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MIRA makes a difference
Immigrant workers helping to rebuild the US Gulf Coast have faced numerous hardships, from 
wage theft to squalid living conditions. With help from Oxfam America, the Mississippi Immigrants 
Rights Alliance has become a powerful voice on their behalf.

By Coco McCabe 

A few weeks after Hurricane Katrina 
slammed into Mississippi in late August 
2005, Vicky Cintra, an organizing coordina-
tor for the Mississippi Immigrants Rights 
Alliance, or MIRA, learned about a group 
of 35 workers living in three stifling trailers 
in Gulfport, Mississippi. Like countless 
others, they had made their way to the Gulf 
Coast lured by the promise of plentiful jobs 
in the massive cleanup and reconstruction 
that would follow.

But what many laborers have endured dur-
ing one of the nation’s largest reconstruction 
efforts has been anything but promising: 
squalid living arrangements, dangerous 
working conditions, and low wages.

“When we found them, they had not eaten 
in over three days,” said Cintra of the work-
ers crowded into the Gulfport trailers. They 
had no water, no cooking facilities, and no 
furniture, she added.

It’s stories like these—and there are 
many—that galvanized MIRA, one of 
Oxfam America’s key partners on the 
coast. With grants from Oxfam totaling 
nearly $74,000, MIRA has grown rapidly 
into a powerful and vocal proponent for 
tens of thousands of immigrants across  

the state, and proof is in the threshold the  
organization crossed in late March. Through 
tenacious pursuit of delinquent employers, 
MIRA has helped immigrant workers 
recover $1 million in unpaid wages—an 
effort that symbolizes not only the breadth 
of the inequities many low-wage workers 
confront, but the real chance for justice 
when a community pulls together to demand 
its rights.

“It’s important,” said Cintra. “It’s made 
companies aware that they can’t continue 

Photo: “When you come together to fight for everyone at the same time, it’s a lot more powerful than fighting for 
just one individual,” says Vicky Cintra, an organizing coordinator for the Mississippi Immigrants Rights Alliance, 
shown here with Oxfam America’s Alejandro Rosales. Julia Cheng/Oxfam America
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to exploit the workforce. It’s created a 
reputation for MIRA—that MIRA will make 
justice be served.”

Right from the start, MIRA took an 
 aggressive approach to fi ghting wage theft. 
Working with the US Department of Labor, 
MIRA has provided the agency with docu-
mentation so it can launch investigations 
into delinquent employers. MIRA also uses 
other tactics, such as demand letters and 
direct confrontation, to convince contrac-
tors to meet their obligations.

There’s work to be done

With an immense amount of reconstruc-
tion work still waiting to be done on the 
Gulf Coast, the region has attracted about 
100,000 new immigrants, according to 
recent census estimates. Many of them are 
Latinos and responded to labor  recruiting 
efforts launched by intermediaries in their 
own countries. But once here, they face 
a plethora of abuses and entrenched 
 attitudes of mistrust.

“Because of the lack of political and 
 economic power Latinos have, they are the 
new scapegoats for everything wrong in 
our society,” said Bill Chandler, executive 
director of MIRA. “MIRA fi ghts on many 
fronts. We fi ght on the picket lines, in the 
legislature. We’re part of the effort trying to 
secure decent and respectful immigration 
reform that respects the rights of workers.”

Thanks to MIRA’s tireless outreach, 
 Oxfam’s fi nancial support, and a three-
month loan to MIRA of an Oxfam 
rights-based specialist, today immigrants 
on the Gulf Coast—whether recently 
 arrived or long-standing residents—have 
a much clearer sense of their rights. With 
a staff of six full-time employees, MIRA 
(which has offi ces in two Mississippi 
 cities—J ackson and Biloxi) is now convening 
monthly community meetings to share 
 information. It is offering a tax clinic that 
not only helps people prepare their returns, 
but proves to them that they do have a 
place in the legal system. And it is ad-
dressing the need to build bridges between 
immigrant and African-American communi-
ties in their common struggle to address 
working conditions for poor people.

For instance, MIRA has met with James 
Crowell, president of the Biloxi branch of the 
National Association for the  Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP), one of Oxfam 
America’s partner organizations.

“He’s very supportive of MIRA and our 
cause,” said Cintra. “If someone harms 
one person in the community, they’ve done 
it to the entire community.”

On another front, MIRA is tackling  issues 
of unfairness at the legislative level—
knocking down detrimental bills while 
promoting those that promise to open 
 opportunities for immigrants.

“In 2006, there were 16 anti-immigrant bills 
proposed in the Mississippi legislature,” said 
Alejandro Rosales, Oxfam’s rights-based 
specialist who worked with MIRA. “And 
MIRA worked to defeat them all.”

Cintra said part of the key to those 
 successes comes from MIRA’s effort 
to empower immigrant workers and to 
engage them in the legislative process 
by helping them rally, in person, around 
bills that affect them. 

“We’re very infl uential,” said Cintra. “We 
can mobilize the people these laws affect. 
People are not used to seeing Latinos in 
the capitol in Jackson—just like they didn’t 
see blacks there 60 years ago.”

© 2007 Oxfam America. Oxfam America is a registered trademark 

of Oxfam-America Inc., and the Oxfam logo is a registered 

trademark of Stichting Oxfam International.

E Printed on recycled paper 0704014

Photo: The promise of jobs has attracted untold num-
bers of workers, many of them immigrants, to the Gulf 
Coast, where a multibillion-dollar reconstruction effort is 
now underway. Julia Cheng/Oxfam America

Do one more thing today: Raise awareness by raising funds

Want to help improve conditions for workers rebuilding 
the US Gulf Coast? One way to raise money and awareness 
about workers’ rights is by purchasing gifts through Oxfam 
America Unwrapped, our alternative gift program: 
www. oxfamamericaunwrapped.com. Items you buy 

through Unwrapped are symbolic, meaning that 
your  donation goes  toward all of Oxfam’s 

 programs, but the recipient of 
your gift will learn more about 
our efforts to help workers and 

activists, and  raising awareness 
is as  critical as raising funds. 

Here are some ideas:

>  Staff a Workers’ Rights Center
Workers’ rights centers help workers learn to speak out 
about unfair labor practices. By purchasing this gift, you 
can provide support for staff training and help give a voice 
to workers. If the price tag is beyond your means, consider 
 getting together with friends to raise the $7,500. This can be 
a great collective project for students or community groups.

>  Provide Legal Training for Community Activists
Sometimes speaking out effectively on laws and rights requires 
more than a voice. It requires sound legal advice. Your $120 
gift will provide legal training for 10 community activists.
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