Job loss is a sign of success

Need for
assistance
dwindles among
Hmong immigrants

By Dawn Schuett
schuett@postbulletin.com

You could say that Christo-
pher Herr is a victim of his
own success.

For nearly 20 years, Herr
helped Hmong refugees in
Rochester navigate challenges
such as finding housing and
jobs as case worker for the
Intercultural Mutual Assis-
tance Association in Rochester.

But fewer Hmong have
sought help from the IMAA in
recent years. As a result, Herr
said, his job at IMAA was elim-
inated in June.

“I can just say because of
their (Hmong) success in terms
of acculturating, and they’ve
been here long enough that

they’ve acculturated rather
well, we don’t really serve that
many Hmong any more,” said
Kristy Arend, IMAA’s director
of development.

It’s been 30 years since the
first Hmong refugees came to
Minnesota to resettle. Today
nearly 50,000 Hmong people
call Minnesota home, although
Rochester’s Hmong population
is only about 350, according to

a 2003 estimate from the IMAA.

Herr witnessed many of
those refugees become self-
sufficient despite the obstacles
of starting over in a different
country and culture.

“There’s a lot of people that
became successful in their
lives,” said Herr, who came to
the United States with one of
the first waves of Hmong
refugees in 1976. Herr was just
14 when his family resettled in
Illinois from a refugee camp in
Thailand.

By the time Herr’s family
moved to Rochester in the
1980s, several Hmong families
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Immigrants changed
Minnesota, and Minnesota
changed them.

already lived here.

IMAA focuses on helping
refugees and immigrants who
haven’t attained self-suffi-
ciency, so if it isn’t serving
many Hmong people, Arend
said, “that means that they're
successful on their own.”

Herr, 46, a father of four who
has delayed his job search
while helping to take care of
his grandson, said some
Hmong continue to struggle
with a language barrier and
dealing with legal or medical
issues.

“The community still needs a
lot of help,” Herr said.

Herr said Rochester has
been a “good home for me.”

“If I can find a better job
here, I'll probably try to stay
here as long as I like it,” said

Jodi O’Shaughnessy Olson
Post-Bulletin

Christopher Herr, right,
came to the United States
30 years ago as a Hmong
refugee. He is shown with
three of his four children,
Jordan, 11, Mary, 14, and
Melody, 7. The artwork
behind them is a traditional
painting from Laos.

Herr, who has an associate’s
degree and wants to return to
college eventually to get a
bachelor’s degree.



