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Carmen Ramirez loves hearing the sounds 

of Spanish, Mandarin and West Indian 

Creole near her downtown Longmont 

office. She loves pushing herself outside 

her comfort zone – and challenging 

others to do the same. And she loves 

frequenting the tortillerias and panaderias 

that have cropped up locally, along with 

specialty supermarkets selling goodies like 

sweetened bean curd and chai masala. 

It wasn’t always this way.

Boulder County has changed significantly in the 

22 years Ramirez and her husband, Ray, have lived 

here. When she first arrived, Ramirez went weeks 

without hearing Spanish. Today, nearly one in 

seven of us identifies as Latino – and near-

ly a quarter of our kids do. But just because 

our census numbers are changing doesn’t mean our 

personal networks and institutions are.
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Our increasing diversity has brought us new 

holidays to celebrate, new foods to sample, new 

perspectives to consider, and new neighbors to 

befriend. But as we’ve become more diverse, we’ve 

also become less equal. Latinos in Boulder County 

are nearly three times as likely to live in poverty as 

their Anglo peers. This disparity rankles our sense 

of fairness, as living in poverty can negatively affect 

school outcomes for kids. It can also threaten our 

sense of community as our different incomes lead 

to vastly different (and separate) life experiences. 

What follows is an effort to shine a light on 

Boulder County’s growing and diverse Latino 

community by highlighting the work of the Latino 

Task Force as well as the Boulder County Latino 

Age Wave project. By celebrating community 

strengths and highlighting needs, we hope to help 

foster a dialogue and challenge all of us here to 

widen the scope of who and what we know. 

Shining a Light
Back in 1999, a group of local Latinos formed the Latino Task 
Force (LTF) to discuss the growing number of Latinos living in 
Boulder County. Their mission was to learn more about the 
quality of life of Latinos living here – and then work to improve 
it. They surveyed Latinos about what they felt they contributed 
to the community and what else they needed to be successful. 
In addition to starting a conversation about inclusivity and 
equity, the task force’s findings and recommendations helped 
spark the creation of organizations like the Longmont 
Multicultural Action Committee and Lafayette’s 
Latino Advisory Board.

A decade later, the volunteer-run organization wanted to 
repeat its study. Using a private research group, they evaluated 
secondary data, interviewed local leaders of all backgrounds, 
conducted focus groups with Latino residents, and surveyed 
400 Latinos across the county. Their work reveals successes and 
challenges, striking disparities that demand attention and also 
a commitment to improvement that we celebrate.

Colorado’s Latino population is growing roughly 
four times as fast as its population as a whole.
Source: Colorado State Demography Office.
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Community Strengths and Assets
When asked in the LTF survey how Latino 
residents have helped improve the quality 
of life in Boulder County, more than 60% of 
respondents cited economic contributions 
including workforce participation, paying 
taxes, and purchasing goods locally. “We do not 
complain…[and] can adapt to heat, cold, poor working 
conditions, put up with lack of safety equipment, and may 
not even get paid,” one respondent answered. “We get 
the job done and we do the jobs no one else wants to 
do,” said another. Focus group participants spoke of the 
barriers their parents, or they themselves, overcame to get 
to Boulder County in order to have a better life, make more 
money, and/or provide a better education for themselves 
and their children. Many leaders interviewed for the project 
noted the importance of Latino labor in maintaining the 
high quality of life we enjoy here. “At a pretty basic level,” 
said one leader, “the jobs that a lot of Latinos have really 
are the underpinnings of the economy here.”

Did you know… 

About 30% of Latinos in Boulder County – and 35% of 
Latino kids here – live below the federal poverty guideline, 
which is about $11,500 for an individual and $23,500 for a 
family of four. 
Source: American Community Survey

35% Latino Children

BOULDER COUNTY CHILDREN LIVING IN POVERTY, 2011

7% Anglo Children

Source: American Community Survey

Did you know… 

The typical Latino in Boulder County lives with two 
or three other people in a family household led by a 
husband-wife couple earning a collective income of 
about $35,000 annually. He or she speaks English “very 
well” or exclusively, has at least a high school diploma, 
and is a U.S. citizen. Interestingly, Latinos here 
are significantly more likely than their Anglo 
peers to be from Colorado originally. About 
43% of Boulder County Latinos were born in Colorado, 
compared to 32% of Anglos here.
Source: American Community Survey

Place of Birth, 2011

All Boulder  
County

Latinos in 
Boulder County

Foreign Born 11% 36%

Born in other U.S. State, 
Territory

56% 21%

Born in Colorado 33% 43%

Source: American Community Survey

35%

Community involvement, culture and diversity are 
other key Latino contributions, according to survey 
respondents. For some, community involvement meant 
actively helping neighbors and family members. For others, it 
meant serving in various community organizations, volunteering, 
and advocating for political change. Survey respondents who 
cited culture as a contribution referenced traits like family 
values, politeness, responsibility, commitment to community, 
and spirituality, as well as more tangible elements like food 
and dance. Finally, 15% of survey respondents cited as a key 
contribution the value of diversity, which is believed to increase 
creativity and lend new perspectives and resources to local 
discussions, organizations, and political policy-making bodies.
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Community Needs and Challenges
While Latino survey respondents were proud 
of the contributions they’ve made to Boulder 
County, they also highlighted the need for 
improvements related to employment, education 
and discrimination. Nearly a quarter of respondents said 
they needed more work, better jobs, and “livable wages.” 
Other employment-related concerns included the need for 
improved: workplace safety; access to promotions; benefits; 
and employment opportunities for youth, women, and non-
English speakers.

Education ranked second on the needs hierarchy, 
with nearly 22% of respondents suggesting 
Latino children and adults in Boulder County 
need greater access to educational resources. 
Common desires included access to affordable early childhood 
education, work-friendly learning opportunities for adults, 
and more encouragement for Latino students to pursue 
higher education. Many survey respondents and focus group 
participants also expressed a desire to decrease educational 
segregation between Latinos and non-Latinos in Boulder 
County. As one respondent wrote, “…our schools have 
become either Latino schools or non-Latino schools, so there 
is so much segregation and it seems that authorities keep 
ignoring it.” While focus group participants acknowledged 
the challenges poverty, mobility and language barriers pose to 
students and also their teachers, they overwhelmingly wanted 
to raise expectations for and improve the quality of public 
education offered to Latino students here. 

Special Report to the Community

Did you know… 

Latinos in Boulder County have significantly higher rates 
of educational attainment than Latinos in the state or 
nation as a whole, with nearly a quarter of Latino adults 
having earned at least a bachelor’s degree. Despite that, 
median household income for Latinos here is actually 
lower than it is for Latinos in Colorado or the U.S.  
Source: American Community Survey (here and below)

PERCENTAGE OF LATINO ADULTS WITH AT LEAST  
A BACHELOR’S DEGREE, 2011

24%

13%

Boulder County

U.S.

Did you know… 

More than 72% of Latinos ages 16 and over in Boulder 
County are part of the labor force, compared to 70% of 
the community overall.

Finally, more than 21% of respondents said 
discrimination was a problem in Boulder County. 
Both the recently arrived and those who have been here 
for generations felt they had been subject to negative 
stereotypes and “subtle but painful” discrimination 
based on the color of their skin, the way they 
spoke, or their ethnicity. Latinos cited examples of both 
personal discrimination as well institutional structures that 
served as barriers to their full participation or that made them 
feel less valued or welcome – like a lack of bicultural/bilingual 
staff, or perceived racial profiling. Focus group participants 
recalled being: shadowed in stores, stopped repeatedly 
by law enforcement and asked for identification, refused 
check cashing with a Mexican driver’s license, asked why he/
she was shopping in a particular store, ignored altogether, 
made fun of for not being able to speak English, 
and not getting paid for a day’s work because employers 
assumed they had no political or legal recourse. To help break 
down barriers and improve dialogue, several respondents 
suggested people of color and Anglos in Boulder County need 
more opportunities for positive interaction and dialogue. Said 
one, “They must have opportunities to share stories, make 
human connections, and in general opportunities to develop 
greater understanding and trust with each other.”
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Taking Action 
The Latino Task Force has developed detailed recommendations 
in the areas of health, education, and the economy that it 
will share with government officials, business leaders, service 
providers, and the Latino community in the coming months. 
Recommendations range from urging groups to develop more 
culturally competent programming to better engage Latinos – 
to urging Latinos to seek greater representation in positions of 
power. Below are some examples of recommendations both 
to institutions and Latinos here in Boulder County.

For institutions:

•	 Provide culturally competent programming in the areas  
of health, education and career services

•	 Increase parity in the leadership of educational institutions

•	 Improve leadership equity and Latino representation on boards

For Latinos:

•	 Better engage Latino youth in addressing health and  
other disparities 

•	 Take advantage of early childhood education opportunities

•	 Join civic organizations to play an active role in  
community leadership

La Tercera Edad:  
Reaching Our Latino Elders    

While Latinos make up less than 5% of Boulder County’s 65+ 
population, our Latino senior population is expected to grow 
significantly in the coming decades. Launched in 2011, local 
participants in the Colorado Latino Age Wave project aim to 
get ahead of this trend by examining the demographics and 
needs of Latino older adults as well as the community-based 
assets available to them. 

The project found that Latino adults have positive perceptions 
on aging and appreciate the wisdom that comes with age; 
they also have a strong desire to remain active and engaged 
as they get older. However, to make that possible, Latino 
elders need increased access to nutritious foods, healthcare, 
transportation, and housing, as well as better information 
about the supports and services available. While some 
organizations offering supports and services target older  
adults and others target Latinos, there is a lack of services  
and supports geared specifically toward Latino older adults.  
As a result, this population often slips through the cracks.

Best practices for reaching Latino elders, the Colorado Latino 
Age Wave found, include neighbored- and home-based 
programs; the promotores model of training older Latinos to 
help their peers navigate the system and access services; and 
intergenerational programs that engage the entire family.  
In Boulder County, we’re excited to report that  
more than a dozen organizations and agencies  
received a grant from the project to collaboratively  
design and implement a promotores project 
locally. For more information on the project, visit  
www.rcfdenver.org/agewave/.

Citizenship Status, Boulder County Latinos, 2011

Total Native Foreign- 
Born 

Naturalized

Foreign-Born 
Not a U.S. 

Citizen*

Under 18 14,128 12,618 185 1,325

18+ 25,551 12,677 3,097 9,777

Total 39,679 25,295 3,282 11,102

* Does not imply documentation status.  
Source: American Community Survey

CITIZENSHIP STATUS OF BOULDER COUNTY LATINOS, 2011

Native  
Citizen

Naturalized 
Citizen

Not a  
U.S. Citizen

0%       20%        40%          60%          80%       100%

64%
50%

38%

12%
1%

9%

89%

8%

28%

Source: American Community Survey

Total Under 18 18+
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Marietta Vigil Gonzales 

New Mexico native Marietta Vigil Gonzales is fluent in three 
languages; has lived in Japan, Ecuador and Italy; and served as 
a teacher and administrator in San Francisco before moving to 
Boulder County in the 1990s. Avid outdoors people, she and 
her husband initially settled in Boulder before finding their fit in 
Longmont a few years later.

Gonzales has mentored students at Skyline High School, taught 
English through Intercambio de Comunidades, and organized 
Spanish-language conversation groups at the Longmont 
Senior Center for Latinos and Anglos alike. “I wasn’t done – I 
wanted to give something back, and I found my place within 
volunteerism,” she said. “It really felt like Longmont was trying 
to get everyone to participate, especially people of color.”

Better jobs and immigration reform are key to helping the 
Latino community move ahead, Gonzales believes. “Number 
one is security in a job that pays a living wage so you can 
educate your kids and give your family the comforts they see 
around them,” she said. 

Nick Robles 

Nick Robles is a third-generation American whose father’s 
job with IBM brought the family to Longmont in 1987. While 
he grew up speaking English exclusively, he learned Spanish 
through college and graduate school and during two years in 
the Dominican Republic with the Peace Corps. It was the latter 
that awakened in him a passion for civic activism, inspiring him 
to get involved with groups like the Latino Task Force when he 
returned home.

Robles enjoys our area’s abundant sunshine and mountain views 
during his daily bike ride (or bus ride, weather depending) to his 
job as a bilingual environmental health specialist for the county. 
He hopes the LTF’s work inspires more people to explore the 
diversity within our community, whether through eating new 
foods, learning a new language, or spending time with people 
of different backgrounds. “I’d also like to see the environment 
change to be more inclusive of Latinos taking on leadership 
positions,” he said. “And I’d like to see the Latino community 
take on that responsibility, as well.”

Nick also participated in The Community Foundation’s Leadership 

Fellows program.

Feeling Inspired?  

•	 Attend a cross-cultural event with people of different 
backgrounds and ages.

•	 Assess the cultural competency and inclusiveness of your 
own organization. Are you welcoming to people of varied 
backgrounds?

•	 Need help? Reach out to a cultural broker, or someone you 
know who is skilled at bridging, mediating between, or linking 
different groups. If you don’t know someone like that, check 
with a community organization (like the Latino Task Force) that 
works with the population you’re trying to engage.

•	 Check out the Boulder County Latino History Project:  
www.bocolatinohistory.org

Special Report to the Community Profiles
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Emmanuel Arellan 

Math and science are fifth grader Emmanuel Arellan’s favorite 
subjects at Columbine Elementary School in Boulder. He likes 
learning new things like how to multiply and divide or make 
accurately scaled models of the nearby parks where he likes 
to play. In second grade, he joined his school’s chapter of the I 
Have a Dream Foundation. “They help me with my homework 
and figuring out how to achieve my goals,” the 10-year-old 
Gunbarrel resident explained, “Like to become a good leader 
and to be a good man and to achieve my dreams.” As for 
his dreams, ideally, he’d like to be a professional baseball or 
soccer player. As a backup, he’ll go for something related to 
math and science.

Emmanuel shyly takes pride in earning high marks in school, 
doing his homework every night, and being able to speak 
both Spanish and English. “We play. We’re nice. We’re 
respectful, responsible, safe and hard workers,” he said when 
asked what he’d want people to know about him and his 
friends. “We also do really good in school.”
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Sources

American Community Survey

Latino Task Force 

Sandy Guidicelli 

As a kid, Sandy Guidicelli and her friends would jump from 
rooftop to rooftop in their Bronx, NY, neighborhood. They 
played on asphalt-covered playgrounds (as grassy parks were 
scarce), and saw faces spanning a range of colors in their 
crowded city school. When Guidicelli moved to Colorado for 
a fresh start, she would drive through Boulder County every 
two weeks on her route delivering magazines. “I used to 
think, oh, I’d really love to live here,” she said. “It just looked 
so beautiful, with so much open space, and everyone seemed 
so into nature.”

With some elbow grease and grit, Guidicelli put herself 
through school while working – and then landed a job 
with the city of Longmont, and found a home in the city of 
Boulder. Here, she’s found a supportive church community, 
ample green space for her grandchildren, and opportunities 
to play a leadership role in organizations she cares about. 
Guidicelli serves on the board of directors for Mental Health 
Partners, and helps lead the organization’s legislative and 
clinical committees.

“There are so many leaders in the Latino community here 
who are willing to do the work,” said Guidicelli, who is Puerto 
Rican. “We’re ready to make sure the next generation has the 
tools they need to be successful.”

Sandy also participated in The Community Foundation’s Leadership 

Fellows program.

•	 Seek out and use Latino vendors for your next event. 

•	 Challenge your own biases. What kinds of 
assumptions do you make about people based on skin 
tone, ethnicity, gender, orientation or age?

•	 Visit the Latino Task Force’s website to learn more  
about their findings and what they do: www.
latinotaskforce.org


