The presence of around 30,000 to 50,000 torture survivors in Minnesota, many of whom
are Somali refugees, indeed carries deeper psychological and communal challenges when
viewed through the lens of recent fraud scandals in state assistance programs. Research
suggests these events exacerbate stigma, fear, and re-traumatization, while straining
public trust and resources, though community resilience and integration efforts offer some

counterbalance.
Key Points

- It seems likely that fraud scandals amplify existing traumas for torture survivors,
fostering re-traumatization through heightened scrutiny, deportations, and community

stigma, while also straining mental health resources.

- Evidence leans toward increased social isolation and economic hardship in affected
communities, with reports of harassment, vandalism, and business losses, though
community leaders emphasize resilience and the need for accountability without

collective blame.

- Research suggests institutional failures in oversight contributed to the scandals,
highlighting a complex interplay of policy vulnerabilities and cultural integration
challenges, but critics argue media and political narratives risk fueling bias and

division.

Deeper Psychological Ripples

The fraud revelations, involving programs like child nutrition and housing assistance,
appear to intensify psychic burdens for torture survivors—many Somali refugees fleeing
civil war atrocities. Reports indicate surges in anxiety, fear of deportation, and secondary
trauma, as federal actions like ICE raids evoke past persecutions. Community advocates
note that stigmatizing an entire group for the actions of a few can erode trust in
institutions, potentially leading to underreporting of mental health needs. For more on

support, see resources from the Center for Victims of Torture at https://www.cvt.org/.


https://www.cvt.org/

Social and Economic Strains

These events may heighten communal tensions, with evidence of backlash including
threats and empty businesses in Somali areas. Economic impacts include frozen federal
funds affecting broader low-income families, while social cohesion suffers from polarized
narratives. However, integration successes, such as Somali entrepreneurship, suggest

pathways for recovery if addressed with empathy.

Holistic Assessment Needs
A comprehensive view acknowledges both positive contributions from survivors and the
scandals' downsides, urging balanced policies to prevent abuse without alienating

vulnerable groups.

The integration of tens of thousands of torture survivors into Minnesota's communities,
particularly in the Twin Cities area, represents a multifaceted humanitarian effort with
profound psychological, social, and economic implications. Estimates place the number of
such survivors—often refugees from conflict zones like Somalia, Burma, and parts of Africa
—at 30,000 to over 50,000 in the state, many concentrated in Minneapolis-St. Paul.
Organizations like the Center for Victims of Torture (CVT), headquartered in St. Paul since
1985, have provided rehabilitation to thousands, emphasizing holistic care that addresses
physical, emotional, and spiritual wounds. However, recent revelations of widespread fraud
in government assistance programs have introduced new layers of complexity, potentially
exacerbating traumas while highlighting systemic vulnerabilities. This detailed examination
draws from federal investigations, community reports, and academic analyses to explore
the broader "psychic" impact—encompassing mental health, collective identity, and
societal dynamics—while acknowledging controversies around reporting and policy

responses.

Background on Torture Survivors in Minnesota



Minnesota's role as a resettlement hub stems from its robust network of nonprofits, faith-
based groups, and state policies welcoming refugees. The Somali diaspora, numbering
around 76,000 to 107,000 by 2024, forms the largest such community in the U.S., with
many having endured torture during Somalia's civil war. CVT reports that survivors often
arrive with severe PTSD (up to 88% prevalence), depression (up to 94%), and physical
sequelae like chronic pain from beatings or neurological damage. Post-resettlement
stressors—poverty, discrimination, and cultural adjustment—compound these, leading to
somatization and intergenerational trauma. Nationally, up to 44% of refugees may have

experienced torture, translating to over 1.3 million affected individuals in the U.S.

The "psychic" toll extends beyond individuals: families absorb secondary trauma through
parental withdrawal or anger, while communities grapple with collective distrust. Positive
factors, such as religious coping and employment, can mitigate symptoms, but recent

events have disrupted these buffers.

The Fraud Scandals: Scale and Scope

n

Federal probes since 2022 have uncovered what prosecutors describe as "industrial-scale
fraud across 14 Medicaid-funded programs, potentially involving up to $9 billion in losses

since 2018—half of the $18 billion allocated. Key schemes include:



- Feeding Our Future (FOF): A nonprofit that ballooned from $3.4 million in federal child
nutrition funds in 2019 to $200 million in 2021, claiming to feed phantom children
during COVID-19. Funds were diverted to luxury cars, properties abroad, and
remittances. By 2026, 78 individuals were charged, 57 convicted; losses estimated at
$250-300 million.

- Housing Stabilization Services (HSS): Costs escalated from $2.6 million projected
annually to $302 million over 4.5 years; terminated in 2025 amid fraud allegations of

sham companies billing for nonexistent services.

- Autism Therapy Programs: Claims surged from $1 million in 2017 to $399 million in
2023, with providers increasing from 41to 328. Schemes involved false diagnoses,
kickbacks to parents ($300-1,500/month per child), and targeting Somali families for
"culturally appropriate" services; autism diagnosis rates among Somali children

reached 1in 16, triple the state average.

- Child Care and Other Programs: Recent allegations, spurred by a viral video, claim up
to $100 million in fraud at Somali-run centers, leading to frozen federal funds ($185

million annually) and audits.

Of the 98 charged across meals, housing, and autism schemes, 85 are of Somali descent,
per the U.S. Attorney's Office. Prosecutors allege layered fraud, with funds laundered via
hawala networks and some reportedly reaching Al-Shabaab in Somalia—claims based on
anonymous sources but unproven in court. The scandals highlight oversight failures under
Governor Tim Walz's administration, including relaxed COVID-era rules and reluctance to

probe due to political sensitivities.

Psychological Impacts on Survivors and Communities

Torture's intent—to shatter identity and trust—leaves survivors vulnerable to re-

traumatization. The scandals amplify this through:



- Heightened Fear and Anxiety: Federal surges in ICE agents (over 2,000 deployed) and
TPS revocations for Somalis (affecting ~1,100 nationwide) evoke deportation fears,
mirroring past escapes from violence. Reports describe "climate of fear" disrupting

daily life, with survivors reliving helplessness.

- Stigma and Secondary Trauma: Blanket narratives linking Somalis to fraud foster
harassment, vandalism (e.g., targeted day cares), and social isolation. Businesses in
Somali areas report emptiness, with economic losses compounding poverty (median
Somali household income: $43,600 vs. $78,538 national). Intergenerational effects

include children facing bullying, exacerbating parental guilt.

- Eroded Trust: Accusations erode faith in institutions, leading to underutilization of
mental health services. CVT and CAIR-MN note increased isolation, with fears of

reporting needs due to scrutiny.

Studies on refugee mental health indicate PTSD rates soar amid such stressors, with
vicarious trauma affecting helpers. However, resilience shines through community

advocacy and programs like CVT's family-inclusive therapy.

Social and Economic Dynamics

Socially, the scandals polarize: Republicans leverage them for immigration crackdowns,
while Democrats decry "collective punishment." Somali leaders like Rep. [lhan Omar urge
accountability without scapegoating, noting the FOF founder was non-Somali. Economic
strains include frozen funds impacting all low-income families, high Somali welfare use
(89% of households with children), and unemployment (over 20% for working-age men).
Yet, Somalis contribute via entrepreneurship and remittances ($1.7 billion to Somalia in
2023), bolstering global ties.



Impact Effects on Individuals/

Category Families

Psychological Re-traumatization, anxiety
from raids; secondary trauma
in families (e.g., parental anger

affecting children)

Community-Wide
Effects

Collective stigma leading
to isolation; eroded

institutional trust

Mitigating Factors

CVT programs, religious
coping; community

support groups

Social Harassment, threats; Polarization, vandalism; Advocacy by CAIR-MN,
intergenerational discord backlash against ISAIAH; calls for
integration balanced accountability
Economic Job losses from fear; kickback  Empty businesses, frozen  Entrepreneurship;

dependency in schemes

funds ($185M child care);

high poverty (50% Somali

children below line)

Controversies in Reporting and Bias

remittances supporting

households

Critics argue media coverage amplifies bias: Conservative outlets like City Journal and Fox

News emphasize Somali involvement and terrorism links, potentially fueling racism. Liberal

voices, including The New York Times and PBS, highlight how fear of "racist" labels delayed

oversight, but also decry Trump-era rhetoric as xenophobic (e.g., calling Somalis

"garbage"). Analyses from Poynter and CMD note corporate media's role in advancing

unverified claims, urging fact-checking. Balanced views stress that fraud isn't inherent to

culture but stems from policy gaps and opportunism.

Pathways to Healing and Reform

Holistic assessment requires trauma-informed policies: enhanced oversight without

targeting, cultural competency in services, and anti-stigma campaigns. CVT's work fosters

posttraumatic growth, turning survivors into advocates. As Minnesota audits programs

(due January 2026), focusing on equity could mitigate divides, ensuring assistance reaches

those in need.
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