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Increasing Participation and Building Trust in the 2030 Census
Distinguished Members of the Committee:
Good morning. My name is Gladys Vega, and I am the Chief Executive Officer and President of La Colaborativa, based in Chelsea, Massachusetts. For more than 37 years, we have worked alongside immigrant families and low-income residents to protect human rights and ensure that our people are not invisible to the systems meant to serve them.
I appreciate the opportunity to testify today and share my experience working directly on every Census since 1990  always with boots on the ground, door to door, hand in hand with our neighbors to make sure every person is counted. Each decade has brought its own unique challenges, but one constant has been the growing mistrust of government.
In 1990, there was still a sense that government cared to know who we were. But by 2000 and 2010, that confidence had weakened, especially among immigrant and mixed-status families. Many Portuguese, Brazilian, and Latino residents would tell us:
“Why should we participate? We contribute, we work hard, we pay taxes, but we can’t get a driver’s license, in-state tuition, or protection from deportation. Why be counted if it doesn’t help us?”
That feeling that government uses our numbers but doesn’t see our humanity was deeply rooted by 2010. And despite all our efforts, Chelsea’s Census numbers reflected that undercount.
In 2010, the official Census listed Chelsea’s population at around 35,000 people. But we knew from every piece of local data  school enrollment, housing density, overcrowded apartments, and city growth  that the real number was much higher. Our housing stock had expanded, yet every unit, new or old, was full. Families were doubled and tripled up. In 2014, we also saw a large influx of unaccompanied minors, which further increased our population. The data from schools, rental records, and community programs all told the same story: Chelsea was growing, but the Census did not reflect that growth.
The trend continued through 2020. Despite the tremendous outreach effort our organization led in the middle of a deadly pandemic, when Chelsea was the national epicenter of COVID-19  the 2020 Census once again reported a population almost identical to 2010. Yet during that decade, we saw new housing developments, increased school enrollment, record demand for city services, and growing overcrowding in every neighborhood. The Census numbers simply did not match the reality we lived. That undercount is not a small mistake  it is a reflection of broken trust and a process that left thousands of residents unseen.
Rebuilding Trust for 2030
Rebuilding that trust must be our top priority for the 2030 Census.
Trust cannot be built in the last year of a campaign  it must start years in advance. It grows through relationships, through consistency, through seeing the same faces year after year, speaking the same language, and sharing the same lived experience.
That’s why hiring and training people from the neighborhood is essential. When people see their own neighbors at the door  people they already know and trust  they open up. When they see a stranger with a government badge, they close it.
Community-based hiring isn’t just good outreach; it’s the only proven strategy for overcoming fear, misinformation, and the legacy of exclusion.
When trust is broken, the cost is enormous specially for small cities like Chelsea. Every person who is not counted means lost funding for schools, healthcare, housing, and infrastructure. It means fewer resources to support working families, seniors, and children. An undercount in a city like Chelsea doesn’t just hurt us  it ripples across the entire Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
The 2030 Census is our opportunity to repair that damage. But it will take real, early, and sustained investment, beginning at least five years ahead  in community partnerships, in local messengers, and in rebuilding faith that the Census is safe, confidential, and vital to our future.
Recommendations for the 2030 Census
1. Start Early  at Least Five Years Ahead
Trust cannot be rebuilt overnight. Begin community relationship-building early through information sessions, awareness campaigns, and consistent visibility in immigrant neighborhoods.
2. Hire Locally and Train Deeply
Recruit and train Census workers from within the community people who speak the languages, understand the culture, and already have credibility. Invest in long-term Census “ambassadors” who can stay engaged not only during the count but in the years that follow.
3. Invest in Trusted Community-Based Organizations
Groups like La Colaborativa and the Brazilian Immigrant Center have deep networks and decades of built trust. Partnering with these organizations ensures access to families who would otherwise remain hidden. Funding must reflect that these organizations are the true bridge between the Census and the community.
4. Build Culturally Competent Media and Messaging
In a post-Trump era, where fear and misinformation still shape perceptions, messaging must be transparent, multilingual, and values-based. Campaigns should emphasize safety, confidentiality, and community benefit  not government interest.
5. Acknowledge and Address Fear Directly
Many families especially undocumented residents still fear that Census data could be used against them. The Bureau must work with trusted local leaders to explain privacy protections clearly and repeatedly, using testimonials from community members themselves.
6. Create State and Local “Census Trust Coalitions”
These coalitions should include nonprofits, city governments, educators, and faith-based groups who meet regularly to coordinate outreach, share data, and maintain trust across the decade not just during the enumeration period.Trust is fragile, but it is the foundation of democracy. When we are all counted, we are all seen. And when we are seen, we all move forward together.
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and for recognizing that trust is not a detail; it is the heart of the 2030 Census.
Respectfully submitted,Gladys Vega, La Colaborativa



2

