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The Illinois Latino COVID-19 Initiative urges stronger health 

response to protect communities of color as restrictions loosen 
and COVID impact remains imbalanced 

 
The Illinois Latino COVID-19 Initiative, a coalition of over 50 Illinois Elected Officials,  

Stakeholders and Health professionals call on government, philanthropy, and all other institutions  
of power to more proactively protect these communities and their state. 

 
Chicago, IL – As Illinois prepares to move into Phase 3 of its reopening plan, too many glaring 
health and economic disparities remain unaddressed for the state’s communities of color. The Illinois 
Latino COVID-19 Initiative calls on government, philanthropy, and all other institutions of power to 
more proactively protect these communities and their state. 
 
Although Illinois as a whole has flattened the curve of COVID-19, the Latino community continues to 
have alarmingly high infection rates and case-positivity rates. These disparities in positivity rates are 
not simply due to an increase in COVID-19 testing. As of Tuesday, May 26, about 1.6 percent of all 
Latinos (possibly higher due to 52% of missing data statewide) in Illinois have been infected with 
COVID-19, which is a dramatically higher rate than those of the state overall (0.9 percent) and of its 
white non-Hispanic population (0.3 percent). Latinos comprise about 17% of the state’s population, 
but about 30% of all COVID-19 cases in the state (higher when including undercount). While 
Chicago continues to see alarming rates, outside of Chicago, Latino cases are also disproportionality 
high. 
 
The disproportionate and tragic burden in Latino communities proves that COVID-19 is not an equal 
threat to all Illinoisans. These gaps are not narrowing and are not going to reconcile themselves. In 
the past 7 days, 35 percent of all new reported COVID-19 cases in Illinois were Latinos. In reality, 
this may be as high as 50 percent when considering the number of Latinos in the “Left Blank” 
category. 



 

 
 

While the state and region as a whole have achieved the milestone of less than a 20-percent 
case-positivity rate defined as necessary for progression into Phase 3, many pockets remain at over 
double this rate. Latinos are still testing at 48-percent positivity overall. That number is likely to be an 
undercount considering that many who are tested are not disclosing or not being asked for their race 
and ethnicity. Additionally, out of the 15 Illinois zip codes with the most cases, 11 have 
Latino-majority populations. These communities will now be even more exposed under the loosened 
restrictions of Phase 3.  
 

 



 
 
 
 
Aside from the health risks, these disparities come with economic repercussions that affect residents 
outside of their communities.  
 
Nearly 70% of all COVID-19 cases in Illinois are to working-age individuals 20-59, one third of these 
are Latino, while Latinos are 17% of the state's population. Because Latinos have the highest 
labor-force participation rate in the state (and among the lowest health-insurance enrollment rates), 
these disparities will lead to widespread negative economic repercussions outside of the Latino 
communities.  
 
“Despite all efforts to date, the public health crisis of COVID-19 in the Latino community remains the 
most severe in the state. As many essential workers are literally sanitizing and conducting the deep 
cleaning necessary to protect themselves and their neighbors, what protections will be put in place 
for these workers?” said Aida Giachello, Ph.D., member of the initiative and research faculty at 
Northwestern University. 
 
“Physical distancing is a privilege, and many Latinos have continued to work during the stay at home 
orders. When you live in multigenerational family living arrangements and crowded housing 
conditions, this increases the risk of contagion. Moreover, many Latinos are without health insurance 
and may delay testing and medical care when they need it. With this in mind, it is imperative that we 
put in place additional protections in order to limit the spread of the virus and its impact on the health 
of Latino communities,” said Dr. Marina Del Rios, an emergency physician and member of the 
initiative.  
 
“As Illinois takes steps to reopen, communities in my district remain the hardest hit. Latinos have 
suffered disproportionately, but continue to serve on the frontlines, and as a result, workers expose 
themselves and their families every day. The fight against this pandemic is far from over and unless 
immediate action is taken at all levels of government to mitigate the harm, we will see more lives 
lost. The bottom line is that the needs of Latinos and essential workers must be prioritized in the 
state’s reopening.,” said Congressman Jesús “Chuy” García. 
 
“This public health crisis has been exacerbated by an economic tsunami effect that has crashed 
through the Latino community,” said Sylvia Puente, Executive Director for the Latino Policy Forum. 
“These are among the most powerful economic contributors in the state. Devastation for Latinos 
means devastation for Illinois.” 
 
We need to be proactive and creative if we are to reconcile the social and health equities that 
communities of color have exposed. The Initiative has identified the following urgent steps and calls 
on all Illinois leaders to take action. 

1. Collect accurate, complete surveillance data by race and ethnicity. Latinos are not being 
properly categorized with respect to COVID-19 testing, morbidity, and mortality. We need to reduce 
the missing demographic data and consistently obtain the ethnic breakdown of Latino and other 
racial and ethnic groups by national origin, census tracts, community type (urban or rural), age and 
gender, etc. We call on the Governor to issue an executive order assuring that all sectors 
responsible for data collection record accurate demographic data including race, ethnicity, sex, and 



 
gender and to mandate training, as needed, to accurately and rigorously maintain testing, morbidity, 
and mortality records. 

2. Increase the number of testing sites and assure that all testing sites have robust capacity 
and infrastructure including the necessary staffing, supplies, and funding for testing, counseling, and 
follow-up in areas with a high concentration of Latinos. 

3. Testing sites should not deter non-citizens by imposing barriers within communities where 
people who are uninsured or undocumented live. Testing sites should refrain from asking about 
citizenship status, should expand opportunities for testing without an appointment or without a 
healthcare provider’s referral, and should ensure that residents are aware of State programs that 
address the cost of testing and treatment for COVID-19. Testing sites should also triage people 
presenting for testing and refer for immediate medical attention where appropriate. 

4. All levels of government should have a plan to provide adequate case-finding, 
contact-tracing, and follow-up with culturally and linguistically appropriate approaches. This 
plan should be done in part by leveraging the resources of community-based organizations. 

5. Provide Latinos who test positive with a COVID-19 home care kit of items to monitor 
disease severity. This may include a thermometer, pulse oximeter, bilingual English and Spanish 
educational materials about how to protect themselves and other family members, and strict 
precautions for when to seek immediate emergency care and when it is okay to stay home. 

6. Provide temporary housing to Latino essential workers who have tested positive and 
cannot maintain social distancing at home. This information should also be on the access 
helpline in Spanish. 

7. Engage in a comprehensive English and Spanish health education campaign that will use 
ethnic and mainstream media, including social media platforms, and utilize professional bilingual and 
bicultural personnel to translate and regularly update COVID-19 educational messages and 
materials. 

8. Develop administrative policies to protect vulnerable populations including people with 
disabilities, nursing home residents, immigrants, and undocumented workers, among others. Ensure 
that federal, state, county, and city COVID-19 services are available to them, including protections 
and inclusion of these groups in federal stimulus relief efforts. 

9. Enforce occupational, safety, and health guidelines in small businesses in Latino 
communities, meatpacking industries, and other industries with high concentrations of people of 
color. 

10. Release and distribute COVID-19 financial resources across various communities 
equitably and transparently. 

The Latino COVID-19 Initiative is a consortium of over 50 Latino elected and appointed officials, together with 
health professionals, and representatives of professionals and community-based organizations. The initiative 
aims to present one united voice in stopping the spread of COVID-19 in our communities while addressing 
related public health issues and the devastating economic impact of COVID-19.  
 

http://illinoisunidos.com/consortium-consorcio/
http://illinoisunidos.com/consortium-consorcio/


 
The Initiative as a group has continued to expand and has established a bilingual (Spanish) website 
IllinoisUnidos.com to share our work and COVID-19 related resources with the public, particularly, the Latinx 
community. 
 
Please contact Xavier Nogueras @ 773-593-1345 or Cesar Rolon @ 773-251-3329 for more 
information or to interview participants including Health Experts / Elected Officials / Community 
Stakeholders.  
 

 
 


