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Policymakers, journalists, students ask me 'why do people live in
ct,lonias?' Based on extensive field work in several colonias in
Southern New Mexico, El Paso County and in South Texas,
specifically. Webb County, I have gathered an inordinate amount of
data that I think will help to answer this complex question. My
research has also allowed me access to the migratory and labor
trajectories of families. Additionally, through qualitative and ethno-
graphic research I have also learned a great deal about the lives,
values, hopes and aspirations of many people who reside in colonies.
Many factors help to understand why people live in colonies.
Colonias are unincorporated, unplanned housing developments
that lack basic services. Colonias have evolved because of a variety
of reasons. Temporary housing for farm workers became permanent
and unproductive agricultural land was sold by developers on a
contract for deed basis with the promise that services would be
provided.

As a researcher, It is my responsibility to shed light on the reality

and to change the negative social construction that colomas and
colonia residents have without romanticizing their situation. First of
all, colonia residents are not destitute, poor helpless people. Colnnia
residents know and greet each other and exchange favors with their
neighbors. People baby sit for others, give rides to neighbors, share
food, lend a hand to each other with self-help projects in their
homes and repair cars. While they find themselves in communities
that lack basic urban services and are isolated culturally and
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economically from the mainstream, there is an inordinate amount of
social interaction within colonias.

Yo no tengo mi casa atravesada con un banco

(My house is not `crossed' with a bank)

People live in colonias because they have pride in land and home
ownership. They report that buying land under a contract for deed and
building one's home is much better than paying rent in an urban setting.
Colonia residents tend to have large plots of land surrounding their
homes, something that allows them perhaps in the future to expand their
homes in order to accommodate other family members, or to plant trees,
or to build a garage or to have swing sets for their children. Colonia
residents state that living in public housing in urban areas imposes
restrictions such as the number of residents that can reside in the home
and the length of time that visitors can stay. Therefore, living in a colonia,
extended family members can stay and visit for longer periods of time.

Esta semana trabaje 15 horas en el labor, planche ropa, vendi
tamales...

(This week I worked 15 hours in the field, I ironed clothes and I sold
tamales)

Colonia residents usually have temporary and low-paying employment.
They have to find and employ multiple work strategies in order to be able
to survive economically. It is not uncommon for colonia residents to work
in the fields, baby sit, iron other people's clothes, make tamales to sell and
to clean yards in the same week. Participating in the informal economy
also means that they do not pay into social security or pay taxes on their
income. However, the people who employ them for many jobs prefer to
pay in cash as well. The jobs of yesterday that were industrial or
manufacturing based, that paid good wages, socialized workers into the
labor force, provided excellent benefits such as paid vacations, sick leave,
profit sharing and retirement, are not as readily available. Since colonia
residents earn little and do not have verifiable employment over time,
they are not viewed as credit worthy by lending institutions; therefore,
they have limited access to credit, if any at all. Clearly, people in colonias
cannot obtain mortgages because they do not have access to credit;
moreover, it is important to note that most residents cringe at the idea of
having that kind of debt and proudly state that what little they own,
regardless of the condition of the home, is rightfully theirs.

Nosotros pagamos cash por todo...

(We pay cash for everything...)
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Dwellings in colonias can vary from a dilapidated trailer that cost
$500.00, to a dwelling that is half-way finished, to a home that is similar
to one found in a middle class, urban residential area. By and large
colonia homes are works in progress. Residents build and improve their
homes as they are able to buy material, or exchange electrical wiring for a
set of kitchen cabinets with a neighbor or friend. It is common to see
bricks, bags of cements, wood panels outside a home for a while. Over
time, when visiting colonias one can see immediate changes and
improvements, new fences, room additions and finished homes spring
up. By driving around a colonia, one can see people's creativity and
ingenuity because they are able to build homes that are unique, functional
and affordable. Residents do not complain when a newcomer to
the colonia parks a trailer next to a finished home. On the contrary,
they will remember, `that was how we started 10 years ago and look at
us now.'

Yo ya no puedo aprender...

(I can no longer learn...)

Colonia residents report that it is difficult to find better employment.
First of all, they live in counties with high unemployment rates from 25 to
40% in some areas. Residents have limited skill sets and many do not
have formal education. One resident reported that he had only one year
of school in Mexico as a child and had to start working because his father
died. There were people with college degrees who were living in trailers in
the same acre as their parents because they wanted to save money to build
their own home. Some residents attended high school but did not
graduate; others have completed their GED in English, others in Spanish.
Several residents have no experience in a US educational system and
reported that they finished primaria and secundaria in Mexico. There are
a few professional accountants, teachers and engineers from Mexico,
who are unable to work in their respective fields because they do not
speak English and are not certified to work in the US.

Uno sin mueble aqui no se puede mover..

(Without a `car' one cannot get around...)

Public transportation is non-existent in colonias. People report that
keeping a car running is costly and difficult for them, because their cars
are older since they cannot finance them. While it is common to see two
or three cars outside a home, only one car is running, has the required
inspection sticker, is registered and insured. Lack of transportation leads
to isolation especially of women whose husbands take the cars to work.
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Walking to grocery stores, or to English classes at community centers, is
not an option because the distances are great.

Estamos arreglando...

(We are in the process of legalizing...)

Varying degrees of legality within the same household are common in
colonias. For example, the father may be a resident alien, the mother
undocumented, the children all US citizens. The concept of `arreglando'
can mean many things to many people, from waiting for the birth
certificate to arrive from Zacatecas, to expecting the INS to call one in for
the naturalization exam. While it is important to legalize one's stay in this
country to many residents the cost of doing so precludes them for
pursuing this avenue. Many people reported that they needed documents
from Mexico that were difficult to obtain such as military service records,
birth certificates and marriage licenses, especially for numerous family
members. In many instances, pursuing the legalization process is
complicated because many people do not know where to go, or who
can help them with the forms, especially now with so many forms being
on line, as many colonia residents have limited access to computers and
the internet.

Es que no hablo Ingles...

(It is because I do not speak English...)

One of the most touching and humbling moments that I have had in a
colonia was during an interview with a Spanish-speaking young mother.
She was obviously very proud of her son's accomplishments in school and
was showing me his spelling tests and his papers that had A's and stickers
with stars and happy faces. `He is so smart and does so well in school, I
wish that I could help him but I can't because I do not speak English.' She
lamented that she had missed the parent teacher conference the night
before and was concerned that the teacher would think that she was
uncaring mother. When I asked her why she did not go to the meeting she
responded: `See, the school is far away and when we went to see how
much gasoline the car had, we decided that if we went to the school, my
husband would not have enough gas to get to work, and he does not get
paid until Friday so we could not buy some until then.'

Es que pueden venir a la casa a averiguar...

(They can come to our house and investigate...)

It is important to keep in mind that colonia residents provide valuable
services to the US economy; they pay taxes, their low wages allow
others to sell things cheaply and make a profit and they do not take
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advantage of social welfare programs because they are afraid that social
workers or state employees will come to check on them in their homes
and they do not want attention paid to them because they are concerned
that they will be turned over to the Immigration and Naturalization
Service.

So when people ask me, why do people live in colonias, in turn I ask
them, would you live in your home if it were not mortgaged or in your
apartment if you did not pass the credit check?
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