
 
A conversation about Nebraska’s immigration issues took place on May 14, 
2008 in Scottsbluff.  Those attending were: John Berge, Executive Director 
of The Foundation, Western Nebraska Community College; Steve Frederick, 
Editor of the Scottsbluff Star-Herald; Jerrod Haberman, Executive Director 
of the Panhandle Area Development District; Dr. John N. Harms, State 
Senator from District 48; Charles Karpf, Director of the Discovery Program 
at the John N. Harms Advanced Technology Center of Nebraska; Randy 
Meininger, Mayor of Scottsbluff; Alex Moreno, Scottsbluff Chief of Police; 
and Dr. Gary Reynolds, Superintendent of Scottsbluff Public Schools.  
 
The transcript of the conversation follows: 
 
Pre-conversation: 
Alex Moreno (Chief of Police in Scottsbluff) talking with Gary Reynolds 
(Superintendent, Scottsbluff Public Schools) about language barrier in 
his area, which he says is public safety. Talking about Native Americans 
and Spanish-speaking people, and alcohol abuse. Moreno:  “I have a 
unique advantage being Hispanic in this community.”  
 
Frederick:  

You know how many unilingual—that is, only Spanish-speaking people 
we have in this county? About 1,500.  We have Hispanic families who 
have been here for five generations.  And that’s way different from 
Lexington, way different from south Omaha, from other communities. 
 
There are still new immigrants; if you go to the Guadalupe Center, they 
have this historical information about the barrio, and what went on 
around the turn of the last century almost 100 years ago.  That makes 
this community different from the rest of Nebraska in terms of 
immigration (assimilation?). 
 
Haberman: 

My concerns are with the labor force of the future. If you look at this 
region, in the last 50 years, we’ve always had a high level of out-
migration of the youth. But even in spite of those high levels we’ve had 
more people aging into our work force than have aged out of it, but if you 
look at from 2000 to 2020, this region of about 86,000 people, we are 
going to have about 20,000 retiring by 2020.  That is greater than the 
number of people we have under (age) 20.  Historically, we’ll be lucky if 
we can retain 3/4 of them—realistically more like 60-65 percent of them, 
so we are looking at a gap potentially of about 5,000 people and how we 
are going to fill in those 5,000 people. That’s one of the questions that’s 
going to have to come up in the future. And what’s going to make that 
challenging is that it’s not only this region that’s going to be losing its 
labor force, it’s going to be the whole country that’s going to be losing 



people to retirement. But the difference is that they have a higher 
population of younger adults. But the country has a lower level of out-
migration and of childbearing age than we do. So not only do we have to 
figure out how to fill that gap, but we also have to compete with the rest 
of the country for a labor force, and they are going to be competing for 
OUR labor force, and that will be something that immigration will play 
into.  
Obviously, a lot of people are going to have to work beyond (age) 65 to fill 
that in; we’re going to have to reduce our out-migration; we’re going to 
have to get more people to move into the region, but as I said, that’s 
going to be a challenge because the whole nation will be competing for 
that labor force. 
 
We already have about half the counties in Nebraska with more deaths 
than births and as I said, in this region, more than a quarter of the 
population is moving into retirement in the next less-than 20 years, and 
fewer are going to age INTO the work force, so the numbers don’t add up 
too well right now, without looking outside our state boundaries. It’s a 
challenge. 
 
There have been some discussions (in the community) about the future 
labor force. 
 
I think there’s a lot of complacency; we’ve always been losing young 
people, but yet our labor force continues to grow.  Even though we lost   
5 percent of our population, our labor force grew by 25 percent, so 
there’s this complacency that ‘oh, we’ve always lost young people and 
we’re still okay.’  We’ve always been able to get our labor force. But 
what’s different now is that there’s going to be a much higher percentage 
of our labor force moving into retirement that we haven’t had in the past, 
and I don’t think that most people realize the percentage of our 
population that represents. 
 
Frederick: 

What I think is interesting where you look at the issue of immigration, 
and where my skepticism kicks in as a journalist, is are we talking about 
legal immigrants or illegal immigrants?  And when we talk about 
immigrants, are we talking about immigrants or are we talking about 
Mexicans? I don’t think you can hold any discussion about immigration 
in this country without stepping around the issue of racism. And I think 
for a lot of people when they think about immigrants, they think 
Mexicans. But I’m an immigrant; I was born in England. My dad was in 
the Air Force.  I’m married to an immigrant from Honduras. She’s a 
Latina, but she’s not a Mexican.  And the fact is, in this, the biggest 
cohort of people in this county came from immigrant stock, such as the 
Germans from Russia. There’s a sizable Greek population in Bayard. 



There’s a sizable Japanese population in the Mitchell area.  And all those 
people began as immigrants, and one of the things I touched on in an 
editorial the other day is that we have more people in graduate school in 
science, engineering –things like that—that were born in foreign 
countries, and somewhere in here, about half of our medical faculty now 
is foreign-born.  So when you talk about immigration, you can’t just 
narrow it down to the Mexican population. If you do that, that’s racism, 
because we’ve always had immigrants in this country. 
 
Haberman: 
You also need to narrow it down to skilled workers and unskilled 
workers. If you look at the medical profession and the dental 
profession…who are going to fill these positions if other Nebraskans don’t 
want to move into these parts of the state.  As Steve mentioned, most of 
us are from European descent, a lot of people make the argument that 
“our families assimilated a lot faster than people are now,” but I think 
that if people really looked into their family history, I think they’d be 
surprised at how slowly their forefathers assimilated.  For example, my 
dad’s father is a third-generation Nebraskan; his grandparents moved to 
Nebraska before it was a state, so they’d been here a long time.  And so 
he goes to his first day of school, and he had to retake his first year of 
school because he didn’t speak any English. The third generation didn’t 
speak any English.  On my mom’s side, one of her grandpas died in 
1973, and he didn’t know any English.  In 1973.  A few words, but he 
didn’t speak English. 
 
Garbacz: 

Do we want to clarify Guatemalan vs. Mexican vs. Costa Rican? 
 
Frederick: 

It really depends on how much nuance you want to bring to the 
conversation. I pulled some numbers…37 million immigrants in this 
country; only a third of them are illegal.  And 57 percent are immigrants 
are in the work force, compared with 50 percent for everybody else. They 
work more than the rest of us do. Half of the growth in the US labor force 
in the last 10-15 years has been immigrants. They only send one-tenth of 
their earnings overseas. You know, the big story is that ‘oh, they send all 
their money overseas; they don’t help the economy.’ Actually immigrants’ 
contributions to the economy were equivalent to the entire sales of Wal-
Mart, to give you an example.  They contributed about a trillion and a 
half of our GDP, and a trillion dollars worth of consumption. So it’s a 
huge contribution to the economy.  Half of the agricultural workers, 48 
percent of drywall workers, 52 percent of plasterers… we’re having a 
housing problem right now – how much more of a housing problem will 
we have if we lose half of your construction workers, not to mention the 
people who buy houses, live in houses…what’s that going to do to the 



market to take 12 million people—deport them—another thing is that the 
value of illegal immigrants’ contribution exceeds the gross state product 
of 40 US states, and is roughly equal to Michigan’s.  So what are you 
going to do if you take that out of the economy? 
 
So you have to bring reality to the discussion, especially if you’re talking 
about rounding all these people up and deporting them. This paper that 
I’m looking at (American Institute for Economic Research…Economic 
Education Bulletin, Oct. 2007—Great Barrington, Massachusetts) says it 
would cost about $10,000 in law enforcement and legal fees and court 
time to process all of those deportations.  And that would take Alex 
(Moreno, Scottsbluff Chief of Police) away from what he does for a living. 
That’s per person. And it would leave three million children who are 
legally US citizens.  What are you going to do with them? 
 
Berge: 

This is one of those issues we have a tendency to put these in a 
generalized box. These gentlemen are all absolutely correct.  Nebraska 
would be perilously close…closer than it already is…to being a zero 
percent growth state, economically.  But beyond that, there are other 
factors at play here.  Immigration has created a wonderful tapestry of 
culture. We have a high percentage of people from south of the border, 
but we also have a high percentage of people of European and Japanese 
descent….and I’m grateful for that.   But I also recognize that there’s 
some concern about the use of public resources for undocumented 
individuals in this county, in the state and in this country. There are 
other issues…the methamphetamine trade does not exist in clandestine 
labs anymore;  It’s fair to say it’s more likely to come from superlabs 
south of the border…I think that’s fair to say. So there is an added 
travesty. There’s also a human trafficking element going on here…these 
are people that are put into situations where they are trafficked, and 
they’re looking for a better life, but they’re being exploited.  One of the 
questions we need to answer as a state and a country is ‘how do we give 
these people equality before the law?’ These are again, human beings. We 
talk about other countries not having human rights for their citizens, or 
for our citizens, when we’re within their borders, but I think there is a 
question of that here, as well.  
 
A number of years ago, I participated in what was loosely called an 
“Immigration Clinic.”  It was designed for people who were trying to go 
through the process legally, to get some interface with the 
representatives from the Immigration Service, get questions 
answered…go through the process.  The process, by the way, is a huge 
part of the problem…takes five or six years to get a work permit, let alone 
citizenship. But having said that,  we had a lot of individuals come to 
that who were undocumented and were asking the immigration officials 



questions like ‘how do we get into a pipeline’ (to become citizens). They 
were told “these people have to go home.”  Many of these people came 
here when they were infants and have no home to go to, but they have to 
go home and re-start the process and wait a number of years.  I have two 
individuals who came here when they were infants and are now in their 
30s, who are undocumented, illegal, have families, are married to 
American citizens who pay payroll taxes on their jobs, and quite frankly, 
they should not have. They speak the language, they pay taxes, they 
have an impact on the communities in which they live.  Their concern is 
that every time they get behind the wheel of a car, are they going to have 
a broken taillight and get pulled over? And I don’t think that’s a position 
we ought to put anyone in who is working for a living in this country  
and contribute to our society. Now, I recognize there are those who take 
advantage of the system; but I think this ‘one size fits all’ promise of let’s 
send them all back and start fresh …we keep hearing ‘let’s enforce the 
laws’ they have on the books, but ladies and gentlemen, the laws are 
being enforced to the best extent they can be, but they’re not working. 
Because we’re not dealing with the societal issues. There are families to 
the south of us who are making $1200 a year.  We are the ‘shining city 
on the hill’ in this hemisphere but we don’t recognize that we need to do 
something hemispherically. We are going to continue to have people 
come here for a better life. 
 
Alex Moreno: 

I have some mixed emotions about the comments that have been made 
here today. Being of Mexican-American descent, I grew up in this 
neighborhood or this community, and we had issues associated with 
poverty, and stereotypes and such that are placed on individuals. In 
response to the gentleman’s comments at the end of the table, when it 
comes to the labor force, individuals in my estimation and in my 
experience and in what I have witnessed are treated differently than 
individuals who are in the professions, such as doctors or the more 
professional categories within our community, as compared with 
someone who works out in the field and the treatment and the 
stereotypes that are developed as a result between those various labor 
forces. It’s a huge challenge for us in the law enforcement community for 
us to have to enforce laws at the federal level. I know there’s been some 
discussion about local officers taking on that role.  Personally, I don’t 
agree with it. I think that … we live in the community and those 
individuals who live in this community…documented or not…rely on 
public safety agencies like ourselves.  And I think it will really HURT our 
community from the standpoint of deterring someone from wanting to 
report a crime.  We already have enough challenges as it is already with 
the language barriers and not having enough people, from my 
standpoint, in public safety organizations, who can communicate with 
them effectively, and I think that is a huge challenge. Knowing that local 



officers have the authority to pull  people over on a traffic stop, and 
detain them, not consider what those social issues are …whether they 
have a wife, whether they have children, removing that person from that 
environment…(arresting, deporting an undocumented individual) the 
effects are really detrimental to that family and it doesn’t solve the 
problem at all.  I believe that what took place on 9/11 and the 
enforcement that is being discussed and has taken place (with the 
terrorist activity)…the Mexican populations, as my comrade here has 
mentioned, are an easy target…and I don’t think they’re a cause for 
terrorism in our community.  By no means.  And I also look at it from the 
methamphetamine standpoint. I worked in drugs (enforcement) for a 
number of years, and I oversee the local drug task force. And I 
understand the issues with methamphetamine, and efforts have been 
taken in our state and in our country to reduce the access to certain 
ingredients that one makes methamphetamine with, so reliance has 
grown on superlabs in Mexico. But it’s not just the Mexicans, it’s just not 
the folks south of the border or the countries further south, whether it’s 
Honduras or those countries further south.  It’s supported by funding, 
and that funding comes from all levels within our society.  Immigration is 
a topic that I’m pretty close to, that I’m acutely aware of across the state. 
I sit on the Nebraska Mexican-American Commission. And we discuss 
issues like this, and a lot of it is aimed at the labor force. Who’s going to 
do the work? And who HAS done the work? I just don’t think that’s the 
way to solve the issue that we have here.   One of my colleagues –the 
Grand Island police chief – as I understand a year or so ago, there was a 
raid at one of the local factories, and he refused to participate.  And I 
thought, what would happen to us in this community if I was notified by 
an ICE representative saying that “we’re going to participate in a raid and 
we want your agency to participate with us” to collect these people up.  I 
don’t know how I’d respond because I feel personally that…by the same 
token I don’t know what the attitudes are in our local government  when 
it comes to someone like myself saying ‘I don’t want to participate in 
that.’ And I don’t know whether I want that federal authorization to go 
out and pick up these individuals who live and work in our community. 
 
Frederick: 
One area where I disagree with John a little bit is in the idea where laws 
are being enforced as well as they could be.  
 
Berge: 

Oh, no, I’m not suggesting that laws aren’t being enforced as well as they 
could be. I’m suggesting there are laws on the books that are “being 
enforced” i.e. the raid at Swift that had an enormous detrimental effect 
on that community. I want to be very clear.  
 
Frederick: 



It’s kind of interesting. You’ve touched on several things. Number one, we 
ARE the shining city on the hill; if you had the choice of living in a 
peasant village or crossing over a border that’s virtually undefended, and 
going up to get a better job, would you do it?  
 
Berge: 
Absolutely, I would. 
 
Frederick: 
I would, for my family, I would. What I see as part of the problem is that I 
don’t think it’s any worse now than it was with the Reagan era or the 
Clinton era, I think that 9/11 brought it into a little bit of focus, but I 
think that the problem is that for years and years and years we’ve had an 
essentially undefended border and people were able to come and go at 
will, and now there’s a huge problem that we have to solve.  But the fact 
is, you can’t blame people for wanting to have a better life. 
 
Berge: 
STEVE! We’re not on the same page! 
 
Frederick: 

I’m not putting this on you.  I’m just saying that in general, you can’t 
blame people for wanting to have a better life.  And if you want to solve 
the problem, at some point you have to go after the employers. Because 
… and there are plenty of them in this community…who have exploited 
immigrant labor people for years and years and years, and these are the 
same people who gripe the loudest about immigrants. 
 
Karpf: 

And that brings up to me, one of the keys…race is an important thing; 
economics is more important.  There are people out there who have made 
a lot of money off the immigrants, legal or illegal, off the Mexicans, 
however you want to say that, and they are not willing to work to change 
that.  It becomes an economic issue as well as an immigrant/race issue. 
One of the things that I was talking about…Steve, you alluded to 
this…one of the problems in Nebraska in the rural part of the state is not 
that we pay higher taxes, it’s that we DON’T MAKE ENOUGH MONEY.  
We do not want to increase the standard of living overall.  We go back 
and forth with Wyoming.  Wyoming per capita taxes are about $200 
different, but percentage-wise, it’s a whole lot different because people in 
Wyoming make more money. They’ve got the minds…they’ve got other 
things they make more money, so the percentage of taxes they pay is 
less, though dollar-wise it’s not a whole lot more.   
 
Haberman: 



There are also contradictions in wants. People want certain things, but a 
lot of these same people don’t want foreigners coming into this country, 
but labor force-wise and economic force-wise, they don’t really add up.  
 
Garbacz: 
The folks who don’t want foreigners coming into the country—have they 
bothered to look in the mirror? 
 
Haberman:  
I think the argument will come down to whether they’re legal or illegal. I 
don’t know too many people who think we should have illegal 
immigration. But we should have legal immigration, but this is a 
convenient excuse because they see this as an obvious problem.  
 
Frederick: 
Well, getting into that issue, my wife is from Honduras; she came up on 
what was called a fiancée visa. After we decided to get married, she had 
to go through the process of getting her green card. We had to drive from 
here to Omaha to take care of that. And the last I heard, Denver was part 
of the United States and there’s an office in Denver, but the way that 
they had it divided up, we couldn’t go to the nearest site, we had to go to 
Omaha.  One of the incidents that happened there I think is worth 
telling. You had to go into the office there and stay in line; my wife was 
pregnant and had to stand in line for two hours to even get into the 
building. Then you took a number and sat down; everybody was waiting 
for their number to come up. One of the immigration clerks came out, 
yelled out a number and everybody’s sitting quietly. There was a little 
guy sitting in the back of the room, maybe 100 pounds, with a heavy 
pack. He stands up, puts the pack on his shoulder, and very politely 
starts walking around everybody’s feet and making his way to the front. 
He gets about halfway there—everybody’s looking at him—she calls the 
number again; he gets up to the desk and says “here I am,” and she says 
“I’m sorry, I called your number.” She called the next number just before 
he got there.  She saw him coming; everybody saw him coming. He had 
to go to the end of the line, take another number. Now, this was the 
Immigration and Naturalization SERVICE, but you didn’t get any 
SERVICE out of them.  I was pretty ashamed to be an American on that 
day.  The fact is, I asked them “why don’t you ever come out to 
Scottsbluff? Why don’t you send some people out to Scottsbluff and take 
care of the immigrants here?” and they wouldn’t do it.  So if you have a 
process that people can become legal by going through this process, or 
you can also just walk across the border, maybe part of the problem is 
that the process needs to be streamlined a little bit and be more people-
focused so people who want to become legal CAN become legal. 
  
 



Karpf: 
The process needs to be ‘how can we help you, work for you’ rather than 
whoops, five o’clock, I’m gone.  
 
Frederick: 
If you talk 12 million illegal immigrants, how much money has this 
country given up in fees and so forth by discouraging them from taking 
the legal route?  Probably a lot of money there, I don’t know how much, 
but we were writing some pretty big checks to go through this process 
legally.  Well, those people could have done the same thing too, but 
maybe we didn’t make it as easy as it should be.  And I think we have to 
put aside this idea that you’re going to round up 12 million people and 
run them out of the country.  It’s just impractical. It creates a giant hole 
in our work force and in jobs, in general, that Americans don’t want to 
do. And I think maybe a more practical route is how do you make these 
people legal?  How do you pull them out of the shadows, get them to pay 
their fees, and become legal. I think a lot of them would do that. 
 
Karpf: 

they would, given the opportunity.  
 
Garbacz: 
Is there a racial divide in Scottsbluff? 

 
Moreno: 
I just think it’s a number of uneducated people, is what it is. When it 
comes to any kind of divide… I ran for Scottsbluff county sheriff, and if 
there was any time I ran into racism, it was during that time. I just 
attribute it to ignorance on the part of some of those people and the 
comments that were made to me; some of them were pretty hurtful 
comments, but I didn’t feel that was the sentiment of the entire 
community when it comes to that type of attitude. Racism exists; it 
exists, but I don’t think there’s a huge divide, by any means; I really feel 
it’s in various pockets throughout the community; unfortunately I think 
it has a lot to do with poverty; it has to do with the work force, it has to 
do with the kind of work that undocumented individuals typically 
perform in our communities, it’s just a perception that exists with those 
folks.  I don’t think there’s a divide. It’s not to the point that Scottsbluff 
doesn’t welcome or work with those people. 
I was visiting here with Dr. Reynolds about the immigrant issue;  
I’ve heard the comment Latina, I’ve heard the comment Mexican…it 
seems that just from the language standpoint that really creates some 
confusion…Steve mentioned that when it comes to immigration, 
oftentimes Mexicans are looked at as the immigration problem. And it’s 
just not those folks, of course, or my folks, of course, in that category. 



There seems to be lot of confusion, depending where you’re from, where 
you are in the community, whether it’s Latino, Mexican-American, 
Mexican, whether it’s undocumented, or illegal--some of those words 
connotate negativity when it comes to the attitudes and perceptions 
people have of undocumented individuals. 
 
Garbacz: 
What about “alien”? 
 
Moreno: 
That’s another one.  
 
Frederick: 
I have to agree. Of course, Alex sees it from a law enforcement 
standpoint, but from a personal standpoint, my wife is from Honduras, 
and very, very rarely have we ever encountered a racist attitude or an 
upfront racism.  My daughter, of course, is half Hispanic, she gets 
straight As, wins awards, but has never gotten any attitude from 
teachers or anyone about being a Latina.  I think in general, compared 
with what I’ve heard about some of the other communities in this state, I 
think people here get along pretty well. 
 
I went to a graduation party the other night. Just about everybody there 
was Latino. We were welcomed, it was a lot of fun, music, dancing, great 
food and everything, and I don’t think there was any attitude expressed 
toward me for being one of the few white faces in the room; I just don’t 
get it that way; I don’t see that happening.  We do get some negative 
comments occasionally in the paper, but I don’t think you’re going to go 
to any community in the United States where there isn’t some degree of 
racism. But I don’t think it’s as pervasive here; I think we get along 
pretty well. 
 
Garbacz: 

education aspect 
 
Reynolds:   
  
Well, K-12, our biggest concern with immigrant children is language 
issues.  We simply don’t have enough teachers, paraprofessionals or 
administrators who are bilingual.  We don’t even have people coming in 
to apply for jobs who are bilingual. We try to hire as many as we can, 
and when students come in who have difficulty with the language—we 
have some students who don’t speak English at all—it makes it more 
difficult for us to help them learn; if the parents don’t speak English at 
home, even though they have moved here, it makes it doubly difficult. 
But their attitude is always very positive toward learning.  It’s a challenge 



for us to provide the appropriate language interpreters to help us bridge 
that gap in language.  In some ways, poverty does come along with 
immigration.  I remember when I was in 7th grade in the Cuban missile 
crisis, the immigrants from Cuba were doctors, lawyers, attorneys, I 
don’t think that’s true now from Cuba. Many of the immigrants we get 
now have poverty issues that bring a lot of social issues that children 
have to overcome.  Transient immigrants are also an issue for education. 
They come for awhile, they may leave, come back, then go somewhere 
else. Our expectations, our standards –reading programs, math 
programs—may be different so it really makes it difficult if the 
immigrants are also transient and don’t come and stay in one location. 
 
Mr. Moreno and I have had lots of discussions about is it Hispanic, is it 
Latino, is it Mexican-American, what is it? And a lot of those pre-
determinations in their minds will change the way they approach these 
individuals. Are immigrants people who come from out-of-country? Are 
they illegal immigrants people who locate here from other parts of the 
United States? We almost need some definitions from which to work, but 
then again, those definitions change in our minds; you talked earlier 
about the media and how they promote this, there are no common 
definitions and people will think of Mexicans in one way, Hispanics in 
another way, and Latinos in a third way, and I think maybe with degrees 
of positivity and negativity. 
 
I agree with you. When I think of alien, I think of someone from outer 
space, not someone from across the border. 
 
It would be beneficial for the media if we had some sort of common 
vocabulary to describe the people involved and come up with solutions. 
 
Karpf: 
this is a personal story: I have a daughter-in-law who is Mexican, and we 
go to a lot of functions with her family.  My mother-in-law said at one 
point that their (the Mexicans’) attitude towards education is different 
because they were Mexican. And I pointed out to her—she’s now passed 
away—you have friends that you know who are lower-income whose 
attitude is the same. 
 
 
I think the economic situation, the poverty situation, affects people’s 
attitudes toward education as much or more as their races.  
And I think lower-income people appreciate what education can do for 
individuals.  
As people go up the income ladder, they realize how important education 
is. 
 



I don’t think it’s a Mexican thing, or a black thing, or a white thing, I 
think above everything else it’s an income…a poverty thing, from what 
I’ve seen. 
 
Reynolds: 
Mary and I had a conversation on a phone about so much of this-- it’s 
poverty-- it’s not black, white, Hispanic or anything else. It’s poverty. A 
lot of immigrants come here because they’re living in poverty and they 
want to make their lives better. Sometimes it’s difficult to break those 
chains and to move up because of impositions on their growth that are 
not self-induced. 
It’s really a poverty issue, whether they come here legally or illegally and 
carries with it different degrees of poverty. 
 
 
Frederick: 

A lot of this comes from the generational thing…the longer they are in 
the country and become assimilated.  My wife works with Head Start, 
and a lot of the people she works with began as Head Start kids, and 
now they are women who are getting master’s degrees in their 30s and 
40s, and over time it has become more important to them. One kind of 
funny story…at one point I was going to jump all over Gary’s 
predecessor, and said ‘how can you have a 25 percent Hispanic 
population in the school district and not have anybody who speaks 
Spanish? That’s ridiculous.’ And he said ‘whoa, whoa, whoa…anybody 
who’s bilingual in education can write their own ticket. They’re not going 
to live in Scottsbluff. They can go anywhere they want to in the country.’ 
I think people are waking up to immigration challenges, but it also 
creates opportunities. I hammer on my 15-year-old daughter all the 
time—‘you need to know Spanish; any job you do, you’ll be more 
valuable if you can speak two languages.’ If people want to run Spanish 
out of our schools, it’s kind of foolish, because it’s an opportunity as 
well. 
 
Reynolds: 
Sometimes we talk about why we don’t teach Mandarin Chinese. And I 
say ‘for what percent of the population is that going to be of interest? If 
you can speak Spanish, the jobs are going to be greatly open, and it’s 
going to be a survival part of our culture.  There are 14 western states in 
which the major part of the population is Hispanic. If you can’t speak 
Spanish, you aren’t just going to be out of work, you’re going to be out of 
touch with what’s going on in your own community.  
 
I think we probably ought to be requiring Spanish, beginning in 
kindergarten; just like anything else, kids learn the younger they’re 
exposed to something. 



 
Karpf: 
That’s just exactly what I was going to speak to. When I was in fourth 
grade, and fifth grade, we learned Spanish.  Then the program went 
away, the funding went away, and that was it.  
 
Again, I agree with Dr. Reynolds, I think we ought to start in the grade 
schools.  We should be…there would be more parents who would be 
bilingual, more people who could speak two languages. 
 
Reynolds: 
We simply can’t find the teachers. We’re looking for a high school 
Spanish teacher now.  It’s late in the year to be doing that, to find 
enough teachers to teach Spanish at the correct level, starting in 
kindergarten--they’re just not out there. 
 
Karpf: 

I think it’s going to take…not just in Scottsbluff but in rural places and 
in other things, besides bilingual teachers, it will be like they do in the 
medical profession, some sort of state or federal…we’ll pay off your 
student loans if you come and teach here for 10 years, or we’re going to 
drop the taxes on your house, or whatever…we’re going to have to put 
some carrots out there that are going to affect us financially in the rural 
areas. 
 
Frederick: 

I don’t want to put Dr. Harms on the spot, but a lot of my present 
thinking about it was shaped by the proportion of students who are 
coming up through the school system are going to have to play a role in 
our economy. I looked at figures from 1990-2000…this county had a 
population growth, but it was mostly in Hispanic population.  If you’d 
have looked at strictly the Caucasian population, we would have lost. 
And so if you want this economy to grow, you not only have to bring 
those people into the work force, but you have to increase their value to 
the work force. This conversation was in conjunction with what is now 
called the Harms Center, and I’ve always been a big supporter of that 
because I think you have to manufacture a work force.  We tend to think 
of college as where you go to weave baskets, and you come back and look 
for a job weaving baskets…that doesn’t exist. And at some point you have 
to look at the economy and say ‘what does the economy need?’ and train 
people to do that. And I think that’s the real opportunity there. You catch 
these people as they’re trying to move up, and you present these 
opportunities to them; you say ‘this is what we need you to be able to do.’  
I’m hoping you will say something. 
 
Harms: 



 
I think a big issue is that a lot of kids are dropping out of school.  
Hispanics are the largest population base in our county, most likely in 
the state of Nebraska.  We have to find a solution for that.  It’s an 
educational problem, but it’s also a social issue.  With the Mexican-
Americans…with a first-generation child, there may not be a lot of 
support. They may not know how important the educational system is 
going to be to this child.  
 
If you’re second generation family you’re starting to move forward; you’re 
starting to get into that educational arena. if you’re a third generation of 
a Mexican or Latino family you’re on your way.  But what you’re finding 
with these families is that there’s a conflict that begins to occur in the 
family based on the simple fact that the 3rd generation Latino is 
Americanized. And the grandparents are saying ‘I don’t want you to 
forget your roots. That’s critical for us.” 
 
The key in Nebraska, to be quite honest with you, is finding the solution 
to immigration, because I think we’re going to be at risk. That’s our work 
force. Look around here and see how many Mexican-Americans, how 
many Latinos are working. If you pull all that away, they don’t have any 
workers. And if rural America is going to survive, we have to find a 
solution to it. And to be quite honest with you, I guess my views are to 
get the ones who are not here legally, out of here. Take all the hard-
working families, be sure they can stay legally and get it over with.  Look 
at kids--Should they get scholarships? 
That’s the issue we have…the fastest growing population. What are we 
going to do with these people? 
The tragedy is that the federal government refuses to make a decision.  
What you’re going to have is  
Until our federal government steps up………….. 
 
Frederick: 
From a purely selfish standpoint, 76 million Americans are going to 
retire; I’m one of them.  Do I want to retire into an economy that isn’t 
growing, into a population that isn’t growing? Or do I want every young 
person possible to be working his tail off so I can retire in comfort? And 
the whole social security thing is going to be based on the next 
generation of workers…can they support what we’ve already established 
in this country? Right now, it looks like they can’t. And if we throw 12 
million people out of this country, and 57 percent of them are working, 
we’re going to create a hole in the economy that won’t support us. And 
the biggest proponents of immigration in this country should be retirees, 
because those workers have to come from somewhere. 
 
 



 
Karpf: 
More people are dying than are being born. 
Immigrants—it doesn’t matter if it’s from Denver or from a foreign 
country.  It doesn’t matter. We have to have immigration to maintain our 
population, let alone to grow it. We need to get used to outsiders coming 
into our close little communities. 
 
Berge: 
Death and birth rates…specifically now…we have 40 or 50 high schools 
in this state that graduate 10 and 12 and 15 people per county. This is a 
troubling figure and points out that this problem is closer than we 
thought.   
Senator Harms is absolutely right … the federal government has to make 
a decision. They have to point us in the right direction or we will have a 
fractured immigration policy, we will have vigilante-ism. The problem 
that I have is that because the state is driven by the _______________and 
we have people basing their opinions on immigration on the 30 or 40 or 
50-second sound bites that appear on their six o’clock news.  
We can’t have the federal government dicatating to us without having 
them receive input from folks like this (looking around the room). When I 
worked in the federal government, we received a lot of opinions on 
immigration. I guarantee that most of the calls I received were suggesting 
we ship ‘em up, ship ‘em out. I know that’s not the opinion of the vast 
majority of people. 
I will tell you that in a representative democracy, just like Senator Harms 
will tell you, that oftentimes voices that are heard…we need to have 
people like this around this table that won’t be swayed.  We are having a 
decent and good and civil discussion that doesn’t involve shrill, 
reactionary comments. That’s what needs to take place before we can 
direct our federal representatives, I think. It makes sense; I freely admit 
that the proposals that are out there that “sides” with one side or 
another of the immigration debate; maybe we need to do this in a 
piecemeal approach; in a comprehensive package. What we need to 
do…we NEED to get caught up in the minutiae. This is not an issue 
where we can say ‘ship them out’ ; it’s not an issue where can say ‘keep 
them all.’ We have to deal with these issues across the board or we’ll be 
having this discussion in 10, 20 or 30 years. And maybe that’s 
something that we need to do anyway. This issue has grown like wildfire, 
and it has come to the point now that it is the biggest concern to us 
national security-wise, economically, etc. 
 
Frederick: 
I think you have to be really frank about one aspect of discussion.  There 
are no more hippies to hate, and the commies went away.  It’s not 
fashionable to hate black people, so I think, where are you going to go 



anymore if you’re a respectable racist but to the immigration issue.  I 
think there has to be an acknowledgement that a big piece of the whole, 
shrill discussion of immigration has to do with racism.  And I think at 
some point, we have to say in order to make this work, we have to shut 
at least that portion of the discussion off and discuss the realities of it. If 
you want to have a secure border, then secure the border. If you want to 
have legal immigration, then work on a way to have legal immigration.  
But to simply give the people who are being shrill and mean-spirited 
about it the whole table, we aren’t going to get anywhere. 
 
Karpf: 
And if you’re going to secure the border, be sure to secure the Canadian 
border as well! 
 
Meininger: 
I’m a product of immigration, and I agree with what Dr. Harms said 
about third generation immigration.  I’m third generation, and I can 
speak a little bit of my ancestors’ language…my ancestors were German.  
My kids are completely drawn away from that.  I can tell you a little bit 
about where you become Americanized and finally start forgetting. 
 
Going back to whether we have this huge racial barrier in Scottsbluff, 
and I agree with Chief Moreno that it’s an educational barrier. I could 
take the person who made that comment and go into his own race and 
find it’s more of an educational barrier. The people who made that 
comment (about there being a racial divide) can go into any community 
and find an educational divide. Once that education starts climbing, 
that’s where the separation is.  If we take the attitude of ‘they should be 
shoved out,’ we won’t even have the local base. There are companies in 
Scottsbluff that are going across the border to find people they can bring 
in to (fill jobs).  People either say ‘the jobs are below us’ or they don’t 
want to do the work.  I’m not sure what the issue is there, but you pull 
all the ones who are here illegally, you’re right, the ones who are paying 
into social security right now…you’ll create a huge hole. 
The people who are coming across the border illegally, that process is 
hard to follow; I think we need to hone in on a process that will make 
that manageable. You shouldn’t have to go through that.  If you work 
here, maybe you have the right.  If any individual has the desire to do 
something else with his life, we’re all human, we’re all God’s creations, 
and we have that desire to move forward, I don’t care where it’s at, if I 
want to go to another country, I should be able to do that. There should 
be a process to make it legal. Ours is very complex.  
 
Frederick: 
If you want people to be legal immigrants instead of illegal immigrants, 
you have to make it harder to be an illegal immigrant and easier to be a 



legal immigrant.  Part of that is you have to crack down on people who 
employ illegal immigrants. You have to demand that. 
and maybe I part ways with some people here…I don’t think that illegal 
immigrants ought to be able to get services that are paid for by legal 
citizens. If you shut that door…if you shut the immigration door…If you 
create all these barriers ‘okay you can sneak across the border, but then 
where do you go?’  If you can’t get a job, you can’t get services, then 
you’re going to be compelled to do it the legal way. And there on the other 
side of it, you have to make it easier. ‘This a person up in Nebraska 
who’s offering me a job, and I want to move up there.’ You’ve got to make 
this an easier process, a shorter process so people will take the legal 
route. There are enormous barriers to being legal, but if you want to walk 
across the border, walk across it.  But this isn’t a brand new problem; 
it’s been going on for generations. And I bring that up all the time. It 
wasn’t any better under Ronald Reagan or Bill Clinton. This isn’t 
something that has just been sprung on us. 
 
Karpf: 
Basically I agree with what you’re saying, but a little bit of it goes back to 
what Alex (Moreno) was saying earlier.  I’d rather have (the law 
enforcement people) going after murderers than trying to bust some 
illegal because he’s an illegal immigrant And I don’t know where we get 
that manpower, and how someone like Alex,. in his position, decides how 
to allocate that manpower to make sure the laws are enforced. Because 
as you said, we haven’t been enforcing them for years.  So it’s a major 
change, #1, and #2, the law enforcement agencies are at their limits with 
what they have to deal with. 
 
Frederick: 

If you’re an illegal immigrant and you’re female and you get raped, where 
do you go? Who do you turn to?  
 
Karpf: 

There’s a lot of small things we need to look at. and bring up and make 
people more aware of.  
 
Frederick: 

It’s not a burden you should be putting on the local police because 
they’re trying to deal with a different set of problems. I wouldn’t want to 
create a situation where illegal immigrants can get abused and beaten 
and raped and robbed and not have anybody to turn to. 
 
Berge: 
That’s just what you were saying. There is an exploitive nature to this. If 
someone doesn’t feel they can report a crime to you, Chief (to Alex) or to 
your subordinates, we’ve got a real problem. There is a perception of a 



lack of protection under the law for these individuals, and I don’t think 
anyone should have to live in that shadow, whether they’re documented 
or not. 
 
Moreno: 
I see that every day, I really do. I am bilingual and I am always available 
to anyone in our community, but I am frequently contacted by non-
English-speaking residents within our community when it comes to 
crime as an example.  Your example of a female who doesn’t speak 
English, is sexually assaulted; my immediate reaction is ‘wow, does she 
have a long road ahead of her because there aren’t adequate services in 
this community, in my experience, to address her concerns. Hopefully 
they’ll get addressed, but she has an uphill road to climb. When it comes 
to domestic abuse, oftentimes, and I have witnessed it in local law 
enforcement agencies—not so much ours because I make myself 
available to them--when you have an English-speaking husband and a 
non-English speaking spouse, the husband makes a claim about abuse 
and such, and since the female is unable to communicate effectively, she 
often becomes the target of an arrest or prosecution, and that’s just not 
right and it’s a huge problem.  And it’s not just in public safety, it’s in 
other areas of our communities. 
 
Harms: 

People are now afraid to come forward. If we were to put together a 
program to allow them to become an American citizen, I’m not sure 
they’re going to trust us. I think they’ll be afraid to come forward and go 
through a program to become an American citizen so they can be here 
openly and honestly…they’re afraid to do that.  We’ve already convinced 
them we’re going to send them back. I think this is one of the biggest 
issues that we have to deal with. No matter what the law is, no matter 
what the rules turn out to be. We’ll have to reach out to those families 
and tell them they’re going to receive our protection so they can go 
through this program. They’ve already had this experience with us.  
That’s the biggest concern that I have. 
 
Berge: 
I don’t know if anybody saw this, but yesterday was the largest 
immigration raid in this country’s history…in a beef packing plant in 
northeast Iowa. And I think to myself when I read an article like this—
exactly what did it solve? And I think that’s the debate this discussion 
should have. These rules ARE being enforced, but to what end? We’re 
going to break up families, we’ll be sending three or four hundred people 
back to Mexico because of this, kids are getting pulled out of school, 
wives are going to have to go on some sort of services, under these 
guidelines. 
 



Frederick: 
And for several days, the plant is going to be shut down. How is that 
going to help ranchers? Or people who raise livestock? 
 
Karpf: 
The people who own that meatpacking plant are the same ones who own 
Local Pride in Gordon (Nebraska). I worked on a block grant for them. In 
that plant, seven languages, including Chinese, they have had Chinese 
people emigrate here to work in that plant.  Sholom Rubashkin is the 
orthodox Jew who owns and runs these plants, says ‘we know 
discrimination. We know the problems.’ And I want to hear his side of 
things. 
I’ll tell you what, I can get documents that will fool anyone around this 
table, good enough so I can get a job, for a very small amount of money. 
I’ll bet I can get them in this community; I don’t know; I haven’t tried.   
 
Frederick: 

I’ll make this my final comment.  From what everyone around this table 
understands about the United States Constitution and the people who 
wrote it, what would Benjamin Franklin or Thomas Jefferson say if we 
told them we wanted to create a country to which people could not come, 
could not come for the benefits of living here and to enjoy the types of 
freedoms we enjoy I would suspect they would find the idea of ‘no, you 
can’t come here’ to be entirely foreign to what they wanted to do. Their 
whole idea was that mankind is free from birth, his rights do not come 
from the government…they come from God, they come from a higher 
power, and to say there’s an artificial line here that you can’t cross 
because you were born someplace else…I think that idea would be 
utterly foreign to them.  
 
 
 
 
 


