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This publication is a collection of case studies developed by students in conjunction with a seminar 

held  at the graduate school of architecture, planning and preservation investigating the relationship 

between an increasing global migration and the local urban spaces affected by this human mobility. 
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Source: Population data of individual cities from 2000 to 2006  

Metropolitan areas often tend to have a much higher concentration of foreign-born than the 

country as a whole. The percentage of foreign-born in Canada for example is 19.8%, but Toronto 

shows a concentration of over 45% 
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INTRODUCTION 

With a global migrant population of over 200 million people, international mobility of labor is one of 

the most significant contributing factors to both globalization and urbanization worldwide. It is 

widely recognized that globalization is a function of the liberalized flow of capital, commodities and 

labor across borders and that economic opportunity is increasingly concentrated in urban areas. 

However, migration policy discussions at the national or international level give little attention to the 

local nature of this phenomenon; migrants move to cities and have an impact as well as spatial 

demands on the local environment in which they live. 

This publication is devoted to the local aspect of global migration; the places where migrants settle, 

form communities and networks, and establish economic and social spaces. Through several case 

studies, using mapping, interviews and photography, students explored the potential for planners, 

designers and urban policy makers to create and maintain inclusive, sustainable physical 

environments for migrant communities. 

Migration: An Urban Issue 

Migration of labor across domestic and international boundaries has long contributed to rapidly 

urbanizing cities and their globalizing economies. Migrant workers have constructed the spatial and 

social landscapes of New York, London and Amsterdam in the past, and they continue to shape the 

futures Beijing and Dubai among others.  Migrant workers are powerful catalysts in the development 

of their host cities as well as in the economies of their home countries. Current trends indicate that 

migration will continue to be a major factor in the increasing rates of urbanization around the world. 

Migration therefore, becomes an urban issue and one that falls squarely within the realm of urban 

governance, planning and architecture. The relationship between urban policy and the politics of 

migration takes on a critical dimension for the future of the city. With an emphasis on housing, public 

spaces and services, we looked at the relationship between national immigration policies and the 

impact this global human mobility has on the places where migrants arrive. 
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Source: The World Bank Prospects: Migration and Remittance  data (2005) 

Contemporary migration patterns illustrate the multidirectional relationships between countries of origin and 

countries of destination. Developed countries such as Germany or the UK send and receive migrants from 

and to different destinations. Others, such as India and Bangladesh or Russia and the Ukraine send and 
receive an almost equal exchange across their borders. 

WORLD MIGRATION CORRODORS IN 2005 
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While migration across international borders it not a new phenomenon, the scope of this international 

mobility of labor is unprecedented at the beginning of the 21st century . 

Understanding the impact on the places that receive migrants often begins with understanding 

migratory patterns, systems and events that shape the flows between two countries, sometimes two 

cities. Migrants often follow existing patterns and flows established decades or centuries before their 

journey. For instance, migrants to European cities often originate in a former colony. Language, trade 

connections or the ability to obtain citizenship or residency in the destination country enforce these 

old ties. Other such similar ties may have been forged by international conflicts or national policies, 

such as the 1953 refugee act in the United States, which contrary to international refugee agreements 

gave preference to persons fleeing from communist countries including Vietnamese in the 1970s 

following the Vietnam war. 

Contemporary migratory patterns show that migration is not always a clear trajectory from poor 

countries to rich countries, from the developing world to the developed nations. For instance the map 

of migration corridors in 2005 shows equal amounts of Indian nationals in Bangladesh as Bangladeshi 

nationals in India. It also illustrates how citizens of wealthy countries are highly mobile. Both 

Germany and the UK are receivers of large numbers of migrants, while being senders at the same 

time. These observations relate to the great diversity of migrants that travel across borders to find 

opportunities elsewhere. 

MIGRATION SYSTEMS: US Military Activity / Refugee Programs 

(US Refugee programs support fleeing communism) 

Reflecting world events, the top 10 countries of origin in FY 1993 were, in order, the former USSR (48,627), Vietnam (42,775), Laos (6,967), Iraq (4,605), Cuba 
(2,814), Ethiopia (2,765), Somalia (2,753), Bosnia (1,887), Haïti (1,307), and Afghanistan (1,233). By FY 2003, the top 10 countries of origin had shifted to the 

former USSR (8,744), Liberia (2,957), Iran (2,471), Sudan (2,140), Somalia (1,993), the former Yugoslavia (1,816; primarily Serbians), Ethiopia (1,704), Vietnam 

(1,472), Afghanistan (1,453), and Sierra Leone (1,378). 
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OCCUPATIONS OF UNDOCUMENTED WORK FORCE IN NEW YORK 

In the debate around immigration reform in the United States, undocumented immigrants play a pivotal role. 

However  this graph by the Center for an Urban Future illustrates that they are a small portion of the 

workforce. 

Source: The Center for an Urban Future: A World of Opportunity, analysis of NYS Labor Department data 



Why does migration matter for cities? 

While the demand for low-skilled labor in most receiving countries is still one of the primary reasons 

for large numbers of migrants travelling across borders, they are by no means the majority of foreign-

born in many urban areas. A recent study by the Fiscal Policy Institute discovered that in 14 of the 25 

largest metropolitan areas in the US, including New York, Boston and San Francisco, more 

immigrants are employed in white-collar occupations than in lower-wage work like construction, 

manufacturing or cleaning. The economic argument holds true, not only for the highly skilled and 

well paid. In the United States, immigrants account for 12% of the total population and 14% of the 

economic output or $37 billion of the country’s GDP. In New York City, 50% of small businesses are 

foreign-born, in Los Angeles this number is as high as 80%. As such, foreign-born create new jobs 

often at a much higher rate than native-born. 

Through the course of this semester, we explored the many opportunities that immigrants provide for 

their host cities, but also the myriads of challenges and conflicts that do not seem to be easily resolved 

by national immigration policy. Day laborers, for instance, only 0.003% of the total immigrant 

population, have received disproportional attention in the media, are often victims of hate crimes and 

have too often been exposed as a negative example of a lack of immigration enforcement due to their 

visibility in public space often in communities with little or no history in migration. Many cities in 

Europe are struggling with the remnants of guest worker programs that were instituted in the early 

1950s and 1960s. While these programs were not designed for permanent migration, many of the 

original guest workers stayed, had families and national immigration laws as well as local integration 

efforts have failed to reach out to the second generation of Europeans born to immigrant parents, 

particularly in Muslim communities. Local controversy is often centered around public 

demonstrations of identity. The limitations on the height of the minaret for a new mosque in Cologne 

or the prohibition of the headscarf in schools –a law enacted in many municipalities independent of a 

national guidance- serve as examples. In Europe, we see that questions of national identity are 

entangled with national identity. 

9 
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In the US, more than 117,000 people look for work as day laborers each day. The vast majority are 
male. While there is no official accounting of the percentage of illegal immigrants in the day laborer 

population, it is believed that the majority of the workers are without official documentation. Day 
laborers can--and often do--pay taxes regardless of the immigrant status. And a 2002 Washington 

Post article reported that most immigrants in the workforce consistently pay more in taxes than they 
use in services. (Source: daylaborstation.org) 

Librado Romero/The New York Times 
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How do cities shape immigration policies? 

This question is perhaps best introduced by a look at the mass migration to cities around the world 

underway at the turn of the 21st century. Most governments have little or no control over who moves 

to the city as evidenced by the proliferation of slums in the most rapidly growing cities throughout the 

developing world.  These unplanned, informal settlements are a challenge that can only be managed 

retroactively. However, not all urban migrations are completely unplanned. Two examples stand out, 

where such mass migration is  initiated and managed by the companies recruiting rural  migrants; 

China and Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates.  

In  China,  rural  to  urban  migrants  are  housed  by  the  companies  they  work  for  and  are  often 

constrained  in  their  participation  in  urban  life  by  an  outdated  ‘hukou’ system.  The  ‘hukou’ is  a 

household registration system that differentiates between rural and urban households. Families with a 

rural hukou have a right to a plot of land and to a grain ration in their village. Families with an urban 

hukou have a right to housing in the city, public schools and access to the urban health care system. 

For the most part,  this system created millions of families in China that live separated, with one 

family  member  in  the  city  providing  for  the  rural  relatives.  Family  reunification  in  the  city  is 

intentionally not supported, as it would cause a serious strain on resources and infrastructure. In the 

absence of comprehensive reform of this system, some Chinese cities have begun to sell urban hukous 

to rural migrants, turning this constraint into a source of income for the municipality. 

Migrant worker housing in Beijing 
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In another example, Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates has initiated a series of measures to 

actively control and manage how migrants live in the city. In a place where 80% of the work force is 

foreign-born, the city’s economy is dependent on contracting labor from abroad. As part of the city’s 

plan 2030, it has developed planning and design guidelines for ‘worker residential cities’. These are 

new settlements for up to 50,000 residents developed by a government authority and then leased to 

companies, who house their workforce, primarily from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and the 

Philippines in these compounds. 

For the most part, municipalities do not act as the managing agency of immigration. Urban policies 

are not typically explicit immigration policies, but instead housing, economic development, public 

safety, education, or zoning or land use policies. Often, these local laws act as de facto immigration 

policy,  and  for  better  or  for  worse,  have  a  significant  impact  on  the  ways  in  which  immigrant 

communities access and participate in the life of the city. The Elm City Resident Card in New Haven, 

CT for instance, enables citizens of New Haven to use the card to open bank accounts, use the public 

library or get prescription drugs regardless of immigration status.  Local tax incentives to support 

small businesses are economic development strategies that benefit all residents.  However, taking into 

account  that  in many cities,  a  large percentage of  small  business owners are foreign born,  some 

municipalities can choose to do outreach in multiple languages. Language access is one the most 

important programs that municipalities with large migrant populations have to consider on in order 

effectively serve all city residents. 

This intersection of urban policy and immigrant advocacy was one of the most critical aspects in the 

discussions this semester about rescaling immigration policy to a local level. While the attempt to 

hand down actual immigration enforcement power from a federal level to local authorities can have 

negative implications as the debate around the 287(g) program and people like Sheriff  Arpaio in 

Arizona demonstrates, work of urban planners in this field should focus on how to encourage and 

support participation of migrant communities in the life of the city.  
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Empowering Local Police to Enforce Immigration Laws  

Businesses in Flushing, Queeens 
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The Changing Face of Utica 
Impacts of Refugee Resettlement on a Shrinking city 

By Kate Brick and Lauren Jezienicki 

ON JUNE 20, UTICA WILL LOOK VERY DIFFERENT FROM ITS NEIGHBORING CITIES IN UPSTATE NEW YORK.  IN 
HANNA PARK, MUSIC WILL BE PLAYED FROM PLACES AROUND THE WORLD, FROM BOSNIA TO SUDAN, THERE 

WILL BE FOOD FROM NEPAL,  A NIGERIAN STORYTELLER AND AUTHOR, AND DANCES PERFORMED BY THE 
RITMO CARIBENO LATIN AMERICAN DANCE GROUP. 

Utica, New York 

15 

This celebration in honor of World Refugee Day brings to light what over the years has come to 

define the city of Utica: a city of transformation, growth and diversity.   While other cities in upstate 

New York are demographically diverse, particularly university towns such as Syracuse and Buffalo, 

Utica’s diversity is unique.  Unlike its neighbors, much of Utica’s diversity comes from its refugee 

population, a growing demographic that represents about twelve percent of the city (Kraly, 2008).  

Utica is also distinct because it has seen a remarkable economic turnaround in the past three decades 

that has allowed a city once in economic decline to flourish.  This economic upswing and unique  

epodunk.com epodunk.com 
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demographic diversity is much due to the fact that since the 1970s, Utica has been a receiving city for 

refugee resettlement, a process that started with the Vietnamese, and has expanded and diversified so 

much that there are now 35 different languages spoken in Utica public schools (Crisino, 2010).  From 

Bosnians to Burmese and Somalis, Utica has been the destination for thousands of people fleeing 

conflict or oppression in places around the world.  The arrival of this varied group of people has 

transformed Utica from a shrinking city to a thriving one, and has allowed Utica to be considered a 

hallmark in successful refugee reintegration. 

This  chapter  will  discuss  why  Utica  has  been  so  successful,  and  how  refugee  resettlement  has 

changed the social, economic and spatial landscape of this community.  It will look at Utica as a 

potential model for other shrinking cities, and address how city planning, the context of a shrinking 

city, and refugee resettlement are related.   

HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF UTICA 

First settled by Europeans in 1773, the city of Utica was strategically located at the intersection of the 

Erie Canal and Mohawk Valley River.  Utica’s location on the canal, halfway between New York city 

and Chicago, IL, was a driver of its initial growth into a small town and its subsequent boom into a 

larger city as textile mills were built on its banks.  However, these prosperous times were short-lived; 

in the late 19th century, many mill owners, and the manufacturing plants that followed, moved south.   

By the early 1970’s, the city faced population and economic decline.  Unemployment rates were at a 

high and over the next thirty years the population would drop from a peak of 120,000 residents to a 

low of 58,082 in 2008 (US Census, 2008).  One bumper sticker in the mid-1980s quipped, “Last One 

Out of Utica, Please Turn Out The Lights” (UNHCR, 2005).  The economic decline sparked by large 

employers  such  as  Lockeed  Martin  and  Griffiss  Airforce  Base  leaving  town  initially  drove  the 

population decline, however at a certain point, population decline outpaced the drops in the economy; 

small businesses were left in search of entry-level workers (Vogelaar).  
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Located 4 hours northwest of New York city, Utica is seemingly an unlikely resettlement 

hub for over 14,000 refugees from 30 different countries.  The Utica community, local 

governmental officials, and the Mohawk Valley Resource Center have worked together to 

alleviate much of the friction that typically arises from immigration in a small town. 

Utica, NY 

2pat.files.wordpress.com 



With these factors at play, a unique dynamic began to develop in Utica: the town had a shrinking 

population, a labor shortage, a low cost of living, but still possessed existing, unused infrastructure in 

its empty neighborhoods.  This would prove to be a favorable environment for what Utica would 

become; a welcoming community for refugees. 

In 1978, inspired by her husband’s service in the Vietnam War and the struggles of thousands of 

Vietnamese who were desperate to flee their country, Utica resident Roberta Douglas sponsored a 

man from Vietnam, sharing her small farmhouse until he found permanent housing. Ms. Douglas then 

replicated the effort with a family of twelve from Laos.  In just a year’s time and with the assistance 

of her husband, a group of local clergy, the Superintendent of Utica Schools, the Oneida County 

Executive, and the Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, the Mohawk Valley Resource Center 

for Refugees (MVRCR) was established, and Ms. Douglas was appointed its first Executive Director 

(MVRCR). The success of the MVRCR quickly grew and, since its opening in 1979, the Center has 

resettled nearly 14,000 refugees into the Utica community (Schwartz).  What started with Vietnamese 

expanded so that Utica’s refugee population began to reflect the nation’s larger refugee resettlement 

goals, with Bosnians and those from the former Soviet Union dominating resettlement in the 1990s, 

later to be followed by other nations experiencing civil war and violence.  Today Utica’s refugee 

population includes people from Vietnam, Bosnia,  Cambodia,  Czechoslovakia,  Iran,  China,  Haiti, 

Somalia, Hungary, Laos, Poland, Romania, the former Soviet Union, and most recently from Sudan, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Burma, and Nepal (MVRCR).  Over the 30 years of the MVRCR’s existence, 

Oneida County, of which Utica is a part, now ranks fourth in the U.S. for the highest concentration of 

refugees relative to the local population; Utica’s population alone is made up of nearly 12% refugees, 

a  figure  that  doubled  from  1990  to  2000  (Owens-Manley).   During  this  same  period,  Utica’s 

population declined by 12%, but would have declined by 20% if there had not been such a large 

influx  of  refugees,  totaling  7,000  in  that  same period  (Kraly,  2008).   Today,  approximately  500 

refugees are resettled in Utica each year (Schwartz), and one in every six people is a refugee. 
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Utica Demographics                                 
(% of Population) 

Hispanic or 

Latino 

White 

African American 

American Indian  

Asian 

Source: 2000 US Census 

UTICA TODAY—REFUGEES AND THE CITY 

Utica is one example of a phenomenon that is occurring in forty places around the country—the 

large-scale resettlement of refugees.  As in other communities that receive refugees, a government-

contracted  voluntary  organization  (in  this  case  the  Lutheran  Immigration  and  Refugee  Service 

through the auspices of the MVRCR) is responsible for the arrival and initial resettlement in these 

communities.  A local resource center finds housing for refugee families, dispenses the $425 stipend 

allotted by the government for initial resettlement in the first 30 days, and oversees medical and other 

needs for the first eight months.  Beyond this assistance, and the classes that the Center provides, 

refugees are responsible for paying their rent and staying employed.  Where this has been a challenge 

for refugees in other places around the country, in Utica the context has been particularly distinct.  

Typically refugees must compete for scarce jobs,  however the economic and physical  climate of 

Utica has made it an ideal place for refugee resettlement. 
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Refugees Resettled in Utica  
(by country of Birth, 1979-2005 ) 

Source: Kraly, 2008 



Housing 

One of the attractive qualities of Utica for early refugee resettlement was the large stock of affordable, 

quality housing (generally older homes; 54% built before 1939), in and around the central business 

district.  Thanks to economic decline, three, four and five bedroom homes could be purchased for just 

a few thousand dollars (UNHCR, 2005).  While the initial stipends refugees receive upon arrival are 

low, many families, and particularly the Bosnian community, have saved to buy one of the many 

single-family  homes  in  Utica’s  neighborhoods.   Reports  show that  the  areas  of  Utica  with  high 

proportions of recent immigrants have materially lower rates of housing vacancy (Kraly, 2008; U.S. 

Census).  Ms. Dana Crisino, Senior Planner for the city of Utica, noted, “As we are seeing, the flux in 

owner-occupied housing truly has the greatest impact on the building stock, as the owner’s tend to be 

more dedicated to maintenance and neighborhood quality.” 

One example of this is “East Utica” which used to be home to Utica’s original European immigrants 

from Italy, Poland and Germany.  Early on, Bosnians settled in the eastern neighborhoods in the city 

due to availability and affordability of two-family houses and proximity to services (Kraly, 2008).  

Now Bosnians settle there because there is an established Bosnian community.  They have renovated 

neighborhoods that were previously abandoned, transforming blighted, deserted and dangerous areas 

into active, vibrant communities (UNHCR, 2005).  It is estimated that Bosnians have made over 400 

home purchases in Utica, buying residential properties for homes or investments and commercial 

buildings to open stores and restaurants.  This has ignited a multiplier effect with more and more 

families buying in these neighborhoods, continuing the gentrification (Kraly, 2008) and precipitating 

housing values to increase 52% from 2001 to 2006 (Burnett, 2007).  One researcher observed “there 

is a special opportunity for urban development afforded by refugee settlement largely because of the 

cultural  traits  and  ‘cultural  capital’ possessed  and  expressed  by  the  refugee  populations”  (Kraly, 

2008). 
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Downtown Utica Today 

Employment and Economy 

Currently, resettled refugees find employment within about four months of arrival in Utica (Kraly, 

2008).  They typically take entry-level jobs such as meat cutting, greenhouse working, nursing home 

attendees, manufacturing, and textile jobs. CONMED, a local medical products company, employs 

many refugees; they make up 50% of 1,300 CONMED employees (UNHCR, 2005).  According to 

Bob O’Reilly,  CONMED’s former director  of  human resources,  the company would not  be here 

without  them  (UNHCR,  2005).   CONMED  is  not  the  exception  in  hiring  refugees;  in  many 

companies, refugees represent half of their workforce (Keymark Corp, etc) (Burnett, 2007). 
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As  refugees  become  more  established  in  Utica  they  begin  to  open  their  own  businesses.  

Entrepreneurial activities by refugees include restaurants, book keeping and tax services, convenience 

stores,  beauty shops and barbershops,  boutiques,  car  repair  and mechanics,  car  sales,  real  estate, 

construction, and dance bands (Kraly, 2008).   



These  businesses  brighten  dark  storefronts  and  inject  tax  revenue  into  the  community.   As  new 

refugee groups arrive and settle in Utica, new ethnic restaurants will appear, broadening the array of 

eateries along Utica’s downtown streets.   

Based on figures from the 2000 U.S. Census, Utica’s median household income grew 25% from 1989 

to  approximately  $24,000.   This  level  is  materially  lower  than other  cities  in  upstate  New York 

(estimated at $35,000) and greater New York State ($43,000). However, it can be inferred that these 

figures would be substantially lower without the impacts of mass refugee resettlement in Utica (Utica 

Master Plan). 

Master Plan 

The physical effects of refugees on Utica’s built environment has been generally positive, however 

expectantly, diversity has posed challenges for all stakeholders from an urban planning and zoning 

perspective.  This issue can be best illustrated through the conversion of a former Methodist Church, 

located on Court Street and adjacent to city Hall, into an Islamic mosque.  Currently one in every ten 

Uticans practices Islam, a faith that represents 98% of the Bosnian population there—the highest 

represented ethnic group, with between 5,000 and 6,000 people currently living in Utica (Observer).  

The unused and abandoned church was planned to be demolished at a cost of $1 million to the city, 

however,  the  Bosnian  Islamic  Association  of  Utica  along  with  a  group  of  Muslims  (American 

Muslims mostly from South Asia, Turkey and the Middle East) banned together and petitioned for it 

to be saved for conversion at their cost into a new home for the Utica Masjid. Conflict arose when 

some residents  took  offense  to  changing  the  original  and  traditional  red  brick  façade  to  stucco, 

consistent with the architecture of typical mosques.  As Ms. Crisino explained, “Interestingly, we are 

finding a very real life situation of the old phrase, ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’…Even though 

this building was no longer a church and had been used for several years as a mosque, many people 

were sensitive to the change because it was not in keeping with what they were used to and they still 

saw the building as a church. In this situation, the building was privately owned and the refacing of it 

was completely within the jurisdictions of the code, so the process continued uninterrupted.” 
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Downtown Utica church that was converted to an Islamic Masjid; the brick façade is covered with stucco 
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While these conflicts will inevitably remain to some extent, Utica’s Planning Board is in the process 

of reviewing and updating its latest Master Plan, which has not been revised since 1960.  The process 

of evaluating the physical changes to Utica’s urban plan, soliciting feedback from the community, 

projecting demands and constraints on the built environment for years to come is intense.  The new 

plan will  incorporate  the  changes in  diversity  of  population and neighborhoods that  the  city  has 

realized over the last three decades while also leveraging the improvements that the refugees have 

added.  Members of the Bosnian community are on the Planning Board and serve as Commissioner of 

Engineering, demonstrating how Bosnians have truly integrated into the larger population.  

To ensure refugees are an active part of the planning process, the Planning Office will hold open 

houses and distribute informational material throughout the city all of which will be translated into 

the five most common spoken languages in Utica: Bosnian, Karen, Russian, Spanish and Vietnamese. 

One aspect of the plan under particular scrutiny is the treatment of existing and future public spaces in 

Utica.  Most of the interaction amongst the native-born Uticans and refugees takes place in the many 

green spaces throughout the downtown.  Of particular note is the effect a recently converted parking 

lot  turned  community  garden  created  in  one  neighborhood.   For  The  Good,  Inc.,  a  non-profit 

established to benefit low income residents in Utica, with the help of community members, created 

The Urban Garden Initiative to provide inner city youth with healthful fruits and vegetables as a 

reward  for  tending  to  the  gardens  teeming  planting  beds.   The  Urban  Garden  is  substantially 

supported by members of the refugee community who lend their labor and “green thumbs.”  In just 

the  last  year,  it’s  estimated  the  Urban Garden  contributed  to  the  nourishment  of  more  than  100 

Uticans (For The Good, Inc.).  This interaction between local residents and refugees in a positive, 

collaborative setting emerges as a critical component of social cohesion in Utica.  
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1960 city of Utica Master Plan Update  
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COMMUNITY DYNAMICS AND INTEGRATION 

As former Mayor Tim Julian put it, Utica “…had been hemorrhaging for years.  The arrival of so 

many refugees has put a tourniquet around the hemorrhaging.  They have saved entire neighborhoods 

which were ready for the wrecking ball.  As a city, we can’t put a price on this” (UNHCR, 2005).  

However, beyond the economic role refugees have played, they have dramatically changed the city in 

other ways as well.  

There are the physical and spatial implications mentioned above, but also a social dynamic that is 

critical to the way the city functions.  Much of this has been due to the role the MVRCR has played in 

integrating refugees into the community through offering resources and creating linkages with other 

city agencies and service providers. The MVRCR’s staff, most of whom are refugees themselves, 

work with local service providers to offer a variety of services ranging from English classes and 

employment training to help in housing and cultural orientation. 
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MVRCR offers thirteen language translation programs, and serves as a resource for everything from 

applying for  citizenship to cultural happenings around town. However, not only does MVRCR help 

refugees become established and meet basic needs, it serves as a constant intermediary between 



refugees and the rest of the city.  In the process of doing this, MVRCR has helped changed the nature 

of the relationship and dialogue between city agencies.  

One of the goals of the MVRCR is to build local collaborative partnerships, and it has been extremely 

successful in this mission (Kraly, 2010).   

The Center serves as a resource for all agencies in the city that work with refugees, and has a working 

relationship with local hospitals,  schools,  banks, the city Chamber of Commerce, local apartment 

owners and the police and fire  department.  Thanks to the leadership of  the Center,  local  service 

providers form a consortium that meets on a regular to discuss refugee needs.  The Center has been 

increasingly central  in  promoting multiculturalism in the urban community and fostering cultural 

capacity throughout public and private sectors by promoting interagency collaboration (Kraly, 2008).  

One example of this is the Compass Program, an initiative in which the Center works with local 

institutions to build multicultural capacity and awareness (Kraly, 2010).   

The MVRCR acts as a bridge between refugees and their local communities, and the partnerships that 

have formed between agencies have changed city dynamics, where agencies now are constantly in 

contact due to the common thread that binds them.  This is true for other immigrant organizations as 

well.  MVRCR  constantly  collaborates  with  the  Mohawk  Valley  Latino  Association  and  African 

Alliance to share facilities and work together on community events.   This is particularly important as 

there is a growing Latino population in Utica that, although not refugee, also utilizes the services 

provided by the Center.  

However,  it  is  really  the  refugees  themselves  who  have  changed  dynamics  in  the  city,  and  the 

transformation of urban space.  One example of this is the previously mentioned restoration of Trinity 

Methodist  Church  into  a  mosque,  a  project  that  exemplifies  the  cultural  changes  Utica  has 

experienced since their arrival in the 1980s.  
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Refugees from the former Soviet Union have impacted public space as well.  The Slavic Pentacostal 

Church recently built seats 1,200 people and its services often have standing room only (UNHCR,

2005).  Also to be found are a Cambodian Buddhist temple and a Russian Orthodox church (Burnett, 

2007).  As newer communities such as Somalis, Sudanese, and Burmese become more established, 

Utica’s face will continue to change.   

Integration and Social Cohesion 

While unsurprisingly refugee communities have been generally well-received by the city government 

and local employers, what makes Utica even more unique is the acceptance refugees feel by the local 

community  as  well.   Unlike  other  places  around  the  country  that  have  received  an  influx  of 

immigrants within recent years, in Utica there is not the sense of resentment and social conflict seen 

in other New York cities such as Farmingville, Long Island.  Many speculate that this is due to the 

positive impact they have had on the city and the general acknowledgement of the critical role they 

have played in turning the city around.  This is not to say, however, that everything is perfect in Utica.  

As the economy has worsened there are not as many jobs as their used to be.   



Utica is the place for people seeking a culturally rich, 

economically successful and environmentally friendly 

place to live, visit, and conduct business. Our homes, 

our  neighborhoods,  our  schools,  our  places of  work and 

play allows for opportunities for an even exchange between 

people and place; Utica is a community that invites all 

the qualities within our people to emerge and define 

our  city.  Utica  is  the  hub  of  regional  collaboration, 

social diversity, and economic progress. Our city is ripe 

with  potential,  which  we  will  maximize  with  extensive 

community  input,  emphasizing  high-performance, 

sustainable  economic  redevelopment  and  a  healthy 

network of neighborhoods, parks and waterfront renewal. 

Draft vision statement, Utica Master Plan 
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While studies have shown in the long run refugees settling in Utica will pay more for taxes than they 

receive in public assistance, sometimes the local perception is otherwise when people see refugees 

receiving public  benefits  such as  Medicaid,  welfare  and public  education that  come out  of  local 

economy (Hagstrom, 2000). 

An example of these strains can be seen in the Utica school system where currently, there are over 35 

languages spoken (Crisino, 2010).   

Many believe this is positive, where children are brought up in a multicultural environment, have a 

broader world view, and are more accepting (Kraly, 2008).  However, as with all teenagers, Utica has 

seen conflicts arise in classrooms amongst refugee children and native Uticans.  While this may be a 

sign  of  cultural  clashes,  it  may  also  be  a  product  of  disenfranchised  kids  in  a  community  with 

shrinking resources.  
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“As funds dry up, human nature looks for a scapegoat for the position you find yourself in,” explained 

MVRCR Director,  Peter Vogelaar.   To ease the integration for refugee children, the Utica school 

system partners with MVRCR to offer English classes to refugees and their families.  Ms. Crisino 

commented, “The ethnic groups coexist.  However, due to a lack of knowledge regarding each other, 

we do see they tend to settle in particular areas of the city.  Interaction is greatest in the school system 

where the different nationalities have to be together.  I feel the next generation will create a greater 

mix of the populations in the neighborhoods because these kids will grow up with Bosnian, Hispanic, 

Italian, Caucasian, Polish, Lebanese and Thai friends and think that is the norm for society.”    

Furthermore, the resources of MVRCR have been strained by increasing secondary migration (Kraly, 

2010).  Due to the established refugee communities in Utica and the services and benefits offered 

under New York’s Bureau of Refugee and Immigrant Affairs (BRIA), refugees who were resettled 

other places have moved there (Kraly, 2008).  They, as well as other immigrants such as the growing 

Latino population, require the services of the city and of MVRCR.  Unlike resettled refugees, who are 

accounted for with government funding, refugees who come through secondary migration in addition 

to other   non-refugee immigrants use services without  the benefit  of  government support  (Kraly, 

2010). 

Lastly, the changing nature of the incoming refugee population poses new challenges.  While previous 

generations  of  refugees  brought  with  them  skills  that  were  transferable  (seen  in  thriving  local 

businesses of cafes and restaurants, hair salons, and rates of employment in local factories), newer 

refugee  communities  such  as  the  Somali  Bantus  and  Burmese  are  often  illiterate  in  their  own 

language, and require much more support from local agencies.  In a time when jobs are more scarce, 

this makes their integration into Utica more difficult.  Additionally, now that the housing market is 

improving,  home  prices  have  risen  and  it’s  more  difficult  for  incoming  refugees  to  find 

accommodation (UNHCR, 2005).     



CONCLUSION 

The face of Utica is constantly changing, from a city founded by immigrants from Italy, Poland and 

Germany  to  one  revitalized  by  refugees  from East  Asia  and  Eastern  Europe,  and  now one  that 

welcomes diverse new refugee populations coming in each year from Iraq to Burma.  Urban space in 

Utica will continue to reflect these changes, as storefront signs will showcase an array of different 

languages, and local groceries stores will be stocked with an even more diverse selection of products 

to accommodate the various tastes from around the world.  That said, the question of whether Utica is 

a model for leveraging refugee resettlement as a resource for a shrinking city is still unclear—while it 

is  known that  refugee resettlement  has  revitalized declining neighborhoods,  created linkages  and 

dialogue among public agencies that previously did not communicate, and encouraged community 

capacity building, much of the information on the impact they have had on the city economically is 

anecdotal (Kraly, 2008).  Representatives from the Utica city government and the MVRCR have been 

asked to give presentations all over the country on their resettlement model, but not necessarily from 

the perspective of a shrinking city (Kraly, 2010).   

What remains to be seen, then, is whether this model can be used for other shrinking cities, and not 

just cities that are sites of refugee resettlement.   

oswego.edu postcards-from-the-id.typepad.com 
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All signs point to yes, but more research needs to be done.  Furthermore, Utica’s population is still in 

decline, with local residents leaving at a higher rate than new refugees being resettled (Kraly, 2010).  

The impacts this will have on the city is worth following.  “The refugee population has started to 

negate the population loss from the city, that in and of itself will help Utica rebirth. On the contrary, 

the immigrants use a significant amount of resources until they are established in the city structure; 

therefore create a large draw and demand. Our goal is to integrate the population and celebrate the 

ethnic diversity that is here through supporting small business and cultural awareness,” explained Ms. 

Crisino.  We agree that refugee resettlement is not a cure-all for ailing U.S. towns and cities, but if 

coordinated properly as is  the case in Utica,  refugees can remedy many of the worst  symptoms, 

adding a sense of vitality, diversity, determination, and hope to an otherwise depressed community. 

___________________ 
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West African Assimilation in Central Harlem 
Le Petit Senegal 

By Angela Crone and Ryan Jackson 
Little Senegal in Central Harlem has been revered as a source of cultural capital in recent years. The expectation of Harlem 
as a symbol of African Americanism has presented several questions about the relationship between continental Africans 

and the neighborhood. What was once identified as Harlem has been transformed by the influx and investment of 
Senegalese and other West African migrants. The shifting urban landscape demands a readjustment of expectations to 

accompany the cultural nuances present in the neighborhood.  
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The  Senegalese  community  has 

transformed the urban landscape in New 

York City  beginning in  the  1980s.  The 

expectation  of  Harlem  as  a  center  for 

Black-American arts and culture is well 

established.  This   presents  both 

challenges  and  opportunities  to 

newcomers from  Africa whose ancestry 

may  be  similar  but  whose  culture  is 

distinctly  different.  Luckily, 

“Everywhere  the  Senegalese  go,  they 

think  it  is  Senegal,”  says  Baay  Bia,  a 

Senegalese hip hop artist that has come 

to New York City with his art and for his 

people.   This  is  exactly  what  has 

occurred  along  116th  Street  in  Central 

Harlem. 
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While Senegal has historically been notorious for its own reputation as an immigrant destination, an 

economic crisis and a demographic shift occurring in the late 1970s and intensifying throughout the 

1990s resulted in a trend of emigration to Europe and more recently the United States. A New York 

Times article from 1987 further supports this in stating, “In Dakar, the phenomenon is attributed to a 

combination of causes: the ending of exit visa requirements for Senegalese citizens in 1981, a severe 

drought that devastated peanut farmers from 1973 to 1985, and a knack among people of this West 

African nation for trading (Brooke, 1987).” For those destined for New York City the initial push 

factors are accompanied by economic pulls as international immigration has since become a form of 

upward social advancement many in search of financial reprieve and opportunity. Some remain for 

extended periods of time and provide extra income for those back home,  while others would stay 

briefly  and buy up goods to transport back to Senegal.  

Destination Countries and Regions of  

Senegalese Immigrants 

31.70% 

2.80% 

2.40% 

3.20% 

6.60% 
7.50% 

46% Other African 

countries 
Other/No 

data 
Mali 

Guinea-

Bissau 
Ivory Coast 

USA/Canada 

Europe 

Source: Republic of Senegal (2004) 

Little  documentation  is  available  on  exactly 

where  the  Senegalese  chose  to  begin  their 

journey but rumors suggest that many initially 

found themselves around Midtown renting and 

sharing rooms in the Bryant Hotel. They began 

as what would be referred to in Dakar as “bana 

bana”  or  street  peddlers,  selling  umbrellas, 

watches, scarves and purses.  Then in the mid 

1980s, a unique opportunity presented itself to 

the  Senegalese  who  were  willing  to  travel 

beyond  96th  Street  in  Harlem:  taxi  driving. 

Acting as a vehicle for enterprise, providing car 

service was an entrance into this “final frontier” 

and a new beginning for  the Senegalese who 

would cluster along 116th Street.  
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According to the World Bank, in 2005 approximately 463,000 Senegalese were living abroad, 

4% of the total population. The majority of immigrants migrate to Europe, with primary 

destinations in Spain, France and Italy. In the past decade the United States has become more 

common destination, especially for younger migrants. Some estimates suggest that there are 

about 20,000 Senegalese residing in New York City alone (Focus Migration, 2010). 

General migration flow from Senegal.  
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A look  at  City  planning  maps  are  telling:  the  fabric  of  116th  Street  in  Central  Harlem today  is 

incredibly different from what it was when the Senegalese community first started arriving. Edwin 

Marshall of New York City Planning described the area as “plagued with vacancy and abandonment 

with some blocks almost void of any residents or occupied store fronts.” This occurred after the 

passing of the Fair Housing Act in the 1968 which caused an outmigration of middle class whites to 

the suburbs. The resultant loss of tax base forced the City to buy up the vacancies and then use them 

to supply affordable housing for low income families. Unfortunately, the City, being a poor landlord, 

failed to provide due diligence and, in turn, the solution became to demolish many of the buildings, 

leaving behind the vacant lots that the. Senegalese would later happen upon in the mid ‘80s.  

The decaying neighborhood didn’t prevent the Senegalese and other West African merchants were 

selling their  goods on the streets  of  Harlem. First  they set  up along 125th  Street,  now known as 

“African Way”. Yet their vitality there was short lived once store owners began complaining to the 

City that vendors were reaping the business benefits by blocking storefronts and pedestrian traffic.  

Photo Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:116thHarlem01.jpg 

Storefronts along 116th Street display the various religious services and goods tailored to the needs 

of the Senegalese community.  Sopey Cheikhoul Khadim (far left) is a non-profit organization 

dedicated to spread the teachings of Shaykh Ahmadu Bamba, founder of Muridiyya, a large 

Islamic Sufi order popular in Senegal. Bakh Yaye (far right) is a record store selling popular 

Senegalese  artists such as Youssou N’Dour.  Other stores cater to the cuisine and attire of the 

Senegalese community. 



The vendors were moved to a vacant lot along 117th Street between Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard 

and Lenox Avenue. They remained here until the City decided to restart developing the area in the late 

‘90s. Finally they were given a permanent place to conduct their business along 116th Street between 

Malcolm X Boulevard and 5th Avenue, where it can be found today. While the constant displacement 

of vending activity resulted in a subsequent loss of vendors at the market, these vendors became 

interested in renovating the vacant buildings in the neighborhood. The low rents that Harlem offered 

provided the Senegalese a chance to invest in business space and residential housing. Marshall further 

asserts that the Senegalese have “anchored and restored Central Harlem before public investment” 

was able to do so. 

Taking a stroll through Little Senegal, one can easily find authentic theiboudienne, a traditional dish 

made from rice, fish and tomato sauce (middle, or yassa, a spicy dish prepared with onions and 

lemon. Local recommendations point to Africa Kine Restaurant (far left), boasting itself as “Home of 

the Exotic African Taste” in the “ambience of Dakar”. For personal goods Aramine Touba Boutique 

(above),  a  privately  owned  enterprise  sells  perfume  and  cosmetics  imported  from  West  Africa. 

Reportedly the Boutique made $120,000 in revenue last  year which could easily buy a home in 

Senegal (Dun & Bradstreet, 2010).   
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When migration is seen as temporary, 

migrants often become transnational 

actors, maintaining connections and 

asserting culture in two or three nation 

states at a time.  The presence of “Petit 

Paris, Inc” in Little Senegal exhibits not 

only the flow of migrants from Senegal to 

Europe to the United States but also 

suggests that there is a demand in those 

places for specific cultural inflections. The 

name of the business attracts members of 

the Senegalese community as it continues 

to draw symbolic connections to France, 

another country of destination and 

historical significance. 

Entering into businesses in Little Senegal is a new experience. Senegalese music is played, sometimes 

it is powerful words of  hip-hop spoken in Wolof and at times it is the melodic sounds of Youssou 

N’Dour who has popularized mbalax, a type of music that fuses Western sounds such as jazz, latin, 

soul with the traditional drumming and dance music of Senegal.  

It is not only the storefront signage, the goods on the shelves and the music that fills the streets that 

explicitly set Little Senegal apart from the greater Harlem community. Back on the sidewalk women 

and men dressed in boubous, traditional attire known for colorful prints and textured fabric strike a 

visitor as unique and unusual. Those dressed in traditional garb span both young and old, male and 

female. Here it is not unusual to see, assumingly, a mother traditionally dressed walking alongside her 

daughter in jeans and sneakers (opposite). The juxtaposition may not be apparent to a people where 

migration has become “the norm”. Perhaps, in result, these forms of cultural assertion  are necessary 

to maintain the memory and the connections to Senegal, where many hope to return.   
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The  Association  of  Senegalese  in  America  (ASA)  is  one  of  the  main  reasons  the  West  African 

community feels such comfort in Harlem.  Khadiji Diokhane spoke about the history of Senegalese in 

Harlem and the services this organization provides to its members.  The association was established in 

1989, when Senegalese immigrants began coming to Harlem in larger numbers.  By the late nineties, 

Diokhane explains that 90% of the businesses between Lenox and Broadway were Senegalese-owned.  

In 2005, the Association’s office moved to 116th, just west of Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Blvd 

Paying a membership fee of $10 a month provides for basic services that educate on immigration 

issues, finding and keeping a job, as well as finding an apartment.  Over time, they’ve begun to offer 

services that are tailored to the needs of those who live and work in Little Senegal today.  For self-

employed street vendors and taxi drivers, they offer information sessions with lawyers and the NYPD 

to inform them about their rights.  They provide free health screenings and information on Diabetes 

and HIV testing for families. The organization established a program with the Senegalese government 
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to manage a housing development for Senegalese in Harlem that would like to purchase property in 

Senegal.  They use funding to return the deceased to their place city of origin in Senegal. They also 

attend immigration rallies on behalf of the Senegalese community.  During the interview, a young 

French-speaking man walked in to ask about a fax machine.  Diokhane quickly directed him to a 

Senegalese-owned store down the block. 

The history of establishing the Senegalese community in Harlem quickly turned into a discussion 

about the difficulties the community faces due to recent gentrification. In response, the Association 

began to organize local business owners by hosting meetings with the Small Business Association and 

Harlem’s political elite.  This type of organizing is necessary to ensure that the Senegalese don’t have 

to leave Harlem now that they are established and comfortable in the neighborhood.  Diokhane 

expressed his feelings about the relationships West Africans had built in Harlem, saying, “whenever 

we are organizing something, we invite (the Black-American community); we let them know and they 

do the same.”  In his opinion, any tensions that existed between the existing Harlem community and 

the newly-arriving Senegalese had been overcome long ago.  Though “the priority is Senegalese,” 

Diokhane hopes the Association’s bond with the greater Harlem community remains through these 

tough times. 

It is clear that ASA was a community asset that allowed Senegalese newcomers to thrive in Harlem.  

The main goal of the Senegalese Association is to “assist people and give them the right information,” 

but the organization does much more than disseminate information.   They have established a 

multitude of services that are beneficial for their members, which has created and maintained a 

network of support throughout the neighborhood. 



44 

Religious institutions largely define the cultural fabric of Little Senegal.  There are many places to 

worship along 116th, and to a certain degree, where you choose to attend speaks to your place in the 

community.  Masjid Malcolm Shabazz  and Masjid Asqa both play an important role in Little Senegal 

by providing options for the Muslim community.  

cultural differences between continental Africans and Black residents in Harlem.  Diof went on to 

explain some of the reasons for this division within the Harlem Muslim community.  There are many 

notions about why “tension” lies between the groups, but Diof notes one perspective that goes beyond 

the perpetuation of old stereotypes.  She shared that attending a religious institution requires that 

followers have a certain “sense of trust that binds them together.”  And in a community as united at 

the Senegalese in West Harlem, it is no wonder why they are drawn to the “African Mosque.”  A 

common cultural background is sufficient to keep the community extremely tight-knit and trusting of 

one another. 

“African Mosque” 

expectedly had more West 

African followers, while 

“Malcolm Shabazz 

Mosque” had more Black-

American followers.  

Though there are many 

reasons why this division 

has grown between 

Harlem’s Muslim core, the 

easiest to identify is 

language.  Isseu Diof, the 

publisher of Afrikan Spot 

newspaper, explained, “we 

have to learn to speak the 

same language to bridge the  
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The cultural distinction between Continental Africans and Black-Americans is very clear.  The 

Senegalese-owned storefront (above) explicitly distinguishes between “African American 

Clothes” and “Men & Suites;” it can be argued that they are not mutually exclusive.  The 

“sense of trust” that Diof described may actually be a sense of comfort and familiarity.  The 

gentlemen in the picture (left) may feel an increased level of comfort at the Masjid Asqa based 

on past experiences and nostalgia for Senegal. 
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Masjid Malcolm Shabazz 

The assertive architecture of Masjid 

Malcolm Shabazz can also be connected to 

the revolutionary and historical moments 

that occurred at this location.  At one 

point, it was the center of the Black 

Nationalist movement, as Malcom X ran 

the organization and used it to spread 

ideas that were considered revolutionary at 

the time.  Malcolm X from the Nation of 

Islam soon after, but the street signs that 

bear his name remain. 

The  differences  between  the  mosques  reveal  themselves  after  spending  more  time  in  the 

neighborhood.  Masjid Asqa (right) doesn’t draw much attention, occupying a couple of storefronts on 

Frederick  Douglas  Blvd.  near  116th.   The  school,  business  center,  mosque  and  multi-purpose 

community space at Masjid Malcolm Shabazz (below) on the other hand, is topped with an extremely 

large minaret that demands your attention from the corner or 116th and Lenox.  The difference in 

approaches is  replicated on many other  levels  as  well.   Loitering outside Masjid Asqa results  in 

conversations with the vendors, as opposed to the hostile interaction with the school security guards 

experienced while standing near the doorway of Masjid Malcolm Shabazz.  
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Masjid Asqa 

The “African Mosque” is far less 

established, and it’s design reflects 

that.  The awning does allow it to 

stand apart from other commercial 

units on Frederick  Douglas Blvd., 

but the facility feels informal and 

temporary.   
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The networks of financial support must differ as well.  Masjid Malcolm Shabazz appears to have 

more capital and political power, as it has negotiated to receive rent from the brand new apartment 

building that  hangs over their  large corner facility.   They also operate the marketplace (formerly 

mentioned) further down the block.  Masjis Asqa on the other hand, was in danger of losing its lease 

in ___. Unfortunately, being the cultural center for West Africans in Harlem does not prevent it from 

experiencing the same gentrification pressures that are felt by other business owners.  Similarities 

between the status and permanence of Black-American residents in Harlem and the less-established 

more vulnerable Senegalese population present themselves.  
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Paying a membership fee of $10 a month provides for basic services that educate on immigration 

issues, finding and keeping a job, as well as finding an apartment.  Over time, they’ve begun to offer 

services that are tailored to the needs of those who live and work in Little Senegal today.  For self-

employed street vendors and taxi drivers, they offer information sessions with lawyers and the NYPD 

to inform them about their rights.  They provide free health screenings and information on Diabetes 

and HIV testing for families. The organization established a program with the Senegalese government 

Masjid Malcolm Shabazz sponsors the Harlem Market. The “souvenirs” and 

“ATM Inside” signs conjure images of a tourist attraction.  The colorful 

minarets also stand out against the new development behind them. 
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Workers in front of their Housing barracks 

Another  significant  difference  in  the  two  mosque  styles  is  expressed  through  their  respective 

marketplaces.  Malcolm Shabazz runs the“Harlem Market,” (opposite page) which is the formalized 

and final location of the original group of African street vendors who began selling at 125th St. The 

goods in this city-sponsored market are from a variety of African countries like Kenya, Ethiopia and 

Tanzania, as well as West Africa.  The vendors that sell goods outside of Masjid Asqa are much more 

informal.  This small market (below left and right) displays textiles, West African foodstuffs, fresh 

caught fish, and prayer rugs that are sold by members of the mosque who are mostly Senegalese.  The 

distinct differnces between the mosques  
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Street Vendors and shoppers outside of Masjid Asqa 



Street signs at 125th St and Adam Clayton Poewll Jr. Blvd. 
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Any subtle difference in religious beliefs aside, there are cultural differences that permeate many 

aspects of the two mosques in Little Senegal.  Without making assumptions on why or how these 

places of worship have “self-segregated” themselves over time, the differences characterize the 

degree of assimilation for West Africans in Little Senegal.  Regardless of this cultural separation 

between the Black-American population and the Senegalese, the assimilation of West Africans in 

Harlem should be considered harmonious.  Interactions between the two groups currently exist 

without unnecessary tension or dramatics; they are familiar, but not much more than friendly.   

The reality of Little Senegal is that it exists within a larger community of historically Black-American 

Harlem.  The alternate street sign that reads “African Square’ (opposite page) is a testament to how far 

this relationship has come.  This signage acknowledges the coexistence of the groups, but it should 

not be forgotten that approximately 30 years ago the West African vendors were being relocated from 

that very street.  125th street is infamous for its symbolism of Black Harlem, and the sign below it 

certifies the African influence on this neighborhood.  For this reason, Edwin Marshall feels that the 

“Senegalese immigrant efforts are applaudable.” 

The threat of gentrification of this neighborhood presents challenges to maintaining identity and a 

cultural presence in Harlem.  Efforts have been made to mitigate the loss of culture thorough 

incorporating Afrocentric themes via architecture and maintaining economic development 

partnerships that attempt to protect authenticity; the success of these efforts is contestable.  Again, the 

question of expectation is raised.  Now that these two cultures have grown comfortable with one 

another, will this relationship last?  What has come to be expected, a Harlem that integrates both 

Black-American and West African culture, may be changed yet again.  
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An Issue of French Identity 
The North African Immigrant Community in Paris, France 

by Michal Gross and Vikram Gill 
Increased immigration in the second half of the 20th century to France’s major cities has created political and social rifts 
within French society and government.  The largest of such immigration was that of the North African community, made up 

of  those from France’s former  colonies in the Maghreb: Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia.  This North African community 
initially settled on the outskirts/suburbs of Paris, where they remain today.  As of 2006, the North African community 

comprised around 10 to 15 percent of Metropolitan Paris.  The majority of these immigrants (and their French born children 
and grandchildren) represent a social underclass which holds lower employment  and income levels as compared to non-
North Africans.  Such social disparities and spatial separation in housing helped lead to racial and religious tensions in 

Paris, namely in the form of the 2005 Riots.  This report chronicles the events leading up to the riots, as well as the religious 
discourse in France and the government debate regarding the banning of religious visibility and immigration.   
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While many of France’s original immigrants were of a European background, more recent influxes 

have come from the Republic’s former colonial territories.  Initially, citizenship was granted to those 

loyal to the French Empire under colonization.  Yet this would soon become the limited exception as 

the former French colonial subjects would seek permanent residence in France in mass numbers.  The 

largest  of  such  permanent  immigration  was  that  from North  Africa,  and  more  specifically,  from 

Algeria.  Yet with waves of mass immigration of ‘non-French’ people, coupled with a strong sense of 

laïcité culture and volatile migration policies, these new immigrants found themselves on the outskirts 

of  mainstream French society.   Often  disenfranchised  and looked upon as  the  ‘other,’ the  North 

African,  and Arab communities in France remained on the periphery of the French urban fabric, 

economy, and legislative policies which maintained their unequal status.  The immigration policies 

which  France  has  grappled  with  over  time seem to  have  evolved  into  internal  ones  of  minority 

conflict.  Yet how does a laïcité nation, refraining from any racial or religious categorizations, soon 

become a nation which can be categorized itself, by racial and religious stratification?   

Early Immigration from the French Colonies   

During the First World War, France drew heavily on the manpower of its colonial territories, and 

brought 250,000 Algerians to fight in the French Army and/or work in the civilian workforce for the 

for effort.  Yet these soldiers and laborers would return to Algeria as their citizenship was not granted, 

but was conscripted only temporarily.   

During the Second World War, North Africans were again recruited into the French armed forces.  

Along with their loyalties shown to France, the Algerian people hoped to obtain independence as an 

act of reciprocity and appreciation.  Yet German occupation of France and the subsequent defeat led 

to a revitalization of France's depleted colonial grandeur. As a result of the conflicting sentiments of 

reciprocity and the desire to maintain colonial control, the ‘Statute of Algeria’ was issued in 1947.  

This  statute  granted all  Algerian  men full  citizenship  in  the  French Republic  and established an 

unregulated passage between France and Algeria.  Algerians could now move freely between the two 

nations. 



The First Wave of North African Immigration to France (1947 – 1974)  

The ‘Statute of Algeria’ marked the beginning of the first wave of Algerian immigration to France.  

“In  1946  Algerians,  Moroccans,  and  Tunisians  together  accounted  for  less  than  3  percent  of 

France’s immigrant community (40,000 people).  By contrast, in the 1982 census the figure was 

not far short of 40 percent (1,400,000 people).  Algerians were now the largest single group among 

the foreign population in France.”   The first  North Africans of  this  initial  were mostly male 

workers who would come for work, send part of their salaries back home to their families, and 

finally return home to their nations of origin.  But since the 1950’s, this male-worker dominated 

immigration  shifted  to  a  more  family  oriented  immigration.   This  shift  was  dominated  by 

immigrants of Algerian origin and coincided with the timing of the Algerian War of Independence, 

which broke out in 1954. At the start of the war in 1954, there were 6,000 Algerian families living 

in  France.   In  1962,  this  number  of  Algerian  families  in  France  had  increased  to  30,000.  

Simultaneously, the immigration rates of people from Morocco and Tunisia increased as well in the 

1950’s, as both countries obtained independence from France in 1956, and some sought better 

employment opportunities in the post-War French metropolitan areas.   

Yet the status and immigration rates from these three French entities differed, as Algeria took the 

dominant role in French immigrant society. “Unlike Tunisia and Morocco, which had the legal 

status of protectorates rather than of outright colonies, Algeria was regarded as an integral part of 

French  territory  until  independence  in  1962.”   So,  until  Algerian  independence  in  1962,  all 

Algerians were considered to be born within French territory and thus, had French citizenship.  

Furthermore, “French law regards children born to Algerian immigrants since 1 January 1963 as 

French from birth,  on  the  grounds  that  their  parents,  too,  were  French in  the  period  prior  to 

independence…Any child born of foreign parents on French soil automatically acquires French 

citizenship upon reaching the age of majority.” 
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This  first  wave of  North  African immigration to  France was characterized by low income,  rural 

Algerians from the Kabylie region.  This region was predominantly a Berber settlement area.  Most of 

these immigrants spoke Berber (Tamazight) and not Arabic.  “In the overwhelming majority of cases, 

first-generation immigrants have been unskilled workers occupying the lowest ranks in French society 

as indeed they did in their country of origin. Unable to sustain a living there, they sought employment 

in the expanding industries of metropolitan France.” These first-generation immigrants worked in the 

most dangerous and unappealing jobs – those in which the French employees themselves did not wish 

to work. 



Housing of the Immigrant Population 

The low-paying jobs attained by these ‘lower-status’ workers, combined with the large family size 

prohibited these new immigrants from living in the more expensive center of Paris.  Instead, these 

larger families with lower incomes began to settle on the outskirts of Paris.  Most immigrants settled 

into ramshackle buildings on spare land around the edges of major cities.  These bidonvilles, which 

could  be  equated  to  the  American  example  of  a  shanty  town,  or  Latin  American  favella,  was  a 

makeshift community established by low-income immigrants in the underdeveloped outskirts of the 

central  Paris  metropolitan  area.   Yet  these  bidonvilles  would  be  referred  to  as  the  banlieue,  or 

“outskirts.” 

The influx of North African immigrants to the outskirts of Paris coincided with the origins of public 

housing in France. In 1950, at the conclusion of WWII, France had a housing shortage.  Accordingly, 

the government established habitation à loyer modéré, or rent-control.  With this new housing policy, 

the French Minister of Reconstruction and Housing, Pierre Courant, launched a new initiative with 

the aim of constructing an unprecedented amount of public housing as a reaction to France’s housing 

shortage and the dramatic increase in immigration of North Africans to the banlieue outskirts of Paris.  

These outskirts would soon turn into the famous suburbs of Paris, and the homes of the North African 

and other low-income immigrant communities in France.   

Beginning  in  1956,  more  than  300,000  residences  were  built  annually,  with  over  half  of  these 

designated as rent-controlled, forming the Paris suburbs.  In 1964 alone, there were 95,000 new rent-

controlled residences constructed.  The architecture of these apartments was comparable to that of the 

Le Corbusier superblock model, which served as the ‘tower in the park’ model for public housing in 

the United States.  The goal of such architecture is simply to maximize the utility by allowing the 

greatest  number  of  people  to  reside  in  the  apartments.  During this  period,  zones  à  urbaniser  en 

priorité,  or “priority urbanization zones” were erected and characterized by densely populated Le 

Corbusier superblock architecture.  These planned communities were predominantly located in the 

Paris suburbs.   
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The coinciding periods of mass North African (predominantly Algerian) immigration to Paris from 

the  1950’s  to  1970’s  directly  coincided  with  the  mass  government  construction  projects  of  rent-

controlled apartment buildings in the Paris suburbs.  The timely construction of the latter enabled the 

former to settle on the outskirts of the city, in low-income housing, where they remain today.  

The Second Wave of Immigration to France (1974 - 1984) 

Having absorbed 1.4 million North African immigrants, France officially halted immigration in 1974.  

Due to high unemployment, the 1970’s economic crisis, and rising tensions between the Maghreb 

populations with other French residents, legislators pointed to immigration as a possible source for 

such contentious issues. France halted all foreign-worker recruitment programs.  “In July 1974 the 

French  government  decided  to  suspend  immigration  of  salaried  workers  from  non-European 

Community countries.”   Despite the halting of the foreign-workers program, immigration rates from 

North Africa to France continued and even strengthened, as family reunification had become the 

primary cause and legal pathway through which this was achieved.   
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The Banlieues 

The banlieues are most commonly known as the suburbs of French cities.  However, the meaning of 

the word applies in general to metropolitan suburbs, and directly translates to mean “the outskirts,” as 

mentioned above.  A neutral and strictly spatial meaning of the word has maintained in places like 

Quebec, but the term has taken on a new meaning in France, describing low income areas consisting 

of public and social housing complexes and minority residents just outside of Paris and other large 

French cities.  Often equated to “the projects” in US cities, examples of banlieues in the Paris area 

include Clichy-sous-Bois, Aulnay-sous-Bois, Sevran, and Montfermeil, all located in the Seine-Saint-

Denis governing district of the Paris metropolitan area, northeast of the city.  

When the spatial patterns of the banlieues are compared to those of central Paris and other suburbs, 

there  is  an  obvious  difference  in  physical  structure.   Continuing  to  exist  today,  the  physical 

configuration of housing complexes built in the banlieue beginning in the 1950s often resemble either 

a ‘tower-in-the park’ design, where a number of social housing towers oriented in the middle of a 

lower-density  surrounding  area  (Sevran),  or  a  Corbusian-inspired  design,  with  long  blocks  of 

modernist inspired apartment buildings (Clichy-sous-Bois).  

Clichy-sous-Bois Clichy-sous-Bois 
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Virtually every area that is described as a banlieue exhibits these spatial patterns and this type of 

social housing orientation.  What is important about these spatial patterns in relation to the socio-

economic situation within them is that they represent vastly different residential landscapes than those 

of the rest of the Paris metropolitan area, and that they are, in many ways, physically separate and cut 

off from the suburban landscapes that surround them.  Whereas the design of the units in the buildings 

themselves have been seen as satisfactory and even desirable, the quality of the urban landscape has 

been described as “catastrophic,” creating an overcrowded concentration of lower income minorities 

with little in the urban fabric tying the complexes to adjacent neighborhoods.  The banlieue housing 

projects, as Theodore Dalrymple states,  

“are thus social marginalization made concrete: bureaucratically planned from their windows to their 

roofs, with no history of their own or organic connection to anything that previously existed on their 

sites, they convey the impression that, in the event of serious trouble, they could be cut off from the 

rest of the world by switching off the trains and by blockading with a tank or two the highways that 

pass through them (usually with a concrete wall on either side), from the rest of France to the better 

parts of Paris.” 

The  banlieues  are  commonly  spoken  and  written  about  negatively  and  harshly,  something  that 

intensified after the 2005 riots brought increased attention to the communities.  For example, a time 

magazine article from that year spoke of the “sterile high-rise public housing” and described the 

banlieues as “grimey soulless suburbs” and “forgotten wastelands.”  This kind of rhetoric places the 

architecture and urban arrangement of the banlieues within a larger conception that has increasingly 

ghettoized these areas in the public eye.  An important aspect of this idea is the socio-economic status 

of the minority (most often North African) populations who live there.  Although banlieues can be 

found throughout the metropolitan Paris region, a large proportion, especially those being the sites of 

rioting  in  2005,  are  found  in  the  Seine-Saint-Denis  administrative  division,  which  occupies  the 

northeast sector of the metropolitan area.  Given the reputation that the banlieues have in popular 

French discourse, it is not surprising that median income levels in Seine-Saint-Denis are consistently 

lower than those in Paris and the other suburban districts. 



Annual Median 
Income  

(in euros) 
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While a large share of minority residents living in the banlieues were born and raised on French soil 

to immigrant parents, federal law states that this population does not have the chance to obtain French 

citizenship until they choose to become a citizen at the age of eighteen.  However, the basis of French 

democratic principles, egalitarianism, implies that every resident should identify and be considered 

“French” and therefore have equal opportunity in the country.  Even still,  many minority groups, 

including  the  North  African  population  (many  of  whom are  over  18  and  have  declared  French 

citizenship) have complained of discrimination in the job market and in schools.  This sentiment is 

reflected in the fact that a second generation French Algerian is three to four times more likely to be 

unemployed than  his  or  her  traditional  French  counterpart.   Schools  in  the  banlieues  have  been 

described  as  dilapidated  and  badly  funded,  which  lends  to  the  cycle  of  spatial  socio-economic 

inequality, as unemployment rates in some banlieue neighborhoods runs as high as 40 percent.  These 

population groups are also vastly underrepresented in local and national government, the latter of 

which continues to refuse to count minorities as a distinct category in the national census because of 

the egalitarian principles it holds so firmly on to, even though doing so could prove incredibly useful 

in  public  service  provision  and  planning  for  certain  groups.   It  could  also  convey  a  sense  of 

recognition to a group that has felt so often neglected under government rule.  

The Headscarf Ban 

An important aspect of this minority group, as mentioned above, is that it is overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and the cultures of both the North African diaspora and of the religion are conspicuously different 

from that of the French urban majority.  Debates over French identity and immigration, coupled with 

incidents such as the 1995 Paris Metro bombing carried out by the Armed Islamic Group in relation to 

the Algerian Civil war, as well as the rhetoric coming out of the US following the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks, have all created a considerable amount of tension between Muslims and other Paris 

(and French) residents. 
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In September 2004, a national law was passed that forbids “signs and dress that conspicuously show 

the religious affiliation of students” in French public schools.  Passing by a landslide 494 to 36 votes, 

the law was felt by many to be blatantly directed at banning Muslim headscarves of all kinds and was 

subsequently known as the “headscarf ban.”  The debate concerning the ban brought many issues to 

the surface that painted a complex picture of North African Muslims in France and their relation to 

French society.  Proponents of the ban evoked French egalitarianism and laïcité, a strict separation of 

church and state that forms another pillar of France’s democracy.  Many in the government saw the 

ban as a step toward protecting the secular state from perceived threats of religious fundamentalism, 

chiefly that of Islamic fundamentalism.  A more positively stated argument for the ban was that it 

would prevent the division of French society into ethnic divisions,  and promote assimilation and 

integration.  Lawmakers also rode the coattails of some feminist rights groups, who condemned the 

headscarf as a tool of oppression and discrimination toward women. 



On the  other  side  of  the  debate,  opponents  were  dismayed  by  the  fact  that  this  was  a  political 

movement  that  was  directed  at  a  certain  group,  French  Muslim  women,  and  was  therefore 

discriminatory in its  nature,  contradicting the egalitarian ideals of the state.   International human 

rights groups condemned the law as a basic violation of religious freedom, while opponents of the ban 

countered  that  the  feminist  argument  made in  support  of  the  law was  inherently  sexist,  using  a 

minority female population to further a national political agenda.  As Neleya Delanoe, a professor of 

American History at Nanterre, states: “I am against the ban and against the scarf.  I just wish women 

didn’t have to be a battlefield again.” 

As a reaction to the law first being announced in December 2003, over 3,000 people marched in Paris 

to protest the ban.  The crowd shared feelings of rejection and alienation, with many young women 

having to choose between receiving a publicly funded education and upholding their religious beliefs.  

Observers have noted that during this period, in the face of France’s ‘identity crisis,’ many Muslim 

women were reacting by further embracing their religion as a public and political statement,  and 

wearing the headscarf as an act of rebellion.  As Paris office worker Jamila Farouk stated: “The way 

things are going in France, sometimes I just want to wear a scarf to wind people up.  They say our 

fathers and brothers force us to be veiled – which is not true – but they expect us to put up with the 

paternalism of government.”  This has been a common sentiment. 

The  situation  pertaining  to  North  African  Muslims in  Paris  leading  up  to  the  2005 riots  can  be 

characterized by two important factors.  First is the spatial segregation and socio-economic disparities 

between  people  in  the  banlieues  and  other  Parisians,  and  second  is  the  underlying  cultural  and 

religious alienation that many of these people felt.  These factors would come to a head in both real 

and symbolic terms on the outskirts of the city. 
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2005 Riots 

On October 27th, 2005, in the Paris suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois, a group of teenage boys of North 

African descent that included Zyed Benna and Bouna Traore were playing soccer on a local field.  

According to locals,  the boys fled the area after  hearing police sirens,  afraid that  they would be 

wrongly interrogated for a nearby break-in.  Benna and Traore tried to escape the police by climbing 

into an electrical substation.  Sadly, the two boys were electrocuted and killed.  The police deny that 

this occurred, but as news of the boys’ deaths travelled through the community, a large population of 

French North Africans began to riot, setting over a dozen vehicles ablaze.  In the coming days, the 

civil unrest made its way to banlieues throughout the Seine-Saint-Denis administrative region, as well 

as communities on the outskirts of other large French cities.  Throughout Paris and other cities, in 

places  like  Clichy-sous-Bois,  Sevran,  Aulnay-sous-Bois,  and  Bobigny,  nearly  3,000  rioters  were 

arrested in clashes with police that left a number of officers with injuries.  Thousands of vehicles were 

torched and, in some cases, buildings such as a police station in Aulnay-sous-Bois were also set  on 

fire. 

Many saw the riots as a breaking point, a reaction to the tensions and conditions that persisted across 

France in the preceding decades.  Others saw them as more of a result of socio-economic conditions 

and the rebellion of a neglected lower class.  As Sidaty Siby, head of the Franco-African Association 

in Clichy-sous-Bois stated: “When they look for work, they don’t find it.  When they ask for housing, 

they don’t get it.  We want everyone to stop burning cars, but people have to realize that there was a 

reason for all of this.”  However, the fact that a tear gas grenade explosion (often used by French 

police) at  a Clichy-sous-Bois mosque intensified the riots implies that  there was definite cultural 

underpinning  to  the  violence.   French President  at  the  time,  Jacques  Chirac,  declared  a  state  of 

emergency and later  pledged to  create  opportunities  for  young people  as  a  strategy to  quell  any 

lingering unrest.  Current president and then-Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy took a more hard-

nosed approach that he has become known for, and threatened to  have all foreigners involved in the 

riots deported.  This strategy, of course, did not apply to a large proportion of the rioters and was 

erroneous.  Sarkozy’s general approach, however, has followed him to the presidency. 
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The Current Situation in Paris – French Identity 

As of 2009, the unemployment rate of North African university graduates in Paris is 26.5 percent, 

whereas the overall unemployment rate of French university graduates in Paris is five percent.  The 

national  unemployment  rate  is  9  percent  while  the  national  unemployment  rate  for  foreign-born 

persons in France is 14 percent.  These differences show that there are still some inequalities based on 

nation of origin and immigration in France.  Since the 2005 Paris Riots, the nation has also seen a 

political shift to the Right, with the former Minister of the Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, winning the 2007 

Presidential  election.   Due to some legislation passed under his  term as Minister  of  the Interior, 

including  the  ban  of  all  religious  symbols  in  schools  in  2004,  Sarkozy  was  known  as  an  anti-

immigration candidate who did not receive electoral support from the immigrant community in Paris.  

Rather, as President, he has continued with increased deportation of illegal North African immigrants, 

reaching 30,000 people in 2009 (the highest it has ever been).  Additionally, President Sarkozy has 

increased the criteria for immigration, with an increased emphasis on language and dress.   Some 

immigrants who only spoke Arabic and no French were turned away in recent years, while one of the 

larger debates remains around that of the niqab, or full body Muslim clothing for women.  President 

Sarkozy announced that the Muslim veil was “not welcome” in France.  Women wearing the niqab 

(commonly referred to as the burka), have been, on a local scale, turned away from public pools and 

facilities by local mayors.  Although there are roughly 5 million Muslims in France today, only about 

2,000 wear the burqa.  Yet there has been a persistent effort to outlaw the niqab in buses, hospitals, 

government offices, etc.  Currently, the debate continues in Parliament about the burqa ban, as all 32 

commission members cannot reach a consensus.   

The main issue raised by this debate has been that of French identity.  France is grounded in the 

notion of laïcité which is a core concept in the French constitution, in which Article 1 states that 

France is a secular Republic ("La France est une République indivisible, laïque, démocratique et 

sociale).   
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Article 1 states that “France shall be an indivisible, secular, democratic and social Republic. It shall 

ensure the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of origin, race or religion. It shall 

respect all beliefs. It shall be organized on a decentralized basis.”  The French are French, and all 

differences in race or religion are ignored.  The issue of identity arises, then, when the North African 

immigration  overwhelms  a  nation  with  an  historically  more  homogenous  population.   The 

government, it seems, is grappling to find a solution to this issue.  

While some French politicians have adopted the arguement that banning the niqab is an attack on 

human rights and religious freedom, others maintain that the niqab itself  is  degrading to women.  

Recent polls taken of the French public show mixed feelings with regards to the niqab.  The North 

African community itself is at odds with the ban – with up to 40 percent supporting the ban.  France’s 

debate about the niqab seems to be a reflection of its  uncertainty regarding its  own identity and 

foundation in laïcité.  Yet just as in the U.S., the courts continue to interpret constitutional law, so too, 

in France are the French courts interpreting French identity and law.  The country has yet to strictly 

define its character.  The burqa ban does not appear to be the end of France’s self-discovery.             
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The Red Hook Food Vendors 
Immigrants, Sports, Food, and Public Spaces 

By Gita Subramony and Kris Ongoco 
The Red Hook neighborhood of Brooklyn has endured a great amount of change for the past 100 years. The area was 
home to a large and prosperous shipping industry as well as other manufacturing and industrial activities. Change in the 

economy and the built environment caused much of Red Hook’s initial uses to dry up. Currently, it is known for the infamous 
Red Hook Houses, some of the worst public housing developments in New York City, but also for Ikea, Fairway, and other 

businesses. One of the most well known and popular attractions in the area is the Red Hook Food Vendors. Their history is 
largely an oral history, and this case study attempts to document their story and the role they play in the local community. 

Red Hook Hoovervilles 
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Red Hook is  located in  Brooklyn.  It  is  on a  peninsula  at  the western edge of  the borough.  The 

Buttermilk Channel, the Gowanus Canal, and Downtown Brooklyn border the neighborhood.  The F 

and G subway lines serve the area as well as the B61 and B77 buses.  

Red Hook was originally founded by the Dutch in 1636. They named the area Roode Hoek. The area 

quickly became a center for shipping, hull repair, and industry. Red Hook established its position as 

one of the world’s busiest ports in its early days.  
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Red Hook became the home to many longshoremen working in the shipping industry. It gained a 

reputation early on as being a rough and tumble neighborhood.  

Dry Docks in Red Hook 

The  neighborhood  encountered  profound  changes  in  the  20th  century.  Several  transportation 

infrastructure projects forever changed the way the neighborhood functioned and interacted with the 

rest of Brooklyn and New York City as a whole. The completion of the Gowanus Expressway (a 

segment of the Brooklyn Queens Expressway) and the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel created a barrier 

between the neighborhood and other areas. Red Hook became isolated from the rest of Brooklyn. 

In addition, social and economic changes had an impact on the area in the 20th century.  
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In the 1950s, job and population loss affected the community as the shipping industry in the area 

began  its  decline.  Other  industrial  uses  also  left  the  area,  as  cheaper  labor  markets  were  found 

elsewhere.  

The neighborhood entered further decline with the rise of abandoned properties and crime. The Red 

Hook Houses, a public housing development located in the area became known as one of the worst 

places to live in New York City due to crime and poverty.   

The Red Hook Houses and an abandoned lot in the area 

In the 1990s and 2000s, efforts to attract new residents and revive the area began gaining popularity. 

Van Brunt Street has attracted a number of shops and restaurants. Fairway food market and an urban 

farm have taken up residency in the area. In addition, Ikea, the Columbia Street Waterfront area, and 

the Waterfront Museum attract visitors to the area.  

The Red Hook Food Vendors have also played a role in attracting people from outside to Red Hook.  



Many industrial uses in the Red Hook area have ceased operation. The grain silo 
still exists in the neighborhood and makes for a barren urban fabric that seems less 

than inviting. 
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Red Hook today is  located in  Brooklyn Community  District  6  (which also  includes  Park  Slope, 

Cobble Hill, and parts of Downtown Brooklyn). It is home to roughly 11,000 people. The median 

income  for  the  Red  Hook  area  is  $46,500  (compared  to  $53,093  for  CD  6  and  $38,519  for 

Manhattan). Approximately 3.8% of the population is below the poverty line. 

The area remains a mixed-use neighborhood with light and heavy manufacturing still in existence as 

well as light to heavy density residential areas. 
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Ikea Brooklyn in Red Hook 
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Red Hook: Population by Race, 2000 
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Asian and Pacific Islander Other 

Hispanic Two or More Races 

According to the 2000 Census, whites comprised  the 

largest racial group in the Red Hook neighborhood with 

49% , while Hispanics  made up 39%, the largest minority 

group in the neighborhood.  Aside from English, Spanish 

is the most commonly spoken language in the area.  

Recent neighborhood development as well as neighboring 

Carroll Gardens/Columbia Street Rezoning have 

contributed to the area’s change in demographics.  

. 
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Timeline of the Development of Red Hook  
and the Story behind the Food Vendors 
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The Story of the Red Hook Food Vendors 

The Red Hook Food Vendors story parallels Red Hook’s story of change, flux, and adaptation. The 

story of the vendors is largely an oral history of immigrants making use of public spaces available to 

them in the neighborhood. Cesear Fuentes, the executive director of the The Hook Food Vendors’ 

Committee  was  able  to  provide  key  insights  into  the  role  the  vendors  play  in  the  Red  Hook 

environment.  

Although the vendors began as an activity separate from the Red Hook neighborhood, throughout the 

course of recent developments, the Red Hook Food Vendors have merged their identity with that of 

Red Hook.  The ball  fields  where  the  vendors  operate  are  not  only  known within  the  immediate 

community, but also throughout Brooklyn, the five boroughs, and even nationally. 

In the early 1970s, immigrants from Mexico, Guatemala, and other Latin American countries began to 

arrive in the New York area. At the time, Red Hook was largely populated by African-Americans as 

well as immigrants from the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. Unlike the Latino residents from 

the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, the newer immigrants from Mexico and other locations in 

Central America sought to play soccer in the nearby ball fields instead of baseball.  

Soccer Ligas (organized leagues) began to make use of the ball fields in the south eastern corner of 

Red Hook. Friends and family members of the soccer players often spent the day cheering on their 

favorite teams. The influx of people to the fields (both fans and players) developed the need for food 

and refreshments. 

Red Hook’s isolation from the rest of Brooklyn and the disinvestment caused by population loss, job 

loss, and industrial loss resulted in no nearby operating restaurants or grocery stores. In addition, the 

recent immigrants did not find places in the area to buy and eat foods they were accustomed to. In 

response to this situation, community members began to bring homemade foods to the fields to share 

with friends and to sell to others.  
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In the early days of the soccer ligas and food vendors in Red Hook, no official permits were issued. 

The food selling was secondary to the soccer ligas and was very informal. This informal economy met 

the needs of the players and their fans in the absence of regulated activities in the area.  

In the 1980s, crime rates in Red Hook were high, yet the soccer ligas and food vendors continued to 

make use of open space to serve their recreational needs. During this time, other groups had little to 

no desire to make use of the space in Red Hook. It  was seen as an undesirable neighborhood in 

general.  Much of the informal food selling went on un-noticed until the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

Calls  for  redevelopment  of  the  Red Hook area focused more attention on the  neighborhood and 

development opportunities there.  
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In 2000, the NYC Parks Department, now more focused on open space use in areas like Red Hook, 

put a stop to the informal vending happening at the soccer fields. Both the Community Board and the 

NYPD were in favor of stopping the activity of the food vendors. They insisted that the soccer ligas 

and the food vendors promoted loitering, public intoxication, crime, and improper garbage disposal. 

The soccer ligas came under fire for being responsible for these trends; however, the ligas shifted the 

blame to the vendors that fed the players, their fans, friends, and families. Lack of leadership and 

organization on the part of the vendors made them an easy target for blame.  
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The vendors were given two weeks to clean up the excess trash that had taken over the ball fields and 

to restrict alcohol usage in the park. Cesar Fuentes, a son of one of the food vendors, took it upon 

himself to spearhead the initiative to clean up the area in order to save the vendors.  

Although Cesear managed to clean up the excess trash and inform vendors that they could not sell 

alcohol, many community board members still complained. In addition, the police also engaged in 

harassment tactics in order to scare off food vendors. Despite the complaints and harassment, Cesear 

continued to organize the food vendors so that they could create a concerted effort to keep the area 

clean in order to maintain their existence.  

After two years of working with regularizing the vendors,  they were able to up the standards of 

service and cleanliness. The food vendors were able to hire people to help clean up. By this point, the 

vendors were gaining popularity, even amongst non-Latino Brooklynites.  

Courtesy of Daniel Avila, 2008 
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Despite their new-found fame,  in 2007, the Parks Department decided to not renew their temporary 

agreement and allow other concessions to open up for competitive bidding.  This was yet another 

blow for the immigrant vendors. With the help of the media, local politicians, and loyal patrons Cesar 

and the Food Vendors Committee of Red Hook were able to secure a 6-year permit as well as a news 

highlight on the Parks Department website, endorsing the food vendors and their long tradition of 

serving diverse Latin food in Red Hook Park.  Since then the food vendors have ascended into the 

ranks of popular foods in New York City, and a symbol of success for immigrant businesses.  

The neighborhood’s recent housing bust prevented full-scale gentrification and redevelopment of the 

area.  Despite this phenomenon, the food vendors are still able to attract a wide breadth of customers 

outside of the Brooklyn area which was not the case prior to their popularity.   A culmination of 

events  have  allowed  for  the  vendors’  success.   This  may  have  been  due  to  the  rise  of  the 

neighborhood, but a variety of factors have contributed to their popularity.  First of all, the vendors 

were able to find leadership that could take on the political and social maneuvering of the Parks 

Department, and win the hearts of the community.  Second, a food movement was on the rise.  This 

sparked a renewed sense of authenticity in culture and its culinary manifestations as presented in the 

various ethnic enclaves of Brooklyn and New York City.  Foodies sought out the diverse flavors of the 

Red Hook Food Vendors  and blogged about  it  later  and told  their  friends  about  their  new food 

adventures.  These movements contribute to the preservation and vitality of the Latin experience that 

is characterized by these immigrants’ strife and passion for their food, culture, and origins.  

The Red Hook Food Vendor’s story is not a new one.  By appropriating public spaces, the vendors 

were able to assert their identities in the Red Hook neighborhood, yet they had to overcome scrutiny 

from city officials whose agendas did not reflect that of the vendors.  The vendors had to reassert their 

function and role in the neighborhood, stressing the importance of their presence in Red Hook by  

attracting a diverse range of people, changing the neighborhood fabric.  
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