2011 National Hispanic Heritage Month 

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) joins the Nation in celebrating National Hispanic Heritage Month from September 15 through October 15, 2011. This year’s theme is “Many Backgrounds, Many Stories…One American Spirit.”  Hispanic Heritage Month is a celebration of the history, achievements, culture, and contributions of American citizens whose ancestors came from Mexico, Spain, the Caribbean, and Central and South America.  It begins on September 15th, the day of independence for five Latin American countries: El Salvador, Costa Rica, Honduras, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. 

Interestingly, Mexico won its independence on September 16th, while Chile gained its freedom on September 18th. An author, Rebecca M. Cuevas De Caissie, stated, “Long before Columbus or any of his predecessors ever set foot on this land, there were many nations living here and a way of life that exists even to this day and largely makes up the culture of the Hispanic heritage we share and know of today.  Unlike many other races, within the Hispanic community in the Americas, you will find many things you will never find in other cultures. We are a very diverse and complex people, individual in our own nationalities yet intimately tied to each other through history, religion, cultural similarities and many other factors that truly make us unite in the common cause of furthering our future as one people.” 

Reflecting the rich cultural diversity of the American people, Hispanic Americans have shaped and strengthened our country.  As members of the Armed Forces, brave Hispanic men and women have fought and died to defend the United States in every war since the American Revolution, many serving before becoming American citizens. Hispanics have contributed to all aspects of our national life, from the Supreme Court and halls of Congress to police officers, first responders, teachers and mentors who protect our neighborhoods and guide young people.  

Several famous firsts for Hispanic Americans:  In 2009, Judge Sonia Sotomayor became the first Supreme Court Justice of the United States; U.S. Army General Richard E. Cavazos became the army’s first Hispanic four-star general in 1982; in 1991, Ellen Ochoa became the first female Hispanic astronaut; and in 1975, Rita Moreno became the first Hispanic American (and the second person ever) to have won an Oscar, a Grammy, a Tony, and an Emmy. 

During the months of September and October, we pause to celebrate the vast contributions that more than 48 million individuals have made to our Nation -- from its inception to its latest chapters.  We are also proud of our Hispanic leaders and employees in VA.  We will continue to enhance our recruitment outreach and retention efforts to ensure there are no barriers to the full participation in the VA workforce of this important segment of our society.  

Federal agencies, including VA, are striving to recruit qualified Hispanics to apply for our vacant positions.  VA’s employment of Hispanics increased from 6.50 percent at the end of fiscal year (FY) 2009 to 6.75 percent at the end of FY 2010. Hispanic men have a lower than expected participation rate at the GS 12–14 pay levels and Hispanic women have a low participation rate at the GS 12–SES pay levels. Celebrating Hispanic Heritage Month is not enough.  Human resources and equal employment staff stand ready to work with VA’s hiring officials to ensure that barriers to employment and promotion are identified and addressed.  For additional information on VA’s Hispanic Employment Program, please contact Andy Gonzalez at Andy.Gonzalez@va.gov.



