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Meeting the Need: Grassroots Collaboration Takes Root in Northern Michigan

By: Whitney Dettmer, Director of Adult Education, Iosco RESA wdettmer@ioscoresa.net

In the quiet, often snow-dusted expanses of Northern Michigan, a critical need has emerged, one that has long gone unaddressed with formal, centralized support: services for newcomers. This region, while picturesque and inviting to many, has historically lacked the robust infrastructure found in larger metropolitan areas to assist immigrants and refugees in navigating the complexities of their new lives. However, a profound and unexpected tragedy in late 2023 served as the catalyst for a grassroots movement, blossoming into a vital network now poised to transform immigrant inclusion in Northern Michigan.
The story of BELONG: Northern Michigan Immigrant Inclusion Network, affectionately known as NORMIIN, began not with a strategic plan, but with a moment of profound sorrow. Just days before Christmas 2023, a student from Iosco RESA Adult Education unexpectedly passed away. This heartbreaking event brought Iosco RESA Adult Education staff into contact with Amy Ketner from Strangers No Longer, an organization dedicated to assisting immigrants and refugees. The Office of Global Michigan, recognizing the immediate need for specialized support in such a sensitive situation, connected Iosco RESA staff with Strangers No Longer, specifically for crucial translation services.

What began as a response to a tragedy quickly evolved into something far greater. As staff from Iosco RESA Adult Education and Strangers No Longer collaborated, the sheer breadth of needs among the newcomer population in Northern Michigan became glaringly apparent. Beyond the immediate necessity for translation, there was a pressing demand for legal assistance, medical navigation, educational support, and a myriad of other services essential for successful integration. The existing fragmented resources were simply not enough to meet the growing and diverse requirements of these new community members.

This realization sparked a powerful collaboration. The initial connection forged through adversity laid the groundwork for a burgeoning relationship between Iosco RESA Adult Education and Strangers No Longer. They recognized that to truly serve the immigrant population in Northern Michigan, a far more comprehensive and coordinated effort was required. This understanding led to the formation of a grassroots network, initially informal, drawing in individuals and organizations passionate about supporting newcomers across the entire Northern Michigan region.

One of the invaluable assets to this nascent network quickly proved to be the established immigrant support systems in Traverse City. Since 2020, Strangers No Longer has been meeting and partnering with institutions supporting immigrants in the Grand Traverse region. When over 230 people attended an Assembly for Human Dignity in November 2023, focused on mental health resources for Spanish-speakers, it was clear that the region strives to be a welcoming community. While much of Northern Michigan lacked formal structures, Traverse City had, over time, developed a robust network of immigrant advocates and service providers. The knowledge, experience, and established relationships within the Traverse City community were a treasure trove of information and best practices, offering invaluable guidance to the broader Northern Michigan group as they sought to build their own infrastructure from the ground up.

Their insights into successful outreach, resource identification, and community engagement were instrumental in shaping the network's early strategies.
As the collaborative efforts gained momentum, the informal group recognized the need for a more official structure to better coordinate their initiatives and secure sustainable funding. This led to the formalization of their efforts under the name "BELONG: Northern Michigan Immigrant Inclusion Network," or NORMIIN. The name itself reflects the core mission: to foster a sense of belonging and inclusion for all immigrants in the region.

A pivotal moment for NORMIIN arrived through its continued partnership with Strangers No Longer. Leveraging their established relationship and proven track record, Strangers No Longer applied for and successfully secured a substantial grant of $150,000 through the Office of Global Michigan on behalf of NORMIIN. This significant funding was a game-changer, providing the necessary resources for NORMIIN to become an official network recognized and supported by the Office of Global Michigan. This formal recognition not only provides financial stability but also lends legitimacy and enhances NORMIIN's capacity to advocate for and deliver much-needed services.

The journey of NORMIIN, from a tragic incident to a formally recognized and funded network, underscores the profound impact of community-driven initiatives in addressing critical social needs. It highlights how empathy, collaboration, and a shared vision can transform individual acts of assistance into a comprehensive system of support. For the newcomers of Northern Michigan, NORMIIN represents a beacon of hope, a testament to the fact that even in seemingly underserved areas, dedicated individuals and organizations can come together to create a more welcoming, inclusive, and supportive environment for all. With its official status and newfound resources, NORMIIN is now poised to build out a robust, region-wide ecosystem of services, ensuring that every immigrant in Northern Michigan has the opportunity not just to survive, but to truly belong and thrive.
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