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Good evening, Chairwoman and commissioners!

My name is Nai Zhao. | am here representing IRCO and am advocating for “Diversity & Civic Leadership”
budget for $500,000. Funds would support capacity building for culturally-specific community based
organization like IRCO to increase constituent participant in County civic governance.

I'am a Portland native and | come from the lu-Mien Community, or Mien for short. We are a refugee
community that immigrated to the United States in the 1970s as a result of the Indochinese War. My
family has been here since 1980 and we are among the 1,100 other Mien in Oregon. An estimated

30,000 Mien reside in the United States, with much larger populations of Mien in Asia and in Europe.

Some of the obstacles for civic leadership and engagement I've experienced and noticed in the Mien
community is we tend to shy away from public systems and depend on community leaders to resolve
conflict rather than involving public authorities.

This is a barrier because these cultural norms keep refugee communities in siloes and away from the
larger systems that impact their lives daily.

This practice gets passed on from generation to generation as it did in my own family, and | didn’t feel
like I could affect change in my community if | didn’t educate myself about the larger community of
Portland and Oregon.

Through IRCO’s leadership program | developed skills in relationship and trust building, sharing
information and networking, facilitating meetings, and continuous quality improvement of a program,
so that it stays relevant to multi-generation, diverse communities.

Having an opportunity to be funded through to 2015 East Portland Neighborhood Small Grant, | hope to
bring together a wide range of East Portland Mien community members and create a safe space for the
exchange of ideas across different cultural, religious, professional, and ideological ideas.

Only once we’ve come together can we identify the main issues our community faces and begin to
address them.

I hope to mirror the experience | had through IRCO’s leadership program to assist in developing more
Mien leaders so that we represent our community and engage with public systems — because, ethnic
refugee communities, though they may be small, have lived experiences that shape the way they
interact with other communities and systems, which are just as important as other group’s lived
experiences, and these should be recognized. My hope isn’t just that we will develop Mien leaders for
our community, but that all of our communities work together as one, and this is how we will get there.

I ask for support from you, commissioners, to continue to support and include Diversity & Civic
Leadership program.




