Casa Latina, Inc.

Florence Community Center, 140 Pine Street, Florence,  MA 01062

413-586-1569

Organizational Background

Casa Latina, Inc. was founded in the mid-1970s by area Latinos to represent, celebrate, and advocate for the Latino community.  Casa Latina was established with the premise that providing direct support to Latino community residents, building community leadership, and promoting Latino civic participation will provide lasting solutions to the disparities in health, education, and financial resources facing Latinos in Hampshire County.  Casa Latina continues today as the only organization in Hampshire County explicitly focused on the low-income Latino community.
Identified Needs in the Latino Community

Many Latino families face substantial difficulties and a pressing need for support. Typical needs among low and moderate income Latinos in Hampshire County include: health insurance, prenatal and pediatric care, employment and training, English language classes, emergency food and shelter, immigration services, affordable housing, elder services, and support for the education of Latino children.  While a variety of services is available to low and moderate income Latinos living in Hampshire County, the needs of many families continue to go unmet, due to both language barriers and Latino residents’ lack of understanding about how to navigate service and educational systems.  

Programs and Services

Casa Latina’s bilingual, bicultural staff works directly with Latino residents across Hampshire County to address immediate needs, access available services and benefits, provide educational programming, encourage civic engagement, and foster Latino community leadership. Our current program areas include: 

1) Information and Referral is provided through door-to-door neighborhood outreach as well as visits and calls to our office. This includes referrals for health care, health insurance, housing, food, legal services, English language classes, childcare, and much more.  

2) Advocacy and Case Management includes helping residents fill out required applications for MassHealth, WIC, housing, childcare, and a host of other forms and documents.  We also help with translation of documents, and in particularly complicated situations we pro-actively engage local service providers by telephone and/or accompanying residents to their appointments.

3) Medical Interpreting Program. We train and support a network of medical interpreters who work with local hospitals, clinics, and private practitioners to provide culturally- and linguistically-competent care to Spanish-speaking patients. 


4) Group Education Projects, typically held weekly during an 8 to 10-week cycle, involve bringing Latino residents together to learn about, and decide how we can actively address, issues affecting our community such as health, racism and discrimination, domestic violence, and Latino elder services.

5) Targeted Programs.  Based on identified needs in the community, we provide targeted programs including:  a Family Mentoring Program for Salvadoran immigrants in Amherst; a support program for caregivers of Latino elders; and Proyecto BLIPPS which encourages parents with limited English proficiency to become active in their children’s education and take on leadership in the schools.
6) Civic engagement. In the past several years, Casa Latina has:  organized community education sessions regarding how our local and state governments make decisions; sponsored debates among candidates for office; and initiated voter registration and turnout drives.  In 2004, we convened a series of community meetings to discuss the priorities of Latinos in Hampshire County, and to make recommendations for policy changes at the local, state, and federal levels. The results of these meetings were published in a booklet entitled: Promoting Latino Civic Participation: Latino Agenda 2004, Hampshire County distributed to political leaders and policymakers prior to the 2004 elections.  

Growing Latino Population in Hampshire County
Demand for the programs and services provided by Casa Latina has grown over the years in line with the growing Latino population in Hampshire County. According to census data, there was a 34.1% increase in Hampshire County’s Latino population between 1990 and 2000, while the general population grew only 3.9%. In Amherst and Northampton Latinos currently comprise 6.2% and 5.2% of the population respectively. Data also indicate that Latinos have the lowest per capita income among all ethnic and racial groups in the state (2000 Census).  Forty percent of all Latino children in Hampshire County under the age of 18 live in homes headed by a single mother. 

Increase in Services Provided by Casa Latina

Despite several debilitating budget cuts over the past few years, the amount of services Casa Latina provides continues to increase.  For example, in 2001 we provided about 40 medical interpretations per month, while in 2006-2007 we scheduled and facilitated approximately 200 medical interpretations per month.  All told, between October 2005 and September 2006 we provided 2,699 separate core service events—outreach visits, information and referrals, medical interpretations, educational and advocacy sessions, and case management activities—to over 650 people.  

Budget and Cost Effectiveness

Casa Latina provides an extraordinary amount of programming and services on an exceptionally small budget.  In 2006, our overall budget was $235,000, approximately $100,000 of which was pass-through funding for medical interpreters, making our actual operating budget about $135,000.  This allowed us to employ two full-time and one half-time staff members and to maintain a very modest one-room office in the Florence Community Center.

Casa Latina has worked hard to diversify its funding base, receiving operating budget funding in recent years from more than 15 foundations, local municipalities, and state agencies.  However, each source of funding requires administrative oversight and reporting—which takes up a great deal of the time and energy of our small staff and Board of Directors. 

Current Funding Crisis for Casa Latina
Unfortunately, continued funding cuts and simultaneously increasing costs as of early 2007 have placed Casa Latina in a financial crisis that we fear may cause us to close our doors. We have already cut weekly hours for each of the three staff members and begun to close our office for a half day each week.  We simply cannot cut any further and remain effective in our work; yet we are still a great distance from balancing our budget.

Casa Latina has a singular level of cultural and linguistic competence, as well as the trust and respect of local Latinos and of the wider community, gained by virtue of our demonstrated commitment to our community. Casa Latina has enabled agencies that lack bilingual/bicultural capacity to gain access to Latino consumers that otherwise would not use their services.  The impact on the community if Casa Latina were to close would, in other words, have a broad rippling effect on both local Latinos and the wider service provider community.

In order to stabilize our agency and prevent permanent closure, we are seeking legislative support in attaining $75,000 annually through earmarked funds.  Alternatively, we would be glad to take on a state contract through which we provide services within the context of our mission, although one barrier is that our annual agency budget is not quite large enough to achieve the minimum required for many state contracts.  In any case, Casa Latina needs our legislators’ help at this time, and we look forward to the opportunity to explore possibilities for such support.

