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If all the world is a stage, why should the next act not be here, 
in St. Louis?

From Europeans to Asians, Africans to South Americans, Bos-
nians to Syrians, Congolese to Haitians, Afghans to Ukraini-
ans, St. Louis has provided a place to call home for people from 
all over the world in the past century. Only yesterday it was 
an influx of Afghans, then Ukrainians and now more Afghans 
on the horizon. This community is ready, willing, and able to 
welcome people who are fleeing conflict and persecution and 
are in need of refuge. 

Arrey Obenson
President & CEO, International Institute of St. Louis

The Future is St. Louis

This first edition of the Af-
ghan Newspaper is an ex-
citing step along the way 
of introducing the Afghan 
Support Program in St. 
Louis for Afghan people 
who are now U.S. residents 
across the country. The pa-
per is based in St. Louis, but 
available to Afghan natives 
everywhere. 

Here in St. Louis, the entire 
community is welcoming 
people from Afghanistan 
who escaped and have set-
tled in America. We want 
you to feel welcome and 
supported for whatever you 
need. St. Louis was built by 
immigrants. We know that 
we in St. Louis, as a commu-
nity, benefit from your pres-
ence in building a vibrant 
community. There has been 
an outpouring of support by 
over 80 organizations and 
800 individuals. Govern-
ment leaders, people of all 
religions, and the business 
community have joined to-
gether to support Afghan 
refugees in St. Louis. 

RESOURCES IN ST. LOUIS 
ATTRACT AFGHANS

Jerry Schlichter
Founder, Afghan Support Program

Afghan Community Development Program Manager Moji Sidiqi, Jerry Schlichter and St. Louis Mayor Tishau-
ra Jones.
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We also know that volunteer support is not enough to help refugees build their lives. That is 
why I developed the St. Louis Afghan Support Program, in conjunction with the International 
Institute in St. Louis. This is the program: 

1. A major housing fund, which enables the Internation-
al Institute to co-sign as a guarantor on some leases of 
apartments and housing for one year to help Afghans 
find housing in St. Louis. 

2. An Afghan Community Center, which we’re happy to 
announce will be opening soon on February 10. 

3. An Afghan Chamber of Commerce with a full-time di-
rector to help Afghan people establish and build busi-
nesses in St. Louis. 

4. 12-week free immersive computer coding classes for 
some Afghan refugees. Some people have already grad-
uated and have jobs. 

5. Translators for Afghans who need them for the coding 
classes. 

6. $15,000 grants to 10 Afghan owned small businesses 
starting in St. Louis chosen from a competition. This is 
not a loan, but a grant. 

7. iPads and cell phones for Afghan refugees. 

8. Free indoor soccer for Afghan children. 

9. An Afghan coordinator, Moji Sidiqi, who was born in Ka-
bul, and who works full time on the Afghan Support Pro-
gram. 

10. Finally, this newspaper, for Afghan people in St. Louis, all 
over America, and in other countries to get information 
of interest. 

We are seeing Afghans from other cities come to St. Lou-
is because of this program and the St. Louis community’s 
support. Housing is affordable, and virtually everyone who 
wants a job has gotten one. We hope that more Afghan re-
cent arrivals in America will come and tell their families and 
friends of the wonderful opportunities and support you can 
get to build your new lives in St. Louis.

Resources in St. Louis Attract Afghans

Afghan flag shared under the St. Louis Arch, a 
signature monument in the city representing the 
gateway to the west.
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Afghan Arrivals in 
St. Louis

People Served by the 
International Institute 

of St. Louis

487
in 2021

324
in 2022

1007
in 2022
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Our conviction in the community’s abil-
ity to welcome newcomers is solidified 
by the incredible outpour of support we 
saw from community stakeholders with 
the arrivals of Afghans and Ukrainians 
in the last year. While the Afghan Com-
munity Support Program has provided 
a welcoming environment for our Af-
ghan brother and sisters, it has inspired 
a desire to develop a bold vision for the 
future of St. Louis. The International In-
stitute of St, Louis is even more com-
mitted to playing its part in making St. 
Louis and the region more welcoming, 
prosperous and healthy for all. 

We are actively positioning St. Louis as 
global city, eager to welcome the world 
here. We are embarking on an ambitious housing initiative, developing holistic services to 
support and strengthen individuals and families that resettle here, rethinking our economic 
development programs and expanding our skills training and job placement programs. Be-
yond refugees, we hope that immigrants from all across the United States and the world for that 
matter, will pick St. Louis as a destination to call home and a place to thrive. 

As we launch an Afghan Community Center, and the United States Afghan Chamber of Com-
merce, we hope that Afghans across the world, will know that St. Louis means business when 
we say we are a welcoming community. I hope our activities ignite a movement of Afghans in 
thousands to come to St. Louis. With the support the International Institute and its community 
partners, St. Louis is and will continue to be a place for Afghans to flourish. 

The future is St. Louis. An exciting future. An ambitious future, but a future that is winnable. 

The Future is St. Louis

July 4, 2022 | International Institute staff, family, and friends participate in the St. 
Louis Fourth of July parade in downtown St. Louis celebrating American independence. 
Community members displayed flags of Ukraine and Marshall Islands, reflecting the 
city’s diversity.

Continued from page 1

$500,000
in Housing 

Assistance Offered
See page 6 for story

$15,000
Grant Awarded to  

1 Winner

24 weeks
Free Soccer Saturdays 
with St. Louis City SC 

and Futbol STL

5 students
Received Free Tuition 

for 12-week Coding 
Bootcamp

Afghan Support Program Resources
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Afghan Support Program Highlights 
From its founding in early 2022, the Afghan Support Program has provided personal develop-
ment opportunities, economic growth and family recreational activities to the community. The 
program serves the long-established Afghan community in St. Louis as well as new arrivals.

October 2022 | St. Louis Afghan community 
members gather in solidarity in downtown St. 
Louis in front of City Hall. 

August 2022 | Afghan Community Center initiative is announced.  

February 2022 | Moji Sidiqi is named Afghan 
Community Support Program Manager.

May 14, 2022 | A group dances in celebration at Eid al-Fitar festival.

Afghan business owners discuss the Afghan 
Support Program, entrepreneur grants, and the 
future of the Afghan Chamber of Commerce.

July 2022 | St. Louis stakeholders celebrate 
the arrival of the first family to St. Louis from 
Albania through the work of the Afghan Rescue 
Project (ARP).
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June 18, 2022 | Afghan dance group Attan 
Wattan STL performs traditional dances ahead 
of World Refugee Day.

October 2022 | Business owners and reviewing committee gather to review entrepreneur grant applica-
tions. Awardees would receive $15,000 to help start or expand their business. 

Children and volunteers gather at Futbol Club STL after a Soccer Saturday session. Due to the unprecedented volume of arrivals from late 2021 through early 
2022, many families were temporarily housed in area hotels. As part of the Afghan Support Program, children were invited to play soccer each week for free.

August 2022 | Staff and students at CLAIM Academy, a top computer cod-
ing school. Through the Afghan Support Program, ten students will receive 
full scholarships valued at $15,000 for a 12-week intensive program.

July 2022 | Afghan Rescue Project (ARP) helped the Azimi family arrive to 
St. Louis.
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As a refugee from Afghanistan, Mohammed Raza Hassani moved to St. Louis in summer 2021 
during a local wave of the Covid-19 pandemic. Although he was familiar with the International 
Institute of St. Louis, it would be a few months before he could visit it in person. The Institute 
helped Raza set up doctor appointments and get settled into the community, and he quickly 
found work as a mechanic.  

Raza’s father began training him in auto mechanics 
when he was young. He has worked in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, and he boasts that he has worked on 
every type of vehicle and machine except airplanes. 
In St. Louis, he initially worked in a body shop on 
South Grand and then for a truck repair business 
Downtown. However, the challenging daily com-
mute was unsustainable. When Raza learned that a 
friend had a commercial property available for rent, 
he seized the opportunity to open his own automo-
tive shop. The International Institute Community 
Development Corporation guided him through writ-
ing a business plan and financing the launch of his 
business, Raza Auto Sales & Repair, in the fall of 2021.  

One year later, business is booming, and Raza em-
ploys two full-time staff members. In October 2022, 
he became the first recipient of the Afghan Support 
Program’s Afghan Entrepreneurship grant. Through 
the process, Raza was able to make valuable connections with other St. Louis entrepreneurs. 
This new network of support will be instrumental in his plans to open a dealership in 2023, sell-
ing vehicles that he has refurbished. This endeavor is only the first step towards Raza’s larger 
aspirations for expanding his business, and his hard work and success so far leave no doubt 
that he will achieve these dreams. 

Mechanic Thrives with Support from 
Entrepreneurship Grant

Mohammed Raza Hassani 

Akhbar St. LouisJanuary 
2023

Page 6



Through refugee resettlement and the Afghan Parolee Program, just over 800 individuals have 
been welcomed to St. Louis in the past two years through the International Institute of St. Louis. 
In addition to those individuals and families, the International Institute has recorded approx-
imately 200 additional Afghans who have come to the region through secondary migration, 
initially resettled in a different city but choosing to come and live in St. Louis.  

In January 2022, the Afghan Support Program (ASP) was established. The work of the ASP over 
the past twelve months has been instrumental to the St. Louis community. Through resettle-
ment and secondary migration, St. Lou-
is has become a hub for Afghan arrivals 
in the U.S. While the Afghan communi-
ty continues to grow, the needs of those 
community members has grown too. 
On February 10, the Afghan Chamber 
of Commerce will launch in the Afghan 
Community Center in south St. Louis. 

“This is a special occasion marking two 
important steps in the Afghan Support 
Program to support the new arrivals set-
tled through the International Institute, 
and to show Afghan refugees all over the 
country that St. Louis has support that 
no other community offers. Besides the 
Afghan Community Center and Afghan 
Chamber of Commerce, there are many other supportive opportunities, including an Afghan 
newspaper, major housing fund, computer coding classes, 200 free iPads and cell phones, and 
$15,000 grants to Afghan entrepreneurs to start businesses. We hope that Afghan refugees will 
come to St. Louis from other cities because they see that they can build their lives here,” said 
attorney Jerry Schlichter, who developed the Afghan Support Program. 

Next Steps Forward

Afghan Workforce in St. Louis

Continued on page 8

December 2022 | The lease is signed for the Afghan Community Center & Chamber of 
Commerce.

66%

Full-time 
Positions 

Receive Benefits

Receive 
Matching 

Grants

67%

Job Placements 
in First Three 

Months of Arrival

62%

Job Placements in 
First Six Months 

of Arrival

87%
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Many Afghans who come to St. Louis have entrepreneur-
ial backgrounds and want to start their own businesses 
in their new home city, said institute CEO and President 
Arrey Obenson. 

“They came here as refugees. They are now employees. 
They are now taxpayers,” Obenson said. “They are now 
in many cases, entrepreneurs, many of them are do-
ing DoorDash and Uber. They quickly and significantly 
add to the economic prosperity of the community as a 
whole.”  

“The chamber of commerce is going to build opportuni-
ties for financial growth,” Moji Sidiqi said, Afghan Com-
munity Development Program Manager. “That’s really 
going to take the trajectory of the Afghan economic state 
to another level.”

The Afghan Chamber of Commerce’s goal is to help sup-
port small businesses in the region. The International In-
stitute has been a direct advocate of local entrepreneurs 
for many years. The organization has served as the direct 
sponsor of workforce, micro loans, and business devel-
opment through the International Institute Community 
Development Corporation (IICDC). Due to the influx of 
Afghan arrivals, the Institute has identified the need in 
creating the Afghan Chamber of Commerce, which is 
slated to open in February 2023.  

The Afghan Chamber of Commerce will be housed in the 
new Afghan Community Center, located at the corner of 
South Grand and Chippewa, just blocks away from the 
International Institute of St. Louis. The Afghan Commu-
nity Center is the first of its kind in the area.  

“The community center is truly that, a central point for 
the Afghan community. It is not specifically affiliated 
with any mosque, any group, but instead intended for 
all,” said Obenson. 

Next Steps Forward
Continued from page 7

Afghan Job 
Placements in 

St. Louis

• Production Operator
• Packager
• Machine Operator
• Lab Technician
• Assembler
• Customer Service

Top Job Titles

175
Afghan Job Placements 

Since August 2021

$15.52
Average Hourly Wage

Stay connected with the St. Louis 
Afghan Support Program @AkhbarSTL
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