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Our First Year: 
From Hispanic Family Resource Center to Conexión Américas


In order to understand the importance of the collaborative process through which the Hispanic Family Resource Center (HFRC) became Conexión Américas, one has to consider the historical demographic changes taking place in Nashville during the previous decade: Five years after the creation of the HFRC, the 2000 Census showed a 446% growth of the Hispanic population in Nashville from 1990. The local Hispanic population had reached a significant local presence and nonprofit organizations, public entities and corporations were dramatically challenged by this wave of newcomers. Yet, by 2001, the HFRC’s financial and human resources were scarce. More than ever before the mission of the HFRC was so relevant to the lives of the many Latin American newcomers, yet its internal capacity to face the external demands was very limited. 

By teaming up with the three Hispanic professionals who proposed an ambitious plan for a multi-faceted Hispanic organization, the HFRC gained the new energy, leadership and experience it needed; its original mission was expanded to respond to new needs and opportunities. On the other hand, the three individuals, instead of starting a brand new organization from scratch, invigorated the existing infrastructure of the HFRC; they invested their energies on developing and launching new programs that, just a year later, have benefited many Latino families in Middle Tennessee.

At Conexión Américas we have adopted the principle of teamwork and strategic alliance that was crucial in our beginnings as a pillar of our business model. We have adapted the learnings form our initial stages to new circumstances and opportunities. The results our young organization has produced in only one year would not be possible without the team effort with several partnering organizations: Crisis Intervention Center, Belmont University, Nashville Housing Fund, Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Coalition, Woodbine Community Organization and Fisk University.

Above all, the accomplishments we hereby share with you are only a reality thanks to the leadership provided by our Board of Directors and the generous operating support from The Frist Foundation, The HCA Foundation and The Cal Turner Family Foundation. In addition, we owe special recognition to the Nashville Housing Fund, SunTrust Bank, and the James Stephen Turner Charitable Foundation; their investment in our Puertas Abiertas/Open Doors Loan Fund is making homeownership a reality for local Hispanic families.
In terms or our organizational development, we achieved the following milestones during our first year:
	Organizational Focus
	· Clearly stated mission: 
To help Hispanic families realize their aspirations for social and economic advancement by promoting their integration into the Middle Tennessee community.

	
	· Focus on three areas of community impact: social, civic, and economic integration, including homeownership and entrepreneurship

	
	· Focus on needs AND capabilities and contributions of Hispanic individuals

	
	· Focus on integration as a two-way process and, therefore, focus on two distinct customer groups and set of services: (1) Hispanic families seeking to improve their quality of life (direct services in social, civic and economic areas) and (2) other organizations and individuals interested in improving their understanding of and interaction with Hispanic populations (Latino Cultural Competency Training™, Spanish Classes and Translations).

	Financial Resources
	· $245,000 actual revenues for 2002-03.

· In addition, we secured $1.5 million for a mortgage loan fund for our homeownership initiative. Through that program, 13 families are getting ready to buy their own home.

	
	Diversified sources of income:

· 3-year commitments from 3 local foundations

· Latino Cultural Competency Training™

· Practical Spanish Classes with Belmont University
· Translations

· ¡SABOR! Fundraising event

· Other Fees for Service


	Human Resources
	· Organization fully staffed by bilingual and bicultural professionals from Latin America who have personal and professional experience working with Latino communities in the US. 
· 3 full-time employees; 1 part-time employee

	
	· Human Resources Policies and Guidelines approved by the board and in use.

	Tech

Resources
	Fully equipped with basic technology for daily operations for each staff member thanks to:
· The COOL Project of the Neighborhoods Resource Center and Metro Planning Department
· Technology grant from The Frist Foundation

	Affiliations
	· First and only organization in Tennessee officially affiliated to the National Council of La Raza, the most prestigious Hispanic organization in the US

· Active member of the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Coalition

· Recognized as a United Way of Metropolitan Nashville partner agency as a result of participation in the Council on Supporting Work and Independence




The following table describes our organizational long-term goals and objectives, our programmatic strategies, and the results during our most recent completed fiscal year (July 2002-June 2003):


	Long-term
Goals
	Objectives
	Programs/Strategies
	2002-03 Results
	

	Social Integration
	1. Hispanic families and individuals have access to quality services that are affordable, fairly priced and culturally competent.


	a. Connect Hispanic individuals with the resources they need.
	a.1 Spanish Help Line: (w/ Crisis Intervention Center)
	a.1 1,500 Hispanic individuals received direct assistance to access needed services.

	
	2. 
	b. Strengthen capacity of other organizations to serve Hispanics and increase the quality and supply of services available to this population.
	b.1 Latino Cultural Competency Training™ 

b.2 Spanish Classes (w/ Belmont University)
	b.2 700 workers from TN Department of Human Services participated in Latino CCT. Evaluation forms indicate increased understanding of Hispanic peoples and cultures.
b.2 30 individuals improve their Spanish conversational skills.

	Economic  Integration
	2. Hispanic families and individuals have opportunities to realize their potential for social capital building and asset accumulation.
	c. Reduce financial vulnerability of Hispanic families.
	c.1 Financial Literacy Education and Counseling
	c.1 Approx. 80 individuals received practical information regarding financial management, consumer rights and financial services. 

	
	3. 
	d. Educate Hispanic families and individuals about their tax rights and responsibilities.
	d.2 Taxpayer Outreach, Education and Assistance
	d.2 75 families participated in Taxpayer Workshops and 25 received individualized assistance re: 2002 tax returns. 

	
	4. 
	e. Increase homeownership rate among Latino households.



	e.1 Puertas Abiertas/Open Doors Homeownership Program and Loan Fund (w/ Nashville Housing Fund)
	e.1 13 families are currently in this program. In addition, 30 families received financial counseling specific to home-buying. 

	
	5. 
	f. Support self-employment as strategy to generate income, build assets and enhance skills for Hispanic individuals. 
	f.1 “Intro to Business” class in Spanish for micro-entrepreneurs at Belmont Univ.
	f.1. 47 Hispanic individuals participated in this class and developed action plans to start or enhance their business.

	Civic Integration
	6. Identify, facilitate and advocate for the creation of new social, economic and legal opportunities that recognize the rights of Hispanic immigrants as contributors to the nation’s progress and that allow them to develop their capacities and full potential.
	g. Advocate for private and public policies that contribute to the well being of Hispanics and the community at-large.


	g.1 Annual agenda with advocacy priorities (with TN Immigrants’ Coalition)
	g.1 Actively participated in TN Immigrant Coalition and efforts to defend current state driver’s license laws.

	
	7. 
	h. 
	g.2 Workshops on immigration/

immigrants’ rights and duties


	g.2 53 Hispanic individuals received accurate, updated legal information and free advice on legal issues from pro bono lawyers.

	
	8. 
	i. Cultivate Hispanic grassroots leadership through genuine opportunities for participation in organization’s decision-making processes.
	g.3 Establishment, development and ongoing engagement of Hispanic Council
	g.3 Identified 12 emerging Hispanic leaders; developed relationship and secured their commitment to be part of our Hispanic Council.


Today Conexión Américas is recognized as a leading Latino force in Middle Tennessee and in the state. Probably the most significant contribution Conexión Américas is making to Hispanic families and to the community at large is our approach of the complex process of integration from its multiple dimensions (socio-cultural, civic, economic) and as a two-way process, where both Latino newcomers and the host community are learning, adapting, contributing, negotiating.

Surprises and Unmet Expectations

Looking back, there are two important observations to make regarding expectations we had a year ago and actual results 12 months later: 

First, we anticipated our role as a direct service provider to the Hispanic community to be confined to fewer activities. While we were clear about our goals for new programs in the economic integration area, we didn’t expect to invest as many resources in service areas such as job placements and referrals. We see this fact as manifestation of the scarcity of resources available to Hispanic individuals and, in turn, as evidence of the crucial need our organization is meeting in our community.

Secondly, we envisioned Conexión Américas playing a more deliberate role in coordinating existing services for the Hispanic population in Nashville and Middle Tennessee. While we have been successful at implementing collaborations with other organizations for specific programs, we have not been able to allocate time to the needed task of convening, in a meaningful and constructive way, service providers who work with Hispanic customers. The answer to this unmet expectation is found primarily in the previous observation: the demand for our own services from the Hispanic population is greater than anticipated and has required us –at least in the short-term- to shift our focus from that of a convener to a provider.

Looking Ahead

As we move forward, our organization is guided by the long-term goals and objectives articulated on page 3. We hope to count on your continued support and friendship as we face the challenges and opportunities ahead of us and as we work to promote the social, economic and civic integration of Hispanic families into the Middle Tennessee community.  










¡Gracias!







