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A World Beyond Immigration
How the Legal Community Can Help Hispanic and Latino Clients
Carlos Hernandez Ocampo

“I don’t study to know more, 
but to ignore less.” 

– Juana Inés de la Cruz

To say that Doña Ines de Asbaje y Ramirez de Santillana, 
more commonly known as Sor Juana Inez de la Cruz, was a 
woman ahead of her time is a vast understatement. She exem-
plifies Latino and Hispanic culture’s zest to grow and expand 
and our constant struggle to be recognized for our efforts and 
contributions. She was an avid scholar and writer at a time 
when women were not allowed to be educated. She struggled 
with her Spanish upbringing and native Mexican roots. She was 
a feminist, wrote about the environment and love, and served 
her community as a nun. Despite her remarkable contributions 
to her community and learning, her outspoken criticism of the 
system in which she lived saw her forced to sell all her books 
and writings to dedicate herself to charity and helping the poor.

As we enter National Hispanic Heritage Month, it is a time to 
celebrate our culture and remember our daily struggles. Her 
quote is appropriate because it encapsulates the theme of this 
article, bringing awareness to the issues plaguing our local 
Latino and Hispanic communities, issues that go beyond the 
usual Immigration related concerns.

Many of us, myself included, are immigrants. Immigration 
laws, with their constant ebb and flow that fails to follow any 
discernable rationale, are an obvious concern. However, the 
part of the story that often gets left out is the daily struggle our 
community faces while battling adversities that range from the 
unsurmountable to the downright comical. Issues like a lack 
of knowledge to access to basic infrastructure, issues involv-
ing education, job opportunities, economic development and 
discrimination. These are the more prevalent concerns for our 
community, not patronizing legislation that helps us reunite 
with our family members.

I have often told people that being an immigrant is akin to being 
a newborn nobody likes. The language barrier, at the outset, 
seems like the most apparent hindrance. However, the more 
significant disadvantage is ignorance of essential things that 
most school children raised in the U.S. would understand. We 
often come from vastly different cultures and infrastructural 
frameworks, which means there is a learning curve to assimilat-
ing to the new system and way of life. Basic things like credit 
cards and debt are foreign to many newly-arrived immigrants. 
This ignorance often manifests itself in mishandling newfound 
financial freedom, which can quickly land immigrants in legal 
trouble. As an attorney, I usually have to educate my foreign 
clients on the importance of complying with contractual du-
ties they have entered into, and teach them the importance of 
written agreements, especially as they start their journeys as 
entrepreneurs while still believing in the old-world concept that 
a handshake is as good as a contract. The ones that find good 
counsel are usually the lucky ones. It is common to see young 

eight- to ten-year-old children sitting next to their parents at 
a bank, helping them navigate the litany of paperwork they 
must sign to enter into a mortgage and fulfill the American 
dream of owning their first home. I can confidently say that 
most people reading this article would not rely on their grade-
school children to assist them in making major life decisions, 
such as entering into a mortgage or negotiating a lease with 
their landlord.

Not surprisingly, education, and access to it, are chief con-
cerns for the Hispanic community. A recent Pew Research 
Center article showed that Hispanics had been a more sig-
nificant driver of U.S. population growth than other races 
and ethnicities. While it would be easy to chalk that up to 
immigration, the same article shows that newborns have been 
a larger contributor to the Latino population growth rate for 
the past twenty years, more so than immigration. There has 
been a larger disparity in the last ten years due to a decline in 
immigration rates. That’s a lot of children translating for their 
elders. Thus, access to education is an imperative cause for 
concern among parents that often come from areas where edu-
cation is reserved for the relatively wealthy. Having representa-
tives in our formative schools and universities who speak our 
languages and understand our cultures is necessary to foster 
a sense of trust and understanding among the Latino and 
Hispanic communities sending their children to our schools. 
If the average U.S.-born parent faces anxiety when sending 
their children away for college, imagine the anxiety felt by a 
parent that doesn’t speak the language and, up to a few years 
ago, viewed the U.S. through the Hollywood lens, believing 
their child to be entering a world fueled by parties and alcohol.

An immigrant’s journey can be fueled by political strife or war 
in their home country. However, more often than not, it is a 
purely economic decision. Many come from countries where 
the economy is in tatters, and job opportunities are close to 
zero. This means landing in the U.S. and immediately looking 
for a job is necessary. One of the biggest compliments a friend 
in law school ever gave me was to call me recession-proof. 
When I asked him why, he commented that I had worked in a 
kitchen, been a mechanic, laid flooring and roofing, and had a 
side gig as a photographer while attending law school and rais-
ing a family. I laughed and told him I owed my ability to hustle 
and make money to my father, who had been a lawyer and a 
diplomat in Cuba, but upon arriving in the U.S. in 1998, took 
jobs as a construction worker, a kitchenware salesman and an 
inventory clerk overnight at several Miami supermarkets. He 
had three jobs within the first week of being in the U.S. Sadly, 
that story is more common than one could imagine; I have 
met college professors, surgeons, accountants and lawyers 
working the line at an Amazon fulfillment center for $15 an 
hour. I have met lawyers who specialized in international law 
working as line cooks in the back of a restaurant, and even 
met a meteorologist working as a waiter in a local hotel.

I point this out because there is a fantastic pool of talent 

entering the nation, and yet there are barely any efforts by 
our universities to create programs that would fast-track a 
foreign professional into becoming licensed in their field of 
expertise. When created, they are often underfunded and 
underpromoted in the community they seek to serve. However, 
one lesson from this common occurrence is humility. Many 
of these professionals could have remained in their nations, 
enjoying the prestige their titles and positions conferred upon 
them, but instead chose to be unknown laborers on the bottom 
rungs of American society to give their families a better future. 
While several staffing agencies in town focus on filling factory 
and warehouse jobs with newly arrived Latinos and Hispan-
ics, more programs should provide foreign professionals and 
technicians with a pathway to licensing so our community can 
reap the benefits of their talent. 

An interesting phenomenon is that with as many obstacles and 
adversities as Latinos face, they are a highly entrepreneurial 
group. It is not surprising to find Latinos and Hispanics who 
own businesses or even launch those businesses within a few 
years of being in the states. There are several pathways to 
launching a new business in the U.S. and even more combina-
tions for funding new startups. However, most Latino and His-
panic business owners react the same way when I inform them 
of the different resources and opportunities available to new 
small business owners and entrepreneurs: in total disbelief. 
This is because most of them follow the traditional pattern of 
starting lean and small with their accumulated savings instead 
of looking for government incentives, debt financing or even 
considering investors. 

Launching a new enterprise is only a part of the story. I have 
often had to coach clients we represented because essential 
business acumen, such as registering as a business entity with 
the Secretary of State to limit liability and memorializing agree-
ments in writing, are lost on them. Which, as mentioned above, 
can result in them falling into legal trouble; trouble which could 
have been avoided with a better understanding of how busi-
nesses operate in the U.S. Economic development programs 
that focus on minority-owned enterprises exist everywhere; 
the problem, however, is getting the information into the hands 
of their target audience who often don’t even know to look for 
these opportunities, let alone where.

Our Louisville community is rich and diverse, with several 
different cultures of which the Latino and Hispanic community 
is perhaps the largest. As law practitioners, it would help to 
become more aware of the issues they face. We can tailor our 
counsel and services to a significant demographic often in the 
dark as to what is available to them. As 
the brilliant Sor Juana put it, we should 
study our Latino and Hispanic com-
munity’s issues, not to learn more about 
them but to ignore them less.
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