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Since the first days after hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck the Gulf Coast in 
2005, Oxfam America—an international relief and development organization 
that works with local groups to save lives, help people overcome poverty, 
and fight for social justice—has endeavored to help the people of the region 
achieve a full and equitable recovery.

Oxfam’s Gulf Coast Equity Program has focused on 
achieving basic rights and dignity for low-income 
communities in both Louisiana and Mississippi. In 2007, 
the Gulf Coast Equity Program began its Worker and 
Immigrant Rights Initiative. Thanks to generous grants 
from The Atlantic Philanthropies and the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, the initiative became a vital part of 
Oxfam’s response to hurricanes Katrina and Rita. 

Early in our efforts to assess the needs of vulnerable 
communities that were reeling from the disasters, Oxfam 
recognized a growing social catastrophe that was 
attracting virtually no public attention: the exploitation 
and abuse of immigrant workers laboring in the massive 
reconstruction effort. This situation was affecting all 
workers, since local low-wage workers were denied 
access and opportunities to jobs as well. Applying our 
rights-based approach, Oxfam began building an effort to 
help low-wage workers in the reconstruction effort gain 
the power to defend their rights, have a voice in their own 
future, and contribute to the overall goal of a just and 
equitable reconstruction on the Gulf Coast.

Three years later, as the Worker and Immigrant Rights 
Initiative is ending, many exciting developments are 
happening, and worker and immigrant advocacy groups 
are looking long term at how to address the problems 
hurricanes Katrina and Rita revealed. Now is the time 
to take stock of the program’s accomplishments and 
celebrate the many local and state organizations that 
have achieved so much.  This publication is designed to do just that.  
Here we share the strategies that drove the Worker and Immigrant Rights 
Initiative and share the program’s highlights and achievements. 
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Most importantly, this publication offers our partner organizations the 
chance to tell their stories. Their work and dedication, their resilience and 
commitment, are the lifeblood of the Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative.  
In this journey, Oxfam America staff members have been moved and our 
lives have been enriched from these stories. We hope this publication serves 
as an opportunity to share these accomplishments and allow our partners’ 
voices to be heard in ever-widening circles.  

Minor Sinclair    Ilana Scherl
Director, US Regional Office  Gulf Coast Field Representative
Oxfam America    Oxfam America 

New Orleans day labor workers
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In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, followed in 
September by Hurricane Rita.  More than 1,000 people lost their lives in 
Katrina and Rita and tens of thousands saw their homes vanish or suffer 
damage from the winds and floodwaters.  Hundreds of thousands of 
people were displaced by the storms, and many have still not been able 
to return to their homes.   

A barely visible side of this story was the influx of nearly 100,000 immigrants 
in the weeks and months after the storms.  Local, state, and federal 
authorities overlooked some policies and issued new ones to encourage 
local employers to hire immigrants for dangerous and low-paying jobs in 
the clean up and recovery. In effect, these policies brought in immigrants, 
offered few legal and financial protections, and made it more difficult for 
African-Americans to come home.  

With no public awareness of their plight and few, if 
any, local organizations with the capacity to assist 
them, this new population of workers on the Gulf 
Coast was largely invisible and voiceless.  

Three years later, that ground has shifted 
significantly.

As part of Oxfam America’s Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative, Oxfam 
supported five national organizations and provided small grants and 
technical assistance to 13 local organizations and coalitions. In addition, 
Oxfam established strategic relationships with nine partners in Louisiana 
and Mississippi: 

Louisiana
Louisiana Justice Institute 
Mary Queen of Vietnam Community Development Corporation
New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial Justice 
Pro Bono Project - Employment Law Program
Puentes New Orleans
Restaurant Opportunities Center of New Orleans 

Introduction
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Mississippi 
El Pueblo
Mississippi Immigrants Rights Alliance 
Moore Community House - Women in Construction Program

Thanks in large part to the work of these groups and the national allies 
Oxfam brought in to support them, such as the National Employment Law 
Project, immigrant and low-wage workers on the Gulf Coast have been able 
to assert their dignity and rights.  The efforts of these organizations have 
helped create a dynamic upsurge of advocacy and activism for the rights of 
immigrants and all low-wage workers on the Gulf Coast. 

Long before Katrina and Rita pummeled Gulf Coast communities, the 
region was home to some of the most entrenched poverty and inequality 
in the nation, beset by a culture of racial exclusion that has denied the 
fundamental economic, political, and social rights of African-Americans and 
other residents of color for generations.  

Oxfam’s Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative aimed to help meet the 
urgent needs of devastated communities, as well as promote the rights 
and participation of those who traditionally have had little say in decisions 
affecting their lives and communities.  Our goal was to foster a more just 
and equitable recovery that would change the social landscape, as well as 
rebuild the physical one.  

The right to a living wage and decent working conditions goes to the heart 
of ordinary people’s ability to live with dignity—supporting their families, 
building assets, accessing opportunity, and living in safe and stable 
communities. Respect for immigrant and low-wage workers’ rights, and 
their voices, is essential to ensuring that the long-term reconstruction is 
accountable to human needs.  At the same time, the diverse makeup of the 
low-wage worker population makes fertile ground for building multi-racial 
alliances, a vital component of any enduring effort for social change on the 
Gulf Coast.  
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The collective achievements of Oxfam America and the local and national 
organizations with which we formed strategic partnerships tell a story of a 
remarkable upsurge in social justice activism around immigrant and low-
wage worker rights.  These achievements are also proof of the resilience, 
determination, and capacity to act of Gulf Coast immigrants, low-wage 
workers, and their allies.

We organized the Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative around five 
objectives, as detailed below: 

•  Build strong local organizations and develop local leadership, 
particularly of women

•  Enhance the voice of low-wage workers by building alliances and 
coalitions

•   Provide legal advocacy and support for low-wage workers

•  Improve the conditions of low-wage workers through policy change  

•  Enhance the visibility of low-wage workers through publications and 
research

Objectives and achievements

MIRA’s march for human rights



Oxfam America  |  Resilience and determination  |  Objectives and achievements 9

Build strong local organizations and develop local 
leadership, particularly of women

The initiative’s work to build the capacity of local organizations began with 
our decision to invest in the potential of one small 
but very effective voluntary organization.  Today that 
organization, Mississippi Immigrants Rights Alliance 
(MIRA), with its paid staff of seven, has spearheaded 
efforts that successfully defeated hundreds pieces 
of anti-immigrant legislation and has recovered more 
than $1 million in wages owed to immigrant workers by 
employers. 

Four of our strategic partners were founded in the 
last three years: the Louisiana Justice Institute (LJI), 
the New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial Justice 
(NOWCRJ), Puentes New Orleans, and the Restaurant 
Opportunities Center of New Orleans (ROC-NOLA).  
Existing groups, such as El Pueblo and Mary Queen of 
Vietnam Community Development Corporation (MQVN 
CDC), have grown considerably, hiring new staff 
and expanding services-based missions to include 
community organizing and advocacy on pressing 
policy issues.  Some organizations gained the capacity 
to start important new initiatives, such as the Moore 
Community House (MCH) - Women in Construction 
(WinC) project and Pro Bono Project’s Employment 
Law Program.   

The Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative also 
aimed at developing immigrant and low-wage worker 
leadership. From MIRA’s mobilization of families 
affected by the US Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement raid in Laurel, Mississippi, to NOWCRJ’s 
work to organize day laborers and guestworkers, 
Puente’s emergence as a powerful voice for the 
New Orleans Latino community, and ROC-NOLA’s 
worker-led campaign to address labor violations in the 
restaurant industry, workers and immigrants are now 

Women in Construction student
PHOTO ELIZABETH RAPPAPORT
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playing a very visible role in voicing their concerns and fighting for their rights. 

Oxfam targeted support to four partners’ efforts to strengthen the leadership 
and voice of women: 

•  Recognizing that Latina women’s concerns in the recovery were often 
overlooked as advocates focused on men in the construction industry, 
El Pueblo started the Mujeres Unidas program to strengthen the voices 
and increase the visibility of Latina women on the Gulf Coast.  

•  MQVN CDC has begun a similar initiative with women and girls in the 
Vietnamese community.

•  ROC-NOLA formed a working group of women restaurant worker to 
address issues affecting women in that industry.  

•  The MCH-WinC program offers training to low-income women to 
give them opportunities to participate in the reconstruction of their 
communities, as well as access to higher-paying jobs.

Enhance the voice of low-wage workers by building 
alliances and coalitions 

The influx of largely Latino immigrant workers, while African-American 
workers were displaced, contained the seeds of friction and resentment; 
it also held promise for two historically disenfranchised groups to work 
together for greater equity and justice in the post-hurricane reconstruction.  

Building trust and fostering dialogue and cooperation between communities 
that may see themselves as competing for scarce resources and power 
is not a simple task.  While there is much work yet to be done, we are 
extremely encouraged by the strides made by our partners in the past three 
years.  Alliances with the African-American community have been central 
to some of the most positive developments for immigrant communities on 
the Gulf Coast, including the defeat of anti-immigrant legislation in both 
Louisiana and Mississippi, the institution of the Louisiana legislature’s Latino 
Council, and the Signal International guestworker campaign.  The Worker 
and Immigrant Rights Initiative has been a key supporter of the annual 
Mississippi Black-Brown Unity Conference, organized by MIRA and by the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  In Louisiana, Puente’s Black 
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and Brown Forum brings together Latino and African-American leaders 
and organizations in New Orleans for dialogue and strategizing on common 
concerns.

In addition, the Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative also supports the 
Organizers Roundtable in New Orleans, a coalition of mostly African-
American organizations; Latino Forum of New Orleans, a coalition of 
organizations supporting the Latino community; and the Language Access 
Coalition (LAC), which supports people with limited English proficiency in 
the Vietnamese and Latino communities.  

Indian guest workers march for dignity
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Provide legal advocacy and support  
for low-wage workers 

When Oxfam first identified the existence of systematic human rights 
violations for immigrants working in the Gulf Coast reconstruction, we also 
noted the scarcity of resources for redress.  Few organizations or individuals in 
the legal, advocacy, or labor communities had the necessary expertise to help 
workers file and follow through on wage and hour or wage theft claims, and 
the complex nature of the reconstruction, which often involved multiple layers 
of subcontractors on any given project, made litigation particularly difficult.  
The response of the Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative was threefold:

•  In Mississippi, we supported MIRA’s role as a clearinghouse for the 
claims of immigrant workers, helping it recover $1 million in unpaid 
wages for immigrants.   

•  In Louisiana, we provided support to the Pro Bono Project to help 
establish the Employment Law Program, staffed by a full-time lawyer, 
and create a free legal clinic in collaboration with the Hispanic 
Apostolate and Loyola University. The program, which has recovered 
more than $500,000 in back wages, has trained a network of volunteer 
attorneys from the community and educates immigrant workers about 
their rights.  

•  Oxfam augmented these efforts by bringing in the National 
Employment Law Project for training and consultation to support 
litigation efforts in both Louisiana and Mississippi.  

As a result of these strategies, immigrants and low-wage workers now have 
reliable places to turn to for recovering lost wages and seeking redress for 
violations of their rights.  Employers can no longer count on impunity for 
acts of exploitation and abuse.

Improve the conditions of low-wage workers through 
policy change

The Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative supported advocacy efforts to 
bring sustainable changes.  Oxfam supported, acted as a convener for, and 
facilitated in bringing local, regional, and national organizations together to 
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strengthen Gulf Coast voices regarding policy.  Oxfam has been an active 
supporter and participant of our partners’ and allies’ campaigns.

Oxfam took advocates and young people to Denver for the 2008 Democratic 
National Convention and to the US Social Forum in Atlanta in August 
2007 to highlight issues affecting the Gulf Coast communities.  We helped 
organize and support several visits by Gulf Coast advocates to Washington, 
DC, for hearings and lobbying on the Gulf Coast Civil Works Act, on 
violations of human rights on the guestworkers program, and on the need 
for more resources for an equity recovery.

At local and state levels, the Worker and Immigrant Rights Initiative provides 
support for campaigns for safeguarding jobs in case of disaster and defends 
guestworkers’ and restaurant workers’ rights.  Oxfam is supporting several 
partners in writing and campaigning for the passage of a resolution that 
criminalizes wage theft in New Orleans. Oxfam also supports LAC efforts to 
enact policies that provide adequate access to public services for people 
with limited English proficiency, as well as LAC’s efforts to defeat anti-
immigrant bills in Louisiana and Mississippi.
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Enhance the visibility of low-wage workers through 
publications and research

To better inform our work and the 
work of our partners in alliance 
building, Oxfam commissioned 
the survey that formed the basis 
of “Building Common Ground,” a 
pioneering research report on the 
potential for Latinos and African-
Americans to work together 
toward a more just society on the 
on the Gulf Coast.  The report 
indicates that though barriers 
remain, a strong foundation for 
cross-racial alliance-building 
exists between Latino immigrants 
and long-time African-American 
residents. The launch of the 
report at Xavier University in 
New Orleans brought together policymakers and community leaders, as 
well as English-language and Spanish-language media. Dr. Norman Francis, 
president of Xavier, offered opening remarks in the launch event, which was 
followed by a panel discussion of the findings that highlighted the alliance-
building work of Oxfam partners.    

Oxfam also produced “Mirror on America,” a report on the third anniversary 
of hurricane Katrina; two human development reports, “A Portrait of 
Louisiana” and “A Portrait of Mississippi”; a guide of organizations in 
Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi; and a demographics study of 
Brazilians and Mexicans in New Orleans after Katrina.

Building common ground
How shared attitudes and concerns can create alliances 
between African-Americans and Latinos in a post-Katrina 
New Orleans.
Key findings from Dr. Silas Lee & Associates’ survey of  African-American and Latino residents 
in New Orleans, commissioned by Oxfam America, September 2008 
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Worker and Immigrant Rights 
Initiative partners’ profiles
We asked our nine strategic partners to describe their work,  
in their own words.  Their remarkable achievements under 
difficult and challenging circumstances follow. 
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Louisiana Justice Institute       Established 2007

Contact information
1631 Elysian Fields Avenue 
New Orleans, Louisiana 70117 
504-872-9134
admin@louisianajusticeinstitute.org
www.louisianajusticeinstitute.org

Leadership
Tracie L. Washington, Managing Co-Director
Steve Jupiter and Jacques Morial, Co-Directors

Summary and mission
Formed in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the Louisiana Justice 
Institute (LJI) is a nonprofit civil rights legal advocacy organization devoted 
to fostering social justice campaigns for impoverished communities and 
communities of color throughout Louisiana.   LJI believes that a community-
shared vision for social justice, combined with the opportunity and resolve 
to bring lasting change, will produce genuine and equitable recovery in 
Louisiana.  We mobilize the legal and political resources of Louisiana’s social 
justice infrastructure to ensure that local social justice campaigns benefit 
from statewide support.  

Areas of work
LJI’s work is based on five precepts:

•  Community-led organizing.  LJI incubates and grows community-
identified social justice campaigns statewide through a network 
of partners, including churches and community organizations, 
corporations, and law firms.

•  Strategic partnerships.  LJI facilitates networking and resource-sharing 
between community groups, community leaders, legal resources, and 
other organizations. 

•  Shared research, media, and technology.  LJI  conducts research and 
issues reports on barriers to social justice and strategies to overcome 
them.  We work with the media to publicize our community’s realities, 

Louisiana
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struggles, and vision for a better Louisiana.  We share technology and 
office space with our partners. 

•  Empowerment training.  LJI builds leadership and advocacy 
skills through hands-on training regarding voting rights and civic 
engagement, public education, housing, workers’ rights, health care, 
and criminal justice.   

•  Impact litigation.  LJI aggressively and strategically engages in 
litigation on behalf of its partners, with an emphasis on the use of 
class actions that will bring needed reform to Louisiana’s impoverished 
communities and communities of color.

Key issues and accomplishments
LJI’s  programs and litigation are focused on voting rights and civic 
engagement, public education, housing, worker rights and economic justice, 
health care, and criminal justice:  

•  Promoting voting rights and civic engagement.  LJI is an active 
member of the Louisiana Voting Rights Network, a partnership of 
civil rights organizations working together to protect the right to 
vote in Louisiana.  We are working in a local coalition to ensure an 
accurate count for New Orleans in the 2010 Census.  In addition, LJI 
has convened the NOLA Kitchen Table, a forum for developing and 
promoting residents’ ideas and initiatives. 

•  Supporting equality in public education.  LJI Managing Co-
Director Tracie Washington helped coordinate several initiatives to 

New Orleanians gather to plan Haiti 
relief, in a meeting co-sponsored by LJI
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address problems of segregation and inequality that arose with the 
reorganization of the New Orleans Public Schools after hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita.  Efforts have include the New Orleans Public 
Schools Monitoring Line, which advised parents, students, and school 
employees of their rights and resources and logged complaints for 
action by school system officials. 

•  Addressing housing challenges.  In partnership with Policy Link and 
the Louisiana Association of Nonprofit Organizations, LJI helped 
form the Louisiana Housing Alliance, which fights for public housing.  
Working with Children’s Defense Fund, LJI participated in the Katrina 
Citizen’s Leadership Corps, helping bring several hundred Gulf Coast 
women to Washington, DC, to share their stories of displacement. 
We have provided legal assistance to over 50 families victimized by 
construction fraud and are working with the city of New Orleans to 
introduce an anti-construction-fraud ordinance. 

•  Advocating for workers’ rights and economic justice.  LJI is working 
to help the mostly African-American workers displaced by the Gulf 
Coast hurricanes, along with immigrant workers involved in the 
reconstruction, to advocate for better working conditions and wages.  
We are part of the advocacy effort on behalf of workers in the Diwad v. 
Signal International case, which alleges fraud and illegal trafficking of 
Indian nationals working in the Mississippi shipbuilding industry under 
slave-like conditions. 

•  Increasing access to health care.  LJI  has been involved in efforts to 
address the impact of the 2005 hurricanes on the greater New Orleans 
health care system, which included the loss of many facilities and the 
disruption of care for large numbers of people, especially the poor and 
uninsured.  LJI Co-Director Jacques Morial has been a key organizer in 
the campaign to reopen Charity Hospital.  

•  Advocating for fairness in the criminal justice system.  LJI works to 
address the highest incarceration rate in the country, widespread 
police abuses and racial profiling, and a lack of rights and 
representation for indigent defendants. LJI helped coordinate the legal 
team for the Jena 6 and has joined a coalition convened by Women 
With A Vision to support impoverished women improperly charged as 
sex offenders.  

Tracie Washington, Managing  
Co-Director, Louisiana Justice Institute
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•  Promoting public transparency.  LJI’s Project Transparency aims to 
help New Orleans residents to gain access to information about the 
workings of their city government.  

Future plans
LJI will continue to employ our model of local and statewide activism 
to unite residents across race and class, build democratic consensus 
on critical issues, develop participants’ leadership skills, and foster 
relationships necessary to make change and promote the public good.  
Future plans include expanding upon our community partnerships, working 
to fill community-identified gaps in Louisiana’s current public interest legal 
resources, and sponsoring the Revius Ortique Symposium, a statewide legal 
symposium to be held in 2010.

Mary Queen of Vietnam Community  
Development Corporation       Established 2006

Contact information
4626 Alcee Fortier Boulevard 
New Orleans Louisiana 70129
504-255-9170
www.mqvncdc.org 

Leadership and staff
The Mary Queen of Vietnam Community Development 
Corporation (MQVN CDC) 16-person board of directors 
includes seven staff members. Staff members are welcomed 
to attend the monthly meetings. 

Our staff  includes an executive director (also the health 
project manager), deputy director (also the business development director), 
Education/Cultural Center coordinator, Environmental Justice/Urban Farm 
Project manager, health research manager/community organizer, project 
coordinator, and social worker. 



20 Oxfam America  |  Resilience and determination  |  Louisiana partners

Summary and mission 
MQVN CDC is dedicated to enhancing the quality of life for Vietnamese 
American residents of New Orleans East and beyond.  In the immediate 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, MQVN CDC played a leading role in 
providing emergency relief assistance to more than 2,000 residents and 
organized Vietnamese Americans to take ownership of their community’s 
revival.  MQV CDC serves a diverse neighborhood in New Orleans, Village 

de L’Est, which includes African-Americans (55 
percent), Caucasians (4 percent), and Hispanics (2 
percent), as well as Vietnamese (37 percent). 

Areas of work
MQVN CDC organizes its community and works 
in partnership with other local organizations to 
address the following areas: 

 • Education
 • Affordable housing
 • Business development
 • Social services
 • Health care services
 • Agriculture and urban farm
 • Youth leadership development
 • Women empowerment
 • Community organizing
 • Cultural and historic preservation
 • Language access  

Issues and accomplishments
MQVN CDC issues and accomplishments include:

•  Women empowerment. In 2009, with the help of Oxfam funding, 
MQVN CDC partnered with the Vietnamese American Young Leaders 
Association (VAYLA) to create a Young Women’s Leadership Program, 
founded by staff members Mai Dang and Christina Wadhwani and 
two members of VAYLA-New Orleans, Huong Nguyen and Jennifer 
Tran. After years of organizing in male-dominated spaces, the 
women realized the critical need for a program aimed at developing 
the power, voices, and leadership of young Vietnamese women in 

David Gallegos and Mai Dang, first  
co-chairs of the Language Access 
Coalition
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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their community.  The program’s monthly meetings offer a space for 
young women to discuss and take action on critical issues that affect 
them and are focused on an agenda of their choosing.  Activities 
have included Celebrating Women’s History Month, a letter writing 
campaign to support the Louisiana Equal Pay for Women Act, 
and discussions on domestic violence, gender stereotypes, wage 
disparities, and other issues.  In celebration of International Women’s 
Day, they organized an exhibit of their photovoice project, focusing on 
what it means to be a woman.  They also produced a video with young 
women (www.vayla-no.org).

•  Education.  MQVN CDC opened the first Intercultural Charter School, 
which serves kindergarten through fifth-grade children of African, 
Hispanic, and Vietnamese descent, with classes taught in English, 
Spanish, and Vietnamese.  

•  Housing.  MQV CDC is currently developing a senior retirement 
community to create affordable housing for Vietnamese elders in the 
community, as well as a trailer site that provides 199 trailer homes to 
hundreds of returnees. 

•  Business development.  MQVN CDC has formed a business 
association to advocate for increased support to revitalize 
neighborhood business districts. We help local businesses access 
grants and technical assistance opportunities and support business 
façade enhancements to retain and improve clientele. We were 
instrumental in establishing the Viet Village Cultural District designation 
by the state.

•  Agriculture and urban farming. MQVN CDC created an organic urban 
farm in partnership with Louisiana Green Corps to promote healthy 
eating and grow produce locally. 

•  Social services.  Each week more than 200 community members come 
to us for social service assistance. 

•  Health care.  MQVN CDC established two bridge clinics, Kids’ First 
Pediatric Clinic and the Tulane Community Health Clinic, in partnership 
with Children’s Hospital and Tulane University School of Medicine.  
We are developing a permanent primary-care medical health center, 
to serve 25,000 residents of New Orleans East, which is scheduled to 
open by 2011.  
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•  Environmental justice.  We worked in partnership with the Sierra Club 
and local organizations and public officials to close the Chef Menteur 
Highway landfill, which endangered the health of the New Orleans 
East community.  We have brought the community together for 
three interracial community clean ups. We are also working towards 
establishing a recycling campaign by the end of 2010.

•  Language access.  MQV CDC promotes language access for limited 
English proficiency speakers through interpreter training, English as 
a second language classes, certifications, and policy change. As part 
of this effort, MQVN CDC cofounded the Language Access Coalition 
(LAC).  LAC brings together Vietnamese and Latino organizations 
to advocate for better services and policy change for people with 
limited English proficiency and hosts medical interpreter training for 
Vietnamese interpreters in collaboration with REACH NOLA.

•  Youth development.  Our youth programs encourage young people’s 
civic engagement and economic and leadership development.  
Vietnamese youth are active participants of the Black and Brown 
Forum.  Our most recent youth development effort is focused on 

organizing young Vietnamese women. 

Future plans 
MQVN CDC is planning some important steps to 
further its latest community development projects, 
including breaking ground on our New Orleans 
East Community Health Center; expanding the 
Intercultural Charter School to add two seventh-
grade classes; completing two initiatives to 
improve the quality of health care to our community 
(mental health assessment research and a diabetes 
screening project); and attaining the building permit 
for our Viet Village Urban Farm, which will break 
ground in early 2011.

Vietnamese fishermen affected  
by the oil spill
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New Orleans Workers’ Center  
for Racial Justice       Established 2006

Contact information
217 N. Prieur Street
New Orleans, Louisiana 70112
504-309-5165
saket@nowcrj.org
www.nowcrj.org

Leadership and staff
Saket Soni, Executive Director

Summary and mission
Founded in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans Workers’ 
Center for Racial Justice (NOWCRJ) organizes workers across race and 
industry to build grassroots leadership, power, and participation.  We are 
dedicated to crafting local, regional, national, and international strategies 
for leveraging the realities and organizing efforts of workers and low-wage 
communities of color to create systemic social change, including mobilizing 
African-American workers and immigrants to advance racial and economic 
justice.  

Areas of work 
NOWCRJ’s vision for change includes workplace democracy, neighborhood 
and community self-determination, and the expansion of legal, civil, and 
human rights in New Orleans through equitable policy and participatory 
leadership development.  We pursue this vision through a multi-pronged 
strategy that includes grassroots organizing and advocacy, policy change, 
leadership development, strategic communications, and strategic litigation 
and legal advocacy.  Our program areas include: 

•  Organizing homeless African-American workers and residents.   STAND 
with Dignity is a membership organization of African-American low-
wage workers and residents of New Orleans who are experiencing 
homelessness, displacement, and unemployment.  Founded in December 
2007, STAND seeks to create affordable housing and safe public spaces 
for the displaced families and communities of New Orleans.

Jacinta Gonzalez, NOWCRJ organizer

Dennis Soriano, NOWCRJ organizer
PHOTOS AUDRA MELTON
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•  Organizing day laborers across New Orleans.  The Congress of Day 
Laborers (El Congreso) is a membership organization dedicated to 
building power for day laborers in the greater New Orleans area.  
Founded in 2006, El Congreso—many of whose members are 
immigrant workers—brings day laborers together to address the 
tremendous abuses they experience at the hands of contractors, 
police, and immigration authorities, as well as to address problems of 
health and homelessness.  

•  Organizing guestworkers.  The Alliance of Guest Workers for Dignity 
was formed in 2007 in response to the conditions—often characterized 
as modern-day slavery—faced by the thousands of guestworkers 
trafficked to the Gulf Coast after Hurricane Katrina. New Orleans day labor workers’ march
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Key issues and major accomplishments 
NOWCRJ’s recent major accomplishments have included groundbreaking 
victories for the civil, labor, and human rights of New Orleans communities:  

•  Winning commitments to combat wage theft.  NOWCRJ has 
assembled a coalition of immigrant workers, African-American 
residents, high-road employers, and the city’s political leadership 
aimed at ending wage theft.  Thirty-five members of the Congress of 
Day Laborers met directly with New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin after 
Hurricane Katrina, securing his commitment to making the elimination 
of wage theft a priority.  The mayors’ office now lists the elimination of 
wage theft as its number one priority civil rights issue in its strategic 
plan.  NOWCRJ has won a commitment from the president of the City 
Council to pass an historic city ordinance to eliminate wage theft.  The 
ordinance will be the first of its kind in New Orleans and will serve as a 
national model. 

•  Fighting for affordable housing for displaced New Orleaneans.  STAND 
has built a base of low-income renters, homeowners, and homeless 
residents working to expand affordable housing in New Orleans. They 
appealed for greater transparency from the Housing Authority and won 
the opening of over 1,000 affordable homes for poor and displaced 
communities.

•  Winning a seat at the table to advocate for equity in social services.  
As a result of organizing around equitable access to social services, 
STAND won a seat on the advisory board of the Louisiana Department 
of Social Services. Advisory board members will be able to ensure 
accountability in the distribution of more than $73 million in homeless 
services funds and will help shape policy affecting immigrant services, 
services for displaced workers, and stimulus funds.  

•  Influencing disaster response and evacuation policy. During Hurricane 
Gustav in September 2008, the NOWCRJ secured an agreement 
with the US Department of Homeland Security banning immigration 
raids during evacuations from New Orleans and guaranteeing equal 
access to humanitarian relief, regardless of immigration status.  In 
the hurricane’s aftermath, we mobilized more than 1,400 evacuees 
to hold the state accountable for subjecting impoverished African-
Americans to substandard shelter conditions. Our comprehensive 
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report on evacuation policy failures was featured in a New York Times 
editorial.  As a result, Louisiana rewrote state evacuation policy based 
on NOWCRJ recommendations (http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/21/
opinion/21sun2.html?scp=3&sq=never%20again,%20again&st=cse).

•  Securing critical labor rights protections for guestworkers. The 
Alliance of Guest Workers for Dignity has won significant gains for 
guestworkers across the country.  U.S. Secretary of Labor Hilda Solis 
endorsed the NOWCRJ’s position on behalf of migrant guestworkers 
in Louisiana by writing an amicus brief in Castellanos v. Decatur 
Hotels, a groundbreaking federal lawsuit brought by NOWCRJ 
member-leader Daniel Castellanos.  Our organizing efforts have 
triggered successful federal investigations of civil and labor rights 
abuses on the Gulf Coast involving the US departments of Homeland 
Security, Labor, and Justice, as well as the US Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission.  Members of NOWCRJ have testified 
before Congress on conditions faced by guestworkers in New Orleans 
four times; our testimony has been a key source of information for 
members of Congress as they consider reform of the Department of 
Labor and other agencies. 

Jacinta Gonzalez, NOWCRJ organizer 
and day laborers in New Orleans, LA
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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Pro Bono Project -  
Employment Law Program       Established 1997*

Contact information
615 Baronne Street 
New Orleans, Louisiana 70113-1046 
504-581-4043
probono@probono-no.org
www.probono-no.org

Leadership and staff
Rachel Piercey, Executive Director
Vanessa Spinazola, Staff Attorney, Employment Law

Partners in the Employment Law Program 
Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New Orleans Hispanic Apostolate, Loyola 
University New Orleans College of Law Stuart H. Smith Law Clinic and Center 
for Social Justice, NOWCRJ  Congreso de Jornalero and Louisiana Appleseed, 
and Restaurant Opportunities Center of New Orleans (ROC-NOLA)

Summary and mission 
The Pro Bono Project’s mission is to provide free quality legal services to the 
poor by engaging volunteer attorneys to render pro bono services.  Numerous 
programs and a diverse and expanding pool of legal expertise allow the Pro 
Bono Project to respond to the varied legal problems in our community, which 
have increased and magnified since hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  We started our 
Employment Law Program in response to the epidemic of wage theft experienced 
by low-wage and immigrant workers in the post-Katrina reconstruction.  The 
program represents the interests of low-wage and immigrant workers in wage 
theft cases in an effort to bring an end to wage theft in Greater New Orleans.  

* Pro Bono (as part of the Louisiana Bar Foundation), 1986 
Incorporated as a separate 501(c)3 non-profit, 1991
Employment Law Program, 2007 

Areas of work 
The Employment Law Program focuses in three areas: 
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•  Recruiting, training, organizing, educating, and supervising volunteer 
attorneys, law students, and interpreters 

•  Advocating through multiple levels of government and in the media to 
bring about policy change 

•  Providing ongoing advice and counsel to immigrant and low-wage 
workers, including engaging in impact litigation on their behalf 

In partnership with the Hispanic Apostolate of Catholic Charities 
Archdiocese of New Orleans and the Workplace Justice Project of Loyola 
College of Law, we provide a free weekly Wage Claim Clinic for low-wage 
workers.  Each week we meet with workers, assist in drafting demand 
letters, provide advice on the legal merit of cases, connect workers with 
the federal Department of Labor, refer cases to other providers, and take 
on cases for litigation.  The program also  partners with the Congreso de 
Jornalero of NOWCRJ and with ROC-NOLA, advocating on behalf of their 
local members through litigation.  The program is working with Louisiana 
Appleseed to research and draft state-wide legislation pertaining to the 
enforcement of wage judgments.

Issues and accomplishments
The Pro Bono Project recently received the American Bar Association’s 
Francis Perkins Public Service Award, which recognizes individuals or 
organizations that demonstrate a significant commitment to providing pro 
bono legal services, primarily labor and employment law to persons of 
limited means.   

Other accomplishments include:

•  Recovering lost wages.  The Pro Bono Project has recovered almost 
$500,000 in wages for workers through the legal clinic.

•  Defending the rights of undocumented workers.  Along with the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, we obtained the first judicial certification 
in the country of U-visa applications, for six undocumented workers 
who were taken into US Immigration and Customs Enforcement custody 
after making formal demand for wages on their employer (Garcia v. 
Audubon Communities Management).  In another case, we obtained a 
protective order in federal district court for two undocumented workers, 
and we testified at hearings held by the United Food and Commercial 
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Vanessa Spinazola, Staff Attorney, 
Employment Law Program
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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Workers Union regarding immigration raids.  

•  Challenging wage theft.   Working with a number of community partners, 
including Loyola College of Law, Catholic Charities, and Congreso de 
Jornalero of NOWCRJ, the Pro Bono Project drafted a version of a 
municipal ordinance for Orleans Parish criminalizing the theft of wages 
and provided testimony for a New Orleans City Council public hearing on 
the proposed ordinance.  We are participating in a subcommittee of the 
national Low Wage Workers’ Legal Network (LWWLN) to explore state-
level legislative solutions to strengthen and/or create laws specific to the 
enforcement of wage judgments.  In partnership with Louisiana Appleseed, 
we have created a handbook for Louisiana attorneys wishing to litigate 
wage claims pro bono.  

•  Advocating for better conditions for restaurant workers.  Pro Bono 
Project is working with ROC-NOLA on improving working conditions 
for workers in the restaurant industry, including impact litigation, 
legislation aimed at ensuring that restaurant workers can return to their 
jobs after mandatory evacuations, and a manual on worker rights for 
Louisiana restaurant owners.

Future plans
The Employment Law Program will continue to attack the problem of wage 
theft from multiple angles:

•  Continue to build our network of pro bono attorneys and law schools 
across the nation and maintain and grow relationships with city, state, 
and federal organizations.  

•  Increase the number of  successfully litigated impact cases, often 
guided by our community organizing partners, such as ROC-NOLA.  
This goal will be supported by a recent grant from the Greater New 
Orleans Foundation Community Impact Program to help bring more 
cases to Small Claims and Justice of the Peace courts. 

•  Increase the number of workers served at the Wage Claim Clinic, from 
which every worker walks away with a demand letter for wages and a 
follow-up appointment to meet with a lawyer. 

•  Train workers on their rights and what it means to participate in the 
legal process. 
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Puentes New Orleans       Established 2007

Contact information
1050 South Jefferson Davis Parkway, Suite 321
New Orleans, Louisiana 70125
504-821-7228
info@puentesno.org
www.puentesno.org

Leadership and staff
Executive Director Lucas Diaz cofounded Puentes with three other Latino 
community leaders, Martín Gutierrez, Salvador Longoria, and Bertha 
Montenegro. Lucas developed meaningful partnerships across various 
sectors of the community while building the institution from concept paper 
to full programmatic implementation between 2007 and 2008.  Today, 
Puentes has nine board members, all of whom are local community 
leaders from different aspects of community life, three full-time and three 
part-time staff members, and numerous volunteers and partners.

Summary and mission
Puentes is a community development agency serving New Orleans’ 
Latino population.  It was started after Hurricane Katrina, when the 
influx of new Latinos to the New Orleans area strained existing services 
and heightened the needs of the Latino community. Puentes aims to 
encourage, promote, and advance full community integration of Latino 
families in metropolitan New Orleans.   Puentes believes in the power 
of interpersonal relationships to do away with boundaries, stereotypes, 
biases, and prejudices in diverse communities.  Inspired by the work of 
Martin Luther King, Jr., on building new communities of hope, Puentes 
seeks to foster a more unified community in which Latinos can live among 
the other ethnic/cultural groups of the Greater New Orleans area. 

Areas of work
Originally focused on the housing concerns of the Latino community, 
Puentes quickly developed several additional priorities aimed at building 
a leadership voice for the Latino community.  In 2008, Puentes launched 
programs in civic engagement and leadership development, policy, 
advocacy and coalition building, public safety (including law enforcement 

Lucas Diaz, Executive Director, Puentes
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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and community training and capacity development), and Spanish language 
first time homebuyer education.  Today, Puentes pursues these priorities 
through a coordinated strategy focused on building inter-ethnic trust and 
informed civic will. Puentes endeavors to build a team of interpersonal, 
inter-ethnic civic leaders who come from every walk of life to tackle issues of 
equity and justice.

Key issues and major accomplishments 
Puentes’ key issues and major accomplishments include:

•  Inter-ethnic coalition building.   Puentes works across New Orleans to 
bring together leaders from diverse ethnic groups to train for public 
leadership and inter-ethnic coalition building.  Initiatives contributing to 
this work include: 
•  A school-based youth leadership council that is Latino focused, but 

multiethnic in its member make-up. 
•  A parent-based leadership training initiative in which Latino and 

African-American parents and community members come together 
to learn leadership skills and build trust. 

•  The Black and Brown Forum, a coalition of organizational leaders 
who serve different ethnic groups in the community. 

•  An open-governance coalition focused on building civic will, 
fostering public leadership skills, and holding local government 
accountable.

•  Increasing Latino civic engagement.  In 2008, Puentes launched 
LatiNola, aimed at increasing volunteerism and civic participation 
among the city’s Latinos. In its first initiative, LatiNola Votes!, Puentes 
held more than 15 volunteer-led community outreach events to 
promote voting in the Latino community.  The program has registered 
more than 200 voters.  LatiNola distributes a weekly newsletter with 
news affecting the Latino community.

•  Building leaders.  Puentes has trained over 30 community members in 
its 10-hour course in public leadership.  Its youth leadership program, 
which operates in four schools, recently sent five members to a 
citywide retreat for youth advocates. 

•  Improving relationships with law enforcement and the courts.   Puentes 
has worked with the New Orleans Police Department to better its 
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relationship with the Latino community, which has resulted in the 
appointment of a Latino police officer liaison. Puentes developed a 
cultural awareness curriculum for educating police about the Latino 
community that has become part of Police Department training.  
Puentes has increased Latino access to the criminal justice system by 
training Spanish-speaking court interpreters. 

•  Influencing policy.  Puentes is a significant contributing member 
of the Language Access Coalition (LAC) and is responsible for 
securing LAC’s official recognition by the New Orleans City Council 
in 2008.  Puentes has worked with other coalition members to craft 
a language access policy agenda.  An initial result has been a court 
interpreter standard rule that was included in the Louisiana State 
Bar Association’s recommendations for its 2010 legislative agenda.  LatiNola volunteers on day of action
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Puentes worked in collaboration with the Louisiana Conference of 
Catholic Bishops to defeat anti-immigrant bills in the state legislature 
in 2008.  Puentes is also a member of the Louisiana Council on 
the Provision of Government Services to Latin Americans, which is 
responsible for making policy recommendations to the Governor and 
state agencies.  

•  Educating and reaching out to the community.  Puentes has held over 
30 community outreach events and activities in the last two years 
throughout the New Orleans metropolitan area, including community 
panels on immigration.  

Future plans
Puentes is currently aligning all of its initiatives under an inter-ethnic trust and 
leadership-building model.  The purpose of this effort is to ensure that all of 
our activities move toward full institutionalization of our vision for a unified 
city, which includes passage of the Louisiana  Supreme Court rule on court 
interpreter standards; a city-wide audit on language access in New Orleans; 
a written, pro-immigrant arrest policy and a Latino Task Force within the New 
Orleans Police Department; and a coalition-led citywide public leadership 
training around open governance and inter-ethnic trust building.

Restaurant Opportunities Center  
of New Orleans       Established 2008

Contact information
2714 Canal Street, Suite. 308
New Orleans, Louisiana 70119
504-821-7044
www.rocunited.org/affiliates/new-orleans

Leadership and staff
Leadership: Van Joseph, Derek Robinson, Helena Nealy, Mauricio Sierra, 
and Leoule Goshu  
Staff: Darrin B. Browder, Claudia E. Munoz, and Le’Kedra Robertson
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Summary and mission 
The Restaurant Opportunities Center of New Orleans (ROC-NOLA) is a 
restaurant workers’ organization dedicated to improving working conditions 
for restaurant workers throughout the New Orleans area.  ROC was founded 
by displaced World Trade Center restaurant workers in New York after the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and is devoted to educating restaurant 
workers about their rights and helping them organize to advocate for better 
working conditions. ROC formed the New Orleans satellite after Hurricane 
Katrina and since has formed branches in seven other cities, joined by an 
umbrella organization, ROC United.

Areas of work
ROC addresses the challenges that workers 
in the restaurant industry, the nation’s biggest 
private-sector employer, confront behind the 
kitchen door: lack of a livable wage, regular 
raises, benefits, or overtime pay; limited 
opportunities for advancement; violations of 
health, safety, and employment laws; and 
verbal abuse and sexual harassment.  ROC is 
dedicated to improving working conditions and 
increasing opportunities for advancement in 
restaurants nationwide for the collective benefit 
of workers, employers, and consumers.  We take 
a three-pronged approach to achieving change 
in the restaurant industry: campaigning for workplace justice, promoting the 
“high road” to profitability, and conducting research and policy advocacy.  
We also offer training and personal development classes that help low-wage 
restaurant workers advance to living-wage jobs in the industry.

Key issues and major accomplishments
The restaurant industry is one of New Orleans’ largest employers, and ROC-
NOLA is committed to helping the city’s many restaurant workers organize 
and advocate for better working conditions and for policy changes that 
will improve their lives.  In the short time we have been in New Orleans, we 
have made an impact through workplace organizing, research, and training.  
ROC-NOLA’s accomplishments include: 

New Orleans Restaurant Workers 
campaign
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•  Campaigning against workplace abuses.  ROC-NOLA has launched 
a workplace justice campaign that includes filing a federal lawsuit 
against a low-road employer for almost $270,000 in wages and 
advocating for policy changes inside the restaurant.  

•  Conducting groundbreaking industry research.  In research aimed at 
getting an accurate picture of the issues facing restaurant employees 
in greater New Orleans, we have conducted 500 surveys of workers, 
as well as interviews with 30 workers and 30 employers, regarding 
the working conditions of low-wage restaurant workers.  The findings 
were compiled into a comprehensive industry report that was released 
on February 9, 2010, at the Crescent City’s first Restaurant Industry 
Summit. The report was covered in the Times Picayune and the 
Louisiana Weekly, and a “National Executive Summary,” including New 
Orleans data, was reported by the Washington Post.  

•  Building workers’ knowledge and skills.  ROC-NOLA has trained over 200 
workers in fine-dining waiter skills, gourmet cooking, bartending, and 
workers rights, as well as conducting tips seminars and leadership classes.

•  Developing right-to-return policy.  We developed an innovative policy 
campaign called the “Restaurant Workers’ Right to Return,” through 
which we have helped to draft legislation that would compel local 
employers to provide a grace period to restaurant workers to return 
after a hurricane before replacing them. 

Future plans 
ROC-NOLA will continue its work to make the New Orleans restaurant 
industry a better place for workers, employers, and customers.  We will 
grow our organization by building a stronger, more-diverse membership 
and leadership board and by demonstrating the power of restaurant 
workers.   In particular, ROC-NOLA aims to complete and declare victory 
in our first workplace justice campaign; open a worker-owned and worker-
run restaurant, where ROC-NOLA can train tomorrow’s restaurant workers; 
create a High-Road Roundtable for employers interested in helping to better 
working conditions throughout the industry; and develop a policy agenda  
for the improvement of restaurant industry working conditions. 

“Before ROC I felt powerless to protect and defend myself against my 
employer. When I heard there was an organization that would protect my 

“”Since joining, ROC 
has enlightened me 
about my rights; I 
can now teach others 
and empower them 
to defend themselves 
and others.
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rights and empower workers against low-road employers, I knew that this 
was the organization for me.  Since joining, ROC has enlightened me about 
my rights; I can now teach others and empower them to defend themselves 
and others.  ROC has strengthened my resolve for changing the industry for 
the betterment of all restaurant workers. Our campaign against Tony Moran’s 
[Restaurant] is not just about money and unpaid wages. What I want most is 
changes within the restaurant as a whole for the future . . . What employers 
should remember is that their employees are not just numbers on a data 
sheet somewhere on a computer, but people that have lives and families that 
depend on their wages to feed and care for them. This is why I am a member 
of ROC, not for me, but for everyone like me.”  
Van Joseph, ROC-NOLA Leader

“In a city that depends on its service industry, there has to be something 
to protect the workers. We are the backbone of the industry, and when the 
industry loses money, the city loses. That’s why ROC benefits everyone.”
Randall “Kentucky” Rosenberg, ROC-NOLA Member

New Orleans restaurant worker
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Mississippi

El Pueblo       Established 2008

Contact information
Office
696 Dr. Martin Luther King Boulevard 
Biloxi, Mississippi 39530
228-436-3986
Mail
Box 145
Biloxi, Mississippi 39533
elpueblo-ms.org

Leadership
Rev. Sally Bevill, Executive Director
Mary Townsend, Project Coordinator

Summary and mission
El Pueblo is a force for justice and compassion for Hispanic/Latino 
immigrants on the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  Our mission is inspired by faith 
traditions of biblical hospitality, which call us to “welcome the stranger” 
and treat the “alien” among us with the justice and compassion every 
human being deserves as a child of God. Our purpose is encompassed by 
El Pueblo’s two meanings in Spanish: The Village, a close-knit community 
where individuals and families are supported, nurtured and encouraged to 
achieve their dreams, and the People, with a culture, history, and values to 
cherish, preserve, and draw on as sources of strength.  

Areas of work
El Pueblo programs include:

•  Direct services. El Pueblo provides direct services as a means of 
empowering the Hispanic/Latino immigrant community, as well as to 

Bandana project against sexual  
harassment in the workplace
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build relationships and trust and gain a first-hand understanding of  
issues that must be addressed through advocacy and policy change.   
Our direct services include immigration legal services, English as a 
second language (ESL) classes, and crisis intervention.

•  Advocacy and community organizing.  El Pueblo’s advocacy and 
community organizing activities have two aims:  build leadership 
among Latinos and change hearts and minds in the larger community 
by informing the public of the immigrant reality.  Projects include:
  Mujeres Unidas (Women United).  Mujeres Unidas is a Latina women’s 

empowerment group, directed by the women themselves and 
facilitated by El Pueblo staff.  The group promotes leadership, self-
esteem, and cultural preservation and offers a place to build community 
and escape the isolation that immigrant women often suffer.
  Faith and Business Leaders Coalition.  El Pueblo has initiated a 

conversation about immigrant issues among faith and business 
leaders, with the goal of mobilizing them to lend their voices to the 
debate on immigration reform.  Faith leaders lend moral authority 
to the dialogue, while business leaders can attest to the economic 
benefits immigrants bring as workers and consumers.
  The Next Step.  The Next Step is an organizing project that engages 

the US citizen friends and family members of legal clinic clients and 
ESL students as advocates for immigrants’ rights, encouraging them 
to register to vote and become involved in the political process.
  Hispanic American Coastal Coalition.  El Pueblo is a cofounder 

and active participant in this coalition, which engages businesses 
and organizations working with the Hispanic/Latino immigrant 
community in maximizing the effectiveness of their services and 
preventing duplication.  

•  Communications and culture.  El Pueblo reaches out to immigrant 
communities and the general public through a variety of 
communication and cultural efforts designed to keep immigrant 
communities informed and to gain allies in the larger community by 
sharing the reality of immigrant cultures and experiences.  Activities 
include:
  Por La Costa.  This bilingual monthly publication keeps immigrants 

informed about issues that affect their lives.  An English-language 
segment for the general public provides information to challenge 
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anti-immigrant sentiments and misinformation.
  Abriendo Puertas (Opening Doors). Designed and implemented by 

a local immigrant leader, this project empowers immigrants to share 
their stories through photography.  A traveling exhibit of participants’ 
photographs was organized in collaboration with the University of 
Southern Mississippi and the Ohr-O’Keefe Museum of Art.  
  El Sabor de Las Americas.  This annual festival celebrating the 

cultures of the Americas aims to educate the larger community 
about the diverse roots of coastal residents while fostering pride in 
the region’s immigrant heritage.

Key issues and major accomplishments
El Pueblo’s key issues and accomplishments include:

•  Promoting immigrant rights.  El Pueblo is currently representing 12 
victims of domestic violence in their filings for permanent resident 
status under the federal Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) 
and five other abused women with their filings for U visas.  In the 
past six months, we have represented 14 people who gained their 
permanent residence:  two received permanent status through 
VAWA applications, two received the U-visa, and one became a US 
citizen.  We have helped eight victims of human trafficking become 
witnesses against their traffickers and begin their journey toward 
permanent residence.  

•  Challenging the anti-immigrant movement.   El Pueblo hosted a 
training by the Center for Community Change (based in Washington, 
DC) on the anti-immigrant and white-supremacist nativist movement. 
Participants now act as media watchdogs, pointing out racist 
and anti-immigrant roots of nativist organizations when their 
spokespersons are quoted.

•  Increasing language access/ESL. El Pueblo fills a growing demand for 
ESL instruction for recent immigrants, with more than 100 students 
registering for classes between September and December 2009.

Future Plans 
El Pueblo’s plans to bring our programs and services to the next level 
include increasing our immigration legal services capacity by hiring more 
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staff; continuing to develop the Faith and Business Leaders Coalition, 
with the aim of shaping  the group’s role in the immigration debate; 
strengthening Mujeres Unidas through a leadership retreat and other 
opportunities for growth and community building; upgrading our ESL 
program through the addition of a computer lab; and offering Spanish 
instruction to English speakers. 

Mississippi Immigrants  
Rights Alliance       Established 2000

Contact information
Central Office
Box 1104
Jackson, Mississippi 39215
601-968-5182 Mississippi
Gulf Coast Office
Box 124
Biloxi, Mississippi 39533
228-386-5164
www.yourmira.org

Leadership and staff
Executive Director: Caucasian male
Board of Directors: Seven African-American or African immigrants, six Latino 
or Latino immigrants, one Caucasian
Organizers: Latino/Chicano—2 female, 2 male
Attorneys: One African-American female, one Caucasian female

Mission
The Mississippi Immigrants Rights Alliance (MIRA) works to support 
immigrants living and working in Mississippi through services, organizing, 
advocacy, and public education to help them exercise their rights.   A 
membership-based alliance, MIRA envisions a Mississippi where all 
immigrants and migrant workers have a voice in demanding the respect and 
protection of their human rights to life, liberty, and security of person, and 

Vicky Cintra, Senior Organizer, MIRA
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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where unfair immigration and socio-economic policies no longer quash their 
dignity.

Areas of work 
Formed in response to the needs of the rapidly growing and largely Latino 
immigrant population in Mississippi, MIRA serves 1,000-1,200 immigrants 
annually, regardless of their immigration status.  Using the labor movement’s 
community-organizing model, we educate and mobilize low-wage workers 
and community members to take on powerful institutions through direct 
public confrontation and action.  Our tactics include picketing culprit 
businesses, marching, talking to legislators at the Mississippi state capitol, 
and outreach to print and broadcast media.  Our major areas of focus 
include “Know Your Rights” community education and organizing; civic 
engagement through voter registration, census education, and organizing; 
building power and alliances among communities of color; legislative 
advocacy and accountability; legal services addressing immigration status, 
labor rights, and other issues; and membership building.

MIRA’s Civic Engagement Day, 
Mississippi state capitol building, 
Jackson, MS
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Key issues and accomplishments 
MIRA key issues and accomplishments include:

•  Organizing and supporting immigrant women. A group of Latinas, 
primarily mothers, organized by MIRA is working to challenge 
discrimination against pregnant Latinas in hospital settings.  MIRA 
provides legal services for immigrant women pursuing justice through 
the U-visa application and US Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission complaints.  We helped bring national and international 
attention, including representation by the Southern Poverty Law 
Center, to the case of Cirila Baltazar Cruz, a young Mexican woman in 
Mississippi whose child was placed in foster care primarily because of 
her undocumented immigration status and language of origin.  

•  Building multiracial alliances.  MIRA works with unions, religious 
leaders, and civil rights activists to bring together natural allies who 
have been kept apart by lack of interaction, miscommunication 
through the media, and misunderstanding based on ethnic 
stereotypes.  We have developed a strong relationship with the 
Mississippi Legislative Black Caucus, which has worked with us 
to defeat hundreds of inhumane pieces of legislation, inspired 
by racism and xenophobia.  For the past four years, MIRA has 
assembled visionaries from black and brown communities for a “Unity 
Conference” focused on the similarities in our histories and struggles 
and on strategies for achieving a shared future of economic and 
social justice for all. Our 4th Annual Unity Conference, held December 
3-5, 2009, attracted 200 African-American, Latino, and Vietnamese 
community partners and leaders.

•  Promoting immigrants’ access to education and health care.  With 
the help of such allies as the Mississippi Legislative Black Caucus, 
MIRA successfully advocated for legislation that provided a framework 
for bilingual education and guaranteed the right of all children to 
enroll in public schools, regardless of immigration status.  We are 
currently fighting against policies that place Latino children into 
“age-appropriate” grades, despite their parents’ wishes to keep 
them in lower grades due to lack of preparation.  As a member of the 
Mississippi Human Services Coalition, we are fighting for Medicaid 
funding for all children. Our local and immigrant-led advocacy teams 
are working to change the practices of Gulf Coast hospitals that reject 



44 Oxfam America  |  Resilience and determination  |  Mississippi partners

Latino patients based on language or the immigration status of the 
parents of US-citizen children.

•  Upholding worker rights.  MIRA helps immigrant workers challenge 
abuse and discrimination, regardless of immigration status.  In 
fiscal year 2008-2009 we disseminated more than 25,000 flyers 
informing workers of their rights and what to do when confronted by 
immigration and other law enforcement issues.  Our legal advocacy 
program has recovered more than $1 million dollars in wages withheld 
from employers by immigrant workers.  In 2008, MIRA offered 
critical support to more than 300 workers and families affected by 
the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids at Howard 
Industries, providing legal advocacy, addressing basic needs, and 
organizing the community.   

Future Plans 
MIRA‘s future plans are to continue building leadership in immigrant 
communities; strengthen our staff capacity to organize, advocate, educate, 
communicate, and raise funds, particularly during crises (such as natural 
disasters, ICE raids, and a national economic meltdown); better incorporate 
technology and communications for building power; build MIRA’s 
organizational capacity and sustainability; and support strategic alliances 
among the African-American and immigrant communities.

MIRA priorities include pressing for the repeal of Mississippi’s regressive 
law that subjects undocumented immigrant workers to criminal felony 
charges, advocating for the use of American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act funds for human needs and the return of redirected federal relief money 
to hurricane victims, working to fund and implement Mississippi’s bilingual 
education program to help Latino children to excel and complete high 
school, and working with the state American Civil Liberties Union and local 
advocates to challenge civil rights violations by law enforcement against 
Latinos and other people of color.
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Moore Community House -  
Women in Construction Program       Established 2007*

Contact information
684 Walker Street 
Biloxi, Mississippi 39530-2239 
228-297-0965
julie.womeninconstruction@gmail.com
www.moorecommunityhouse.org/womenconstructt.html

Leadership and staff
Julie Kuklinski, Women in Construction Program Director

Summary and mission
MCH is committed to the development of east Biloxi, Mississippi, a 
neighborhood geographically bound by Biloxi Bay, the Gulf of Mexico, 
and Keesler Air Force Base and economically bound by poverty. MCH 
believes that a neighborhood organized around its own interests can 
support individual dignity and self-sufficiency. Our programs are designed 
to promote community development, community solutions to neighborhood 
problems, and opportunities for personal growth and development. 

WinC was established as a MCH program in June 2007, with the pilot 
training beginning in January 2008. The program’s mission is to create a 
climate across the Gulf Coast empowering women to pursue careers that 
will earn wages to promote self-sufficiency within the construction field.  

Areas of work
WinC was formed in the wake of Hurricane Katrina to addresses the 
challenges faced by low-income women who were left with even fewer job 
options and greater economic challenges than before the storm.  MCH 
established WinC as an innovative response to the region’s overall rebuilding 
needs as well as the need for women to have viable options for supporting 
their families economically.  WinC focuses on preparing women for 

* Moore Community Health (MCH), 1924
Women in Construction (WinC) Program, 2007
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sustainability within a construction career, empowering women with a strong 
support network and continuous resources.  In addition to the direct-service 
portion of WinC, the program advocates for women in the industry through 
promotion of local and federal policies beneficial to women and the local 
workforce as well as direct work with local contractors to create sustainable 
working environments for women.  Toward this end, WinC will accomplish 
three main objectives:

•  To empower a diverse group of low-income women of the Mississippi 
Gulf Coast with basic construction and life skills, which will help 
integrate them into the construction industry, enable them to earn 
higher wages, and lead them to self sufficiency and independence.  

•  To develop a powerful team of emerging female leaders in the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast community with the confidence and skills to 
build open doors for other women on their path to self-sufficiency.  

•  To challenge gender discrimination and break down existing barriers 
within the construction industry on the Mississippi Gulf Coast to create 
an environment conducive to hiring and treating women in a fair and 
equitable manner.

Issues and accomplishments
The Women in Construction program has recently celebrated its second 
anniversary of training low-income women for careers in the construction 
trades.  Accomplishments in those two years include: 

•  Training low-income women in construction skills and helping them 
gain employment.  WinC developed a training model that mixes 
technical skills with life skills, while creating a supportive group 
environment.  In order to address possible barriers for participation, 
WinC provides stipends for childcare and transportation. To date, six 
classes, totaling fifty-six women, have graduated from WinC.  Many 
graduates have gone on to work and further their education in a 
construction-related field.

•  Reaching out to immigrant women.  In an effort to recruit more 
Latina and Vietnamese women to the program, we have developed 
relationships with immigrant organizations, produced and 
disseminated recruitment materials in Spanish and Vietnamese, and 
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worked to develop culturally appropriate leadership development 
and skills curricula.

Future plans 
Building on the strength and value of our fledgling program, WinC will 
work to create the stability needed to serve the community for many 
years to come, while changing the face of the construction industry on 
the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  In the next phase of our program, we plan to 
enroll and graduate 100 women, equip graduates with the skills necessary 
to obtain entry-level positions with advancement opportunities in the 
construction industry, and refer each graduate for placement with Gulf Coast 
contractors in construction related jobs. Women in Construction class

PHOTO ELIZABETH RAPPAPORT
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“My name is Jennifer Williams. I am a 28-year-old single mother to a nine-
year-old daughter . . . The [WinC] course was empowering. I learned so 
much from the instructor and all the guest speakers who volunteered their 
time to talk to us about the different fields and their knowledge and love for 
the construction field. We made a small-scale house from the foundation to 
the roofing shingles. We even dabbled a little in residential electricity and 
wired the house. We volunteered with the local Hope Coordination Center 
of East Biloxi that last week of class; this was so rewarding and educational 
also. Everyone from the class walked away with a sense of pride and self-
worth with what we all accomplished together as a group and the personal 
trials that each of us went through and overcame with the help of each other 
in those all-too-short seven weeks.  Now that the course is over I work for 
Murphy’s Housing Maintenance.”  
Jennifer William graduated from the WinC program
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Outreach and work supported 
by Oxfam America’s Worker 
and Immigrant Rights Initiative

Day labor construction workers in Biloxi, MS 
PHOTO AUDRA MELTON
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Louisiana
Louisiana Justice Institute 
Mary Queen of Vietnam Community Development Corporation 
New Orleans Workers’ Center for Racial Justice 
Pro Bono Project - Employment Law Program
Puentes New Orleans
Restaurant Opportunity Center of New Orleans

Mississippi 
El Pueblo
Mississippi Immigrants Rights Alliance 
Moore Community House - Women in Construction program

Local organizations  
receiving support

Organizers attending National 
Immigration Law Center conference  
on Oxfam scholarship
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Louisiana
Black and Brown Forum
Equity and Inclusion Campaign
Finding Our Folk
Greater New Orleans Organizers Roundtable
Hispanic Apostolate
Hot 8 Brass Band
Language Access Coalition
Latino Forum
Leadership Network
Marketumbrella.org 
Patois Human Rights Film Festival
People’s Hurricane Relief Fund
UNO/Human Rights Network

Mississippi
Gulf Coast Latin American Association - Biloxi

Local organizations receiving small 
grants and technical assistance 

Workshop sponsored by Oxfam 
America
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Gulf Coast Civic Works Act Coalition
Highlander Research and Education Center
National Employment Law Project
National Immigration Law Center
Southern Poverty Law Center 

Trainings, conferences, and 
lobbying supported by Oxfam 

Board Governance workshops (25 Gulf Coast organizations)
Democratic Convention in Denver (15 Gulf Coast organizations)

Fundraising training (18 Gulf Coast organizations, 45 people)

Leadership training for Southern Leaders at Highlander Research and 
Education Center (4 Gulf Coast organizations)

Media training (40 Gulf Coast advocates)

Scholarships to attend two National Immigration Law Center conferences in 
Washington, DC (15 Gulf Coast organizations)

Training for faith leaders on labor issues at Interfaith Worker Justice in 
Chicago (one organization, two people)

US Social Forum in Atlanta (1 bus for local organizers)

US Social Forum in Detroit (support to Greater New Orleans Organizers 
Roundtable)

Washington, DC, lobbying for the Gulf Coast Civic Works Act 

National organizations  
receiving support
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“Building Common Ground”
www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/building-common-
ground 

“Research by Beth Fussell on the Demographics of 
Mexicans and Brazilians After Katrina”

Gulf Coast Government Guide: A Directory of the 
National, State, and Local Officials Representing Coastal 
Mississippi 
www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/gulft-coast-
government-guide

“Mirror on America: How the State of Gulf Coast Recovery 
Reflects on Us All—Oxfam’s Report on the Status of Gulf 
Coast Recovery Three Years Later” www.oxfamamerica.
org/publications/mirror-on-america 

“No Shelter: Disaster Politics in Louisiana and the Struggle for Human 
Rights,” by Davida Finger and Rachel E. Luft.  From Economic Human 
Rights in the USA, edited by Kathryn Libal and Shareen Hertel (New York: 
2010).

 “A Portrait of Louisiana: Louisiana Human Development Report 2009”
www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/a-portrait-of-louisiana 

“A Portrait of Mississippi: Mississippi Human Development Report 2009” 
www.oxfamamerica.org/publications/a-portrait-of-mississippi 

Research/publications  
produced by Oxfam

Panelists at the Common Ground event
PHOTO JIM BELFON
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Budget

1,210,000

$220,181

Budget category Oxfam fiscal year

FY06 FY07 FY08 FY09 FY10 Total

 Grants 388,000 268,000 390,000 164,000 1,210,000

 Conferences, 
meetings, travel

10,462 67,406 128,551 7,762 6,000 220,181

 Training,  
capacity building

12,680 19,900 7,364 10,000 49,944

 Project  
consultants

21,075 18,905 45,015 7,544 24,000 116,539

 Publications 
and events

6,812 232 54,559 20,000 81,603

Total WIR direct 
partner support

31,537 493,803 461,698 467,228 224,000 1,678,266

$1,210,000
72%

$220,181
13%

$49,944
3%$81,603

5%
$116,539

7%
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Three years after Oxfam America’s 
Worker and Immigrant Rights 
Initiative began, immigrants and 
low-wage workers on the Gulf 
Coast are no longer isolated or 
invisible.   Mobilized by strong 
local institutions and new 
networks of partners and allies, 
they are taking leadership in 
their communities, challenging 
workplace abuse, and raising 
their voices in local, state, and 
national policy arenas.  Latino 
immigrants and African-American 
communities are working together 
toward common goals, taking 
steps toward the kind of cross-
racial alliances that are necessary 
for lasting social change.  

The research, media work, and 
publications of our partners and Oxfam America have helped bring national 
attention and support to communities that would otherwise be in the 
shadows.  While we should celebrate the many accomplishments achieved 
during these three years, we should also acknowledge that there is much 
more work to be done. To address historical racism and exclusion and 
build sustainable changes takes time.  Yet, we can pause for a moment of 
reflection of the tremendous accomplishments over the past three years.  
Oxfam America is proud to have supported these efforts.  We have been 
privileged to join efforts to lay down a strong foundation for building an 
inclusive community that protects and respects the rights of all workers.  
The rights of low wage workers and immigrants on the Gulf Coast shall be 
defended! 

Conclusion

Participants at the Common  
Ground event
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Since the first days after hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck the Gulf Coast in 
2005, Oxfam America—an international relief and development organization 
that works with local groups to save lives, help people overcome poverty, 
and fight for social justice—has endeavored to help the people of the region 
achieve a full and equitable recovery.

Oxfam’s Gulf Coast Equity Program has focused on achieving basic rights 
and dignity for low-income communities in both Louisiana and Mississippi. In 
2007, the Gulf Coast Equity Program began its Worker and Immigrant Rights 
Initiative. Thanks to generous grants from The Atlantic Philanthropies and 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the initiative became a vital part of 
Oxfam’s response to hurricanes Katrina and Rita. 
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