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Good morning, my name is Kristin Shipler, and I serve as the new Director of Civic Engagement with Congreso de Latinos Unidos, the largest Latino social services agency in Pennsylvania.  On behalf of the 24,000 clients we directly serve at Congreso, I am honored to be here today to share about our work and the needs of immigrants in our great city. Like the Commission has stated, Congreso is also committed to protecting civil rights, welcoming newcomers and empowering immigrant and refugee residents.
Congreso de Latinos Unidos, Inc. is a community-based nonprofit organization located in Philadelphia, and we strengthen Latino communities through social, economic, education, and health services; leadership development; and advocacy.  The agency currently employs over 250 bilingual and multicultural employees, and has an annual budget of over $16 million.  
Since Congreso’s inception, the Latino population in Philadelphia has increased by over 45% with the current population estimates now placed at approximately 160,000.  Mirroring the growth of Philadelphia’s Latino community, Congreso has expanded into a multi-service organization that offers a comprehensive delivery of services within five programmatic divisions including:  Behavioral Health Services, Children and Youth Services, Health Promotion and Wellness, Neighborhood and Family Development, and Workforce Development Services. This growth has enhanced the diversity and potential of the community, but it also continues to create new challenges while augmenting existing ones.  

Congreso’s five divisions are located in its headquarters in Eastern North Philadelphia where the majority of Philadelphia’s Latino population resides.  Through this “one-stop shop” model of service delivery Congreso’s vision is to provide a bilingual and culturally sensitive, comprehensive network of services to support and empower residents to create positive solutions to challenges they face daily.  
While the majority of the Latino population in the City is of Puerto Rican origin (77%), there is a growing diversity which includes individuals from Colombia, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico, among other nations.  More than any other demographic, Congreso currently serves the Latino (67%), which for us is mostly Puerto Rican, and African American (25%) communities. While some see Puerto Rican communities as immigrant communities, some of the challenges they face as US citizens are quite distinct from those of other ‘immigrant’ groups. We will be focusing today on the similarities of serving various Latino immigrant groups and our targeted efforts to reach the Mexican and other Latino immigrant populations that reside in South Philadelphia.
In addition to our work in the North Philadelphia area, in 2002, Congreso began expanding its services to the South Philadelphia region of the city to provide the emerging Mexican community with critical social, legal, economic, and educational resources; with the final objective being an integration of this group into the city and community fabric.  Congreso has not embarked upon this endeavor alone.  Due to Congreso’s understanding of the intricacies and multiple needs of new communities and our agency’s limited resources, Congreso began to foster a coalition of diverse local organizations dedicated to empowering individuals and communities.  

Following the renovation of Sacks Park in South Philadelphia, Congreso and the coalition successfully organized the Amistad (Friendship) soccer league with the Mexican group at its core, which attracted Latinos of other nationalities (Ecuadorians, Hondurans and Argentineans), Vietnamese, and Russian participants.  The soccer league continues to serve as a forum for positive dialogue and interactions between diverse groups.  The ultimate goal of the Coalition is to grow this initiative into a community-driven organization that will successfully lead and support the community on its path to self-sustainability.  
To better understand the challenges faced by this population, the Coalition in conjunction with Drexel University’s School of Public Health performed a needs assessment in 2003.  Results indicate that the Mexican community experiences barriers such as limited written and spoken English proficiency, inadequate wages, few to little health benefits, and low educational attainment – issues very similar to all Latinos living in Philadelphia.  Among youth in this community, this research found involvement in high risk behaviors such as substance abuse, delinquency, prostitution, and sexual behaviors leading to HIV and AIDS infection.

Currently, there aren’t any existing government or community-based organizations located in South Philadelphia that provide bicultural and bilingual support services to this population.  In addition, immigrant communities, who are often hesitant to trust government and provider agencies due to negative experiences in their home countries or due to limited knowledge of the immigration process, are less likely to seek out supportive services for themselves and their families.  This disconnect between immigrants and service organizations/city services, if not addressed, has the potential to slowly weaken the infrastructure that does exist in the city.  Specifically, if immigrant youth and families are not positively connected to the city’s educational, health, law enforcement, and financial systems, an environment conducive to increased crime, violence, disease, unemployment, and low literacy (to name a few) will be created within Philadelphia.    
Congreso will continually open its doors to all Latinos – and others – needing assistance. With our current location in Eastern North Philadelphia, though, we realize that the difficulties of accessing the South Philadelphia immigrant populations is challenging. Individuals from South Philadelphia do travel to our North Philadelphia office and about 1/3 of our clients receive case management services in their own homes. But Congreso seeks better solutions. Congreso is collaborating with other community-based organizations in the South (such as United Communities) and is investing its efforts in more effective means to address the lack of linguistically and culturally appropriate services for Latinos in the southern part of our city.  Through the creation of an organized, coordinated system that can orient and connect immigrants to the city’s systems when they first arrive, we believe we can build stronger communities and ensure positive outcomes in the future. Through these avenues and others, we continue to strive to meet the needs of Latinos and to meet our goal, strengthening Latino communities. Thank you for taking an interest in the Latino community, and thank you for listening.
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