American dream
made in Virginia

Latest census data indicate
19,000 Hispanic-owned
firms are operating in state

BY JEFFREY KELLEY
Toes-Disparca Starr Wirres

A Chevy van and $533.

It was all Roger E. Ortega Sr. needed.

“That’s what I opened the doors with,”
said the Denver native, a second-
generation  Mexican-American  who
founded underground utility firm OCS of
Virginia Inc. in 1982.

Today, Ortega owns a Powhatan County
company that has expanded from perform-
ing electrical work into laying utility lines
and fiber-optic and television cables. The
firm has about 50 employees.

“You go where the work is and you give
your best,” Ortega said yesterday. He notes
his late father used to tell him, “ “When you
play you play, when you work you work.” "

And for Hispanics, similar credos are
paying off.

Virginia eclipsed the national average
growth rate for Hispanic-owned compa-
nies, the number of firms rising 39 percent
from 1997 to 2002, according to a report
released yesterday by the U.S. Census Bu-
reau.

The national growth rate was 31 per-
cent, the report said. That’s three-times the
national average for all American compa-
nies.

“It’s not surprising to us,” Michel Zajur,
president and chief executive of the Vir-
ginia Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, said
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Hispanic businesses

A report released yesterday by the U.S.
Census Bureau defines Hispanic-owned
businesses as firms in which Hispanics
own 51 percent or more of the stock or
equity of the company. The data
compared information from 1997 to
2002, Among the report's findings:
Virginia's ranking: With an increase of 39
percent, the state ranked ninth in growth
of Hispanic-owned businesses.

Laborers rule: Nearly three in 10 Hispanic-
owned firms were in construction or
other service-related industries.
Ownership up: Hispanics owned nearly 7
percent of all businesses in 2002, up
from about 6 percent in 1997,

Sales; 29,184 Hispanic-owned firms
generated sales of $1 million or more in
2002.
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- Nationwide, there were nearly
1.6 million Hispanic-owned busi-
nésses in 2002, generating

. roughly $222 billion in revenue.
-Just under 19,000 of the firms

. were in Virginia that year, the re-

While many startup or small

ies face normal business
Zajur notes some His-
) mmnst conquer additional

They may understand English,
but “they’re not able to express
' themselves, or they come from
- different countries and they’re
learning for the first time how to
. do business here in the U.S,,” said
« Zajur, whose group works to

mﬁand educate Hispanic

Inaddmontolearmngﬁnghsh
1taalanguageofknowmgwhere
to go, how to do business here.”

. Take Eugenia Lockett, who

moved here from Mexico City 10
years ago to sell real estate,

In addition to adjusting to the
business climate, she had to learn
ahostofd:ﬂermtndesmdreg‘u-
lations — idiosyncrasies such as
when to pay taxes and how to get
a driver’s license.

“There are things that Ameri-
cans grow up with that they sup-
pose everyone knows,” said Lock-
ett, who is a ReMax broker.
“When you come as a businessper-
son into this country, not only do
you face business challenges, but
wavemlearntheAmeﬁm
way.
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lrglanepartmento
Minority Business Enterprise,
President Daniel Rodriguez said
the designation doesn't necessar-
ily make a difference when bid-
ing for state work.

0 matter a person’s race, the
state still takes the lowest bidder,
hesaid.B;::themmpeﬁtionis
something he appreciates.

“For me, I try to give the best
service I can,” said the Virginia
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Commonwealth University gradu-
ate,
'I‘heresdeﬁmtelymoreoppor
hm!ty"forl-hspamcsm
29, whocarmto
theUS from Venezuela a decade
ago. “Life here, you're able todo a
lot more. Down there, I'd proba-
bly still be living with my par-
ents.”
Rodriguez believes all firms
?hou.ld pay cloeie{attmtson:.lo the
ast-growing Hispanic demo-
, the largest minority in
the cmm:ry representing about
13 percent of the population.
More than 332,000 Hispanics
live in Virginia, or about 4.7 per-
cent of the state population,
according to the Census Bureau.
Businesses must adapt to the
group “just because there's so
many Hlspamcs coming into the
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