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Hispanic population
growth in Rock and
Walworth counties is
slowing in response to laws
that make it more difficult
for undocumented
immigrants to get driver's
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licenses and jobs, according
to state statistics and local

advocates.

Between 2000 and 2015, Rock County's Hispanic population
increased by 126.5 percent, but most of the growth was between
2000 and 2010, according to data from the state Department of
Health Services.

Department numbers show the Hispanic population in Rock
County was growing at rates of up to 11 percent annually in the
early 2000s but slowed by 2010, showing only 2 percent annual
growth, a trend that continued through 2015, according to health
department data.

Walworth County saw a similar pattern.

Between 2000 and 2015, Walworth County saw an 86.2 percent
increase in the Hispanic population, but between 2010 and 2015,
growth slowed to between 1 percent and 3 percent annually,
according to health department data.

Growth of up to 3 percent can likely be attributed to birthrate
because Hispanic communities in Wisconsin are not bringing in
many immigrants, said Rene Bue, Hedberg Public Library program
outreach coordinator and bilingual services coordinator.

One reason Hispanic population growth is slowing is law changes
that make working and living in the area more difficult for
undocumented immigrants seeking work, Bue said.

Wisconsin passed laws in about 2008 that make it more difficult
for undocumented immigrants to get a driver's license and to find
work, Bue said.

Without a driver's license, it's more difficult to commute to work in
rural areas where many immigrants find work, Bue said.

To get a driver's license in Wisconsin, applicants must provide
proof of citizenship or legal residency, which is an obstacle for
undocumented workers, Bue said.

Wisconsin businesses also are being pushed to use e-Verify to
search the legal status of job applicants, Bue said.
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Immigrants often have to travel long distances to get to jobs,
making transportation vital, said Crusita Barrios, immigrant
outreach program director at the Rock County YWCA. If they can't
drive, they often can't work, she said.

This is causing some Hispanic immigrants to move Illinois, where
laws allow undocumented immigrants to obtain driver's licenses,
Barrios said.

Many migrant Hispanic workers arrived in Wisconsin during
World War II, and even more arrived in the 1960s.

Some of those migrant workers grew Hispanic communities in
Rock and Walworth counties. Those communities swelled between
1990 and 2000, and the trend of growth continued through the
2000s.

Nationwide there are roughly 55.3 million Hispanics living in the
U.S., both documented and undocumented, accounting for 17.3
percent of the nation's population, according to the Pew Research
Center Hispanic Report.

In Wisconsin, the state Department of Health Services estimates
381,181 Hispanic residents, making them 6.6 percent of
Wisconsin's population.

Many immigrants are not here for jobs but for safety, Bue said.

Hispanic families often are fleeing home countries where the drug
trade endangers their families, and the best option is for them to
leave, Barrios said.

Not all come from Mexico, though they often travel through
Mexico to get to the United States. Many come from Guatemala,
Honduras or El Salvador, Barrios said.  

“People were once inspired to come and work here and earn money
for their families back home. Now, it's 'Let's get out of here,'”
Barrios said. “What people don't know is some people do live
under the shadows and fear for their own safety.”

Some land in Rock and Walworth counties because they have
family here. During the 1960s, Wisconsin hired Hispanic
farmhands to help at local farms, and some of them stayed here
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and built lives, Barrios said.

Luis Solis, a local painter and contractor, moved to Walworth
County with his wife because her parents live here.

Solis' wife's parents arrived in Walworth County with workers who
came to help out on local farms. They ended up staying in
Walworth County and moved to Delavan in the mid-1980s.

Solis, a native of Bakersfield, California, said this area offers the
safety and security not always common in many larger cities with
large Hispanic populations.

Families who arrived years ago have largely assimilated, but
newcomers can face challenges, said Marc Perry, director of
community programs for Community Action in Beloit.

“Anytime people come in and there's a difference, there's going to
be friction,” Perry said.

A language barrier between Hispanic immigrants and English-
speaking residents can create problems, Perry said.

“As we learn from each other, those are things that will always be a
problem,” Perry said.
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