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The annual Western New York Refugee Health Summit1 unites clinicians,
resettlement representatives, community health workers, researchers, students,
municipal leaders, and refugees to highlight innovative university-community
partnerships to improve health and well-being for Buffalo’s New Americans. The
6th Annual Western New York Refugee Health Summit examined Buffalo’s housing
crisis, explored the links between housing and health, identified innovative practices
that improve mental and physical health and wellbeing, and recommended policies
to improve housing for better health.
Background Image: Keynote Panel | Western New York Refugee Health Summit 2019 | Credit: Douglas Levere | University
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INTRODUCTION
Recent statistics indicate that an astounding 70.8 million people have been forcibly
displaced around the world2 due to war, persecution, or natural disasters. Of the
65.8 million displaced peoples, 25.9 million are refugees. The majority of refugees
(99%) resettle in a neighboring country; 1% participate in the refugee resettlement
program and resettle in places like Canada, the United States, and Australia, for
example. Western New York continues to be a top location for refugee resettlement3
in the United States.
Buffalo, home to New Americans originating from countries such as Burma,
Bhutan, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo, has simultaneously
entered an era of revitalization. Immigrants and refugees contribute to population
and economic growth4 and enrich the community’s neighborhoods, schools, and
businesses through enhanced cultural diversity. However, this era of revitalization
comes with unique community challenges. Stark contrasts exist between U.S.
culture and customs and those of many refugees’ home countries. Whether coming
from Somalia, Burma, or Rwanda, for example, Buffalo’s New Americans must
quickly adapt to life in a new community, one marked by different social norms,
systems, and policies.

,

Theo Herman speaking at the Keynote Panel | Western New York Refugee Health Summit 2019 | Pictured, from left to
right: Steven Sanyu, Theo Herman, Abdi Farrah, and Samina Raja | Credit: Douglas Levere | University at Buffalo
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MENTAL HEALTH
When starting a
new life in a new
community, families
can experience
social isolation,
lack of economic
opportunities, unmet
expectations, and
discrimination or
xenophobia.

Forced to leave their homes to escape war, persecution, or natural disaster,
refugees must cope with many varied traumas of displacement. These
traumas may also occur during resettlement. When starting a new life in a
new community, families can experience social isolation, lack of economic
opportunities, unmet expectations, and discrimination or xenophobia. These
stressors can lead to intergenerational trauma, drinking, and financial
insecurity, factors that contribute to poor mental health outcomes.
Perspectives on mental health vary from country and culture. In many
places around the world, mental health issues are taboo; communities
ostracize those who seek mental health care. These beliefs do not go
away when moving to a new culture and community. Coping strategies
vary depending on their culture, age, and religion. Some who have lost
important therapeutic social networks rely on their families to process
their stress. Older generations tend to seek care from religious leaders
while younger generations are generally more open to enlisting help from
Western practitioners. Many note that time and acceptance are the key to
healing.
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MENTAL HEALTH
In Buffalo and Western New York, mental health supports vary widely.
Several local organizations seek to promote positive coping mechanisms
and good mental health and wellbeing for Buffalo’s New Americans
through unique methods and delivery.
BestSelf Behavioral Health, Inc.5 provides direct mental health care services
to refugees through trauma-informed mental health counseling and
support services. Although mental health care has a grounding in Western
treatment, BestSelf employs New Americans as counselors, interpreters, and
patient advocates.

Children practicing at Buffalo String Works
Credit: Douglas Levere | University at Buffalo

Buffalo String Works6 utilizes music to reduce anxiety and create
community. Their programs are expanding across the city; 85 children
receive weekly music lessons and perform songs from around the world,
including ones from their home countries. Children and their extended
family benefit from a community that lifts up different cultures through the
power of music.
Grassroots Gardens of Western New York7 believes that gardening can play
a role in improving physical health by improving food security. They focus
on the therapeutic benefits of green space: gardens can be spaces where
gardeners join and connect with the earth and one another.
Lafayette International High School8 implements restorative justice
techniques as an alternative to common disciplinary procedures like
suspensions. Students meet in restorative circles to resolve issues between
one another and between students and teachers. When violence,
arguments, and gossip take away from their community, these circles seek
to restore what has been lost.

Tomatoes growing in community garden |
Credit: Meredith Forrest Kulwicki | University
at Buffalo

Some religious leaders promote mindfulness as a therapy for the
community to practice and support good mental and physical health
while others encourage both religious exercises and care seeking from
counselors, psychiatrists, and through pharmacotherapies.
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Background
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HOUSING FOR HEALTH
Where we live contributes to our mental and physical health and wellbeing.
As a social determinant of health,9 the neighborhood and built environment
directly influences individual and community health and health outcomes.
The quality, affordability, and safety of housing in the City of Buffalo is a
public health issue for all city residents. Much of Buffalo’s aging housing
stock has not been regularly maintained; inadequate heating and cooling
systems, lead paint, and infestations are common. New Americans, who
initially have limited income to afford quality housing in safe and secure
neighborhoods, begin their lives in Buffalo in houses that may place their
health and wellbeing at risk.
For New Americans, language barriers and housing literacy levels
compound housing challenges. Individuals who grew up in rural
environments may have little knowledge about behaviors and systems
that ensure their health and wellbeing, for example, refrigerated food
storage, city sanitation, and fire safety and prevention systems. Some New
Americans are not proficient in English, and many lack knowledge about
the policies and systems that govern renting and owning homes in the
United States. Discrimination and gentrification add to these challenges.

Brainstorming Activity: Responding to Community Needs | Western New York Refugee Health Summit 2019 | Credit:
Douglas Levere | University at Buffalo
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HOUSING FOR HEALTH
Collaborative efforts
with community
development agencies
and city residents
aim to enhance an
inclusive revitalization
of Buffalo.

Several programs and resources exist within the City of Buffalo to abate
these challenges.
The International Institute of Buffalo,10 one of Buffalo’s four refugee
resettlement agencies, arranges housing for families upon their arrival in
Buffalo. They offer clients-rights courses and books11 – many in the client’s
primary language – that outline the housing issues New Americans may
face, as well as how to communicate these issues to landlords.
Partnership for the Public Good (PPG),12 a community-based think tank
that provides research and advocacy for a broad range of partners in
the Buffalo-Niagara region, focuses its programming around community
challenges such as poverty, inequality, housing, development, environment,
and cultural vitality. PPG is currently researching housing evictions and
involuntary mobility,13 or forced moves, in Buffalo. PPG staff collaborate
with residents as well as county and city officials to develop inclusive policy
solutions that address the evictions process.
Housing Opportunities Made Equal (HOME)14 provides free, comprehensive
services for victims of housing discrimination. To enforce fair housing laws,
HOME records and investigates reported incidents of discrimination, and
provides paralegal counseling, client advocacy, case preparation for legal
actions, and emotional support for victims and their families.
The City of Buffalo Urban Renewal Agency (BURA)15 is a community-based
organization that seeks to promote efficient planning, financing and
completion of neighborhood-driven community development projects.
Collaborative efforts with community development agencies and city
residents aim to enhance an inclusive revitalization of Buffalo. BURA’s
website provides information about fair housing, housing discrimination,
and landlord and tenant rights in 125 different languages. Harold S.
Cardwell, Jr., is the Fair Housing Officer and Contract Compliance Officer of
BURA.
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HOUSING FOR HEALTH
Health and wellbeing is also dependent upon the surrounding community
environment. Opportunities to reduce social isolation and discrimination
while creating a fabric of belonging have the potential to improve social,
economic, physical, and mental health and wellbeing. Inclusive and
supportive schools, green spaces, and places for socialization are key
components to Buffalo’s revitalization and the building of cohesive, healthy
communities. The development or redevelopment of these spaces deserve
thoughtful consideration.
Erkin Özay, Assistant Professor, in the Department of Architecture16 at the
University at Buffalo, studies the community environment’s influence on
the local population. For him, “landscapes of arrival” must include access
to urban assets, sources of employment, community-based services,
transitional and supportive housing, and spaces for cooperation. His
research considers opportunities to promote and encourage communitybuilding to foster social cohesion and stability and to empower community
members to envision a positive future.

Image: UB students make space to play traditional music | Credit: Douglas Levere | | University at Buffalo
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HOUSING FOR HEALTH
Community redevelopment has the potential to strengthen community
bonds by engaging community members, community developers, and
public entities in shared redevelopment efforts. Dr. Yeeli Mui, postdoctoral
associate, Community of Excellence in Global Health Equity, University at
Buffalo, has explored the community health impacts of vacant housing
redevelopment and revitalization efforts in Baltimore, MD. From her studies,
redevelopment processes that contribute to mental health outcomes
included community readiness, social infrastructure, resource mobilization,
and community influence. Positive redevelopment efforts involved
community members throughout the process and included them in decision
making.
With 15,000 vacant properties, the City of Buffalo has a unique opportunity
to provide refugees with training and compensation to deconstruct and
rebuild new and affordable living spaces. Two organizations have formed
a partnership that could equip refugees with necessary employment
skills and. The Society for the Advancement of Construction-Related Arts
(SACRA)17 trains individuals on the artistic and vocational skills needed
for the construction market. The Erie County Department of Social
Services18 recruits these trainees who learn key skills while working on local
renovations. Programs like these promote community involvement and
may lead to positive mental health outcomes and wellbeing for community
members and the refugee community.

SACRA skill training at Assembly House 150 |
Credit: Meredith Forrest Kulwicki| |
University at Buffalo
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Policy Takeaways

MENTAL HEALTH
New Americans may have diverse mental health needs and supports. In
some cultures, mental health concerns may be taboo or best addressed by a
religious leader. With appropriate therapeutic communication, education, and
informed interventions, providers can meet the mental health needs of people
from vastly different cultures. Some suggested policy takeaways are included
below:
(Agencies or individuals who might lead the creation of or have an active role in the following
activities are identified in italics.)

Create a space for regular dialogue about mental health and mental health
care to help increase mental health literacy in the community.
Religious leaders and healthcare providers

Build a trusting relationship with New American clients to better understand
their beliefs around mental health, their mental health concerns, and their
expectations for therapy.
Mental health care professionals

Select words and actions carefully to avoid further trauma or cultural
insensitivity.
Mental health care professionals, educators, employers

Deliver therapies in culturally appropriate ways (culture, religion, gender,
age) and at appropriate times. Therapies should include a focus on
learning how to cope with available (and potentially limited) resources.
Mental health care professionals
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Policy Takeaways

HOUSING FOR HEALTH
To address Buffalo’s housing crisis – issues of isolation, affordability,
quality, safety, and discrimination – requires ongoing communication and
collaboration. Some suggested policy takeaways are included below:
(Agencies or individuals who might lead the creation of or have an active role in the
following activities are identified in italics.)

Engage in conversations that increase acceptance of New Americans and
decrease bullying and micro-aggressions.
New American communities and organizations, law enforcement agencies, neighborhood
associations, and employers

Meet regularly to increase awareness about present challenges facing
Buffalo’s residents (affordability, quality, discrimination, etc.) as well as
available resources that ensure their rights (for example, BURA and HOME).
City and county officials, community-based organizations, and city residents

Conduct outreach and education that addresses housing literacy as well as
the processes required to tackle these challenges.
Community organizations

Evaluate community gardens and mental/physical health and leverage
Buffalo’s resources.
Community groups and neighborhoods

Create or improve upon structures, networks, and practices that decrease
social isolation and increase feelings of belonging (for example, through
block clubs, neighborhood associations, cooperative housing, restorative
circles).
Community groups and neighborhoods
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Policy Takeaways

INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENTS
Inclusive environments require the participation of community members
and create a sense of community and belonging. Some suggested policy
takeaways are included below:
(Agencies or individuals who might lead the creation of or have an active role in the
following activities are identified in italics.)

Support inclusive redevelopment efforts that promote positive mental health
outcomes.
Public and private investors, local government agencies, urban planning developers, New
Americans

Create strategic new spaces for capacity building, community engagement,
events, and networking.
Local government agencies, urban planning developers, New Americans, researchers
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For information about all of the community resources available in Buffalo, please visit the
Immigrant and Refugee Research Institute (IRRI) Resource Center at https://socialwork.
buffalo.edu/social-research/institutes-centers/immigrant-and-refugee-research-institute/
resource-center.html
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