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Nonprofit uses business to empower H.B. residents
By ANNIE ZAK
2013-07-10 22:28:49

Watching the Ruiz family dish out drinks and taquitos for the El Viento
graduation ceremony, it would be easy to assume they've long been
in the catering business. Margarita Ruiz and her parents, Juan and
Maria, are all dressed in red aprons, rushing back and forth to plate
portions of chocolate-layered flan. They speak in relaxed Spanish,
gesturing to each other what needs preparing next.

But this is all new for them. Their business, Ricos Tacos Doña Mari,
had its first official event just over a year ago and represents much
more than traditional Mexican food. It's the flagship business to
emerge from the Oak View Renewal Partnership's inaugural round of

its micro-enterprise development program, designed to help residents in the Oak View neighborhood
revitalize their community through business development.

The nonprofit Oak View Renewal Partnership has worked since 2005 to enrich the lives of these residents
from a grass-roots level, by knocking on doors and creating surveys to ask community members what
they need and want.

Historically, the partnership has focused on educational programs and giving children and teenagers after-
school programs to keep them busy and out of trouble, or providing free Zumba classes to keep residents
healthy. But the new micro-enterprise program helps liberate what the program's media outreach
coordinator, Michael Connors, calls the "lost generation" of Oak View – the parents.

Often the first generation of immigrants are middle-age residents caught in a strange limbo much different
from the lives of their children – they don't go to school here to learn English and often are less
assimilated to American culture. That identity crisis as a barrier to success is not just something observed
by the nonprofit. Juan Ruiz is a perfect example of what the partnership helps residents achieve.

"This helped me a lot to recognize myself and answer, 'Who am I?'" Juan said in Spanish, smiling and
holding up a poster board with a collection of magazine cutouts that represent his life in its past, present
and its future – an exercise he did through Oak View Renewal Partnership. "I didn't know who I was."

THE BEGINNINGS

The story of Oak View is that of a community whose identity feels lost through years of isolation from the
rest of Huntington Beach. The Oak View neighborhood – which takes up slightly more than a square mile
– has almost four times as many families living below the poverty line than the rest of Huntington Beach.
While there are slightly more than 7,000 residents accounted for on the U.S. Census, some estimate that
including undocumented residents there are 10,000 living in the community.

Like many people in Oak View, Maria Ruiz knew she had a skill but didn't know how to take the next step
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and turn it into a business.

Patrice Mariscal changed that. Originally from Mexico City, Mariscal holds a degree in pedagogy from
Panamerican University and works in job development at the Santa Ana Goodwill. Now, she also teaches
the micro-enterprise program through Oak View Renewal Partnership, where she helps adults build their
resumes, find suitable wardrobes and maintain a professional appearance. Mariscal believes that one of
the biggest obstacles neighborhood residents must overcome is a lack of confidence in their skills and
ability to organize into a business.

"They know what they're doing, but they don't believe in it," she said.

Before enrolling in the micro-enterprise program, Maria would cook with the help of her family and
occasionally provide food for events.

"It was always a business, just not formally," said daughter Margarita, 20, who is business manager of
Ricos Tacos Doña Mari.

That lack of confidence often comes from feeling out of place in Huntington Beach, especially for middle-
aged residents who might not know as much English as their children.

"Since they were little, somebody says to them, 'You are not from this country,'" said Mariscal. "Middle-
aged adults need to be open but are more embarrassed about language, technology, computer skills."

Coming from a similar background as many Oak View residents, Mariscal uses her past to relate to them
and build trust.

"Little by little, week by week, (Patrice) explained to us how to run a business," Maria said in Spanish.
"You have to have confidence first, and after, (you learn) the finances. Like for me, I can cook, but I don't
know anything about business, permits, and all that."

Through the micro-enterprise class, students learn how to visualize their business goals, formally
incorporate their companies, manage finances and maintain a professional online appearance. The class
meets 6-9 p.m. Wednesdays and is taught in Spanish. For Ricos Tacos Doña Mari, the eventual goal is to
own a restaurant.

The Ruiz family has lived in Oak View for all its 15 years in California. Juan and Maria are both natives of
Mexico; he is originally from Michoacan and she is from Puebla.

"When we arrived, the difficulty was that there were many of us, and we didn't have enough money for a
(big) apartment. We had one room for all the kids," Juan said in Spanish. For a family of seven, their first
apartment on Queens Lane was tiny.

The family now lives on Cypress Drive, and while Margarita moved out and lives down the street, two of
her siblings still live with her parents.

The small kitchen is where the family prepares the vegetables and tortillas for catering events before
packing everything up and cooking the rest on site. And these days, their business is booming. At their
last event, they fed more than 200 people and handed out countless business cards.

And Oak View Renewal Partnership fully intends to help them navigate that future.

"This community's very friendly to people who are wanting to help, but you also get a sense that they've
seen this guy before, have had groups or individuals come into the neighborhood and be a flash in the
pan," said the program's executive director, Iosefa Alofaituli. "And the fact of us showing up every day is
half the battle."
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WORKING FROM WITHIN

"It's so hard to get success in a really poor neighborhood that you have to really do it in the heart of the
neighborhood," Connors said. The nonprofit's office is in a modular building on the Oak View Elementary
School lot.

When Alofaituli first became executive director in 2009, getting the word out about Oak View involved
knocking on doors, handing out fliers and surveying residents about what they felt was lacking in their
community. Today, fliers are still passed out, but many people hear about the partnership through the
neighborhood's community center or by word of mouth.

The program's structure is unique in that instead of providing services itself or focusing on just one area
such as education or health, Oak View Renewal Partnership approaches other foundations and
businesses in hopes to partner with them, bringing a variety of services into the neighborhood.

One example is its union with Wells Fargo, which not only provides funding to the nonprofit but also
provides staff to teach residents in the micro-enterprise class how to manage finances, plan short- and
long-term goals, and do their own bookkeeping. Other partners, such as Hoag Hospital, don't grant
money but are considered "social investors," providing free medical and dental services for Oak View
residents. So far, the program has about 15 partners.

Ten residents participated in the session of the micro-enterprise program in 2011, and eight more partook
in the second round in 2012. This fall, another round of classes is slated to start in September. Connors
and Alofaituli see Ricos Tacos Doña Mari as the business that will set the best-practices model for the
future.

"We didn't set out to say, let's do five business at once, or 10 businesses at once," said Connors. "What
we wanted to do was develop a model." In the future, they hope to scale that model up and see more
businesses thrive.

Once a business works its way through the micro-enterprise class, its owners have a chance to get a
small loan from the nonprofit (between $500 and $2,000) to invest in the early phases of their company.

Oak View Renewal Partnership and its sister program El Viento were founded by the same man, Jack
Shaw. In many ways, El Viento – focusing on residents between fourth grade and the final year of high
school – is the first phase of community empowerment and Oak View Renewal Partnership is the second.

El Viento gives Oak View kids the chances to learn skills they wouldn't otherwise economically have the
chance to experience, such as sailing, and kids who remain members all the way through high school are
given small scholarships for college. At the program's graduation this year, a member of the inaugural El
Viento class and a recent Cal State Long Beach graduate Fidelio Cruz gave a keynote speech focusing
on the shared experience of living in Oak View.

"We grew up thinking helicopter lights were normal," said Cruz. "It is likely most of us grew up with drugs
as a part of our life. This should not be the case."

Alofaituli's ultimate goal is for Oak View to become a community that also realizes that should not be the
case, and realizes it can be empowered.

"With all the efforts we do, we've got to make sure we empower our constituents to be a part of change,"
Alofaituli said.

"I keep that in mind with everything we do, so we ... help lift up."

PROGRAM TEACHER GIVES OAK VIEW RESIDENTS HOPE



8/3/13 10:47 PMPrint Article: Nonprofit uses business to empower H.B. residents

Page 4 of 4http://www.ocregister.com/common/printer/view.php?db=ocregister&id=516488

Patrice Mariscal teaches the micro-enterprise program through Oak View Renewal Partnership and uses
her immigrant background to relate to residents while teaching them how to start and maintain their own
small businesses.

Q. What is the biggest challenge about your job?

A. Probably, you know, when somebody loses hope. You see many programs come and go, etc., and the
community is losing faith. Building up again that faith and hope is what is the most challenging. Showing
them that it's going to work takes a little while. Because the program is not just because you want to – you
need to prove it. You need the inputs and the outcomes. That's why it's a challenge. Working with
community is beautiful. I think the grass roots are the most important.

Q. What do you find the most rewarding about working with this program?

A. You know what – it's so beautiful to sleep every night saying "Thank you, God" because I can make a
difference. We become the mother or the father or the colleague or the co-worker, but suddenly we
realized we've lost ourselves. I love to see the faces of the adults when they see ... they are still alive. You
need to help them rethink their roots, their values ... they are beautiful, too, they can share, and they can
feel proud. It's a mix of beautiful things that you want to see. You need to feel proud of that

Q. How do you relate to Oak View residents? Is it emotional for you?

A. I'm wearing their shoes every single day. Let me tell you, I come to this country with papers, with
education – and I'm talking about a degree – and plenty of tools in my hand. By the end of the day, you
(realize you) are one of them, too, because you are an immigrant, too, and this is not your system, your
culture, your home, your country. So even if you try to assimilate, there's still plenty of issues in your past.
You realize you need to deal with that kind of process.

Q. How do you work with the language and confidence barriers many people face?

A. (I tell them), "Go back to your own values and roots." If you realize the beauty of your roots and your
values first, then you can accept it and say that's true. Not, "because I'm Spanish, I'm ignorant." Not
"because I went to just middle school, I'm ignorant." These things happen. Many of them are very
intelligent. You need a certain ability and strength to be an immigrant.

Q. Over the years, do you think the perception of Oak View from outside the neighborhood has
changed?

A. The community that started living right there by themselves became insulated. They grew up in Oak
View like that. The other parts of Huntington Beach are beside the beach and everything else. So 50
years later, this is Huntington Beach, too, but nobody is aware because in the end it was kind of growing
like that. It's not easy to see something that's been there. It's not because nobody wants to.
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