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One of the clearest community fixtures that one can see when navigating the streets of 

Central, East, and South Los Angeles are Latino immigrant cyclists riding on rusty mountain bikes, 

most notably on the sidewalk. Many of these bikes are also chained to various poles and fences 

surrounding day laborer centers. Yet, rarely are these cyclists acknowledged; few stop to ask them 

questions such as why they bike and where they are going (Fritz, 2008). Interestingly, this is in 

sharp contrast to the large number of young cyclists on new, colorful, “fixed gear bicycles” who are 

frequently featured on the news (Le Tellier, 2009). So, who are these immigrant cyclists, why do 

they ride, and where do they fit into a broader socio-economic analysis? 

           An analysis of the 2001 National Household Travel Survey by the Federal Highway 

Administration showed Latinos were less likely to own a vehicle than Whites or Asians. One 

explanation for this is that Latinos, especially Latino day laborers, tend to have higher shares of 

poverty than other immigrants, as they tend to be more recently arrived immigrants, lacking capital 

(Valenzuela, 2006). According to Chatman (2009) and the 2007 American Community Survey 

(ACS), recently arrived “foreign born” Americans were the highest proponents of bicycle usage, 

compared to native born or more settled “foreign born” residents. The 2007 ACS also found that 

despite Latinos comprising only 15 percent of the population, they were found to make up 22 

percent of bicycle commuters to work, which was greater than other ethnic groups, excluding 

Whites. Pucher’s (2003) research determined that US cycling is also inversely correlated with 

income. Bicycle use is three times higher among households earning less than $15,000 annually 

than for households earning more than $80,000—by 1.6-0.5 percent. 



 While there is a well-documented link between immigrants and public transit or lack of car 

ownership, there is less research that directly studies bicycle usage among immigrants, particularly 

day laborers. 

            Latino day laborers also have very little formal education and frequently have to support 

families in their sending countries. They are more likely to be impoverished, as they are frequently 

underpaid or not paid at all for their work and because a large percentage of them are 

undocumented (Valenzuela). Unlike other groups of immigrants, such as Koreans (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2002), Latino immigrants largely are not small business owners 

(Massey, 1987). Despite making up 31.7 million residents in the US as of 1999 (Census Bureau), 

Latinos made up only a small share (9.9 percent) of licensed drivers (US Department of Justice, 

2002). (Note: Eleven years later, this population figure has grown to approximately 47.8 million, 

which likely reflects a similarly proportionate number of licensed drivers as federal immigration 

legislation hasn’t changed). Due to being undocumented, few can obtain driver’s licenses or skilled 

jobs that might require longer, car-dependent commutes. Kim (2009) also found that even when 

immigrants had access to vehicles, they were less likely than non-immigrants to use them. This may 

be due, in part, to an income or cultural issue. 

            Day laborer immigrant cyclists, as part of a low-income immigrant population, are also 

more likely to live in dense central city neighborhoods (Smart, 2010) when in large cities, where 

public transit networks tend to be well developed. These immigrants, therefore, are less likely to 

travel by car and tend to travel short distances (Blumenberg, 2007). Cutler, et al (2005), 

corroborated this by finding that there was more immigrant segregation in cities that were more 

transit dependent, using transit ridership demographics as a way of measuring where poor 

immigrants lived after 1970. Painter, Gabriel, and Myers (2000) discerned that Latino immigrant 



mobility and home ownership increases dramatically with higher vocational status, even more than 

other ethnic groups. Yet, the Latino day laborer cyclist population tends to be mostly comprised of 

economically unstable, non-skilled labor and are thus relegated to living in the low-income, urban 

neighborhoods. Thus, the bicycle becomes a key tool for commuting to low-wage jobs in the 

central city or inner suburbs of Los Angeles. 

            As many of these day laborer cyclists live in central cities in Los Angeles, they are also 

some of the most vulnerable cyclists. Both Marosi (1999) and the Alliance for Walking and 

Biking’s (2009) findings show that this unique group of cyclists in Los Angeles is most at-risk, due 

to their geographical location and their income status. Marosi found that due to a higher modal 

share of cycling (and walking), Latinos suffered from a disproportionate share of fatalities from 

cars. The Alliance for Walking and Biking’s Annual Benchmarking Report ranked the City of Los 

Angeles 27th out of 51 cities (from low to high) on providing adequate bicycle infrastructure and 

41st out of 49 of cities for per capita bike/pedestrian infrastructure funding. The burden of unsafe 

streets in low-income, central neighborhoods then falls heavier upon immigrant cyclists, such as 

day laborers, who tend to be the bulk of cyclists riding in these areas. This is compounded with the 

fact that many in this population, particularly the undocumented, also lack access to healthcare. 

(Walter, 2003). 

Yet, there may also be an element of voluntary, even pleasurable bike riding amongst the 

day laborer cyclist population. Jankowski-Sanchez (2008) gives a theoretical framework for a 

“positive” subculture of scarcity, by arguing that the poor manage to find enjoyment even amongst 

their materially deprived neighborhoods and lifestyles. Turnovsky’s (2006) ethnography of Latino 

day laborers also found that many viewed day laborer centers not only as workplaces, but also as 

places for community and recreation (on both work and non-work days). Peer culture may then 



especially be an important factor in creating and sustaining Latino immigrant cyclists if they see 

their friends and fellow day laborers riding their bikes, too. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methods 

 This paper is an exploratory study focusing on the factors that lead day laborers to ride 

bikes. It draws on oral interviews from 10 different respondents. Interviews were deemed 


