The East La Short Circuit

Excerpted from:  http://www.aliciapatterson.org/APF1601/Suro/Suro.html
During the last great wave of immigration around the turn of the century, poor inner city neighborhoods served as ethnic havens where immigrant groups built-up their economic and political strength so that they could move into the American mainstream. The cities are a different place now.

Among those who arrived in the 1960's and 1970's as the current wave of immigration began, many have moved up and out to the suburbs. But starting in the mid-1980's the pace of Latino immigration accelerated rapidly with up to as many as a million newcomers a year. As in the past, the great majority went first to the urban core, but this huge group of immigrants arrived to find the American city in a profound crisis.

	


	Hand-lettered signs advertise immigration permits and clothing repair in the Pico-Union district of Los Angeles.
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The crack epidemic, bankrupt local governments and a stagnant economy are making life more difficult for all city dwellers, but these problems hit the new arrivals especially hard. Even as they learn a new language and new ways, today's immigrants must overcome obstacles that have defeated many of the native born now relegated to the urban underclass.

As this period of immigration unfolds, a key question will be how many newcomers make it out of the inner city and how many become trapped there in a life of chronic poverty.

"I call it the `East L.A. short circuit,'" said Art Revueltas, "and the way it goes is that if you come from Mexico to East L.A. and you have kids, the clock is ticking on how long you've got to make it out. If you get stuck, the kids don't make it through school. So, they don't make it out. Then, you get teenage parents and those kids won't make it out. All of a sudden you're talking about third generation gang members."

Revueltas is the son of a Mexican immigrant who came to East Los Angeles, the city's oldest and biggest barrio. About a quarter of the Latino families there live in poverty and some of the street gangs do indeed trace their lineage back more than three generations. Revueltas and his family got out. He is now the vice-principal of an intermediate school in Montebello, a Latino middle class suburb of Los Angeles.

He is deeply worried that an ever greater number of immigrants are getting short-circuited.

Looking back, Revueltas, 40 years-old, sees that the immigrants of his parents' generation established themselves in the 1960's when the industrial economy boomed and government mortgage programs helped assure a supply of affordable quality housing. As a result, he went to college, and his parents helped him buy a home after he graduated.

"They developed enough equity to allow me to become vested in the system," he said.

	


	In Washington Heights, in New York City, street vendors crowd the sidewalks.
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Now, a large and often unbridgeable gap separates the working poor from the middle class, and the social dynamics of the city have become especially lethal for the young people of immigrant homes.

"It's changed, it didn't used to be this way," said Emilio Betancourt, as the sound of gunfire echoed through the alley behind his home in East Harlem.

"There's always been hustlers and tough guys around, but there was hardly anyone getting killed," said Betancourt, (TK)years old, who has lived in New York's oldest Hispanic neighborhood since he came from Puerto Rico as an infant.

"Now, there's this bang-bang-bang every night," he added,"and it really just started when crack arrived. The guns and the money came with crack. That happened in about 1986 around here,and it hasn't been the same since."

