
REPORT
PR2: Refugee Resettlement Trends in the Northeast

 

Pablo Bose & Lucas Grigri
 

The University
of Vermont

Photo Credit: L. Grigri

Published October 15th, 2017 in Burlington, VT
 



Refugee Resettlement in
Small Cities Reports

RRSC-PR1 (2017):
Approved Resettlement Trends in the US

RRSC-PR2 (2017):
Region 1 Resettlement (Northeast)

RRSC-PR3 (2018):
 Region 2 Resettlement (Southeast)

RRSC-PR4 (2018):
 Region 3 Resettlement (Midwest)

RRSC-PR5 (2018):
 Region 4 Resettlement (South Central)

RRSC-PR6 (2018):
 Region 5 Resettlement (West)



INTRODUCTION

Key Findings
• Rather than the traditional ‘gateway cities’ and other major cities in the Northeast acting as the
main centers of resettlement for the region, we find instead that cities of varying size such as
Buffalo, NY, Syracuse, NY and Worcester, MA have approved a similar, and in some cases greater,
number of refugees than some larger major metropolitan areas 
 
• Of the major Northeast cities, Philadelphia and Baltimore are the only ones who have approved
the settlement of over 3,000 refugees during this five-year span. 
 
• For many smaller cities, a significant proportion of their overall and foreign-born population is
increasingly comprised of refugee placements 

 

This report focuses on refugee resettlement trends from FY2012-2016 for the Northeast region of
the United States. We analyze resettlement on a regional scale, looking at cities listed as official
resettlement sites within each region in terms of the absolute number of refugees approved for
settlement in each site and how that figure compares to the city’s overall population and foreign-
born population. The existing practice is that the US federal government announces an upper limit (a
‘ceiling’) on refugees it will accept for each fiscal year, a number that is then revised based on both
local capacity and global conditions – such as new or changing migration crises.

 

The Context of Resettlement in the US
• A total of 231 sites were approved as official resettlement locations across the US during our
study period. 
 
• Approximately 75,000 refugees were approved for resettlement each year across the US in the
first four years of this study: 
o FY2012: 78,765 
o FY2013: 73,963 
o FY2014: 74,751 
o FY2015: 76,912 
 
• The US increased planned resettlements to 85,000 in FY 2016 in response to the global migration
crisis affecting North and Sub-Saharan Africa as well as the Middle East as sending countries and
the European continent as receiving countries. 
 
• The main refugee populations resettled in the US during FY2012-2016 came from Burma, Iraq,
Bhutan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Syria, Somalia and Ukraine 

 
The total amounts noted here are the numbers of refugees approved to resettle by the federal
government in cooperation with the resettlement agencies. It should be noted that the actual
resettlement sites where refugees end up may differ from the sites noted in our study. This is
because the official resettlement site is most often listed as the same as the address of the local
resettlement agency. This office location may be somewhat different from the towns, municipalities
or metropolitan regions where the bulk of refugees are actually initially placed. For example,
Colchester is listed as the lone resettlement site in Vermont as it is where the Vermont Refugee
Resettlement Program's office is located, yet the large majority of refugees are actually living in the
nearby towns of Burlington and WInooski, with small percentages living in Colchester, Essex, South
Burlington and most recently Rutland as well. There is also the issue of specific neighborhoods
within towns and cities where refugee resettlement is most heavily concentrated, making it more
difficult to see how resettlement numbers compare to broader municipal statistics, especially in
larger urban areas. These challenges in many ways limit our ability to provide a complete analysis
of the effects of resettlement at a smaller scale, and are important to keep in mind when using this
data.

  
While the first report of this series focused on state resettlement at a national scale, this report,
along with the following ones, focuses more on city-level resettlement with a particular emphasis
on five different regions – broadly grouped as states in the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, South
Central, and West. We also analyze three specific resettlement sites in this report by looking at
indicators regarding employment, education, housing, and poverty rates between 2010 and 2015
(the period just before and towards the end of the resettlement cycle we focus on) to see how these
cities have fared during this time. There are several visualizations we have created from this data
which focus on resettlement during the second term of the Obama administration. All maps and
analysis are based on information collected via the Worldwide Refugee Processing System
(WRAPS), data made available through the Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration of the US
Department of State. We offer these reports as a means of analyzing resettlement patterns and
trends from the national, state and local level in light of the increasing controversies and
politicization of resettlement over the past number of years. 

 
RRSC-PR2(2017): Refugee Resettlement Trends in the Northeast

 

01
 



Approved Settlement Capacity by City FY2012-2016

Observations
• Buffalo and Syracuse are the two leaders in approving absolute numbers of refugees in the
Northeast during FY2012-2016, rather than larger cities such as Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia. Of these large cities in the region, Baltimore and Philadelphia approved the
highest number of refugees for resettlement. 
 
• There is a noticeable trend during this period of refugees being resettled outside of the
major cities and in smaller towns and cities, many of which are located at some distance from
the larger metropolitan areas. Examples include Worcester, MA, Utica, NY and Lancaster, PA. 
 
• The majority of sites in this region have approved between 1,000 and 3,000 refugees during
FY2012-2016. 
 
• While Washington D.C. has had relatively low numbers during FY2012-2016, many of its
surrounding areas and suburbs have played a major role in resettlement for the region,
especially Silver Spring, MD and Falls Church, VA. This broader metropolitan area is also
home to the head offices of several of the national resettlement agencies. 
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Figure 2.1 shows the approved settlement capacity of each city over the fiscal years 2012-2016.
Settlement capacity is established by the state on a year-to-year basis, and does not necessarily
represent the actual number of refugees placed in each state. The approved capacity is often
several times higher than the number of people who are actually resettled in a given year, since
extensive screening and approvals mean delays and sometimes denial of specific cases in each site.
In a few cases a higher number of refugees – as many as 10% more than initially approved – were
eventually resettled in the state.  

 

Figure 2.1



Approved Settlement as a Percentage of City
Population FY2012-2016

Observations
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Figure 2.2 shows approved settlement capacity in FY2012-2016 as a percentage of city population in
the 2010 census and 2013 American Community Survey (ACS). The absolute numbers of refugees
approved for placement suggests that the trend is towards a focus on small to mid-sized cities in
the Northeast, a conclusion that is further supported by looking at refugees as a percentage of each
city’s overall population. Approved refugee placements as a percentage of overall population of
resettlement sites shows us once again that small cities in the Northeast lead their larger
counterparts. This in turn reinforces the notion that resettlement is shifting outside of traditionally
recognized immigrant destinations.

 

Figure 2.2

• For some small cities – such as those in western MA and northern VA – a significant
percentage of their overall population is now made up of refugee placements. Conversely,
larger cities in this region are placing a relatively small number of refugees when compared
to their overall population. For example, Springfield, MA and Falls Church, VA have taken in
over 10% of their overall population in five years of resettlement, whereas larger cities like
New York and Philadelphia have accepted less than 1% of their population, and Boston
accepting less than 5%.

  
• Rather than concentrating resettlement around the metropolitan New York City area, the
state of New York has focused resettlement in upstate and western regions. This has meant
approved resettlements in cities such as Albany, Utica and Buffalo, and other formerly
industrial regions often associated with economic and in some cases population decline.

  
• Most cities in the Northeast have approved refugee resettlements that number between
0.75% and 2.0% of their overall population over FY2012-2016, with a significant number also
approving between 2.0% and 6.0% of their overall population. 

  



Approved Settlement as a Percentage of Foreign Born
Population FY2012-2016

Observations
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Figure 2.3 shows refugee resettlement as a percentage of each city’s overall foreign-born
population (FBP). Foreign-born population records anyone who is not a US citizen at birth, including
those who become US citizens through naturalization. Refugees are eligible to naturalize five years
after their arrival. All FBP data comes from the 2013 American Community Survey (ACS).

 

Figure 2.3

• Refugees make up a very small percentage of the immigrant population in large
metropolitan regions, including in traditional gateway cities such as New York, Philadelphia,
and Boston.  
 
• For some large cities such as Boston, however, one can see that within specific
neighborhoods – Jamaica Plain and South Boston, for example – refugee placements
comprise a much larger segment of the foreign-born-population. Therefore, it is worth
developing a more finely-grained analysis of larger metropolitan areas vis-à-vis approved
resettlements. One challenge would be that while population figures are available at the level
of census tracts, data on resettlement is currently only available at the level of placement site
– which as noted earlier, is associated with the city of resettlement. 
 
• Cities that are not ‘traditional’ migration destinations (such as Colchester, VT and Utica, NY)
may resettle fewer refugees in absolute numbers than their larger counterparts; however,
the impact of such resettlements is potentially considerably greater since refugees make up
a significantly larger share of their overall and foreign-born populations. 
 
• Many of these small cities that have approved a significant amount in absolute numbers of
placements remain in the middle and upper categories of our classifications when we factor
in overall population and foreign-born populations. These include Buffalo, Syracuse, Utica
and Albany in New York, Worcester, Springfield, and West Springfield in MA, and Harrisburg
and Lancaster in PA among others. 

 



A Closer Look at Northeast Resettlement
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Of our three cities of interest, Concord is the
only one to show an increase in those with
at least a high school education in between
2010 and 2015. Both Utica and Burlington
show a slight decrease of about 1% between
2015 and 2010, but Utica is significantly
below the national average for 2015 (86.7%)
at 79.1%. 

 

Unemployment increased between 2010 and
2015 only for Utica, which is well above the
national average in both of those years.
Each city showed around the same rate of
change in this span (Utica: 0.7%, Concord
0.6%, Burlington: 0.7%), but both Concord
and Burlington are trending in the opposite
direction of Utica in terms of employment. 

 

All three sites here exhibit a  drop in rental
vacancy rate between 2010 and 2015
although none of these cities are above the
national average (6.4%) as of 2015. The
ideal vacancy rate for the housing market is
between 6%-7%, meaning Utica is has the
most optimal housing market of the three
sites (Kasulis, 2016). Concord exhibited the
most significant change (5.3%-3.7%), but
Burlington is where there is most cause for
concern in the housing market, as it is left
with only a 1% vacancy rate as of 2015.

 

With the national average of individuals living
below the poverty line of 15.5%, Concord is
the only one of these sites that is below this,
remaining relatively stagnant between 2010
and 2015 around 10%. Burlington also
showed little change in this time, but
remained above the national average by
almost 10%. Meanwhile, Utica had the highest
poverty rate in 2010 at 29% and poverty
increased more than 3% by 2015 at 32.2%–
more than double the national average. 

 

Education Rates

Poverty Rates

Unemployment Rates
 

Rental Vacancy Rates

Analysis
 

Analysis
 

Analysis
 

Analysis
 

Here, we look at some demographics of three resettlement sites in the region. These cities were
chosen based on three criteria: 1) Among the leaders in one of the three previous data visualizations
2) A population of less than 100,000 3) Not within the metropolitan area of a large city such as New
York, Washington D.C, Boston etc. As described in the introduction, one challenge to our study is the
sites listed are that of the head resettlement office in the area, and not necessarily the location
where the majority of resettlement takes place. Therefore, we selected to look at Burlington, VT for
this segment in place of Colchester, VT, which is among the leaders in the region for percentage of
foreign-born population. Utica, NY was selected as the leading city of its size in the region for
approved capacity, and Concord, NH as a leader for percentage of city population. Unlike Colchester,
both Utica and Concord are the site for much of the resettlement in the area in addition to the
location of the local resettlement office. We look in particular at several socio-economic indicators –
education, poverty, unemployment, and rental vacancy rates from the 2010 census and 2015 ACS
data – to examine more closely how some of the sites where refugees have been placed have
evolved over the FY2012-2016 period. We do not wish to suggest a causal relationship between
refugee placements and socio-economic indicators; rather, we are interested in understanding the
broader environment into which refugees are being settled. What is the housing and employment
situation in each of these towns and is it improving? What do poverty and education look like in each
site?

 



Implications & Questions

When looking at the more local, city-scale of refugee resettlement
in the US, several other questions thus come to mind:  
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References

When we look at refugee resettlement nation-wide, our perspective changes considerably whether
we focus on absolute numbers, percentage of the overall population, or proportion of the foreign-
born population, and the same is true when we look at the city-scale across the US. Yet what is also
true is that while some of the largest refugee resettling states – like Texas, California and Florida –
are also home to some of the traditional immigrant-destination cities, when we look at the city scale
we see that it is smaller cities in each of those states and across the country that are taking a
significant and in some cases an increasing share of the approved refugee placements in the US.
This is evident, for example, in the case of New York state, where New York City has approved less
than 2,000 refugee placements from FY2012-2016, while Buffalo has approved over 7,000, Syracuse
over 5,000, Rochester nearly 3,500, and Utica and Albany over 2,000 in the same period. With these
smaller cities approving higher refugee numbers than the larger metropolitan areas, it is no
surprise then that refugees have increasingly made up higher percentages of their overall and
foreign-born populations. 

 

• On what basis have smaller cities been chosen as refugee destinations? What is the policy
or outcome goal behind such decisions? How does job and housing availability factor into
deciding where refugees are placed within each state? 
 
• Are there the necessary resources and social support programs in these smaller cities to
help foster successful integration? 
 
• What reasons might there be for the US resettlement system not to place refugees in
larger, more traditional immigrant-destination metropolitan areas?  
 
• What factors might “pull” refugees to smaller cities? 
 
• What kinds of impacts have the increases in the share of overall or foreign-born populations
suggested by refugee placements caused for the communities that welcome them? Have new
community dynamics, tensions or opportunities emerged? 
 
• Do cities in the midst of economic and population decline in the Northeast view the
placement of refugees as a way to reverse some of their struggles? If so is this strategy
working? 
 
• What does the resettlement of a similar-sized group of refugees in a small city look like
compared to a larger metropolitan area in the Northeast? 

 
Analyzing by municipality reveals more detailed patterns of resettlement within the Northeast. While
New York acts as a major state for resettlement in absolute numbers, it may be surprising to see
that the large majority of their resettlement takes place in upstate and western New York as
opposed to the New York City metropolitan area. We also observe that cities like Syracuse, NY,
Lancaster, PA and West Springfield, MA have significantly altered their demographic profiles
through resettlement, in both overall and foreign-born populations. 

  
While it is impossible to directly correlate changes in rental vacancy, education, poverty, and
unemployment rates to refugee resettlement between 2010 and 2015, analyzing such figures is
useful in learning what kind of spaces refugees are moving into, and perhaps providing some insight
into why resettlement offices are placing refugees in these sorts of areas and how this has affected,
or not affected, the local community and economy. 
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