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OPEN SPACE REPORT TEMPLATE

A Tnmnigrabion Discussion
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An overview of Immigration History in Orange County
From an interview with Rusty Kennedy,

Executive Director of the OC Human Relations Commission
Interview conducted by Suzanne Darweesh

During the 50s, 60s, and 70s, a period of great growth, Orange County became predominately
white, suburban and conservative. At the same time there were pockets of Latino barrios. Military
bases and the aerospace industry brought some African Americans to Fullerton and Santa Ana.
Latino farm workers were brought in through the bracero program, which resembled slave labor in
a way. The employers determined the pay and almost all the conditions of employment. A certain
amount of money was deducted from bracero pay, which was supposed to have been given to
the farm workers at the completion of their work, but was not. (There was recently an attempt to
rectify this). The Latino barrios grew in size, more as a result of births than immigration. During
and after the Great Depression a wave of deportation of Latinos occurred in which legal citizens
were summarily sent to Mexico without any opportunity to prove they were here legally. It seems
as if during any period of economic hardship, sentiment turns against immigrants as scapegoats.

Discrimination has also been directed to other communities. Anti-immigrant sentiment and
housing deed restrictions aimed at the Japanese and Chinese communities flourished. Chinatown
in Santa Ana was burned down. Chinese male workers were not allowed to bring wives and
families with them. After the Vietnam War, around 1975, an influx of about 100,000 Vietnamese
immigrants arrived in Orange County. Also immigrants from Korea, India and Arab countries
added to the OC mixture.

In the mid 1980s during the Reagan administration, immigration reform legislation was passed
which granted citizenship to many undocumented residents. Some people called it amnesty; it
had a net economic gain for the country. At the same time, Congressman Rohrabacher opposed
this legislation, as did Barbara Coe and later Jim Gilchrist of the Minutemen.

In 1994 anti-immigrant backlash resulted in CA Proposition 187, which would have denied public
education and other services to undocumented children. It was tied up in court for some time and
finally, most of it was declared unconstitutional. When Governor Gray Davis took office in 1999,
he refused to appeal the court decision.

After September 11, racial profiling and hate crimes increased in Orange County and elsewhere.
Daily hiring halls were closed in the cities of Costa Mesa, Orange and Brea. The local police
departments began to cooperate with ICE (Immigration Customs Enforcement, part of the federal
government) raids of farm fields, furniture factories and construction sites. Today most jails have
agents who check the immigrant status of arrested persons.

Immigrants are often blamed for recessions and unemployment. Actually, immigrants fuel the
economy because of increased wages and fewer jobs shipped overseas, leading to a positive
economic effect. For example, undocumented persons contribute annually about $1 billion that is
paid into Social Security and which will never be collected. The undocumented are ineligible to
collect social welfare, housing benefits, or health care, yet they pay sales taxes and other fees.

Any immigration reform legislation should include family reunification and a clear path to
citizenship for those who have resided and worked in the US for many years. The Dream Act
would grant those children who were brought to this country illegally the opportunity to higher
public education at the same tuition rates to which native-born residents are entitled. Qualifying
undocumented youth would be eligible for a 6-year conditional path to citizenship that requires
compietion of a college degree or two years of military service. It has not yet passed Congress.

Today the K-12 student population in Orange County is approximately 45% Latino, 33% Anglo,
16% Asian-American and 2% African-American. In addition, one third of the OC population was
born outside the US. It will be interesting to see the results of the latest census.
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