Aid to entrepreneurial refugees expanding

POLITICAL REFUGEES

A GROWING PRESENCE
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.. Laced with political and cultur-
al overtones, the refugee aid pro-
“gram started about 10 years ago
when federal money became
~available to boost business devel-
opment within Wisconsin’s grow-
“Ing refugee population.
.. Dozens of businesses have been
Jaunched over the years, and the
_vast majority of those grocery
stores, hair salons, landscaping
companies and other ventures are
“*still operating.
.. Susan Levy, who administers

~the program in the Department of

Workforce Development, said it
insulates communities from dis-
ruptions that could be expected if
large numbers of refugees arrived
with no way to support them-
selves.

“They get shipped over here
with very little resources other
than their ability to work,” Levy
sald.

A boost for entrepreneurs

The program also is credited
with preserving the American
tradition of fostering entrepre-
neurship among immigrants.

As Peter Linde of the Glenwood
City-based West Central Commu-
nity Action Agency put it, “The
story is as old as the story of
America.”

The Department of Workforce
Development distributes the fed-
eral grant money among a net-
work of community action agen-
cies — non-profit organizations
created in Lyndon B. Johnson's
war on poverty during the 1960s.

With funding next year increas-
ing from $266,000 to more than
$600,000, the program will expand

from three agencies based in Mil-
waukee, Fond du Lac and Inde-
pendence to include four others,
in Madison, Manitowoc, Westby
and Glenwood Citv.

+ Greta Hanson, executive direc-
tor of the Madison-based Commu-
nity Action Coalition for South
Central Wisconsin, said she is ea-
ger to tap what she called the
“lost talent pool” of refugees in
Dane, Jefferson and Waukesha
counties.

Hanson’s region includes thou-
sands of people who fled here

ability of jobs at the Jennie-Q
Turkey Store, a large meat-pro-
cessing operation in Barron. But
as word gets around that the state
soon will be looking to jump-start
new Somalian businesses, an en-
trepreneurial impulse is taking
hold.

“A lot of people right now are
thinking about organizing more
businesses,” said Mahado Qas-
sim, who fled Somalia in 1993
with relatives.

Qassim said a restaurant or
grocery store probably would suc-
ceed just by serving other Somali-

an refugees. Many in Barron rou-
tinely travel to nearby Minngapo-
lis — home of another large So-
malian settlement — to find
products of their homeland. .

Qassim said she hopes, how-
ever, that all Wisconsinites fearn
to enjoy Somalian culture and
will patronize such a business. ..

“Everybody's trying to keep
their culture,” she said. “You're
afraid, right? Both sides are that
way.” ,

But, she added, “there are Chi-
nese restaurants everywhere,”.




