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The US south should embrace Latinos if it wants to
economically 'rise again'

A Latino member of  a Texas election delegation. Photograph: Spencer Platt/Getty Images

When I f irst saw Taqueria Michoacana down the street f rom my job in northern Louisiana, I almost f ainted.

It 's not an exaggeration. At the time, I had recently moved f rom Kansas, the middle of  the midwest, which had a
f lourishing Latino population experiencing growing pains. As a native Texan, it was at t imes powerf ul and
dif f icult to watch.

So, when I returned to the south it was surreal to see a place where I could get an authentic taco de lengua
down the street f rom some of  Louisiana's culinary staples – f ried chicken and crawf ish etouf f ee.

When I looked around to see what was really happening, I realized that my new f avorite lunchtime spot was no
accident. Here was a Latino population, like Kansas' population when it f irst started, trying to get its bearings
and f ind its role in a new area. It was undeniable, the South was changing drastically, quickly and, ironically, right
under everyone's noses.

While some of  my f ellow southerners choose to look at this growing population as the apex of  evil ("They're
taking our jobs! They're a strain on our resources!"), I look at it as a chance to grow economic development in
a region that desperately needs it.

In other words, if  we're not caref ul the south could lose the opportunity of  a lif etime. The growth of  the Latino
population – native born or not – is a good thing. As a region, southern states have the highest number of
college-going Latinos in the country. States such as Georgia, Arkansas, and Louisiana have seen triple-digit
Latino enrollment growth on their college campuses. West Virginia alone has seen a staggering 445.6%
increase in Latino enrollment between 2005 to 2010, according to the Southern Regional Education Board. In all
southern states, Latino student enrollment has grown f aster than black or white enrollment. This is promising;
college enrollment is a indicator of  a vibrant f uture workf orce.
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In addition to college statistics, population numbers ref lect the same trend. While a majority of  Latinos live in
states such as Florida, Calif ornia and Illinois, f ive states have seen the f astest growth of  this minority group
since 2000. Four of  them are southern states: Kentucky, Arkansas, and North and South Carolina.

Add this cherry on top of  the economic sundae: Latinos are the youngest major racial or ethnic group with the
average age 27, and are the most technologically savvy ethnic group, according to Pew Hispanic. In the land of
economic development, this is currency, a second oil boom but without the derricks dotting the landscape.
There is a potential here to have an abundant educated workf orce trained not f or the jobs of  today but f or the
careers of  the f uture.

Today's Latinos are young, talented, savvy, and sought out by industries willing to do what is necessary to hire
them, even if  it  means opening an of f ice or moving operations to another state. Surely this is a welcomed
thought f or many southern states with concerns about brain drain – young, qualif ied talent leaving the state,
depleting them of  opportunit ies f or economic growth and taxable incomes to run government.

Texas, my home state, realized this many years ago and acted. As the number of  Latinos grew in the state and
on its college campuses, the state's higher education board implemented the "Closing the Gap" plan, which
listed among its goals the increase of  Latinos college enrollment. Texas realized young, educated Latinos were
its f uture and its economic engine. The board also understood Texas would not be attractive to businesses
unless the state had a smart carrot to dangle in f ront of  them. So, they ensured they would have several
thousands of  carrots at the ready.

It 's working. In 2012, CNBC declared Texas as the nation's top state f or business. Among the reasons why it
earned this t it le was its workf orce. The state developed an education system that created a viable, vibrant
workf orce – a workf orce in a state that is 37.2% Latino.

South Carolina has learned f rom states like Texas and is becoming more open to their growing Latino
population. SciWay, a website started by a private business as a virtual welcome basket f or new South
Carolinians, has inf ormation about everything – the best beaches to local government inf ormation. As part of
its welcome wagon, there is a section specif ically f or Latino residents, some of  it translated into Spanish, f or
whatever they may need – hospitals and health, community outreach, state agencies and even the Hispanic
Chamber of  Commerce. All in one place, easy to read and access.

Texas and South Carolina serve as lessons f or other southern states as the Latino population continues to
increase and as the immigration discussion takes more of  the national spotlight.

It 's interesting to see how a place like Louisiana is changing. The home of  Mardi Gras has some new residents.
Just in the past f ive years the state has seen more taquerias open, each one busier than the last. Every year, a
chapter of  a national civil rights organization, the League of  United Latin American Citizens, gives out
scholarships to Latino college students just like the local NAACP does f or its black students. The annual Cinco
de Mayo celebration is hosted at one of  my area's swanky convention center rooms. There's salsa dancing
every Friday night at the Dominican restaurant. Latino products sit on grocery shelves next to the roux f or
gumbo.

Yes, the south is changing and with change comes opportunity. We have only to take advantage of  it.
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