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In asking about Latinos' origins, the 2000 census form gave checkof
boxes for Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban and "other Hispanic,” unde
which it provided a blank box for respondents to give specifics about
roots.

In 1990, the form gave examples, such as "Dominican,” for how to fi
the box, but the examples were dropped from the 2000 form.

Census officials say tests showed the alteration made no difference
Latinos responded and firmly resist theorizing about why so many Le
wrote in "Hispanic,” "Spanish,” "Latino" or other general answers ratl
than a specific country of origin.

"We can only tell you what people told us,” said Betsy Guzman, a
statistician with the U.S. Census Bureau's population division.

More complete information about Latinos' ancestry may emerge nex
when the bureau releases data from the long form, which is filled our
1.9 million American households. But otherwise, the agency is stuck
what it's got, Guzman acknowledged.

Some Latino advocacy groups say the shifting numbers suggest tha
Latinos are letting go of parochial or national self-definitions.

"There is a growing awareness among Latinos that they are part of ¢
broader, pan-Hispanic category, particularly in terms of things like sc
status and political power," said Sonia Perez, deputy vice president
research at the National Council de la Raza.

But where Perez sees progress, demographers see confusion--and
void.

"You can't really tell anything about where their roots are from," said
Harry Pachon, director of the Tomas Rivera Policy Institute in Clarer

Nationally, about 6.1 million Latinos cast themselves into the insepa
sea of "other,” 17% of their overall population.

A smaller census survey conducted in March 2000 through personal
interviews, not mail-in forms, showed 1 million Latinos in that catego
suggesting the form had a pivotal impact, Logan said.

In New York City, the census shows the Dominican population dwinc
from 407,473 in 1990 to 332,977 in 2000, when analysts estimate it
actually increased to almost 600,000. Similar patterns have emergec
breakdowns for other Latino hubs, including South Florida and Bostc

In California, the numbers are particularly striking in Los Angeles Co
home to the state's most complex Latino community.
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Local organizations say the county's Salvadoran population at least
doubled in the last decade, but the census shows Salvadorans decli
26% from 253,086 in 1990 to 187,193 in 2000.

"l don't think that can be accurate," said Carlos Vaquerano, executiv
director of the Salvadoran-American Leadership and Educational Fu
"We've taken a lot of pride in being the second-largest Latino group |
and the fastest-growing. We expected the census to prove that."

The effect of the paper reductions could be devastating, he added.
Growing communities, with burgeoning economic and political clout,
attract more corporate investment and marketing attention, as well a
government aid.

The census delivered similar statistical blows to a long list of local L
subgroups. The county's large Guatemalan community appeared to
decrease by 20%, while its smaller Colombian and Ecuadorean
contingents purportedly dropped by 40% and 30%, respectively. Log
estimates the Guatemalan population actually increased 89% to mol
236,000.

In the Inland Empire and Orange and Ventura counties, where the vi
majority of Central and South Americans have Mexican roots, few L
communities shrank, but the "other" category grew an astonishing te

Vaguerano said the diminished figures for Salvadorans and other Ce
and South American groups might influence the ongoing national de
about whether and how to expand legal residency to undocumented
immigrants. President Bush initially proposed changing the rules onl
Mexicans; Democrats have pressed for a more expansive plan that

includes illegal immigrants from other nations.

"Why did Bush target Mexicans first? Because they are the majority,
Vaguerano said. "Numbers make a difference."”
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