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OVERSIGHT: Ethnic Print Media and New York City’s Immigrant Communities
Introduction
On Monday, February 23, 2009, at 1 pm, the Committee on Immigration will hold an oversight hearing on “Ethnic Print Media and New York City’s Immigrant Communities.”  Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, local ethnic newspapers, interested community based organizations, and members of the public.

Background


Nearly three-quarters of New York State’s immigrant population live in New York City; these three million individuals make up 37 percent of the city’s residents.
  According to the 2000 Census, English is not the primary language spoken in nearly half of all City households.  In fact, there are approximately 170 foreign languages spoken in New York City.
  Both language and cultural differences among immigrant communities result in various sets of needs for information.  Immigrant communities have concerns that generally are not addressed by mainstream media outlets.  These concerns may include finding a job and home, determining one’s rights and eligibility for certain benefits, news from home, family reunification, and citizenship requirements.  In addition, immigrants may seek to assimilate to American culture, thus they are equally concerned with information regarding United States government, politics and other current events. To meet these needs, immigrant communities often produce their own newspapers that cater to members of their ethnic group.  Many of these ethnic newspapers are published within the five boroughs.
Ethnic Newspapers in New York City
Between 1892 and 1954, approximately one million people emigrated to the U.S. from various parts of Europe through New York City’s Ellis Island.
  These European immigrants were not satisfied by the available newspapers.  In order to meet their needs in terms of information and accessibility, foreign language publications were established.
  New York City’s immigrant communities continue to grow and the ethnic press industry has expanded over the years.  In 2003, New York City was home to more than 200 ethnic press offices.
  The headquarters of publications that cater to immigrant communities from all over the world are based in the five boroughs.

Ethnic newspapers are important because they meet needs that are generally not met by mainstream media publications.  Mainstream media publications generally focus on incidences of crime and “colorful ethnic events” when covering immigrant communities.
  Ethnic papers focus on stories that deal with local employment and businesses, immigration law, and cultural readjustment;
 they provide a variety of information, including, information on employment, immigration laws, housing, and English language instruction.
  Ethnic papers interpret American life, chronicle the struggles of immigrants here, and allow readers to become politically active.
  This media form has the ability to empower communities and promote political consciousness regarding issues in the City, in the nation, and back “home.”
  
Ethnic print media is often independent and not very profitable.
  Many editors and writers of these publications have second jobs just to maintain publication.  There are several factors that can influence the number and type of papers produced for each ethnic community.
  These factors are economic, demographic, cultural, and influenced by language as well.
  Advertisers in ethnic newspapers tend to be neighbors and acquaintances of paper staff.
  As a result, an intimate relationship is established between the papers and the communities that they serve.

The Financial Crisis and Ethnic Newspapers
The current economic crisis has led to layoffs and an early end to businesses in every industry.  The newspaper industry has long been at risk as a result of the rise in internet usage for daily news information.  Over the past year, there has been a decrease in advertising revenue and newspaper sales for publications nationwide.  Despite its multi-million dollar annual budget, The New York Times was forced to cut newsroom jobs in 2008 because of the “growing financial strain.”
  More recently, five publications in New York and New Jersey have entered into content-sharing agreements in order to address shrinking resources.
  This “Northeast Consortium” is made up of the New York Daily News, the Star Ledger, the Buffalo News, the Record, and the Times Union of Albany.
  Ethnic press has also been affected by the economy and a handful of papers have had to close their doors as a result of the economic slowdown.

The Ming Pao Daily News is a 12-year-old Chinese language newspaper based out of Long Island City, Queens.
  The New York Edition of the Ming Pao Daily News ceased publication in late January 2009, but continues to provide news daily on-line.
  The San Francisco Edition of the Ming Pao Daily News, which began publication in 2004, ceased publication on February 14, 2009.
  The closing of the Ming Pao Daily News’ East and West coast editions has rattled members of Chinese communities as well as the ethnic press industry.  As a result, the members of the Chinese community, who rely heavily on print media, will be losing a major community resource.

24 Horas was a Spanish-language daily developed to cater to educated, working members of the Hispanic community whose needs are not met by the likes of AM New York and Metro.
  24 Horas was doing so well that in 2007 the publication increased its daily circulation by 8% and even entered into an agreement with the New York City Department of Transportation to install and maintain 100 news racks.
   Unfortunately, however, by June 2008, 24 Horas went out of business.
  Hoy Nueva York, once a free Spanish-language daily newspaper, was forced to shut its doors as a result of falling advertising sales and the poor economy at the end of 2008.
  Although the paper is no longer distributed, Hoy Nueva York continues to provide updated news on the internet.

Issues and Concerns

Ethnic print media is an affordable and accessible way for immigrants to be aware of what is going on in the United States, in New York City, and in other countries.  Such newspapers allow immigrants to keep up with their native language and news from home, as well as find out information on local services that will help in the assimilation and naturalization processes.  If the economy continues to affect these industries, a large portion of our population may be left in the dark when it comes to basic information as they are not adequately served by the mainstream media.  It is important to keep in mind that many immigrants may not know how to read the English language or have access to the internet.  It is crucial that the importance of ethnic newspapers is recognized in order to preserve this vital resource for the millions of immigrants in New York City.
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