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CALIFORNIA’S 
IMMIGRANTS 

• 27% of CA’s population is 

foreign born (10,150,429 

people) 

• 45.7% of foreign born 

residents are naturalized 

citizens 

• 50% of CA’s children 

come from immigrant 

families 

• Immigrants comprise 

more than one-third of 

CA’s labor force 

• Immigrant households 

make up 27% of the total 

household income in CA 

Californians, including and especially immigrants, continued to face 

difficult and persistent economic challenges during 2011. In areas 

hardest hit by the recession, the crisis over home foreclosures, and 

unemployment, communities have seen an increase in anti-immigrant 

sentiment expressed through the media and the scapegoating of 

immigrants for these problems. Overall, in predominantly immigrant 

communities, there has been growing fear and a sense of increasing 

intimidation of immigrants. The expansion of immigration enforcement 

programs such as Secure Communities, the reach of the Border Patrol, 

and the use of employment verification systems such as E-verify have 

contributed to this state of affairs, exacerbating a feeling of persecution 

particularly among undocumented immigrants. There were legislative 

successes, which to some extent countered this reality, including the 

passage of the CA Dream Act, improvements to the Cal Fresh program, 

limits on the use of E-verify, and changes to policies on car 

impoundments and DUI checkpoints. These were important, but limited 

successes and there is much to do in 2012 and beyond to address the 

needs of immigrants in the state to feel safe, access services, and 

integrate further into the communities where they live. 

During the Fall of 2011, the California Immigrant Policy Center joined 

local partners around the state to facilitate dialogues with local 

immigrant communities in nine regions, including San Diego, Orange 

County, Los Angeles, the Inland Empire, Santa Barbara, southern and 

northern Central Valley, San Jose, and the Bay Area. The purpose of 

these dialogues was to learn from community leaders, service 

providers, advocates, and other allies working with immigrant 

communities about challenges and opportunities faced by immigrants in 

these regions. This report outlines the key findings of the dialogues. Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 

2010 & 2009 American 

Community Surveys 



 

LACK OF PUBLIC SAFETY 

Since the launch of the Secure Communities (S-Comm) program in March 2008, state and local cooperation 

with federal immigration enforcement has risen rapidly. This collaboration has sent shock waves throughout 

immigrant communities. Deportations of undocumented immigrants have resulted from lack of identification, 

minor traffic violations, and incidents of domestic violence where victims report abuse. The mistrust that has 

long been felt between immigrant communities and law enforcement has deepened and widened, causing a 

negative impact on public safety in localities across the state. Previous gains in community policing efforts are 

in reverse. 

During our conversations within immigrant communities, the impact of harsh immigration enforcement was a 

paramount concern. From the Bay Area to Orange County, immigrant communities feel their safety is 

threatened, making them more vulnerable to crimes and less likely to report crimes. Participants discussed at 

length the feeling of being targeted by local authorities, the prolonged detention of family and friends, and the 

broad expansion of federal immigration enforcement activities. 

Profiling and Increased Arrests 

Immigrants statewide, and Latino immigrants in 

particular, feel targeted by local police based on their 

race, perceived national origin, and ability or lack of 

ability to speak English. Latino immigrants face 

increased traffic stops for minor incidents, such as a 

broken headlight. In Orange County and the Inland 

Empire, day laborers report being targeted by police 

and being asked to show identification. 

A significant number of arrests are made during DUI 

and routine checkpoints that focus on unlicensed 

drivers.  In the Inland Empire, a large proportion of 

deportations are a result of arrests made at 

checkpoints, and in Visalia, participants noted that 

checkpoints were specifically conducted in low-

income Latino communities. Organizations in Los 

Angeles reported a heightened targeting of LGBTQ 

immigrants, citing examples of use of excessive force 

on women and transgendered immigrants.  From 

reports, it appears that targeting for the purpose of 

identifying and deporting undocumented immigrants 

has become the mission of certain local authorities 

and inhibits their ability to ensure public safety for all 

residents. 

Fear and Mistrust 

Given the growing cooperation between ICE and 

local law enforcement, immigrants are fearful of 
police. Immigrants are scared to report crimes and 

avoid being in areas with police presence. For 

example, a woman in Santa Barbara who has lived 

in the U.S. for 20 years did not report her car being 
hit due to fear of deportation if she were to interact 

with the police. Instead, she contemplated moving 

back to Mexico, having developed post-traumatic 
stress disorder from the ordeal. In Stanislaus and 

San Joaquin Counties, participants reported local 

authorities’ refusal to participate in U-Visa 
certification for victims of sexual assault. Police 

Departments need to take proactive steps to 

address the community’s mistrust, but 

unfortunately community-policing programs have 
been defunded by budget cuts in areas like San 

Jose and Santa Barbara. This lack of trust and 

fear of local authorities is increasing the 
vulnerability of immigrant communities, making 

them susceptible to scams and crimes against 

them. In Los Angeles, Vietnamese and Chinese 

communities often turn to local community leaders 
who pose as attorneys, but are actually engaging 

in the unauthorized practice of law. 

“The police target Latino kids on school grounds, checking their 
binders and talking with teachers to f ind potential gang members” 

Santa Barbara participant discussing the defunding of community policing initiatives and 
increased gang enforcement (October 13, 2011) 



Border Patrol Intimidation 

For years, the Border Patrol has been expanding 

activities beyond its mandate to police the country!s 

borders. This is particularly true in California, where 

Border Patrol presence in areas not considered the 

“border” serves as an intimidation tactic against 

immigrants. For example, in San Diego, Border Patrol 

agents have been at churches, schools, parks, 

beaches, and even health clinics for children, in their 

efforts to identify unauthorized immigrants. They have 

reportedly provided incorrect legal advice to 

detainees who are not told of their rights.  In San 

Bernardino, Border Patrol agents have picked up 

immigrant families in national parks, as well as train 

and bus stations. In northern Central Valley, Border 

Patrol agents have been present in schools, 

apartment complexes, and even at funerals, creating 

an environment of fear and insecurity. 

COMMUNITIES HIT HARD BY THE RECESSION 

As California begins its slow climb out of the economic 

downturn, many Californians continue to face severe 

hardships. Immigrant communities in particular face many 

challenges. Across the state, communities reported a severe 

lack of jobs, increased homelessness, exploitation by 

unscrupulous employers, and poor working conditions. 

Detention and Deportations 

With the increase in arrests of immigrants, there 

has also been a rise in deportations, which is a 

problem throughout the state. Nationally, ICE 

deported an unprecedented number of nearly 

400,000 individuals in the most recent fiscal year. 

Not surprisingly, all regions identified S-Comm as 

a priority issue for immigrants. Detrimental 

consequences of rising detention and deportations 

include the separation of families, the detention of 

domestic violence victims, and a chilling effect on 

immigrant communities overall. Expansion of 

detention centers, including the new center 

opened in Adelanto this fall and discussions to 

open another one in Modesto, demonstrates the 

continuation of an immigration enforcement-heavy 

approach.  

“The lack of jobs and increased costs in 
housing has forced many famil ies to l ive in 

overcrowded apartments and trailers” 

San Jose participant on the impact of the poor economy 
(November 29, 2011). 

Employment 

During a time of scarcity, immigrants encounter acute barriers to finding work, including the impact of language 
limitations and transportation barriers. For low-wage undocumented workers, the decline of the middle class 

has decreased job opportunities. Forced to commute several hours each day to reach their workplace, some 

immigrant families have had to separate, leaving school-aged children in the care of extended family while 
parents live closer to their workplace, as was reported in Santa Barbara. 

“The leadership of public safety officials operate l ike polit icians – 
they tel l  the community what they want to hear, but do the opposite 

on the streets” 

Modesto participant (November 30, 2011) 



The poor economy has led to the scapegoating of immigrants in regions across the state. In northern Los 

Angeles County, San Diego, Orange County and the Inland Empire, local municipalities have encouraged and 
tried to mandate employers to use electronic employment verification systems such as E-Verify. Confused by 

the different work statuses of immigrants and concerned for their own liability, employers are becoming more 

reluctant to hire foreign born individuals. In Orange County and San Diego, refugees face fierce competition for 

basic entry-level positions that they are often overqualified for. In some instances, anti-immigrant sentiments 
have led to punitive policies against immigrant workers. For example, companies in San Diego and San 

Bernardino are using third party E-Verify agencies that have erroneously identified immigrant and refugee 

workers as unauthorized to work. 

Housing 

Immigrants are severely impacted by the lack of affordable housing, especially when documentation is required 

to apply. As a result, homelessness and multiple-family living arrangements are on the rise. In Santa Barbara 
and San Jose, families are split as family members live in different residences to save money. In San Jose, 

immigrants living in trailer parks have been vulnerable to housing violations and exploitation by landlords. 

Immigrants have been disproportionately affected by home foreclosures, which have forced them into sharing 
already overcrowded housing.  

Working Conditions 

General working conditions for many low-wage 

immigrant workers have long been exploitative. 
Domestic workers and laborers feel robbed of 

their dignity due to harsh conditions such as 

below-minimum wage pay, a lack of breaks, no 
overtime pay, and safety violations in the 

workplace. In Visalia, some employers pay 

workers with personal checks and charge 20-

25% commission. Many immigrant workers do 
not report these violations nor claim their rights 

out of fear of losing their job or being reported to 

law enforcement by their employer. 

Wage Theft 

Undocumented immigrant workers are vulnerable 
to exploitations such as an employer’s failure to 

pay for completed work, an issue reported in 

many regions. In Santa Barbara, for example, 

employers are staggering payments and giving 
false I.O.U.’s to trap workers into receiving less 

pay than what is due to them. In San Jose and 

the Bay Area, undocumented restaurant workers 
are not given their share of tips and are told 

blatantly that “no status = no rights.” Day laborers 

are particularly vulnerable to wage theft – in some 
instances they are transported to distant areas 

and left stranded without pay. Resources to assist 

exploited workers are scarce in many areas, 

including the Central Valley, where legal 
assistance for wage theft victims is underfunded. 

“In this community, we are seen as 
the problem for everything” 

San Bernardino participant discussing the 
scapegoating of immigrants throughout the Inland 

Empire (October 20, 2011) 



 

DECLINING HEALTH, BARRIERS TO SERVICES 

Conversations with immigrant communities around the state 

revealed a severe lack of knowledge about the health and human 

services available to low income communities, particularly for legal 

permanent residents and mixed-status families. In all regions, 

immigrant communities also discussed how the extreme fear of 

contact with government officials keeps many people who would 

otherwise be eligible for free or low cost services from accessing 

them. During a time when positive health outcomes are declining, 

immigrant communities report more incidences of chronic diseases 

such as diabetes, heart disease, obesity and cancer. In order to 

address these problems, barriers to quality health care and human 

services should be decreased. 

Community Clinics 

Community clinics continue to be 

the main provider of health care 

for low-income immigrant 

communities. Neighborhood 
clinics are often the only place to 

receive linguistically and culturally 

appropriate services for the 
diverse needs of communities. 

Unfortunately, these clinics face 

severe funding shortages. In 
Modesto and the Inland Empire, 

clinics are overcrowded and 

unable to receive new patients 

due to limited funding. Within the 
context of reduced spending and 

budget cuts, clinics and county 

programs, such as HealthPAC in 
Oakland, warrant further support 

to ensure that the uninsured have 

access to care. Given that the 

Affordable Care Act (health care 
reform) explicitly excludes 

undocumented immigrants from 

health care coverage, many 
regions reported fears that 

community clinics would face 

crises over having to provide 
more services with less funds. 

Mental Health 

While mental health issues 

continue to be a shunned topic of 

discussion among many 

immigrants, there is a growing 
recognition that mental health 

needs within immigrant 

communities are growing. Across 
the state, communities reported a 

rise in depression among job-

seekers and undocumented 
students. Incidents of severe 

anxiety and post-traumatic stress 

was reported among immigrants 

who are finding it very difficult to 
find a job, enduring harsh work 

environments, or are generally 

operating under a context of fear. 
In San Jose, for example, one 

participant discussed the severe 

psychological stress to families 

who experienced foreclosures and 
were forced to move in with other 

families. Mental health services 

are not widely accessible to 
immigrants and often involve many 

administrative obstacles.   

!

Barriers to Access 

While programs like Cal Fresh, 

CalWORKs, CAPI (Cash 

Assistance Program for 

Immigrants), SSI (Supplemental 
Security Income), food banks, and 

school lunches are available to 

certain qualified immigrants, 
misinformation about eligibility and 

potential consequences of using 

benefits is a notable challenge 
amongst mixed-status 

households. For instance, in the 

Inland Empire, undocumented 

parents are hesitant to apply to 
programs for their citizen children 

for fear that their status may be 

uncovered. For many low-income 
families, accessing services is not 

a viable priority in the context of 

struggling to maintain a livelihood 

and the fear of deportation. In Los 
Angeles, some immigrants fear 

that receiving benefits will prevent 

them from attaining legal status in 
the future. Educating community 

members and ensuring service 

providers are sharing correct 
information is critical to addressing 

fear and raising awareness. 

“They are asking for identif ication and proof of residency for al l  services. We 
have a severely diabetic patient who can’t even get into a community cl inic!” 

Visalia participant discussing barriers to health and human services (November 7, 2011) 



  !

Founded in 1996, CIPC is a non-partisan, non-profit organization with a mission to advance inclusive 

policies that build a prosperous future for all Californians, using policy analysis, advocacy and 

capacity building to unlock the power of immigrants in California.!

!

For more information, visit www.caimmigrant.org  

In regions across the state, refugee communities are being helped to establish themselves, but these efforts 

are severely underfunded. The growth of the Iraqi refugee community in eastern San Diego County, for 

example, is having tremendous impact on the local education system, with a gap in funding to provide 

essential services to students. In Long Beach and throughout Los Angeles, support funding for Cambodian 

refugees is reportedly being terminated, despite the poverty and isolation the community continues to face. 

MOVING FORWARD… 

There is much work to be done in 2012 to address the needs of California!s immigrant communities. The 

safety of immigrant communities is being threatened throughout the state with the rise of federal 

immigration enforcement efforts. In the more conservative areas of the state, such as the Inland Empire, 

Orange County and San Diego, a widespread and pervasive scapegoating of immigrants has contributed 

to a rising culture of fear for communities. The California Immigrant Policy Center will work with 

organizations, lawmakers, and communities to reverse this unfortunate trend and to help alleviate the 

most pressing problems through statewide advocacy.  

APPROACH 

During the fall of 2011, the California Immigrant Policy Center facilitated dialogues in nine regions 

throughout the state, including San Diego, Orange County, Los Angeles, the Inland Empire, Santa 

Barbara, southern and northern Central Valley, San Jose, and the Bay Area. 

A total of 150 individuals participated in these dialogues between October and November. A special 

thanks to all of the participants and the local organizations that collaborated on the coordination and 

promotion of these dialogues, including: 

ACT for Women and Girls, AFSC – Proyecto Campesino, APALC (Asian Pacific American Legal 

Center), CLUE-Orange County, Central Valley Partnership, CHIRLA (Coalition for Humane 

Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles), Dolores Street Community Services, ICIR (Interfaith Coalition for 

Immigrant Rights), JFIC (Justice for Immigrants Coalition of Inland Southern California), PUEBLO 

(People United for Economic Justice Building Leadership Through Organizing), SDIRC (San Diego 

Immigrant Rights Consortium), SIREN (Service, Immigrant Rights & Education Network) 


