
union ranks had grown to over 170,000 members—about 17 percent of
the workforce (see appendix A). In 1939, Mayor Fletcher Bowron would
state, “Even the most conservative manufacturers have come to realize
that workers must organize, that bargaining cannot be with individuals,
and that the effort to maintain the open shop is a lost cause” (Perry and
Perry 1963, 521). As Los Angeles, already California’s largest metropo-
lis, grew explosively under the spur of the World War II economic boom,
union membership continued to expand, reaching 431,000 by 1949, or 38
percent of the nonagricultural workforce (see figure 1.1 and appendix A).

Although organized labor made great progress in Los Angeles during
this period, its trajectory diverged sharply from the heroic narrative that
still dominates discussion of the broader labor resurgence that began in
the Depression era. For it was not the new industrial unions associated
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FIGURE 1.1 Union Members and “Gainful” Workers in Los Angeles,
1930 to 1950

Sources: For union membership data, see appendix A; for gainful workers, U.S. Census.
Note: 1930 data are for nonagricultural gainful workers, age ten or older; 1940 data are for
gainful workers, age fourteen or older; 1950 data are for the civilian labor force, age four-
teen or older.
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(California Department of Industrial Relations, ULIC, 1951, 10; 1956,
11).

Moreover, within the organized sector, union security was firmly en-
trenched. A 1946 survey found that 99 percent of union contracts in Los
Angeles had closed-shop, union-shop, or maintenance-of-membership
provisions. A year later, the closed shop was outlawed by the Taft-Hart-
ley Act, but a similar survey in 1957 found that 89 percent of labor agree-
ments in Los Angeles had either union-shop or maintenance-of-member-
ship provisions (California Department of Industrial Relations, ULIC,
1947, 26; 1958, 23). On the whole, organized labor was now well estab-
lished in Los Angeles, which no longer deserved its lingering reputation
as an open-shop city.

In contrast to the prewar era, manufacturing had a central position in

60 L.A. Story

FIGURE 1.2 Union Density in Los Angeles, California, and the United
States, 1951 to 1970

Source: See appendix A.
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The next among our cases to undergo restructuring along these lines
was the residential construction industry, where union density declined
precipitously in the face of a vigorous employer attack starting in the
mid-1970s. During the economic recovery that followed the recession of
the early 1980s, residential construction in southern California was re-
constituted on an entirely nonunion basis, with dramatic effects on wages
and benefits, and there was some modest erosion of union density in com-
mercial construction as well. Meanwhile, the Teamsters’ once-solid
strength among truck drivers at the Los Angeles–Long Beach port col-
lapsed almost overnight as deregulation swept the industry in the early
1980s, and sweatshop-like wages and working conditions soon became
the norm among the independent contractors who took over the indus-
try. Janitorial work also was deunionized in Los Angeles during the
1980s as rapid metropolitan growth and changing real estate ownership
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FIGURE 2.1 Union Density in Los Angeles, California, and the United
States, 1970 to 1987

Source: See appendix A.
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FIGURE 2.2 Immigrant Latino Employment in Selected Occupations, Los Angeles and the United States, 1970 to
2000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, integrated public use microdata series (IPUMS), version 3.0. See table 2.3 and appendix B for details.
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1974 the ILGWU claimed only 4,788 members in Los Angeles, half the
number it had declared twenty years earlier (International Ladies’ Gar-
ment Workers’ Union, FSR, 1974, 228). As table 2.1 shows, in the city’s
apparel industry unionization dropped sharply in absolute terms between
1955 and 1985 even as employment grew rapidly. The result was dra-
matic: whereas in 1955 union density in the L.A. apparel industry had
been equal to that in manufacturing as a whole, twenty years later it had
dropped to less than half the level in manufacturing.

In construction, union membership had slipped to 93 percent of wage
and salary employment by 1975, down from over 100 percent a decade
earlier.7 Indeed, by 1985 density would fall to only 59 percent. Nation-
ally, construction was an early battleground in the broad corporate as-
sault on unionism that would come to full fruition in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. As Marc Linder (2000) has shown, the gains made by the
building trades unions in the 1960s, taking advantage of the tight labor
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TABLE 2.1 Union Density in Los Angeles, 1955 to 1985, Selected
Industries 

1955 1965 1975 1985

Construction
Union members 133,100 119,200 89,500 70,400
All wage and salary workers 139,800 104,200 96,300 119,900
Union density 95% 100+% 93% 59%

Transportation and warehousing
Union members 68,900 74,100 73,700 56,600
All wage and salary workers 75,700 84,800 105,800 124,000
Union density 91% 87% 70% 46%

Apparel and fabricated textile products
Union members 16,100 11,700 9,800 7,900
All wage and salary workers 42,700 49,400 63,500 84,600
Union density 38% 24% 15% 9%

All manufacturing
Union members 267,000 268,500 235,800 168,800
All wage and salary workers 696,400 759,400 766,100 900,700
Union density 38% 35% 31% 19%

Sources: California Department of Industrial Relations, ULIC and CLSB, various years;
California Employment Development Department, CLMB, various years. All data are for
July of the year indicated.



the same reasons, working conditions deteriorated rapidly as well. The
health insurance and other fringe benefits that the ILGWU had won for
its members in an earlier era are nowhere to be found in the vast
nonunion sector of the industry today. As early as 1980, a detailed study
of Hispanic garment workers in Los Angeles found that the vast major-
ity were undocumented immigrants, 39 percent of whom were paid less
than the minimum wage. Overtime pay violations were common, and few
workers had fringe benefits of any kind. Less than 5 percent of this group
were offered employer-provided health insurance, and only 6 percent had
paid sick leave (Maram 1980, 31–35).

Government inspections, similarly, have uncovered extensive labor
law violations in the L.A. garment industry. A 1994 study based on ran-
dom inspections of California garment shops by a team of federal and
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TABLE 2.2 ILGWU Membership in Los Angeles, 1947 to 1992
Wage and Salary

Workers in L.A. ILGWU 
Total ILGWU L.A. Members L.A. Apparel Members as 
Membership as Percentage and Textile Percentage of

ILGWU L.A. (U.S. and of Total Products L.A. Apparel 
Year Membership Canada) ILGWU Industry Workers

1947 9,646 379,197 2.5 NA NA
1950 12,165 422,510 2.9 38,300 31.8
1953 9,912 430,830 2.3 42,400 23.4
1956 9,342 445,093 2.1 42,600 21.9
1959 9,246 442,901 2.1 42,300 21.9
1962 7,661 443,122 1.7 46,300 16.5
1965 6,287 442,318 1.4 49,400 15.5
1968 5,865 451,192 1.3 50,800 11.5
1971 6,217 442,333 1.4 55,500 11.2
1974 4,788 428,734 1.1 67,800 7.1
1977 3,958 365,346 1.1 74,100 5.3
1980 3,700 340,951 1.1 75,200 4.9
1983 3,232 282,559 1.1 73,200 4.4
1986 2,985 219,001 1.4 81,200 3.7
1989 2,046 165,170 1.2 92,200 2.2
1992 2,114 137,315 1.5 98,800 2.1

Sources: International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, FSR, various years; California Department
of Industrial Relations, ULIC and CLSB, various years; California Employment Development De-
partment, CLMB, various years. Employment data are for July of the year indicated. 



TABLE 2.3 Employment in Selected Occupations in the Five-County Los
Angeles Area, by Race, Ethnicity, and Nativity, 1970 to 2000

Occupation 1970 1980 1990 2000

Drywallers
Native-born white 77.5% 68.1% 42.9% 24.1%
Foreign-born white 3.2 2.9 1.7 0.5
Native-born black 3.2 3.2 1.7 2.3
Native-born Hispanic 9.7 12.9 11.9 14.9
Foreign-born Hispanic 6.4 9.0 40.2 55.7
Other 0.0 3.9 1.7 2.5
Population estimate  3,107 6,204 10,843 6,758

Truckers
Native-born white 72.3% 60.2% 43.8% 32.4%
Foreign-born white 3.1 3.3 3.8 3.0
Native-born black 6.4 8.8 7.2 6.7
Native-born Hispanic 11.9 14.3 14.5 15.8
Foreign-born Hispanic 4.6 10.5 26.1 34.5
Other 1.7 2.9 4.6 7.6
Population estimate 74,862 100,947 138,275 150,722

Garment workers
Native-born white 24.3% 15.8% 11.3% 6.2%
Foreign-born white 10.2 4.2 2.6 1.8
Native-born black 10.3 3.7 2.0 0.9
Native-born Hispanic 14.1 9.2 5.0 5.6
Foreign-born Hispanic 32.6 55.1 65.3 63.2
Foreign-born Asian 5.4 10.0 12.3 19.4
Other 3.1 2.0 1.5 2.9
Population estimate 39,094 64,573 88,146 82,442 

Janitors
Native-born white 46.7% 34.9% 18.5% 12.6%
Foreign-born white 5.3 4.1 2.3 1.5
Native-born black 24.0 15.8 7.3 5.2
Native-born Hispanic 11.8 11.6 9.3 11.3
Foreign-born Hispanic 10.3 28.9 56.2 63.4
Other 1.9 4.7 6.4 6.0
Population estimate  31,794 46,519 63,844 68,037

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, integrated public use microdata series (IPUMS), version 3.0. For 1970:
1 percent form 1 metro sample; for 1980 and 1990: 5 percent state sample; for 2000: 5 percent cen-
sus sample. All estimates are calculated using person-level weights. In all cases except trucking, the
data are for wage and salary workers in the labor force only (trucking includes the self-employed)
for the five-county Los Angeles metropolitan area (Los Angeles, Orange, Ventura, Riverside, and
San Bernardino Counties), except for 1980, which also includes Imperial County. Because of signif-
icant changes in the industry and occupational classification systems in 1980 and in 2000, all esti-
mates have been adjusted to reflect the most recent (2000) U.S. census classification system. See ap-
pendix B for more details on the data and methodology. Thanks to Christine Schwartz for
meticulous research assistance with this data analysis.
Note: The categories “white” and “black” include only non-Hispanics.



of unionization among immigrants in the public sector had almost no im-
pact on their overall unionization rate (11 percent).13

More generally, the distinctive patterns of immigrant employment—
most importantly, the overrepresentation of foreign-born workers in the
most casualized sectors of the labor market, where unionization is rare,
and their underrepresentation in the highly unionized public sector—are
at the root of their relatively low overall rate of unionization. These dif-
ferential employment patterns also help explain why the most recent im-
migrants are less highly unionized than those who have been in the
United States longer: newcomers—especially Latinos, the majority of
whom have little formal education—are especially likely to be employed
in the most casualized (and least unionized) sectors of the labor market.
In the 1994 to 2001 period, only 5 percent of foreign-born Latinos in the
L.A. metropolitan area who had arrived in the United States after 1990,

142 L.A. Story

FIGURE 3.1 Employed Wage and Salary Workers, by Nativity, Race,
and Ethnicity, Los Angeles Metropolitan Area, 1994 to 2001

Source: U.S. Current Population Survey, outgoing rotation group earnings files, merged
for 1994 to 2001.
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and only 7 percent of those who had arrived between 1980 and 1990,
were unionized. By contrast, 21 percent of those who had arrived before
1980 were union members. For the last group, the unionization rate was
not significantly different from that of the region’s native-born workers
(20 percent).14

In the private sector, where they are almost exclusively employed, 17
percent of foreign-born Latinos were unionized in the L.A. metropolitan
area in this period—about the same rate as for native-born African Amer-
icans (16 percent) and actually slightly higher than the rate for native-
born whites (13 percent); however, these differences are not statistically
significant. Thus, despite the successful campaigns among janitors and
others that so palpably demonstrated the potential for immigrant union-
ism, more than four out of five foreign-born Latinos in the private sector
remained outside the ranks of organized labor at century’s end. And even
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FIGURE 3.2 Union Members, by Nativity, Race, and Ethnicity, Los
Angeles Metropolitan Area, 1994 to 2001

Source: U.S. Current Population Survey, outgoing rotation group earnings files, merged
for 1994 to 2001.
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TABLE 3.1 Characteristics of Immigrant Workers in Selected Occupations in the Five-County Los Angeles Area,
1990 and 2000

Drywallers Truckers Garment Workers Janitors

1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000

Place of birth
Mexico 80.0% 89.4% 54.0% 58.0% 54.3% 55.9% 58.1% 68.7%
Central or South America 10.5 9.6 21.9 20.8 21.6 16.6 26.4 21.4

Years since arrival in the United States
Less than five years 44.1 17.9 20.6 7.2 33.6 19.7 34.7 17.1
Less than ten years 75.9 36.3 46.6 21.8 60.9 43.2 61.0 35.7

Average age (years)
Foreign-born Latinos in this 
occupation 28.0 32.5 32.5 36.8 32.2 35.1 33.8 38.0

All workers in this occupation 30.8 34.0 35.4 38.6 34.3 37.1 36.0 38.8

Percentage with less than eight years’ 
education
Foreign-born Latinos in this 
occupation 44.4% 39.2% 39.9% 32.6% 55.7% 56.7% 52.6% 52.6%

All workers in this occupation 20.0 23.2 12.7 13.3 41.7 43.0 34.3 37.1

Mean annual earnings (1999 dollars) 
Foreign-born Latino males $21,955 $25,469 $26,923 $30,079 $16,392 $16,329 $17,204 $18,131
Native-born white males $38,600 $34,753 $40,056 $35,244 $75,870 $77,704 $26,206 $22,461

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, integrated public use microdata series (IPUMS), version 3.0. See table 2.3 and appendix B for details on data and
methods.



luminates the conditions under which individual organizing campaigns
succeed or fail.

Our first case is the now-legendary Justice for Janitors campaign,
which catapulted into the headlines when SEIU Local 399 won a contract
from one of Los Angeles’s major building cleaning contractors in the
summer of 1990. This was the triumphal conclusion of a two-year organ-
izing drive that brought SEIU’s janitorial membership in the city to
8,000, up from 1,800 five years earlier—the largest private-sector union
victory involving Latino immigrants since the UFW campaigns of the
early 1970s. Two years after the janitors’ breakthrough, a five-month
strike by thousands of Mexican immigrant drywall hangers (workers
who install the sheetrock panels that make up the interior walls of mod-
ern buildings) halted residential construction throughout southern Cali-
fornia. The drywallers’ strike settlement led to a union contract that dou-
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FIGURE 4.1 Union Density in Los Angeles, California, and the United
States, 1988 to 2004

Source: See appendix A.
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itors’ (successful) and the garment workers’ (unsuccessful) campaigns,
then, started as top-down, strategically targeted efforts initiated by
union leaders and designed to win union recognition by exerting intense
pressure on the powerful individuals and groups controlling each indus-
try. By contrast, the drywallers’ and truckers’ organizing efforts were
initiated from below by rank-and-file workers, among whom, to be sure,
were key individuals with strong leadership skills; neither effort, how-
ever, was part of a strategic plan developed by professional union leaders.
As figure 4.2 shows, there is no association between campaign success
and having either a top-down or bottom-up genesis.

Our argument, using these four cases as illustrations, is that the stan-
dard juxtaposition between bottom-up and top-down organizing models
is a false dichotomy and does a disservice to the wider debate about labor
movement revitalization. Successful organizing must be comprehensive
in scope, combining and synthesizing bottom-up and top-down ap-
proaches rather than emphasizing either one at the expense of the other.
What ultimately matters is not whether a union campaign begins as a top-
down effort to put pressure directly on the decisionmakers in an industry
or as a bottom-up, grassroots mobilization of workers on the ground.
Rather, success depends on effectively combining the two approaches.

Both the janitors and the drywallers managed to bring these two di-
mensions together, even though one began as a top-down effort and the
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FIGURE 4.2 Four Organizing Campaigns: Genesis and Outcome

Source: Author’s compilation.
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APPENDIX A

TABLE A.1 Labor Union Membership in Los Angeles and Union Density in
Los Angeles, California, and the United States, 1933 to 2004

Union Density

(Union Members as Percentage of All 
Nonagricultural Wage and Salary Workers)

Union Members
Date in Los Angeles Los Angeles California United States

1933 to 1939a

May 1933 20,000 or less NA NA 11% 
December 1933 30,000 NA NA 11 
December 1934 40,000 NA NA 12 
December 1935 45,000 NA NA 13 
December 1938 100,000 NA NA 28 
December 1939 170,000 17% 23% 29 

1943 to 1949b

June 1943 259,299 23 39 31 
June 1944 298,332 27 41 34 
June 1945 252,396 25 45 36 
June 1946 258,883 23 39 35 
June 1947 362,894 32 45 34 
May 1948 343,947 29 41 32 
May 1949 431,100 38 50 33 

1951 to 1987c

July 1951 538,300 33 41 33 
July 1952 569,900 34 40 33 
July 1953 594,200 32 40 34 
July 1954 688,300 37 41 35 
July 1955 722,500 37 39 33 
July 1956 754,300 36 39 33 
July 1957 763,500 35 38 33 
July 1958 751,800 35 38 33 
July 1959 756,800 33 36 32 
July 1960 760,400 32 36 31 
July 1961 753,300 32 35 30 
July 1962 769,000 31 33 30 
July 1963 783,600 30 33 29 
July 1964 802,900 33 32 29 
July 1965 745,900 30 32 28 
July 1966 774,000 30 31 28 
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TABLE A.1 (Continued )

Union Density

(Union Members as Percentage of All 
Nonagricultural Wage and Salary Workers)

Union Members
Date in Los Angeles Los Angeles California United States

July 1967 800,700 30% 31% 28%
July 1968 799,900 29 31 28 
July 1969 812,600 28 30 27 
July 1970 822,800 28 31 27 
July 1971 832,700 30 31 27 
July 1973 849,700 28 28 26 
July 1975 808,300 27 27 26 
July 1977 815,500 25 25 25 
July 1979 873,200 24 23 24 
July 1981 823,400 23 22 22 
July 1983 , 766,600 22 21 20 
July 1985 , 782,100 20 20 18 
July 1987 , 788,900 20 19 17 

1988 to 2004d

1988 , 958,200 16 19 17 
1989 1,050,600 18 19 16 
1990 1,068,800 18 18 16 
1991 1,038,500 18 18 16 
1992 1,027,300 17 18 16 
1993 1,005,700 17 18 16 
1994 , 979,400 17 18 16 
1995 1,085,300 16 18 15 
1996 , 911,700 15 17 15 
1997 , 912,700 15 16 14 
1998 , 973,600 15 16 14 
1999 , 980,200 15 17 14 
2000 , 989,000 15 16 14 
2001 1,056,600 16 16 14 
2002 1,178,800 17 18 13 
2003 1,084,900 16 17 13 
2004 1,019,200 15 17 13 



Notes and sources:
a For Los Angeles: Perry and Perry (1963, 245, 266, 275, 317, 490, 495, 497, 537); for California in
1939 (no month specified): Troy (1957, 18). Troy reports a lower 1939 figure for the United States
as a whole (21.5 percent) than that shown here, which is the annual average reported in U.S. De-
partment of Labor (1980, 412).
b For Los Angeles and California: computed from California Employment Development Depart-
ment (CEP, 1943 to 1949); California Department of Industrial Relations (ULIC, 1943 to 1949).
1943 to 1946 union membership figures in column 1 (from ULIC) are for “Los Angeles Metropoli-
tan Area,” and 1947 to 1949 figures are for Los Angeles County. For 1943 to 1946, the ULIC
defines the Los Angeles metropolitan area as “Los Angeles County plus contiguous portions of Or-
ange and San Bernardino Counties.” To approximate equivalence for the numerator and denomina-
tor used to compute the figures in column 2 for 1943 to 1946, the denominator used here is the Cal-
ifornia Employment Development Department data for total employment in Los Angeles and Or-
ange Counties (but not San Bernardino County), matched by month. For the United States 1943 to
1949 (annual averages): U.S. Department of Labor (1980, 412). 
c For Los Angeles and California: computed from California Department of Industrial Relations
(ULIC, 1951 to 1987), California Department of Industrial Relations (CLSB, 1951 to 1970), and
California Employment Development Department (CLMB, 1971 to 1987). Union membership fig-
ures for 1951 to 1964 are for Los Angeles and Orange Counties; figures for 1965 to 1987 are for Los
Angeles County. For 1951 to 1964, these figures do not include members of union locals with
statewide or regional jurisdictions, but starting in 1965 these were apportioned to each region and
are included in the figures. Note that the denominator used to compute the density figures is based
on a different data series (CLSB and CLMB) than that used for the second panel of the table (CEP),
and that the CEP used a different enumeration methodology than its successors and is thus not
strictly comparable to the latter. The apparent drop-off in union density between 1949 and 1951 for
both Los Angeles and California is an artifact of this change in denominator data source and so
should be interpreted with extreme caution. Data from 1950 are omitted entirely since the Los An-
geles and California enumerations were conducted differently from those for other years. For the
United States 1951 to 1978 (annual averages): U.S. Department of Labor (1980, 412). This data se-
ries ended in 1978. The union density data shown for the United States for 1979 to 1987 are for all
wage and salary workers (both agricultural and nonagricultural) and are from Hirsch and Macpher-
son (2005, 11).
d Hirsch and Macpherson (various years). These data are drawn from the U.S. CPS and are not
strictly comparable to the data series shown for earlier years. The figures are for union members
only (they do not include nonmembers covered by union contracts) and include all wage and salary
workers (both agricultural and nonagricultural). The figures listed in column 1 are for the Los
Angeles–Anaheim–Riverside consolidated metropolitan statistical area. 
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TABLE B.1 Employment in Selected Occupations in the United States, by
Race, Ethnicity, and Nativity, 1970 to 2000

Occupation 1970 1980 1990 2000

Drywallers
Native-born white 85.4% 79.8% 71.2% 54.6%
Foreign-born white 4.2 3.4 2.3 1.6
Native-born black 4.1 4.2 4.7 4.1
Native-born Hispanic 3.6 5.8 5.5 5.9
Foreign-born Hispanic 1.6 4.7 13.2 29.6
Other 1.0 2.3 3.1 4.1
Population estimate 36,689 63,987 98,146 129,768

Truckers
Native-born white 80.9% 81.0% 77.3% 71.5%
Foreign-born white 1.6 1.6 1.8 2.1
Native-born black 10.5 10.4 10.3 10.4
Native-born Hispanic 4.1 4.0 4.5 5.3
Foreign-born Hispanic 1.6 1.6 3.9 6.4
Other 1.3 1.3 2.2 4.1
Population estimate 1,553,141 2,084,790 2,490,670 2,953,143

Garment workers
Native-born white 68.6% 61.7% 56.0% 39.9%
Foreign-born white 10.0 6.4 4.2 3.7
Native-born black 8.4 11.8 12.9 9.5
Native-born Hispanic 5.3 5.3 4.2 5.0
Foreign-born Hispanic 5.5 9.6 13.9 23.6
Foreign-born Asian 1.3 3.8 7.2 14.7
Other 0.9 1.4 1.7 3.6
Population estimate 930,966 1,103,760 811,593 406,445 

Janitors
Native-born white 62.4% 64.9% 57.3% 50.0%
Foreign-born white 6.3 4.0 3.1 3.3
Native-born black 22.8 19.0 17.8 14.8
Native-born Hispanic 4.5 4.8 5.7 6.7
Foreign-born Hispanic 2.4 4.6 11.8 18.4
Other 1.5 2.8 4.4 6.9
Population estimate 679,015 1,006,748 1,074,976 1,214,513

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, integrated public use microdata series (IPUMS), version 3.0. For 1970:
1 percent form 1 state sample, 1 percent form 1 metro sample, 1 percent form 1 neighborhood sam-
ple; for 1980: 5 percent state sample; for 1990: 5 percent state sample; for 2000: 5 percent census
sample. All estimates are calculated using person-level weights. In all cases except trucking, the
data are for wage and salary workers in the labor force only (trucking includes the self-employed)
for the five-county Los Angeles metropolitan area (Los Angeles, Orange, Ventura, Riverside, and
San Bernardino Counties), except for 1980, which also includes Imperial County. Because of signif-
icant changes in the industry and occupational classification systems in 1980 and 2000, all estimates
have been adjusted to reflect the most recent (2000) U.S. census classification system.
Note: The categories “white” and “black” include only non-Hispanics.
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