of Cubans, Central Americans, South
Americans, Dominicans, and other Hispanics ac-
counted for the balance. (See Figure 5.) Puerto Ricans

appeared to be overrepresented in the military
towns.19

With regard to citizenship status, 69 percent of the

Hispanics arriving in North Carolina between 1985 and
1990 were born in the United States, Puerto Rico, or
another U.S. territory and therefore were presumably

U.S. citizens. Three percent more were born abroad to
American parents and therefore were presumably U.S.
citizens too. Another 10 percent were naturalized citi-

zens. Only 18 percent were not U.S. citizens. (See Fig-
ure 6.) In 1990 the highest proportions of Hispanics
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who were born in the United States were in Onslow
County (74.8 percent of all the Hispanics in that

county) and the Piedmont Triad (64.1 percent of all
the Hispanics in that area). Charlotte/Mecklenburg
County (25.3%) and the Research Triangle (27.2%) had
the greatest concentrations of Hispanic newcomers

who were not U.S. citizens.20

In terms of years of school completed, the 1990 cen-
sus revealed that North Carolina Hispanics, 43 per-

cent of whom had less than a high school diploma, are
generally less well educated than the state’s popula-
tion as a whole, 40 percent of whom had less than a

high school diploma (see Figure 7). However, the
Hispanics who have settled in the Triangle area are
generally better educated than the statewide His-

panic population, one-quarter of them having com-
pleted college. The highest percentage of those
with a high school diploma or some college educa-

tion have settled in Onslow County and the
Fayetteville/Fort Bragg/Cumberland County
areas.21

WHAT KINDS OF JOBS ARE THE HISPANIC

NEWCOMERS GETTING?

Most of what is known about Hispanic em-
ployment patterns in North Carolina (outside

In photographic collages like the one at right,
photographer-artist Susan Simone tries to capture
the vibrancy and the spirit of the growing
Hispanic community.
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South
American 6%
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1%

Central
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Figure 5. Ethnicity of Hispanic In-Migrants to
North Carolina, 1990

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census of Population
and Housing, 1990: Public Use Microdata Samples,” in
Technical Documentation (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1993).
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Figure 6. Citizenship of Hispanic In-Migrants to
North Carolina, 1990

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census of Population
and Housing, 1990: Public Use Microdata Samples,” in
Technical Documentation (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1993).
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lenburg County).22 To date, no systematic efforts have

been undertaken to assess the overall employment
impact of Hispanic migration to North Carolina.

To address this issue, we created an employment

profile of the Hispanic population of North Carolina
using 1990 PUMS occupational data. Although these
data are somewhat dated, they are the best and most re-

liable source of information on the statewide employ-
ment patterns of North Carolina’s Hispanic popu-
lation. For our purposes, we grouped occupations into

the following categories, as defined by the U.S. Census
Bureau:23

• Primary activities, including agriculture, forestry,
and fisheries

• Transformative activities, including manufactur-

ing and construction

• Distributive services, including transportation,
communication, and wholesale and retail trade

• Producer services, including finance, insurance,
real estate, and business services

• Personal services, including entertainment, re-

pairs, and eating and drinking

• Social services, including health care, education,
and government

• Active military service, including active status in

a branch of the U.S. military

We broke down our data according to Hispanic

settlement patterns: those who resided in the two mili-
tary communities and those who resided in the I-85
corridor communities (see Figure 8). For comparison

we also examined the statewide distribution of both
total Hispanic employment and total employment.

Several patterns are apparent in these data. First,

contrary to popular stereotypes, Hispanic workers were
widely dispersed in the North Carolina economy in
1990. The statewide distribution indicates that North

Carolina Hispanics were overrepresented in primary
activities—as Hispanics are in communities outside
North Carolina that have a substantial Hispanic pres-

ence. But unlike Hispanic workers in many other such
communities, they also are overrepresented in social
services and military service, occupations that pay

higher wages. In addition, although Hispanics are
underrepresented by statewide standards, they are sub-
stantially represented in transformative activities, espe-

cially construction.
The occupational distributions in the two types of

communities that served as magnets for Hispanic in-

migration between 1985 and 1990—military settings
and the I-85 corridor communities—show radically dif-

of agricultural work) is based on studies of specific in-

dustries (for example, poultry and hog processing) or of
local communities that have experienced a significant
influx of Hispanics in recent years (for example, Siler

City in Chatham County and Charlotte in Meck-
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Figure 7. Level of Education of Hispanic In-Migrants to
North Carolina, 1990

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census of Population and Hous-
ing, 1990: Public Use Microdata Samples,” in Technical Documentation
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1993).
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(For a summary of the answers of all survey respondents

and a breakdown of responses by selected socioeco-
nomic and demographic characteristics, see Table 2.)

In general, North Carolinians harbor negative feel-

ings about the influx of Hispanics. Nearly half (42 per-
cent) stated that they were uncomfortable with the
increasing presence of Hispanics, about two-thirds (67

percent) said that they thought their neighbors would
not approve of Hispanics moving into their neighbor-
hood, and more than half (55 percent) said that they did

not feel comfortable around people who do not speak
English. Respondents did not express these sentiments
at such high levels toward non-Hispanic in-migrants

from the North. Only 26 percent said that the influx of
northerners made them uncomfortable.

Significantly more North Carolinians who had no

high school diploma (49 percent) were negative about
the influx of Hispanics than were their more educated
counterparts (35 percent). Also, more North Carolin-

ians who lived in nonmetropolitan areas (45 percent)
were negative about the Hispanic influx, compared
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Figure 8. Employment Distribution of North Carolina
Hispanic Workforce and Total Workforce, 1990

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Census of Population and Hous-
ing, 1990: Public Use Microdata Samples,” in Technical Documentation
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1993).
Note: A very small percentage is unemployed, not shown in the figure.

Distributive activities
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Military service
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Producer services

ferent patterns. In the military settings, Hispanics are
greatly overrepresented in military service occupations

and underrepresented in all other occupational catego-
ries. In the I-85 corridor communities, Hispanics are
overrepresented in the other occupational categories,

compared with the pattern in military settings. Thus
the typical image of a migrant farm worker or a garden-
er no longer applies to North Carolina’s Hispanic new-

comers. They are distributed throughout the state’s
economy, in both high- and low-wage occupations.

HOW DO LONG-TERM RESIDENTS RESPOND TO

HISPANIC NEWCOMERS?

Considerable tensions and conflicts over jobs, hous-

ing, schools, and other goods and services have accom-
panied the influx of Hispanics into gateway com-
munities.24 Anecdotal evidence and media accounts

suggest that the same types of tensions and conflicts
are emerging in North Carolina as the state’s Hispanic
population expands. To gauge public attitudes toward

Hispanic newcomers systematically, we analyzed data
from the Spring 1996 Carolina Poll, conducted by The
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s School

of Journalism. It posed the following four questions
(among others) to a sample of 655 North Carolinians:

1. How comfortable are you with the influx of
Hispanics into the state?

2. How would your neighbors feel about Hispanics

moving into your neighborhood?
3. How comfortable are you around people who

are not speaking English?

4. How comfortable are you with the influx of
northerners into the state?

An information technology specialist in the Research
Triangle Park
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INDICATOR

All Respondents 42 67 55 26

Age
Less than 35 years old 41 70 56 31
35 years old or more 42 66 55 24

High School Graduate
Yes 35 64 50 22
No 49* 71 59* 28*

Years of Education
Less than 12 years 49 69 55 29
12 years or more 41 67 55 24*

Marital Status
Married 44 68 58 29
Not married 37 65 50 21

Political Affiliation
Democrat 43 67 46 50
Republican 45 69 66 32
Independent and other 40 68 53* 40

Employment
Full-time 44* 70 41* 27*
Part-time 29 71 50 35
Unemployed 60 60 33 13
Other 39 63 42 16

Race
Black 38 54* 51 23
White 44 69 57 26
Other 26 55 44 27

Gender
Male 44 70 59 29
Female 40* 65 52 24

Metropolitan/Nonmetropolitan
Metropolitan 39* 66 55 26
Nonmetropolitan 45 69 55 27

Region
Coastal 35* 65 46 30
Piedmont 45 66 33 22
Mountain 37 67 42 37

Registered to Vote
Yes 42 65 56* 27
No 40 76 52 24

State of Residence at Age 16
North Carolina 49 70* 58* 30*
Other 26 59 47 13

Consider Self Southerner
Yes 46* 68* 58* 28*
No 28 62 46 17

Source: Spring 1996 Carolina Poll (Chapel Hill, N.C.: Institute for Research in the Social
Sciences, The University of  North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1996). Number of North Caro-
linians in the sample = 655.
*Statistically significant difference.

Negative
Attitude
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Influx of

Hispanics

%

Table 2. Selected Results of Spring 1996 Carolina Poll

Negative
Attitude of
Neighbors

about
Influx of

Hispanics

%

Negative
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about Non-
English-

Speaking
People

%

Negative
Attitude

about
Influx of

Northerners

%

with those who lived in the state’s metropoli-

tan areas (39 percent). Significantly more of
those who considered themselves to be South-
erners and those who lived in the state at age

sixteen, compared with newcomers to the re-
gion, harbored negative attitudes about His-
panics (46 percent and 49 percent respectively,

versus 26 percent), and about northerners (28
percent and 30 percent respectively, versus 13
percent).

Responses varied significantly by region,
but the pattern was not clear-cut. More of
those in the Piedmont (45 percent) were un-

comfortable with the Hispanic influx, com-
pared with those on the coast (35 percent) and
those in the mountains (37 percent). Almost

equal proportions of residents of all three re-
gions felt strongly that their neighbors would
be uncomfortable with Hispanics moving into

the neighborhood: mountain residents, 67 per-
cent; coastal residents, 65 percent; and Pied-
mont residents, 66 percent. More residents of

the coastal region (46 percent) appeared to be
negative about non-English-speaking people,
compared with Piedmont residents (33 per-

cent) and mountain residents (42 percent).
Significantly more of those who were unem-

ployed (60 percent) expressed negative atti-

tudes toward the Hispanic influx than did their
counterparts who were employed full-time (44
percent) and part-time (29 percent). When

asked how their neighbors would feel about
Hispanics moving into their neighborhoods,
more whites than blacks (69 percent to 54 per-

cent) expressed negative attitudes. More of
those who were registered to vote had negative
attitudes toward non-English-speaking new-

comers than did those who were not registered
to vote (56 percent to 52 percent). More males
than females (44 percent to 40 percent) had

negative attitudes toward the Hispanic influx.
Further, more Republicans than Democrats or
independents (66 percent, 46 percent, and 53

percent, respectively) harbored negative feel-
ings toward non-English-speaking newcomers.

These responses and attitudes do not bode

well for North Carolina Hispanics. Nearly one-
half of them live in the communities that are
magnets for migration. The I-85 corridor com-

munities lie within the Piedmont, and more
residents of this region (45 percent) expressed



POPULAR GOVERNMENT Fall 1999 11

negative attitudes, compared with residents of the
coastal region (35 percent) and the mountain region (37

percent). Generally, however, more nonmetropolitan
respondents had negative attitudes toward Hispanics
than did metropolitan respondents (45 percent to 39

percent). This may be fortunate for the large number
of Hispanic newcomers who are concentrated in met-
ropolitan areas in North Carolina. The negativity of un-

employed North Carolinians about the Hispanic influx
suggests that ethnic tensions related to the labor mar-
ket may be festering.

The range of groups that expressed negative feelings
about Hispanics is very broad. What is alarming is how
openly these views were expressed. Respondents tend

to temper their responses when similar questions are
posed about blacks, in all probability to avoid appearing
racist.25 Yet these same concerns do not appear to be

present when they are discussing immigrants—in this
case, Hispanics.

WHAT DO THESE FINDINGS TELL US?

From the preceding analyses, we can make the follow-

ing generalizations about North Carolina’s Hispanic
population during the past two decades:

• It has grown rapidly.

• It is relatively young, which means that the po-

tential for continued growth through natural
increase, not to mention continued in-migration
of other Hispanics, is great.

• Hispanics are arriving in North Carolina from
other states in the United States and directly
from other countries.

• Hispanics have begun to settle in metropolitan
areas in the state, but county-level birth statistics
suggest that they also are beginning to settle in

nonmetropolitan areas throughout the state.

• Hispanic newcomers are concentrated in low-
paying primary, transformative, and service jobs.

• There is considerable opposition to the Hispanic
influx among long-term residents of the state.

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS?

These findings have several practical and policy impli-
cations. First, North Carolina communities urgently
need to develop human relations policies to deal with

the negative attitudes toward Hispanic newcomers
uncovered in the Carolina Poll. If such attitudes exist
in times of economic growth and prosperity, one can

imagine the depth and the intensity of the backlash

should the state’s economy experience a downturn.

Initiatives to nurture and improve relations between
Hispanic newcomers and long-term residents will en-
hance North Carolina’s image as a world-class commu-

nity and its competitiveness in the global marketplace.
Second, in attempting to design effective human

relations policies, state and local policy makers must

recognize the diversity that exists within the Hispanic
newcomer population. Recognition of this diversity
will help North Carolinians provide better services to

Hispanics and integrate Hispanics more readily into
southern culture. Although most Hispanics settling in
North Carolina are of Mexican ancestry, they come

from different parts of Mexico, ranging from geo-
graphically isolated rural villages to Mexico City, one of
the oldest, most populous, and most cosmopolitan cit-

ies in the Western Hemisphere. Other Hispanic new-
comers are from communities in Central America or
other parts of Latin America with unique ethnic and

cultural backgrounds. And although the Hispanic new-
comers from other U.S. jurisdictions, such as Califor-
nia, Texas, and New York, are likely to be familiar with

American culture and institutions, they may not fully
understand southern culture.

Third, in an era of dwindling revenues from state

and federal sources, local governments will have to
develop innovative ways to deal with the increased
demand for social and public services that accompanies

an influx of immigrants into a community. Given the
demographic and social makeup of the Hispanic new-
comer population, described earlier, the demand for

health care and education services, including English-
as-a-second-language classes, will increase sharply. This
will be a major challenge for the nonmetropolitan

counties where Hispanic births are on the rise. Already,
many of these communities are showing signs that they
are ill equipped to handle service provision for their

long-term residents, many of whom, like the Hispanic
newcomers, are members of North Carolina’s growing
legion of the working poor.26

In June 1998, Governor James B. Hunt, Jr., signed an
executive order creating an Advisory Council on His-
panic/Latino Affairs (see page 16). What is needed now

is a strategic, long-range plan that will allow this advi-
sory council, in collaboration with other state and local
community stakeholders, to mobilize the requisite re-

sources to address the practical and public policy issues
associated with the increasing diversity of North
Carolina’s population. Only through such efforts will

the state be able to enjoy the fruits of its growing His-
panic presence.
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