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With the USHCC on the front lines,
Hispanic entrepreneurship is gaining visibility and clout

By ANA RADELAT

Tina Cordova, a successful businesswoman in Albuquerque, New

L-Mexico, was stunned at the reception she and two other Hispanic
owrers of construction companies recently received from the fed-
eral government.

Looking for ways to snare new government contracts to expand

'\“\ _their business, Cordova and her colleagues were told they had to
—Rfow computers and develop safety plans and a quality assurance
system.

“I was floored,” she says. “They seemed to think we didn't have
computers or know how to run a company, that we operate our
businesses out of the back of our trucks.”

Cordova, 44, is owner of Queston Construction and chair of
the United States Hispanic Chamber of Commerce. She says His-
panic business people have made great strides, but still suffer from
an image problem.

“There just a perception among government buyers and cor-
porate buyers that we aren't at the level that we are at,” she says.
“We still have this huge disparity when it comes to doing business.
Although we've made progress, we're not there yet.”

The good news? The U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce,
about to celebrate its 25th anniversary in July, is uniquely posi-
tioned to change discriminatory perceptions about Latino businesses,
says Cordova.

From the beginning, the USHCC has traced a clear-cut mis-
ston: “To advocate, promote and facilitate the success of Hispanic
businesses.” Founded in 1979 by a handful of Latino business lead-
ers led by Hector Barreto, the chamber has grown to a member-
ship of 155 local Hispanic chambers nationwide, with a current
budget of $7 million.

Barreto, owner of Mexican restaurants and other small busi-
nesses in Kansas City, Missouri, first ran a local Hispanic cham-
ber—he knew there were a growing number of Latino businesses
springing up in his city that didnt know where to go for help. But
when he tried to link up with a national organization, he found
that it didn't exist.

“My father was prescient,” says Hector Barreto, Jr., the head of
the Small Business Administration, noting that the elder Barreto
was one of the first to recognize the strength of the Hispanic com-
munity’s entrepreneurial spirit. Today’s figures prove his father right:
According to the SBA chief, the number of Hispanic businesses is
growing at a faster clip than any other types of businesses. At last
count, the 1997 Economic Census documented more than 1.4 mil-
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lion Hispanic-owned enterprises generating $495 billion in revenues
and employing some 4 million workers, Today. there are about 2
million Latino-owned businesses, says Barreto, and demographers
predict that number will double every five years.

Many of those new Hispanic business owners will be Latinas
like Cordova—they're the fastest-growing sector of entrepreneurs.
“We are the face of economic development,” Cordova says.

New leadership

With all projections indicating explosive growth in the Hispanic
community, the decisions the chamber makes this year are likely
to determine its future. Following the departure of former USHCC
president and chiefl executive George Herrera, who resigned in Jan-
uary to become a board member of Cendant Corporation, the organ-
ization is at a crossroads.

But while Herrera will be missed, the USHCC is hardly suffer-
ing from a leadership vacuum. Chamber leadership has passed fully
to J.R. Gonzales, the chamber’s energetic 45-year-old former chair-
man of the board, who has taken on the duties and responsibili-
ties of the chamber presidency while a search committee looks for
anew CEO.

Gonzales, head of JRG Communications, a public relations firm
in Austin, and former chairman of the Texas Association of Mexi-
can American Chambers of Commerce (TAMACC), knows exact-
ly where he wants the USHCC to go.

For starters, he aims to keep local chambers educated about
changes in the turbulem and rapidly changing business world. The
USHCC has received a $100,000 grant from the SBA to hold train-
ing sessions on how to run a chamber successfully. In addition,
partly in response to concerns voiced by the chamber member-
ship, he is working to make the Hispanic chamber more politi-
cally involved, and to create new wealth in the community. “We
shouldn't be sweating 10 make others rich,” Gonzales points out.

He is also reaching out to other like-minded organizations, such
as the National Black Chamber of Commerce and the U.S, Pan Asian
Chamber of Commerce, and plans to implement, at the national
level, a version of his HAL program, a nationally recognized lead-
ership training program established by Gonzales during his tenure
as chairman of the Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.

A bold agenda—especially because, silver anniversary notwith-
standing, the idea of a Hispanic chamber is fairly new. “We're still








