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For raúl grijalva, serving in the u.s. House of representatives is about 
more than pursuing the interests of a particular constituency. “We are not 
only required to produce,” he said shortly after winning his third term in 
the House, “but we are required to lead.”1 grijalva has led by advocating for 
better educational opportunities and by becoming one of the most prominent 
environmentalists in congress.

During World War ii, grijalva’s father immigrated to the united states  
from mexico as part of the bracero labor program, an agreement between the 
two countries permitting u.s. farmers to hire mexican workers to remedy  
the wartime labor shortage.2 sponsored by an employer, his father became  
an american citizen, married, and settled in tucson, arizona. raúl m. grijalva  
was born in tucson on February 19, 1948, and grew up in the southwest side  
of the city. He graduated from sunnyside High school in 1967 and attended  
the university of arizona before withdrawing to marry ramona F. grijalva,  
a librarian.3 early in his career, grijalva was an active community organizer and 
social worker, and was later an assistant dean for Hispanic student affairs at the 
university of arizona.4 in 1974 he won election to the governing board of the 
tucson unified school district and served until 1986. in 1987 he returned to the 
university of arizona and completed his bachelor of arts degree in sociology. 
The following year, he won election to the pima county board of supervisors 
and served as its chairman in 1997 and from 2001 to 2002.5 He and his wife 
have three daughters: adelita, raquel, and marisa.

after arizona gained two seats in the u.s. House of representatives 
following the 2000 census, grijalva resigned from the pima county board to 
run from the new 7th District. Located south of phoenix and west of tucson, 
the majority-Hispanic, Democratic-leaning district covered nearly 23,000 square 
miles and shared a 300-mile border with mexico.6 Though part of the region’s 
economy is supported by seasonal farm labor, many residents live in tucson and 
work for the university of arizona. The district also contains seven american 
indian reservations. “We’re a place where frontier crashed into frontier,” grijalva 
said of his district in early 2002. “We have a history of being fairly diverse.”7 He 
ran on a platform advocating environmental protection, immigration reform, 
better access to education and health care, and economic stimulus.8 in the 
race for the House seat, grijalva captured the party primary before taking the 
general election by more than 20 percent later that fall.9 “i am not one to avoid 
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traveling the path least traveled,” he said a few months 
before the election. “The personal risk is well worth the 
community reward.”10 since his first victory in 2002,  
he has run unopposed in every Democratic primary and 
has won each subsequent general election.11

in the House, grijalva continues to champion the 
issues he supported during his time in local government, 
including education, labor, and the environment, and 
his committee assignments have bolstered his legislative 
activities. For his entire congressional career, starting in 
the 108th congress (2003–2005), grijalva has sat on the 
committee on education and Labor and the committee 
on natural resources.12 He has worked to overhaul the 
nation’s immigration policy, advocating for the safe, 
orderly, Legal Visas and enforcement act (soLVe), 
and has sought to fully fund education programs for 
the families of seasonal workers and non-native english 
speakers. grijalva has also successfully introduced bills 
returning nearly 16,000 acres to four american indian 
tribes in his district and spurring economic development 
on tribal lands.13 He joined the committee on small 
business during the 109th and 110th congresses (2005–
2009), and in 2007 he became the chairman of natural 
resources’ subcommittee on national parks, Forests and 
public Lands. While chairman, he sought to maintain 
funding for the country’s national parks and worked to 
protect public lands and their resources.14

grijalva has co-chaired the congressional national 
Landscape conservation caucus and previously chaired 
the Democratic environmental task Force caucus from 
2003 to 2006.15 a member of the congressional Hispanic 
caucus (cHc), grijalva served as its first vice chairman 
at the start of the 110th congress (2007–2009).16 grijalva 
has served as co-chair of the congressional progressive 
caucus since the start of the 111th congress (2009–2011).

For Further reading
Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “raúl m. 
grijalva,” http://bioguide.congress.gov. 
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