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Perspectives on the Latino Population in Sussex 
County, Delaware, conducted by Dr. Jennifer Fuqua 
and Dr. April Veness of the University of Delaware, 
was made possible by a grant from CFLeads to the 
DCF. The study was completed in collaboration 
with Dr. Christine Cannon, executive director of the 
Arsht-Cannon Fund at the DCF; La Colectiva de 
Delaware; La Esperanza; and many other partners. 
We are particularly grateful to the people who 
shared their stories and insights.   
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A community is strongest when all of its people have the opportunity to thrive.
 
In Delaware, an exciting segment of our community — the Latino population of Sussex County —
has been growing stronger during the past 30 years. We at the Delaware Community Foundation 
thought it was time to get to know these not-so-new neighbors a little better.

That’s why we commissioned Perspectives on the Latino Population in Sussex County, Delaware. This 
report, made possible by the collaboration of many partners, aims to shine a light on the Latino  
communities in Sussex County, highlighting their complexities and contributions, and the  
opportunities for us to leverage and enhance their successes. 

No single entity can leverage the assets and address the challenges of Sussex County’s Latino  
communities. It will require many partners working together, collaboratively and strategically.

We at the DCF hope that Perspectives will serve in two ways: first, as a catalyst to spark conversations 
and new partnerships, and second, as a source of information and knowledge to help maximize the 
impact of the resulting efforts.

Thank you for sharing our passion for Delaware communities, including the Latino communities of 
Sussex County.

 

Stuart Comstock-Gay, President & CEO
Delaware Community Foundation

Why Perspectives on the Latino Population 
in Sussex County, Delaware Matters

A Message from the President & CEO
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Kevin Solares and 
Andrea López are 
building a future in 
Sussex County

With immigrant parents from 
Guatemala and Mexico, Kevin 
Solares and Andrea López are 
first-generation Americans 
who sought two-year degrees. 
Kevin is now studying electrical 
engineering at the University 
of Delaware while working 
as a maintenance technician 
at Mountaire. Andrea is an 
ophthalmic technician at the 
Delaware Eye Clinic. With their 
education and training and 
the purchase of a new home in 
Milton, they are building a strong 
future in Sussex County.

About the Study:
Perspectives on the Latino Population in Sussex County, Delaware

The thriving Latino population in Sussex County 
strengthens the entire community, and its success 
improves quality of life for all people in Delaware.

The Delaware Community Foundation commissioned 
Perspectives on the Latino Population in Sussex
County, Delaware to serve as a resource for nonprofit 
organizations, funders, community leaders and
others striving to engage and advance this important 
segment of the community.

The goal of this work is to build our knowledge of:

1. The significant demographic patterns and diversity 
within the Latino population in Sussex County. 

2. The assets the Latino population brings to Sussex 

County, particularly in skills, diverse perspectives and 
other resources. 

3. The community’s identity, values and approach 
to leadership/civic involvement, to enable them to 
develop, implement and lead projects and programs.  

4. The availability of critical resources, services and 
opportunities to further strengthen the community. 

This booklet shares important learnings of the study 
as well as opportunities for progress. The study used 
newspaper accounts, research reports, theses, census 
data and comments from 15 study participants, who 
are referenced throughout this booklet. 

The full study and executive summary are available at 
delcf.org/sussex-latinos.
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A Story of Change

In 1990, the census identified 1,476 
people of Hispanic origin in Sussex 
County. By 2017, that number had 
grown to 19,860.

The first group of Latinos on the Delmarva Peninsula 
came to work in the poultry plants or in agricultural
fields. By 2000, more educated bilingual Latinos 
began to arrive in the area. Today, children of the 
immigrants in that first wave are joining the ranks of 
the county’s professionals.

Latinos enhance Sussex County with their strong 
work ethic and family values. They are investing in 
Sussex County. They are working hard at jobs others 
don’t want, opening businesses, sharing culture and 
cuisine, buying houses and paying taxes.

Latin American immigrants arrived in Sussex County 
for reasons similar to so many other immigrants.
They felt pushed by difficult conditions — poverty, 
political upheaval and natural disasters — that dimmed 
their prospects. They felt pulled by the chance to work, 
save money and build a better future — for themselves 
and their families here and in their native countries. 

50 or fewer

51 — 100

101 — 500

501 — 1,000

1,001 or more

In Sussex County, Latinos 
hail from across the 
Americas, with a focus on 
Mesoamerica. Immigrants 
from the same home 
countries often live in the 
same census tracts. This 
leads to clear clusters — for 
example, the Guatemalan 
neighborhood centered 
in the Kimmeytown area 
in Georgetown, and 
Salvadoran spaces, in a 
census tract outside of 
Lewes.

The graphic shows the numbers of foreign-born Latinos in Sussex County (minus Puerto Ricans, because they are not classified as 
foreign born) as well as the predominant nationality group in selected census tracts (including Puerto Ricans). Data presented in the 
graphic came from two different Policy Maps. Source: Policy Map, policymap.com.

Guatemala

Guatemala
Puerto Rico

Haiti
Cuba

Puerto Rico

El Salvador
Puerto Rico

Puerto Rico
Dominican Republic

Dominican 
Republic

Haiti

Mexico

Mexico

Mexico

Mexico
Puerto Rico 
Guatemala

Mexico
Guatemala

Mexico
Puerto Rico

Guatemala
Mexico

Haiti

El Salvador
Puerto Rico

Mexico
Cuba

Haiti

545769 Delaware Community.pdf



The Roques are building the American dream 

Julia and Innocente Roque moved to Delaware at different times—Julia from Puerto Rico in the 1970s,
Innocente from Mexico in the late 1980s. Innocente took to landscaping and construction. Julia worked as a 
caregiver and daycare attendant. Today, she helps support the family as a prep cook in a popular restaurant. 
The couple’s three children are focused on their desired careers. José, shown in photo, is pursuing a bachelor’s 
degree in communications. Amalia wants to study nursing. Adriana plans to enter the military. “I raised smart 
and determined kids who don’t give up,” Julia said. “They make me happy.” 
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Only 3% of Delaware’s total 
population is estimated to be 
composed of unauthorized 
immigrants (from any country of 
origin)

Source: Pew Research Center 

No one perspective or unifying story represents the 
experiences of all Latinos in Sussex County.
Diversity of perspectives must also take into account:

• Country of origin
• Immigration status
• Time and experience in the United States 

Country of Origin
Most Latinos share a common language, Spanish. 
But their views are differentiated by cultural practices 
brought from their countries of origin. Economic 
opportunity — especially in agriculture — attracted 
many Latinos to Sussex County. Their reasons for 
leaving their homelands are more varied —   they may 
have been pushed out by poverty, hunger or fear of 
gang and domestic violence.

Latino immigrants who experienced discrimination 
and inequality in their home countries often carry 
scars such as illiteracy, poverty, lack of skills, distrust 
of outsiders, and poor physical and mental health.

On the other hand, Latinos who enjoyed privilege in 
their homelands are in a better position for upward 
social mobility in the United States, fortified by the 
education and financial resources they bring from 
their native countries.

Immigration Status
Immigration status has many forms — ranging from 
undocumented resident to naturalized citizen — each 
associated with a specific set of rights and privileges. 
It is also fluid; a person may experience different 
immigration statuses over time.

Differences in immigration status within the Latino 
population mean that some people have privileges 
that others do not.

A sizable subpopulation of unauthorized immigrants 
lives in Sussex County in a state of insecurity. Fear 
of exposure can lead people to avoid health and 
support services or suffer trauma without reporting it.

Time and Experience in the United States
When the first wave of Latino immigrants reached 
Sussex County, they did not have the support of the 
many social services and programs that now exist to 
help newly arrived immigrants. Today, however, those 
same immigrants have the advantage of years of 
experience. 

Diversity Within the Latino Community

Combined with assets accumulated over time in 
the United States, they benefit from heightened 
understanding of how to navigate the system, better 
command of English, and awareness of hurdles and 
expectations. They are more likely to have a strong 
sense of place and self-sufficiency, especially if they 
have documentation, live or work in close proximity 
to other Latinos (and people they trust), own a house 
and see their family prospering. 
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Latinos Building Opportunity in Sussex County

24.6%

11%

18%
30%

of Sussex County Latinos age 25+ 
have earned college credits;
75% of them are women

of public school 
students are English learners

of all public school 
students are Latino 
Up 185% from 2010-2017

of Latino adults 
in Sussex County 

have less than 
a 9th grade 

education 

Yet, 
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1,245.5%
population increase

1990—2017

2017 

19,860

2000 

6,916

1990

 1,476

$50million

800 
67.8% Latino-owned businesses 

registered in Sussex County 
in 2012, up from 383 in 
2007

of Latinos are 
participating in Sussex 
County’s labor force, 
compared with only 
56.3% of the county’s 
whole population

in tax revenue 
annually

Sussex County Latinos pay 

While 80% 
of Sussex County 
Latinos live in
poverty
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Unique Contributions

Perspectives on the unique contributions of Latinos in 
Sussex County differ for everyone and reflect cultural 
and social values. Yet there are common themes.

Participants in the study noted that Latinos add to 
the cultural diversity of Sussex County with their 
language, food and activities. They bring youth and 
labor to a county where the number of people over 
age 55 is steadily rising. In contrast to a median age 
of 51.5 years for whites, the median age for Latinos is 
24.8 years. 

Latinos bring and reinforce values long treasured 
by Sussex County residents, including faith, strong 
families, a solid work ethic, sacrifice, resilience and a 
sense of social justice. “They have a really big heart. 
They help each other,” said one study participant. 

For many interviewed, family was key: People leave 
their homelands not for themselves, but to help their 
families prosper. “There is no sense of individualism 
... It’s a collective society, that’s what we are.”

Seventy-two percent of Latino parents in a 2018 
national poll by Pew Trust said they thought their 
children would do as well as or better than they did. 
These parents, along with Latinos in Sussex County 
interviewed for this study, are content with their lives 
in the United States and Sussex County, but not fully. 
As one study participant said, “They made it, they 
are happy. But they are always looking for ... the next 
thing ... Where are my children going to go study? 
What’s the next house I’m going to get that is bigger 
than this one?” This suggests that the agenda of the 
“American dream” is alive and well for some Sussex 
County Latinos. 

William Alvarado from Guatemala 
and Pamela Cruz from Mexico have 
built successful lives for themselves 
and their daughter Miley. William 
operates equipment at Atlantis 
Industries. Pamela works as a 
registered nurse at Beebe Health 
Care.
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Benigno Morales: Fueling the economy, building cultural diversity  

Benigno Morales and his wife, Irma Roblero, own the popular restaurant Mi Laurita, which offers authentic 
Guatemalan cuisine in downtown Georgetown. The couple opened the restaurant in 2005. Their five children 
all help in the family business. “We took a risk because we believed we had something to offer,” Morales said. 
“Fortunately, we have stayed busy, even through the economic recession. People like what we serve.”
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Perspectives on Leadership

Leadership in Sussex Latino communities is similar 
to other ethnic groups. Latino leaders are found in  
nonprofits, businesses, churches and soccer leagues.

Latinos from a variety of backgrounds assume 
leadership roles in many organizations, including 
those who help low-income and immigrant Latinos. 
Local Latino business owners and entrepreneurs also 
stand out as leaders.

With a critical mass of the Latino population centered 
in hubs such as Georgetown and Seaford and a
mix of established families and newcomers, the 
opportunities for Latino leadership will only increase.

Kevin Andrade, an Ecuadorian immigrant and chief 
executive of The Voice Radio Network, worked his
way up from running a three-hour radio show to 
owning seven radio stations. Three of them feature 
Spanish-language music and programming.

In 2016, when he celebrated the opening and 
renovation of facilities of The Voice Radio Network,
then Gov. Jack Markell praised Andrade’s leadership. 
“We’re here to congratulate Kevin for being such a
force, not only for the Latino community, but also for 
the economy of the area, with the jobs that he has
created and the hope he has given others that they 
too can live out the American dream,” Markell said.

Within 13 years, Kevin Andrade (on the left) evolved from a recent immigrant from 
Ecuador to a community leader and president of one of Delmarva’s largest networks 
of local radio stations.
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Latinos often look to their spiritual leaders for guidance.

Many in the Georgetown area found hope in the three Carmelite Sisters who founded La 
Esperanza in 1995. Sisters (l-r) Ascensión Banegas, Rosa Álvarez and María Mairlot helped 
thousands before retiring in 2017. Sisters Ascensión and Rosa died in winter 2019.
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Important Moments for Building 
Opportunity in Strong Communities 

Latinos in Sussex County have many assets that 
enable them to put down roots, solve problems, take 
chances, expand their sense of self-sufficiency and 
add value to the larger community.

For immigrants to successfully integrate into a 
community, they must build three different types of 
assets:
• Personal or human assets — education, skills, 

health, citizenship and second-language 
proficiency

• Financial assets — stable income, bank accounts, 
credit and insurance

• Social and cultural assets — locally owned 
businesses, social networks and civic engagement, 
including how to navigate local customs, leverage 
support programs and overcome obstacles

Of course, needs vary based on the individual, family, 
length of time in the community and other factors. 

By understanding the range of important moments 
in the lives of Latino families, we can better support 
their success and the long-term success of our 
communities as a whole.

Building Opportunity at Important Moments

Our community can leverage these important 
moments to build opportunity for all in many ways, 
including through:
• Programs that orient new immigrant families to U.S. 

systems in a culturally sensitive way
• Assessment tools that are culturally and socially 

appropriate (such as measuring impact on families 
versus individuals, providing services verbally for 

Opportunities to Connect 

Learning English 
or literacy skills 

Seeking legal counsel

Practicing religious faith

Applying for and 
enrolling in a 

higher-education institution 

Needing health 
and social services 

Qualifying for 
homeownership

Acquiring 
financial services

Enrolling the first child  
in a U.S. school 
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illiterate adults and/or translating)
• Services that help first-generation students 

navigate applying for college and financial aid
• Improved public transportation, accessible routes 

and schedules, bilingual drivers and information
• Direct-lending programs that are culturally and 

linguistically appropriate
• Business incubators that provide assistance and 

training in marketing, IT, legal and other aspects of 
building a business

• Banking services with improved costs and 
transparency

• Assistance navigating loan processes and 
supporting small-dollar and credit-building loans

Youth in the afterschool program at La Esperanza learn about trust and leadership. 

This project helps us better understand the 
diverse Latino population in Sussex County, 
Delaware, with particular attention to Latino 
immigrants. It explores accomplishments and 
contributions, identifies continuing needs and 
challenges and highlights opportunities for the 
community to support immigrants in building 
their personal, financial and social assets. 

We look forward to working together with a 
range of community leaders and partners to 
learn from this study, build opportunities for all, 
and ensure continued growth and success of 
our communities.

Moving Forward
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The full study and executive summary are available at 
delcf.org/sussex-latinos. 

For more information about the Delaware Community 
Foundation, contact us at info@delcf.org or 
302.571.8004.
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