State Capitol Week in Review
May 2, 2008
LITTLE ROCK –  The Hispanic population of Arkansas has almost doubled in the past eight years and is now more than 150,000.
The United States Census Bureau released its estimate of the state's population as of July of 2007, when the total number of people living in Arkansas was 2,834,797.

Hispanics now represent about 5.3 percent of the population of Arkansas. African-Americans are the largest minority group in Arkansas, representing about 15.6 percent of the state's population. 

About 5,400 people in Arkansas are Spanish-speaking and also African-American. Many them have roots in Cuba, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, Caribbean countries and coastal areas of Central and South America, as well as in Africa.
Most of the Hispanic immigrants in Arkansas are from Mexico and Central America and the Census Bureau categorizes them as white. The increase in the state's Hispanic population has been tremendous; in 1990 there were 19,876 Spanish-speaking people in Arkansas and now there are 150,270.
The Census Bureau noted that Arkansas Hispanics have followed a familiar trend of the world's immigrant populations, in that a majority are men. In a more settled population the proportion of men and women is almost one to one, whereas men represent 55 percent of the Hispanics in Arkansas.
Of the state's entire population, almost 51 percent are women.

The dramatic increase in the Hispanic population has created challenges for public policy makers, especially in public education. 
The state provides bonus funding to local school districts where the number of Spanish speaking students is higher than average. Many of those school districts are in western and northwest Arkansas, although significant numbers of Hispanics live in all parts the state.
Last year, at legislative hearings on the cost of providing services to immigrants, state Health Department officials reported that undocumented aliens accounted for 3.5 percent of the people the agency served in 2006. An official for the Human Services Department estimated that immigrants accounted for 0.5 percent of the people served by his agency.
A group is trying to place on the November ballot an initiated act that would restrict the services available to undocumented immigrants. The group is not gathering signatures yet because it still is trying to gain approval of a legal ballot title by the attorney general's office.
It's expected that immigration reform will be an issue during the 2009 regular legislative session, particularly in light of a restrictive new law in Oklahoma. Since the passage of the Oklahoma law there has been a documented decline in the number of immigrants in that state, raising questions that many of them have moved into Arkansas.
However, the Census Bureau found a recent decline in the rate of growth of Hispanics in Arkansas, compared to the enormous percentage increases of a few years ago. The relative slowdown can be attributed, in part,  to a cooling of the housing boom that created so many construction jobs.
The growth in the Arkansas Hispanic last year was 6.3 percent, which is the smallest percentage increase since 2000, according to the Census Bureau.
