Virginia Hispanics Send Money To Homelands   

$1 Billion A Year Leaves State 
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Ernesto Cruz, shown here on a renovation project for Nielsen Construction, is among thousands of Virginia immigrants who regularly send money to their homelands. Cruz sends at least $200 a month to his family in Mexico.

He’s among thousands of Virginia immigrants projected to send more than $1 billion to their homelands this year, a new study says.

An employee at Nielsen Construction, Cruz comes from a family of 15. The 33-year-old grew up on a ranch in the mountainous area south of Mexico City.

He’s been in the United States since he was 13.

"We send $200 every month, sometimes a little more," Cruz said. "Occasionally we send $1,000 or $1,500."

This year in Virginia, more than 280,000 Latin American and Caribbean immigrants will send $1.1 billion to relatives in their homelands, according to a study by the Washington, D.C.-based Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). That’s an 89 percent increase in the amount of money sent to the region in 2004.

In the continental United States, about 12.6 million Hispanic immigrants are projected to send $45.3 billion to Latin American and Caribbean countries this year, a 51 percent increase over 2004, the study said.

Help For The Family

The increase in money sent to homelands is due to a combination of factors, including a strong American economy, said Laura Zarrugh, adjunct professor of cross-disciplinary studies at James Madison University.

"More people are moving up to better paying jobs," Zarrugh said. "That happens to all immigrant groups over time."

Jobs also are plentiful in Virginia, plus the state’s Hispanic population has increased 45 percent since 2004. More than 318,000 Hispanic immigrants live in the Old Dominion, the study said.

"We tend to think of immigrants as having jobs in the poultry plants," Zarrugh said. "But if you look across the state, you’d find a whole spectrum of jobs and professions."

Immigrants also have a variety of methods to send money to their homes, including banks, Western Union and any grocery or convenience store that sells money orders.

Money transmitter terminals are popular, since the money arrives electronically.

Pedro Sandoval, owner of La Casita restaurant in Dayton, has a UniTeller Inc. terminal that can send money instantly to thousands of locations in Mexico, including rural areas.

"It works like a credit card machine," Sandoval said. "I’ve had the terminal for six years and business has been steady."

The fees to transmit money have dropped, he added. Several years ago, customers paid $15 to send up to $500. That fee is now $10. Sandoval gets $4 for each transaction.

The IDB study found a growing number of immigrants — up to one-third in some focus groups — are interested in investing in their homelands by putting money into real estate or small businesses.

But for the most part, these money transfers are used to pay day-to-day expenses, the study found.

The average salary for an immigrant’s first job is around $900 a month, which is about six times what they earned in their countries of origin, the study explained.

That’s one reason that Cruz teams up with his brothers — six of them who live in the United States.

"We get together to send money," Cruz said. "It’s helps the family and they need help."
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