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Abstract
Buffalo, New York receives the most refugees for resettlement in the state, and has constructed a
narrative as a welcoming place for this population. While this narrative is mostly true, refugees
from Burma are facing a new set of challenges arising from Buffalo’s broader urban
redevelopment that need to be addressed. This study asks the following specific research
questions: 1) How do refugees from Burma build community in Buffalo? In particular, how do
they build social capital through ethnic and religious organizations, and shared identities? 2)
How do refugees adapt their housing strategies in the face of neighborhood change? In
particular, how are they responding to gentrification of the West Side neighborhood?; and 3)
How do refugees from Burma develop livelihood strategies? In particular, how are they adapting
to market saturation within the restaurant and retail industries that they have traditionally been
engaged in? To answer these questions, this study makes use of in-depth interviews with
refugees from Burma and key actors in the resettlement process, secondary sources, such as news
articles and government documents, and census data. The results indicate that communitybuilding, the flow of information, and the creation of social capital are strongly tied to subnational identities, such as ethnicity and religious affiliation. Additionally, significant changes in
the neighborhood of initial resettlement are forcing people from Burma and resettlement
agencies to adapt their housing strategies to find affordable housing in other neighborhoods.
People from Burma are also adapting their livelihood strategies in the face of market saturation
in ethnic businesses and changes in hiring practices at small manufacturing facilities by
accessing social networks to gather information about new opportunities. Overall, this study
highlights the importance of understanding how refugee communities adapt to broader urban
redevelopment processes in their new homes, and identifies community needs that can inform
practices by resettlement agencies, as well as policy considerations in the city government.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The United States has a long history of resettling more refugees than the rest of the developed
world combined, yet the acceptance quota for 2019 has been capped at a record low number of
30,000 people. The implications of these changes are far-reaching not only because refugees are
forced to remain in precarious situations, but also because host cities in the United States, such as
Buffalo, New York, are forced to reimagine economic development strategies that rely heavily
on the presence of sustained flows of resettled refugees. Indeed, the local government has crafted
a narrative that positions the city as not only a welcoming place for refugees, but also integral to
future economic growth. Yet, refugees in Buffalo are facing a series of new challenges in the
neighborhood of initial resettlement that has affected community formation, housing strategies,
and livelihood outcomes, so it becomes to understand how refugees are making decisions and
how they are adapting to changes in their local environment so that we can understand how this
marginalized population will react to the changes that will ultimately be stimulated by changes in
local policies.
In an attempt to gain a better understanding of refugee decisions once they have been settled in
Buffalo, this research will focus on three key areas of resettlement: housing, livelihood
outcomes, and integration into Buffalo and will be guided by the following research questions:


How do refugees from Burma build community in Buffalo? In particular, how do
they build social capital through ethnic and religious organizations, and shared
identities?



How do refugees adapt their housing strategies in the face of neighborhood
change? In particular, how are they responding to gentrification of the West Side
neighborhood?



How do refugees from Burma develop livelihood strategies? In particular, how
are they adapting to market saturation within the restaurant and retail industries
that they have traditionally been engaged in?
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These research questions will situate the unique refugee community of Buffalo within the
various literatures on gentrification, livelihood strategies, and social capital development in
immigrant communities. One way that this diversity might affect the refugee resettlement
experience is in the development of social capital which is important for establishing networks of
trust and reciprocity through which valuable information about housing and livelihood options
flow. Indeed, my initial research questions were centered on the creation of social capital in the
subnational groups from Burma. However, my focus expanded to include adaptive strategies
about housing and livelihood outcomes based on the themes raises during preliminary
interviews.
This chapter will proceed with three sections that will contextualize the research questions. The
first section will provide a thorough discussion on the historical setting in Burma that highlights
the subnational diversity and the political conflict that forced the people from Burma to form one
of the populations of refugees in the United States. The second section will briefly review
resettlement policies in the United States, with emphasis placed on how cities are selected to
receive refugee populations for resettlement. The final section will examine the resettlement of
people from Burma in Buffalo, New York through the lens of media portrayal as a welcoming
city.
Burma and the Persecuted Peripheries
Historical Background of Burma
To better understand the unique position of the refugees from Burma in Buffalo, it is important
to deconstruct the term “Burmese” that confines the refugees from Burma into one generalized
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category. The population of Burma exhibits a strong
core-periphery pattern within the political, economic,
and social areas of day to day life. The core is
composed of Burmese-speaking Buddhists—called
Burman—who live in the central and southern areas of
the country. Map 1.1 displays a map of the provinces
of Burma, with all of the regions along the frontier
populated by ethnic minorities. While this population
is the core, it still produces a significant portion of
refugees because of political dissidents who are driven
from the core because they do not agree with the
national government (Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016).
In contrast, the peripheral areas of Burma are home to
several minority groups, such as the Chin and Karen,
who are culturally different from the dominate
Burmese. Because of the cultural differences, that
include religion and language, these groups are often
Map 1.1 Map of the Provinces of Burma. Source:

targeted by the junta and are more likely to engage in

Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016

forced migration. Figure 1 displays the current
political subdivisions in Burma.
Dismantling this term, “Burmese”, allows us to examine the subnational complexity within the
refugee community in Buffalo. The term “Burmese” takes on significant meaning when talking
about the ethnic groups within Burma, and in some cases may be considered offensive when
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applied to ethnic groups from the periphery, because it is the name of the ethnic Burman
majority. For this reason, the phrase “people from Burma” will be used to describe the
nationality of the refugees who are forced to flee the country.
The Mon, the first of the many ethnic nationalities that are present in contemporary Burma,
arrived around 5,000 years ago and settled in southeast Burma (Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016).
Following the settlement of the Mon, other groups began to arrive from as far away as Mongolia
and China, as well as many areas across Southeast Asia. As more groups entered the area, they
came into more conflict with each other as they competed for the same resources and land. By
the 19th century, the British became the dominant regional power and colonized Burma in 1886.
Initially Burma was ruled from British India, however the British separated Burma and ruled it
from Rangoon in 1939, which is located in the central lowlands. By the time the British arrived,
the central lowlands were controlled by the ethnic Burman, while the remaining ethnic groups
controlled areas around the Burman hearth. The British experience added another layer of
complexity to the already intricate relationships between the ethnic groups of Burma. The key
change came when the British divided Burma into two administrative areas—Burma Proper and
the Frontier Areas--with Burma Proper dominated by the Burman majority and the Frontier
Areas controlled by many ethnic minorities and were allowed to retain traditional leadership
systems (Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016). Guided by the idea that when the British granted
independence to Burma, they would grant their allies self-determination, some ethnic minorities
allied themselves with the British. The Shan, for example, were able to have greater autonomy
under British rule and existed in a semi-independent state. Eventually relations with the British
soured, so by the time World War II started many people living in Burma welcomed the
Japanese Empire and their promise to remove European powers from control all across Asia.
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With the Japanese defeat, in addition to the strong anti-colonial sentiment that was generated
after the end of the war, the British granted Burma independence in 1947.
At the time of independence, Burma Proper was united with the Frontier Areas ((Burmalink,
2014). This arrangement was not popular in the Frontier Areas and leaders of the ethnic
minorities were fearful that they would lose self-determination that had been guaranteed by the
British. General Aung San, a popular leader of the independence movement, toured the Frontier
Areas and urged minority leaders to remain with Burma Proper and promised self-determination
within a few years. This historic meeting, known as the Panglong Conference, was an attempt to
create an inclusive constitution that tackled the rights and roles of ethnic minorities within the
newly created Union of Burma. While not all minority leaders were included in the conference,
the attempt never had a chance to come to fruition because an assassin targeted General Aung
San and several of his associates and the course of a unified Burma changed dramatically.
Interethnic violence increased dramatically as the Burmese military grew rapidly, which in turn
generated military growth in the minority areas. After years of interethnic strife, General Ne Win
orchestrated a military coup in 1962 and seized control of the central government of Burma.
Under military rule, two key components of a classic core-periphery organization begin
to emerge (Burmalink, 2014). First, the Burman ethnic group controlled the national
government, the large military, and the economic organization of the country and sought
to persecute the periphery. Within a year of the military takeover, a strategy called the
Four Cuts was implemented to reduce ethnic support for their respective militaries.
Aimed at severing flows of food, funds, intelligence, and recruits, the policy was ruthless
in its approach and allowed the strong Burman army to use violence to instill incredible
fear in the regions with ethnic military organizations (BurmaLink, 2014). As a result of
5

the core-periphery characteristics, the rich resources of the periphery were extracted and
sold for a profit that directly benefited the Burman ethnic group, while little investment
returned to the peripheral areas.
Second, the Burman authorities pushed a program of Burmanisation. This twofold policy banned
teaching ethnic history and languages in school and public settings, while at the same time made
Burmese the only recognized language and emphasized the importance of Buddhism as the main
religion. Non-Buddhist ethnic minorities were encouraged, sometimes through force, to convert
to Buddhism. The colonial administrative division created by the British planted the seeds of
discord that still dominate ethnic relationships in contemporary Burma.
Ethnicity
The contemporary government of Burma officially recognizes the presence of eight ethnic
groups, or ethnic nationalities; Burman, Karen, Shan, Mon, Karenni, Chin, Kachin, and
Arakanese (Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016). Within Burma, the Burman majority constitutes
around seventy percent of the 55 million people in the country, while the Shan and Karen are the
next largest groups with approximately nine and seven percent of the population, respectively,
the Arakanese and the Mon comprise four percent and two percent, respectively, with the
Karenni, Chin, and Kachin combining for the remaining eight percent. One notable exception is
the Rohingya who, despite residing in Burma for centuries, are not officially recognized as a
distinct population—or, even citizens of Burma—because they are described as illegal
immigrants from Bangladesh (Burmalink, 2014). Because there are eight different recognized
ethnicities in Burma, it is not surprising to see distinct differences between the groups with
regard to cultural markers such as religion. The geographic distribution of the ethnic groups is
the core-periphery pattern discussed earlier where the Burman majority occupies the central
6

lowlands, and the ethnic minorities occupying the peripheral mountainous areas. The subnational
political divisions reflect the ethnic divisions within Burma; the Burman heartland is divided into
seven states, while the ethnic minorities live in eponymous regions in the periphery. Table 1.1
illustrates the ethnic divisions present in Burma.
Table 1.1 Officially Recognized Ethnic Groups of Burma
Ethnic Group
Burman
Shan
Karen
Mon
Karenni
Kachin
Chin
Arakanese
Source: Oxford Burma Alliance

Religion
Buddhist
Buddhist, some Christian
Christian/Buddhist
Buddhist
Christian, some Buddhists
Christian
Christian
Buddhist, Muslim

While Buddhism is practiced by the majority of Burmese, only the Burman, Mon, Arakanese,
and Shan ethnic groups are majority Buddhists, with the Arakanese having a small population of
Muslims and the Shan having a sizable Christian minority. The Karen, Karenni, Chin, and
Kachin ethnic groups have the majority of their populations adhering to Christianity, but there is
a large Buddhist Karen population and a small population of Buddhists among the Karenni, as
well. The Burmanisation process has become a direct cultural attack on the ethnic groups that are
majority Christian and continues to be a source of tension between the Burman-dominated
policies and ethnic minorities (Burmalink, 2014). Despite having achieved official recognition
by the government of Burma, the minority groups show incredible diversity within their
respective groups, as suggested by the internal religious variations.
Subnational Tensions
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The tension between the Burman majority and the ethnic minorities is a direct consequence of
several factors working in concert; the political division that divided the Burman majority and
the ethnic minorities into two distinct administrative divisions during British occupation; and the
perpetuation of that division by a strong Burman-dominated military that enforces strict
Burmanisation policies with the threat of extreme violence for resisting Burmanisation policies
(Burmalink, 2014). In response, most of the ethnic minorities have developed regional militaries
to combat the Burman military, which in turn, sparked armed conflict in the periphery. These
military battles, particularly the conflicts in eastern Burma where the Karen, Karenni, and Shan
live, have generated a large exodus of people across the border and into Thailand.
While flows of people from Burma to China, Bangladesh, and Malaysia exist, the flow of people
to Thailand is arguably the most important because it is the largest, most sustained, and most
permanent flow from Burma. The majority of the flow of people is composed of Karen who are
fleeing the targeted persecution of the Burmese military, so combined with their geographic
proximity to the Thai border, the Karen are also the majority population in the refugee camps in
Thailand. Map 1.2 shows the proximity of the areas of conflict in eastern Burma and the location
of the refugee camps in Thailand. The Karen first crossed the border in 1984 and settled in small
villages that, over the course of the last 30 years, have developed into large refugee camps. Until
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this point it has been assumed that
Burman are excluded from the flow
of people from Burma to Thailand,
but their case represents an
intriguing aspect of the flow
(Oxford Burma Alliance, 2016). In
the years following independence
and the installation of the military
government, many Burman voiced
their opposition to the new policies
that persecuted the peripheral
groups and quickly found
themselves being targeted by the
Burmese army. Political opposition
Map 1.2 Areas of conflict in Burma and refugee camps in

was silenced through violence and

Thailand. Source: BurmaLink, 2014

many Burman fled to Thailand.
However, the complex relationship between the ethnic groups in Burma crosses international
borders so that the Karen-majority refugee camps are not welcoming places for the Burman
dissidents and the Burman must survive in the wilderness away from the camps because they
fear for their safety (Burmalink, 2014).
Because Thailand has never signed a 1951 United Nations Convention that established basic
rights for the treatment of refugees, the refugee camps along the Burma-Thai border are subject
to strict limitations that are imposed by the Thai government. Based on Thai law, the camps are
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temporary, so basic services, such as access to education and healthcare, are severely limited,
and the residents of the camps are unable to leave the camp for travel or work. The populations
in the camp are entirely dependent upon aid service providers, particularly The Border
Consortium, for food, building materials, and other supplies for survival. Perhaps the most
serious restriction imposed on the refugee camps by the Thai government is related to the 1951
United Nations Convention that is not recognized by Thailand. Included under the Convention
are rights that allow refugees to register with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR) that is the first step in the resettlement process. Because Thailand does not recognize
the Convention, the Thai government must invite the UNHCR to Thailand to allow refugees to
register as refugees so they can be resettled. Unfortunately, this invitation does not come
regularly, so the camps continue to grow in population as people flee the violence in Burma.
In the context of discussing survival in refugee camps, religion becomes a key topic because it is
often used as a coping mechanism when dealing with traumatic life experiences. The religious
makeup of the Karen-dominated refugee camps in Thailand is no less complicated than any other
part of Burmese life. Around fifty percent of the refugees are Christian, while forty percent are
Buddhist, with the remaining ten percent practicing Islam. One organization describes the
importance of religion in the camps:
When living in the camps, one will notice the integral part that religion plays in
most refugees’ lives. Religious buildings are centres of communal activities and
refugees regularly attend religious ceremonies, sing and listen to religious songs,
and read religious texts. Prayers are said before each meal, and often before the
beginning of each school day. Most refugees are either Christian (51%) or
Buddhist (36%), which is evident in the way refugees often ask visitors whether
they are Christian or Buddhist, as if there are no other religions. In the Tak camps,
however, there are also significant Muslim communities. Muslims have been
particularly successful in setting up businesses in the camps, particularly
noticeable in Mae La camp, where the main market has only one shop maintained
by an ethnic Karen, the rest being run by Muslims (Burmalink, 2014)
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In this sense, religion seems to strengthen identity, while simultaneously allowing the refugees to
cope with the severe traumas they faced in Burma, as well as the struggle for survival in the
camp. Indeed, some scholars suggest that religion continues to provide comfort for refugees
during the entire resettlement process, so the journey from the Thai camps to a host country
becomes more psychologically manageable.
Resettlement Process in the American Context
Following the Refugee Convention of 1951 and the 1967 protocol, the UNHCR has been widely
regarded as the leading global entity for determining the status on asylum seekers and refugees.
The Convention of 1951 set out to define the term refugee, outline their rights when they enter a
new country, as well as document the legal obligations of the country of first asylum, with the
understanding that refugees should not be returned to their home country if the issues are still
present. The UNHCR has outlined three options for approaching the resettlement of refugees.
One option is voluntary repatriation where the refugees approach the issues that drove them from
their homes as temporary, so they will seek shelter in a country with the intention of returning
home when the emergency has ended. Indeed, the majority of refugees, as well as the countries
of first asylum and the UNHCR, prefer the idea of voluntary repatriation and will make every
attempt to make this the most successful option. Unfortunately, not every emergency is
temporary, so refugees may attempt to resettle in the country of first asylum. This is not always
an optimal solution because there may be significant cultural barriers, or insufficient support for
hosting a vulnerable population. When that is the case, then refugees apply for resettlement in a
third country. Resettlement in a third country is the least pursued avenue of resettlement. When
people are identified as refugees, they are then sponsored and interviewed for resettlement.
Following the interviews, some individuals are flagged for potential resettlement based on their
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vulnerability with special priority given to women and girls at risk, survivors of violence and
torture, children at risk, and family reunification. If a refugee meets these criteria, then the
UNHCR can recommend resettlement and will approach the appropriate agencies in host
countries. More than thirty countries have offered to resettle refugees, and their requirements for
entry are not uniform.
While these goals are laudable, one significant concern is that not every country has signed the
Refugee Convention of 1951, so they are not beholden to the regulations set forth by this law. In
the case of the people from Burma, this becomes an important element of the conversation
because the regions that generate the largest number of refugees are adjacent to Thailand—a
country that did not sign the Refugee Convention of 1951—so when they flee across the border,
this population does not have guaranteed rights and protections (Brees, 2008). In fact, the Thai
government routinely threatens to expel the people from Burma who have settled in the large
refugee camps along the Thai border. Due to the constant threat of uncertainty, many people
from Burma continue to Malaysia to seek more stability. Even so, the resettlement of people
from Burma in Thailand is considered the largest, and one of the most successful, resettlement
projects undertaken by the UNHCR with more than 50,000 people resettled in in a third country
since the crisis began. Of those refugees from Burma who have been selected for resettlement,
73% are sent to the United States.
The United States has the largest refugee resettlement program in the world, so it is important to
discuss the mechanisms that allow the process to occur. In order for the 73% who were sent to
the United States to gain access to the American resettlement process, they must have been
referred in one of three ways. First, a refugee may be referred on as an individual by a
representative from the UNHCR. A refugee may also be referred by an immediate family
12

member who is already in the United States. Finally, members from nationalities designated by
the American government as being more likely to be persecuted, including the Karen, are able to
avoid the process of being referred and are eligible for direct application.
Historically, the United States had a piecemeal approach to the acceptance of refugees where
individual pieces of legislation were created for each humanitarian crisis. Following the end of
World War II, legislation was created for the acceptance of refugees from across Europe, then
from the Soviet Bloc, the crisis in Cuba, and finally for the acceptance of refugees from
Southeast Asia following the end of the Vietnam War (Kenny & Lockwood-Kenny, 2011). By
the time the war ended in Vietnam, it became apparent that the flow of refugees was increasing
and needed to be standardized at the national level. The Refugee Act of 1980 was designed to
eliminate the piecemeal approach to helping populations in crisis. The process begins when the
President conducts an annual review of the flow of refugees to establish a quota that determines
the number of people who are eligible for resettlement into the United States. Following the
terrorist attacks on September 11, the quota system has been subject to wild fluctuations from a
high of 85,000 in 2016 to the record low 30,000-person cap established for 2019. After extensive
vetting, refugee cases are assigned to one of nine non-governmental organizations, some of
which are faith-based, that decide where refugees will be resettled. Table 1.2 provides a list of
the agencies involved with resettlement in the United States. The locations are determined by
factors such as affordable housing, employment opportunities, need for increased population, and
welcoming attitude; all of which are critical to achieving self-sufficiency which is the key goal of
the act.
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Table 1.2 A List of Resettlement Agencies in the United States
US Resettlement Agencies
Church World Service
International Rescue Committee
Episcopal Migration Ministries
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service
Ethiopian Community Development Council
US Conference of Catholic Bishops
HIAS
US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants
World Relief
The United States has one of the more intensive processes for resettlement because it does
several rounds of additional vetting that may take up to two years before the person is accepted
for resettlement. Once the person is accepted for resettlement their case is assigned to one of nine
non-governmental organizations, six of which are faith-based, that operate in close association
with the US Department of State and will orchestrate settlement into an American city. When the
cases are sent to local communities, then local affiliates orchestrate the logistics of resettlement,
such as finding affordable housing and providing language training. Table 1.3 shows a list of
resettlement agencies in Buffalo and highlights their primary functions.
Table 1.3 A List of Refugee Service Providers in Buffalo, New York
Organization
Catholic Charities
Jewish Family Service of Buffalo & Erie
County

International Institute of Buffalo
Journey’s End Refugee Services

Jericho Road Ministries

Function
Provide resettlement services, employment,
ESL classes
Facilitate entrance into the US, provide
housing, food, and clothing, employment,
ESL training; secure health care, public
school enrollment
Provide resettlement, employment, advocacy
services
Provide resettlement services, such as
housing, community orientation, referrals for
medical, employment, and education services
Drop-in center for refugees no longer
receiving services from a resettlement agency

Based on the unique needs of each individual, the organizations try to match them with a
community that has the services best suited to their needs, including family reunification, as well
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as taking into account the place of origin so that people from the same place will be settled in the
same city. A significant consideration for resettlement also includes the receptivity to the idea of
allowing refugees to settle in a community.
Buffalo: The City of Good Neighbors
Scholars have argued that immigrants generate substantial economic benefits through
entrepreneurialism, employment, and neighborhood regeneration by investing in the local
housing stock (Bahar, 2018). Because of this, Rustbelt cities that have been in decline as a result
of deindustrialization are now recasting their image as welcoming places in an attempt to attract
refugee settlement and thus the economic activity that refugees are capable of generating.
Buffalo, New York is a city that has been recognized as having adequate services to care for the
needs of refugees, as well as having a tolerant and welcoming environment that has allowed for
thousands of people to be resettled here. Since 2003, Buffalo has resettled more than ten
thousand refugees and the people from Burma make up forty percent of the people who have
been settled in the city. In that same time period, the population of Buffalo has decreased from
292,000 people to 259,000 people, making the city a good candidate for resettlement.
One significant reason that resettlement is possible in Buffalo is the availability of affordable
housing options. The Refugee Act identifies affordable housing as a key element of successful
resettlement of refugees in any city, so Buffalo is a sensible location for resettlement to take
place, because the housing costs in the city are markedly lower than many cities with similar
population sizes (Gray, 2016). However, some neighborhoods in Buffalo are experiencing a
growth in housing demand that is driving up the price of housing in some neighborhoods.
Unfortunately, one of the neighborhoods experiencing this stark change is the West Side which
is also the primary destination for initial resettlement of refugees when they arrive in the city.
15

Changes in housing costs signal changes in the ways refugees from Burma and resettlement
agencies must secure and locate affordable housing.
Finally, the city government has made efforts to create a welcoming environment for refugees
who are sent to Buffalo. The city has successfully created a narrative that posits itself as an
environment that is conducive for resettlement, yet refugees are facing challenges on other
fronts. Changing neighborhood landscapes, market saturation in ethnic businesses, the ability to
generate community-building through religious and ethnic organizations are concerns that extend
beyond the welcoming narrative and deserve to be explored at greater length.
The introductory chapter will be followed by five additional chapters. Chapter two will give a
detailed review of the research area, as well as the interview techniques and analysis, and the
quantitative data collection and analysis. Chapters three, four, and five are substantive chapters
that answer each research question and are organized as stand-alone articles, so there will be
some repetition. The first substantive chapter will look at integration into Buffalo with the use of
social capital that is generated by organizations and identity-formation. Chapter four will focus
on how refugees adapt their housing strategies in the face of neighborhood change, while chapter
five will discuss the development of livelihood strategies in the face of market saturation. A
conclusion chapter will explain the implications of the research for the people from Burma, the
service providers, and the city of Buffalo, with the possibility of potential policy changes.
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Chapter 2: Methodology
Research Area
Buffalo, New York is the largest recipient of refugees per capita in New York State. At the same
time, the city is a post-industrial city with a shrinking population. Because the city has resettled
more than 10,000 individuals since 2003, it
has become imperative that the city
government incorporate refugees into any
economic plans that guarantee their
integration into the city.
Important neighborhoods to consider when
discussing refugee resettlement in Buffalo,
include: West Side, Black Rock, Riverside,
Elmwood Village, and East Side. Map 2.1
shows a map of neighborhood boundaries
that is used by the City of Buffalo (City of
Buffalo, 1968). While Buffalo receives the
majority of refugees for resettlement, the
research area must be expanded to include
additional locations in Erie County in
order to capture new flows of migration to
some suburbs that have organized in
response to housing pressure in some

Map 2.1 The Neighborhoods of Buffalo, NY. Source: SUNY University at
Buffalo

Buffalo neighborhoods.
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Neighborhoods
West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside
The West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside neighborhoods are important because they are the
areas of initial resettlement for most refugees when they arrive in Buffalo. By the early 1800s,
the West Side became an important neighborhood for immigrant settlement. The neighborhood is
located on the Black Rock shipping canal—former site of industrial activity that took advantage
of the proximity to shipping lanes on the Great Lakes—so it was a major source of low-wage
employment (Naspora, 1995). In turn, the demands for low-wage employees encouraged early
immigrants to settle in the neighborhood.
The first wave of immigrants came from Sicily at the turn of the 20th century and settled
throughout the large neighborhood. They quickly formed an ethnic enclave that often centered on
religious life through the Catholic Church, established businesses and schools, as well as ethnic
organizations (Naspora, 1995). As migration flows shifted away from Europe and toward Latin
America, the inflow of Italian immigrants slowed down and Little Italy shifted to a different
location in the city. As Italians moved from the West Side, a new flow of Puerto Ricans started
to move in. Similar to the cultural landscape formed by the Italian immigrants, the Puerto Rican
community has established an enclave around churches, ethnic businesses, and ethnic
organizations. The Puerto Rican community has settled in the southern area of the West Side and
has formed a large commercial district along Niagara Street. In the northern section of the West
Side, a more varied population has settled and shaped the landscape as the people who have
moved there represent migration flows from Asia and Africa. The main commercial area for this
portion of the neighborhood centers on Grant Street and businesses reflect the diversity of the
population with signage in Burmese, Arabic, Spanish, and many other languages.
18

Black Rock was founded as a village in the early 1800s and quickly started to compete with
Buffalo for commerce and population. Similar to the West Side, Black Rock was able to attract
industry that required low-wage labor that was filled by immigrants. In the case of Black Rock,
Germans were the early immigrants and quickly formed an enclave that centered on cultural and
religious institutions (Naspora, 1995). Economic growth in the neighborhood slowed down after
the War of 1812 and the village was annexed by Buffalo. The presence of a canal helped some
economic activity remain in the neighborhood into the 20th century, but the German population
was slowly replaced by African Americans, and eventually populations from Africa and Asia.
The history of Riverside is markedly different than the histories of the West Side and Black
Rock. Riverside originated as a rural parkland that catered to the wealthy of Buffalo as a place to
escape the city and hunt for game. It wasn’t until after the Pan-American Exposition concluded
in 1901 that the neighborhood was developed and houses were sold to upper-class citizens of
Buffalo (Naspora, 1995). In this sense, the neighborhood is nearly a century younger than the
other neighborhoods and does not have a legacy of immigrant settlement. The Great Depression
affected the neighborhood and it saw a slow shift in income levels, so that Riverside is primarily
a working class neighborhood with considerable diversity in the population that lives there.
In concert, the three neighborhoods host some of the most diverse populations in the city, so it is
no surprise that they have become centers of service provision for refugees and immigrants.
Public institutions, such as Lafayette High School, serve to educate no only the students, but
provide English language courses to people in the neighborhood, while institutions like Jericho
Road provide healthcare. Journey’s End offers help through the resettlement process, while
Westminster Economic Development Initiative (WEDI) provides financial aid and business
training through the West Side Bazaar. The West Side Bazaar operates as a business incubator
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that provides opportunities for people from the West Side to start businesses in the retail or
restaurant industry by providing lower startup costs and business training to help create
businesses that will be successful in their respective markets.
Elmwood Village
Immediately to the east of the West Side is the neighborhood of Elmwood Village. Juxtaposed to
the historical experience of the West Side, Elmwood Village expanded following the extension
of streetcar routes from downtown and, because the neighborhood was the terminus of the line,
the industrialists of Buffalo concentrated in the neighborhood and remained there until the
economic decline of Buffalo peaked during the 1980s and 1990s (Naspora, 1995). Decline was
particularly pronounced along the primary commercial street known as Elmwood Ave. The street
developed into a space of seediness that was characterized by drug dealing, prostitution, and
crime.
Starting in the 2000s, major changes in investment saw a new wave of restaurants, bars, and
boutique stores return to Elmwood Avenue, as well as an increase in the number of young
professionals. The new businesses cater to members of the middle class who were drawn by the
uniqueness of the stores and restaurant, and have drawn this population to settle in the
neighborhood. The middle class has increased the popularity of Elmwood Village which has
increased the cost of housing. The rise in housing cost has been particularly pronounced on the
streets between Elmwood Avenue and the West Side with the gentrification frontier hovering
just west of Richmond Avenue and slowly moving toward Grant Street. The large, multi-family
Victorian-era homes in the three blocks between Richmond Avenue and Elmwood Avenue have
already undergone extensive renovations. The homes in the six blocks between Richmond
Avenue and Grant Street share similar characteristics and many of them are being renovated,
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because the high density living, combined with new bike lanes and walkability, have made these
blocks more attractive to young professionals who want to live close to Elmwood Village.
East Side
Directly east of Elmwood Village is the large neighborhood called the East Side. The
neighborhood has a similar experience with immigration to that of the West Side where factories
located there needed access to low-wage labor. In this case, the immigrant group that settled in
the area was from Poland (Naspora, 1995). As with the Italians in the West Side and the
Germans in Black Rock, the Polish community quickly established thriving cultural institutions,
such as ethnic organizations, Broadway Market and Catholic churches, many of which serve to
support strong emotional connections for many people in Buffalo.
The presence of industrial employment opportunities in the neighborhood served as an impetus
for the arrival of African Americans during the Great Migration and some tensions did arise
between the two populations. During deindustrialization, many white people from the
neighborhood moved to some of the suburbs, such as Cheektowaga, and those who remained
witnessed decades of disinvestment from the city that has resulted in areas of high rates of
poverty, vacancy, and crime, as well as low housing costs.
Expansion to Erie Country
Initially, the research focused on the West Side, Elmwood Village, and the East Side, but after
speaking with service providers and people from Burma, the study area was expanded to include
all of Erie County. Accounts suggested that small populations from Burma had shifted to the
suburbs of Cheektowaga and Tonawanda following rising housing costs and formed
communities based on ethnic identity. Cheektowaga and Tonawanda have histories,
demographics, and economics similar to the West Side, because both suburbs have strong
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connections to manufacturing and blue collar labor. Cheektowaga has also been connected to
immigrant communities because there was a dramatic shift in population as the Polish residents
of the East Side relocated to the suburb.
Population
At approximately 3,000 inhabitants, the Burmese population of Buffalo is currently the largest
group of refugees, so they would allow for the greatest possible sample size for conducting
research. Following some exploratory research, there is also some indication that first and second
generation Burmese are located in Buffalo which will allow for length of time to be added as a
variable. In addition to their population size, the Burmese population was selected because of the
demographic differences within their population that provides for the opportunity to examine two
types of social capital use and formation within a group. The demographic differences within the
Burmese community include not only religious differences, but also ethnic differences.
Identifying these differences are key to understanding how subgroups within the Burmese
community utilize different types of social capital for livelihood and housing decisions.
The study area was initially defined by several census tracts in western Buffalo, but, as
mentioned, has since been expanded to include all of Erie County. The majority of the Burmese
community has settled in census tracts 58.02, 61, 69.01, and 171, most likely due to the available
housing stock, dense transportation network that allows for easier access to services, and the
accumulated presence of Burmese in the area for at least a decade (See Map 2.2). The expansion
of the research area occurred to include any populations of Burmese who have left the western
neighborhoods of Buffalo, but to also include potential future settlement options. Poppe (2011)
suggests that many refugees, including Burmese refugees, have aspirations to leave their initial
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areas of settlement in the urban core and relocate to first and second ring suburbs, such as
Amherst.
Map 2.2 Distribution of Burmese in Erie County, New York in 2015
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Methodology
People from Burma were identified as the research population because they make up the largest
nationality of refugees in the study area and presents a valuable opportunity to study how
subnational diversity affects strategies and community formation because it is composed of four
religions, at least nine ethnicities, as well as differences in class, gender, and educational
attainment. Additionally, people from Burma have a significant, visible presence on Grant Street,
the primary economic
thoroughfare in the West
Side, that suggests they have
the ability to gather enough
capital to start businesses.
Access to capital is further
evidenced by their presence in
a business incubator called
the West Side Bazaar that is
also located on Grant Street.
Figure 2.1 is an example of a
storefront on Grant Street that
is in Burmese that illustrates
their visible presence in the
neighborhood.
Figure 2.1: Burmese Storefront on Grant Street
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I used a mixed methods approach to understand how the people from Burma are adapting their
housing strategies in the face of gentrification, adapting their business strategies when dealing
with market saturation, as well as to examine the mechanisms of community-building and the
use of social capital. A series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with people from Burma
and key actors in the resettlement process provided intimate access to the challenges faced by
both groups and revealed new strategies in the face of change in Buffalo. In conjunction, I used
census data to understand demographic changes over time in the neighborhoods of primary
resettlement to confirm significant themes that appeared in the interviews.
Qualitative Methods
The qualitative portion of this research consisted of 26 in-depth, semi-structured interviews
conducted between May 2017 and September 2018. The interviews were conducted with people
from Burma and key actors in the resettlement process, including resettlement agencies,
journalists, and volunteers. Interviews lasted between 30 and 90 minutes, and were conducted in
places arranged by the interviewee, including community spaces, offices, and homes.
Semi-structured interviews allowed me to explore key themes that appear in the literature, yet
provided the flexibility to explore emerging themes as the interviews progressed. Initially, the
intention was to gather information about elements of trust and reciprocity, information
gathering with regard to housing options, and information gathering with regard to livelihood
outcomes, but as the interviews progressed three themes began to take shape. Indeed, it was the
flexibility provided by semi-structured interviews that ultimately shaped the direction of the
research. Housing and livelihood outcomes remained critical to the conversation and the
interviews revealed that social capital was no longer the only key theme to discuss during
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refugee resettlement. Within the theme of housing, the process of gentrification was mentioned
by every interviewee, yet this was not specifically targeted by any of the questions in the
interview instrument. As a result, I adjusted my approach to explore how all actors adjusted their
housing strategies in the face of gentrification. Similarly, adjustments were made with the
livelihood theme to match the concerns of the population. Instead of focusing on how people
from Burma gather information about jobs, the new direction trended toward changing
entrepreneurial and employment strategies in the face of market saturation and chain
employment, respectively. The final theme that was used to structure the interview instrument
resulted as a reimagining of the ideas of trust and reciprocity. In this theme, I wanted to explore
how identity and community-building can shape the creation and use of social capital.
Interview Instrument
Two interview instruments were created to reflect differences in the two sets of populations
being interviewed for this research. The interview instrument used to structure the interviews
with people from Burma had 42 total questions that were intended to capture demographic
information, housing outcomes, livelihood outcomes, and community-building and identity
information. The interview instrument used to structure the interviews with key actors consisted
of 24 questions aimed to capture information about the same themes. Both interview instruments,
as well as the themes that are captured by the questions are found in Table 2.1 and Appendix 1.
Important considerations to make when analyzing the social networks used by Burmese refugees
in Buffalo include: network formality, the number and strength of ties in a network, community
involvement, network heterogeneity, and network spatiality. The complexity of the network, as
described by the previous elements, is ideally captured with the use of interviews.
Demographic Information
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Control questions were used to gather demographic information and include the age of the
participant, the length of time of residency in Buffalo, educational attainment, employment
status, self-reported English proficiency, religious affiliation, ethnicity, and gender. These
questions were included to allow for the possibility that these variables have significant impact
on the adaptation of strategies, as well as community and identity building. Despite limited
access to every subnational group, religion and ethnicity proved to be important variables to
include.
Housing Strategies
I included questions concerning housing options, who provided information to locate the
housing, perspectives on the neighborhood, and aspirations for future housing to understand how
refugees adapt their housing strategies in the face of neighborhood change. The questions were
originally intended to capture information about the use of networks within the refugee
community, but the interviews provided a more intimate look at the concerns held by the people
from Burma and the service providers. The questions about perspectives on the neighborhood
were particularly important, because everyone expressed concern about changes in housing
prices in the West Side, and how that may facilitate and guide future housing decisions.
Livelihood Strategies
I included questions about starting a business, number of employees in the business, and sources
of information for employment to understand how refugees adapt their livelihood strategies. The
questions were originally designed to capture flows of information through community networks.
Important trends emerged from these questions, but the open-ended structure of the questions
revealed important patterns that altered the direction of the research. This was particularly
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pronounced during an interview with a service provider who said that entrepreneurs from Burma
were facing market saturation with ethnic businesses.
Community-building and Identity
Questions on community-building and identity will specifically address research questions three:
How do people from Burma build community in Buffalo? In particular, how do they build social
capital through ethnic and religious organizations, and shared identities? I will include questions
about trust and reciprocity, network formality, community involvement, network heterogeneity,
and spatial extent of the network. These questions are intended to capture information about how
refugees from diverse country like Burma are able to create identity and build community in
their host country. The questions are intended to tease out nuanced difference, particularly with
regard to religion and ethnicity.
Trust and reciprocity are widely regarded as the most important factors in the facilitation of
social capital, so several relevant questions will be included to determine the amount of trust and
reciprocity that is present within the networks of the refugee community. Because trust and
reciprocity are intangible, and therefore unable to be measured directly, it is important to
recognize that proxies will be used to determine their presence within the networks. Survey
questions oriented toward trust and reciprocity will focus on issues like reliability on your social
network for emergencies, particularly with financial concerns; the prevalence of support from
friends and family, and the ability to provide support to friends and family; and, the ability to
navigate the network for job opportunities, whether being the source of employment, or seeking
employment.
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Formal networks can be assumed to be voluntary affiliations with a local group, such as church
groups, work associations, local governments, or volunteer organizations, while informal
networks are characterized as relationships among and between family members, friends, and
neighbors (Portes, 1998). Questions about network formality can be used to determine whether
the type of social capital being used is bridging capital or bonding capital. Membership within a
formal network will stimulate the accumulation of bridging capital, because the participant will
be forming relationships with people who have greater potential of being outside of refugee
community. On the other hand, participation within an informal network will work to reinforce
relationships that may already exist within the refugee community, thus constituting bonding
capital. By determining which type of social capital is being used, it then becomes possible to see
the differences between the two sub-groups within the Burmese population of Buffalo, and how
each sub-group uses each form of social capital.
Questions centered on community involvement gauged whether the participant feels they have
become incorporated into the citywide community, if the participant feels that their life is
involved within the refugee community only, or some combination of both sentiments. This
series of questions will also help determine which type of social capital the participant is using.
Network heterogeneity is important because it has the potential to determine the amount of social
capital available to members of a network. While some scholars suggest that a network with
more heterogeneity as the likelihood to increase social capital, others suggest the reverse
(Grootaert, 1998; Portney & Berry, 1997). The category called network spatiality will capture
information on the geography of the network. By asking the participant where their friends
reside, their perceptions on the neighborhood, the frequency with which they travel outside of
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their neighborhood and their willingness/desire to leave the neighborhood will help indicate ideal
housing options and employment outcomes.
Table 2.1 The Interview Instrument and Captured Information
Captured Information

Questions to People from Burma

Demographic Information









Age
Gender
Ethnicity
Religion
Education
Employment status
Length of time in Buffalo

Housing Strategies



What neighborhood do you live
in?
Do you think your neighborhood
is safe?
Do you rent your current place?
Who told you about your current
place of residence?
Do you consider your current
residence your home?
How happy are you with your
current neighborhood?
Do you see yourself owning a
home in Buffalo?
Do you want to move to other
parts of the city?
How likely are you to move out
of this neighborhood?
(If yes) Where would you like to
move?











Livelihood Strategies



Who provided information to find
a job?

Questions to Key
Actors in
Resettlement
 Job Title
 Organization
Location
 Organization
Size
 Organization
Focus and
Mission
 What type of
housing and
what
neighborhoods
are refugees
likely to settle
in when they
arrive?
 Do you find
that they tend
to settle in one
location?
 Have these
housing
patterns
changed over
time?
 Who gives
them
information
about where to
find places to
live?


Are there
certain
industries or
employers that
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Identification and
Community Building












How likely are you to rely on
information provided by your
family and friends to find a job?
How likely are you to provide
information to friends or family
to help them get a job?
If you are an employee, is the
person who hired you from
Burma?
Have you started a business since
you arrived in Buffalo?
(If yes) How many businesses
have you started? Did you rely on
friends and family for the
financial resources to start your
business? How many employees
did you have? How likely are you
to hire a person from Burma? Are
your employees friends or
family?

How likely are you to visit a
neighbor?
How likely are you to go to a
restaurant/movie/sporting event
outside of “neighborhood name”?
Do you think your neighborhood
is safe?
Do you consider yourself active
in your religious community?
(If yes) How frequently do you
attend a religious service?
How likely are you to participate
in a local religious group within
the last five years?
Are the majority of your friends
and family the same religious as
you? From Burma? Ethnicity?
Are the new friends you have
made since your arrival in
Buffalo the same religion? Same
ethnicity?
Where do the majority of your
friends live? (Same













tend to hire
Burmese
refugees?
What
resources do
they use when
job hunting?
If a refugee
wants to start
a business,
what type of
business is it
usually?
How do they
find
information
about loans?
Are the loans
family-based,
or through a
financial
institution?
Do the
refugees from
Burma differ
from other
refugee
communities
that you
serve?
Would you
say that there
are greater
differences by
nationality or
based on other
characteristics
such as gender
or education?
Based on your
knowledge of
the refugee
community,
what are the
main types of
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street/neighborhood/outside of
the city/same
country/international)
(If outside the neighborhood)
How likely are you to visit them?







support they
use during
resettlement?
Have you
noticed
differences
among
subnational
groups, such
as gender,
religious
affiliation, and
ethnicity?
Are there any
subnational
groups that
you feel are
particularly
difficult to
reach, or may
be in need of
additional
effort and
support?
(Volunteer)
Have you
noticed any
religious
adaption with
your family?

Sampling
In order to recruit participants for this research, I used several methods to contact as many people
as possible. First, I conducted an extensive internet search to identify key actors in the
resettlement process, as well as to identify religious and ethnic institutions associated with
people from Burma, and contacted them with an email that explained the research and why they
were selected. Secondly, I organized a field experience for a class that allowed me to develop
32

close connections with a local agency that works with refugees and I was able to tie into their
network. Finally, I developed several connections with people from Burma, including the
director at a community center, who proved to be invaluable with providing contacts with other
people from Burma.
The response rate for email recruitment was low—in most instances organizations and
individuals did not respond to first emails, follow-up emails, or phone calls—so I relied heavily
on snowballing to recruit the 26 participants. This was particularly effective for recruiting people
from Burma, because I was invited to sit in several citizenship classes at a community center
where I was given the opportunity to explain my research and ask for volunteers. However, using
the snowball method resulted in limited access to some subnational groups within the refugee
community. Every interviewee from Burma was either Burman or Karen, despite all ethnicities
from Burma being present in Buffalo. In some ways this is not surprising because Burman and
Karen are the largest populations present in both Burma and Buffalo, but it does limit the scope
of the conversation on ethnic diversity and the role it plays in strategies. Similarly, access to the
religious community was limited to Buddhists and Christians, so Muslims and traditional
religions were excluded from the sample. Despite the exclusion of several subnational groups,
this corresponds to the narrative set forth by some actors involved with the resettlement process
who said that some populations are more receptive to aid and inter-community contact than
others. The populations that reside on the East Side were mentioned specifically. Which is
important because they are different ethnically and religiously different than the Burman and
Karen, thus providing an opportunity for future research. Interviews were transcribed and coded
using the qualitative software, NVivo.
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Figure Table 2.2 illustrates the demographics of the 20 interviewees from Burma. Because of the
sensitive nature of this population, I have limited the number of revealing characteristics to
protect their identities. I interviewed eight males and 12 females with an age range spanning
from 19-74. Nine of the interviewees identified as Burman and 11 identified as Karen; a pattern
similar to the distribution in the city where the majority of people from Burma identify as Karen
and the second largest ethnicity is Burman. All nine Burmans and four Karen identified as
Buddhist, while seven Karen identified as Christian. This pattern is also similar to the pattern in
Burma where the majority of Burmans are Buddhist and Karen identify as both Christian and
Buddhist. With the exception of one person who arrived in Buffalo after being resettled in a
different state, 19 interviewees reported being their neighborhood of initial resettlement as either
the West Side, Black Rock, or Riverside. Of the 19 interviewees who reported resettlement in the
West Side, Black Rock, or Riverside, only five have moved beyond these neighborhoods,
including four who cited the importance of better schools for their children as the major reason
for leaving the community. Only three of the 20 people interviewed reported unemployment,
including two who were retired, and one who stayed at home to raise the children.
Table 2.2 Demographic Characteristics of the Interviewees from Burma
Interview
ee

Se
x

Age

Ethnici
ty

Religio
n

Educati
on

BF1

F

4049

Burma
n

Buddhi
st

BM1

M

BF2

F

BM2

M

4049
2029
6069

Burma
n
Burma
n
Burma
n

Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st

DNF
High
School
High
School
College
College

Neighborho
od of Initial
Resettleme
nt
West Side

Neighborho
od of
Residence

Employm
ent Status

Grand
Island

Unemploy
ed

West Side

Employed

West Side

Grand
Island
West Side

Amherst

West Side

Unemploy
ed

Employed
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BF3

F

BF4

F

BF5

F

BM3

M

BM4

M

KM1

M

KM2

M

KF1

F

KF2

F

KF3

F

KF4

F

KM3

M

KM4

M

KF5

F

KF6

F

KF7

F

3039
50.59
30.3
9
30.3
9
40.4
9
5059
3039
4049
7079

Burma
n
Burma
n
Burma
n
Burma
n
Burma
n
Karen

1019
2029
3039
4049

Karen

4049
5059

Karen

3039

Karen

Karen
Karen
Karen

Karen
Karen
Karen

Karen

Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Christi
an
Buddhi
st
Christi
an
Christi
an
Christi
an
Christi
an
Christi
an
Buddhi
st
Buddhi
st
Christi
an
Buddhi
st

High
School
High
School
High
School
High
School
High
School
High
School
High
School
High
School
DNF
High
School
College

West Side

West Side

Employed

West Side

West Side

Employed

West Side

West Side

Employed

Black Rock

Black Rock

Employed

West Side

Riverside

Employed

Riverside

Tonawanda

Employed

Black Rock

Riverside

Employed

Riverside

Tonawanda

Employed

West Side

West Side

Unemploy
ed

Black Rock

Black Rock

Employed

College

Black Rock

Employed

High
School
DNF
High
School
High
School
DNF
High
School
DNF
High
School

West Side

North
Buffalo
West Side

West Side

West Side

Employed

Riverside

Riverside

Employed

West Side

West Side

Employed

West Side

West Side

Employed

Employed

Quantitative Methods
For the quantitative portion of this research, I analyzed census data to identify changes in
neighborhood characteristics, as well as created a database of businesses that used the West Side
Bazaar as an entrepreneurial resource. Resettlement of the people from Burma in Buffalo began
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in 2003, so I collected census data from the 2000 Census, 2005 American Community Survey,
2010 Census, and 2015 American Community Survey. The selection of data from the 2000
Census will provide pre-resettlement neighborhood characteristics and allowed me to trace the
changes across the entire timespan of their resettlement in the county. The data were initially
collected for the City of Buffalo, but collection was expanded to include all of Erie County after
the interviews revealed that some chain migration to the suburbs may be happening.
However, some issues with census data should be mentioned. Refugees tend to be
underrepresented in the data because of issues with language proficiency, unfamiliarity with
filling out the forms, and the status as a vulnerable population may make some of refugees
fearful of self-identifying their nationality. Additionally, racial, ethnic, and national categories
that are used for self-identification have notoriously loose definitions, so that information
gathered from the 2000 Census uses “Other Asian”, while the 2015 American Community
Survey uses “Burmese”. Even so, the census is still the best resource of data collection.
Neighborhood Change
I collected data on crime, educational attainment at the high school and college level, nativity,
average rent and home value, average income, poverty rate, and unemployment rates to examine
the extent neighborhoods in Buffalo are changing. These variables were selected because they
cover economic and social shifts that would represent significant changes occurring in these
neighborhoods.
The data were organized by neighborhood using boundaries established by SUNY University at
Buffalo and recognized as valid by the city. Additionally, I used available data on nationality to
divide all of the census tracts in Erie County into Burmese and non-Burmese tracts to understand
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if there were significant differences between them. Census tracts were labeled Burmese and
assigned a value of one if they contained any residents who self-identified as Burmese. Census
tracts were labeled non-Burmese and assigned a value of zero if they contained no residents who
self-identified as Burmese. I examined the expansion of Burmese census tracts from the 2000
census through the 2005 American Community Survey, through the 2010 census, and the 2015
American Community Survey. Because data on nationality was limited for the 2005 American
Community Survey, I labeled the 5 census tracts in the West Side as Burmese because that is the
neighborhood mentioned by resettlement agencies as the place of resettlement when the people
from Burma arrived in 2003. The 2010 census included Burmese as a nationality, so I used that
to establish the Burmese census tracts. By 2015, twenty-two tracts were labeled as Burmese and
were mostly clustered in the West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside neighborhoods with smaller
populations found in the East Side neighborhood and the Town of Tonawanda. Two-hundred and
nine tracts were labeled as non-Burmese and made up the remainder of Erie County.
Entrepreneurialism
Finally, I created a database of the forty-four businesses that took advantage of the West Side
Bazaar as an incubator. The database includes the name of the owner, the nationality of the
owner, the year the business started, the year the business left, and whether the business was
successful when it left the West Side Bazaar. The database was created using data gathered from
the website of the West Side Bazaar, as well as the use of the internet archive called the
Wayback Machine. In order to determine if the business was successful after it left the West Side
Bazaar, I conducted a thorough search of the internet using both the name of the business and the
name of the owner. This allowed me to see if the business was still operational, or if the owner
was involved with a new business.
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Analysis
Research Question 1
In order to understand how refugees from Burma build community and create social capital
through shared identities, such as religion and ethnicity, I coded the 26 in-depth interviews to
identify significant themes that appeared in the conversations. Additionally, I did thorough
searches through media sources and government documents to provide further evidence of
changes happening in the West Side, shifts in resettlement patterns, new business openings, and
community events. The themes were organized and displayed in a table to illustrate how many
sources related to each theme.
Research Question 2
In order to understand how refugees from Burma adapt their housing strategies in the face of
neighborhood change, I calculated the rate of change in housing costs, performed two analyses of
variance to explain the difference between changes in rent and house price in Burmese and nonBurmese tracts, as well as the differences between West Side, Elmwood Village, and East Side,
and used interviews to determine how housing strategies were changing with time. After
collecting the census data for the neighborhoods of Buffalo, I needed to understand how the
neighborhood housing prices were changing. Using Microsoft Excel, I calculated the rate of
change for rent and house prices between each year for every census tract in Erie County using:
Rate of Change = (price at time B – price at time A) / price at time A
Following the rate of change across the entire period of resettlement confirmed that housing
costs were increasing in the initial neighborhood of resettlement, but decreasing in the
neighborhoods mentioned as new opportunities for more affordable housing.
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To begin the analysis of variance tests, the list of observations that I assembled from the census
data were sorted by neighborhood and the average rent and house price were calculated for the
census tracts in the West Side, Elmwood Village, and the East Side. These neighborhoods were
selected because they were the most discussed neighborhoods during the interview process. For
the second analysis of variance test, the data were sorted by presence of Burmese and the
average rent and house price was calculated for those two variables.
After the means were calculated for each set of observations, the analysis of variance was used to
determine if the means for each population were significantly different. Starting with the null
hypothesis, Hₒ: μ1=μ2=μk, where the means for each population are equal, the F statistic is
generated and compared to the critical value given in the F-Table. When the generated F statistic
is higher than the critical value in the F-Table, then the null hypothesis is rejected. Essentially,
analysis of variance is comparing variation in means within columns to variation between
columns, so that if the variation is greater between the columns then the population means are
not equal (Rogerson, 2010). I used the widely accepted alpha value of 0.05, meaning that there is
no more than a five percent probability that the difference was a result of chance.
After confirming that neighborhoods of resettlement were undergoing change in housing costs, I
conducted an analysis of variance because of the emphasis on differences within the community.
Analysis of variance allowed me to compare the means between at least two groups within a
population and can be a powerful tool to denote differences within a group. I started with a focus
on the differences in means between census tracts that were sorted into the West Side, Black
Rock, Riverside, Elmwood Village, and the East Side to see if there was significant difference
between the neighborhoods mentioned in the interviews. A second analysis of variance was
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performed to determine significant difference in means between Burmese and non-Burmese
census tracts. The results of the analysis of variance tests are displayed by alpha value.
The interviews guided the formation of the dataset and provided valuable information about how
the people from Burma and service providers are adapting to the changing housing prices. This
allowed me to understand that the primary mechanism that is driving movement away from the
West Side is the pressure for affordable housing that is created by gentrification happening in
Elmwood Village. Additionally, the interviews confirmed that people from Burma were moving
to Riverside and Black Rock, while service providers were interested in moving the population
to the East Side.
Research Question 3
In order to understand how people from Burma adapt their livelihood strategies in the face of
changes, such as market saturation, I calculated the rate of change for unemployment between
each year for all census tracts in Erie County, conducted an analysis of variance test to determine
the significance of difference in the means, and assembled a database of businesses that used the
West Side Bazaar as a business incubator. I collected data on unemployment because city leaders
have suggested that refugees are an important resource for job creation. Using Microsoft Excel, I
calculated the rate of change for unemployment between each year for every census tract in Erie
County.
The database of businesses that used the West Side Bazaar was instrumental in showing that
people from Burma have taken advantage of the resources available for constructing new
strategies for livelihood outcomes. Indeed, more than forty percent of the businesses that have
been in the West Side Bazaar were owned by people from Burma. Simultaneously, the database
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indicated that the West Side Bazaar may not be a sustainable option for preparing businesses to
enter the market, because only 2 of the businesses to enter the market have remained operational.
While the prognosis for success may be grim based on the number of businesses successfully
entering the market, interviews with service providers have provided valuable information about
the additional benefits entrepreneurs receive by starting with the West Side Bazaar. People who
approach the West Side Bazaar to begin a business gain valuable support because they are
required to write business plans that are scrutinized in the face of market saturation and gain
familiarity with non-ethnic markets through training, While the primary focus of this question
revolves around entrepreneurialism, interviews have added that some people from Burma shift
their livelihood priorities to focus on gaining employment in small manufacturing.
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Chapter 3: Integration and Social Capital Creation
Introduction
The Refugee Act of 1980 was a landmark piece of legislation that standardized the resettlement
of refugees in the United States. While the United States has resettled large populations of
refugees since the closing days of World War II, the policies that dictated that intake have been
haphazard and disjointed (Kenny & Lockwood-Kenny, 2011). One of the many principles
outlined in the Refugee Act was the call for self-sufficiency by providing employment
opportunities early in the resettlement process. This is certainly an admirable goal, but matters of
self-sufficiency must include broader conversations on the role of community, identity, and
resettlement strategies, such as integration. By including these topics in the conversation, we are
able to examine and understand the methods and routes by which refugees are able to
successfully achieve self-sufficiency.
Integration in particular is becoming a dominate theme because it is replacing assimilation and
multiculturalism and guiding the majority of immigration policy. Integration is a challenging
term to define, but four domains of integration have emerged from the work of Ager and Strang
(2008): 1) achievement and access to employment, education, and health; 2) citizenship and
rights; 3) social connections within and between people in various communities; and, 4) barriers
stemming from language, culture, and the local environment. It is within domains three and four
that we find the complicating factors of community and identity that are essential for
understanding the ability of refugees to achieve self-sufficiency and integration.
At the local scale, research has shown that successful integration can manifest in how refugees
experience neighborhoods as either “including” or “excluding” based on the receptivity of the
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host country and the presence of co-ethnic communities (Ager and Strang, 2010). The West Side
neighborhood in Buffalo has the resources, experience, and presence of co-ethnic communities
that allow it to present itself as an “including” neighborhood. The embedded service networks
that have developed because of the large number of service providers, in conjunction with
significant populations of refugees mean that the West Side neighborhood is an ideal location to
study the role of refugees in a local context. The population from Burma, especially, provide a
fascinating opportunity to understand the creation of community based on subnational identities,
such as ethnicity, or religion. Indeed, Mayor Byron Brown has publically lauded the role of
refugees in building a stronger Buffalo by recognizing their ability to strengthen the local
economy. Yet, the connections within and between refugees and the host community in Buffalo
go largely unexplored. This has led to the following research question: How do people from
Burma build community in Buffalo? In particular, how do they build social capital through
ethnic and religious organizations, and shared identities?
This chapter will proceed in three sections. The first section will be an extensive literature review
that pulls from the prolific conversations concerning integration, community-building, and social
capital. The second section will provide context by exploring the neighborhoods in Buffalo, New
York, as well as discuss methodologies. The final section will cover results that demonstrate how
the people from Burma are integrating into the host society in Buffalo by building social capital
through the use of organizations and identity.
Literature Review
The post-9/11 era has seen a shift in global immigration policies, with a focus on integration into
the host society. Some scholars have argued that this represents a shift away from
multiculturalism and is in response to the fear of terrorism that has arisen as conflicts in the
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Middle East generate larger flows of refugees from that region, while simultaneously suggesting
that multiculturalism can create enclaves that are damaging for refugees because they can lead to
social and economic isolation, which can foster resentment toward the host society (GryzmalaKazlowska, 2015). Gryzmala-Kazlowska (2015) even suggests that countries long associated
with multiculturalism, such as Canada and the United Kingdom, are reevaluating their stance on
immigration to encourage migrants to consider adapting their culture to reflect their new homes.
This draws attention to the ongoing debates around the best approach for immigration policies.
In addition to the multicultural approach and the integration approach, is the assimilation
approach where immigrants are expected to forgo all defining characteristics and adopt the
practices of the host country. Integration is seen as a compromise between assimilation at one
end and multiculturalism at the other, yet few scholars can agree on a common and functional
definition for integration.
The simplest, and perhaps most important, approach to understanding the term is to recognize
that integration is a two-way process of adaptation. The two-way process indicates an arena of
compromise where both the refugee and host society modify their behaviors to accommodate
each other (Castles, et al., 2001). From this definition it is easy to recognize that integration is
indeed a compromise between the culturally- unforgiving use of assimilation and the use of
multiculturalism. In a study that synthesized literature and policy, as well as employed extensive
use of interviews with refugees in the United Kingdom, Ager and Strang (2008) allow that
integration is a challenging term to define, but have created a useful theoretical framework that
advanced the notion of the two-way adaption through the creation of four domains of integration.
The first domain recognizes that successful integration can be measured with “public outcomes”
in the form of successfully finding employment, as well as achieving access to education and
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health opportunities. The second domain revolves around citizenship and rights of the refugees in
their host country. The third domain examines the role of social connections among and between
refugees and their host community, while the four domain highlights the challenges to
integration caused by issues with language proficiency, cultural difference, and the local
environment.
While it is important to understand that the four domains presented by Ager and Strang (2008)
provide a useful framework with which to analyze integration, social connections could be seen
as the most important because they are the glue that holds the entire framework together.
Without social connections, access to public outcomes, like education and health are not
possible. Without social connections, matters of citizenship and rights are moot, and the barriers
to integration could not be overcome. This sentiment was echoed by interviewees in their
research who identified social connections as the defining feature of an integrated community
(Ager and Strang, 2008). Therefore, emphasis on the role of social connections across
communities will be scrutinized to tease out how refugees are able to shape their integration
experience after resettlement.
The theoretical background of domain three pulls heavily from the concept of social capital,
which is itself a difficult concept to define. A wide body of literature exists on the notion of
social capital, yet it has an element of complexity that makes it difficult to define. Some suggest
that the popularity of social capital as a theoretical framework can be attributed to the emphasis
on the positive impacts of sociability and overall value of the explanation of unseen influences
on power (Portes, 1998). Generally, scholars agree that three elements are present in social
capital: trust, reciprocity, and a social network (Adger 2003; Portes, 1998). While there are often
differences present, most scholars do agree that trust and reciprocity are essential elements when
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discussing social capital. With reliance on other members of the community, social capital is
idealized as the opportunities to use financial and human capital via circuits of friends,
acquaintances and contacts (Portes, 1998). Central to this idea is the notion that human capital is
the creation and use of knowledge and experience to increase the value of labor. Immigrants who
rely on their community are able to gain knowledge creation through interchanges with others in
the community, such as hiring opportunities or learning a trade. Improving the value of labor is
also considered utilizing a resource. Similarly, social capital can be a resource used by
individuals to achieve specific interests through specific social structures (Portes, 1998). In the
case of immigration, these social structures are the ones that are embedded into the community in
the ways described previously such as migration networks or employment networks.
Social capital can be used in different ways depending on the needs of the individual or the
community. Indeed, the opportunities that arise from the relationships of trust and reciprocity
that travel through social networks takes on a spatial component based on network composition.
The type of social capital that is being used is often based on the density, or complexity, of the
network within which the members of a community operate their daily lives (Wuthnow, 2002).
As a result, two types of social capital, bridging capital and bonding capital, have been identified
based on the need of the individual, the community, and network composition. Putnam (1993)
emphasizes the importance of both reciprocity and trust in the development of social connection,
and Colson (2003) argues that the growth of trust depends on reciprocity. It follows from this
that in order to build ‘bridges’ between ‘bonded’ groups there need to be opportunities for people
to meet and exchange resources in ways which are mutually beneficial. Additionally, we need to
look to social links between groups of people and the structures of the state.
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Social capital, like other forms of capital, can be created and accumulated. The process of
creating social capital is often attributed to civic engagement and high rates of participation
within a community. Membership in social clubs, political groups, and religious institutions does
not automatically mean that social capital has been created, but it can allow members of a
community to forge new relationships, strengthen established bonds, and provide forums for
exchanging information, which can foster an environment that is conducive for the formation of
trust within the group (Gittell and Vidal 1998). Civic engagement is the primary mode for the
facilitation of social capital creation. A framework has been created to identify five clusters of
civic engagement that can lead to the creation of social capital. The first cluster is called resident
engagement and suggests that incentives and human capital can determine an individual’s
willingness to participate in community activities. The second cluster is called agenda building
and emphasizes the importance of forums as places to share information. Cluster three is called
community organization and relies on strong leaders to provide organization for the community.
Cluster four is community action and requires the community to combine their assets in order to
find resources outside of the community. The final cluster is called communication and message
development and involves the maintenance of the lines of communication between the
community and those providing external resources, particularly with regard to outcomes (Hyman
2002). The framework is intended to show how individuals within a community can come
together to create social capital with the anticipation that it will achieve an outcome.
Even though civic engagement is an important factor when discussing the creation of social
capital, social networks and relationships of trust and reciprocity are strongly influenced by the
presence of family and friends. In many cases, the family unit is often the primary social unit, so
that the proximity of family members generates stronger and closer ties which, in turn, yield
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trust. This becomes important when an individual requires information or services and can rely
on members in the close social network to return favors. In fact, relationships of trust can be
established with events such as recognizing a face at a meeting, or knowing someone’s name
(Jacobs, 1961). In this case, if someone is willing to take the extra effort to learn the name of a
person within the group, that person is suddenly made to feel welcome and included. It is the
moment of inclusion that is stimulating the desire to form a bond between two people or initiate
reciprocal actions.
A community that is generally homogeneous and populated by a dense network of connections is
more conducive to the formation of bonding capital. Community homogeneity is the key here as
relationships are often based on similarities or goals shared between individuals within the
community, and community members rely on other community members for opportunities.
Because the focus of bonding capital favors the community over the individual member,
community loyalty is encouraged and individuals tailor their decisions to advance the priorities
of the community (Wuthnow, 2002). However, community loyalty and conformity can actually
be a limitation of social capital and the immigrant experience. Because independent thinking is
subsumed by community priority, creativity is stifled, thus limiting the adaptive ability of the
community to external forces (Portes, 1998). In this case, few bonds with members outside of
the community are made and the community remains insular.
Conversely, bridging capital forms when two networks are able to intersect through an individual
member who gains access to both networks, thus acting as a bridge between them. However,
Wuthnow (2002) insinuates that this occurs most often when an individual is in search of
employment and is forced into a new network. Within bridging capital, there are also two
subcategories based on the groups involved. One subcategory, identity-bridging capital, is able to
48

overcome the distance between culturally dissimilar communities, such as two different ethnic
groups, by finding a common bond. The second subcategory, status-bridging capital, operates
“vertically” by linking communities with varied access to power, influence, and wealth
(Wuthnow, 2002). Because of the vertical nature of status-bridging capital, it is able to operate
within an ethnically singular community, while identity-bridging capital needs to be positioned
against a different community.
The final social connection that is highlighted recognizes the importance of the connections
between groups of people and the structures of the state and other institutions, such as refugee
service providers. Research has revealed that being resettled in a neighborhood with dense
service networks is a benefit that refugees need and can help the neighborhood take on an
inclusionary feel because of the diversity of the population (Ager and Strang, 2008). Conversely,
when refugees are resettled in neighborhoods where diversity is not pronounced and with limited
service networks then they are more likely to feel less comfortable and welcome (Ager and
Strang, 2008). Social links are likely to be challenging when they are initially formed because
language barriers and unfamiliarity with the local environment act as barriers to communication,
thus limiting early success at integration.
The quickness of change and instability that are encountered during the initial phases of
migration often leave forced migrants bereft of personal belongings, including substantial
amounts of hard cash. As refugees settle in the final destination location, they tend to concentrate
in areas with affordable housing (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). There is also some indication that the
first year following settlement in the host community is filled with instability as refugees try to
identify and establish their role within the larger refugee community, and the host community.
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Instability occurs when refugee families gain experience with the housing market and move
several times in an attempt to find better, more secure, housing options (Fozdar & Hartley,
2013). Once housing options are procured, an individual refugee is able to establish the means to
regenerate social capital by interacting with members of the local community. Significant
barriers hinder the ability of forced migrants to participate in housing and employment
opportunities within their host society. Cities without adequate affordable housing, including the
ability to house a large family, or long waiting lists for housing act as physical barriers to
housing, while the necessity to be employed and unfamiliarity with tenancy issues act as cultural
barriers to housing (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013).
A key facet of the idea of social capital centers on the role of social networks and how they form
and transmit information between members and communities. Understanding how networks
form is integral to understanding how social capital can flow within and between communities,
and how they can aid with refugee populations adapting to life in their host countries.
Network Formation
The structural frameworks, or barriers, that are in place when refugees are resettled in the host
country may prevent interaction with other members of the host country, thus excluding them
from the development of bridging links. This is particularly important when we examine the role
of social links, because mediators step in to bridge the gaps in the network. The social network
can be regarded as not only the mode by which social capital is passed, but also the forum for
trust and reciprocity to be developed. Trusting relationships are needed in order to acquire
information, or opportunities, that will be useful to the individual and to the greater good of the
community. Trust, in turn, generates reciprocity. If an individual is able to trust someone, then
not only are they more willing to provide other network members with information or services,
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but the individual can expect those services and information to be returned. In many situations,
social capital is built and accumulated through the act of civic engagement. As an individual
becomes more active in a community, their potential to add linkages to their social network
increases, which may mean more access points to opportunities. In other words, the networks
used by people to communicate and exchange information and material goods have become
embedded within their community.
The notion of embeddedness suggests that actions and decisions made by individual actors
within a group ultimately affect the economic actions and decisions of the group as a whole,
which then causes the networks of social capital to become embedded within the community
(Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993; Brisson & Usher, 2005). When the social network becomes
embedded, it becomes stable and members of the community can rely on it to find opportunities.
In order for a social network to become embedded, there must be a discussion about the element
of time. It takes time to develop connections that can result in access to a social network, thus
allowing the participant access to moments of trust and reciprocity. However social networks can
change over time, as relationships are abandoned or discovered, then members of a community
will use different types of social capital at different times in their lives (Ellison et al. 2007). If a
community has been established as a result of multi-generational migration flows, then it has
taken a great deal of time for the flow to become embedded.
To advance the emphasis on networks and sociability, some scholars argue that social capital
forms a closed network between and among the members of an exclusive community (Zhou and
Bankston, 1994). Of particular importance to this definition is the decidedly insular position
taken by the community in regard to the formation of the network. Definitions that suggest this
position of insularity are often placed in conversation of juxtaposition to assimilation theories.
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Insularity is portrayed as the natural reaction to an aggressive external host community that
places demands of conformity on the non-host community, where active divestment of culture is
encouraged as a means of progression and any attempt of cultural preservation is viewed as a
conscious effort while being detrimental to the future success of the non-host community (Zhou
& Bankston, 1994). Though the insular community is presented as a reaction to external
aggression, there is some value in understanding the potential for capital creation, as members of
that community begin to rely on each other for daily needs
The Role of Identity
Upon arrival, participants in forced migration are relabeled by enduring a loss or change of
identity. By relabeling the forced migrants as refugees, diversity among the participants ceases to
exist as previously unassociated groups suddenly become members of a false community that is
created by the host community (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003). Indeed, Colic-Peisker & Walker
(2003, 339) suggest that “…the position of immigrant minorities are often viewed through the
interaction of ethnic and national groups, implying more homogeneity within the immigrant
groups than there may be.” Because bonding social capital relies heavily on a homogenous
community and network, in addition to recasting an individual as a refugee, bonding social
capital may be difficult to create within a refugee community despite host community
expectations. For example, there are several minorities that make up the majority of refugees
from Burma. The minorities are ethnically and religiously different from the majority Burmese
culture. Within Burma the minority groups have limited interaction with other minority groups,
but following migration to a host community they are reassigned to a group known as “Burmese”
and are assumed to be willing to interact with each, as well as the host community.
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There are two outcomes from relabeling: characteristics of immigrants and the response from the
host society (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003). When a refugee group has certain characteristics,
particularly “visibility” and cultural distance from the host society, then the actions and reactions
from the two communities often shape relationships between the two groups. A hostile host
community could reinforce negative connotations associated with “refugee” that limit that
community to fewer opportunities to integrate within the larger local economy and social
structure. In other words, opportunities to making relationships with the host society are limited,
which will have an effect on the ability to create bridging capital. On the other hand, a receptive
host community would facilitate a successful transition into the host community. The degree to
which a refugee community can work to reestablish its identity within the new context of the
host community can, and will, vary at the individual level. For the long term success of a refugee
community, a refugee must be allowed to operate independently through participation in social
and economic functions while retaining a degree of their established identity (Fozdar & Hartley,
2013).
Building on the notion of reestablishing an identity, in addition to using social capital as a coping
mechanism for participants in forced migration, religion becomes a key facet to the discussion.
While religion was present in the lives of forced migrants prior to migration, some research has
found many migrants “…stressed the fact that during migration, religion was a source of hope
and comfort, and that becoming refugees reinforced their faith” (Dorais, 2007, 60). Not all
refugees have similar experience with relying on religion as a source of hope and comfort during
a difficult journey, but for those who did, religion acted as a coping mechanism to handle the
stress of being forcibly expelled from their destination of origin. As such, refugee camps that are
in secondary countries are often recipients of missionaries from religions with strong
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proselytizing backgrounds. There is even some evidence that refugees are willing to change
their religion mid-migration based on their experience in the migration network (Dorais, 2007).
Following resettlement in the destination location, it is important for refugees to gain control and
security over their lives, so that the establishment of familiar institutions, including religious
settings, reconnection with family, and establishing connections with local service providers,
many of which are faith-based NGOs, are prioritized in an attempt to mitigate negative forces
that may be encountered from the host society (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). Because of the
importance given to the role of religion in the experience of forced migrants, places of worship
are often among the first institutions to appear in a new resettled refugee community. In fact, an
overwhelming majority of refugees participate in ethnic community activities, so that once the
religious facilities are established, the refugee community is able to quickly rebuild social capital
within the new community (Fozdar &Hartley, 2013).
Not only does religion serve as an important element when helping refugees cope with
traumatizing situations experienced during the forced migration, it helps establish a familiar
setting for the refugees to reengage with their newly formed community in the host setting, but
also provides a backdrop for faith-based nongovernmental organizations to provide services for
the newly arrived refugees. Faith-based NGOs, such as Catholic Charities, are instrumental in
providing necessary services for refugees. Nawyn (2006) suggests that faith-based NGOs
develop strong relationships with local religious institutions in order to gain access to the refugee
population of the area. While this may be the case, most faith-based NGOs use religion to help
create bonds among and between different communities. This is particularly important to
refugees who come from diverse backgrounds, but get relabeled as members of a large group.
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Once a refugee community is established in the host community, the major themes that appear in
immigrant social capital literature become relevant as concerns of livelihood and employment
are quickly addressed by the newly settled refugees. Focusing on these two factors becomes a
priority because employment provides monetary support for the family, in addition to facilitating
control over their lives and reinforcing a positive identity, while housing creates a sense of
belonging because they are often denied stable housing in their country of origin (Dorais, 2007;
Fozdar and Walker (2013). Opportunities for livelihood and housing information that guide the
decision making process are generated from networks that are established during the initial
settlement phase. In many cases, refugee communities are able to connect with the local religious
institutions to access social networks, so having a shared religion means that that network will
have a degree of homogeneity, which means that bonding social capital can be created will being
bonding. Simultaneously, the presence of religion and access to religious organizations may be
an opportunity for the social network to acquire a degree of heterogeneity, including interaction
with host community members of different backgrounds, that could facilitate the formation of
bridging capital.
In order to fully understand the ability of refugees to adapt to their new surroundings, it becomes
vital to understand how they are able to navigate social networks to acquire important
information. The formation of social networks often centers on how identity and community are
created and used to build connections within their own communities, as well as establish
connections with groups in the host community. Through social networks, refugees open
themselves to potential new routes for information transfer, especially if they are able to make
connections with people outside of their own ethnic or religious groups.
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Methodology
Research Area
Massive shifts in American immigration policies have brought the annual number of refugee
admissions to record low levels. The 2018 Fiscal Year saw 22,491 refugees admitted into the
United States with a cap set at 45,000 possible admissions. Looking ahead to the 2019 Fiscal
Year shows the number of refugees accepted into the United States will be capped at 30,000
possible admissions, but that number will likely be much lower. Table 3.1 shows that refugee
admissions since the inception of the Refugee Act. Admissions since 2016 are dramatically
lower than during most previous presidencies and will have serious consequences for cities that
have attempted to integrate refugees into their new locations.
Table 3.1 The number of refugee admissions into the United States by Fiscal Year
Fiscal
Year

Number of
Fiscal Number of Fiscal Number of Fiscal
Refugee
Year
Refugee
Year
Refugee
Year
Admissions
Admissions
Admissions
1980
207,116
1990
122,066
2000
73,147
2010
1981
159,252
1991
113,389
2001
69,304
2011
1982
98,096
1992
132,531
2002
27,110
2012
1983
61,218
1993
119,448
2003
28,422
2013
1984
70,393
1994
112,981
2004
52,868
2014
1985
67,704
1995
99,974
2005
53,813
2015
1986
62,146
1996
76,403
2006
41,279
2016
1987
64,528
1997
70,488
2007
48,281
2017
1988
76,483
1998
77,080
2008
60,192
2018
1989
107,070
1999
85,525
2009
74,654
2019
*Cap set at 45,000. **Cap for 2019. Source: US Department of State Report

Number of
Refugee
Admissions
73,311
56,424
58,238
69,925
69,987
69,933
84,994
53,716
22,491*
30,000**

Despite this drastic shift in national policy, Buffalo continues to position itself as a welcoming
city that understands and embraces refugee populations. Mayor Byron Brown has recognized the
importance of having refugees in Buffalo through political speeches, including the State of the
City address, as well as hosting UN representatives to discuss issues surrounding resettlement. In
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2016, the city received nearly 2,000 refugees, or 37% of refugees resettled in New York State,
which is the highest per capita share, and has hosted more than 10,000 refugees since 2003, yet
only received fewer than 450 refugees in the 2018 Fiscal Year. In response to the dramatic
changes in the admission ceilings, local and state politicians are pointing to the economic
benefits that refugees bring to local areas and cite the revitalization of the West Side as an
example.
For the refugees already resettled in Buffalo, the role of community identity becomes critical to
ensuring access to social networks that carry vital information about housing and livelihood
outcomes. Given the subnational diversity that is present in Burma, understanding how refugees
form community around ethnic and religious identities is key to understanding how the social
networks form. The neighborhood of initial resettlement in Buffalo is the West Side
neighborhood, so most groups from Burma have strong ties to this neighborhood, but as the
neighborhood undergoes rapid changes brought on by a period of gentrification, the subnational
groups are forced to adapt their lives to face new challenges. In a sense, the West Side is critical
to the formation of community-building through shared identities because of this experience.
Even when people from Burma move to other neighborhoods, they continue to look to the West
Side for information.
West Side Neighborhood
Historically, the West Side has been an important neighborhood for immigrant settlement. The
neighborhood is located on the Black Rock shipping canal—former site of industrial activity that
took advantage of the proximity to shipping lanes on the Great Lakes—so it was a major source
of low-wage employment (Naspora, 1995). In turn, the demands for low-wage employees
encouraged early immigrants to settle in the neighborhood.
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The first wave of immigrants came from Sicily at the turn of the 20th century and settled
throughout the large neighborhood. They quickly formed an ethnic enclave that often centered on
religious life through the Catholic Church, established businesses and schools, as well as ethnic
organizations. As migration flows shifted away from Europe and toward Latin America, the
inflow of Italian immigrants slowed down and Little Italy shifted to a different location in the
city. As Italians moved from the West Side, a new flow of Puerto Ricans started to move in.
Similar to the cultural landscape formed by the Italian immigrants, the Puerto Rican community
has established an enclave around churches, ethnic businesses, and ethnic organizations. The
Puerto Rican community has settled in the southern area of the West Side and has formed a large
commercial district along Niagara Street (Naspora, 1995). In the northern section of the West
Side, a more varied population has settled and shaped the landscape as people from Asia and
Africa settle there. The main commercial area for this portion of the neighborhood centers on
Grant Street and businesses reflect the diversity of the population with signage in Burmese,
Arabic, Spanish, and many other languages.
Given the long history of immigrant settlement in the neighborhood, it is no surprise that it has
been identified as the primary location for refugee resettlement in Buffalo. Indeed, the
neighborhood now has a dense network of service provision, where organizations and
institutions work to ensure that resettlement and transition into their new life goes as smoothly as
possible. Figure 3 displays a selection of the organizations and institutions, as well as their
function, that are present in the West Side. Of particular note is the Westminster Economic
Development Initiative (WEDI) and its role in establishing the West Side Bazaar as a business
incubator. The Bazaar was started with the intention of helping anyone in the neighborhood start
businesses, but the overwhelming majority of businesses in the bazaar are operated by refugee
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and immigrant entrepreneurs. The West Side Bazaar provides people with the opportunity to start
a business in an environment with reduced costs, so the owner is able to grow their customer
base. While this is a positive for the entrepreneurs, the Bazaar acts as a mechanism that allows
visitors to seek “authentic” experiences that may prove to be one conduit that facilitates the
movement of potential gentrifiers into the neighborhood. Lees (2008) indicates that the new
middle class move to the city to seek new “authentic” experiences by visiting shops and
restaurants owned by immigrant entrepreneurs, for instance.
East Side Neighborhood
Directly east of Elmwood Village is the large neighborhood called the East Side. Historically, the
East Side was the primary place of settlement for Polish immigrants, and similarly to the
experience of immigrant populations on the West Side, the Polish population formed an enclave
with thriving cultural institutions, such as the Broadway Market and Catholic churches. The
Polish population became so large that there continues to be a strong emotional connection for
the city to this neighborhood (Naspora, 1995). The East Side was also the location of large areas
of industrial production and the Polish population was a source of labor for many of the factories
that were located between the lake shore and the eastern suburbs. The East Side experienced
some change during the Great Migration that saw African American settlement in the
neighborhood and tension mounted between the old Polish residents and the new African
American residents. This, along with deindustrialization affected this neighborhood and some of
the Polish population shifted to the suburb of Cheektowaga, while the many people from the
African American community remained because the job loss from deindustrialization limited
their available capital. Decades of disinvestment from the city has resulted in a neighborhood
with the highest rates of poverty, vacancy, and crime, as well as the lowest cost housing.
59

For many people from Burma, the East Side represents an “excluding space” because of the
presence of strong block associations that may be difficult to integrate into, in addition to
perceptions of crime and risk may limit their interest in moving to the neighborhood (Personal
interview, 2017). However, this is not the case for all groups from Burma, as many Burmese
Muslims reside near the mosques that are present in the neighborhood, and the Karen Baptist
Church moved to a new space at the edge of the East Side neighborhood.
Methodology
For the qualitative portion of the research, I conducted 26 in-depth interviews with key actors
from refugee resettlement agencies, journalists, volunteers, and people from Burma. The 20
people from Burma that I interviewed identified as either Karen, or Burman. I scheduled
interviews with members of Karenni, Chin, Mon, and Rahkine ethnic groups, but the interviews
were canceled and never rescheduled despite two additional attempts to arrange new meetings
through email. The interviews were semi-structured which allowed people the opportunity to
expand on their thoughts, as well as provided the flexibility to adapt the flow of conversation to
new themes that may appear during the course of the interview. Each interview lasted between
30 and 90 minutes, and were conducted in places that were arranged by the interviewee.
Locations ranged from community spaces, to religious spaces, to private homes. Table 3.2
illustrates a sample of the questions that were presented to interviewees. Interviewees were
identified through extensive internet searches, as well as snowballing. I began the internet
searches with search terms such as “refugee resettlement agencies Buffalo” and “refugee
organizations Buffalo” to identify the resettlement agencies and service providers. I examined
each website to reveal which organizations, if any, the service providers worked with to
understand their role in the resettlement experience. Snowballing was particularly important
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when identifying people from Burma to interview, because several members of the community
were important nodes in the social network. The interviews were transcribed and coded using the
qualitative software, NVivo. Additionally, I used secondary data sources, such as news articles
about people from Burma.
Table 3.2 A Sample of Interview Questions and Key Themes
Key Themes
Community

Questions to People from
Burma
How likely are you to
visit a neighbor?

Questions to Key Actors in
Resettlement
Would you say that there
are greater differences by
nationality or based on
other characteristics such
as gender or education?

Role of
religion

Do you consider yourself
active in your religious
community?

(Volunteer) Have you
noticed any religious
adaption with your
family?

Role of
ethnicity

Are the majority of your
friends and family the
same religious as you?
From Burma? Ethnicity?

Have you noticed
differences among
subnational groups, such
as gender, religious
affiliation, and ethnicity?

Social Capital

Are the new friends you
have made since your
arrival in Buffalo the
same religion? Same
ethnicity?

Are there any subnational
groups that you feel are
particularly difficult to
reach, or may be in need
of additional effort and
support?
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Results
Organizational methods for community formation
Integration of resettled refugees is the dominate goal guiding policy, so it has become necessary
to understand the role community formation plays in the success of implementing these policies.
In the case of people from Burma, they have developed different methods for community
formation to ease their transition after resettlement that will also help with the process of
integration. Community formation has strong ties to ethnicity and religion, but this is more
complex than isolating these two factors. One of the complicating factors that appears in Buffalo
is the marginalization of minority sub-groups within the community of refugees from Burma that
will be discussed in detail later in this section. A second factor that complicates the
ethnic/religious dichotomy of community formation is the role of social links, or intermediaries.
All twenty people from Burma who I spoke with either currently reside in or formerly resided in
the West Side, Black Rock, and/or Riverside neighborhoods in Buffalo, so their connections to
the neighborhood are strong and well-established. The people from Burma were historically
resettled in the West Side neighborhood, but significant change in housing cost has generated a
flow from the West Side into Black Rock and Riverside. Additionally, a small population of
Burmese Muslims have settled in the East Side neighborhood to take advantage of proximity to
mosques. I tried to contact members of this community, but without success. All twenty
interviewees mentioned that their social circles still connect them to the West Side, because even
if they have moved to the suburbs, they visit frequently. In fact, the six people from Burma who
no longer live in the West Side reported that their friends do not make the journey to outlying
areas to interact, thus forcing them to return to the West Side. Motivated to provide stronger
educational opportunities for their children, the six people from Burma who live outside of the
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West Side still have strong association with the community. One person mentioned, “Actually, I
don’t like it. It is a little far from the community. They call me and say ‘come over here’ and it is
a little inconvenient” (Personal interview, 2018), while another person explained, “They want to
live in the same community. That’s why my mom and dad keep arguing—my dad says ‘I want to
move away’, but my mom says ‘I want to be near the community.’ (Personal interview, 2018).
Interestingly, two people who moved to a suburb still had strong connections to the West Side,
but said they were much happier in their new house because the fear of crime was not present
and they were able to overcome the possibility of isolation because they owned their own
transportation. Without the presence of fear, they were able to develop strong relationships with
their neighbors who are all from non-refugee populations.
The matter of safety was a common theme when people from Burma were talking about their
sense of community, but with two different directions of thought. On one hand, some people
indicated that they were fearful of the West Side, and particularly Black Rock, after they were
resettled in those places because of noise, racial differences, and the presence of police. Both of
the people who lived in Black Rock said the neighborhood was too dangerous to establish
meaningful connections with neighbors and hindered the flow of friends and family to visit them.
On the other hand, several people who lived in the West Side said they felt comfortable with the
local environment and did not have trouble with safety concerns. One person from Burma even
attributed the presence of refugees in the West Side as the primary reason for the feeling of
safety they experienced because refugees “are more calm. They are not violent people” (Personal
interview, 2018). In fact, two people from Burma mentioned that refugees worked together to
approach the city to ask for a stronger police presence in the West Side (Personal interview,
2018).
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In general, people from Burma have a strong association with the West Side that still guides
many of their decisions. In most instances, shared ethnic identity tends to promote the production
of bonding social capital, while religious affiliation tends to provide more opportunities for
bridging social capital. The variations can be explained by the ability of the people from Burma
to alter their identity to become fluid to meet the current needs of the individual, particularly
when religion is discussed. A mode of community formation that is external to the forces of
ethnicity and religion is the presence of outreach programs designed by non-governmental
organizations that may also establish links among and between refugee communities and
members of the broader host society.
Ethnicity
Labeling refugees from Burma as “Burmese” holds little value other than to designate their
nationality. The religious, and especially ethnic, complexity that must be separated from this
unfortunate label is critical to understanding how people from Burma identify themselves and
build community. As one community leader pointed out, “The only problem is when you say to a
Karen person, ‘Burmese’, he or she will feel offended. I feel offended too sometimes, but I
understand because they don’t know. Since I am technically from Burma I should be Burmese,
right? But when you call that to Karen…with Chin it is the same thing when you call them
Burmese because they are not Burmese” (Personal interview, 2018). The matter of ethnic
identity must also be taken into the context of the recent history of Burma where the Burman
majority persecuted the peripheral minorities. Buffalo has a significant population of Burman
political prisoners, who were imprisoned for their opposing views, but still maintain their
Burman identity. With a sad expression, one person who identified as Burman lamented that the
history of Burma has prevented other ethnic groups from forming lasting friendships with them.
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Despite the conflict that is generated by the historical context of this flow of refugees, ethnicity
is still a key tool for community development.
All of the major ethnic groups from Burma are presently settled in Buffalo and each ethnicity has
a community organization that is meant to help with day to day activities during transition. Karen
are the largest ethnic group from Burma that are present in Buffalo, followed by the Burmans.
The remaining ethnicities have small populations, but active cultural organizations. The ethnic
organizations have little contact with each other, because they want their resources to go toward
helping the ethnic populations, but do have interactions at an individual level. The ethnic
organizations also become key nodes in the facilitation of information from the structures of the
state to the refugee communities, so they work as providers of bridging social capital that tie
heterogeneous and loosely-bound social networks. For example, several ethnic organizations
have created bridging social capital in order to overcome catastrophe or create a strong political
voice. A devastating earthquake in Nepal prompted a fundraising campaign in the Nepalese
community of Buffalo that was supported by several ethnic organizations from Burma who were
able to raise several thousand dollars for the relief fund. Similarly, the Nepalese, Burman, and
Karen organizations joined together to voice their concerns about rising crime rates in the West
Side that resulted in more police presence and caused the crime rate to drop (Personal interview,
Ethnic Organization Leader, 2018).
At an individual level, nineteen of the twenty people from Burma who were interviewed
indicated that the majority of their friends are co-ethnic, but also said they had friends from other
ethnic backgrounds. A notable exception to this pattern is a person in their 20s who has used
college as an opportunity to establish links to non-co-ethnic populations no longer has a majority
of co-ethnic friends. Even so, the ethnicities tend to focus inward on fostering their sense of
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identity and belonging. Patterns of co-ethnic community building manifested in phenomena
ranging from co-ethnic lunch tables at high school, to ethnic festivals with traditional food and
dress. In fact, the festivals are regarded as an opportunity for the creation of both bonding and
bridging social capital. Bonding social capital will come from the tight relationships within the
ethnic community, but the bridging links will be formed by the public aspect of the festivals. One
regular attendee noticed that the younger and more educated people from Burma are attending all
ethnic festivals in an effort to create a spirit of unity. They went on to say, “They are there. They
are clapping and talking to friends to show that they are at Karen New Year, that they are at Chin
New Year, Mon National Day” (Personal interview, Service provider, 2017). Being visibly
present at non-co-ethnic events allows them to establish connections that may otherwise be
missed if this population remains in their ethnic social circles.
Unfortunately, the tensions that are created in Burma follow the refugees to their host country.
When asked about ethnic divisions within the population from Burma, nineteen of the twenty
people from Burma said that the tensions did not exist, with one person saying “We are all
together. It doesn’t matter. No problems” (Personal interview, 2018). Yet, everyone immediately
followed that sentiment with a phrase that proved otherwise, so the Karen would say they did not
have a problem with anyone, but then add a story about someone who is Burman, while the
Burmans would say that the other ethnicities do not like them. The negative feelings have been
generalized to include entire populations of people, so the tensions make bridging social capital
among the ethnicities more difficult to create.
Religion
Nineteen of the twenty people from Burma who were interviewed indicated that they consider
themselves religious and active within their religious community. Only one person indicated that
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religion was not important in their life, but recollected that they were raised Buddhist (Personal
interview, 2018). A similar number reported that the majority of their friends were from the same
religion, and everyone said they had friends from other religions. But because ethnic groups have
more than one religious affiliation—Karen are Christian and Buddhist, for example—the role of
religion is more complex than ethnicity.
One theme that emerged from the interviews was the ability of people from Burma to adapt their
religious identity to meet their needs at specific times in their journey from the camps to the host
country. One Buddhist recalled a moment in a refugee camp in Malaysia when they fell asleep
with a Bible on their chest after a long period of self-doubt and despair and woke up with a sense
of direction that they attributed to the presence of the Bible. In another instance, a Buddhist
family attended Christian services with a volunteer to strengthen the link between themselves
and the volunteer (Personal interview, 2018). This family even went so far as to put up a
Christmas tree during the holiday season, because their children liked the colors. This secular
approach to religious traditions is an example of the two-way flow of integration because it
indicates the willingness of the refugees to compromise with American culture, while also
gaining access to value new bridging capital that is generated by their presence in the Christian
church.
One community leader speculated that members of different religions gain access to different
types of information, but that was not a theme that appeared consistently across the twenty
interviews (Personal interview, 2017). The religious institutions become important nodes
through which information passes on the journey between the resettlement agencies and the
refugee communities. Two people from Burma recalled hearing about employment opportunities
during a church service. However, the institutions can also lead to isolation because of the
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historical context of Burma. One community leader said, “Even back in our country, there are
little problems within the religious groups like Buddhist and Christian. There’s always
something. Here we don’t want it to happen, so we are trying. If you have to do your Christian
stuff, do it there. If you have to do your Buddhist stuff, do it there. If it is something for public, it
should be common.” In this sense, people from Burma actively separate religious and ethnic
identities, but rely on each to facilitate flows of information about housing opportunities and
livelihood strategies.
NGO
The West Side is dense with organizations that have formed to fill the gaps that are unable to be
provided by resettlement agencies. These organizations are important for the development of
community because they offer extensive outreach programs. One organization described the
importance of establishing gardens on streets that have large refugee populations. Not only does
this afford the populations the opportunities to grow culturally-familiar foods, but it facilitates
the development of community because the gardens require constant maintenance that means
gardeners will develop familiarity with each other through this common bond. People from
Burma are especially likely to take advantage of this opportunity given that many come from an
agricultural background in Burma. A second organization pointed to the development of a
commissary kitchen as a program that will increase interactions between people from Burma, as
well as increase interactions with people not from Burma. The kitchen is designed as a
preparation space for food trucks that will sell ethnically diverse food options. In this sense, the
kitchen will allow the commonality of food to develop connection between all of the groups in
the kitchen. Table 3.3 lists the formalized institutions located in Buffalo.
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Table 3.3 Formalized Institutions in Buffalo
NGO
Westminster
Economic
Development
Initiative

Roles and Services
Microloans, Business
Training, operates
West Side Bazaar

People United for
Sustainable Housing

Affordable and
sustainable housing

Journey’s End

Resettlement agency,
English language
classes, housing, job
placement

Jericho Road
Catholic Charities

Healthcare
Resettlement agency,
English language
classes, housing, job
placement
Resettlement agency,
English language
classes, housing, job
placement
Resettlement agency,
English language
classes, housing, job
placement

International Institute
of Buffalo

Jewish Family
Services

Ethnic Organization Roles and Services
Karen Society of
Provide cultural
Buffalo
support, arrange
cultural events,
provide information
about housing,
provide information
about jobs
Burmese Community Provide cultural
Service, Inc
support, arrange
cultural events,
provide information
about housing,
provide information
about jobs
Chin Community of
Provide cultural
Buffalo
support, arrange
cultural events,
provide information
about housing,
provide information
about jobs
Karenni Community Provide cultural
of Buffalo
support, arrange
cultural events,
provide information
about housing,
provide information
about jobs

Marginalized communities
Despite the evidence provided by the key actors in the resettlement process that people from
Burma use their access to social networks to organize non-governmental organizations to
increase the strength of their voice, not all ethnicities and religions from Burma are interested in
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accessing the embedded service networks in Buffalo. One new concern then becomes
understanding which communities do not have social links to the networks that are in place to
ease the transition after resettlement.
Two groups from Burma were particularly challenging to access for this research; the Burmese
Muslims and the Rohingya. I was unable to interview anyone from either population, and only
one of the six key actors interviewed mentioned these populations directly. In that conversation,
the journalist mentioned that their belief in Islam was the defining factor in the distinct
separation of these two communities from the other communities from Burma (Personal
interview, 2018). Both populations live in the East Side neighborhood, which is several miles
from the West Side, because that is where the city’s mosques are located. The journalist added
that one street in the East Side is majority Burmese Muslims, but when asked about this street,
no other interviewee had heard of this population and some even acted surprised at hearing that
information. Culturally, the populations are quite different than the other groups from Burma,
and in the case of the Rohingya, their historical context as illegal immigrants and subsequent
persecution in Burma prevents them from interacting with the other groups from Burma. Indeed,
both populations have affiliated themselves with the Bangladeshi community, because they feel
stronger cultural connections to this population than with the other groups from Burma (Personal
interview, 2018). A different key actor mentioned that the Bangladeshi community was very
difficult to access, both because of their distance from the embedded networks of the West Side,
and because they showed little interest in receiving services due to “wanting to figure it out on
their own” (Personal interview, Service provider, 2017). In this sense, both populations have
become physically and culturally isolated from the West Side, but there is reason to believe that
these populations are finding other forms of integration that should be explored with additional
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research, with the goal to understand the pathways they use for community-building and social
capital creation.
The additional marginalization of refugee communities has the potential to continue in response
to changes in resettlement strategies used by service providers. Rising housing costs in the West
Side mean that finding affordable housing for refugee resettlement has become more challenging
with five of the six key actors, as well as all twenty people from Burma, indicated that housing
costs were a significant challenge in the West Side. Resettlement agencies are exploring
alternative neighborhoods for housing that include the East Side neighborhood, but they are
facing resistance from both the residents of the East Side, as well as the people from Burma. The
key factor on both sides of this tension rests with the idea of community. With regard to the
people from Burma, one service provider notes:
“The strength of this area [West Side] is that there’s community nearby. That your
neighbors and people you see on the street are going to look like you. They’re going to
be familiar. Or at least be in a similar boat as you are. Whereas on the East Side, people
who look different…people who are Bhutanese or Burmese are going to have a harder
time among themselves and also the people who are there are not going to be welcoming,
so it worked better to have some of the refugees from some of the African countries go
over there first because they didn’t stand out as much and they were able to establish
more communities. Now there’s been more movement, but it is still segmented as to
which groups are over there. We need that snowball to get that going, but no one wants to
be the first” (Personal interview, Service provider, 2017).
In a sense, this strategy by service providers seems to rely on superficial similarities that are not
the means through which community is created in the East Side neighborhood and deserves
further review and understanding by the service providers who intend to help resettle refugees in
the neighborhood. The hesitation to move to the East Side is echoed by people from Burma.
When asked about the prospect of being resettled in the East Side where housing is cheaper, one
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family responded “I watch the news and see it has crime…the East Side is a little scary”
(Personal interview, 2018).
On the other hand, residents of the East Side have voiced their dissent with the prospect of
hosting newly arrived refugees (Personal interview, 2018). The East Side has a long history of
disinvestment and isolation from the rest of the city that has resulted in intense poverty, higher
crime rates, migration flows that left an African-American majority, as well as the formation of
strong block associations in order to advocate for more resources from the city. According to one
key actor, the block associations act as gatekeepers to their respective neighborhoods and
determine who is allowed to reside on their streets through unwelcoming behaviors, such as
approaching resettlement agencies and asking why refugees are being resettled in the
neighborhood. Because of the political distance from the city, the block associations may not
accept the resettlement of refugees in their areas because they feel like they have been removed
from the decision making process that determines the future of the neighborhood.
Role of the intermediary
Social links are key to understanding how information is passed between the government, service
providers, and the communities that are being served, so it is critical to examine the role of the
intermediaries in the resettlement process. The dense, embedded networks of service provision
that are present in the West Side are enriched by the presence of many non-governmental
organizations that have formed to fill gaps in service provision. These organizations become
essential nodes in many networks as information is gathered, synthesized, and redistributed to
refugee communities, while also providing opportunities for community development through
outreach programs mentioned above. However, in order to be effective at providing services the
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organizations have to work hard to establish relationships of trust and reciprocity that are so
important when examining social connections.
The people from Burma regularly receive services, such as healthcare, education and training
opportunities, and financial help from the organizations located in the West Side, most likely
because, as a group, they have been present in Buffalo for fifteen years and have familiarity with
many of the opportunities that are available. In other words, they have embedded networks
established in the West Side. In order to get to this level of familiarity, however, organizations
had to build relationships with the communities they were trying to serve. One service provider
described their experience: “With most groups there’s a lot of elements of trust and who deserves
trust and who you’ll work with. I think we have a lot of that in a positive way. It’s always best
with a new group to go that way because they don’t know you. They don’t trust you” (Personal
interview, Service provider, 2017). Lack of familiarity with the local environment, language
barriers, and cultural difference all act to increase the distance between newly resettled refugees
and the organizations in the West Side.
One strategy that has been employed by both the organizations and people from Burma is the
reliance on community leaders as sources of information. People from Burma look to community
leaders because they often have considerable social standing that is created through connections
and experience, so they trust the advice that is given by them. Because of the trust placed in the
community leaders by the community themselves, service providers then rely on the leaders as
modes for information dissemination. Figure 3.1 shows how the pattern of information flows was
similarly elucidated by both a service provider and a community leader. The information comes
from a government institutions and is passed to the service providers. Because the service
providers have developed trusting and reciprocal relationships with community leaders, the
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information is then distributed to ethnic organizations. Each Burmese ethnicity in Buffalo has an
ethnic community organization that has been created to help with day to day life during the
transition process. The information is then sent to religious leaders in each ethnic group. A
community leader explained that because there is so much religious diversity within each ethnic
group, that this will ensure that the information reaches as many people as possible. A person
from Burma cited this stage as an important moment in information dissemination because they
described the frequent announcement of employment opportunities at their religious institution.
Finally, the information is passed from the religious leader to the community at large.
Figure 3.1 Flow of Information through Network

Source

Service

Ethnic

Religious

Provider

Organizati

Leader

Community

on

Volunteer

Because the majority of Burman and Karen people retain strong connections to the
neighborhood, the information that travels through their respective social networks is dominated
by information about the West Side, and the flow of information can be affected by several
factors. When a node is removed from the neighborhood, then information may become less
relevant to the people gaining access to the information. In one instance, a church relocated from
the West Side to the East Side, so information passed to this population will concern a different
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location. Perhaps a more significant challenge comes when misinformation enters the system. A
service provider said:
“People have certain others that they trust and will act on their advice and information
even when it’s really, really bad and not even close to accurate. They’re trusting people
from their community and what they’re saying rather than what’s actually true about the
services that are available and how to go about doing things. If someone says ‘don’t do
this info you will lose your benefits Don’t do it.’ Well, that’s not how it works—you have
to provide your taxes” (Personal interview, Service provider, 2017).

Community leaders have the potential to complicate the flow of information based on their own
experiences and feedback they receive from their own community. In this case, it becomes very
difficult for service providers to overcome the dispersal of misinformation and becomes a
tremendous source of frustration. The only way to overcome the spread of misinformation is to
work at an individual level to ensure that people are receiving the correct information.
One social link that is often overlooked is the role of the volunteer. Many service providers in
Buffalo offer volunteer opportunities that range from English language proficiency, to teaching
citizenship courses, to six week obligations that help resettled families make the transition when
they first arrive in Buffalo. The interactions with volunteers vary at an individual level, but when
they are positive experiences, they become critical to successful transition and integration. One
family from Burma credited much of their success to a volunteer they called “teacher”. The
volunteer acted as a physical and cultural connection to the broader society of Buffalo by
providing transportation to English courses, helping them enroll their children in school,
assisting with acquiring green cards and citizenship, aiding with taxes, and acting as a guide
through the process of buying a home. The volunteer confessed, “They think I can answer
anything. It’s terrifying.”, but this exemplifies the two-way transfer of information highlighted
by Ager and Strang (2008), because the family and the volunteer were able to gain valuable
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information, experience, and benefits from the sustained interaction. While this is not a typical
interaction between refugee and volunteer, the outcome has been incredibly positive for both
sides and merits future research.
Conclusion
Integration has become the goal for contemporary immigration policy and using the four domain
framework created by Ager and Strang (2008) provides a useful tool with which to analyze the
success of resettlement of people from Burma in Buffalo. Understanding the social connections,
arguably the most important domain in the framework, has become important because it is the
generator of the other three domains. Bridging and bonding social capital help us understand
how the people from Burma create relationships among and between various groups in the city,
while social links highlight the role of intermediaries who pass information from the structures of
the state to the refugee communities. This research has shown that ethnic identity and religious
affiliation are integral factors of community development that allows people from Burma to
strengthen relationships within their communities, while forging new relationships with the host
society. Additionally, the social links established by the intermediaries act as information
conduits through which information is generated, synthesized, and disseminated to the different
groups of refugee populations. The implications of this research indicate that some resettlement
strategies may falter if they continue to disregard the value placed on the idea of community
which will ultimately lead to the failure of integration into their new lives in Buffalo.
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Chapter 4: Adaptive Housing Strategies in the Face of Neighborhood Change
Introduction
In 2007, the American Planning Association included Buffalo’s Elmwood Village as one of the
ten Great Neighborhoods in America, because of “its vitality, broad spectrum of cultural and
social assets, and its commitment to maintaining high community standards while solving real
problems” (APA, 2007). The designation was lauded as a triumph after the 1980s and 1990s saw
parts of the neighborhood experience significant decline, which in turn, prompted the formation
of the Elmwood Village Association that fought for better planning and revitalization of the
neighborhood’s commercial district along Elmwood Avenue. Since the designation in 2007, the
neighborhood has remained a popular shopping and dining option for a new middle class that is
reimagining Elmwood Avenue as a place of consumption. As a result, the neighborhood has
experienced tremendous growth in the housing market.
While the growth of Elmwood Village is not directly attributed to In 2012, Governor Andrew
Cuomo announced an economic development plan called the “Buffalo Billion” that focused on
attracting high-skill labor through projects like Tesla’s solar panel production facility. Additional
economic development came through the expansion of the Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus,
while investments were made in amenities, such as Canalside and the Outer Harbor. In other
words, significant attempts are being made to rebrand Buffalo as a new destination for high-skill
labor. Neighborhoods like Elmwood Village are set to benefit from the new era of investment in
Buffalo, because the unique boutiques and restaurants are trying to attract the new set of
consumers that will be drawn to the city by the economic expansion.
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Recent political conversation has driven an intense review of national immigration policy that
has pushed awareness of refugee resettlement programs in the United States to the minds of the
public. This conversation becomes particularly important for cities, like Buffalo, New York, that
are adapting their economies to a postindustrial world and rely heavily on refugee resettlement.
Buffalo has also become the largest refugee resettlement location in New York with more than
12,000 people resettled there since 2003. The majority of the refugees that are resettled in
Buffalo locate in the West Side neighborhood because of low-cost housing and dense service
provision networks. The importance of this population was not missed by local politicians. In
fact, Mayor Byron Brown extoled the value of having refugees in his 2017 State of the City
Address and said he would make sure their resettlement experience is positive so they can
contribute to growth of local economy. Indeed, Mayor Brown, has lauded the presence of
refugees in the city and widely recognizes their importance within the local economy. In his
State of the City address in 2017, he went so far as to mention the role of refugees in the
development of the local economy and promised to work with resettlement agencies to ensure
that resettlement went as smoothly as possible. In observation of World Refugee Day, he said:
Today we take a moment to reflect upon the strength and resilience of refugees as they
work to establish new lives and resettle in welcoming cities like Buffalo, New York. We
value their contributions, we value their entrepreneurial spirit, we value their cultures and
the diversity they bring to our City. He attributes successful resettlement to the
welcoming attitude of people living in the city (Brown, 2017).

In some ways, Buffalo is at the intersection of two growth strategies—investment in refugees
and attempts to attract high-skill, high-wage labor– that will lead to tension. The tension is
beginning to manifest in the form of rising housing costs in the West Side due to its proximity to
Elmwood Village that is forcing refugees to seek other neighborhoods with lower housing costs.
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The changes in the West Side housing market and their outcomes will be explored through the
following research question: How do refugees adapt their housing strategies in the face of
neighborhood change?
This chapter will proceed in three sections. The first section will be an extensive literature review
on gentrification and ethnic enclaves. The second section will provide context by exploring three
neighborhoods in Buffalo, New York, as well as discuss methodologies. The final section will
cover results that demonstrate how Burmese refugees are adapting housing strategies in the face
of neighborhood change.
Literature Review
The term gentrification has been used in academic research since the nineteenth century, but did
not gain popularity until the British sociologist, Ruth Glass, noticed a pattern in the United
Kingdom in 1964 where middle class inhabitants sought lower cost housing in different
neighborhoods, and subsequently drove out the lower class inhabitants (Glass, 1964).
Gentrification has become a challenging term to define because of the increasingly complex set
of variables that are considered when thinking about the motivations that drive the middle class
to seek new housing options. Further emphasizing the complexity of gentrification, Buzar et al
(2007) interpret gentrification as a spatially unique process that can be associated with agency of
a specific social group or class. Though geographers had been involved in discussions about
gentrification, the topic gained momentum in the 1990s when Neil Smith defined the urban
frontier and coined the term revanchist city to describe gentrification as a class war where the
gentry attempts to regain their position in the city block by block. Not satisfied with the
revanchist city approach, Lees (2000) countered with the notion of the emancipatory city where
an environment of tolerance is created when encounters between new and different people
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increase because the gentry create “new conditions” that counter a dominating “hegemonic
culture”. The gentry are composed of a new middle class who are capable of tolerance of
diversity and thrive on authentic experiences that are generated by different populations.
These two streams of thought represent the extreme ends of the theoretical spectrum that
attempts to understand gentrification and have created a significant schism in gentrification
research as scholars align themselves with one stream or the other. Despite calls to bridge the
divide and move away from the debate (Slater, 2004), the tensions remain and continue to
pervade research on gentrification. The recognition that alignment with either the notions of the
revanchist or the emancipatory city ideals limits the scope of research is key because
gentrification is not a standardized process that happens the same way in every place, so it
becomes important to explore the tensions because both sides provide valuable observations that
may impact gentrification in a specific setting. Indeed, at the very heart of the discourse is the
role and perceptions of gentrifiers toward marginalized communities. The gentrifiers make
decisions to move into neighborhoods that have marginalized communities with the knowledge
that those communities will be displaced, while the concept of the emancipatory city places the
gentrifier in a more passive role where they are drawn by diversity and recognize the benefits of
having different populations present in the city.
Born from the failed liberal social policies in New York during the 1980s and 1990s, the concept
of the revanchist city isolates the political agenda of city leaders as a war on low-income
populations that aimed to put the urban core back in the possession of the middle class. The
block by block advancement of the frontier actively targets low-income families, who are often
times immigrants, and forces them to seek lower cost housing options in other places in the city
while the middle class occupies the housing that was vacated. Walks and Maaranen (2008) argue
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that gentrification is a linear process that proceeds through stages of investment, possession and
displacement. In the initial phase, a revanchist urban frontier is demarcated and urban pioneers
use sweat equity to build value in a stagnant neighborhood where none of the original residents
are displaced. The process of gentrification continues through cycles of investment and
displacement until the final phase where a globally-mobile transnational class reinvests in a
stagnating neighborhood to the point of exclusivity with all prior inhabitants being displaced.
Though the role of immigrants in the process of gentrification receives relatively little attention
in the gentrification literature, some scholars have identified “social tectonics” as one important
aspect to come from this area of study. The central theme of this concept is that an element of
distrust, or clashes of lifestyle and class, occurs when a visible immigrant group settles in an area
(Walks and Maaranen 2008; Veldboer and Bergstra 2011; Wyly and Hammel 2004). In this
sense, the environment of tolerance mentioned by Lees (2000) is absent from the urban
landscape which will limit peaceful exchanges between gentrifiers and immigrant entrepreneurs.
Ultimately, this may have profound effects when immigrant entrepreneurs get pushed out of the
neighborhood in favor of businesses that are more familiar to the gentrifiers.
In contrast, Huang (2010) argues that members of an ethnic enclave can invest in their own selfinterest through “ethnic packaging”. Here, members of the enclave laud the cultural diversity as a
selling point, which in turn attracts new investments that result in the upgrading of the
neighborhood. Though the members of the enclave agree to ethnic packaging collectively, it is
the immigrant entrepreneur who becomes the face of the enclave. In this capacity, immigrant
entrepreneurs can act as gatekeeper of a community by negotiating a neutral ground between
members of the enclave and non-community members through their economic activity. Allowing
non-community members to interact with community members through negotiated economic
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space, such as a small grocery store, will foster an environment of tolerance. It is important to
realize that economic space is not only negotiated in stores, but also by members of the
community who are involved in the informal economy. The woman who sells empanadas from
her porch and the man who sells unlicensed merchandise in Chinatown have the same
interactions with non-community members as the grocery store owner. Once these interactions
take place though, the neighborhood has the potential for cooperation between gentrifiers and
immigrants, while simultaneously potentially causing gentrification that may displace residents.
Even so we do have to consider the diversity that is present within ethnic enclaves themselves
and to assume that all members of the enclave have the same goals is a problem that
overshadows the individuality that inherent within any community.
Diversity has been included in the conversation about what attracts the middle-class to move into
low-income neighborhoods for some time. Gentrification pioneers seek authenticity through
“exposure to such social and cultural diversity as ethnicity” (Allen, 1984). Social mixing, or the
idea that several socioeconomic groups combine in a neighborhood to their mutual benefit,
provides an opportunity for the gentrification pioneers to find authenticity in a new place. Many
early scholars presented social mixing as a positive element of gentrification, particularly when
discussing policy, and Schoon (2001) identifies three themes that appear in this way of thinking.
The first theme—defending the neighborhood—suggests that middle-class residents are able to
advocate for more resources for the neighborhood, so the neighborhood benefits from their
presence. Similarly, the ‘money-go-round’ argument says that social mixing produces a stronger
economy for the neighborhood. The final theme is based on the development of social capital
within the neighborhood, so that both bonding and bridging social capital are used to create a
cohesive community.
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For this proposal to be successful there must be an element of tolerance for diversity in the city.
To create a tolerant community, Lees (2000) suggests that community members encounter
diversity at regular intervals. Similarly, to immigrant entrepreneurs, the newly identified middle
class act as their own gatekeepers and their interactions with immigrants may actually lead to
cultural interchange. Incorporation of immigrant groups into the host community depend on
institutionalized policies, values and prejudices of the host community, characteristics of the
immigrant group, and socio-economic differences (Forrest et al, 2006; Hiebert & Ley, 2003).
Additionally, integration of an immigrant culture into the host community requires the
immigrants to bear most of the burden of cultural change (Hiebert & Ley, 2003). The loss of
cultural uniqueness not only affects the immigrant community, but may actually deter the
development of the new middle class in the emancipatory city.
The moment of interchange between the gentrifiers and immigrants is a fascinating glimpse into
the dynamics of neighborhood development. The previous discussion postulated one set of
outcomes that would result from the interaction between gentrification and immigrant. Walks
and Maaranen (2008) idealize the outcome of this interaction as an urban space that reflects ideas
associated with multiculturalism and pluralism. The urban landscape should be filled with
socially and economically mixed neighborhoods that experience increases in social inclusion,
interaction and capital. However, they conclude that this idealized space is unlikely without state
intervention. Veldboer and Bergstra (2011) call for state intervention that emphasizes slow
growth and managed gentrification “mild gentrification”. Huang (2008) raises concerns over the
level of scale at which state intervention occurs. Urban governments are more likely to intercede
than national governments by creating policies that encourage gentrification instead of manage
it, because they recognize the potential for economic benefits through increased tax revenue.
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National governments are not willing to finance development at such a localized scale, leaving
cities to promote gentrification as a method to increase the tax base. In other words, cities are
investing in particular neighborhoods to regain the tax base and are assuming the risk inherent in
urban development.
Cities are historically and geographically unique, which directly affects their experience with
gentrification. Because of this, it is important to recognize that patterns of gentrification may not
be consistent across space and are not directly replicated between cities. Walks and Maaranen’s
(2008) stages insinuate that gentrification is a linear process with a beginning and end, but this is
simply not the case, so the tension between the active assault on low-income neighborhoods
described by the revanchist city concept and the welcoming attitude toward diversity idealized in
the emancipatory city concept becomes even more important. Overall, the concept of
gentrification describes an exclusionary process that actively displaces specific portions of the
urban population, regardless of the main drivers. The connection between neighborhood
upgrading and displacement of the population is at the heart of the discussion on gentrification.
In the context of Buffalo, the large refugee population provides the opportunity for some
gentrifiers to access the “authentic” experiences that motivate them to occupy a space.
Simultaneously, they are locating to the spaces to take advantage of affordable housing that are
displacing the refugees and requiring them to create new housing strategies.
Methodology
Research Area
Within New York State, Buffalo regularly receives more refugees for resettlement than any other
city in the state. Figure 4.1 shows the county-level distribution of the 1,545 refugees resettled in
New York State in 2018 and indicates that there is a large flow of refugees into the former Rust
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Belt cities in Upstate. Erie County, where Buffalo is located, resettled 514 refugees in 2018.
Monroe County, where Rochester is located was the next largest with 251 people, followed
closely by Onondaga County (Syracuse) with 223, and Oneida County (Utica) with 200 people
resettled. Albany County (Albany) resettled 155 refugees, while New York City and Westchester
County accepted 175 and 26 people respectively. Of the more than 12,000 refugees resettled in
Erie County between 2002-2018, seven countries of origin account for nearly all of the people.
Figure 4.2 shows that most of the refugees come from Burma, Somalia, Bhutan, Iraq,
Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, and Sudan. At forty percent of the flow, people from
Burma are the largest refugee population in Erie County and will be the primary population of
study for this research.
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Figure 4.1 Erie County and Buffalo Have the Largest Number of Refugees Resettled in
New York.

The Distribution of Refugees Resettled in New York State, 2018
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Figure 4.2. The Top Countries of Origin for Refugees Resettled in Buffalo, New York,
2002-2014.
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Upon arrival in Buffalo, the majority of refugees are resettled in the West Side neighborhood,
but the neighborhood is facing intense housing pressure stimulated by growth in an adjacent
neighborhood. Housing values in Elmwood Village are rising and sending the gentrification
frontier into the West Side. In response to the increasing housing values in the West Side,
resettlement agencies and refugees are adapting housing strategies that include potential
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relocation to different neighborhoods, including the East Side neighborhood. Each neighborhood
will be discussed in detail below.
West Side Neighborhood
Historically, the West Side has been an important neighborhood for immigrant settlement. The
neighborhood is located on the Black Rock shipping canal—former site of industrial activity that
took advantage of the proximity to shipping lanes on the Great Lakes—so it was a major source
of low-wage employment. In turn, the demands for low-wage employees encouraged early
immigrants to settle in the neighborhood. The first wave of immigrants came from Sicily at the
turn of the 20th century and settled throughout the large neighborhood (Naspora, 1995). They
quickly formed an ethnic enclave that often centered on religious life through the Catholic
Church, established businesses and schools, as well as ethnic organizations. As migration flows
shifted away from Europe and toward Latin America, the inflow of Italian immigrants slowed
down and Little Italy shifted to a different location in the city. As Italians moved from the West
Side, a new flow of Puerto Ricans started to move in. Similar to the cultural landscape formed by
the Italian immigrants, the Puerto Rican community has established an enclave around churches,
ethnic businesses, and ethnic organizations. The Puerto Rican community has settled in the
southern area of the West Side and has formed a large commercial district along Niagara Street.
In the northern section of the West Side, a more varied population has settled and shaped the
landscape as he people who have settled in the northern area represent migration flows from Asia
and Africa. The main commercial area for this portion of the neighborhood centers on Grant
Street and businesses reflect the diversity of the population with signage in Burmese, Arabic,
Spanish, and many other languages.
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Given the long history of immigrant settlement in the neighborhood, it is no surprise that it has
been identified as the primary location for refugee resettlement in Buffalo. Indeed, the
neighborhood now has a dense network of service provision, where organizations and
institutions work to ensure that resettlement and transition into their new life goes as smoothly as
possible. Table 4.1 displays a selection of the organizations and institutions, as well as their
function, that are present in the West Side. Of particular note is the Westminster Economic
Development Initiative (WEDI) and its role in establishing the West Side Bazaar as a business
incubator. The West Side Bazaar provides people with the opportunity to start a business in an
environment with reduced costs, so the owner is able to grow their customer base. While this is a
positive for the entrepreneurs, the Bazaar acts as a mechanism that allows visitors to seek
authentic experiences that may prove to be the conduit that facilitates the movement of potential
gentrifiers into the neighborhood.
Table 4.1 Refugee Service Providers and Their Primary Functions
Service Provider
Journeys End
Jericho Road
Westminster Economic Development
Initiative (WEDI)
West Side Bazaar
Lafayette High School

Function
Resettlement agency
Healthcare
Financing, business planning
Business Incubator
Education, adult learning

Elmwood Village Neighborhood
Immediately to the east of the West Side is the neighborhood of Elmwood Village. Juxtaposed to
the historical experience of the West Side, Elmwood Village expanded following the extension
of streetcar routes from downtown and, because the neighborhood was the terminus of the line,
the industrialists of Buffalo concentrated in the neighborhood and remained there until the
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economic decline of Buffalo peaked during the 1980s and 1990s (Naspora, 1995). Decline was
particularly pronounced along the primary commercial street known as Elmwood Ave. The street
developed into a space of seediness that was characterized by drug dealing, prostitution, and
crime.
Starting in the 2000s, major changes in investment saw a new wave of restaurants, bars, and
boutique stores return to Elmwood Avenue, as well as an increase in the number of young
professionals. The new businesses cater to members of the higher-income earners who were
drawn by the uniqueness of the stores and restaurant. The middle class has increased the
popularity of Elmwood Village which has increased the cost of housing. The rise in housing cost
has been particularly pronounced on the streets between Elmwood Avenue and the West Side
with the gentrification frontier hovering just west of Richmond Avenue and slowly moving
toward Grant Street. Many of the large, multi-family Victorian-era homes in the three blocks
between Richmond Avenue and Elmwood Avenue have already undergone extensive
renovations. The homes in the six blocks between Richmond Avenue and Grant Street share
similar characteristics and many of them are being renovated, because the high density living,
combined with new bike lanes and walkability, have made these blocks more attractive to young
professionals who want to live close to Elmwood Village.
East Side Neighborhood
Directly east of Elmwood Village is the large neighborhood called the East Side. Historically, the
East Side was the primary place of settlement for Polish immigrants, and similarly to the
experience of immigrant populations on the West Side, the Polish population formed an enclave
with thriving cultural institutions, such as the Broadway Market and Catholic Churches
(Naspora, 1995). The Polish population became so large that there continues to be a strong
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emotional connection for the city to this neighborhood. The East Side was also the location of
large areas of industrial production and the Polish population was a source of labor for many of
the factories that were located between the lake shore and the eastern suburbs.
The East Side experienced some change during the Great Migration that saw African American
settlement in the neighborhood and tension mounted between the old Polish residents and the
new African American residents. This, along with deindustrialization affected this neighborhood
and the Polish population shifted to the suburb of Cheektowaga, while the African American
population was unable to leave the neighborhood because racist lending practices limited their
available housing options. Decades of disinvestment from the city has resulted in a neighborhood
with the highest rates of poverty, vacancy, and crime, as well as the lowest cost housing.
Methodology
I used a mixed methods approach to understand how the people from Burma are adapting their
housing strategies in the face of neighborhood change. People from Burma were selected as the
primary community of focus because, not only do they represent the largest population of
refugees in Buffalo, but they are also a very diverse population that is composed of at least nine
ethnic groups, four religions, in addition to differences in class, gender, and educational
attainment, which provides an opportunity to study adaptive strategies at a sub-national level. I
focused on changes in the West Side, Elmwood Village, and the East Side because changes in
these neighborhoods are the ones that directly affect the people of Burma.
For the qualitative portion of the research, I conducted twenty in-depth interviews with people
from Burma, and six in-depth interviews with key actors from refugee resettlement agencies,
journalists, and volunteers. The interviews were semi-structured, lasted between 30 and 90
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minutes, and conducted in a variety of locations that range from community spaces, to religious
spaces, to private spaces, such as homes. Table 4.2 illustrates a sample of the questions for
interviewees. Interviewees were identified through extensive internet searches, as well as the
snowballing technique. For the snowball technique, each interview session ended with a question
asking if the interviewee knew someone who may want to participate in this research in order to
gain access to their social networks. Snowballing was particularly important when identifying
people from Burma to interview, because several members of the community were important
nodes in the social network, and in one instance led to a series of group texts that resulted in
several people from Burma visiting the interview location. The interviews were transcribed and
coded using the qualitative software, NVivo.
Table 4.2 A Sample of Interview Questions
Questions to People from Burma

How content are you with your current
neighborhood?
Do you have aspirations to move to other parts of
the area?

Questions to Key Actors in Resettlement
What type of housing and what
neighborhoods are refugees likely to settle in
when they first arrive?
Do you find that they tend to settle in one
location?
Have these housing patterns changed over
time?

How likely are you to move out of this
neighborhood? If so, where?

Who gives them information about where to
find places to live?

Who told you about your current place of
residence?

For the quantitative portion of this research, I analyzed census data to identify changes in
neighborhood characteristics. Because refugees from Burma started to arrive in Buffalo in 2003,
I collected data from the 2000 Census, 2005 American Community Survey, 2010 Census, and
2015 American Community Survey, so that I could trace the changes across the entire timespan
of their resettlement. It is important to note that data from the Census and American Community
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Survey tends to underrepresent immigrant communities because of issues with language barriers
and unfamiliarity with the Census process. Additionally, the 2005 American Community Survey
did not have housing costs available at the census tract level. The data were initially collected for
just the City of Buffalo, but were expanded to include all of Erie County after learning that some
people of Burma were moving to several suburbs. I used census tract as the scale of data
collection because it best represents a neighborhood. I collected data on crime, educational
attainment at the high school and college level, nativity, average rent and home value, average
income, poverty rate, and unemployment rates, and then calculated the rate of change between
each year for all census tracts. Additionally, I used available data on nationality to divide all of
the census tracts in Erie County into Burmese and non-Burmese tracts to understand if there
were significant differences between them. Census categories varied by census, so I gathered
data from “Burmese” nationality for the 2010 Census and the 2015 American Community
Survey. For the 2000 Census and 2005 American Community Survey, I relied on information
provided by the resettlement agencies that all people from Burma were initially located in the
West Side, so I labeled the census tracts adjacent to Grant Street as Burmese. Table 4.3 displays
the expansion in the number of Burmese census tracts between 2000 and 2015, while Maps 4.14.3 show the spatial expansion of the population across Erie County. A census tract was labeled
Burmese if it contained any residents who self-identified as Burmese with twenty-one tracts
being labeled as Burmese and two hundred nine tracts labeled as non-Burmese. Most of the
Burmese tracts are clustered in the West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside neighborhoods.
I calculated the percent change in the price of rent and the price of a home for the West Side,
Black Rock, Riverside, Elmwood, and the East Side neighborhoods to understand how much the
cost of housing has changed since the people from Burma arrived in Buffalo. Burmese census
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tracts were compared to non-Burmese census tracts by conducting a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) to identify significant differences in means between the two sets of census
tracts. Additionally, I used ANOVA to compare the census tracts in each of the five
neighborhoods to identify significant differences in the means, as well as between Burmese
census tracts over time.
Table 4.3 The Number of Burmese Census Tracts between 2000 and 2015
Number of Census
Tracts Identified as
Burmese
Number of
Neighborhoods
with People from
Burma

2000
0

2005
5

2010
8

2015
22

0

1

3

10

94

Map 4.1 Burmese Census Tracts in 2005
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Map 4.2 Burmese Census Tracts in 2010

96

Map 4.3 Burmese Census Tracts in 2015
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Results
Changes in the West Side Neighborhood
In order to understand how the people from Burma are adapting their housing strategies in the
face of changes in the West Side, it is important to examine how much the housing prices have
changed. Table 4.4 illustrates changes in rent and house value between 2000 and 2015 and
clearly shows that the West Side is undergoing considerable change in the housing market. When
comparing the five neighborhoods in the research area between 2000 and 2015, rents in the West
Side saw that largest increase with 48.74 percent, while Elmwood Village saw a similar jump at
48.31 percent increase, while the East Side and Black Rock experienced the slowest growth at
43.99 and 38.46 percent increases respectively. In fact, the East Side experienced decrease in the
cost of rent during the 2010-2015 timespan. The non-Burmese tracts experienced a 47.95 percent
increase in rent, while Burmese tracts experienced a 41.16 percent increase.
Housing values across the five neighborhoods experienced very different growth rates between
2000 and 2015 and can be viewed in Table 4.5. The East Side decreased by 2.50 percent, while
Riverside and Black Rock had modest increases with 9.87 and 4.42 percent respectively.
Elmwood Village increased by 56.92 percent, while the West Side increased an astonishing
68.05 percent. The incredible increases experienced in the West Side serve to explain why both
service providers and the people from Burma are forced to find housing opportunities in other
neighborhoods. Given the proximity of Black Rock and Riverside, in addition to their modest
increases in housing costs, those neighborhoods make reasonable choices for this population.
The division between Burmese and non-Burmese tracts also shows growth at 41.16 percent and
47.95 percent respectively.
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Table 4.4 Changes in Rent between 2000 and 2015
Burmese
Census
Tracts
Average
Rent,
2000
Average
Rent,
2010
Average
Rent,
2015
Percent
Change
20002010
Percent
Change
20102015
Percent
Change
20002015

West
Side

Black
Rock

$480.80

NonBurmese
Census
Tracts
$516.84

Riverside Elmwood
Village

East Side

$477.86

$433.33 $446.00

$480.20

$429.69

$636.95

$709.16

$655.67

$587.00 $590.67

$688.20

$622.59

$678.71

$764.66

$710.78

$600.00 $649.00

$712.20

$618.71

32.48

36.63

37.21

35.46

32.44

43.32

44.89

6.56

7.83

8.41

2.21

9.88

3.49

-3.88

41.16

47.95

48.74

38.46

45.52

48.31

43.99
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Table 4.5 Changes in House Value between 2000 and 2015
Burmese
Census
Tracts
Averag
e
House
Value,
2000
Averag
e
House
Value,
2010
Averag
e
House
Value,
2015
Percen
t
Chang
e
20002010
Percen
t
Chang
e
20102015
Percen
t
Chang
e
20002015

West Side

Black
Rock

Riverside

Elmwood
Village

East Side

$57,620.
00

NonBurmese
Census
Tracts
$81,709.6
7

$65,342.8
6

$49,033.
33

$50,000.
00

$149,080.
00

$46,484.
62

$81,957.
14

$116,022.
97

$84,166.6
7

$51,233.
33

$54,566.
67

$228,260.
00

$45,858.
82

$88,023.
81

$127,342.
10

$109,811.
10

$51,200.
00

$54,933.
33

$233,940.
00

$45,323.
53

42.24

41.99

28.81

4.49

9.13

53.11

-1.35

7.40

9.76

30.47

-0.07

0.67

2.49

-1.17

52.77

55.85

68.05

4.42

9.87

56.92

-2.50

When comparing the median rents between Burmese and non-Burmese census tracts, Burmese
census tracts between 2000-2015, as well as the rents in the five neighborhoods, only the
Burmese census tracts over time have a p-value that is significant with an alpha level of 0.05.
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The results of the ANOVA tests are displayed in Table 4.6. This indicates that there was a
significant difference between the mean rents in the Burmese census tracts across that time
period. This is a sentiment echoed by every person from Burma who talked about their rent when
they lived in the West Side, Black Rock, or Riverside. In terms of house values there was a
significant difference in the housing values between Burmese and non-Burmese census tracts, as
well as the between the five neighborhoods when an alpha value of 0.05 is used. This result is
not that surprising because of the stark differences in average house value between Elmwood
Village and the East Side. Table 4.6 displays the p-values from the three ANOVA tests that were
conducted.
Table 4.6 P-Value for One-Way ANOVA on Housing Costs in 2015

Median Rent
Median House Value

Burmese and nonBurmese Census
Tracts
0.06
0.01

Burmese Census
Tracts 2000-2015

Neighborhood
Census Tracts

0.00
0.10

0.26
0.00

There are two factors that are affecting the cost of housing in the West Side: proximity to
Elmwood Village and the high concentration of immigrants and refugees. The proximity of the
West Side to Elmwood Village is having considerable effect on the housing market in that
neighborhood. Maps 4.4 and 4.5 show changes in rent, while changes in house prices are show in
Maps 4.6 and 4.7. Both maps show that the census tracts located in the West Side that are
directly adjacent to Elmwood Village have experienced an increase in housing costs, particularly
with regard to house value. People moving to the area want to take advantage of the rich
amenities of Elmwood Village, but do not want to pay high rents, so they settle in the adjacent
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census tracts in the West Side because they are able to walk, or ride their bikes a few blocks
away.
Map 4.4 Change in Rent in Erie County, New York 2000-2010

102

Map 4.5 Change in Rent in Erie County, New York 2010-2015
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Map 4.6 Change in House Value in Erie County, New York 2000-2010
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Map 4.7 Change in House Value in Erie County, New York 2000-2010
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Not only is proximity a key factor in increasing the cost of housing, but diversity serves as a
mechanism for attracting potential gentrifiers to the West Side. As discussed, Lees (2008) argues
that diversity is an important characteristic for selecting a place to live for people returning to the
city and this is reflected in data collected during interviews. One service provider highlighted the
role of diversity in attracting people to the West Side when they said:
A lot of people who wouldn’t normally come to the West Side come just for the
Bazaar because they have seen an article about it. They come and have this
experience where they are not only exposed to the different types of foods and
products, but because the communities themselves patronize the bazaar, they are
also sitting down next to people who don’t speak English who are ordering off the
secret menu and saying ‘oh, I've never had anything more exotic than pad thai—
what are you eating?’ –service provider, 2017
In this instance, residents of the West Side visit the West Side Bazaar for food that is prepared by
people from their own community, while people from outside the West Side visit the West Side
Bazaar for an authentic experience. Allen (1984) echoes this sentiment with “It is said to be a
relief from the subcultural sameness and ‘boredom’ of many suburban communities”. The West
Side is changing as the new populations arrive, and refugees are shifting their settlement patterns
in the face of the changes.
Outcomes of Changes in the West Side Neighborhood
Initial resettlement takes place in the West Side, but now people from Burma are searching for
new housing options outside of the neighborhood to alleviate the burden of rising costs.
Generally speaking, the search for new housing options proceeds in two steps. The first step is to
find lower-cost housing options in Riverside, or Black Rock. These neighborhoods are
immediately north of the West Side and operate as a temporary place of settlement before
proceeding onto step 2. Figures 7 and 8 show that the cost of housing in Riverside and Black
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Rock have actually decreased between 2010 and 2015, so they provide important opportunities
for the people of Burma. When asked why they decided to move from the West Side to
Riverside, one refugee explained, “The rent changes…our first apartment (in West Side) was
only one bedroom. Our second apartment (in Riverside) was two bedroom”. One service
provider also noted the change in spatial patterns:
“The West Side has been gentrifying very quickly. They have already been experiencing
problems with affordable housing, so they started to expand to Black Rock and Riverside.
We still place a lot of people here, but we are getting priced out of places that are close to
public transportation. We now have people who have their first apartment in
Cheektowaga (a suburb of Buffalo) and you’re like what is happening here?”

Black Rock and Riverside offer larger apartments at lower cost, so service providers are being
forced to adjust their strategies to deal with rising housing costs in the West Side, while people
from Burma who have already settled in the West Side are moving to take advantage of the
affordable housing options.
The second step in the new housing strategy requires time to accumulate enough savings in order
to purchase a new home which is aided by the move to affordable housing in Riverside and
Black Rock. While previous studies of refugee housing patterns in Buffalo have indicated that
some populations have aspirations to move to suburbs, like Cheektowaga and Amherst (Poppe,
2013), the preferences of people from Burma appear to be dependent upon two factors: strength
of community; and presence of school-age children. Because the second step has a degree of
finality—every interviewee who owned their own home indicated that they were no longer
interested in searching for new or alternate housing options—every potential homebuyer
considered their options carefully. For families with children, the quality of the school district
generated a flow of people to the suburbs. One family described examples of bullying in one
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elementary school in the West Side that resulted in them moving their child to a school located in
Riverside. The family was eventually able to procure a home loan that allowed them to move to a
suburb that was ten miles from the West Side. For many people, especially those without schoolage children, the second step is guided by their connection to their community, so they look for
housing options near where other people from Burma live. The idea of community is an
undeniably strong presence in the decision-making process; even those people with school-age
children acknowledged that it was difficult to move from the West Side, because that is where
their friends and family live. In one instance, a person from Burma originally rented an
apartment in a suburb, then moved to an apartment in Riverside, then bought a house in the West
Side because they wanted to be closer to people from their community. The strength of the
community not only draws people to the West Side, but it allows for the formation of the social
capital that plays an important role in facilitating the shifting settlement patterns.
Both bridging and bonding social capital develop in the West Side and are used, often
simultaneously, by the people from Burma to gather information on housing options. During step
one of the new housing strategy, refugees often use bonding social capital generated by people
from their own ethnic group to relay information about new apartments in Black Rock and
Riverside. Everyone who was interviewed relied on information ascertained from another
refugee during their search for new housing. One refugee who moved to an apartment in
Riverside said, “The second house is my friend house. He is landlord…yeah, Burmese”. The
strength of the community enables bonding social capital to form, which allows people to gain
access to valuable information about alternative housing options. In some instances, living in the
West Side allows families to build relationships of trust and reciprocity with people who are not
from Burma. Many of the service providers ask for volunteers to help refugees navigate complex
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channels during their first 6 months in Buffalo. While many of interactions between volunteers
and refugees do not develop into relationships of trust and reciprocity, the relationships that last
can have significant effects on gathering housing information. A refugee family who moved to
the suburbs described the role of a volunteer during their search for a house, “(Family friend)
introduce us to a broker…we made appointment with broker and (family friend) and we talked
about schools…”. The relationship moved from volunteer-refugee to friendship and that allowed
the refugee family access to different opportunities than they may have found if they relied on
information gathered from bonding social capital. As a result, this family is now the only family
from Burma to live in this suburb.
The two step housing strategy has developed out of necessity because of the drastic changes that
are occurring in the West Side. People from Burma, as well as service providers, have worked to
ensure that movement into Black Rock and Riverside goes as smoothly as possible, yet the
services providers are considering a third neighborhood for resettlement. The East Side has
become an area of new focus for resettlement, but there are strong obstacles in place that are
making this plan difficult to launch. One significant challenge with resettling the people from
Burma in the East Side is the strong sense of community that is in place in the West Side. One
service provider said, “We have been trying to get them to go to the East Side, but the strength of
here (West Side) is having community. People look like you”. One notable exception to this
pattern that appeared in interviews with people from Burma and from key actors is the presence
of Burmese Muslims, including Rohingya, who have settled in the East Side to be near the
mosques that are located there. During the interviews, no one expressed interest in settling in the
East Side, and some even talked about perceptions of difference, fear, and risk involved with that
area of the city. One service provider is trying to improve the strength of the flow from the West
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Side to the East Side by resettling refugees from Great Lakes Africa in the neighborhood with
the anticipation that racial similarity between neighborhood residents and the new refugees will
ease any potential tension that may arise during future resettlement attempts. The assumption
that racial cohesion alone will facilitate the successful transition of refugees from the West Side
to the East Side is fraught with problems, because it ignores among many things the cultural
difference and historical context of these two disadvantaged populations. In many ways, this
becomes a story of how to bridge the differences between these two groups to ensure they both
receive the services they need. The second obstacle that is slowing down resettlement of refugees
from Burma in the East Side is the presence of strong block associations. Given the recent
history of disinvestment by the city, the residents in the East Side have turned to grassroots
efforts in order to improve their surroundings. One service provider described how the block
associations have developed a strong localized identity that has taken on a defensive
characteristic that limits the acceptance of anyone perceived as being external to the block, so
that refugees, in general, are having a difficult time adjusting to the neighborhood (Service
provider, 2018). Rising housing costs in the West Side are forcing refugees and service providers
to adjust their strategies, but the obstacles that are present in the East Side may not make it a
viable location for alternative housing options.
Four key themes appeared during the qualitative portion of the research: gentrification, proximity
to community, importance of diversity, and educational opportunities for children. Table 4.7
displays the percentage of interviewees who contributed to the establishment of these particular
themes. The strongest theme to appear in the interviews is the identification of gentrification, or
rising rents and house values, of the West Side as the biggest impetus for shifting housing
strategies. All 26 people who were interviewed discussed the importance of affordable housing
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options for this population by citing the incredible changes that were happening in the housing
market in the West Side. As equally strong was the emotional attachment to the community from
Burma who still resided in the West Side with all 20 people from Burma mentioning that they
either wanted to live near their friends and family, or missed being near their friends and family
in the neighborhood. This is a pattern that did not escape the key actors either, as four of them
mentioned it as well. In fact, many of the people who missed living in the West Side responded
that they left due to educational opportunities for their children. Finally, one pattern that was not
as prominent, but still important to the conversation is the idea of the importance of diversity.
This reflects the new desires of the middle class described by the emancipatory city concept and
was noticed by three of the key actors as a factor that was occurring in the West Side. This
pattern is generated from conversations about the West Side Bazaar and the role it plays in
drawing visitors from outside the neighborhood. In contrast, only four people from Burma
mentioned the importance of diversity and this was in regard to their experiences with Lafayette
High School and the exposure to other immigrant communities who reside in the West Side.
Table 4.7 Summary of Qualitative Research
Gentrification

Proximity to
Community

People
100%
100%
from
Burma
(n=20)
Key
100%
66.67%
Actors
(n=6)
*7 people from Burma had children in school

Importance
of Diversity
20%

Educational
Opportunities
for Children*
57.14%

50.00%

16.67%
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Conclusion
The increased popularity of Elmwood Village, in concert with citywide economic development
plans meant to draw high-skill, high-wage employees, are changing the demand for housing in
the West Side. The new middle class described by the emancipatory city concept is drawn by the
diverse population that is located in the West Side as they seek new and “authentic” experiences
from which to justify their interest in returning to the city. This research advances that interest in
the “authentic” experiences because visitors from outside of the West Side have become
interested in the new businesses that are appearing, such as the West Side Bazaar. In turn, the
rising housing costs in the West Side neighborhood are forcing refugees from Burma to adapt
their strategies for finding housing options. As a result, they have developed a two-step process
that sees them locate new housing opportunities in Black Rock and Riverside where they are able
to save enough money to buy a house. Many of these housing decisions are based on the social
capital that is available to the population, so that bonding social capital helps them locate
housing in Riverside and Black Rock, while bridging social capital helps them navigate the
complex channels needed for buying a home. Generally, two factors are critical when
determining where the new home will be purchased: the presence of school-age children, and
connections with the community. While refugees make the adjustments in their housing
strategies, resettlement organizations are attempting to alter the flow by pushing resettlement in
the East Side, but are being met with multiple obstacles. The conversation about changes in
refugee housing strategies becomes critical in Buffalo because the city is now at a moment when
two economic development strategies are creating tension in the city.
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Chapter 5: Typology of Livelihood Strategies
Introduction
On March 21, 2017, Mayor Byron Brown nominated the Westminster Economic Development
Initiative (WEDI) for a $300,000 grant from Wells Fargo and US Conference of Mayors
CommunityWINS Grant Program to expand their business incubator known as the West Side
Bazaar. WEDI is an organization whose primary mission is to “empower economically
disadvantaged people in Buffalo, NY” by focusing on community, education, and economic
development (WEDI, 2018). While the organization did not receive the grant, the move
continues to bolster Mayor Brown’s agenda to include refugees and small businesses in the
economic future of the city. Not only is city hall pushing for economic inclusion of this typically
disadvantaged community, but other institutions within the city are becoming more aware of
their importance. During the spring of 2018, the Junior League of Buffalo recognized the
significance of the West Side Bazaar and awarded a $215,000 grant to WEDI to aid with the
expansion of the incubator. The West Size Bazaar intends to triple their current size to at least
10,000 square feet and, while the have not announced where the new building will be located,
they have indicated that they will remain in the West Side neighborhood of Buffalo.
The West Side neighborhood has historically been a destination for immigrant settlement in
Buffalo beginning with the Italian immigrants in the mid-1800s and gradually shifting to the
diverse population of refugees who currently reside in the neighborhood. The neighborhood is
home to the majority of the more than 3,000 people from Burma who were resettled there by
refugee-resettlement agencies because of the dense network of service provision, affordable
housing options, and transportation networks available in the West Side. The economic heart of
the neighborhood is centered on Grant Street and the diversity of the population can be seen in
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the multiple languages used for signage on storefronts. The majority of the businesses on Grant
Street are similar to other immigrant-majority neighborhoods and can be characterized with
services, such as salons, ethnic grocery stores, or consignment shops, as well as the West Side
Bazaar. Since their resettlement began in 2003, entrepreneurs from Burma have had a significant
and growing presence on Grant Street which has left them with a situation where they are facing
market saturation in businesses, such as ethnic restaurants and ethnic grocery stores. Faced with
this new challenge, organizations such as WEDI are training new entrepreneurs to diversify their
business plans to overcome the challenge of market saturation in small, ethnically-owned
businesses that appears to be happening throughout the West Side. While there has been an
increase in Burmese storefronts in the West Side, it is also apparent that not every refugee can or
wants to be an entrepreneur, nor are all refugee communities served equally, leading to the
following research question: How do refugees from Burma adapt their livelihood strategies? In
particular, what strategies are used in the face of market saturation and chain employments?
This chapter will proceed in three sections. The first section will be a literature review that
explores entrepreneurialism and ethnic chain employment as livelihood strategies and the
potential outcomes for refugees seeking employment opportunities. The second section will
examine a key not-for-profit organization to better understand their role in guiding refugees
through the entrepreneurial livelihood strategy formation process, as well as discuss
methodologies. The final section will include a discussion on ethnic chain migration in small
manufacturing facilities.
Literature Review
Livelihood strategies are of critical importance for refugees when they arrive in their country of
resettlement, so securing a job is often one of the first objectives after arrival. Indeed, without the
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procurement of employment, refugees may become “trapped in a cycle of social and economic
marginalization that may last for generations” (UNHCR, 2002). A significant problem faced by
immigrants and refugees when they arrive in the host country is that employment opportunities
that are available do not fit their skill set, so livelihood strategies involve either ethnic
entrepreneurialism, or taking a position that is below their skill set (Chand & Ghorbani, 2011).
Both livelihood strategies are heavily influenced by access to social networks with each other
and the non-ethnic communities in their place of residence, but may vary depending on intracommunity difference, such as class and educational attainment in their home country. Refugees
who were able to attain higher educational levels or have access to larger amounts of financial
help tend to become entrepreneurs, while refugees with lower social standing and lower levels of
education tend to move toward low skill labor opportunities (Valdez, 2008).
A valuable tool to consider when discussing the possible trajectories for livelihood strategies is
the notion of social capital. A challenging topic to define, generally scholars agree that three
elements are present in social capital: trust, reciprocity, and a social network (Adger 2003;
Portes, 1998). Entrepreneurship will require different modes of information transmission and
contacts with members outside of the ethnic community in order for the business to succeed.
Juxtaposed to this is the way employment information that results in ethnic chain migration is
passed within a closed network between friends and family members.
Entrepreneurship as a Livelihood Strategy
Ethnic entrepreneurship can be described as the connections and patterns shared between people
of a similar ethnicity (Waldinger, Aldrich, & Ward, 1990). This is different than an immigrant
entrepreneur, because the ethnic entrepreneur is defined by ethnicity, and not necessarily by
immigration status. In other words, people from a common national background use their
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connections to develop and launch a new business and, in most cases, rely on the people with the
shared background to be their market. By opening businesses within their community, the ethnic
entrepreneur has access to informal credit, co-ethnic labor that is often lower cost than other
labor, financial aid, and potentially useful information from people who have already opened
businesses in that market. Additionally, ethnic entrepreneurs rely heavily on co-ethnic clientele
for their markets. Immigrant and ethnic entrepreneurialism not only affords the business owner
the opportunity to make a profit, it has the potential to elevate their social status within their own
respective communities (Chand & Ghorbani, 2011).
Ethnic entrepreneurs can face significant barriers when they establish their businesses in the host
country. In many instances, ethnic entrepreneurs are met with hostility from the host country that
may manifest in the form of discrimination based on race and language knowledge. High-skilled
entrepreneurs may encounter difficulty with having their credentials recognized, while all
entrepreneurs will have limited knowledge of the local labor market. Perhaps the greatest barrier
faced by ethnic entrepreneurs will be inadequate skills with the language spoken in the host
country. Bloch (2007) suggests that taking an individualized approach to refugee employability
is critical with ensuring they are able to integrate into the local economy. The capacity-building
strategy aims to raise employability through education and training to build the necessary skills
for employment in the host country.
Three broad patterns emerge to describe the formation patterns of ethnic entrepreneurialism.
Bonacich (1973) describes the middleman minority pattern where hostility and discrimination in
the host country create a structure that pushes entrepreneurs into positions as middlemen in the
local economy that leads to small retailers, brokers, and contractors. Similarly, Wilson & Martin
(1982) agree that these processes are happening, but the outcome varies slightly because it is
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guided by location which may result in the formation of an ethnic enclave. Ethnic groups within
a small, geographical area will establish the same businesses, but will focus inward on their
respective community. Butler & Herring (1991) advanced this by suggesting that cultural
characteristics, such as religion and communal solidarity, motivate people to form their own
businesses. A key reservation with the pattern centers on the tacit assumption that the ethnic
groups have populations large enough to sustain these interactions and relationships. In the case
of refugee communities, the population of the respective groups may number fewer than twenty,
and in many cases does not exceed one hundred. Populations of this size make the establishment
of ethnic-oriented businesses very challenging unless the market is reoriented toward non-ethnic
populations.
In some places, ethnic entrepreneurs are now facing market saturation with their respective
businesses and are being forced to adapt their business strategies to expand beyond a co-ethnic
market. Simultaneously, the demands of a new middle class who want to return to the city have
changed to seek “authentic” experiences and can fulfill their needs through “exposure to such
social and cultural diversity as ethnicity” (Allen, 1984). This new class of gentrifiers actively
seek out ethnic businesses in an attempt to legitimize their need for “authentic” experiences and,
in a process that could be mutually beneficial to both entrepreneur and non-ethnic consumer,
ethnic entrepreneurs who are facing co-ethnic market saturation are turning to not only the
gentrifiers, but also other non-ethnic consumers and their changing demand for more exotic
products to expand their businesses (Zhou, 2004). Simultaneously, if gentrification takes hold in
the neighborhood, commercial rents could increase to a point where the businesses are forced to
either relocate or cease operation. In places where this is the case, the ethnic entrepreneur must
have access to an open network in order for their business to be successful. While this process is
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initially mutually beneficial, it can also create a paradox. There are some indications that the
gentrifiers will alter the landscape of the neighborhood when they begin to settle in the
neighborhood and make new investments in housing. New investments in housing will result in
increased housing costs which will force refugees to seek lower cost housing in a different
neighborhood. The gentrifiers are unintentionally changing the diversity and authentic
experiences they seek by relocating to the neighborhood.
Entrepreneurialism requires the ability to bridge many, loosely-bound social networks in order to
acquire the skills and capital required to build a business (Wuthnow, 2002). In this case, a
refugee will need to approach someone from outside of their own ethnic community to garner
loans to open the business or get the required documents for licensing and permits, so they must
be willing and able to approach non-ethnic community members. The limitations of the dense,
homogeneous networks within the ethnic communities do not provide sufficient support for this
livelihood option. One way this can be achieved is through business incubation that caters to
ethnic entrepreneurs.
Incubation as a tool for entrepreneurialism
Aernoudt (2004) argues that two types of incubators need to be considered: basic research
incubator, and social incubator. The basic research incubator is designed as an idea generator that
holds ideas until they are ready to be launched in a market setting. More important to the
conversation on ethnic entrepreneurialism is the notion of a social incubator. In this instance, the
incubator is designed to develop businesses that engage people with low-employment capacity,
such as immigrants and refugees, with the local economy. In order to make the business
successful, the social incubator offers business education and training, financial and logistic
support, and accommodation for the fledgling businesses.
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One key point that Aernoudt (2004) adds is that incubators facilitate networking among tenants
of the incubator and between tenants and graduates. An additional consideration needs to be
made when thinking about the networking between tenants and consumers, as well. In the case of
ethnic entrepreneurs who open small retail and restaurant businesses in an incubator, the role of
the consumer is especially important because the business needs the consumer to follow them to
a new location upon graduation.
Hardagon (1998) refers to institutions and organizations that bridge multiple markets and diffuse
knowledge to various parties as knowledge brokers. Assudani (2009) adds that knowledge
brokers possess heterogeneous knowledge bases and can synthesize disparate knowledge.
Incubators, particularly social incubators, take on critical roles in facilitating the formation of
new businesses in ethnic groups because incubators operate as a nexus of diverse information in
an open network that may make information gathering easier and more cost effective in terms of
time. This can be a valuable tool for refugee communities that have small populations, thus
limited closed networks, as well as mitigate some of the risk associated with operating in an open
network because they benefit from training, financial aid, and access to more and diverse
information. While entrepreneurialism is an important option for many people from Burma, not
every person is able to launch a new business, so they most engage in alternative livelihood
strategies. One option in Buffalo is seeking traditional employment opportunities in small firms
that focus on manufacturing.
Ethnic chain employment
Networks are valuable tools for gaining information about livelihood opportunities, yet, as has
been discussed so far, the type of network can determine the outcome. Refugees are in a unique
position, because their social network can be quite constrained, especially if the network is
119

closed, by size and limited information. One outcome is ethnic niche employment which is
generally characterized as being low status and low pay, and happens because there is an
immediate need for employment, a need for belonging, as well as expectations from the network
in terms of reciprocity (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2006; Campion, 2018). In some instances,
refugee service providers may be unintentionally guiding refugees into low status/low pay
positions because they stress the importance of finding any job upon arrival. Many refugee
service providers use third party companies, such as employment recruiters, to aid with
employment options. The employment recruiters often offer positions in small manufacturing
and low end services, such as housekeeping, and in many cases, this means that some refugees
are unable to find positions that better match their skill set due to the pressure of immediacy.
Once in the position, many refugees struggle to find opportunities for advancement or to make
higher wages. One of the most important barriers faced by refugees in ethnic niche employment
is language ability. Language proficiency is not necessarily a requirement for positions in ethnic
niche employment opportunities, but ability to learn the language of the host country has the
ability to increase the chances of promotion that will move the refugee employee beyond the low
status/low wage position (Campion, 2018).
One type of network within immigrant and ethnic communities is a closed network. This
happens when a network has few connections to people outside of their respective communities
and is often considered dense and embedded. Operating within a closed network can be
advantageous for entrepreneurs because it can establish elements of trust and cohesiveness that
are important for business formation, while also encouraging the development of co-ethnic
clientele and market. People operating within the closed network are often able to outcompete
people from outside of the network because they have intimate knowledge of the co-ethnic
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demands that will not be known to someone outside of the community (Evans, 1989).
Simultaneously, the network could become over-embedded and that increases the cost of
network maintenance and could result in tarnished reputations due to failed reciprocity.
Operating within a closed network often results in ethnic niche employment because more ingroup ties mean limited access to new and diverse information that would lead to more
diversified employment opportunities. At the same time, Assudani (2009) argues that diverse
information is essential for ethnic entrepreneurialism, but that can only be acquired through open
networks. Open networks are characterized as being heterogeneous and filled with many, loose
ties to various actors within and outside of the ethnic community, which means the person will
still benefit from having access to the ethnic community, but will also be able to capitalize on the
prospects of new forms of financing, new markets, and new labor.
With two possible livelihood strategies available to refugees, understanding the role of the social
network and the way information is passed through and between communities becomes
important to fully understand livelihood outcomes. When refugees are able to bridge the gap
between two loosely-bound networks, the propensity for entrepreneurialism grows, especially
when a business incubator is involved. External resources, such as a business training on market
saturation that is provided by WEDI, can aid with successful business creations. On the other
hand, dense, homogenous networks can lead to chain employment as refugees are able to secure
employment opportunities and pass along job openings to friends and families.
Methodology
Research Area
West Side and Riverside Neighborhoods
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The West Side was an early industrial hub for Buffalo that was dominated by the ship building,
textile, and paint industries. In part, immigrants were attracted to this area because the physical
proximity adjacent to important shipping routes that generated industrial activity created demand
for low-wage jobs that were filled by the immigrants (Naspora, 1995). The Riverside
neighborhood did not experience rapid industrialization until the mid-20th century, but the
neighborhoods retained their industrial heritage well into the age of deindustrialization when the
neighborhood experienced a long period of disinvestment that led to blight and concentrated
poverty (Naspora, 1995). As the economy of Buffalo shifted from manufacturing to service
industries, the economic heart of the West Side shifted from the waterfront to Grant Street. Grant
Street is now lined with retail and restaurants that cater toward markets often defined by
ethnicity and residence in the neighborhood.
Despite years of deindustrialization, Buffalo is still home to some small-scale manufacturing and
that plays an important role in the lives of people from Burma when making livelihood
strategies. Interviewees from Burma who were employed in manufacturing indicated that
Riverside is the only location for the factories where they work, while none mentioned the West
Side as a place of industrial employment.
Given the large populations of immigrants that live in the West Side, the neighborhood is home
to many organizations whose primary role is assist this population with livelihood issues. Table
5.1 displays as list of organizations that were cited by interviewees as importance sources of
information and assistance when they were faced with concerns over livelihood issues (Personal
interviews, 2018). One notable example is the West Side Bazaar which is a business incubator
that was designed by the Westminster Economic Development Initiative (WEDI) and now
functions not only as an incubator, but also as a local tourist attraction that draws customers from
122

the rest of the city and suburbs. On the other hand, Journey’s End was the primary source of
information for manufacturing jobs.
Table 5.1 A List of Organizations Involved with Livelihood Issues
Organization
WEDI
West Side Bazaar
Journey’s End

Function
Community, Education, Economic
development
Business Incubator
Employment Opportunities

Westminster Economic Development Initiative (WEDI)
A key organization involved with shaping the livelihood strategies of refugees in Buffalo is
WEDI. Founded in 2006 by members of the Westminster Presbyterian Church, WEDI was
designed to help improve the lives of residents living in the West Side.
WEDI describes itself as a non-profit organization that:
reduces barriers to success and opportunity through economic development, community
building, and education. Since 2006 the staff and volunteers of WEDI work to empower
economically disadvantaged people in Buffalo, NY. We believe that empowered people
can transform their community. (WEDI, 2017)
The organization has three overarching principles that guide their interactions with people who
live in the West Side. Educational programs form the foundation of success for the next
generation. In this case, emphasis is placed on children in primary school, particularly with
acquiring English languages skills, so that the gain confidence to succeed in academic setting. In
fact, the program was so successful that it was extended to students in middle and high school.
Adults benefit from education programs through professional training, counseling, and
workshops. The adult programs are meant to overcome the challenges faced by refugee
entrepreneurs who are unfamiliar with the business environment in the United States The second
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principle used by WEDI is economic development. Building on the training sessions and
workshops mentioned in the education section, the economic development principle extends to
include microloans and participation in WEDI’s business incubator, the West Side Bazaar. The
loans average around $5,500 and have assisted more than 110 small businesses across Buffalo
with 88% of WEDI-financed businesses still in operation. The counseling sessions provided by
WEDI are beneficial when entrepreneurs apply for microloans. A service provider describes the
original goals of WEDI:
Originally, the organization was designed to provide microloans to entrepreneurs in the
neighborhood, but the emphasis quickly shifted toward serving immigrants and refugees.
One service provider described the shift, ‘We just fell into serving refugees and
immigrants, because that was who is here and disproportionally that’s who wanted to
start businesses. Around 60-70% are refugees and immigrants’ (Service provider, 2017).
Counselors work with applicants to create business plans that will ensure that their start-up is
able to withstand competition when it enters the market, while providing advice on the type of
business the entrepreneur should consider opening. One service provider said they regularly
guide potential business owners through the microloan application process by encouraging them
to create unique businesses that will appeal to people who live in the West Side, as well as
people who live outside of the neighbor. Most future entrepreneurs assume they can open an
ethnic grocery store, or restaurant and be competitive in the market, but counselors from WEDI
work to make sure that the business will be competitive by not saturating the market.
Additionally, the counseling services have helped more than 950 entrepreneurs with business
support. The final principle that WEDI uses is community. Arguably the most important focus
that guides the decisions made by WEDI, community can be viewed as the target with the most
impact in the West Side neighborhood. Indeed, WEDI says “we strengthen efforts toward
achieving those goals and create a more diverse and sustainable community” (WEDI website,
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2017). The primary way that WEDI attempts to provide a diverse and sustainable community is
through the creation of the West Side Bazaar. This business incubator has supported 44
businesses, added more than 50 jobs to the local economy, and allows entrepreneurs the
opportunity to grow a business that will be competitive in their respective markets. Figure 5.2
shows the current generation of businesses located in the West Side Bazaar.
Table 5.2 Businesses Located in the West Side Bazaar in 2019
Food Vendor
Kiosko Latino
Thang’s Family Restaurant
Rakhapura Mutee and Sushi
Abyssinia Ethiopian Cuisine
Nine & Night
M Asian Hala Food
Gourmet Lao Foods
007 Chinese Food
Wa Wa Asian Snacks

Retail Vendor
Gadget Bazaar
Gysma’s African Style
Nepali Clothing & Cosmetics
Moonlady Arts & Crafts
Julienne Boutique
Macrame by Nadeen
Zigma Naturals

Methodology
I used a mixed methods approach to understand how the people from Burma are adapting their
livelihood strategies in the face of market saturation which was identified by service providers at
WEDI as a new challenge facing refugee populations in Buffalo (Personal interview, 2017).
People from Burma were selected as the primary population of focus because they are the largest
refugee population in Buffalo and have a large, visible presence on Grant Street which is the
main commercial artery of the West Side neighborhood. I have focused on changes in the West
Side because this is primary neighborhood for resettlement for refugees when they arrive in
Buffalo, so it is the neighborhood where the majority of businesses are launched, as well as the
location of the West Side Bazaar.

125

The qualitative section of the research consisted of 26 in-depth interviews with key actors from
refugee resettlement agencies, journalists, volunteers, and people from Burma. The interviews
were semi-structured, lasted between 30-90 minutes, and were conducted in a variety of
locations that ranged from community spaces, to religious spaces, to private spaces, such as
homes.
Table 5.3 lists a sample of the questions that were presented to interviewees. Interviewees were
identified through extensive internet searches and snowballing. Snowballing was important for
identifying people from Burma to interview, because several members of the community were
important nodes in the social network. The interviews were transcribed and coded using the
qualitative software, NVivo.
Table 5.3 A Sample of Interview Questions
Questions to People from Burma
Who provided information to find a job?
How likely are you to rely on information
provided by your family or friends to find a
job? How likely are you to provide
information to friends or family to help them
get a job?
If you are an employee, is the person who
hired you from Burma?

Questions to Key Actors in Resettlement
What kinds of programs and services does
your organization provide to refugees?
Are there certain industries or employers that
tend to hire Burmese refugees?

If a refugee wants to start a business, what
type of business is it usually?

Did you rely on a friend or family member for How do they find information about loans?
financial resources to start your business?
Are loans usually family based, or are they
How likely are you to hire an employee from from banks?
Burma? Are your employees friends or family
members?

The quantitative section of this research consisted of census data analysis to identify changes in
employment numbers. Because refugees from Burma began resettlement in 2003, I collected data
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from the 2000 and 2010 Census, as well as the 2015 American Community Survey. The 2005
American Community Survey did not provide data that the census tract level. This allowed me to
track the changes in employment numbers across the entire timespan that the people from Burma
have been resettled in Buffalo. While census data provides an opportunity to examine spatial
patterns, it does have some limitations. Immigrant communities tend to be underrepresented
because of issues with language barriers and unfamiliarity with the Census process, while small
populations within the census tracts may not fit into broader trends.
Initially, the data were collected for the City of Buffalo, but the area was expanded to include all
of Erie County after learning that some people from Burma were moving to some of the suburbs.
I used census tract as the scale of data collection because it best represents a neighborhood. I
collected data on income and unemployment rates, and then calculated the rate of change
between each year for all census tracts. I used available data on nationality to divide all of the
census tracts in Erie County into Burmese and non-Burmese census tracts to understand if there
were significant differences between them. A census tract was labeled Burmese if it contained
any residents who self-identified as Burmese. The 2005 American Community Survey did not
have information on nationality, so I classified the five census tracts centering on Grant Street in
the West Side as Burmese based on information provided by resettlement agencies. The 2010
Census indicated that eight census tracts would be classified as Burmese, while the 2015
American Community Survey indicated that twenty-two census tracts in Erie County were
labeled as Burmese, and two hundred nine census tracts were labeled as non-Burmese (See
Figure 2 in Methodology for the expansion of Burmese census tracts). The majority of the
Burmese census tracts are found in the West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside neighborhoods,
with smaller populations found in the East Side neighborhood and the Town of Tonawanda.
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Once the data were compiled, I conducted a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to identify
significant differences in the means between the two sets of census tracts.
Finally, I created a database of the forty-four businesses that took advantage of the West Side
Bazaar as an incubator. The database includes the name of the owner, the nationality of the
owner, the year the business started, the year the business left, and whether the business was
successful when it left the West Side Bazaar. The database was created using data gather from
the website of the West Side Bazaar, as well as the use of the internet archive called the
Wayback Machine. In order to determine if the business was successful after it left the West Side
Bazaar, I conducted a thorough search of the internet using both the name of the business and the
name of the owner. This allowed me to see if the business was still operational, or if the owner
was involved with a new business.
Results
Unemployment among refugee populations
Colic-Peisker (2009) argue that refugee populations have higher unemployment rates than other
migrant categories that have significant impacts on the population. Underemployment, loss of
social status, and potential isolation from people in the host society may guide which livelihood
strategies are used by the refugee populations. Table 5.4 shows the percent change in
unemployment rates for Burmese and non-Burmese census tracts for 2000, 2010 and 2015.
While both sets of tracts have similar experiences in that the recession of 2008-2009 increased
unemployment rates, the Burmese census tracts have been able to recover much stronger than the
non-Burmese census tracts. Indeed, the Burmese census tracts are experiencing unemployment
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levels well below their 2000 rates—17.02% unemployed in 2000 compared to 10.46% in 2015,
while the non-Burmese census tracts are still above the rates in 2000.
Table 5.4 Changes in Unemployment Rates between 2000, 2010 and 2015

Unemployment
Rate, 2000
Unemployment
Rate, 2010
Unemployment
Rate, 2015
Percent Change,
2000-2010
Percent Change,
2010-2015
Percent Change,
2000-2015

Burmese
Census Tracts

Non-Burmese
Census Tracts

17.02

5.24

Average of
All Census
Tracts
5.49

18.04

8.33

8.62

10.46

8.03

8.45

5.99

58.97

57.01

-42.02

-3.60

-1.97

-38.54

53.24

53.92

Of the 20 people from Burma who were interviewed, only three people reported being
unemployed at the time. Two people were retired and one person chose to stay at home to raise
their children. This, in combination with the unemployment rates, seems to be anomalous to the
trend reported by Colic-Peisker (2009) and seems to reflect the idea that refugees are able to
ascertain employment with the idea of becoming self-sufficient as was laid out by the Refugee
Act. The 17 people from Burma who reported having employment were either employed at
small-scale factories, interpretation service providers, or as community educators and only one
person indicated that they had started their own business, but moved on from that endeavor
because of community involvement.
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The role of the West Side Bazaar
The staff at WEDI have played a key role in the development of ethnic businesses in the West
Side neighborhood. Table 5.5 shows the place of origin for all forty-four businesses that have
been, or are presently located within, the West Side Bazaar. Representing 40.9 percent of all
businesses that have operated in the West Side Bazaar, the overwhelming majority are started by
people from Burma, with only one business started by an owner who identified as American.
Five businesses did not list a place of origin for the owner, and six more businesses were not able
to be identified through a search using the WayBack Machine internet archive. The large number
of entrepreneurs from Burma is not surprising, because they represent one of largest populations
in the neighborhood.
Table 5.5 Places of Origin for Business Owners in the West Side Bazaar n=44
Place of Origin
Bhutan
Burma
Ethiopia
India
Iraq
Jamaica
Laos
Peru
Puerto Rico
Rwanda
South Sudan
Sri Lanka
United States
Unknown
Unidentified

Number of Business Owners
1
18
2
1
1
1
2
1
2
1
1
1
1
5
6

While the organization has divided the West Side Bazaar into retail and dining spaces, they also
have a strong understanding that these industries can experience saturation in their respective
markets. In response to this, WEDI has designed a program to work with future entrepreneurs to
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make sure their business is unique enough to survive a market that is starting to become saturated
small retailers, grocery stores, and restaurants. A case worker is dedicated to each potential loan
applicant who works to ensure their business plan and application are polished before they
present their plan to the loan board for approval. Given that people from Burma have been
resettled in Buffalo for more than a decade, there has been opportunity for ethnic grocery stores
and restaurants to appear in the West Side neighborhood, so the market is becoming saturated.
One service provider described a recent application:
One of them was a Burmese-based grocery store and I’m looking at the location and the
things they planned on buying and they listed in their business plan that there was one
place that was competition and I know four others that are competition. They need to take
an honest look at this. Is the market actually saturated in this area? I would say, ‘yes’. So,
they had an idea that would differentiate them from everyone else and this is what we
focused on. This is what would make them a great business. (Service Provider, 2017)

Table 5.6 shows the businesses located in the West Side Bazaar in 2019 and the place of origin
for each business owner and the adaptation strategy is evident when comparing place of origin to
the type of food being served by the food vendors. Of the nine food vendors present in the West
Side Bazaar, six of them are from Burma, and only one offers Burmese food and that comes in
the form of a popular regional soup called mutee. Because of the regional variation within the
country of Burma, the vendors are able to actively differentiate their products, so that they are
not competing with each other. The food in which they specialize often reflects influences from
neighboring countries, as well as their migration pattern through Malaysia, and has become part
of their strategy to diversify their products to be successful when they leave the business
incubator.
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Table 5.6 Food Vendors and Place of Origin of the Entrepreneur in the West Side Bazaar
in 2018
Food Vendor
Kiosko Latino
Thang’s Family
Restaurant
Rakhapura Mutee and
Sushi
Abyssinia Ethiopian
Cuisine
Nine & Night
M Asian Halal Food
Gourmet Lao Foods
007 Chinese Food
Wa Wa Asian Snacks

Type of Food Served
Puerto Rican
Japanese/Malaysian

Place of Origin
Puerto Rico
Burma

Japanese/Burmese

Burma

Ethiopian

Ethiopia

Thai
Indian/Pakistani
Laotian
Chinese
Pan Asian

Burma
Burma
Laos
Burma
Burma

The strategy to diversify food offerings brings variation with potential markets. The West Side
Bazaar is located on Grant Street, so it is visible and regularly visited by people who live in the
neighborhood who are seeking food that is culturally significant. On the other hand, the food that
is available at the West Side Bazaar attracts a new middle class from outside of the West Side
who are seeking an “authentic” experience, thus potentially attracting a new market. One service
provider speaks of the excitement from this market when they say:
A lot of people who wouldn’t normally come to the West Side come just for the bazaar
because they have seen an article about it. They come and have this experience where
they are not only exposed to the different types of foods and products, but because the
communities themselves patronize the bazaar, they are also sitting down next to people
who don’t speak English who are ordering off the secret menu and saying ‘oh, I've never
had anything more exotic that pad thai—what are you eating?’ (Service Provider, 2017)
The attraction generated by the search for authentic and diverse experiences has started to
reshape the West Side. The people who are seeking these experiences are now moving to the
West Side and creating increased demand for housing, which in turn, increases the housing cost
and leads to displacement of people in the immigrant communities. In other words, the people
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seeking the authentic experience are forcing the people creating the authentic experience to
different areas of the city.
An additional shortcoming associated with the West Side Bazaar is that not all sub-groups are
reached equally due to several factors. At the most fundamental level, distance from the West
Side can inhibit the access to services provided through the dense service network present in that
neighborhood. For example, many Burmese Muslims live in the East Side neighborhood and
have longer commutes on public transportation that could prevent them from traveling to the
West Side for training, or participation in other services that are present in the neighborhood.
Additionally, some ethnic groups from Burma are less likely to interact with service providers
and are left out of any business training offered by institutions like WEDI. One service provider
mentioned “Some communities we don’t see at all and some we have a pretty solid mix…some
communities are not interested in going to providers for services” (Personal interview, 2018). As
a result, some ethnic groups from Burma become more prominent in the business community in
the West Side.
The presence of chain employment in small manufacturing
The focus has been on entrepreneurialism in the refugee community of Buffalo, but not all
individuals have the interest or skill to open their own business. In this case, people need to
create livelihood strategies that involve finding wages high enough to support themselves and
refugee service providers continue to play a key role in helping people from Burma to secure
employment opportunities. One successful option that has been facilitated through the
relationships between service provider-recruiter-person from Burma has been employment with
small firms that focus on manufacturing. In this relationship, recruitment agencies approach
organizations such as Journey’s End—a resettlement agency that guides refugees through
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resettlement, offers educational opportunities, and acts to link people with jobs in Buffalo—to
pass along information about employment opportunities to people in the refugee community.
Figure 5.1 shows how information about employment is passed through the community. The
flow of information for employment opportunities relies on an open social network to pass from
firm to employee. The information is created when the job opening appears in the firm and then
travels to a recruiter who passes the position to Journey’s End. When the information reaches
Journey’s End, it is then made available to refugees who seek services with that organization.
Additional considerations need to be made when discussing potential sources of information
about employment, because two people from Burma said their religious institution announced
job opportunities weekly during services. While no one from Burma mentioned the ethnic
organizations directly, it is possible to assume the importance of their role in disseminating
employment information because of the way information is dispersed in the refugee community
(See Figure 3.1). The idea of chain migration comes to fruition when information continues
being passed to the community once someone from Burma is hired with the firm and they tell
their friends and family about new positions when they become available.
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Figure 5.1 The Flow of Employment Information
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The resulting job opportunities that are available to people from Burma tend to be low-wage, low
skill positions in small manufacturing, housekeeping, and dishwashing. A service provider
explained that the agricultural background of most the people from Burma, in combination with
their limited English skills, generally means they “don’t have fewer skills, just different skills,”
so they are unable to find opportunities outside of these industries (Personal interviews, 2018).
English language proficiency, in particular, seemed to be a strong barrier to acquiring other
skills. A person from Burma described the challenges with language as an obstacle to learning
new skills and they “didn’t have the confidence to learn new skills” when they got to their new
positions (Personal interview, 2018).
None of the 20 people from Burma interviewed worked as dishwashers or housekeepers, but nine
people did work in small manufacturing in positions doing assembly or logistical work. Two of
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the nine individuals specifically mentioned the role of Journey’s End and the recruitment
agencies as the principle source for their current jobs, while the remaining seven individuals said
they were brought into the firm by someone they knew closely. Since their arrival in Buffalo in
2003, people from Burma have developed a reputation as reliable employees with strong work
ethics, which has resulted in some adjustments in the hiring practices at some local firms. In one
instance, a person from Burma mentioned “Last two year ago my manager ask me ‘do you have
a friend?’” and they were able to acquire jobs for their friends (Personal interview, 2018). In this
case, the hiring manager recruited employees through an individual, and the employee
recommended several friends from Burma who were then hired to fill vacant positions within the
same firm. A second person from Burma shared a similar experience they had at a different firm
when they described the people from Burma as “good employees because they don’t complain”
(Personal interview, 2018). As a result, people from Burma have now become important labor
sources for small manufacturers in Buffalo. As one service provider described, they key facet to
this hiring strategy appears to relate to English language proficiency, because as soon as they
hire a person from Burma who can speak both English and a Burmese language, then they are
able to hire many non-English speakers to fill the positions (Personal interview, 2018).
Conclusion
People from Burma have been resettling in Buffalo since 2003 and are now having to examine
their livelihood strategies. There are currently two main strategies as discussed by the
interviewees in play when people are considering employment options: entrepreneurialism; and
jobs in small manufacturing. Service providers like WEDI and Journey’s End play a key role as
knowledge brokers in both strategies by facilitating access to financing, training, a business
incubator, and employment recruiters. Service providers are offering valuable information about
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markets that allow the business owners from Burma to modify their products to attract a new and
diverse market that will allow their business to be successful. Particularly with regard to food
service, the business owners are taking advantage of the diversity that is present in Burma to
diversify their products that allow them to have businesses that do not compete with other
businesses offering regional cuisine. Without access to these heterogeneous social networks,
many entrepreneurs from Burma would not be successful with opening their businesses because
the information that is provided by non-ethnic social networks is critical to their success. Yet, not
all sub-groups from Burma have the same access to resources. Some populations are physically
isolated in different neighborhoods that inhibit their ability to travel to the West Side for
services, while some populations choose to self-isolate because of the troubled history in Burma.
While institutions like the West Side Bazaar provide important livelihood options for some
people, not everyone chooses to be an entrepreneur. Even so, the relationship between service
provider-recruiter-person from Burma has become a valuable asset that has changed the way
both employer and employee approach employment. Journey’s End facilitates the flow of
information that is then passed between social networks composed of people from Burma. In
some cases, their reputation as reliable and dedicated employees has prompted hiring strategies
to focus on recruiting people from Burma for manufacturing positions, especially when they are
able to overcome barriers to social capital like language proficiency.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions
Buffalo has constructed a narrative that it is a place that welcomes refugee resettlement—going
so far as to argue that they are beneficial for the economy of the city—yet, the refugee
population is facing a new set of challenges following resettlement in the city. The city is in the
process of implementing economic growth strategies that include the expansion of a medical
campus in the heart of the city, as well as improved amenities, such as Canalside, that are meant
to attract a new middle class to the city. While the plan will encourage economic growth, it will
also create tension in places where one development strategy meets another. The West Side
neighborhood, where refugees are initially resettled, is undergoing monumental socio-economic
changes that are generated by the proximity to Elmwood Village, but also acts to draw the new
middle class who seek “authentic” experiences from the ethnic businesses, so in a sense these
two neighborhoods are spatial manifestations of the two development plans. As Buffalo
continues to experience a “renaissance”, it becomes vital to understand how it will affect the
refugee populations that are important to the health and vitality of the city. Three areas that are
directly affected by the economic growth of Buffalo are the changing housing costs in the West
Side, the ability to adapt livelihood strategies, and perhaps most importantly, the community
building needs of different sub-groups in the refugee population. This research is meant to add to
the narrative about refugees in Buffalo at this moment to help fully understand the resettlement
process and the way long-term populations are able to adapt to changing neighborhoods. The
people involved with this study are not representative of the entire population of refugees in
Buffalo, but their stories do show that changes are happening in the city.
The foundational concepts driving many of the changes in housing and livelihood outcomes
come from the ability of the people from Burma to integrate into Buffalo as a whole. Given the
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complicated subnational diversity that is present in Burma, it becomes important to understand
how relationships are forged, how social capital is generated, and how information is passed
through social networks. The use of organizations, both Burmese and non-Burmese, becomes
key as nodes develop and information is passed to populations hierarchically. Interestingly,
identity—particularly religious identity—appears to be fluid based on the specific needs of the
individual at the moment, so the ability to recognize need and understand how to obtain it are
characteristics that must be honed. The fluidity of identity provides flexibility that allows the
people from Burma to adapt their strategies in the face change.
Refugees in the West Side neighborhood are witnessing increasing housing costs because the
proximity to Elmwood Village is increasing demand for the available housing stock. In turn, the
increasing housing costs have forced refugees and service providers to develop new housing
strategies that move them farther from community and service provision. Information for
potential housing options is generated both by service providers, such as Journey’s End, but also
through closed networks in the ethnic communities themselves. However, people from Burma
who leave the West Side, Black Rock, and Riverside indicate that they miss the proximity to the
community that still resides in those neighborhoods, so they have sacrificed that for other options
such as better schools for their children.
People from Burma have been resettled in Buffalo since 2003, so they have been able to refine
their livelihood strategies to adapt to the economic conditions in Buffalo. Two possible strategies
emerged from the interviews so that people from Burma either choose entrepreneurship as a
means for securing financial stability, or they participate in chain migration in low-wage, low
skill positions, such as housekeeping, dishwashing, or manufacturing. One challenge that the
people from Burma are facing is market saturation with regard to ethnic businesses. In one
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instance, a non-governmental organization has facilitated business training and education that
may lead to differentiation that will allow the entrepreneur to operate a successful business. On
the other hand, managers in small manufacturing companies appear to alter their hiring practices
to target the people from Burma because of their reputation as hard working and reliable
workers.
Policy and practice implications
This research has an opportunity to help fill significant gaps in the ability to understand the
experience of resettlement in Buffalo. One service provider lamented the lack of data available
on refugee populations in Buffalo by citing the presence of large-scale studies in other cities of
resettlement that are used to guide decision-making and policy formation at a city level (Personal
Interviews, 2017). As it stands now, much of the data that is available to service providers comes
from the state-level and does not have the local detail required to make data-driven decisions
about their service provision. Attempts are being made through forthcoming publications on
behavioral health in the communities from Burma, but this research focuses on how people from
Burma synthesize information about housing and livelihood outcomes (Kim, 2018). One key
finding of this research that will contribute to better service provision is mapping the route of
information through communities. Since information about housing and livelihood opportunities
flows through a well-established pathway, it is possible to identify which groups are being
served and which groups are not. In some instances, ethnic groups actively choose to not seek
services, but maybe not all groups actively choose to be excluded. Understanding the flow of
information may help form stronger connections with some of the underserved populations.
The refugee population of Buffalo continues to grow, so community interactions with refugees
will necessarily grow, as well. One service provider indicated that service providers who do not
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regularly interact with refugees struggle to understand the differences at a sub-national level,
such as ethnicity and religion (Personal Interviews, 2017). The inability to recognize the
importance of ethnic and religious difference can severely limit the ability to provide services, so
this research can act to exemplify the importance of cultural awareness. A significant finding
from this study shows that ethnic and religious identities are key to building community, as well
as for the formation and use of social capital, so understanding these concepts will help service
providers become better informed to make decisions about the services they provide.
People from Burma have been present in Buffalo since 2003, so the ability to analyze long-term
patterns and outcomes is possible, but not available. A service provider spoke passionately about
the need for long-term studies to understand specific successes and failures in the resettlement
process so they can adapt their strategies to meet the needs of the refugee communities (Personal
Interviews, 2017). This research could translate into a long-term study because it focuses on the
key aspects of resettlement, so tracing the changes in housing patterns, livelihood strategies, and
community-building over time would be invaluable. However, future research must include
voices from the other ethnicities and religions, so that we fully understand the resettlement
process as experienced by the people from Burma.
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Appendix 1
Script for In-Depth Key Informant (Burmese Refugees) Interviews
I’d like to start by getting some demographic information.
Probes: Age? Ethnicity? Religion? Education?
Now, I’d like to get some information about your time in Buffalo.
Probes: Length of time in Buffalo? What neighborhood do you live in?
Let’s take a few minutes to talk about the neighborhood you live in.
Probes: How likely are you to visit a neighbor?
How likely are you to go to restaurant/movies/sporting events outside of “neighborhood name”? Do you
think your neighborhood is safe?
I’d like to ask a few questions about the role of religion in your life.
Probes: Do you consider yourself active in your religious community?
(If yes) How frequently do you attend a religious service?
How likely are you to participate in a local religious group within the last five years?
Now, I’d like to get some information on your friends and family here in Buffalo.
Probes: Are the majority of your friends the same religion as you?
Are the majority of your friends from Burma? Are the majority of your friends the same ethnicity?
Think about the new friends you have made since arriving in Buffalo, are they the same religion? Are they the
same ethnicity?
Where do the majority of your friends reside? (Same street, same neighborhood, outside of the city, same
country, international) How likely are you to visit friends in other parts of the city?
Thinking about your friends and family, let’s talk about how much you can rely (trust) on them.
Probes: Do you feel like you have the support of your friends and family?
Have you relied on your friends or family for things like childcare?
Within the last five years, have you given or loaned a friend some money in a time of emergency?

Since you have arrived in Buffalo, have you found employment?
Probes: What is your income level?
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Who provided information to find a job? How likely are you to rely on information provided by your family or
friends to find a job? How likely are you to provide information to friends or family to help them get a job? If
you are an employee, is the person who hired you from Burma?
Since you have arrived in Buffalo, have you started a business? (Entrepreneurialism)
Probes: (If yes) How many businesses have you started? Did you rely on a friend or family member for
financial resources to start your business? If you have started a business, how many employees do you
currently have? How likely are you to hire an employee from Burma? Are your employees friends or family
members?
Since you have arrived in Buffalo, have you successfully found a place to live? (Housing)
Probes: Do you rent your current living place? Who told you about your current place of residence? Do you
consider your current residence your home? How content are you with your current neighborhood? Do you
see yourself owning a home in Buffalo? Do you have aspirations to move to other parts of the area? How
likely are you to move out of this neighborhood? If so, where?

Interview Script for In-Depth Key Informant Interviews
General questions about organization and interviewee (some can be filled in from website ahead of time):
Organization name:
Interviewee name:
Interviewee job title:
Organization location:
Organization size:
Organization focus/mission:
Questions about programs and outreach:
What kinds of programs and services does your organization provide to refugees? (Follow up: what programs
and services are most used by Burmese refugees specifically)
Are there any sub-groups of refugees that you feel are particularly difficult to reach or that may be in need of
additional effort and support?
How long has your organization been working with refugees?
Has your organization’s approach or specific services changed over time?
How do you identify refugees in need of your programs and services? In other words, what kind of outreach
do you do? (Follow up: focus on where they do outreach as well as what they do)
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Do your outreach strategies vary for different refugee groups (e.g. Burmese versus other groups)?
Do you focus mainly on newly arrived refugees? (Follow up: programs for refugees at other stages, including
children from refugee families born in Buffalo?)
Social capital and refugee community networks and resources:
Based on your knowledge of the Burmese refugee community, what are the other main types of support,
including other organizations or informal social networks, that they use during the resettlement process?
(Follow up: Are there any differences that you’ve noticed among sub-groups within the community, whether
in terms of gender, religious affiliation, etc.?)
Housing and livelihood outcomes:
What type of housing and what neighborhoods are refugees likely to settle in when they first arrive? Do you
find that they tend to settle in one location? Have these housing patterns changed over time?
Who gives them information about where to find places to live?
Are there certain industries or employers that tend to hire Burmese refugees?
What resources do they use when job hunting?
If a refugee wants to start a business, what type of business is it usually?
How do they find information about loans? Are loans usually family based, or are they from banks?
What other resources are available to them?
Additional thoughts:
Does the Burmese refugee community differ from other refugee communities that you serve? Would you say
that there are greater differences by nationality or based on other characteristics such as gender or
education?
Do you have any additional thoughts about the Burmese refugee resettlement process that you’d like to
share?

Interview Script for In-Depth Key Informant Interviews VOLUNTEERS
General questions about organization and interviewee (some can be filled in from website ahead of time):
Organization name:
Interviewee name:
Interviewee job title:
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Organization location:
Organization size:
Organization focus/mission:
I know you have helped a family navigate some very tricky experiences here, how would you describe your
role? How have you helped the family?
How long have you been with the family? Were you introduced to them immediately upon arrival?
One of the things they mentioned when I interviewed them was the importance of religion in their lives. They
said something along the lines of Buddhist most days, but they will adapt to Christianity around major
holidays. Have you noticed anything like this?
Did you have choices aside from Journeys End? How did you end up with them?
How closely did you work with the organization? Did you attend training, or any other informational
sessions?
What drew you to the idea of helping a refugee family?
Do you see Burmese refugees in your school? What are their needs? Do they differ from the other students?
How about the parents?
Do you know anyone at Lafayette? Any other people who may be useful to my research or you think would
benefit from telling their story?
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