Publishers struggle to increase Spanish-language book sales

By Kenneth D. MacHarg
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While sales of Spanish-language Christian books are increasing, they are not keeping pace with church growth in both Latin America and the United States says David Ecklebarger, president of Unilit, one of the largest Spanish publishing houses. Ecklebarger is also the president of Expolit, an annual trade show that this year drew 1,500 international delegates and 175 distributors to Miami in late May. 

Publishers highlight several factors that they say stifle the rapid expansion of books sales including the inability of Latin publishers to capitalize their own ventures, logistic problems with distribution, the concentration of Christian book stores in large cities and the resulting lack of outlets in smaller towns, frequent long delays in payment of accounts by local distributors and a scarcity of trained bookstore operators.

To address some of those issues, Expolit offered a two-day “book selling school” which began training 159 attendees prior to this year’s convention. “We will be offering this course every year which will lead to a diploma offered to those who complete three years of study,” Ecklebarger said.

Latin America’s economic poverty and lack of education also contribute to sluggish sales in some regions, Ecklebarger said. “Many people, especially the indigenous population, are not educated in areas of literature and they lack accessibility to Christian publications,” he said. To meet that need, Unilit is releasing ten titles that will cost the equivalent of $1-2 dollars each to provide books to those who cannot afford the average price of $5 dollars per volume.

Keith Morris of the Southern Baptist Spanish Publishing House sees a different trend. “The education level of Christians is rising,” he says. Ian Darke, Executive Director of Letra Viva, a Costa Rican-based consortium of 34 small, local Latin American publishing houses agrees. Referring especially to the southern-cone countries of Argentina and Chile, he says, “There is a high literacy rate in the region, and it is a part of the culture to appreciate good books. Promotion and distribution are enhanced by the fact that most of Latin America uses the same language.” 

Among North American Hispanics, the issue is not so much economics or distribution as the tendency of young, second-generation immigrants to abandon their parent’s language for English. “We distribute copies of every book we publish to our employees,” Ecklebarger says, “but many of them ask us for the English editions because they can’t read the Spanish.”

While the majority of Unilit’s books are translations from U.S. writers such as Chuck Swindoll and James Dobson, other publishing houses are working to bring out works by Latin American authors that, they say, will be more culturally relevant. Many translated books contain illustrations reflecting the wealth and values of North Americans, something that Latins have trouble grasping, Darke says.

The Southern Baptist’s Morris agrees. “North American books do not necessarily sell better,” he says. One reason for the widespread presence of foreign books in the region is the influence of missionaries who import and promote them among new converts, he reports.

“Too many books written by Latin Americans are for the elite,” says Eugenio Orellana, director of the Miami-based Hispanic Literature Ministries. “They are scholarly theological works that are too difficult for people to read,” he charges. Orellana’s organization is sponsoring seminars to identify and train Latin writers to write books and articles for Christian lay readers and is working on a deal with Letra Viva to publish an anthology of Christian short stories.

Theologian René Padilla of the Latin America Mission challenges the notion that popular books are missing from the Latin scene. Pointing to works by Ecuadorian Jorge Atiencia, Publishers struggle to increase Spanish-language book sales

Americans will read books from their region when they are available. 

Letra Viva dedicated a Miami warehouse during the Expolit conference to increase distribution of books from Latin America throughout the United States. 
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