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The Early Years of the
Nebraska Commission on
Mexican-Americanes,
1971-1975

BY RoGer P. DAVIsS

N MARCH 1972 NEBRASKA BECAME the first
state to establish a statutory agency specifi-
cally charged with advocacy on behalf of
the Hispanic population. Because most
Nebraska Hispanics were of Mexican derivation,
the agency was named the Nebraska Commission
on Mexican-Americans (popularly known as the

Mexican American Comimissiomn).

At that time the Mexican American population of
Nebraska was estimated at just fewer than thirty
thousand, concentrated in the sugar beet region
of the Panhandle and in the eastern Nebraska
railroad and meatpacking centers. North Platte,
Kearney, and Grand Island also reported signifi-
cant numbers of Mexican Americans.!

To those who associated Mexican Americans
with the Southwest and California, the presence
of this Nebraska community could come as a
surprise. In late October 1971, when George
McGovern campaign worker Nate Shavira arrived
in Scottsbluff, his first observation was, “I was
unaware that there was a Chicano population
in Nebraska.™




Page 67: A young Mexican
boy in a Lincoln County,
Nebraska, sugar beet field
was photographed by John
Vachon in October 1938.
Mexicans began working
in the beet fields of western
Nebraska about 1914. By
1920 some 13,000 Mexicans
or Mexican-Americans
were so employed. Farm
Security Administrafion—
Office of War Information
Photograph Collection,
Library of Congress, LC-
USF34-008764-D
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Due to wamme labor shortages, Mexican nationals
were recruited in 1943 to harvest sugar beets under
contract with the Inter-mountain Agricultural
Improvement Association. Some were sent to
Nebraska. Farm Security Administration-Office of
War Information Photograph Collection, Library of
Congress, LC-USW33-034868-6

Had Shavira been in Scottsbluff just six weeks
earlier he would have encountered ample
evidence of that population during a citywide
Mexican Awareness Week. The festivities included
a parade, a picnic, a dance, films, a ballet
folklorico, displays at the local library, and a
concluding fiesta at the Guadalupe Community
Center. He would also have had the opportunity
to hear local leaders clarifying that, while many
outside of Nebraska might be unaware of the

“state’s Mexican American community, the commu-

nity itself was very aware of the changes and
challenges stirring Hispanic communities across
the nation. One local organizer defined the value
of the week-long observance in sweeping terms:
“What makes it even more important is the applica-
tion it will make to press our needs in the areas

of education, culture, awareness, self-identity,
leadership, political involvement, community
development and local, state, and federal program-
ming."” Echoing that sentiment keynote speaker G.
G. Garcia, associate director of the President’s
Cabinet Committee on Opportunities for the
Spanish Speaking, declared that current national
trends were clearly reflected in the Nebraska
community.*

Those trends were a series of significant
changes since World War II that were transforming
the Hispanic, and particularly the Mexican Ameri-
can, community. Before the war, Mexican
Americans were primarily located in the border
states of the Southwest and in California. The
prevailing attitude of the Mexican American com-.
munities was one of self-help and assimilation into
the predominantly Anglo melting pot. The most
visible fepresentation of that view was the League
of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC)
founded in Corpus Christi, Texas, in 1929. A
middle-class organization of professionals and
civic leaders, LULAC promoted the duties and
responsibilities of citizenship, self-improvement,
and education. In an era of formal segregation and
racism, LULAC insisted that Mexican Americans
be recognized as white and, therefore, not legally
subject to discrimination. World War Il would
bring significant changes and challenges to this
perspective. s

After the war the Mexican American population

- grew dramatically and began a significant migra-

tion into other areas of the nation. The Midwest
and Great Plains states saw their Spanish-speaking
populations double. While the numbers for
Nebraska remained modest, the Mexican American
population increased from 1,800 to more than
28,000. More significant than the demographic
change was what one source descnbed asa
change in attitude.®

Scholars agree that Mexican American experi-
ences in the war proved a watershed that funda-
mentally challenged both the Anglo community at
large and the Hispanic community in particular.
As expressed by Peter Duignan and L. H. Gann in
their study of Spanish-speakers in the United
States, “The returning veterans found a country
that in some respects differed considerably from
the one they had left.” For the first time, the veter-
ans received preference over nonveterans in the
purchase of automobiles and new homes, and in
civil service appointments. Although the gains
made by the returning veterans should not be
exaggerated, the war and its aftermath “improved
to some point the Hispanics’ overall position
within the United States with farreaching conse- *
quences for the future.”

Juan Gonzalez in Harvest of Empire: A History of
Latinos in America captures both the change of
attitude and a more critical sense of consequence:

It [the war] transformed the thinking of a

whole generation of Mexican American men
who served in it . . . the Mexican American






Rudy Peralez headed the
state Technical Assistance
Agency under Gov. J.
James Exon and was
former director of the
Panhandle Community
Action Agency. Nebraska
Mexican-American
Commission
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“We see the importance of identifying with people

United Mexican American Students (UMAS) at
Chadron State College. Hispanic students at
Scottsbluff's Nebraska Western College founded
Aztlan (Chicano Students Organization).

Explaining the impulse behind this activity,
Reverend Navarro blended the traditional goals of
assimilation with the rising Chicano movement:
“We see the importance of identifying with people
who have been left outside of the melting pot. We
hope to get in. We are becoming more of a politi-
cal animal. More of a fighter. More interested in
our past.” He specifically noted the tide of activism
sweeping the grape fields in California, and
emphasized that Nebraska Hispanics were fully
aware of events occurring elsewhere: “We are
more mobile. People are returning to Nebraska
with the Chicano feelings of the Southwest. And
they see on television the demonstrations and the
cry for equalities. They have been affected.” He
expressed hope that the Task Force Advisory
Council could capture and direct the new activism
“before it becomes a destructive force.”

The September 1971 Scottsbluff Mexican Aware-
ness Week proved to be a faithful representation of
Navarro’s observations regarding the new and the
traditional. The celebration began with the first
“Chicano Awareness Day,” organized by a local
community action agency, the New Congress for
Community Development, headed by Ramon
Perez. Corky Gonzalez was the first weekend’s
invited keynote speaker. When Gonzalez was
unable to attend, Arturo Rodriguez, his brother-in-
law, presented the message of Chicano activism
and the La Raza (“The People™) movement. The
festivities concluded with the tenth annual Fiesta
del Valle dance and banquet sponsored by the
Guadalupe Catholic Church, organized by Fr. Max
Valdez."”

Within this context ideas and plans emerged
leading to the creation of the Nebraska Mexican-
American Commission. Although many
coniributed, the acknowledged “father” is Sam
Franco. A navy veteran and long-time Gering
resident, Franco embodied the postwar change in
attitude. Following his military service, where he
had not felt any discrimination, Franco was
appalled when he encountered such treatment in
Nebraska during his search for housing, within the
job environment, and even at a local restaurant.
His brother, a university student in Lincoln,
reported the noticeable absence of other Hispanic
students. Franco concluded that a “plantation
mentality” existed in the state. In early 1971 he
turned to a friend, Nebraska State Senator Terry

Carpenter, to try and bring about some changes.'®

“Terrible Terry” Carpenter was a strong-willed
and effective state senator from Scotisbluff, who
would serve twenty-two years in the Unicameral.
Franco had rented from Carpenter and had
worked in his store. When Franco brought his
concerns to Carpenter, the senator did something
very typical of his character. Grabbing a handful
of official stationery, Carpenter signed them all
and indicated that Sam could fill in the text. In the
following weeks numerous state agencies received
official requests from Senator Carpenter’s office
for information they might have regarding their
Mexican American constituents.'®

The unusual series of inquiries from the
senator’s office caught the attention of the state’s
new governor, J. James Exon. A successful busi-
nessman and army veteran, Exon captured the
statehouse in the fall 1970 election. He was a
friend of Rudy Peralez, head of the Panhandle
Community Action Agency, a former Vietnam
helicopter pilot who had remained in the National
Guard. Exon named Peralez to the state Technical
Assistance Agency and later appointed him state
director of aeronautics. Peralez and Franco knew
each other and when Exon campaigned in the
area, Franco would often drive him around. As he
worked his way through his first year in office it
became clear that Exon was attuned to some of the

concerns of the Mexican American community.?

During the first three months of 1971 Mexican
American leaders from across the state lobbied the
new administration for support for a commission
to gather information on and address Mexican
American issues. The governor’s office proposed
creation of an appointed body, the Mexican
American Council. The council would comprise
six Mexican American citizens, two each from
western, central, and eastern Nebraska and three
Nebraska state senators, who would serve as legis-
lative advisors. It would be housed administratively
within the Technical Assistance Agency.?!

Sam Franco, Bob Navarro, and Ramon Perez
coordinated a counter proposal. Working with
Norm Otto, Exon’s administrative assistant, Franco
and Perez emphasized that their goal was
a more substantive commission with legislative ¢
authority and they underlined the significance of
executive support:

Please be advised that we are not in favor
of having this Commission become part of the
Technical Assistance Agency. . ..

If the Governor lends his influence to this
bill we are certain that the legislature will give



it more attention. It behooves the Governor to
take a position of leadership in pointing out
some of the major areas of deficiencies that
prevail with the Mexican-American commu-
nity by submitting this bill to the legislature.

In so doing, the burden is placed on the legis-
lature to enact ameliorative legislation. If they
should fail to adopt this measure, for whatever
reason, then the Governor could, by Executive
Order, establish this Commission.2

The negotiations produced a political compro-
mise. The governor would appoint an advisory
commission and one of its first tasks would be to
seek legislative support to become an independent
state agency. On November 1, 1971, the governor’s
office announced the creation of a Mexican-
American Commission to advise the governor and
gather information on the “current problems, con-
ditions, and needs of Mexican-American residents.”
The six appointees were B. N. “Nick” Garcia
(Lincoln), Joseph Juarez (Omaha); Jesus Quijas
and Sam Franco (Scottsbluff); and Raymond
Ramirez and Ignacio Valdez (Grand Island).®

Garcia, the newly elected chairman, praised the
governor's action:

Thank you for having demonstrated your
progressive leadership in appointing the
Mexican-American Commission. Your efforts
on behalf of the Mexican-American commu-
nity is noted and will long be remembered.
Without a doubt, you will go down in history
as a pioneer in bringing the Mexican-
Americans into the mainstream of American
society.®

Not everyone in the Mexican American
community shared this assessment, however.
The establishment of the commission generated
an immediate controversy that foreshadowed the
early years of its existence.

In contrast to the gratitude expressed by the
commissioners, other Hispanic leaders sharply
criticized the governor and the commission itself.
Ramon Perez, director of the Scottsbluff-based
New Congress for Community Development,
telegraphed the governor that the commission
failed to truly represent the Nebraskan Chicano
community:

Thanks for the demonstration that elected
officials are non-representatives of the poor or
the Chicano community. You have shown us
mistrust and have again failed to establish
communications with persons who want to
shape their own destiny and those of their
children. [ see your latest effort as an expen-
sive puppet show. The figurines have been

who have been left outside of the melting pot.”

carved out by you, the rhetoric and limited
action is supplied by someone at the top and
the audience is compiled [sic] of the poor
and Chicano community.®

Ralph Grajeda, coordinator of the Nebraska
Chicano Awareness Centers, and Simon Orta,
chairman of the UNL President’s Commission on
Mexican-American Affairs, issued a joint press
release equally critical of the governor’s work:

Your action of last week in apppinting
members of the Governor's Mexican American
Commission came as no surprise: it is an
excellent example of the paternalistic manner
in which Chicano people have been treated in
this country. We strongly protest your appoint-
ments—not because we question the integrity
or the abilities of the men you chose—but
rather because of the manner in which you
made these decisions, almost completely
ignoring the will of the Chicano citizens of this
state speaking through the Nebraska Coalition
of La Raza.®

A lengthy article in the Scottsbluff Star-Herald
offered some insight to the criticism.?” Perez and
others had anticipated that in the selection of the
commission, Exon would consult exclusively with
the statewide La Raza Coalition, led by Reverend
Navarro. The coalition had submitted twelve names
to the governor (including Ramon Perez) and
declared, “It is the feeling of the Coalition that,
with all due respect, these and only these people
be appointed.”® The governor selected only two,
both Grand Island residents. In filling the remaining
four appointments, Exon drew from recommenda-
tions by another influential Mexican American
organization, the Nebraska branch of the G.L
Forum, headquartered in Omaha. Two were
Lincoln and Omaha residents including Garcia,
head of the Forum. Although the two remaining
appointments were Scottsbluff residents, clearly
the nomination process uncovered a division
within the Mexican American leadership.?®

Perez charged that the governor had failed to
live up to commitments made in negotiating the
establishment of the commission. Noting that he
was one of the initiators of the idea, Perez stated
that Exon originally opposed creating the commis-
sion due to lack of funding. Perez claimed the La
Raza Coalition was responsible for obtaining the
governor’s suppott, and that the governor had
promised to accept the coalition’s nominations.
He chastised Exon for appointing “those with
a greater degree of maneuverability.” Perez
encouraged the two Coalition appointees, Ramirez
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Ray Ramirez, here with Stella Martinez at the Grand
Island Chicano Cultural Center, was appointed by
Governor Exon to serve on the initial Mexican-
American advisory commission and then as one of
the original appointees to the statutory commission
created by the legislature in 1972. Used by permis-
sion, Lincoln Journal Star Archives

and Valdez, to recognize the “tokenism” of their
appointments. He also warned them to be vigilant
in preventing the commission from being used as
an “instrument of oppression against the Chicano
community, and a political tool to buy Mexican
votes.” Nebraska Chicanos could rely only on the
Coalition members on the commission for effective
representation, Perez concluded.®

Navarro sounded a more conciliatory note. He
acknowledged that Exon never specifically prom-
ised that he would appoint only those individuals
on the list submitted by the La Raza Coalition.

“I never personally expected him to appoint every-
body that we suggested. | am pleased that he
chose enough people whose feelings are positive
in regards to this commission.”!

Franco responded to the criticism by noting
that he had shouldered major responsibility for
drawing up a bill that would create the commis-
sion, while Perez merely signed a letter of support.
Regarding the Coalition appointees Franco
declarad, “If they received the appointments as
token, maybe they should resign.” He dismissed
Perez's posturing as “the opinion shared only by
Perez and a small minority of a minority that has
already been oppressed long enough without
being oppressed by our own people.” The Chicano
community faced numerous injustices and the way
to create change was not through confrontation:

The only way to significantly change the
system is to work on the system, to improve it
and acknowledge the fdct that mistakes exist.
Past experience shows that I have the coop-
eration of those in government and business
as well as that we’re making positive strides in
our efforts to improve the lot of the Mexican-
American.®

Regionalism and the clash of radical versus
traditional political views highlighted the division.
Perez envisioned an independent agency of activ-
ists with a Panhandle perspective, willing to direct
criticism at state authorities. The commission,
however, would apparently represefit the eastern,
reformist, compromising approach outlined by
Franco. Each perspective had its supporters within
the Mexican American community and challenges
to the integrity of the commission’s actions would
surface again.

Exon made no apologies for his appointments:

In making the appointments, we took into

full consideration the recommendations of

the Nebraska Coalition and the G.I. Forum,

appointing three members recommended by

each group. It's easy to complain. It's more

difficult to take constructive action.®

Over the following four months a confluence of
Mexican American leaders, Nebraska politicians
and bureaucrats, and even a national political
representative would set the definition, direction,:
and purpose of the new commission. The Mexican-
American Commission held its first meeting asa
governor's advisory body on December 10-11,
1971, in Lincoln. The meeting addressed organiza-
tional structure, an initial agenda of goals, and
planning for the upcoming legislative term. The
administration emphasized data collection and



research and during a brief inaugural visit, Exon
highlighted health, migrant, and education
issues.®

Two strong voices insured that political compro-
mise led the agenda. Franco declared that the
commission should be an organization with “some
drive behind it.” He insisted its first goal should be
legislation to establish the commission as an arm
of the state government. To a reporter Franco
stated, “I've seen too many promises made by
people but never carried out. I'm not going to be
content with that [an advisory commission.]™

The other distinct presence was G. G. Garcia,
who had spoken at the September Mexican
American Week in Scottsbluff. Although his visit
to Lincoln was brief, his presence was significant.
Garcia brought a detailed draft for legislative
language to redefine the commission. He led
discussion and offered advice on building commu-
nity support and strategies for gaining approval in
the Unicameral *® Summing up G. G.Garcia’s contri-
butions, commission chair B. N. Garcia stated:

We cannot over emphasize the value and
quality of the work and experience that Mr.
Garcia brought to us. . . . I think it is safe to say
that if it was not for Mr. Garcia the Commis-
sion would not be as far along as it is now.
With his experience and knowledge he helped
us move into a more definite direction and
gave us confidence to move ahead.¥”

The commission decided to invite Senator
Carpenter to introduce its legislative proposal in
the coming session. It also endorsed creation of a
temporary liaison with the legislature and state
agencies, and offered the position to La Raza
Coalition leader Navarro. Governor Exon approved
the appointment the following month.*®

After the December commission meeting the
governor held a press conference to demonstrate
his support for the commission and its goals. He
announced that funds would be made available
to launch a comprehensive study of the health
needs of Nebraska’s Mexican Americans. More
significantly, in a statement that reflected his
understanding of the controversy that greeted its
creation, the governor pledged support for
legislation to transform the commission from a
gubernatorial advisory body into a statutory
agency. The commission met in Scottsbluff on
December 28, 1971, to discuss preparations for
- the upcoming legislative proposal.®

Following the early December meeting, Chair-
man Garcia made a special effort to inform
community leaders of the progress being made.

In letters to Perez and Ralph Grajeda he invited
their cooperation and support. To Perez, he
emphasized the statutory issue: “It was the general
feeling of the Commissioners that this Commission
should not expire—or rather be at the mercy of

an Executive Order, the good intentions of one
man.” To Grajeda, the chairman stated, “As I see it
the Commission is united in its work. In order to
obtain (our) objectives, we must make every effort
to bring our community together.™?,

Scotisbluff Chicano leader Jesse Cervantes was
critical of Governor Exon’s appointments to the
1971 Mexican-American advisory commission.
In 1980 Cervantes became executive director of
the Nebraska Mexican-American Commission.
Nebraska Mexican-American Commission

Despite Garcia's words and hopes, controversy
and community divisions about the commission
remained, at least in western Nebraska. Beneath
the headline “Chicanos Protest State Commission,”
the Scottsbluff Star-Herald reported that Chicano
citizens from the Panhandle met at the La Raza
Center in Minatare to complain about the
organization’s behavior. Perez charged that the
commission had failed to inform the public of
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“Nebraska is number one in football.

Let’s make it number one in its efforts

to cure social ills, let’s make it number one

in the peaceful coexistence

of peoples culturally different!
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their late December meeting in Scottsbluff and
was cloaking itself in secrecy and acting like a
“spy ring.” Jesse Cervantes criticized Navarro for
capitulating to the system and charged that, at the
commission meetings, Navarro “said only those
things which would please the governor and said
nothing that would benefit the low income
Chicano people.” Perez criticized the governor for
“gross misrepresentation of the Chicano commu-
nity.” He promised to continue to “struggle against
such tyrannical and oppressive acts of govern-
ment.” The Minatare meeting concluded with an
agreement to organize a statewide effort to get
local senators to block the creation of the Mexican-
American Commission when the bill came up in
the legislature.

In January 1972 Senators Carpenter and Eugene
Mahoney introduced LB 1081 to establish the
Mexican-American Commission as a statutory body.
In testimony before the Government, Military, and
Veterans Affairs Committee on January 20, support
for the bill came from Carpenter and Mahoney,
from John Sullivan of the governor's office, from
Rudy Peralez representing the Technical Assis-
tance Agency, from Senator Emie Chambers, and
from Bob Navarro, representing the commission.
No one spoke in opposition. #

Senator Chambers called the bill “an attempt to
rectify injustice,” and said the commission would
“encourage minorities to face government, notin a
confrontation, but as representatives who might be
willing to listen to them.” Countering a suggestion
from a committee member for a single commission
for all minorities, Chambers emphasized the
distinct nature of the various communities: differ-
ent groups “don’t want to put all their eggs in one
common basket.”#

Navarro testified that an estimated thirty thou-
sand Nebraskans claimed Hispanic heritage. In
addition, thousands of “New Settlers” migrated
through the state as agricultural laborers. While
these immigrants normally returned to Mexico or
followed the work to other regions, “many are
forced to consider permanent residence in the
communities where they worked” as a result of
increasing mechanization. As the new immigrants

struggled to adjust, their needs for health care,
education, housing, and employment, along with
those of resident Nebraska citizens of Hispanic
descent, challenged the state’s social services.*
Navarro defined the most pressing problem as the
growing development of cultural and ethnic “nega-
tivism” within the Mexican American community:

In the process of “Americanizing” the
Mexican immigrant, a low self-image is an ill
effect. . . . Low selfimage produces shame
about our past, our elders, our heritage. Low
self-image produces few hard driving citizens,
few responsible tax-payers, social isolationism.
We do not want our brothers and sisters to be
that kind of Nebraskans!*®

Finally, in true appreciation of his audience,
Navarro explained the essence of the challenge
in ringing terms:

Nebraska is number one in football. Let’s
make it number one in its efforts to cure social
ills, let's make it number one in the peaceful
coexistence of peoples culturally different!*

While the legislative process moved forward,
the commission experienced one more formative
moment. At the January 29, 1972, meeting the
commissioners discussed whether to seek affilia-
tion with a state department or agency rather than
stand alone as an independent commission.
Scottsbluff Commissioner Jessie Quijas champi-
oned affiliation with the governor’s 8ffice and the
motion carried. Nevertheless, when the issue was
considered again at the February meeting, the
commission changed its position and went on
record in favor of being a separate governmental
entity, displaying once again the distinctive role of
Commissioner Sam Franco. While Quijas main-
tained his support for affiliation with the governor's
office, reminding the group to “remember who
created us,” Franco argued a different path based
on political realities: “[T}he only way for us to do
anything is to go out and make some waves. By its
very nature, the body is going to create flak and
any governor will find it expedient not to get
involved.™"

LB 1081 passed the legislature with a unani-
mous vote on March 8 and Exon signed it into law
on March 10, 1972. The legislation defined the
structure and obligations of the new, independent,
Nebraska Commission on Mexican-Americans. The
commission consisted of nine members appointed
by the governor, serving staggered three-year
terms. The governor or his designee was a mem-
ber, ex-officio, with the power to vote.






3B-3 Letreros de Reglas

Letrergs de este tipo proveen informacién sobre las leyes de trénsito.
Obedezca las instrucciones. : .

Un circulo con una raya diagonal indica NO - el simbolo indica lo que estd
prohibido.

+ Alto - Pérase-completamente antes de entrar al crucero. Si hay una raya
pintada en el pavimento, pirase en la raya. Pérase antes de entrar al cruce
de peatones, no importa si est4 delineado o no: Si no hay cruce de
peatones, pisese en el lugar més seguro que esté mis cerca al crucero de
los caminos para poder tener una vista plena del tréfico que viene.

Ceder el Paso - Baje de velocidad o pérese si es necesario para ceder &l
paso a vehfculos.

SPEED
umMIr Limite de Velocidad - Indica 1a velocidad méxima legal a que un

5 0 vehfculo puede circular en el camino.

L 4

Vuelta a la Izquierda Prohibida Se prohfbe dar vuelta a la izquierda.

@

L 3

Vuelta a In Derecha Prohibida Se prohibe dar vuelta a la derecha.

+ Vuelta en “U” Prohibida Se prohibe dar vuelta en “U".

Support for a Spanish-language version of the
Nebraska Drivers’ Manual was an early initiative of
the Nebraska Mexican-American Commission.

Two of these involved the Department of Motor
Vehicles and the Nebraska State Patrol. Many
Spanish-speaking citizens alerted the commission
that they faced hardships trying to get a driver's
license. Translated editions of the driver’s license
examination were not widely available and, in
some cases, citizens had been told that the
Spanish edition had been discontinued. From
Department of Motor Vehicles Director John
Sullivan, Porras learned that the Spanish-language
examination had been discontinued due to the
poor quality of its translation, but a new translation
had just been done and would be widely distrib-
uted. A greater problem was that the state drivers’
manual was printed only in English. Suggesting
a Spanish version, Porras received a positive
response from Sullivan. By April 1974 the commis-
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sion had completed a Spanish-language drivers’
manual, which was soon published and
distributed.

In a more controversial vein, Porras challenged
the Nebraska State Patrol’s 5' 10" minimum height
requirement for admission into the ranks as being
discriminatory to Hispanics, whose average height
was 5' 6". Porras noted that the FBI used the
lesser stature as its minimum, and suggested that
research had demonstrated that it would be best
to eliminate any height requirement. Maj. E. P.
Schroeder, general administrative officer of the
State Patrol, explained that the height requirement
was essential because, “a policeman by his size
and physical appearance influences public
opinion.”’ Schroeder told Porras that revision of
the height requirement would remain a “mute [sic]
question.” Senator Terry Carpenter took exception
and blasted the Patrol for not actively recruiting
“prospective new officers ffom Nebraska blacks,
Mexican-Americans, and Indians.” Porras also
lobbied the governor for support. The governor's
office ordered a compromise, requiring the State
Patrol to lower the minimum height to 5' 8".%
Although not all that the commission wanted,
the new regulation indicated that the Mexican-
American Commission had support and was to
be taken seriously.

Two other topics would capture the attention of
the commission and its director: migrant workers
and education. Jobs and health careswere pressing
issues for migrant families. Porras placed a high
priority on addressing the needs of migrant fami-
lies in western Nebraska and worked hard to
attract the Jobs for Progress program to the state. It
was the only national job-training program geared
for Spanish-speaking people. Through its SER
project (Service, Employment, Redevelopment)
Hispanic workers received education and training
to make them more employable.® SER had been
active in Omaha, and Porras now lobbied the
governor's office for matching funds required to
bring the project to the Scottsbluif area. The Exon
administration encouraged the effort and meetings
with SER officials, who visited Scottsbluff, showed
promise by the summer of 1973. Unfortunately, by
year's end, the governor’s office reported that an-
ticipated matching federal manpower funds had
not materialized and the project ended.®

Porras had greater success in his efforts to make
the commission itself an active agency for migrant
labor in western Nebraska. In March 1973 the
commission helped incorporate the Nebraska
Migrant Action Council to provide information and



direct services to the migrant population in the
Panhandle. The commission and council jointly
published a migrant service directory, held a
conference in Scottsbluff on migrant issues, and
sought long term funding from the Office of
Economic Opportunity. Porras was also successful
in securing a $10,000 Emergency Food and
Medical Services grant to administer through the
local migrant health program.®

In the area of public education the commission
played a major role in a controversy that surfaced
in Lyman, Nebraska, a small community west of
Scottsbluff. Following reports of an unusually high
dropout rate for Mexican Americans and com-
plaints from parents, who criticized the school for
harassment and ridicule of Hispanic students, the
commission undertook a formal investigation of
the Lyman School District. Public meetings were
held at the school in November 1973 and May
1974. The commission published and distributed
a formal report in October 1974, which concluded
that the superintendent and teachers needed
sensitizing to the educational and cultural needs
of Mexican Americans. The commission recom-
mended five strategies for improvement, including
screening of administrators and teachers, hiring
of bilingual and bicultural teachers, training
programs for teachers and administrators, infusion.
of bicultural materials into the curriculum, and
establishment of a parent- teacher advisory com-
mittee to assist the school in cultural awareness.
Despite this effort, however, the commission did
not escape criticism from segments of the Hispanic
community over the investigation's methodology. %

The Mexican-American Commission was also
active in less visible ways. Director Porras took a
leading role in the establishment of the Nebraska
Affirmative Action Committee and its policies, and
was one of the committee’s first members He also
worked with the University of Nebraska administra-
tion to create an affirmative action program, and
contributed to the creation of the UNL.
Chancellor's Advisory Committee on Mexican
American Affairs, serving as its chair. The commis-
sion was a catalyst for the organization of a
self-help program for Mexican Americans in
prison. The MATA (Mexican Awareness Through
Association) organization offered bilingual training
classes, counseling, and community outreach.®
Finally, the commission secured funds to conduct
an initial comprehensive health care survey of the
Mexican American population. It also completed
and published the first extensive statistical analysis
on Hispanics in the Nebraska public schools.®

By the end of 1974 the director and the mem-
bers of the Mexican-American Commission could
look back upon a respectable record of activity
and accomplishment. The director’s staff now
numbered four and the budget had increased from
its original $29,628 to $35,568. The commission
began publishing a quarterly newsletter in April
1973, and, in its most significant action to establish
its statewide credentials, opened a regional office
in Scottsbluff in September 1974.%

In his inaugural newsletter ediforial Porras em-
phasized the theme of community as the greatest
challenge facing the new agency:

It is the desire of this agency to attempt to
unite the Raza of Nebraska so that together
we can bring about some changes that will
benefit us all. . . . To segregate ourselves
because we do not wish to be called Mexican-
American, Chicano, or whatever, would be to
render ourselves impotent in the organiza-
tional effort and future cultural development
of our state. Our interest should be to cultivate
getting things done by as many people as are
interested in doing, than without any one

“Our interest
person telling the other what to do.%

should be to
cultivate getting
things done by

By the measure of getting things done, the
commission considered itself off to a good start.
The early years were not without controversy and
challenges, however. While Porras and the com-
mission were cataloging achievements, other
voices questioned their effectiveness. By the time
of his October 1974 editorial the director acknowl-
edged as much:

as many people as
are interested in
doing‘: than without
any one person
telling the other
what to do.”

The Commission is now well into its third
year of operations, and as we all know it has
had its share of problems, many of them we
have solved, others are still pending, and
most likely many more will crop up. But we
will continue to deal with them accordingly.”

Political radicalism, questions about the func-
tioning of the commission, and doubts about
whether a state agency could truly encompass the
diverse interests of increasingly divided Mexican
American and Chicano communities emerged to
challenge the commission and its director.

In January 1973 Scottsbluff became the center
of attention when members of the American
Indian Movement (AIM) arrived to protest the
recent arrests of Indian youths in Valentine and
to forward earlier demands that Fort Robinson
and other state lands be turmed over to the tribes.
The Native American leaders also sought to forge
an alliance with the local Chicano community.
AIM leaders approached Ramon Perez, director
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with their point of view or not? We are all
trying to solve the same problems of discrimi-
nation, social and cultural deprivation, high
drop out rate, juvenile delinquency, etc. . ..

[ honestly feel that at times through your
actions and statements you really do not have
the gall to stand up for what is right even if it
causes you to stand up against the Governor. .

. It is time to quit shaking hands and socializ-
ing and get down to the business at hand. "

Three months later a second and more formal
rebuke appeared. On April 24, 1973, the Scottsbluff
G.I. Forum sent a formal declaration of grievances
to Governor Exon, Senator Carpenter, and the
commission. Forum Chairman Gene Sanchez
stated that the “Mexican people” were “gravely
dissatisfied” with the commission, and specified
eleven complaints. One echoed previous criticism
regarding the Scottsbluff situation. Others were
critical of the way the commission was conducting
business. The list noted the absence of meeting
minutes and public reports on fiscal and general
activities. It also observed the commission’s failure
to communicate with the Mexican American com-
munity to such an extent that most did not even
know of its existence, its members, and how they
were appointed. The document concluded:

We want the Mexican American Commis-
sion to be accountable to the people they
represent. The Commission should actively
seek out the problems of our people, find
workable solutions for them, and report on the
progress of what they have done. We recom-
mend and expect that some immediate action
be taken by the Mexican American Commis-
sion to correct the above grievances.™

The commission responded to these accusa-
tions at its subsequent meeting. Reported in the
Lincoln Sunday Journal-Star under the headline,
“Commission Denies Chicano’s Charges,” Chair-
man Garcia stated that the charges were “not
valid” but that the commission was open to sugges-
tions for improvement. While voting to reaffirm its
Scottsbluff statement, the body also voted to con-
tinue plans for an annual report and a newsletter.
Porras explained, “ You can't just overnight orin a
year inform every Chicano in the state about the
Commission. It is going to take time.”™

[ronically, while the commission meeting
received public coverage, the body did not issue
a formal reply to the charges the Forum had made
to the governor. When Exon toured Scottsbluff a
month later, a citizens’ group asked him for an
explanation. Exon told Porras that the citizens he

met with felt that the commission’s activities were
“over directed at the problems of the migrant
workers to the detriment of our own Mexican
American citizens.” Porras responded that the
critics missed the point; funds secured for migrant
programs would be wide ranging and would
benefit all of the members of the Mexican
American communities.™

Overall, however, the director seemed attuned
to the criticism and in an end of the year message
to the commissioners reported:

Having traveled throughout the state,
speaking to different persons and organiza-
tions, one of the most heard complaints that
I have received about the Commission has
been that we are not reaching the people
that we should, and that we in fact do not
represent the Mexican American or Chicano
community.”

The Lyman School District investigation had “You can’t just

also added fuel to the charges that the commission
was not doing a good job of communicating with
its constituencies. The proceedings of the public
meeting held at the school in May 1974 were
recorded, and Porras indicated that a transcription
and a final report of the investigation would be
forthcoming within a few weeks. Both the Lyman
community and Rumaldo Lovato, a local activist
who had helped organize the hearings, anxiously
awaited the transcript and the report that by
summer had still not been released.

The delay further aggravated the commission’s
problems. Commissioner Eli Cardona recognized
the potential for harm. In a July letter to Porras and
his colleagues, Cardona expressed concern about
the image and effectiveness of the agency:

overnight orin a
year inform every
Chicano in the
state about the
Commission. It is
going to take time.”

The Mexican American people will be
watching the manner in which we handle the
problem and every minute we delay will only
emphasize our ineffectiveness to deal with
problems of utmost importance to Mexican
Americans. The problems in Education for our
people require immediate attention. We have
an opportunity to assist a school system and a
community to deal with those problems and
perhaps this matter should have top priority
over other projects we are involved in at the
present. 7

Cardona was correct. A week after Cardona
sent his note, Lovato wrote Porras complaining
that the community was not being kept abreast of
events. He interpreted the delay as an indication
of the commission’s weakness. “If you do not know
your own powers, or if you have no powers to
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follow up on the Lyman issue, | would appreciate
it that you and the whole Mexican American
Commission either dissolve and form a more con-
scientious staff or take a stand and be recognized
as an organized organization.”™

The situation became aggravated when Porras
announced that the results of the hearing and a

first draft of the report would be presented at the
August commission meeting to be held in Lincoln.
Lovato requested that the meeting be moved to
Lyman. Noting that most of those concerned about
the issue would not be able to make a trip to the
capital city, he cautioned, “If you do go ahead and
have the meeting in Lincoln, the people from the
Lyman area will not be satisfied.”™® According to
Joe Perez, Jr., director of the community action
agency in Grand Island, “it seems that the Mexican
American Commission is side stepping the issue at
hand.” He concluded, “This is not the first noted
attempt by the Mexican American Commission to
side-step issues of importance to the Chicanos of
Nebraska.”™

In the spring of 1974 another dramatic event
suggested that the commission and its director
were failing to gain the full confidence of their
community. In early March the UNL Mexican
American Students Association (MASA) demanded
the resignation of the three community representa-
tives from the school’s Mexican American Advisory
Committee. They included commission chairman
Nick Garcia and director Stan Porras. The students
charged that the three had, “lost their effectiveness
in advocating on the students’ behalf and in the
interest of people throughout the state.” Although

committee chairman Dr. Ralph Vigil endorsed the
three as individuals who “have done a great deal
for Mexican Americans in Nebraska,” Marty
Ramirez, a Mexican American counselor at UNL
contended, “There is a lot of validity to the stu-
dents’ complaints.” Ramirez defined the situation
as “serious” and added, “it is not going to go
away."%

This development represented quite a change
from events of the previous year. In May 1973
strong student support for the commission had
been on display when one of the resolutions
from a statewide Mexican American Education
Conference called for a dramatic increase in the
commission’s budget. The resolution concluded
by naming Marty Ramirez and Stan Porras, among
others, to represent the conference participants in
obtaining their objectives.®!

Not long after MASA called for Porras to step
down, a similar call surfaced from within the
commission. Eli Cardona noted that the
organization’s April meeting conflicted with the
Chicano Awareness Day program in Lincoln and
the quarterly meeting of the American G.I. Forum
in Grand Island and requested the meeting date be
changed. Before the director could respond, head-
lines in the Lincoln Star announced, “Resignation
of Porras Demanded.” The article reported that
the Scottsbluff American G.I. Forum had passed a
motion “denouncing the Mexican American
Commission and its director for usscrupulous
and unethical consideration of Mexican American
activities in the state,” and had called for Porras’s
resignation.®

Porras denied the charges in a press release,
and in a letter reminded Cardona that the decision
about when and where to meet had been made by
a majority vote of the commissioners themselves:

[ appreciate your concern and hope you
realize the concern that this has placed upon
myself and this office regarding the adverse
publicity that this meeting has brought about;
publicity that I consider unnecessary and
tactics by individuals that have become
inexcusable ®

In a more reserved fashion, the Omaha Chicano
Awareness Center alerted Porras that they had
endorsed a motion calling for him to resign but
would not make the resolution public until they
had an opportunity to meet with him.®

Ultimately Porras and the commission weath-
ered the storm of protest. Porras continued as
director until he chose to resign in January 1977.
For the remainder of his term he maintained the



early successes and expanded the work of the
commission, addressing issues of bilingual/bicul-
tural education, and voter registration, and
increasing the agency’s budget and operations.®
From the founding of the Nebraska G.I. Forums
and the Mexican American Voters of Omaha, to
the work of the Mexican-American Task Force and
the establishment of the Chicano Awareness
Centers, a common theme was an awakening of
a Latino community in Nebraska. In a time of
political and social change, that community
divided over concepts of identity and strategies
for effective action. Whether they called them-
selves Mexican American or Chicano, those
returning from battlefields in Europe and Asia
demanded more from themselves and their com-
munity. This meant the creation of an independent
advocacy commission, and in the early 1970s
Nebraska was distinguished with that outcome.
The challenge for the Nebraska Commission on
Mexican-Americans and for its executive director
was to find the best way to represent these con-
stituencies. In this regard they were blazing a trail.
Some six years after the commission’s creation as
an independent statutory agency, an evaluation
noted,

The Nebraska Mexican-American
Commission is unique in that it was the first
commission of its kind established in the
United States and did not have the opportunity
to compare its operations with similar
agencies across the country. As a result it
had to evolve alone without the benefit of
the experience of others.%

As its first director, Stan Porras identified the
path the commission would follow, and through
his description of how he viewed the agency’s
role, he provided insight into the controversy it
generated. As he wrote in the first issue of the
commission’s newsletter, “We are a liaison
between the people and the state government.
This is a service agency, not a force of power,
and our concern is service not power.”® That
definition, put into action, proved the catalyst
to highlight the divisions within the Nebraska
community of La Raza during the first half of the
1970s.
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