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The Growing Latino Population and the Impact on the Oil 
and Natural Gas Industry and American Energy Security

and natural gas industry has on minority 
communities — whether it be from ris-
ing energy costs or environmental justice 
concerns (America’s Power, 2012; Center for 
American Progress, 2008; Natural Resourc-
es Defense Council, 2004). However, this 
paper focuses on how the Latino1 commu-
nity, from its strength in  growing numbers, 
will impact the oil and natural gas industry 
via larger energy demand and changing 
workforce trends — and ultimately how 
this may impact American energy security.

Hispanic Energy Demand
Over the past decade, the Latino popula-
tion in the U.S. grew 43% to 50.5 million 
in 2010 (Census Bureau, 2011). Hispanic 
growth also accounted for more than half 
of the nation’s population growth, 56% 
to be precise, from 2000 to 2010 (Census 
Bureau, 2011). During the same period, 
overall Hispanic purchasing power more 
than doubled and is now estimated at $1.2 
trillion a year (Selig Center for Economic 
Growth, 2009). As a result, there has been 
an increased demand from the Latino 
community for many products and ser-
vices – energy being one of them. As the 
fastest growing demographic2 in the U.S., 
it is important to understand the impact 
and factors that influence Hispanic energy 
demand as a means to reducing the coun-
try’s energy consumption and vulnerabil-
ity to foreign energy resources (Adua & 
Sharp, 2011).

Introduction
Energy plays a vital role in any given country 
as a fuel that powers the economic engine 
(Nandakumar, 2007). Fueled by develop-
ment in emerging economies around the 
world, global energy demand is expected 
to increase by more than 50% by 2035 
(Energy Information Administration, 2011). 
Until recently, the U.S. was the world’s big-
gest energy consumer and U.S. demand is 
expected to increase 10% by 2035 (EIA-A, 
2012). In order to help meet American en-
ergy demand, the U.S. has to import much 
of the energy resources, particularly oil from 
foreign nations. While currently at a 12-year 
low, dependency on foreign nations for the 
energy that fuels the American economy is 
at the core of American energy security con-
cerns (EIA-B, 2012).

Long-term measures to increase en-
ergy security include exploiting domestic 
energy resources and reducing overall de-
mand through energy conservation mea-
sures. Domestic energy production has 
substantially increased with less than half 
of oil consumption currently being im-
ported. While currently the U.S. ranks 7th 
in energy consumption per capita around 
the world, U.S. per capita consumption is 
expected to gradually decrease with im-
provements in energy efficiency. However, 
future energy demand is nonetheless ex-
pected to increase with the growth of the 
U.S. populace. 

There is previous literature and discus-
sion about potential impacts that the oil 

Omar De Leon, 2011–12 CHCI-API STEM Graduate Fellow

Abstract
Addressing our nation’s energy problems 
is a long-term challenge. Americans make 
up less than 5% of the world’s population 
but consume one-fifth of the world’s total 
energy demand. Oil and natural gas ac-
count for almost two-thirds of this energy 
demand. As the fastest growing racial/
ethnic demographic in the U.S., the His-
panic population will have an important 
role in how we address these energy chal-
lenges. Hispanics will be the source of a 
growing portion of the nation’s increased 
energy demand, and while per capita en-
ergy consumption is the lowest among all 
racial/ethnic demographics, this number 
is expected to increase. Accounting for 
three-quarters of the nation’s workforce 
growth into the next decade, Hispanics 
will also serve as a large source of human 
capital that will be needed in many in-
dustries. Their ability to succeed in STEM 
fields will be critical for the nation’s com-
petitiveness, including that of the oil and 
natural gas industry. This may impact how 
well the industry can meet future demand 
for increased domestic production and 
increase America’s energy independence. 
This paper takes a look at the implications 
the growing Hispanic population, as con-
sumers and workers, may have on the oil 
and natural gas industry, and ultimately 
American energy security.
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Transportation Demand
In the U.S., the predominant mode of trav-
el is by passenger vehicles3, accounting for 
25% of passenger miles traveled in 2009 
(Department of Transportation, 2011). 
While the U.S. has less than 5% of the 
world’s population, it accounts for 19% of 
the world’s cars, compared to 4% in China, 
9% in Japan, 6% in Germany, and 3% in 
Canada (Center for Sustainable Systems, 
2011). With the growth of the Hispanic 
population in the U.S., it is important to 
understand the transportation energy 
consumption trends of this community 
and the possible implications on future 
energy demand — particularly consider-
ing that transportation accounts for 72% 
of oil use in the U.S. and two-thirds of that 
is from gasoline (EIA-A, 2010).

With growing numbers, Latinos have 
taken up a larger share of overall personal 
transportation energy demand4 in the 
U.S. In 2010, Hispanics accounted for al-
most 13% of U.S. gasoline and motor oil 
consumer expenditures — up from 8% 
in 2000 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). 
During the same period, the shares for 
non-Hispanic Blacks did not change sig-
nificantly from 9% to 10% and actually 
decreased from 83% to 78% for non-His-
panic Whites (BLS, 2010).

Hispanic households have consistently 
shown high demand for personal trans-
portation energy — in the form of gaso-
line and motor oil — compared to other 
demographics. Despite having markedly 
lower average income levels, Hispanics 
spend more on gasoline than their non-
Hispanic5 counterparts. In 2010, Hispanic 
households earned 22% less income than 
non-Hispanic households (BLS, 2010). 
However, that same year Hispanics spent 
3% more on gasoline and motor oil than 
non-Hispanics, and the previous year 7% 
more (BLS, 2010). It is important to note 
that averaged expenditures for Latinos 
may be influenced by the prices and con-

ditions of certain states with higher con-
centration of Latinos.

Hispanics consume more gasoline and 
motor oil in spite of owning fewer vehicles 
than non-Hispanics. Hispanics are almost 
twice as likely not to own a car compared 
to non-Hispanic Whites (BLS, 2010). On av-
erage, there are 1.6 vehicles per Hispanic 
household compared to 2 vehicles per 
non-Hispanic household (BLS, 2010).

Higher consumption may be attributed 
to Hispanic households generally being 
larger than non-Hispanic households. In 
particular, Hispanic households have, on 
average, more wage-earners and more 
children than non-Hispanic households 
(BLS, 2010). Adults who are employed 
travel by vehicle more often than those 
not employed and adult members of fami-
lies with children make more trips as well 
(Department of Transportation, 2000). 
There are almost twice as many children in 
Hispanic households than in non-Hispanic 
households (BLS, 2010), which may also 
result in increased vehicle travel for His-
panic families.

In 2010, the median age of the Hispanic 
population was 27.5 compared to 41.3 for 
non-Hispanic Whites and 36.9 for all races/
ethnicities (Census, 2012). While Latino 
households have higher transportation 
energy demand, given larger and younger 
households, per capita consumption is 
among the lowest. Low per capita residen-
tial energy consumption may explain why, 
from 2000 to 2010, Latinos accounted 
for more than half of the U.S. population 
growth (Census Bureau, 2011), but only 
18% of the growth in overall U.S. gasoline 
and motor oil consumer expenditures 
(BLS, 2010). As the average age of the La-
tino population increases, per capita de-
mand is likely to increase.

When considering expenditures on 
public transportation, there is negligible 
difference between total expenditures on 
transportation energy among Hispanics 

and non-Hispanics (BLS, 2010). However, 
it is important to note that in general 
Hispanics prefer passenger vehicles as a 
mode of transportation, which may be 
attributed to Latinos having larger house-
holds. Considering that Latino population 
growth is projected to account for more 
than half of the U.S. population growth 
from 2010 to 2020 (Ortman & Guarneri, 
2009), this presents strategic opportuni-
ties to help lower overall transportation 
energy demand and advance U.S. energy 
security.

Residential Demand
Residential energy6 demand is supplied 
predominantly in three categories: elec-
tricity, natural gas, and fuel oil and other 
fuels7. Overall, the residential sector has 
seen demand for natural gas and fuel 
oil and other fuels decrease over time 
prompted mostly by increased demand 
for electricity (EIA-B, 2010). With the Latino 
population growing at a faster rate than 
any other demographic, it is important to 
understand the residential energy con-
sumption trends of this community and 
the possible implications on future energy 
demand — particularly with the growth of 
natural gas use for electricity generation 
(EIA-B, 2010). 

Similarly to transportation energy de-
mand, Hispanics have taken up a larger 
share of overall residential energy demand 
in the U.S. Hispanics now account for 11% 
of all residential energy expenditures com-
pared to only 7% in 2000 (BLS, 2010). Dur-
ing the same time period, residential en-
ergy expenditure shares for non-Hispanic 
Blacks increased slightly from 12% to 13% 
and decreased for non-Hispanic Whites 
from 81% to 77% (BLS, 2010). However, 
despite rapid population growth, Latinos 
do not have a strong residential energy 
demand compared to other demographics. 
From 2000 to 2010, only 17% of the growth 
in overall residential energy expenditures 

With growing numbers, Latinos have taken up a larger share of overall personal transportation 
energy demand4 in the U.S. In 2010, Hispanics accounted for almost 13% of U.S. gasoline and 
motor oil consumer expenditures — up from 8% in 2000 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). 



3

2010). The representation of Latinos in the 
oil and natural gas industry has grown 
slowly over the years having been about 
11% in 2004 and is currently at approxi-
mately 13% (EEOC, 2010). However, the oil 
and gas industry is still slightly below the 
national aggregate of 15% Hispanics in the 
workforce in (BLS-B, 2010). With an esti-
mated 2.2 million workers in the oil and 
natural gas industry (Pricewaterhouse- 
Coopers, 2011), an additional 50,000 His-
panics — almost one-fifth of those already 
in the industry — would need to be hired 
in order to reach the national aggregate.

Latinos are projected to be the main 
driver of growth in the American work-
force in the coming decades. Considering 
that from 2010 to 2025, domestic crude 
oil production and natural gas production 
are expected to increase by 17% and 20% 
(EIA-A, 2012), respectively, ensuring that 
there is adequate domestic talent among 
this new workforce is paramount for oil 
and natural gas industry competitiveness 
and ultimately U.S. energy security.

Workforce Growth
With the sheer growth in the number of 
Latinos in the workforce, the oil and natural 
gas industry will likely find itself hiring an 
increasing number of Latinos in the next 
decade. Latinos are projected to account 
for 74% of the growth in the nation’s work-
force in the next decade — having been 
only 54% from 2000 to 2010 and 36% from 
1990 to 2000 (BLS-A, 2012). In the next 
decade, Hispanics are expected to add 7.7 
million workers to the labor force while 
non-Hispanic Whites are expected to de-
cline by 1.6 million (Pew Research Center, 
2012). The share of the workforce that is 
Hispanic is projected to increase from 15% 
in 2010 to 19% in 2020, partly due to the 
large young and rapidly growing Hispanic 
population as well as the decline in the 
non-Hispanic White labor force from aging 
(Pew Research Center, 2012).

ics. In 2005, Hispanics consumed 36% 
less energy per capita at home than non-
Hispanic Blacks and 46% less per capita 
than non-Hispanic Whites (EIA, 2005). In 
other words, the average Hispanic family 
of four consumes less energy than a non-
Hispanic Black family of three and slightly 
more energy than a non-Hispanic White 
family of two.

Non-Hispanics have almost double 
the residential energy demand of Hispan-
ics and while the Hispanic population is 
rapidly growing, their per capita residen-
tial energy demand remains relatively 
low having grown only 8% from 2001 to 
2005 — similar to the 5% growth shown 
by non-Hispanics (EIA, 2005). Having a 
low per capita residential energy demand 
among the fastest growing demographic 
in the U.S. is a positive attribute for help-
ing lower our overall energy demand and 
helping advance U.S. energy security. 
While energy efficiency improvements at 
the residential level can help lower resi-
dential energy demand even more among 
Latinos, knowing that this community has 
a relative high demand for personal trans-
portation energy presents strategic op-
portunities for targeted energy efficiency 
improvements that may have a larger 
impact — especially considering that the 
U.S. has the highest level of passenger 
travel per capita in the world (Internation-
al Energy Agency, 2011).

Hispanic Workforce Supply
While Latino population growth is fueling 
a larger Latino market share for energy 
demand, it is also significantly contribut-
ing to the growth of the U.S. labor mar-
ket, including that of the oil and natural 
gas industry. In 2010, approximately 26% 
of the oil and gas industry9 workforce 
was comprised of minorities — approxi-
mately half of which were Hispanic (Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission, 

came from Latinos (BLS, 2010).
In 2010 there were 3.3 persons living in 

Hispanic households compared to 2.4 in 
non-Hispanic household (BLS, 2010). With 
more Hispanics living in each household, 
most would assume that energy con-
sumption would be higher amongst His-
panic households. However, Latinos actu-
ally have the lowest household residential 
energy demand when compared to other 
demographics. In 2010 Hispanics spent 
14% — almost $300 — less on home en-
ergy use than non-Hispanics (BLS, 2010). 
Hispanics spent 7% less than non-Hispan-
ics on electricity, 15% less on natural gas, 
and 74% less on fuel oils and other fuels 
(BLS, 2010). It is important to note that 
averaged expenditures for Latinos may be 
influenced by the prices and conditions of 
certain states with higher concentration 
of Latinos. California, which has a higher 
population of Latinos, has low per capita 
energy consumption, in part due to mild 
weather that reduces energy demand for 
heating and cooling (EIA, 2009).

Lower residential energy demand 
may be attributed to Hispanics having 
smaller homes. In 2005, Hispanic homes 
averaged around 1500 square feet while 
non-Hispanic Black homes averaged over 
1900 square feet and non-Hispanic White 
homes averaged over 2300 square feet 
(EIA, 2005)8. Lower residential energy de-
mand may also be attributed to Latinos 
having more working members in each 
household. Hispanic households had an 
average of 1.5 wage-earners compared 
to 1.3 for non-Hispanic Whites and 1.1 
for non-Hispanic Blacks (BLS, 2010). With 
more individuals out most of the day 
working, residential energy demand will 
tend to be lower.

Not only do Latinos have lower resi-
dential energy demand per household, 
but with larger households, per capita 
residential energy demand is also the 
lowest compared to other demograph-

While Latino population growth is fueling a larger Latino market share for energy demand,  
it is also significantly contributing to the growth of the U.S. labor market, including that of the 
oil and natural gas industry. 
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70% the previous year (Pew Hispanic Cen-
ter, 2011). In October 2010, a record 44% 
of young Hispanic high school completers 
were enrolled in college, up nearly 5 per-
centage points from the previous year 
(Pew Hispanic Center, 2011).

While a projected increase in work-
force is crucial to ensuring the energy 
demands of our society, it is even more 
crucial that this workforce be adequately 
prepared for jobs that will be needed to 
ensure American competitiveness, partic-
ularly in the fields of science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM). By 
2018, eight million U.S. jobs will be avail-
able in the STEM fields; however, it is pro-
jected that the next generation of Ameri-
can employees will be largely unprepared 
for these jobs (Center on Education and 
the Workforce, 2010).

Industry Potential
While the number of Latinos in the oil and 
natural gas industry is underrepresented, 
with growth in numbers, the Latinos popu-
lation has strong potential to strengthen the 
industry workforce needed to help meet the 
demand of increased domestic production 
— particularly in STEM fields where Latinos 
currently make up only 6% of the workforce 
(Department of Commerce, 2011).

STEM occupations are critical to our 
continued economic competitiveness 
because of their direct ties to innova-
tion, economic growth, and productivity 
(Center on Education and the Workforce, 
2011). There is a persistent concern that 
the U.S. is not producing enough STEM 
workers to compete successfully in the 
global economy (Center on Education 
and the Workforce, 2011). While Hispanics 
and non-Hispanics have nearly identical 
interests in pursuing STEM degrees, His-
panics and non-Hispanic Blacks are less 
likely to finish these degrees compared to 
non-Hispanic Whites (Higher Education 
Research Institute, 2010). Approximately 

22% of Hispanic undergraduate students 
complete STEM bachelor’s degrees in five 
years compared to 33% of non-Hispanic 
Whites and 18% of non-Hispanic Blacks 
(HERI, 2010). Helping raise the level of 
STEM degree completion is imperative to 
the nation’s competiveness and involves 
strategic partnerships and investments 
in pre-college education in order to pro-
vide adequate educational preparation 
(Department of Commerce, 2012). Consid-
ering that in 2010 almost 1 in 4 children 
under the age of 17 were Hispanic and by 
2035 it is expected to reach 1 in 3 (Pew 
Hispanic Center-B, 2011), targeting His-
panic children will be crucial in helping 
address our STEM completion rates.

While early action within childhood 
education will have the largest impact on 
overall STEM-degree completion, those 
that have not yet enrolled in college also 
present a good immediate opportunity 
for the oil and natural gas industry. Enroll-
ing in college directly from high school 
is not possible for everyone given some 
individuals many need to work to pay for 
college (Carnevale et al., 2011). Latinos are 
among these students that often pursue 
undergraduate studies in ways that make 
it more difficult for them to complete for-
mal degrees and awards (Pew Hispanic 
Center, 2004). This indicates the impor-
tance for establishing lower cost one- and 
two-year educational and training oppor-
tunities that will help increase our STEM 
educated workforce. Much of the growth 
in college enrollment for Latinos has been 
at the community college level (Pew His-
panic Center, 2011) in large part due to 
easier access and lower costs. As the gate-
way for much of the Latino community 
into postsecondary education, commu-
nity colleges have excellent potential for 
fostering educational and training oppor-
tunities for Latinos in STEM fields.

Due to strong demand from Barnett 
Shale oil and natural gas development in 

The growth of Latinos in the workforce 
can be seen with post-recession employ-
ment gains being obtained mostly by Lati-
nos. While only accounting for 15% of the 
workforce, Latinos have secured half of 
the employment gains since the economy 
began adding jobs in early 2010 (BLS-A, 
2012). Of the 2.3 million jobs added to the 
economy in 2011, 60% were filled by La-
tinos (BLS-A, 2012). This may be because 
Latinos tend to be more mobile and will-
ing to take low-wage, temporary jobs, in 
other locations (National Poverty Center, 
2007). Hispanic-owned businesses are also 
the fastest growing small business sector, 
expanding at nearly twice the rate of the 
national average between 2002 and 2007 
(Department of Labor, 2011) and is likely to 
continue into the coming decade.

Growth of the Hispanic workforce can 
also be seen with growth in Hispanic col-
lege enrollment levels. From 2009 to 2010, 
the number of Hispanic young adults 
enrolled in college grew by 349,000, com-
pared with an increase of 88,000 young 
non-Hispanic Blacks and 43,000 young 
non-Hispanic Asian-Americans and a de-
crease of 320,000 young non-Hispanic 
Whites (Pew Hispanic Center, 2011). As a 
result of these shifts, young Hispanics for 
the first time outnumbered young non-
Hispanic Blacks on campus, even though 
black college enrollment has also grown 
steadily (Pew Hispanic Center, 2011).

While increased Latino enrollment 
in college is due in part to population 
growth, it is also the result of significant 
educational strides. While the Latino 18- 
to 24-year old population grew 38% from 
2000 to 2010, the number of Latino high 
school completers grew 68% and the size 
of the young Latino college student popu-
lation has more than doubled during the 
same time period (Pew Hispanic Center, 
2011). In October 2010, the Hispanic high 
school completion rate reached its high-
est level on record at nearly 73%, up from 

The growth of Latinos in the workforce can be seen with post-recession employment gains being 
obtained mostly by Latinos. While only accounting for 15% of the workforce, Latinos have secured 
half of the employment gains since the economy began adding jobs in early 2010 (BLS-A, 2012). 
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for Hispanics to succeed in STEM fields will be critical for America’s competitiveness, including 
that of the oil and natural gas industry. 
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Endnotes

1 The terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” are used 
interchangeably in this paper.

2 Demographic herein referred to in the 
context of racial/ethnic demographics.

3 U.S. Department of Transportation’s 
definition of passenger vehicle is a car or 
truck, used for passengers, excluding buses 
or trains.

4 Amount of energy used to power passenger 
vehicles for any and all purposes including 
work, entertainment, etc.

5 Non-Hispanics are used in reference to the 
collective group of Blacks, Whites, Asian-
Americans, etc. that do not identify as 
Hispanic/Latino.

6 Amount of energy used for powering, 
heating, and cooling a home.

7 Other fuels include propane fuel, heating oil, 
kerosene, and wood.

8 EIA Residential Energy Consumption Survey 
2009 data expected to be released in 
early 2012, but not yet released at time of 
publishing.

9 The oil and gas industry is considered sectors 
including oil and gas extraction, petroleum 
refineries, gasoline stations, among others 
(PwC, 2009).

10 Wages in oil and natural gas industry 
are higher than average median wages 
(Department of Labor, 2012).


