Refugee Resettlement in the Most Diverse Square
Mile in America: A Study of Clarkston, Georgia
Citation
Yang, Yenny. 2020. Refugee Resettlement in the Most Diverse Square Mile in America: A Study of
Clarkston, Georgia. Master's thesis, Harvard Extension School.

Permanent link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37365058

Terms of Use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made available
under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material, as set forth at http://
nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story .
Accessibility

Refugee Resettlement in the Most Diverse Square Mile in America:
A Case Study of Clarkston, Georgia

Yenny Yang

A Thesis in the Field of International Relations
for the Degree of Master of Liberal Arts in Extension Studies

Harvard University
May 2020

Copyright 2020 Yenny Yang

Abstract

There are over 71 million individuals in the world who are forcibly displaced due
to war and persecutions. For many, the journey of forced migration is often filled with
series of traumatic experiences causing considerable amount of stress and anxiety. This
anxiety is heightened as they are thrusted into a brand-new environment upon
resettlement, often vastly different than anything they left behind. In recent years, refugee
resettlement in the United States has been a controversial topic, as the Trump
administration creates aggressive policies to reduce refugee admissions down to an
unprecedented small number.
Despite the nativist rhetoric from the Trump administration designed to work
against refugee resettlement programs, the city of Clarkston, Georgia has been steadily
resettling refugees and asylees and prioritizing the importance of successful resettlement
and integration process. Clarkston is chosen as a case study for this thesis due to its
reputation as the most diverse square mile in America, where more than half of its
residents are foreign born and the majority of those are refugees.
The primary research questions that guide this study are: (1) Why was Clarkson’s
model of refugee resettlement successful? (2) What roles did the main contributors play
to the successful resettlement policy? (3) How have local political leaders and leaders of
NGOs worked to address the needs of one of the most diverse communities in America?
To address the purpose of this study, the study focuses on questions about
experiences of refugee resettlement and integration process from refugees of various
backgrounds and specific roles of local government, non-profit organizations and civic
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leaders in making Clarkston a success story when it comes to refugee resettlement and
integration.
From a methodological standpoint, this study used a qualitative case study, with a
sample of twenty-five in-person interviews, two phone interview, three email surveys,
and ethnographic fieldwork at ten sites. I selected a sample from each group’s population,
interviewed the individuals within each specific group, and conducted ethnographic
observations and informal semi-structured interviews during all events and site visits.
The study shows that economic self-sufficiency is one of the most important
indicators of successful resettlement in the eyes of refugees, as they believe that selfsufficiency allows them to regain control of their lives and build their confidence to start
a new life with dignity. From a local government perspective, the importance of declaring
Clarkston as an official “welcoming city” as part of a network and movement of likeminded cities and municipalities is one of the most important factors that allows the city
to be laser-focused in creating access to specific programs and resources for Clarkston’s
large and extremely diverse refugee residents. From a non-profit and civic organizations
standpoint, or practitioners, creating specific and niche program focusing on providing
quick access to employment opportunities and access to resources and services beyond
the ‘six months resettlement period’ is key to determine the success of refugee
resettlement. Particularly, programs that cater to certain demographic of refugees, such as
elderly, school age children, and other vulnerable populations, are the focus of many
Clarkston-based non-profit organizations. While voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) are
responsible for assisting newly arrived refugees for the first six months with their basic
needs such as cash assistance, job search, and skills development, the focus of many non-
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profit organizations is to assist these refugees beyond that initial time frame, to allow
refugees to not just survive, but thrive, in Clarkston.
The observation of this study suggests that the official declaration of a
Welcoming City has helped Clarkston’s city government and key stakeholders, such as
community leaders and NGOs, to have clear frameworks and measurable outcomes to
achieve and maintain its welcoming city status, which makes for a unified messaging
echoed throughout the different agencies. More in depth research might be needed on
whether declaring an official Welcoming City status is motivated by social justice or
more ‘city branding’ for marketing purposes. Another potential research possibility
would be around the framework of Clarkston’s hyper diversity and whether the fact that
Clarkston is a condensed city of less than two miles with extremely diverse foreign-born
residents make it an ideal place for refugee resettlement based on all the reasons laid out
in this thesis. A comparison between Clarkston and other cities with comparable size and
characteristics (near metro area, affordable housing, public transport accessible) and as
diverse as Clarkston might provide better insights in this matter.
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Chapter I.
Introduction

The world is facing the worst refugee crisis since World War II. According to the
United Nations High Commission on Refugees’ (UNHCR) June 2018 report, “As of the
end of 2017, there were 71.4 million people of concern to UNHCR worldwide, more than
half of whom were women and children. All had fled armed conflict, violence, insecurity,
criminality, persecution, and human rights abuses” (UNHCR, 2018, p.1). Of the morethan 20 million official refugees (excluding internally displaced persons), less than 1% on
average have been resettled globally every year. For those who are “lucky” enough to
reach resettlement in a permanent one, the challenges continue, as they must navigate the
cultural shock of being thrusted into living in a new country (often with no possessions or
social capital), learning a new language and adapting to a new culture and norms, all the
while dealing with the recent wounds and traumas of their displacements.
The United States used to be known as one of the most welcoming countries in
the world for refugee resettlement in absolute terms, though per capita and given its size,
the U.S. has lagged behind the other developed economies. In recent years, the U.S. has
significantly reduced its admissions of refugees under the Trump administration (Rush,
2018), including through executive orders empowering mayors and governors to
effectively “veto” national resettlement policies by refusing refugees. The latest statistics
from the administration shows that in fiscal year 2020, the admission of immigrant is
capped at 18,000, down from 30,000 in 2019, the lowest in U.S. history since the passage
of the domestic refugee legal framework in 1980 under Jimmy Carter (Narea, 2019).This

new policy creates even more challenges in this worldwide refugee crisis and for the first
time, the U.S. is no longer the top country in the world for refugee admissions in absolute
terms. More importantly, it shows a major shift in America’s long held reputation as a
welcoming sanctuary and land of opportunity for all. Refugees are not just symbolically
valuable to U.S. national foreign policy, but they also carry a tremendous amount of
human capital rejected by such policies. By conducting a case study of refugee policies in
a resettlement hub in the U.S., this thesis argues that successful refugee resettlement is
both possible and desirable – and Clarkston, Georgia is the place to discover them.
The data collected on refugee resettlement in the U.S. indicates that in 2016, the
greatest number of refugees was admitted under Obama administration. However, in
2018, the country registered the smallest number of refugees during Trump
administration. During the Obama administration, the country admitted 84,994 refugees
in the year 2016. In 2018, the Trump administration only admitted 22,481 refugees,
which was about a one fourth reduction from 2016. And in the year 2019, the president
set the limit to 30,000 refugees only. While statistic shows that the numbers of refugees
arriving in Georgia from 2012-2019 shows a rising trend, in 2018 and 2019, the number
of refugees resettled in Georgia dropped significantly. Georgia has been known as home
for refugees in the U.S. for many years, but due to the strict immigration policy that
Trump administration implemented, the number keeps decreasing drastically (Krogstad,
2019).
The latest development of the refugee resettlement program is the Trump
Executive Order that was issued in September 2019, where he granted state and local
governments full authority to block refugee admissions by obligating each state and local
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governments to provide an official written consent before allowing refugees to be
resettled in their respective states (United States Department of State et al., 2019). As of
January 10th, 2020, 42 states have agreed to uphold the refugee resettlement initiatives, 7
states, including Georgia, have not responded, and the latest breaking news shows that
Texas is now the first state that rejects refugee resettlement, as stated by governor Greg
Abbott (Thebault, 2020). Even after the federal judge temporarily blocked Trump’s
governance that allows each state veto power to reject refugees, Governor Kemp chooses
to continue his silence over this matter (“Judge Blocks Trump’s Executive Order
Allowing Local Officials To Reject Refugees,” 2020).

The Successful Anomaly: Clarkston, Georgia
While the national rhetoric paints a gloomy picture on refugee resettlement, the
city of Clarkston, about 15 miles from Atlanta, has evolved from a typical southern town
to “the most diverse square mile in America” (Shaer, 2017). The city has welcomed over
40,000 refugees over the past 25 years (Long, 2019), with a population of 12,000
(“Clarkston, Georgia Population 2020,” 2020). More than 75% of refugees in the U.S.
are currently resettled in California, Texas, and New York. In 2016, 7,909 refugees were
resettled in California, 7,803 were resettled in Texas, and 5,026 in New York; however,
these are only handful of states that are resettling refugees. It is striking to note that
Clarkston, Georgia, although is a much smaller city, has established a lively and diverse
community with over 1,500 refugees arriving every single year (Connor & Radford,
2016). For the year 2020, the U.S. plans to accept and admit, maximum, 18,000
refugees; which is surprisingly lower than the 30,000 admitted in September of 2019
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(Krogstad, 2019). This decline in United States refugee acceptances comes when the
numbers of refugees and displaced population worldwide have reached its highest
numbers since World War II. Between 2008 to 2017, approximately 67,100 refugees
were brought into the United States on a yearly basis (Krogstad, 2019). Since President
Trump took office, the number of refugee admissions substantially declined, with
roughly 53,700 refugees resettling in 2017; however, the first full fiscal year Trump was
in office the ceiling for refugees was capped at 45,000, which was noted as a new low at
the time (Krogstad, 2019).
Why Clarkston? Much like most cities in the south, Clarkston started as an
incorporated farmland, with predominantly Caucasian residents. When the Georgia
Railroad was built in the 1800s, the city became a whistle-stop town and grew steadily.
For over a century, the residents of Clarkston were largely lower middle-class
Caucasians. In the 1970s, developers began to build apartments for workers commuting
to the newly built Atlanta Hartsfield Jackson International Airport. However, many of
those workers began to move to the new suburbs away from town in the next decade.
African Americans and Hispanics started to become new residents of Clarkston. With
vacant apartment complexes, property owners decreased rents, and the crime rate rose
rapidly. When the first wave of refugees, who were primarily from Southeast Asia,
started coming to Atlanta in the 1980s, several NGOs identified Clarkston as the ideal
spot for refugee resettlement due to the suburb’s affordable housing, availability of
public transportation, and proximity to downtown Atlanta. Over time, the number of
refugees resettling in the city has grown significantly and has changed the landscape of
Clarkston so much that it is now known as the “Ellis Island of the South” (Shaer, 2017),
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with over 40 nationalities speaking 60 languages, packed into the town’s 1.4 square
miles (Shaer, 2017).

Foreign Born Persons in Metro Atlanta, 2014-2018
Clarkston

Alpharetta

Acworth

Atlanta City
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Figure 1. Foreign-Born Persons in Metro Atlanta, 2014-2018.
Source: United States Census Bureau, 2019.

Under the leadership of the 37-year-old mayor Ted Terry, Clarkston continues
to solidify its status as a welcoming city to immigrants, particularly refugees, despite the
nativist rhetoric from the current administration. During my interview with the mayor,
he stated that Clarkston truly sets itself apart as a shining example on how refugees and
immigrants can contribute positively in communities that welcome them with open arms
and give them a chance to succeed. This once little city has become one of the main
designated resettlement communities in the United States, from Somalis fleeing civil
war, Bhutanese fleeing ethnic cleansing, Eritreans, Liberians, Croatians, Cambodians,
5

60%

and all who have made up the 100 different ethnic groups who began their American
journeys in Clarkston (Berlin, n.d.). “While poverty rate in Clarkston is still high at
33%” according to the United States Census Bureau, (2018), statistics released by
several resettlement agencies shows that 90 percent of Clarkston refugees are selfsufficient within 180 days of arrival (“Help Syrians and Other Refugees Thrive,” 2015).
Statistics also shows that Clarkston’s latest unemployment rate is 3.9%, aligned with the
national average (2019 Compare Cities, 2019). Mayor Terry’s hope is that Clarkston’s
success story of being a welcoming community that thrives on diversity would be a
beacon and inspiration for other cities in America to adapt and follow suit and show that
peaceful and prosperous world is possible if we focus on what unite us than separate us.
The overarching issue of America becoming less and less welcoming to
newcomers, matched by the federal and state governments’ policies and nativist rhetoric
led to quite an alarming and negative focus on failure, chronic issues, and things
deteriorating for the worse. Yet Clarkston seems to rise above it by not only welcoming
more than 1,500 refugees annually (Long, 2017) but making these newly arrived
refugees a true integral part of the town’s core identity, by providing programs and
services that allow newly arrived refugees to integrate successfully in their new homes.
In 2018, the estimated population in Clarkston came to 12,757, in which 52.9% of the
population consisted of foreign-born residents (Kennedy, 2019). My research showed
that in addition to Mayor Terry’s leadership, another major part of that success story that
counter the negative nativist rhetoric is the different NGOs and Clarkston-based social
enterprises who choose to make Clarkston home and dedicate their lives to serve the
refugee community. Kitti Murray, founder of Refuge Coffee, moved to Clarkston and
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created a venture that provides job opportunities and trainings for refugees, to a group of
young doctors, led by Dr. Robert Contino, who decided that upon graduation from
medical school, they wanted to serve the community with their talent, founded Ethne
Health community clinic. They made a deliberate choice that Clarkston would be their
new home and bring their spouse(s) and children to live in the community they serve.
There are many more changemakers who live and work in Clarkston to be integral and
genuine parts of the community, specifically serving refugees and underserved
populations in Clarkston. In this thesis, I argue that Clarkston’s successful refugee
integration is primarily due to the engagements of local city government that is
deliberate in its efforts of making Clarkston a welcoming city for all, of civic leaders
and others highlighted in this research who are working tirelessly and implement
tangible policies and programs based on cognitive framing of multi-ethnic diversity as
strength, and of organizational outreach efforts to assist incoming refugees to be selfsufficient, beyond the first six months of initial resettlement assistant.

Thesis Questions
The research for this thesis will attempt to answer three important questions: (1)
Why was Clarkson’s model of refugee resettlement successful? (2) What roles did the
main contributors play to the successful resettlement policy? (3) How have local political
leaders and leaders of NGOs worked to address the needs of one of the most diverse
communities in America?

Theoretical Significance
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The question of Clarkson’s success is theoretically significant because there are
two crucial reasons why one would have expected failure:
First, it is an especially multiethnic site, which literature suggests would make
successful integration more difficult:
1. Most refugees are vastly different ethnically, culturally, and religiously, and
conflicts between these diverse refugee communities and the native-born
Clarkston residence, who are mostly Caucasians, and have lived in the city for
generations, are expected.
2. The multiethnicity within the influx of refugees has shown potential to be an
issue, especially those from “competing sides” in their origin, which include
North and South Sudan, Eritrea and Ethiopia, and Bosnia and Serbia to name a
few.
Second, the political climate has consistently been deteriorating since the early
2000s, with republican governors Sonny Purdue and his successor Nathan Deal, who
were tough on immigration issues, until today, with Donald Trump’s restrictions on
refugee admittance, fully supported by Georgia’s current governor, Brian Kemp, which
would have led us to expect failures and challenges of integration (Oppenheimer &
Rayam, 2020). As of today, Governor Kemp is one of the last remaining governors to
remain silent on a decision whether to keep the door open for refugees in Georgia. In an
interview with “Morning Edition,” Kemp’s personal lawyer and a long-time supporter,
former state representative, Ed Lindsey, urges Governor Kemp to keep the door open for
Georgia refugees (Oppenheimer & Rayam, 2020). Despite the pressure from many
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conservatives, including Lindsey, Governor Kemp is still choosing to remain silent on
the issue of continuing Georgia’s tradition to welcome new refugees.
Although Clarkston is known to be significantly diverse, led by progressive
Mayor Terry, who has advocated for refugees and declares Clarkston as an official
“welcoming city” since 2014, there has been anti-immigrant rhetoric from the state level
since Trump was elected, proven by Governor Kemp's gubernatorial campaign focusing
on building a “big, red, beautiful wall around the state of Georgia” (Bethea, 2018). While
anti-immigrant rhetoric has been building up since 2009 when Georgia lawmakers passed
a law to ban “sanctuary cities,” (Immigration 101: What is a Sanctuary City, 2019) and
cut state funding for local officials who are non-compliant with ICE detention request,
Clarkston’s refugee population seemed “safe” from this practice, until April 2017, when
ICE suddenly arrested a Somali man, Musa, along with eight other Somalis residing in
Clarkston, with no probable cause, and detained them for fifteen months (Saleh, 2018).
The theme of this anti-immigration rhetoric continued during Georgia gubernatorial race
in 2018 where GOP candidates boldly implemented the tough immigration enforcement
measures by featuring a campaign “deportation bus,” parked in Clarkston’s busiest
shopping area, with a written message “follow me to Mexico” (Nadler & Brumback,
2018)
Given the above factors, it is a true puzzle on how Clarkston managed, against
the odds, to achieve success in its refugee integration programs.

The Hypothesis
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I hypothesize that Clarkston has successfully integrated refugees because local
political leaders under the leadership of Mayor Terry along with NGOs are working
together and formulating policies and programs outlined below, to address challenges
of resettling multi-ethnic refugee populations:
-

Resettlement agencies such as IRC (U.S. Program Offerings, 2016) provide the
initial six months of government assistance to newly arrived refugees, but NGOs
like New American Pathways is there to assist them beyond the six-month
timeframe to help them resettle and integrate successfully, through their Pathway to
Success program that focus on jobs, education, cultural integration, individual and
female empowerment, building strong families and civic engagement (City of
Clarkston, Georgia Positions Community for Civic and Economic Success, 2014).

-

NGOs focusing on creating niche programs for multiple refugee demographics,
such as Clarkston Community Center’s Senior Refugee Program (SRP), provide
ESL, exercise, fellowship, and recreational opportunities to some of Clarkston’s
most vulnerable residents (Senior Programs, n.d.). They recognize the challenges of
older refugees in transitioning into a new culture, with difficulty learning English
and the isolation due to all the cultural and language barriers.

-

The “Welcoming Resolution,” a bold policy to which Mayor Terry is committed,
was signed in 2014 to build a “welcoming and neighborly community in which
diverse residents, including immigrants, are welcomed, accepted, and integrated”
(Terry, 2019). By signing this resolution, Clarkston joined 28 other Welcoming
Cities across America that have agreed to adopt this resolution at that time. The
movement has grown significantly, and today, Clarkston is one of 102 municipalities

10

in the Welcoming Cities and Counties cohort (Network Map, n.d.). This thesis will
elaborate the implementation details of this resolution in Clarkston and the role it
plays in the city’s refugee integration efforts.
-

Mayor Terry’s commitment in giving a seat at the table and platforms for refugees to
contribute to Clarkston’s economy and diversity. He personally recruited his Vice
Mayor Awet Eyasu, a refugee from Eritrea, to serve alongside him, as the first
Eritrean American in the country elected to public office (Terry, 2019).

Roadmap of Thesis/Summary of Chapters
Chapter I begins with a summary of the current state of refugee integration and
acceptance in the United States and narrows it down to a specific case study of refugee
integration in the city of Clarkston and the purpose of this case study. It incorporates the
summary of the research problems and questions, as well as the theoretical significance
of the study to show that Clarkston’s model is successful when it comes to refugee
integration, despite the current political climates, the multi-ethnic refugees, and other
factors considered as deterrents to establish a successful refugee integration. This chapter
ends with method used in the research, which includes participants and procedures.
Chapter II details a thorough and comprehensive literature reviews from existing
scholarships derived from four different school of thoughts. Chapter III details the
research method used in this case study, which consists of various qualitative methods of
interview and surveys, and quantitative findings from existing documents from various
sources. Chapter IV summarizes case findings, limitations, further research
opportunities, and conclusions of this case study.
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Research Methods
My research consisted of twenty-five in-person interviews, two phone interviews,
three email surveys, ethnographic fieldwork at ten sites, and supplementary archival work
conducted from August 1, 2019 through December 10 th, 2019. I selected a sample from
the following groups: NGO workers/practitioners, government personnel, refugees, and
volunteers. I interviewed the individuals within each of the above group and conducted
ethnographic observations and informal interviews during all events and site visits.
Figure 2 depicts the groups defined as study population and the numbers of
interviews conducted:

Breakdown of Interview Subjects
1
8

12

2
7

Refugees

Volunteers

City Government

NGOs and Resettlement Agencies

Academia

Figure 2. Breakdown of Interview Subjects.

Interview participants from NGOs and city of Clarkston government officials
were primarily recruited by attending events or by contacting them via email and social
12

media, followed with initial meetings. Through my consulting work at a non-profit
fundraising organization, Global Impact, I attended a meeting at Georgia Center for NonProfits in Atlanta in September 2019 during a Giving Tuesday campaign, where I met
IRC Atlanta’s communication coordinator. Giving Tuesday is a worldwide generosity
movement that is helping to empower people and organization to change their
communities and the world (About | GivingTuesday, 2019). The idea has existed for over
seven years and it has encouraged people to give and do good as well as collaborate and
celebrate generosity. I explained my thesis project, and she agreed to allow me to contact
her for an interview soon. Initially, IRC was chosen because it is one of the nine official
Voluntary Agencies (VOLAGs) in the United States in refugee resettlement. In Georgia,
IRC has been a major factor in refugee resettlement efforts, specifically Clarkston (The
IRC in Atlanta, GA, n.d.). Unfortunately, before we had a chance to meet, about two
weeks after our initial meeting, President Trump issued the executive order that obligates
state and local governments to opt-in by an official written consent before allowing
refugees to be resettled in their state. This executive order caused IRC Atlanta and many
other VOLAGs to mobilize their staff and communities in urging newly elected
Republican Governor Bryan Kemp of Georgia to opt-in and uphold this state’s longstanding support of refugee resettlement. Until today, Governor Kemp has not made any
decision on whether he is going to opt-in, despite the January 17 th deadline that has
passed. Georgia is among the 7 remaining states that have not responded, and Texas is
officially the first state that opted out and publicly rejects future incoming refugees
(Thebault, 2020). Due to this unprecedented development, IRC agreed to answer my
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questions via email, and I was able to receive responses from three refugee program
coordinators.
World Relief, another main actor of refugee resettlement effort for the past 40
years in Georgia, especially in Clarkston, was my next target of interview. As I attempted
to establish contacts, I was shocked to learn that this Christian humanitarian organization
was closing their operations in Georgia permanently at the end of September 2019 due to
continuous decline of refugee resettlement in Georgia, and Trump’s latest executive order
was the final blow (Capelouto, 2019).
Clarkston Mayor Terry was gracious enough to respond to my interview inquiry
sent via Instagram instant messaging, followed by an 8 am meeting at Refuge Coffee
despite his extremely packed schedule leading and managing the city of Clarkston and
running for Georgia Senate seat in 2020. Our meeting was extremely fruitful, and I was
able to get a sense of his vision to make Clarkston a successful “welcoming city for all,”
which I will analyze in Chapter III.
The rest of the NGOs were recruited by initially contacting the executive director
via email and social media platforms (LinkedIn, Instagram, or Facebook), followed with
a site visit upon an agreed upon time and date. Most resulted in in-person interviews and
one resulted in a phone interview. As a general rule, after the introductory script and
informed consent were given, initial interviews were started and recorded. Follow-up
interviews were scheduled as needed.

Interviews with Refugees with Ethnographic Observations and Snowball Sampling
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The recruitment of volunteers and refugees were primarily done by attending
relevant events as part of ethnographic approach, followed by snowball sampling. At the
start of this research, I assumed that non-profit organizations that were interviewed in the
initial phase would be willing to provide referrals for me to speak with their refugee
clients. However, many non-profit leaders were hesitant in providing refugee referrals
because they did not want their clients or constituents to feel obligated to take part and
potentially jeopardize their relationships with the clients. On a positive note, they were
willing to introduce me to other organizations with similar mission in Clarkston. For City
Hope, a Clarkston-based NGO whose mission is to “mobilize individuals and churches in
taking up the care and cause of refugee families” (Who is a Refugee, n.d.) volunteer
tutors, I personally know them because my 17-year-old son, Nate, is one of the volunteer
tutors in Clarkston for the past four years. Since Nate and his fellow volunteer tutors are
minors, I sent out a form for their parents/guardian to sign and supply consent for the
interviews. Other independent volunteers were informally interviewed (with recorded
verbal consent) during Refuge Coffee community Friendsgiving celebration that I
attended in November 2019. They hailed from all over Metro Atlanta and volunteered
often during special events in Clarkston, because they all want to be a part of this
“welcoming city” movement.
A decision was made not to conduct participant observations at any government
or non-profit agency sites where there might be potential Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) violations, especially at health clinics.
For ethnographic observation and informal interviews, I decided to conduct them during
several community events happening in Clarkston from August 1, 2019 through
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December 10, 2019 and interviewed participants during those events. I not only attended
the events but also volunteered to bring potluck items and donated goods, as well as
being available for post-event clean up details. This method proved to be highly effective
because as a volunteer, I was a part of the event, and not an outsider. Even though I was
introduced as an academic researcher at these events, I made a commitment to interact
with fellow participants in casual conversations, rather than separating myself as an
official observer. Everyone I spoke to immediately gave consent and was incredibly
supportive in helping with this project. Interviews were conducted in English; however,
on a couple of occasions, as an ice breaker more than anything else, I was practicing my
Arabic, French and Swahili with refugees who speak them and received incredibly
positive responses and allowed them to be more open in telling their stories.
Refuge Coffee – to which we will return in Chapter III – has been one of the most
integral institutions of the city of Clarkston, as it is not only a place for an amazing cup of
joe with a fast Wi-Fi connection, but it has become a community hub in Clarkston. I have
been an active volunteer for various events hosted by this organization for the past three
years, which helped me gain easy access and consents to conduct interviews with their
employees and trainees. During my three-month research phase, I visited Clarkston at
least twice a week and met most of the interview subjects at Refuge Coffee, including
Mayor Terry and Kitti Murray, the founder of this amazing organization. The signature
red truck, smiling faces of the baristas who are mostly refugees from Sudan, Ethiopia, the
Congo, Nepal, Burma, and the Philippines, the cozy atmosphere, and of course, the
mission: “to serve the global community in Clarkston through coffee-related job creation,
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job training, social networking, and commerce” (Refuge Coffee n.d) make this place such
a unique community connector.
As I continued to explore the city of Clarkston on foot during my research phase,
I found a large 70s style shopping strip called Clarkston Village. In this strip, there are
about six retail outlets: Global Pharmacy, Kathmandu Kitchen and Grill, PS Burmese and
Thai Restaurant, a Burmese refugee-owned clothing store, a small Indian grocery store,
and a large grocery store as an anchor store called Thriftown. From the outside, it looks
like a typical American grocery store, much like Kroger or Publix. As I stepped into the
store, I was fascinated by the immediate sights and aroma of various spices from around
the world, and immediately spotted my childhood instant Indonesian noodle brand,
“Indomie,” right there alongside instant noodles from Korea, Vietnam, the Philippines,
Malaysia, and many others. I frantically placed about a dozen packets of Indomie in my
shopping cart and slowly browsed isle by isle, hunting for interesting ethnic grocery
items I could bring home. At the end of the hour long browsing (and a full grocery cart
later), I concluded that even though I had been shopping in many ethnic food stores in all
of Metro Atlanta, Thriftown, by far, carried the most diverse grocery items in Atlanta.
Curious about how Thriftown became an international grocery store, I did some research,
and found a radio interview that WABE Atlanta did with Thriftown’ s owner, Bill
Mehlinger (Stokes, 2016). In that interview, Bill stated that he purchased the store in
1990 after retiring from a long and successful career in a major grocery store, and after
taking it over, sales kept decreasing at a rapid rate. He started noticing that many
Clarkston’s Caucasian residents had been moving out of the city and were replaced with
Vietnamese refugees and soon refugees from Bosnia and many other countries. Since
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most of the incoming refugees at that time were mostly from Vietnam and other Asian
origins, Bill decided to drive around Buford Highway, which was Atlanta’s “Chinatown.”
and did some studying in Asian grocery stores to find out what people actually want to
buy. With that knowledge, Bill found started carrying those items in his store, asking his
refugee employees for wish list items. Things started turning around, and today, I
personally saw how thriving this grocery store is, carrying anything from Indian garam
masala to Bosnian pastries, and anything in between. From the six cashiers working that
day, two of them were Vietnamese, two were Nepalese, one was from Eritrea, and
another was from Somalia. Bill employed mostly refugees to work there. I had a chance
to approach some of the workers and explained my project. They all were happy to chat
on the spot about this project and consented for me to share their responses, which will be
included in Chapter III.

Interview Preparations and Background of Interviewed Subjects
To gain understanding of demographics of the thirty subjects who were
interviewed, some of the general characteristics are described in this chapter. Most of this
information has been collected through the interviews.
From the thirteen refugees interviewed, 5 are female and 8 are male, between the
ages of 19 and 53 years old. 3 of them are married, and the rest are single. As stated in
the previous chapter, the refugees are from Bhutan, Nepal, Ethiopia, South Sudan, North
Sudan, Philippines, Somalia, Bosnia, Syria, Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo,
and Vietnam. One holds a teaching certificate and was a schoolteacher in his home
country, another one holds a secretarial certificate and was a secretary at a governmental
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office, and the rest of the younger refugees hold high school diplomas. Keep in mind that
9 of the refugees I interviewed are under 25 years old. 5 of the refugees I interviewed are
baristas in training at Refuge Coffee, and the rest are those I came across during my
ethnographic site visits are listed below:


PS Asian Restaurant – owned by a Burmese refugee



Thriftown – American owned by a long time Clarkston resident, Bill
Mehlinger, whose typical American grocery store struggled with sales in
the 1970s until he recognized and adapted his business model and product
selections to Clarkston’s changing population (Stokes, 2016)



Laligurash Fashion – owned by a Bhutanese refugee



Merhaba Shewarma – a halal Mediterranean restaurant owned by an
Eritrean refugee



Clarkston Community Center – ran by an Iraqi refugee



Amani Women Center – a grassroot NGO helping refugee women with
skills training through sewing and entrepreneurship, found by an African
woman who was a government official working in Clarkston (“The Amani
Story,” n.d.)



Halal Pizza – catered to the large Muslim population in Clarkston



Maraki Coffee – Ethiopian Coffee Shop



Kathmandu Kitchen & Grill – owned by a Nepalese refugee



Refuge Coffee – founded by an American who moved to Clarkston and
created a non-profit dedicated to being a welcoming community for all
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The length of time refugees have been living in Clarkston are from 6 months to 8
years. Most refugees interviewed were resettled in Clarkston by either for Migration
(IOM), International Rescue Committee (IRC) or World Relief (WR). Half of the
refugees came by themselves before the rest of their families followed, and most of them
have two or more school-age younger siblings. 10 of the refugees were resettled in
Clarkston after living in refugee camps, and since they were school age upon arrival, they
experienced either middle and/or high school education in Clarkston, primarily Indian
Creek Elementary School, Freedom Middle School, and/or Clarkston High School, which
are parts of Dekalb County Public School System (Education | City of Clarkston, n.d.)
Since all the interviews were conducted in informal manners with open ended questions,
not all subjects were asked the same exact questions. In some cases, the specific topic
came up naturally and subjects ended up answering similar lines of questions.
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Chapter II.
Literature Review

This chapter reviews scholarly works that highlight four general schools of
thoughts in regard to successful refugee resettlement and integration as outlined below.

The “Resource Broker” Theory
With this theory, scholars have identified strategies and resources that mainly
focus on employment, housing, transportation, logistics and education programs for
refugees and asylum seekers settling in the United States. Darrow (2015) focuses on how
resettlement policy implementation varies among the local organizations that execute
them based on resources, agency culture, and agency workers’ engagements in capacitybuilding behavior, and how these differences affect the level of services received by
refugees (p. 6). To show how resources (or lack thereof) affect refugee resettlement
agencies’ effectiveness, Darrow conducted an in-depth comparison of two refugee
resettlement organizations in Chicago: the Refugee Agency for Integration, Selfsufficiency, and Equality (RAISE) and the Midwestern Resettlement Agency (MRA).
Darrow points out that, given housing as a major focus of resettlement, one of the main
roles of caseworkers in these two organizations is acting as “resource brokers” in
connecting their clients to housing through cultivating relationships with local property
owners (p. 119). Darrow finds serious challenges with the current system. He finds that
the current resettlement scheme drives inconsistency and unreliability down the
organizational chain, which creates issues for recipients of their services. He further finds
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that the performance measures of the agencies and their caseworkers are influenced by
their grant contracts. Therefore, his findings suggest that there are serious structural
challenges that need to be addressed to manage the problem of refugee resettlement
effectively. Enekwe (2016) writes on the vital roles NGOs, local governments, and other
civic organizations play in refugee resettlement experience and focuses on refugee
resettlement programs in Maryland and Massachusetts. While her research identifies the
need of social and cultural integration (p. 20), she focuses mainly on the core services of
integration indicators, which are employment, housing, education, and health (p. 47).
Enekwe finds that most practitioners that she interviewed during her eight month-long
research in both states focused mainly on employment attainment, cash assistance, and
affordable housing (p. 121).

The “Community Connector” Theory
Another study by Morken & Skop (2017) focuses mostly on the roles of NGOs in
resettling refugees in “non-traditional” destinations, with Colorado Springs as the case
study. The study shows that initially, the U.S.’s refugee resettlement policy typically
resettled them in gateway cities like New York, Chicago, and Miami, referred to as
“traditional” immigrant destinations due to their extensive transit systems, local
resettlement agencies, and services that are available to assist with the integration (p.
323). The study further shows that a shift in policy eventually called for “regionalization”
of refugees in areas outside of traditional gateway cities to disperse the refugee
population across the United States to create more diverse opportunities for refugees and
foster long-term integration (p. 324). Morken & Skop further emphasize important roles
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of “community connectors that encompass volunteers, cultural mentors, and embedded
community mentors with extended social networks, who were critical in the integration
process” (p. 329). These community connectors, especially in the non-traditional gateway
cities like Colorado Springs, which lacks public transportation, play a vital role in
providing longer-term assistance in the refugee integration process by driving refugees to
medical appointments, job-training classes, and providing social and emotional support
far beyond the initial ninety days of resettlement assistance (p. 329). The study shows
some advantages from sociological and cultural aspects, one of which is the use of the
“community connectors” that facilitate resettlement in areas with limited public means of
transport and other logistical impediments.

The “Economic Cost” Theory
Research conducted by the New American Economy indicated that there are
several economic costs associated with reductions of refugee resettlement programs. The
analysis considered the economic costs if states reject refugee resettlement program in
2020. The study found that states would risk losing millions of dollars in revenue by just
opting out of the program in a single year. The losses would add up to the loss of federal
funding for refugees’ resettlement cash that is usually utilized locally to support
businesses and the economy. The table below from the New American Economy shows
this finding.
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Table 1. Economic Costs of Opting Out from Accepting Refugees.

Source: Economic Costs, 2019.

To show the economic value of refugees in Georgia, this report shows that as of 2015,
refugees’ household income was $1.6B and the total spending power was $1.2B. State
and local taxes that were paid by 2015 was $133.6M and federal taxes paid were
$274.1M leading to a total of $407.7M (New American Economy, 2015). These figures
show that refugees contribute significantly to the local economy of Georgia. Their
spending power is almost as high as their income, which implies that most of their
income is reinvested back to boost the local economy (New American Economy, 2015).
Most refugees resettled in Georgia end up resettling in Clarkston, the epicenter of refugee
resettlement in the state (“Clarkston”, 2019). Mayor Terry explains how the city turned
itself around and thrives economically due to the contributions of refugees and
immigrants (Terry, 2019).
In Georgia, the number of refugees and immigrants that are likely to be of
working age are more than the U.S. born, demonstrated in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. Percentage of Working Age Immigrants, Refugees and US-Born in Georgia.
Percentage of refugees, immigrants and US-Born likely to be of working age
in Georgia
Refugees

77.1%

Other immigrants

72.2%

US-born

49.7%

Source: New American Economy, 2015.

Refugees in Georgia also engage in entrepreneurial activities. The rate of
entrepreneurship of refugees was 13% in 2015 while that of the U.S-born was only 9.0%
and there are 181,463 refugee entrepreneurs as of 2015 in Georgia, with total revenue of
4.6 billion USD (New American Economy, 2015). This solidifies the fact that refugees
contribute highly to the economy of Georgia.
During the process of the interview in Clarkston, I discovered that a great deal of
business owners in Clarkston are refugees. NGOs such as StartMe: Atlanta have assisted
refugees to become thriving entrepreneurs; hence, this is the reason behind why the
numbers of minority-owned businesses soar (StartME Atlanta, n.d.) The latest statistic
shows that out of 781 registered businesses in Clarkston, 496 are minority owned, and
most minorities in Clarkston are refugees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018b)


Over 60,000 new immigrant business owners in Georgia contributed a net $2.9
billion in business income in 2013 alone.
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Georgia’s largest industries, such as poultry processing, manufacturing,
warehousing, tourism, and hospitality have welcomed refugees with open arms,
and these entry-level jobs, often during second or third shift, create demands for
labor, and refugees have been consistently filling them.



In 2016, refugees in Georgia worked in over 600 businesses, with an average
hourly wage of $9.63, way above minimum wage (of $7.25). CRSA agencies
contributed an estimated $3M to the Georgia economy in FY2016 through rent
and utilities spent for refugees. It is important to note that from economic
standpoint, statistic shows that “80 percent of refugee households in Georgia are
working and paying their own expenses within six months of arrival—the
highest early self-sufficiency rate in the country” (Welcoming Refugees, n.d.).
The City of Clarkston, with a population of only a little over 12,000, consists of
121 registered 501c3 NGOs, and approximately half of these NGOs are catered
specifically to serve Clarkston’s rapidly growing refugee populations, from
organizations like Refuge Coffee who provides jobs and job training, to Ethne
Health community clinic, to cultural organizations from various ethnic groups
such as Burmese Rohingya Community of Georgia, Ethiopian Community
Association, and many others (Clarkston Georgia Nonprofits and 501C
Organizations, n.d.)

The “Welcoming City” Movement
A study by McDaniel (2018) focuses on three major metropolitan cities in the
Southeastern United States: Atlanta, Charlotte and Nashville, where the municipal
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governments have been implementing “immigrant-friendly” initiatives, despite recent
federal policies that are not conducive to welcoming immigrants and refugees. This
initiative is known as “welcoming city” movement, in which leaders from a network of
cities work alongside local NGOs to cultivate programs that are geared towards a much
more receptive attitude toward immigrants and refugees, where the two primary driving
forces are shared humanity and potential economic development and growth (p. 250).
While the traditional pro-immigrant policies typically emphasized on immigrant legal
rights, these new policies focus heavily on municipal government’s programs and
strategies in efforts of integrating immigrants and refugees both economically and
socially (City of Clarkston Signs Welcoming City Resolution, n.d.).
Welcoming America is a national grassroot NGO that started the Welcoming
Cities and Counties initiative in 2013 to layout a platform for immigrant-welcoming
cities to share resources and best practices. All member cities’ commitments are to build
welcoming community, implement strategies to promote economic and social inclusion
for all, and engage local business, civic, religious and immigrant leaders in building a
welcoming climate. In return, member cities are aided with capacity building and
assistance to achieve their goals as welcoming cities (Who We Are, 2009). In April
2014, Clarkston’s Mayor Terry, along with city council members, signed the Welcoming
Resolution, which makes Clarkston the 29th city to join this movement (City of Clarkston,
Georgia Positions Community for Civic and Economic Success, 2014) This movement
has grown significantly since 2013, and as of April 2018, 80 cities throughout the United
States have joined the movement as “welcoming cities.”
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McDaniel further discusses one of the primary drivers of welcoming cities
movement, and that is a “shared humanity” perspective (p. 255). He explains that
Welcoming America started efforts to equate the humanity of immigrants with that of
long-term residents, and it is achieved by creating open dialogues between the two groups
to gain mutual understanding (p. 255). Immigrants’ rights organizations in Atlanta have
always been very outspoken on the issue of equal human rights for immigrants, and this
has influenced the local government (mostly on city level) in developing a positive
attitude towards immigrants. The leaders in Clarkston are also adopting a similar
perspective as human rights organizations are taking an active role in fighting for the
rights of refugees (McDaniel, 2018). McDaniel also finds that developing arenas for
dialogue between immigrants and locals is a strategy effectively utilized by Atlanta
leadership (both NGOs and local government) and has been influential as explained by
Everett (2013) that “contact is of utmost importance in reducing prejudice and promoting
a more tolerant and integrated society” as it aids in limiting tensions and conflicts
between the groups.
McDaniel states that the second driver of a welcoming city is the economic
development aspect and, more specifically, city branding, which is more of a marketing
effort as part of the larger narrative of broader economic development and growth (p.
256).
The key indicators of success on the welcoming city initiative are the city’s ability
to utilize and leverage its existing resources and expertise and to serve as “proactive
connector” in order to foster connections among the various capacity building entities
within the city from civil society organizations, faith-based organizations, educational
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entities, businesses and social enterprises and share best practices and collaborate when
needed, to serve the community holistically (p. 277).
As pointed out in McDaniel’s research, there are further needs in place-based and
comparative research in Atlanta’s suburban municipalities who joined the welcoming city
initiative, such as Brookhaven, Clarkston, Decatur and others, to “understand how
immigration transforms the region, reshaping cities and how places respond to and shape
immigration flow to the region, which will greatly enhance of immigration integration
processes and practice” (p. 276).
Aligning with the need for further research identified in McDaniel’s study, this
thesis aims to further examine Clarkston’s role as a welcoming city that contribute to its
success in refugee resettlement and integration, specifically on the roles of local
government and civic leaders as they draw upon existing successes and determine areas
of opportunities for improving refugee resettlement experience, and how they foresee
future policies and programs based on their efforts today.
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Chapter III.
Case Study Results and Discussions

This chapter presents the results and findings from all the interviews. Each
finding is analyzed, and relevant academic literatures related to the findings are
discussed. Going back to the research questions, the purpose of examining the findings is
to gain understanding on the reasons why Clarkston’s model of refugee resettlement is
successful, identify the change makers and actors and their roles in this successful efforts,
and learn more specific roles that local government and NGOs have to address the needs
of a multi-ethnic refugee community.
The first part consists of all the responses from refugees on their definitions of
successful integration to Clarkston and what makes Clarkston “special” in terms of
providing a successful resettlement for refugees from all over the globe. The second part
contains inputs and explanations from city government (Clarkston’s mayor and a city
council member) as well as from selected civic leaders (NGO leaders, resettlement
agency and volunteers) on why they think Clarkston’s refugee resettlement program is
unique.

Refugees’ Perspective on What Makes Clarkston
a Successful Anomaly on Refugee Resettlement
One of the main components of this study is to gain insights on “how Clarkston
does it” when it comes to refugee resettlement and its relevant actors. This section will
examine refugees’ take on what successful resettlement means to them, the challenges
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they faced (and are facing) in the process, and their perspectives on what makes
Clarkston unique in terms of refugee resettlement efforts.

The Definition of Successful Resettlement
To understand the full sense of refugee resettlement experience in Clarkston, the
interview subjects were first asked to define what “successful” resettlement means to
them, specific to their personal experiences. Below are some of their statements:
Yeah for us when we first came here, we were told that the first six months, like,
they (resettlement agency) are going to help with food, rent, and all that stuff, so
we did not have to work. But on the first month, my family and I wanted to work
right away, but they said no, for the first month we need to take care and go to the
doctor for checkup and stuff, get our paperwork, and other things. I was in middle
school but my brother who was older found a job through the agency in a few
months. So, for us, we can say that we are successful if we find jobs quickly, so
we do not need to ask for help anymore from the government. [Ben – Nepal]
For me, I believe that success is when we can support our family. Sometimes as
refugees, we do not get jobs right away, so it makes a lot of refugees really
stressed. [Fani-Ethiopia]
I think for refugees, we can say that we are successfully integrating into the
society if we can stand on our own two feet without asking for help from anyone.
Many of us (refugees) are proud people. Even though we have been refugees for a
long time, staying in camps, things like that, it is still extremely hard to accept
help. For example, I work here now and not in college yet because I want to
support my family. My brother postponed college too, so he can work and help.
Our mom does not work because she cannot speak English. [Atika – Myanmar]
The three respondents above have the same or similar view on what successful
resettlement means, which is the ability to be economically or financially self-sufficient,
in the quickest way possible. There is a sense that refugees are proud people who do not
like to accept handouts, despite their dire situations. It is evident from the responses
above that as soon as they arrived in Clarkston, they were laser-focused in obtaining jobs
right away, even if technically they have six months “grace periods” during which they
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receive food stamps and other government assistance. Some chose to abandon an
opportunity to attend college to work full-time. All of them said that they wanted to get
jobs as soon as they possibly can, and statistic shows that 80% of refugees in Georgia are
self-sufficient within three months of resettlement (Welcoming Refugees, n.d.)

The Challenges of Refugee Resettlement
It is also imperative to discuss challenges of refugee resettlement to understand
potential gaps and opportunities for civic leaders and stakeholders to improve. Here are
some of their responses:
I think the challenge is for older refugees to adjust to their new home. Like for my
mom, it is still hard to feel like home here in Clarkston, because of language
barrier. She cannot go places on her own, like what she was used to back home.
For me and other young people, it is much easier, of course, but still, it takes time
to adjust. Most of young people that I know, college is not easy even if there are
scholarships, because some of us did not have formal education, or some did not
go to school for years before coming here. Hard to catch up. So, lots of us ended
up just working some jobs, and do not go to college. That is a shame because
refugees are smart, and we have lots to offer to our new home in America. [Atika
– Myanmar]
The statement above sheds a light on the generational gap between older and younger
refugees and the different challenges they faced as they attempted to integrate into their
new homes. It seems the challenge for older refugees revolves around the language
barrier and logistical challenges because of it. For younger refugees, the intermittent
education they received, or lack thereof, prior to their arrival in Clarkston presented them
with impediments of not being able to thrive in schools, which caused many of them to
opt out of college and end up doing menial jobs, not realizing their full potentials.
Here is the thing. Sometimes what we (refugees) do not realize is things are much
slower back home than in America. As an example, in many African culture, time
is not of an essence. So, when we say, I will be there at nine AM, it would be
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acceptable to show up thirty minutes or even an hour later. In America, there is an
expression that ‘time is money.’ Therefore, many refugees often lose the first
three jobs that they held in Clarkston, because they do not think that being ontime means that you cannot be late even for one minute. [Loni-DRC]
I think loneliness can be a huge problem for refugees who are moving to places
like America, which is so different than home. When you had to leave your
country because of hardship, without your family, then you end up being in a
place very unfamiliar to you, especially if you don’t speak the language, and have
different culture, it is really challenging. I was worried at first because I did not
know what Clarkston is going to be like. [Jason- South Sudan]
The above statements point out the challenge of resettlement in terms of cultural
differences between their countries and the host country, where it sometimes can cost
them their jobs, which leads to stress, especially since obtaining jobs is one of the most
important measure of success as refugees, per earlier statements. Loneliness is also seen
as a form of cultural shock, especially for young refugees who came alone, with no
families, as there are no familiar people that they can confide in, and the new
environment is so different from anything they knew back home.
My experience is many times when we had good qualification from back home,
like diploma, or degree, often in America, they do not accept it. So, we had to
start again. Like myself, I was a senior secretary at Ethiopia Department of
Energy for a long time before I came here. But when I got here, my diploma is
kind of useless…and I had to work entry level job for the first few years. [Fani –
Ethiopia]
Sometimes refugees lost their documents from home, so like me, I lost my high
school diploma at the Ethiopian refugee camp, so when I came to Clarkston, I had
no paperwork that said I graduated high school. I am lucky that Refuge Coffee
hired me as barista in training, and I was lucky because I speak English fluently.
Now I am in the process of getting my GED, so I can apply to university next
year. So, this kind of things can also delay the process of integration. [Abu– North
Sudan]
The two above statements show that one of the main challenges of arriving as a refugee is
the fact that, even if they had great and valid education credentials prior to arrival, those
credentials are no longer valid or transferrable in the United States. In many cases, people
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have lost their credentials due to moving abruptly from their homes to refugee camps.
Therefore, many refugees who were doctors, professors, and other high-level
professionals are often forced to start over in their new country, often with laborintensive and low-level jobs.

Processes and Experiences in Obtaining Employment
Since self-sufficiency is considered to be the most crucial factor of successful
integration, this section shows respondents’ firsthand experiences the process of
obtaining employment as part of their Clarkston experience. Here are some of the
responses:
So, my brother and sister at that time were ready for jobs and IOM helped them
find jobs in the first month. They gave my brother and sister options of jobs
available and they can decide which one they wanted to take. I do not remember
at that time where they worked…maybe factory…but I know it was quick to get
connected with a job if we are not picky. [Bade– Nepal]
Thanks to the many refugee-owned businesses in Clarkston, finding jobs have not
been too hard for me. In addition, many non-profit organizations and resettlement
people like IOM, World Relief, and others, have been helping many refugees find
immediate jobs, and training us with ESL classes to prepare for jobs. [Atika –
Myanmar]
I was lucky because when I just came a few months ago, someone told me about
Refuge Coffee and their job training program, and I applied. They have been
amazing in increasing my confidence to do my job, not just making coffee, but to
learn other important skills. [Jason – South Sudan]
My sister used to work for Kathmandu Kitchen & Grill (Lauterbach, 2013) and
when I go there, I met AM from North Sudan. He worked at Refuge Coffee and
told me that they might have a job for me as barista in training. I just graduated
high school, so I wanted to have a job as soon as possible. He introduced me to
Kitti who owns the coffee shop and I am here now as barista in training and I like
it very much because the job training is not just to make coffee, but we plan for
our future career and how to achieve it [Bade – Nepal]
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When we came to Clarkston, a lot of organizations help people find jobs. For me,
someone I know worked at Thriftown grocery store, and she told me that there
was an opening, and that Thriftown really support hiring refugees as much as they
can, so I applied and got the job. [Cika -Nepal]
There are several key takeaways from the above interview statements: 1) Through the
efforts of many resettlement agencies (VOLAGs) such as IRC, IOM, World Relief, and
others, many refugees in Clarkston are able to obtain jobs fairly quickly, even though
they are mostly labor-intensive jobs that do not require high level of English or special
skills, as long as they are not too picky on the job type; 2) For those refugees who speak
English, NGOs like Refuge Coffee are there to provide them jobs as baristas and take it a
step further by providing ongoing support of career planning and training for their next
life goals, beyond their tenure at Refuge Coffee; 3) Due to the high numbers of refugeeowned business in Clarkston, many recent arrivals are able to obtain jobs quickly through
word of mouth and connections with other refugees; 4) Due to the rapid change of
Clarkston’s demographic the past couple of decades, American owned store such as
Thriftown also rely on refugees as their customers; therefore, they adjusted their products
to cater this new customer base, and as a result, they tend to hire refugees as employees
to serve their now extremely diverse customers.

Refuge Coffee: A Community Connector
During the interview phase, the one thing I notice was how much the words
“Refuge Coffee” were mentioned by respondents and anyone I met during site visits,
from refugees, to civic leaders, to the mayor. They all considered this NGO to be one of
the main actors in Clarkston that plays a major role in providing opportunities for newly
incoming refugees with not just jobs but a stepping stone in a form of ongoing training to
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prepare them for “what’s next” beyond their six-month “resettlement period.” I was
interested in finding out from refugees who have gone through or are currently are a part
of their training program what makes Refuge Coffee unique in the role that it plays in
refugee resettlement. Here are the responses:
Refuge Coffee not only provides job training to make a good cup of coffee, but
they also offer weekly training for us to prepare for the next career, or to achieve
our dreams. At the end of the barista class, we were asked to discuss our future,
what we want to be, and then try to set up the process to achieve these plans. For
example, for me, I want to go to college and study, so they help me figure out
what I need to do to prepare for it. [Bade - Nepal]
For me being at Refuge is not only about being trained as a barista, but I receive
skills training in customer service, managing orders, serving at events, and all
these experiences make me confident about myself, so I can dream about future
careers. I want to be a pilot one day, but for now, I make a living here at Refuge,
and I am studying for my GED, so I can apply to college next year. [Abu - North
Sudan]
Well, I know Refuge is a unique place because it is not just a coffee shop like you
see out there, but it is more of a place that connect people. In community like
Clarkston, where people are so diverse from origins to culture to religions,
etcetera, Refuge is the place everyone feel connected with. Kitti (the owner) puts
a lot of effort in making this place a community place, where everybody is
welcome no matter who they are. We also make effort to create events and
activities for the community, like my (chai making) class, game nights, holiday
market, and other things. So, yah, it is a unique place and people love it. [Loni Democratic Republic of Congo]
Refuge Coffee is different because in addition to barista training, they also
connect me with other organizations in Clarkston that help me to plan for my own
business one day. And also, they pay good wage so we can live from this wage and
I don’t have to work many jobs. [Fani - Ethiopia]
Several important indicators from the above responses are: 1) Refuge Coffee goes beyond
providing a job and the essential training that goes with the job as baristas by providing
all trainees with customized and ongoing training to prepare them for their next step in
their resettlement journey; 2) This NGO has also been referred to as “community
connector,” not only for the way it provides engaging training and collaboration with
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other NGOs to develop employees’ professional skills but for creating a welcoming,
collaborative environment through its weekly programs, such as Chai Making class,
game and trivia nights, Friendsgiving, Iftar Dinner, Holiday Market, Refuge Coffee Run,
and other initiatives, whose purpose is to create a gathering place for people of all
backgrounds to learn from each other in a casual way and to make those connections with
no agenda.
In November 2019, I attended and volunteered at Refuge Coffee’s annual
Friendsgiving celebration, where everyone is invited and asked to bring one dish from
their country of origin. It was such a fascinating sight, as there were more than a hundred
and fifty people in attendance, not only from Clarkston, but from all over Metro Atlanta
and beyond, and a huge spread of about fifty different dishes, desserts, and drinks from
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Nepal, Bosnia, India, Pakistan, Myanmar, Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq,
Iran, the Philippines, Somalia, Bhutan, and a few others.

Photo [1]

Photo [2]

Photo [3]

Figure 3. Photos from Friendsgiving, November 2019.
Source: The Author.
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Photo [1] Far left: Leon Shombana, a refugee from the DRC, who is also a customer
service coordinator at Refuge Coffee and was one of their pilot employees. The woman
on the right in Photo [1] is a long-time event volunteer at Refuge Coffee, who is from
China. Photo [2] shows Kitti Murray, the founder of Refuge Coffee. Photo [3] shows
Krishna (a refugee from Nepal) who is a pastor at a local church in Clarkston. Radhika
(women on the right) is a Bhutan refugee who sells her handmade fashion jewelry at local
farmer’s markets and attends coffee gatherings, with the help of a local NGO.

Refugees’ Perspective on Clarkston’s “Hyper” Diversity
Another important part of this research is also to gain insight on what refugees
think about their experience resettling in such a highly diverse city and whether refugees
from different backgrounds can find common ground as they resettle in one of the most
diverse populations in America. Here are some of the responses:
When I got here, I was so happy to see other Sudanese, other Africans, or just
other minorities. Honestly, this much diversity in Clarkston makes me feel good
and safe. If I was resettled to a very small town, with no diversity, maybe I would
be more shocked, and maybe I would not have a job right away. But in Clarkston,
because there are many organizations like Refuge Coffee and others who are
ready to help refugees find their place here, so many of us can get jobs almost
right away. Having a community of support and earning a decent living to support
myself are basically what I call successful integration, and being in a place where
you are not ‘sticking out’ also helps in making me feel ‘at home’ [Jason– South
Sudan]
I think Clarkston makes me feel safe because I see a lot of people who are in the
same situation as me. Before Clarkston, I was resettled in Kuala Lumpur for a few
years, and it was really hard, because I was one of the only few people who were
refugees, and I was so different compared to the majority of the people, in terms
of culture, religion, habit, and everything. [Atika-Myanmar]
It is amazing that the first time I arrived in Clarkston, the resettlement agency
took me shopping, and they brought me to Thriftown market. I never see any
grocery store in America that carry such international product, including some
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from my country. Before Clarkston, I was in New Hampshire and I was so
different than everyone else, and it was hard to adjust. So, Clarkston has helped
me adjust better to my new life, because they accept everyone, and they celebrate
everyone’s culture with no problem. [Mod – Nepal]
I just graduated from Clarkston High School this past summer (of 2019). My
favorite thing about the school is the diversity. So many students from so many
countries, so you do not feel so alone. We share stories. Many stories about the
struggle of our countries, and how we ended up here. Most of the students were
genuinely nice, but there are some who like to bully. I just stay away and ignore.
Teachers are helpful but they are so busy because there are many students to
handle. I have friends from many countries, they are Somalis, Nepalese,
Bhutanese, Ethiopia, and others. We are good friends and learn from each other’s
culture. [Sari-Nepal]
The above statements clearly show that incoming refugees view Clarkston’s “hyper”
diversity as a strength because in the 1.4 square mile radius there are over 40 nationalities
with 60 different languages, so no one ethnic group is a prevalent majority. In many
cases, any incoming refugees, no matter where they are from, are able to connect with
people from their home country, which helps in the transition process. They feel more
sense of belonging because they often see people who look like them or are from their
region, and many share the same struggles. At the bare minimum, they do not feel like
they are alone in this journey, compared to what they experienced in the much less
diverse places mentioned above.
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Photo [4]

Photo [5]

Photo [6]

Photo [7]

Photo [8]

Photo [9]

Figure 4. Photographs Illustrating Clarkston’s Diversity.
Source: The Author.

The photos above are evidence on how diverse Clarkston really is. In Clarkston
Village shopping plaza (photo 4), there are businesses catering to diverse ethnic groups
(photo 5 and 6), with an anchor grocery store, Thriftown, carrying items from different
countries and regions of the world (photo 7, 8 and 9).

“Shared Humanity” Perspective
This part of the interview focuses on whether the “shared humanity” theory based
on McDaniel’s research applies in Clarkston (McDaniel, 2018). I was lucky to have had
a chance to interview Dr. McDaniel in person, when he provided more insights on his
study of potential shared humanity dynamic between immigrants and the “natives,”
specifically in the south (P. McDaniel, interview, November 15, 2019). During my
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encounters with the refugees in Clarkston, however, I started noticing another form of the
shared humanity, surprisingly, between refugees who are resettling in this extremely
diverse city. My initial quest was to find whether there might be potential clashing
cultures between the different ethnic groups of incoming refugees, especially those who
were on “different sides of the fence” in their countries of origin, such as South and
North Sudan, Rohingya Muslim with Burmese Buddhist, and others, especially since
Clarkston is extremely diverse and is the main hub of refugee resettlement in Metro
Atlanta area. Surprisingly, the responses received clearly show that most refugees feel a
sense of camaraderie, even if they were from “competing sides” back home. Here are
some highlights of their responses:
When I first came to Clarkston, sometimes I feel a little worry about meeting
people from South Sudan because of what happened (in Sudan civil war between
Hutus and Tutsis). In the refugee camp in Ethiopia, North and South Sudanese
often fight and cause issues. They still feel like they are enemies. But when I meet
people in Clarkston, especially from South Sudan, I feel a sense of friendship
right away, and we all feel like we are all refugees from the same country and
same situation. So, it brought us together, actually. Now, we help each other like
brothers. Not just with fellow Sudanese, but like you can see, I have friends from
all over. [Abu-North Sudan]
At first, I was not sure about how I might react, or how they might. But when I
came here, I met Ali and several others from north Sudan, and we immediately
became brothers. We say to each other, that we are young generation, and we are
lucky to be in America now. We have to respect one another and treat each other
like brothers and sisters. After all, we are from the same country. Our parents may
fight, but we cannot. We have to be better and be a good example. So, now, I will
tell you, that if one of us is having trouble, the rest of us will help. And we often
get together, eat together, share our lives and knowledge. It makes me feel good
to have that community. [Jason – South Sudan]
The above two statements suggest that initially, refugees were somewhat unsure on what
would happen when they encounter other refugees from “the other side” of the conflict,
especially since the conflict between the two groups was the reason they became
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refugees. However, almost as soon as they arrived in Clarkston, seeing all the diversity
and the welcoming vibe of the city, they almost immediately feel safe and at ease, which
allows them to feel that “shared humanity,” especially with people from the same country
of origin, regardless of their prior conflicts happening in their country or even in the
transitional places like refugee camps. The shared humanity dynamic in this case is the
fact that they all feel like “they are in it together,” “they are ALL refugees,” so they share
a common thread and camaraderie. They even took it a step further by taking care of each
other and creating this special bond between refugees from the same country or region
and vowed to be better than their parents’ generations when it comes to unity and
celebrating their differences.
I came here in 2015 from Nepal refugee camp, with the help of World Relief. I
feel like local people from Clarkston are genuinely nice. Most of them welcome
me. There are some who are not so nice, of course. But mostly they are friendly
people. I like my coworkers here in the grocery store, especially coworkers who
grew up in Clarkston. They teach me a lot of things about America, and they are
very nice and seem happy that we are here in Clarkston. [Sari-Nepal]
Most of the local people in Clarkston are very nice and welcoming. I see them
mostly when I go to church. The mayor and other government people are also
very welcoming, and they make us feel like we are a part of Clarkston, even
though we come from different countries. [Ahmad – Syria]
I personally think everyone is so nice here. I know Clarkston has a lot of refugees,
but Americans living here for a long time are very understanding. They said
refugees make Clarkston better, because now everyone knows about our city. So,
there were some incidents involving racist ranting and things, that disrupted some
businesses, but the police here will come right away and take care of these types
of people. I am happy to know that this kind of behavior is not tolerated. But
again, this is very rare happening in Clarkston. [Tali- Eritrea]
The statements above show the shared humanity dynamics between refugees and local
Clarkston residence, and from their testimonies, it seems like the “locals” are, in general,
very welcoming. More importantly, refugees see the roles of Clarkston’s local
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government, including the mayor and law enforcement, as one that is intentional in
protecting and welcoming to refugees and immigrants, which makes them feel a powerful
sense of belonging in Clarkston.
Other refugees chimed in on the same topic of potential clash with people whom
they might consider “the enemy” back home:
For me, it was easy. I love being here in Clarkston because I meet so many
different people. We share food, laugh together. I have friends from everywhere,
including Eritrea, where we had quite negative history with. But it is easy to
ignore that, when we are in a place where people focus on unity, rather than
differences. I also make friends with many Americans who I meet here, from
organizations, and other places. People are usually nice. [Fani - Ethiopia]
When I was in Nepal refugee camp, I hear a lot of stories from my parents and
their friends about how bad we were treated in Bhutan, just because we were
ethnic Nepali.... They only stay within their own tribe, and not make any friends
with others. I know all about it, but I was born in the camp, and did not really
think about it too much. Especially here in America, if I see people from ‘the
other side,’ or those who may have bad history with us, I do not let it bother me. I
feel like these are all in the past. Now, in America, especially in Clarkston, I see
that there are people from all over the world, so not one person is better than the
other, and not one race is higher or more dominant than the other. Maybe that is
why I like it here a lot. [Bade – Nepal]
In my experience, education makes a difference. I am Nepalese, and in Clarkston,
there so many of us here, and we each have our own dialect, in addition to the
national language. So, sometimes I see that people do not want to mix in with
those who speak other dialect…but that is mostly the older people. Younger ones
like me, we make friends easy with anyone. Sometimes I also see people with
different religions stay away from each other, but again, we cannot change people
who are ignorant. There are people like that. I think education is key in making
sure we are better and better in this issue. [Teri – Nepal]
The above statements show similar theme from other refugees’ testimonies, that younger
refugees usually do not think much of the conflicts happening back home because for the
most part, they were born in refugee camps or other transitional places and did not
experience the conflicts firsthand. The second reason younger refugees are more open
minded is due to the role of education. It does seem that their parents and grandparents,
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who were generally uneducated, and personally experienced the brutality of war, which
often caused them to lose everything, tend to hold a lot of grudges until today, which
makes them stay within their own inner circle in Clarkston and not mingle with others,
especially those they view as “enemy.” Another statement I hear repeatedly was how
much refugees appreciate Clarkston’s high level of diversity, which helps them feel the
sense of shared humanity, that they are all in this together, and no one is better than
another.

The Social Adjustment Aspect
Social adjustment is another important aspect of a successful refugee resettlement,
as refugees are trying to build their new community in a new place. Below are some of
the responses on factors that are important in helping them adjust socially:
Well I came here and was enrolled in 8th grade (last year of middle school) and
the first year was tough because I understood English but did not speak it well and
did not know everything yet. Sometimes when the teacher talked, it was hard to
understand. But after one year, I started high school, and everything was better
because I understood more, and I got good at things, not just school stuff but also
things at home. I can help my parents with stuff because they do not speak
English, and I had more friends. So, I think time is the key. Also, I found good
friends, who came from various places, and this friendship helped me adjust
better because I felt like I found my community. [Bianca – Bhutan]
I am considered a shy person in general, so social adjustment was a bit of a
challenge. However, after a couple of years, I started making friends at school,
and they are from all over the world. My friends are Somalis, Nepalese, Iraqis,
and others. So, I think for younger people, social adjustment might be easier. For
my mom’s generation, they feel isolated, I think…because they don’t speak
English, and even though I told my mom to join free classes at the community
center, or something, she is too scared to start something. Luckily, there are other
people from Myanmar her, so she mostly spends time together with them. I think
now there are more organizations who really try to help the older people to adjust
better here. I heard that there are refugees who started nonprofits that teach
sewing and other skills. That might be helping eventually, for people who do not
go to school, to adjust here. [Keri - Myanmar]
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Well, I am lucky because I speak fluent English. So, I adjusted better and faster.
But still, I had some issues when I first came here, because sometimes I did not
know how people would react if I tell them my story, or things like that. Having a
place of work like Refuge Coffee has helped me a lot to build confidence socially,
so I think we need more organizations like that to help more people. [Jason-South
Sudan]
I am a very social person, so adjustment was not too hard (Laugh), and I spoke
English when I came here. Which is so important. I feel bad for those who had no
English skills coming here, because I cannot imagine how limiting it can be, if
you cannot order food, nor understand what to buy in grocery store. Luckily,
Clarkston is so diverse. There are places you can find things from your country,
meet people who speak the same language, and organizations that offer English
classes, African drum classes, and cultural events. Otherwise, it would have been
much more difficult for some to adjust. [Abu - North Sudan]
The common themes from the above statements are: 1) Being able to speak English
would make social adjustment easier; 2) Again, Clarkston’s extremely high diversity
seem to really help refugees in adjusting socially because many of them feel at ease in
knowing that there are others just like them, who are going through similar journey, and
this realization creates bonds between younger refugees; 3) Another mention on how
older refugees tend to stay within their own ethnic community due to lack of education
and English language ability; 4) Refugees express their appreciation of civic
organizations in Clarkston who play a major role in serving refugee population,
especially the older generations who are more isolated, and helping them with programs
such as sewing, ESL classes, and other efforts.

The Role of Educational Institutions and Volunteer Tutors
Clarkston’s public schools and a handful of non-profit private academies have
played instrumental parts in many lives of the young, school-aged incoming refugees. In
Clarkston, English classes are offered for free at local technical schools; positively, local
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police have worked to ramp up the community outreach as well (Swartz, 2015). Students
who attend the Fugees Academy take part in after-school soccer programs that give them
a sense of achievement; educators state that being a member of a team allows the
development of discipline and leadership (Swartz, 2015). Positive results have come from
the Fugees Academy, with 23 of the 29 alumni moved on to attend college after
graduating from the program, where the remaining 6 went to learn trade through Job
Corps (Swartz, 2015). Along with Fugees Academy, there is the Global Village Project,
that educates girl refugees and provides a diverse learning environment. Most students
live in Clarkston, but came from more than 10 countries, including Afghanistan, Bhutan,
Burma, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Iraq, Ivory
Coast, Syria, and Somalia (Global Village Project, 2020). A normal school day at Global
Village Project involves an intensive English Program followed by an established daily
schedule including morning meetings, “Form” grade level classes, art integration, lunch,
and a mentor program to finish the day. With their mentor program, every Form 3 student
is matched with a mentor, who is an older woman (since the Global Village Project is a
girls-only school) who continues to be with the student after she departs from GVP
(Global Village Project) and moves onto high school (2020). To summarize, Clarkston
provides different beneficial educational programs for children refugees so that they can
obtain substantial learning and education to become successful in their desired career.
Below are the responses from refugees on how the role of school or education played in
their integration process into Clarkston:
I think school is so important for refugees who are coming here. Both my son and
daughter are now successful because they had great support while in high school.
My son graduated from Morehouse College and now work for Deloitte, and my
daughter is now a sophomore in college. They both were very active in high
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school and had high marks. Even we are refugees, we usually work really hard to
get something, and schools in Clarkston really have the same goal of making our
kids have good futures. Of course, it is up to the kids. If they are lazy, they will
not be successful. But if they take every opportunity the schools provide, they will
be successful. Education is the most important thing. I work hard so my kids can
go to college. I do not regret it at all. [Fani - Ethiopia]
The role of education is so important here. For example, even though I received a
teaching credentials in Kenya, if I want to teach here in Georgia, I must get
another teaching license, and even a degree. I want to do that soon, so I can teach
again, because that is my passion in life. I am happy to know that many colleges
here in Clarkston provide opportunities for refugees to study for free. I want to
make a positive impact on children, and I can do that with teaching. [Jason –
South Sudan]
The above statements outline the importance the role of education determines success in
Clarkston. Refugees who come into Clarkston come with different goals and visions for
their future careers. Fortunately, schools in Clarkston have the same goal in providing
significant education so that refugee students can graduate and move onto established
universities and promising careers.
The middle and high school, they have different programs, like after school
programs for refugees and other foreign students. I used to attend after school
program, and they helped me with homework, practicing English and everything.
There were a lot of activities, like sports, music, and others. I joined the chorus all
through high school because I love to sing. I really enjoyed chorus and made a lot
of friends there. So, the role of school is so important. Clarkston high school has
great programs designed for refugee students, which is why many of us graduated
from high school and some can even continue to college. [Bade-Nepal]
The middle and high school level public-schools in Clarkston are able to provide Bade
with educational experience that allow him to flourish. Clarkston’s public-school system
develops and inspires young refugees to achieve their dreams.
Bade is currently a first-year student at Georgia State University Clarkston
campus, and plan to enroll in dental hygiene program, with the goal of becoming a
dentist, where he plans to give back to Clarkston community.
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Through my interview with Bade, I was introduced to his good friend, Abu, from
North Sudan. I approached Abu after finishing his shift at Refuge Coffee, where he has
been working as barista for the past two years. Abu was born in North Sudan, but after
Sudan civil war in the nineties, he and the family were forced to flee to Ethiopia, and they
lived in the refugee camp for about fifteen years. He has two younger brothers and one
younger sister. His youngest brother passed away due to unidentified water borne illness
caused by unsanitary condition at the refugee camp. With the help of IOM, Abu, his
single parent, and remaining siblings were resettled in Clarkston in 2017. Upon arrival,
his younger brother and sister were enrolled in Clarkston’s public schools. Abu, however,
had to take another route:
I was educated in refugee camp in Ethiopia and graduated high school, but
because we moved around within camp, when I was resettled in the US, I cannot
find my diploma and it was hard to obtain the copy from the refugee camp school.
But I am already 23 so I cannot go back to high school here. I will take GED this
year and hope to continue to college if possible. Here many good organizations
help me with preparing for GED, like the books and other materials. It is quite
different than even high school in the (refugee) camp. I also get help to prepare
and study for GED. I hope to pass it this year, so I can go to college in September
2020. I think education will be the key to my success here. Definitely. No doubt.
Hope I can achieve my dream of becoming a pilot. [Abu-North Sudan]
His story shows the typical obstacle faced by many refugees who came from refugee
camps, and that is lost documents and credentials. Until today, there are no other ways to
verify one’s education unless there is a piece of paper that proves it. Therefore, many
refugees are forced to repeat their education upon arrival, which is what happened with
Abu. It seems that many NGOs have been instrumental in helping him through this
process, which he appreciates. I also notice that many young refugees in Clarkston have
high hopes and goals for their future, and they credit that hope to the many change
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makers and educational facilities in Clarkston who have been helping them achieve these
dreams.
Another question was on challenges for school-aged children and teenagers in
adjusting within school setting and how they find help, and here are some of the
responses:
When my brother first attended school in Clarkston, he used to fight a lot with
other kids. Sometimes kids pick on him. The school is so big, so it was quite
different from the camp school. We did not know there are school counselors, so
he did not reach out. After one year, he was better because he started to make
friends. His grades improved after having tutors from local nonprofit
organizations help him. [Abu-North Sudan]
I was shy, so I did not join clubs or things in school. I also did not take advantage
of school counselor, in helping with college application, or things like that.
Maybe that was because I knew I was not ready to apply. The public school here
is great and helpful to immigrants and refugees, more so than other areas in
Atlanta, I heard. But still, the school is so big with thousands of students, so it is
still hard to help every single person. I think those non-profits who come to
apartments and tutor students are doing an excellent job because they help when
the schools cannot. [Keti-Myanmar]
For the above refugees, receiving extra tutoring assistance from NGOs enabled them to
improve their grades, and it speaks to the fact that while Clarkston public school system
has done a great job in attempting to assist all students, they simply can not help
everyone due to the large numbers of students. Therefore, the added guidance and
helping hand that the NGOs provide outside school really make a significant difference.
I met two young men while waiting for my son’s volunteer tutoring session at one
of the apartments in Clarkston, and they agreed to chat with me:
For me, when I was in high school and just moved here from Afghanistan, the
school really helped with anything I need. I usually am the one who is involved in
activities, ask questions when I needed help, things like that. So, it was a pleasant
experience overall for me. But still, I needed extra help, so the tutoring help I
received from local non-profits really allowed me to improve my grades and gave
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me confidence about school. [Arshad-Afghanistan -Clarkston High School
alumni]
I am from Somalia, and sometimes I feel like it was hard to understand the
teacher, and the materials. I did get a lot of Saturday tutoring from volunteers,
which helped me improved my grades. But sometimes there were issues with kids
who are bullies and things like that. I do not pay attention. I make some friends
that I like, and go to library, community center to learn dancing, and other fun
things. There are a lot of free things we can get here in Clarkston! [Bola-SomaliaClarkston High School alumni]
Again, the above statements are testaments to how important the role of volunteer tutors
are for school-aged refugee children in Clarkston. Most of them rely fully on volunteer
tutors to help them through school. Another important note here is that the facilities such
as public library and community centers do an excellent job in providing access and
resources for Clarkston refugee community to learn and have fun.

The Role of City Government and Civic Organizations in the Eyes of Refugees
One of the main thesis questions is to discover the roles of Clarkston city
government and civic organizations in ensuring success of refugee resettlement, and
while refugee respondents have indicated their positive take on how the city and civic
leaders make a difference in their Clarkston experience from the previous interviews
above, below are more specific examples:
I was dreaming to start my own business one day, and now I am in the planning
for that, thanks to the help from Friends of Refugees (About Friends of Refugees,
n.d.) and their collaboration with StartME (Start:ME Atlanta, n.d.) program. I am
lucky because my son is now a successful person, working for Deloitte, after
graduating from Morehouse College with scholarship. My daughter is a first-year
student at Georgia Southwestern University. So, I think that is a measure of
success. And we were able to achieve it because there are programs that helped
us, from scholarship, to non-profit help. But we do not take things for granted. We
use the help as a tool to help us succeed, so we can pay back with our success.
[Fani – Ethiopia]

50

Part of Refuge Coffee employee training is that we teach these important values
and culture of America, specifically the work ethic culture, so they understand
these values and can adapt quickly. So, this kind of things can make a difference
between success and failure. Refuge is one of the few non-profit organizations, I
think, that provides training on how to achieve our career goal, and how to adapt
in order to achieve success. [Loni – Democratic Republic of Congo]
Since working at Refuge Coffee, it has taught me to be more tolerance. My
coworkers are from many various places, and our training includes cultural
understanding. [Abu-North Sudan]
I like Refuge because it also promotes the sense of community, respect, and unity.
[Lana-Philippines]
Clarkston Community Center helps a lot of refugees by providing a lot of free
activities, such as ESL classes both for young people and senior citizens, and
many specific programs for women, older people, and the little ones. My mom
learns English and enjoy some afternoons with other older people in painting class
and other things. It keeps her busy and helps her integrate into the community.
[Ahmad-Syria]
For me, New American Pathways has helped a lot. From helping with my start
here, like getting my driver’s license, to housing, to jobs. [Jason-South Sudan]
Clarkston city government has been amazing in helping us because it provides a
wonderful place for refugees to live. I owned my business two years after I moved
to Clarkston, and it was quite easy to get it started because people from the city
government was so patience in helping me fill out forms and all the paperwork. I
also see many other refugee-owned businesses in this small city of less than two
square miles. You will notice as you walk around. Many stores cater to all types
of people. It is amazing. I feel good to be here. [Chandra-Bhutan]
I am happy with Clarkston government because I feel they support refugees a lot.
For example, they support all cultural celebrations, and all religious celebrations.
This is the first city that I have been in the US where the mayor and city councils
attend Iftar community dinner and many cultural celebrations from different
countries. When I was in Maryland, the city government was not as involved in
refugee efforts. [Muhmin-Rohingya Refugee]
I like all the new sidewalks that the city government is building right now. It
makes Clarkston so beautiful and easy to walk around. I do not have cars, and
most refugees do not either, so being able to walk around safely in the city is so
important. I think the mayor and their employees continue to improve Clarkston
and they make huge improvements to the city. [Asra-Bosnia]
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All the comments above truly show the respondents’ high regards of Clarkston’s city
government as well as the various civic organizations in helping them not only to survive
but to thrive in their new home. From the government effort in making Clarkston more
walkable, and their above and beyond efforts in helping refugees obtain business license
and start their businesses, to all the NGOs mentioned above who play instrumental roles
in helping refugees become entrepreneurs, or providing niche services to older
demographics, to helping them find jobs and housing. All these civic leaders and actors
seem to have taken such active roles in ensuring that refugees thrive in Clarkston.
To summarize, here are the important takeaways from the interviews with refugees:
1. Refugees consider themselves successful when they can be economically selfsufficient and no longer needing aid. They are proud people and do not like to
receive handouts.
2. It is the general consensus that the high level of diversity in Clarkston is viewed
as a major contributor in making their transition into their new lives easier,
because they share the same struggles and experiences and know that they are not
alone in the journey, they feel more empowered.
3. Some who experienced temporary stays in transitional cities in the U.S. and
abroad prior to their arrival in Clarkston confirmed that Clarkston is the best place
for them to resettle compared to the previous city because of the high level of
diversity. In this scenario, they also see the highest level of engagements from
NGOs and local government, which helps make their transition smoother.
4. There is a sense of “shared humanity” among incoming refugees, often those who
are from “competing sides” back home. They feel a special bond because they
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shared the refugee stories, experience, journey, and struggle. They even vow to
take care of each other. Another shared humanity dynamic is between incoming
refugees and Clarkston’s native residents.
5. There are generational gaps when it comes to their refugee experience in
Clarkston. Most of the younger refugees feel like they are able to move on, start
over in Clarkston, get along with everyone and are excited for what’s to come,
whereas the older generations often feel trapped and isolated. They still feel
threatened and upset when they encounter people from back home who they view
as “enemies,” mostly because they personally experienced the brutality of
conflicts, whereas their children and grandchildren were born in refugee camps
after the conflict, so they are far removed from the bad things that started their
refugee journeys. As a result, they tend to stay home, hang out only with their
tribe, and do not try to integrate into their new lives in Clarkston.
6. Most refugees give high praises to Clarkston city government, starting with the
mayor and everyone at city hall, because they come up with ways to include
refugees and immigrants at the table and make it easy for refugees to obtain
business licenses, proven by the high numbers of refugee entrepreneurs in
Clarkston. The government is also viewed positively in making Clarkston a better
place to live by improving infrastructure such as pocket parks, streetscapes and
new sidewalks, making Clarkston a total walkable city that attracts new
opportunities and makes the city a more desirable place to call home.
7. Refugees rely heavily on NGOs such as Refuge Coffee, Friends of Refugees, New
American Pathways, and many others to improve their lives beyond the initial six
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month resettlement “grace period,” from taking ESL classes to finding jobs,
receiving free after school tutoring, and offering many other useful services that
make their transitions into Clarkston easier.

Clarkston City Government’s Perspective on Refugee Resettlement
Interview with Clarkston’s Mayor Ted Terry
As I started visiting and volunteering in Clarkston over four years ago and
noticing all the economic, socio-cultural, and demographic transformations in this unique
and diverse city, one thing that stood out the most was the leadership Clarkston’s Mayor
Ted Terry. He was elected in 2013 as the youngest mayor in Clarkston’s 135-year
history, with 53% of the votes, and re-elected in 2017 with 59% of the votes (“Ted Terry
(politician),” 2020). During his leadership, this 37-year old mayor piloted several
initiatives, such as becoming the first city in Georgia to raise the minimum wage to
$15/hour for city employees, making Election Day a holiday, and decriminalizing simple
marijuana possession (“City of Clarkston,” n.d.). Within his first year in office, Mayor
Terry along with members of the Clarkston City Council passed a “Welcoming
Resolution, committing the city to building a welcoming and neighborly community in
which diverse residents, including immigrants, are welcome, accepted and integrated.”
(Dormegnie, 2014) He also has been piloting various innovative new models around
community policing, tiny house developments and micro-farming, as well as committing
Clarkston to a goal of 100 percent clean energy by 2050 (T. Terry, interview, October 1,
2020). To this day, Mayor Terry continues to support initiatives to empower residents to
get more involved and collaborate with local government.
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Most Clarkstonians call him Mayor Ted, and unlike other cities’ mayors, he has
opted out from having an office at Clarkston City Hall and instead does all his duties in
the community. Locals spot him working at Refuge Coffee, various local restaurants, and
parks to foster direct connections with his constituents and neighbors. He is known for
his casual look, with signature red canvas sneakers, and I bear witness to the fact that he
personally responds to Instagram messages from people like me, asking for a few minutes
of his time. I was beyond ecstatic to find out that he replied to my Instagram message
almost right away and kindly connected me with his scheduler, who immediately set up
the appointment.
I arrived at Refuge Coffee at 7:45 AM in a crisp fall day, and at around 8:15 AM,
I noticed the arrival of Mayor Ted in his “GA Welcomes Refugees” t-shirt, a pair of
jeans, and his signature red canvas sneakers. He ordered a cup of joe and a pastry from
the coffee truck outside and gave me a hand signal while saying, “I will be right there!”
As we got settled, I thanked him for his willingness to set aside time to chat with me to
highlight Clarkston and all of the actors that play a role in the city’s uniqueness of being
the most diverse square mile in America for my thesis project. He graciously said,
“Definitely! I want to always amplify Clarkston, our collective stories and our message.”
Below, I highlight Mayor Terry’s testimonies on several points of discussion on what he
thinks make Clarkston a success story as a welcoming city, especially from refugee
resettlement standpoints.

Welcoming City Resolution. In 2009, a grassroot movement started by Welcoming
America, with a mission “to support the many diverse communities and partners who are
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leading efforts to make their communities more vibrant places for all” (Who We Are,
2009). The organization supports municipalities and community organizations at local
levels to become more inclusive toward immigrants, refugees, and all residents. I asked
Mayor Terry how he became involved in this movement and the purpose, and here is his
response:
When I was elected mayor in 2013, there was a moratorium on refugee
resettlement imposed by the previous mayor. So one of the very first things I did
was working with this initiative called “Welcoming America” and along with my
newly formed city council members, in 2014, we signed our declaration to be a
“Welcoming City”, where we committed to building a welcoming community
where diverse residents, including refugees and immigrants are welcomed,
accepted and integrated into Clarkston.
The above statement clearly shows that one of the most important initiatives in Mayor
Terry’s agenda as soon as he took office was to officially make Clarkston a welcoming
place for all residents, including refugees and immigrants. Cancelling the previous
administration’s moratorium on refugee resettlement and signing the official Welcoming
City Resolution a few months into taking office solidified this commitment.

The Goals and Motivation of Clarkston as a Welcoming City. The subsequent question
was on the reason behind his decision to make Clarkston an official Welcoming city and
the goals. Here is the response:
The overall goal is to make all Clarkston residence thrive in all aspects and proud
to call Clarkston home. Since more than half of our residents are refugees and
immigrants, successful integration, more than assimilation, is the goal. Successful
integration to refugees mostly means self-sufficiency. I know this from talking to
so many of our incoming refugee residents. They want to stand on their own two
feet. I’m worried about the overuse of the term “assimilation”, because I think
there are aspects of American culture, if you will, that you can adapt to and adopt
without sacrificing your own culture, your religion and your language and your
core aspects of who you are from where you came from completely. What we
have tried to promote in Clarkston is not that everyone here must be an American.
It is more of everyone here has their unique cultural and national experiences, and
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their personal experiences to bring new values to the city and those should be
respected, valued, and recognized.
The tone of the statement seems to suggest that refugees and immigrants are the focus
around the welcoming city initiative because more than half Clarkston residents are of
those demographics. Aligned with what refugees thought about what it means to integrate
successfully, the mayor also confirmed that refugees mostly equate successful integration
with the ability to support their families financially. Therefore, economic development is
one of the motives of the welcoming city, from the government’s standpoint. Secondly,
the mayor sees successful integration when the city creates an environment in which
refugees and immigrants feel safe to be themselves, celebrate their cultures and
languages, and still be productive members of Clarkston.

Challenges of Clarkston as a Welcoming City
Right this moment, I am feeling the most supported than ever before, because we
have come a long way from my first mayoral election. In 2013, when I pitched
this platform of making Clarkston an official ‘welcoming city’, I took a lot of
sh** for that, from some people in local government. Remember, I only won by
such a narrow margin, which tells me that basically, at that time, Clarkston was at
a crossroad, like a juncture. We can either go backwards or we go forward. By a
2% super narrow margin, we have slightly more people (literally by a couple of
dozens) in Clarkston who want to move forward and not backwards, and here I
am. Those who did not want Clarkston to be more welcoming have mostly moved
out of the area.
The current challenge that came from Trump administration’s anti-immigrant
rhetoric is mostly the fact that when refugee admission is significantly reduced,
many of the civic organizations and resettlement agencies are forced to downsized
or even closed their doors; which means that the current refugees residing in
Clarkston would be affected in terms of receiving less resources and assistance
they need in order to resettle smoothly in Clarkston.
Our city government does not have members of the staff whose sole task is to
oversee our welcoming city initiative for our immigrant and refugees’
demographics. Often, our city council members must roll up their sleeves and lead
some of the initiatives from immigrant and refugee inclusion standpoint.
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The above statements show the initial challenge as the mayor attempted to make
Clarkston an official welcoming city, which came from previous mayors and their city
leaders, which he overcame when he won the election by a narrow margin, and it seems
that the changing demographics in Clarkston with more foreign born residence than
locals has allowed for more support of this initiative. However, the mayor also stated that
the current Trump administration’s anti-immigrant policies has also presented with a
challenge of keeping Clarkston’s promise as a welcoming city. During my research in
late 2019, I found that many federally-funded resettlement agencies such as World Relief
closed their Atlanta operations entirely in September 2019 (after 40 years of solid
operations in Clarkston and Metro Atlanta), the IRC reduced its workforce, and New
American Pathways operated on a fifth of its original $5M budget and cut more than six
workers (Atlanta Journal Constitution, 2019, para 5). These resettlement agencies have
played a key role in assisting incoming refugees in Atlanta, many of whom ended up in
Clarkston, with everything from providing initial cash assistance to finding jobs. The
roles of NGOs and civic organizations are even more crucial given the fact that city
government does not have the budget to hire dedicated staff who oversee immigrant and
refugee welcoming initiatives.
Why Refugees Tend to Integrate Successfully in Clarkston
I think part of the paradigm of refugee resettlement is that, people know that
being in that category of legally being called a ‘refugee’, that you’re in a group of
almost 20 million people around the world and there’s not enough countries that
receive refugees, especially in recent years. Thus, it has an exceedingly small
percentage of chance that one might be selected after being carefully vetted with
long and winding process. So, there is definitely some sort of a ‘built in’ kind of
humility and gratefulness of families that come to Clarkston because most of
these folks legally could not go home and they literally cannot go anywhere else.
That said, I see that most of the refugees are eager to do whatever it takes to feel a
sense of belonging in their new home, as they are so grateful to be selected. Often,
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only one person out of the whole immediate family that received ‘the lottery’, as
many of them put it, and they will do whatever it takes to settle down and make
some pathways for their families in the future for the possibility of joining them
here in Clarkston.
The above statement shows that since refugees and displaced people are on the
rise all over the world, those who can get the “golden ticket” to be resettled in places like
America considere themselves extremely lucky, like winning a lottery. Therefore, the
common theme of refugees resettling in Clarkston is that they see it as an opportunity of a
lifetime; thus, they tend to do whatever it takes to make it in Clarkston. They work hard,
put their head down, and persevere. Despite Trump’s anti-immigrant rhetoric, refugees
would still flourish in Clarkston and here is Mayor Terry’s observation:
Well, I think Trump administration’s policies are against our values as a country.
However, I think regardless of who the president is between one administration of
the next, I think people around the world still genuinely regard America as the
land of opportunity. Absolutely. I honestly haven’t traveled enough, but you
know, you hear enough from countries where refugees come from and what you
hear is oppression, you hear extreme discrimination, there are open acts of
violence, often perpetrated by the government, based on who they are or how they
pray.
When they come to Clarkston, suddenly, all those horrific conditions, which were
parts of their conditioning where they came from now have been released. It is no
longer part of their lives. Here, they can be who they want to be. And I think it
creates a certain amount of space and freedom. I would say that being here does
not solve all their problems, because we all know that even America is not
without problems. But the scale is different. Here, the potential problems would
be trying to fit in or trying to find a job within a certain amount of time, as
opposed to “if I stay here, I’ll die, or I’ll be in prisons.”
Between myself as the mayor and then just the groups I work with in Clarkston,
such as non-profits, resettlement agencies, we are still encouraged to keep going
in our efforts of continuing to make Clarkston a welcoming place for anyone.
Mayor Terry continued to show that because refugees came from such horrible
conditions, often perpetrated by the government, they were so grateful when they arrived
in Clarkston, because their worry is no longer a life and death situation, so they can start
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over and have a relatively “normal” life, with the typical “first world problems” such as
finding suitable jobs or trying to fit in. The city’s declaration and tangible efforts (laid out
in the next part of the interview) of making the city a welcoming place certainly help
refugees feel welcomed, regardless of the federal government’s stance on immigration.

Efforts to Solidify Clarkston as Welcoming City to All
1. Focusing on the shared humanity dynamics by leveraging refugees’ multiethnicity as a bridge to unite all Clarkston residents
I think it is becoming more imperative for local government and change makers to
make the transitions for refugees and immigrants to be seamless and supportive.
We recognize that most refugees come from very traumatic experiences and some
endure it for a long time before arriving here. We try to encourage the elements of
home which will help with that transition, that will help heal the trauma. I am
sure you are aware that a lot of resettlement agencies that are approaching things
in practical way, like, you are going to learn English, we are going to get you a
job, etc. However, we also highly encourage you to celebrate your religious
holidays, connect with people of the same culture who are here, etc.
I think the major part of successfully integrating into the new society is for us to
allow these multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society to flourish in their new
adopted home. Which is why from the city standpoint, I make sure that we, as a
city, place a huge importance in observing the various cultural and religious
holidays from around the world. Our annual Clarkston Culture Fest, for example,
has grown so much that it required a bigger venue for the past couple of years. It
is a festival that highlight the best of what Clarkston has to offer, and to share it
with others. Our theme is: “Educate, Appreciate, Celebrate.” People joined the
fun as they gained education of the cultural diversity within Clarkston. Festival
goers also gained appreciation of the various foods, music, languages, vendors,
and activities.
Every year, Refuge Coffee hosts an annual Iftar celebration where communities
are invited to breakfast together during Ramadhan. We hope that these activities
will increase tolerance and understanding between cultures, religions, etc. So,
these organizations, alongside us, as government, have unified message on what
Clarkston is all about, which is a welcoming city for all.
For example, I attended the celebration of the bonfire of Helena (Meskel, 2019),
an Eritrean tradition, like two weeks ago. It was so much fun and many people in
the community turned up. I think in the past, the mayor I ran against, chose to
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stick with a rhetoric of, “they’re causing problems and that’s really dangerous.” I
am trying to change that.
Along with other community leaders, and local and long-term Clarkston residents,
who are still living in the city, I try to encourage them to be a part of it, embracing
all the diversity that makes us unique. Only in these types of events the ‘locals’
get to meet new people, talk to them in casual setting, and I hope they encounter
that all these people want the same things as Americans; safe place to live, ability
to support family and give them the best opportunities in life.
Again, Mayor Terry emphasized the importance of allowing refugees to celebrate
their own cultures, languages, and norms as part of their integration process. Instead of
molding them to assimilate into American ways of life, the city government is intentional
in leveraging the extremely diverse ethnicities and cultures to create the shared humanity
dynamic between refugees and local and long-term Clarkston residents. When the city
mayor and officials attend and support those cultural celebrations and encourage ALL
residents to show up and be a part of them, the city hopes that connections are made and
conversations happen that will lead to shared humanity, in which locals and new residents
would develop understanding, empathy, and tolerance based on their shared value as
human beings.
2. Using leaders’ voice to be the advocate for refugees
One of the most important things we need to recognize as leaders is to understand
that the words that we use are immensely powerful. Words can move whole
groups people to go to war just based on words alone. We can look at history and
see how Hitler moved Germany into Nazi-ism through his words. The genocide in
Rwanda was brought on by my words spread via radio stations. The Rohingya
Muslim versus Burmese government rhetoric were widespread via Facebook
postings. We see it right now in our country; when words used are those that
promote fear and division from our leader of the highest office. So, on the flip
side of that, it is as powerful when leaders talk about compassion and welcoming,
which is why we choose to continue to use our words and actions to be the
testament of our welcoming attitude.
If I was the kind of politician that was like, we’ve got to build a wall, we
shouldn’t take any more refugees because they are all causing nothing but
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problems, of course it would certainly cause angst and anxiety amongst our new
Americans and newcomers.
Please understand that I would be lying if I said there were not problems, but they
are not the problems that would make you say no more refugees. The potential
problems are mostly on the issues around integration. Our country has always
been welcoming and integrating. This is our history.
Mayor Terry sees his platform as mayor to be extremely crucial in setting the
right tone for Clarkston and how the city responds to its rapidly changing demographics.
Despite the nativist rhetoric from President Trump’s administration, he believes that his
voice matters when it comes to Clarkston. While he admits that there are potential issues
around integration in such a multi-ethnic society, local government should continue to
amplify the message of compassion and welcoming as it would allow its residents to also
evolve and focus on what unites them.
Collaborations with NGOs and Resettlement Agencies
Well, it is multi-layer. First, when the resettlement agencies receive grants from
federal government, they utilize these grants to do the initial resettlement process,
which include initial housing assistance, getting them assigned to a case worker,
English classes, job placement, school placements for kids, and things of that
nature. These resettlement agencies are the gateways where refugees and
immigrants receive orientation. It is like their “Welcome to America” package.
We conduct quarterly meetings with these agencies, just discuss kind of the
numbers that are coming in, and you know, to set up coordination on
coordination. This last fiscal year, the majority of refugees came from the Congo,
Eritrea, Myanmar, Afghanistan, and Ukraine.
The first layer, the resettlement agencies, only take care of the first six months of
the transition, from providing initial housing to food stamps, tec. That is the why
it is so important that we have a partnership with NGOs who cater to the second
layer, which is ongoing support.
Clarkston, being a really small city, only granted $6 million annual budget. One
of the first things I did when I became mayor, was to plan to grow the size of the
city. So far, we have had two of the annexation legislations to grow the size of the
city. When I first came in, our budget was $3 million, and the annexation
referendum was hugely supported by the residents that people voted yes. So, we
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grew from 1.4 square miles to almost three-square mile. And then we would have
a little bit more of a larger footprint to serve more residents with a potentially
bigger budget.
So, the roles of other NGOs like Friends of Refugees, Refuge Coffee, Clarkston
Community Center, and others, are really meaningful, because these NGOs are
finding more tangible ways to continue providing ongoing support, beyond the
initial six months resettlement program, like job training, skills training, tutoring,
entrepreneurship assistance, and others, so these newcomers can eventually thrive,
not just survive. Therefore, I fully support these NGOs in any way that I can, and
I try to be as actively involved personally, with some of them, through
volunteering and other efforts.
The detailed statements above suggest that Clarkston’s city government
collaborates closely with voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) and NGOs to coordinate
logistics and ensure that newly incoming refugees in Clarkston are assisted properly. The
“layers” mentioned above seem to be in accordance to what the refugees informed me of
their resettlement process. He also stressed the importance of NGOs such as Refuge
Coffee, Friends of Refugees, and many others, in their roles in resettlement process
because they provide further and continuing service to refugees BEYOND the initial six
months resettlement assistance by the agencies. Therefore, Mayor Terry fully supports
the work of local NGOs whose mission is to help refugees integrate successfully in
Clarkston. An important note is the Mayor’s effort to increase the city’s budget to serve
its growing population via annexation referendum, which more than doubled the city size
since he took office. The increase would allow for more budget to support the welcoming
city initiative.

Infrastructure Work to Support Welcoming City Initiative
So, infrastructure and housing have been our biggest investments. As you know,
our town was designed in the 1970s, you know, with small sidewalks. We are
currently at about halfway through our $30 million project where we are building
streetscapes, expanding the bike trail, restoring the wetlands, creating pocket
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parks…so basically creating a more pedestrian friendly city because the majority
of our residents walk to transit stops. That was a huge issue that we have heard in
survey after survey we ask people for years. It is not safe to walk here. There are
too many kids. We need safer ways for people to walk the whole city. This is
going to be a game changer because it will position Clarkston to be a destination
where visitors can see the future of America, with mobility and multiculturalism.
Of course, the other important thing that we found is housing accessibility. So, we
have been approved for housing developments. One of which is our collaborations
with Microlife Institute to build a cottage or tiny home development (Clarkston The Cottages on Vaughan Community Overview, n.d.). It has been approved and
we broke ground, so upon completion, it would be the first tiny home
development in Clarkston, and the one of the pioneers for this project in Metro
Atlanta. Other projects include an affordable apartment complex and a senior
housing facility. We also have a townhome project, which is a little bit more
expensive, but we use part of the money that we negotiated with the rezone to put
into an affordable housing trust so we can help people with down payment
assistance.
Since I have been visiting Clarkston for the past four years almost every week, I
personally have witnessed all the changes in infrastructure, including the latest 6.5
million dollar “streetscape” project that would increase the walkability and fully
transform the city’s aesthetic value with wider pedestrian walkways, street arbors, new
bus stops, bike paths, and other improvements. These major improvements are expected
to attract more visitors, businesses, and elevate Clarkston economically (Green, 2018).
Since breaking ground in 2018, I was able to see most of it completed in the Fall of 2019,
and it does seem like the city has been transformed the way Mayor Terry had envisioned.
I also had a chance to tour the first tiny housing development in Clarkston, where the city
collaborated with Microlife Institute, and the project is expected to be completed in mid2020. This affordable housing initiative, priced from 99K, is one of many that are in the
plans to provide a level playing field for all residence of Clarkston to own affordable
housing (Clarkston - The Cottages on Vaughan Community Overview, n.d.)
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Identifying Programs for Clarkston’s Underrepresented Refugee Demographics to Create
More Inclusivity
Well, in Clarkston, we see a lot of multi-generational families resettled here and
the gap is huge.
I would say in terms of adjustment levels, certainly the younger people, the
refugees, adjust a lot more readily. They are young, and for the most part, they do
not remember the war or even experienced it the way their parents did. When you
look at the public schools in Clarkston, they are as diverse as the population. You
have kids who come from, you know, different continents. For the most part, they
are friends, they are all part of the same soccer team, and such. You would see
kids who are friends with each other who probably would never have been
otherwise.
My thought is that the older generation basically said, I have been through a lot. I
am glad that my family’s safe. That is the goal. And then of course, you know,
mom and dad must provide for the family. The ‘second’ generations usually are
ones who find any jobs that will take them, chicken factory, anything. For the
third generation, they adapt quickly, they speak English fluently, they make
friends easily.
You also have to understand the situations in their origin. People adjust
differently depending on where they are from. For example, for the most part, the
Syrians got driver’s license within the first couple of days, because they were
used to driving back home. Whereas someone from Burma and Nepal have been
living at camps their entire lives and never drove.
Some of the initiatives I am trying out for those demographics who are not as
mobile or more limited is to give them some skills that might correspond with
what they used to do back home. We have an organization called Global Growers
and we are starting our own city urban agriculture program. The goal is to create a
mini farm for refugee families especially from underrepresented ethnic or cultural
group to work. We have vast agricultural knowledge from five continents, you
know, here in Clarkston, and I want to cultivate that. You want to create the little
of the legal space for people to have their own farm, by way of edible
landscaping, like one on that corner there, it will soon be an edible landscaping.
With this program, the ultimate goal is for the city to support it so that one day the
city sponsored agricultural programs are producing so much food that anyone in
Clarkston who needs food can go ahead and grab them, and sell the excess to
wholesalers, and any money that comes from that, is put back into the system.
What I notice from the above statements is that his observation on refugees’
generational gaps and the need for niche programs catered to older and other
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underrepresented refugee demographics is in line with the observations of refugee
respondents. I was quite impressed with the Global Grower initiative mentioned above,
based on Mayor Terry’s observation about how adult refugees resettling in Clarkston
mostly have advanced agricultural knowledge due to their previous livelihood as farmers
and growers. The city urban mini farm would provide this demographic a platform to
cultivate their skills while solving food security issue for all Clarkston residents. If this
program comes to fruition, it would definitely be the first of its kind in the Metro Atlanta
area.
The Ultimate Goal of Clarkston as a Welcoming City
Overall, we are trying to prioritize the things that kind of that matter. Less
superficial things and more things that are fun! What is more fun than having
fruits and veggies grown in the way and from the places that all of our refugees
come from, and we can enjoy it together as a community, with diverse culture,
attire, spices, and all. Therefore, I am a huge supporter of Refuge Coffee and
other enterprises like it. These organizations not only provide employment and
training, but also are true community hubs. Refuge Coffee is basically THE spot
where people come together.
The long-term goal is to create a space where Americans; white, black, Hispanic
Americans can interact with new Americans from all these countries, in a small
city of Clarkston, and experience the world the way they never would have
otherwise. As you probably know, Americans are one of the least traveled people
in this world. If we can encourage ourselves to travel one step outside of our
comfort zone and when we are a bit uncomfortable, you begin to realize, wow,
these people, and most people, are just like me. We all want the same things; to
provide a good and safe environment for our kids, to provide financially, to have
security in a place we call home.
The above statement suggests that the mayor’s ultimate goal for Clarkston is to be
the place where its residents experience the ultimate shared humanity, by learning from
each other, celebrating cultural, ethnic, and other differences, and united in our shared
human value, that we all want the same things. With this shared value, it is hoped that
people of Clarkston would grow together and advance in all aspects, including economic
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development. While the idea seems utopian, based on my years of observations, and more
intensely in the past few months due to this research project, I have seen a lot of the
above efforts being implemented and achieved; therefore, I do not think the Mayor is
overstating his statements above. One thing I do notice is that the focus of Clarkston’s
welcoming city initiative seems to be on its refugee demographics and not on minority
groups of local Clarkston residents. Unfortunately, my limited time during this research
did not allow me to dig deeper into reaching out to non-refugee demographics, such as
African Americans, Hispanics, and Caucasians who have lived in Clarkston to find out
whether the welcoming city initiative benefits them.
Interview with Councilwoman Yterenickia "YT" Bell
Councilwoman Bell was elected in 2017, and since has served alongside Mayor
Terry and other city council members. Her main purpose for Clarkston is “to create a
sense of community, increase safety, and create inclusion where everyone is included and
know that they're enough to keep Clarkston progressing forward.” (About YT, n.d.) I
contacted the councilwoman via email and she immediately agreed to speak with me
about this project. However, her schedule had gotten increasingly busy because she was
running for Georgia Senate seat for District 41. Despite her extremely busy schedule, she
was so gracious in taking the time to have our interview done over the phone. This
section will explore some highlights from this interview and provide key takeaways on
the councilwoman’s take on Clarkston’s role as welcoming city for all, including both
successes and opportunities.

The Motivation and Purpose of Clarkston as a Welcoming City
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I think what motivates Clarkston to be a welcoming city is the fact that over the
past four decades, the city has evolved to be one of the most diverse communities
in the United States, and we, the city government, need to have an official
commitment that shows Clarkston as a welcoming place for all.
The Welcoming City Resolution is not simply something we take lightly. We do
not see it as some type of marketing or branding effort to put us on the map. Yes,
we want our city to have a healthy and robust economic development for all its
residents, but we want to invest in efforts that result in all residents of Clarkston
feeling the sense of home and belonging, so they can be proud to call Clarkston
home.
What I find interesting from the above statement is her take on what motivates the
efforts of making Clarkston an official Welcoming City, and her theory seems to counter
the “city branding” theory laid out by McDaniel. The councilwoman suggests that their
decision to sign the Welcoming City Resolution is not a gimmick or a marketing and
branding effort to highlight the city’s diversity. Rather, it is a much more holistic
motivation, which stems from the fact that Clarkston has been a very diverse place,
especially in the last couple of decades, and there is a need from the government’s
standpoint to make it an official welcoming city to allow its residents to have the sense of
home and belonging. Since the State of Georgia prohibited any Georgian cities to become
a sanctuary city (Redmon, 2019) due to the its anti-immigrant policies, Clarkston chose
to join the Welcoming City movement to assure its residents and everyone that the city
stands behind its commitment to inclusivity and equitability for all, including refugees
and immigrants.
Based on the success and high level of participations of welcoming cities in Metro
Atlanta, in 2018, Welcoming America launched a One Region Initiative, whose purpose
is to “create an inclusive Metro Atlanta region in which all people, including immigrants
and refugees, have the opportunity to reach their greatest potential, engage with the larger
community, and fully contribute their talents - expanding prosperity and well-being for
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all.” (One Region Initiative, 2017) Councilwoman Bell provides some insights on what it
looks like for Clarkston to be a part of this One Region Initiative:
Our role in One Region Initiative is to collaborate with neighboring cities who are
part of the initiative, such as Doraville, Decatur, and several others, to share best
practices, learn from each other, especially since we have similar stats on our
refugee population and demographics, challenges and opportunities that arise
from being highly diverse cities. We meet regularly to discuss various welcoming
initiatives such as translation services for government matters, childcare issues,
fair housing, and many other critical issues. It has helped us to motivate each
other to improve in our best practices to serve our extremely diverse population.
(YT Bell, interview, March 4, 2020)
From the above statement, Clarkston is in a company of like-minded neighboring
cities who are also as intentional as making their cities more welcoming for all and
genuinely aim to create an environment where all its residents feel a sense of belonging.

Areas of Improvements for Clarkston as a Welcoming City. While the city government
had pioneered many efforts in attempts to solidify its welcoming city status, the
councilwoman pointed out several areas of opportunity, based on the January 2020
evaluation of local government’s compliance with the criteria in the US welcoming
standard, which was conducted by Welcoming America, by interviewing all key
stakeholders, from city government, to civic leaders, to Clarkston residents. The purpose
of this audit was to identify areas of strengths and improvements based on a set of
frameworks and determine action plans to improve Clarkston’s position as a welcoming
city. While this audit document will be available publicly on City of Clarkston website
soon, councilwoman Bell graciously shared some of the most key areas of improvements
during our phone interview (YT Bell, interview, March 4, 2020):
1. From the “Government Leadership” category: Clarkston does not have dedicated
staff members who oversee the immigrant and refugee inclusion; therefore, city
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council members are often tasked in spearheading welcoming initiatives, which
results in lack of consistency and sustainability.
2. From the “Equitable Access” category - language access: while the police
department provides translators services, they are underutilized, and other city
departments does not have language access; therefore, often, children of
immigrants and refugees become the unofficial translators for their parents when
they have city-related matters to discuss.
3. From the “Equity, Diversity and Inclusion” category: while Clarkston is building
its reputation as a welcoming city for immigrants and refugees, which make up
more than half of its population, there is room to grow when it comes to ensuring
all residents, specifically those who are vulnerable and historically marginalized,
such as African Americans, are included in the city’s welcoming initiative and
overall strategies.
4. From the “Economic Development” category: the areas of improvements include
engaging employers around immigrant inclusion frameworks such as workplace
language and cultural sensitivity training, recognition of overseas work
experience and credentials, and elimination of discriminatory hiring practices.
5. From the “Connected Communities” category: the audit shows that Clarkston
meets all the core criteria in this framework; however, there are still further
opportunities to build connections among receiving communities and new
Americans that are not operating on a “charity model,” in which receiving
communities help the new Americans. Putting these two demographics on the
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same level playing field and equal footing would bring the communities together
based on their shared values.
The councilwoman provided more detailed insights specifically on the “Equity,
Diversity, and Inclusion” category:
As you can see, our audit suggests that while the city government and civic
organizations have focused on providing services to assist our immigrants and
refugees, there is a gap when it comes to providing services to ‘local’ residents,
specifically low-income African Americans and Latinos, who are often
historically marginalized. This report is aligned with what I hear in the campaign
trail. One example that I often hear from residents is the apartment voucher
program. While NGOs and VOLAGs make these vouchers available to newly
arrived refugees and immigrants as part of their resettlement package, many
African Americans and other low-income residents do not have access to these
vouchers. We need to do a better job as city government to provide access to all
residents, as that is what makes a welcoming city. If we can create a level playing
field for both incoming residents and long-term residents, especially those who
are vulnerable, we can say that we truly have achieved success as a welcoming
city.
Based on the highlights laid out above, it seems that despite the major progress
that the city of Clarkston has made, there is room for improvement from several aspects.
The first important key takeaway is the fact that Clarkston’s high level of incoming
refugees and immigrants seems to be the focus of the city’s programs to solidify its role
as a welcoming city, and in the process, there is not enough focus to create a welcoming
environment for long-term residents, especially those who are vulnerable. The second
main takeaway is the fact that the connection between newly arrived residents and longterm residents often is framed around the idea that the receiving communities would
provide help to the refugees and immigrant incoming residents. The audit suggests that if
the city provides an equal footing between the two communities, receiving communities
would be more receptive and welcoming to new residents based on their shared
humanity, that they are all in this together, fighting the same fights. Councilwoman Bell
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will be presenting these audit findings to Mayor Terry and other council members during
the upcoming city government retreat to guide the priorities from all the suggested areas
of improvements from all the frameworks.

Strength and Future Plans of Clarkston as a Welcoming City. Councilwoman Bell
reiterated that while there are many areas for improvement, being an official Welcoming
City has helped Clarkston to have processes and measures in place, as well as clear
guidelines and metrics, on achieving the ideal goals of being a Welcoming City. She laid
out below that the city has achieved remarkable things in its effort to be more welcoming,
and some of the most important achievements are as follows:
We (city of Clarkston) have been focusing on providing a level playing field for
refugees and immigrants to start businesses. Our city employees go above and
beyond in assisting, or handholding, many aspiring business owners to fill out
paperwork for permits, and other logistics, in order to get them up and running.
As you walk around the city, you would immediately notice the high numbers of
specialty stores and businesses owned by refugees and immigrants. With the
guidance from the city government, many refugee business owners who have
been successful and established are eager to help new businesses as ways to pay it
forward.
Another factor that helps small business owners flourish here is the presence of
many NGOs within our city who provide additional services in helping new and
aspiring business owners from marginalized demographics. One example is
START: ME entrepreneurship initiative, a collaboration by Emory University and
Friends of Refugees. This initiative has helped many micro-businesses get off the
ground.
In addition to the nonprofit organizations, technical colleges in Clarkston such as
Georgia Piedmont College offers classes and vocational degree for aspiring
entrepreneurs.
It takes a village to help small and minority-owned businesses, and our goal is not
only to get them up and running, but to also help these new ventures THRIVE.
We are working to seek various state and federal grants that we can apply to allow
the city to help even more businesses.
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From infrastructure, I am sure you also noticed our new Streetscape project,
which mostly have been completed. Our goal is to create a full walkable and bikefriendly Clarkston for all residents and visitors to enjoy. Many of our residents
who do not own cars can now safely walk around the city and to the newly built
public bus stops.
Another important achievement is our creative efforts in providing our residents
affordable housing. From the tiny home development that is building stages right
now, to the upcoming affordable townhomes that will be coming soon, we are
intentional in ensuring that Clarkston’s economic development is equitable for
those who are low to mid income. We are currently working with select
developers and State’s Department of Community Affairs to seek grants to
increase affordable housing options.
In five years, we plan to have a more economically balanced city, look into more
annexations to increase city budget, more developments where our residents can
be a part of (affordable housing, for example), more welcoming community, and
larger city staff in order to focus on more areas of improvements to make
Clarkston an even more welcoming city.
The important key takeaways from the interview with Councilwoman Bell are as follows:
1. Being an “official” welcoming city, and signing the resolution, was the best
course of action for Clarkston, especially from accountability perspective. The
audit report provides clear and measurable metrics and frameworks for city
government to work on, in order to achieve ideal goals of being a Welcoming
City.
2. Based on the latest audit, there is much room for improvements, and one that
stood out was the equitable access for Clarkston’s residents who are non-refugees
and non-immigrants but are nonetheless considered vulnerable, such as African
Americans and Latinos. The report seems to suggest that the city and civic
organizations have focused heavily on policies and programs that cater to
refugees and immigrants; however, more efforts need to be made to provide the
same access to services to other demographics.

73

3. While there are still many aspects that the city can improve when it comes to
being a Welcoming City, Clarkston has also achieved many great things to
solidify its status as a welcoming city, from its effort to assist and encourage new
businesses to flourish, and many are owned by refugees, immigrants and
minorities, to infrastructure building such as the nearly completed streetscape
project that allowed Clarkston to be fully walkable and bike-friendly, to building
innovative and affordable housing units, such as the first ever tiny home
development in the city and several upcoming plans to add more affordable
housing units.
In conclusion, Clarkston seems to be doing all the necessary steps to constantly
improve its offerings to residents from all aspects. While there are challenges and room
to improve, my general takeaway is the city, along with key stakeholders such as NGOs
and other community leaders, are putting all plans in place to continue making Clarkston
a welcoming place for ALL.

Refugee Resettlement in Clarkston Based on the Perspective
from VOLAG, Non-Profit Organizations and Volunteers

Responses from VOLAG: International Rescue Committee (IRC)
Initially, the plan was to have an in-person interview with IRC’s communications
coordinator along with several members of the Atlanta office staff. However, in
September 2019, President Trump issued an executive order that required state governors
officially opt in or out in their plans for future refugee admissions to their respective state
(Executive Order on Enhancing State and Local Involvement in Refugee Resettlement,
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2019). The impact of this executive order is potentially damaging to refugee resettling in
Georgia, especially since Governor Brian Kemp decided to stay silent on the issue
(Redmon & Greg Bluestein, 2020) which created concerns within resettlement agencies
and Welcoming Cities like Clarkston, which have been one of the main hubs of refugee
resettlement in the Metro Atlanta area. With this development, IRC and other
resettlement agencies, along with NGOs and civic leaders, have been working tirelessly
to urge the governor to opt in and allow refugees to continue to be resettled in the state.
According to the IRC, “On February 13, the IRC in Atlanta’s staff, clients and
volunteers joined more than 350 fellow advocates at the Georgia State Capitol for the
seventh annual New Americans Celebration. Hosted by the Coalition of Refugee Service
Agencies (CRSA), the New Americans Celebration is the annual day of education and
outreach for refugees, immigrants and Georgia community members who support them”
(Over 350 Georgians advocate for refugees at the Capitol, 2020).

Photo [10]
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Figure 5. Photograph of Advocates at the Seventh Annual New Americans Celebration at
the Georgia State Capitol, February 13, 2020.
Source: J McBrayer, Joseph. (2020, February 25). International Rescue Committee.
Retrieved from https://www.rescue.org/announcement/over-350-georgians-advocaterefugees-capitol
Understandably, the interview was pushed back, and after several
correspondences via email, we came to an agreement for IRC to answer short interview
questions via email.

Background of IRC. The International Rescue Committee (IRC) in Atlanta is one of the
nine official voluntary agencies (VOLAG) assigned and partially funded by state
government to resettle refugees (IRC in Atlanta, GA, n.d.). IRC’s primary role is to assist
refugees and immigrants to integrate and thrive in their new communities, to essentially
rebuild and reclaim their lives in the Metro-Atlanta area. The program offerings include
initial resettlement, case management services, employment assistance, health and
wellness programs, immigration services, and youth and adult education. In the 2019
fiscal year, the office served 3,996 clients from over 40 countries, and Clarkston is
considered the main hub of resettlement in Metro Atlanta area (F. Freeman, email
response, March 2, 2020)

Highlights of Successes and Challenges of Refugee Resettlement Efforts by IRC in the
Metro Atlanta Area, Including Clarkston. One of the main questions asked concerned the
challenges of resettling refugees from different ethnic group, especially those who came
from “opposite sides” of conflict zones, and here are some anecdotal comments from
some of IRC’s program staff, for example, in the Adult Education Department:
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I know that there was some talk in and around our cultural orientation classes
some years ago about Rohingya clients not wanting to have an ethnic Burmese
interpreter and significance placed on wanting specifically an ethnic Rohingya
interpreter, regardless of the language abilities of the individuals. Outside of that,
it is not very common that I am aware of.
I’ve never experienced it or heard of specific cases, but I do recall a cultural
background training on the DRC in which the presenter talked about how DRC
refugees don’t always get along. Some are “Congolese Congolese” displaced by
the wars and others are “Rwandan Congolese” who fled to DRC during/following
the genocide there. Members of the first group consider members of the second
to be outsiders and not true Congolese, as well as at times blaming Rwanda for
the current war.
The responses above seem to be in line with refugees’ responses in terms of
potential issues between ethnic groups from “opposite sides” back home, that this issue is
mostly isolated cases, which suggests that most refugees feel the shared humanity
dynamics as suggested earlier in this chapter.
When asked about the main challenges in serving the refugee population in
Clarkston (and Metro Atlanta), here are some responses from the staff:
The greatest challenges I experience are of course working with a community that
doesn’t fully understand what refugees are and the well-intentioned ignorance and
un-needed prejudice that can come with it.”
Trained and culturally competent interpretation in the community at large (at
medical centers, government service offices, etc.) can be a major challenge for
services in general (and is also something that we are looking to alleviate through
our fee-for-interpretation services).
Some of the super-challenges like lack of English-speaking proficiency, the short
turnaround expected for self-sufficiency/integration, client expectations and the
trauma of persecution and displacement.
The key takeaways from the above statements are: 1) from the “receiving
community’s” standpoint, there seems to be challenges when it comes to lack of
understanding of what refugees are and certain prejudices about refugees, which makes
the job of IRC harder since they need to solicit support from the community to make the
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programs successful; 2) Aligned with the city of Clarkston’s statement, the lack of
interpretive services, especially at government offices, medical centers, and other service
areas, has been proven to be a major impediment in the process of refugee integration and
resettlement; 3) As a VOLAG, IRC’s primary task is to assist refugees during the “initial
resettlement period,” during which refugees are expected to be self-sufficient within six
months of arrival, and this could be challenging for those refugees who do not speak
English or any vulnerable demographics who may need more time to find jobs and
support themselves; 4) The trauma of persecutions can also be a challenge since
psychological assessments are not necessarily the focus of resettlement and other civic
organizations.
On the successes of programs and initiatives, IRC’s communications coordinator
provided the following insights:
There is a lot to be said for our expanding programs in the community. A lot of
them were started several years ago and this has helped us to be proactive in how
we serve the broader immigrant community in effective ways rather than simply
those in their “new arrival period”. These would be the extended case
management services, social adjustment services, and the suite of programming
for economic empowerment available to refugees years after arrival and to the
wider community – e.g. career development, microenterprise loans etc. Our
expanding Youth programs also fit this category, especially Connect to Success,
an innovative mentorship program for out-of-school refugee youth aged 16 – 24.
While IRC’s primary task as a VOLAG is to resettle refugees for the “new arrival
period,” the above testimony shows that they are very much intentional in ensuring that
there are sustainable programs in place to be there for refugees and immigrants way
beyond that initial period, even years after resettlement. This statement was evidenced
during my interviews with refugees, one of whom was mentored by IRC’s volunteers in
the Connect to Success Program, as well as interview with Clarkston Community Center,
where IRC provides ongoing ESL classes for adults, seniors, and youth in Clarkston.
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Interviews with NGOs:
Burmese Rohingya Community of Georgia (BRCG), Clarkston Community Center
(CCC), Ethne Health Community Clinic, Friends of Refugees (FOR), Refuge Coffee

Burmese Rohingya Community of Georgia (BRCG)
I was made aware of BRCG from one of the event volunteers at Refuge Coffee’s
Friendsgiving celebration in November 2019, who has been following the work of this
grassroot organization. I quickly contacted the founder, Mr. Ayub Muhammad, via
LinkedIn, and briefly explained the project. He responded positively and agreed to have
an in-person interview. We met at Refuge Coffee a few weeks later and had such a
productive and inspirational conversation.
Ayub was caught in the ongoing and increasing persecutions of Rohingya Muslim
communities in the Rakhine State of Myanmar, where the United Nations declared this
group as one of the most persecuted in the world (Burmese Rohingya Community of GA,
n.d.). In 1982, the military junta revoked the citizenships of all Rohingya Muslims and
considered them illegal foreigners, and with that, Rohingya Muslims were restricted and
denied many basic human rights such as movements from one region to another, higher
education access, and many others. Ayub left the country at the age of 15 to escape the
increased and constant harassment by the military regime and managed to cross the
border into Bangladesh. After drifting at sea for weeks with no food, Ayub and fifty
others arrived in Sri Lanka and placed in a detention center before being released a few
months later. He was grateful to the Sri Lankan government that temporarily resettled
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them in Colombo. After four years in Sri Lanka, in 2012, Ayub and fifty other Rohingya
Muslims receive the “golden ticket” to be resettled in America. Through World Relief,
one of the nine voluntary agencies (VOLAG), Ayub and thirteen others were resettled in
Clarkston, while others in the group were resettled in Colorado, New Hampshire, and
Illinois. Within twenty days, World Relief connected him to a job, and he was working
and making a living at a mobile phone company in Atlanta, owned by a Sri Lankan
immigrant. A few short months later, he founded BRCG, which he personally funded
from his salary, with a mission to assist fellow refugees regardless of their religions and
origins in Clarkston to quickly adapt to their new lives by providing jobs, housing search
assistance, ESL classes, and other as needed services, while actively advocating and
raising awareness about the human rights violations and constant persecutions of the
Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar. To this day, BRCG has helped hundreds of refugees
thrive and be positive contributors to the economy of Clarkston and Metro Atlanta area
(A. Muhammad, interview, January 14, 2020).

Clarkston Community Center (CCC)
I decided to approach the Clarkston Community Center because it is one of the
most vital organizations in the city that serves residents since 1994. It has kept growing
over the years and, today it serves more than 50,000 individuals. The CCC is a true
community connector for both long-term residents and the 53% families and individuals
that were foreign born, and more than half are living in poverty. “The CCC provides
unique experiences, educational resources, and valuable tools that foster community
while celebrating cultural diversity.” (About Us, n.d.) One afternoon in October 2019, I
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visited the CCC and asked the front desk if I can make an appointment with the executive
director, Luay Sami, a former refugee from Iraq, and to my surprise, Mr. Sami was
available right away to speak with me.

Ethne Health Community Clinic
In 2014, four medical students from Texas, Delaware, Kentucky, and New York
moved to Memphis, TN for their residency and started to work and live in underserved
communities. While working there, they saw the need for healthcare access for the
vulnerable and started planning to start a community clinic in a new city with vulnerable
populations who needed access to health facilities. They started investigating three cities
- Baltimore, Oakland, and Clarkston - and decided that they wanted to make Clarkston
home and start a clinic there. In October 2018, Ethne Health opened in Clarkston, and in
its first full year of operations, it has served over 1300 residents, mainly uninsured and
underinsured refugees and immigrants (Dr. R. Contino, interview, October 1, 2019). In
2020, it started expanding its clinic hours to serve more residents, and their services range
from adult and child primary care services, OB/Gyn, and other specialty services such as
HIV testing, labs and ultrasound, and psychological services. I met Dr. Robert Contino,
one of the founders of Ethne Health, at Ethne Health booth, during Clarkston Culture
Festival in 2019, and mentioned my project. He graciously asked me to contact him in
September for an interview, and we had an hour-long conversation in October 2019.

Friends of Refugees (FOR)
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Friends of Refugees (FOR) was started in 1995 by Pat Maddox, a long-time
Clarkston resident, who started noticing that as the refugee population in Clarkston grew,
the need for service organizations increased as well. Pat started with helping a couple of
refugee families resettle in Clarkston, but this connection solidified her commitment to
serve the vulnerable in Clarkston, specifically the incoming refugees. Her vision and
initial efforts were the cornerstone of what FOR would become.
In 2005, FOR became an official non-profit organization whose mission is “to
empower refugees through opportunities that provide for their well-being, education and
employment.” Based on FOR’s website,
the trained volunteers gave more than 40,000 hours to serve over 4,000
individuals across 7 program areas, which facilitated hundreds of job placements,
served over 150 kids in our summer camp and after-school programs, taught
hundreds of moms and kids English together, welcomed dozens of babies born to
healthy moms in our labor doula program, filled over 90 family kitchen tables
with fresh produce from their plots in our community gardens, created thousands
of handcrafted items in the Refugee Sewing Society, and helped launch 16 new
businesses through the StartME business accelerator (About Friends of Refugees,
n.d.)
I had a chance to interview Brian Bollinger, FOR’s Executive Director, over the
phone, and received valuable insights on FOR’s efforts around refugee resettlement and
integration program in Clarkston.

Refuge Coffee
I have been a frequent visitor to Refuge Coffee in Clarkson for the past four years.
Almost every Saturday, while waiting for my son tutoring refugee children as part of City
Hope Community Program initiative at a nearby apartment complex, I often sit for a
couple of hours at Refuge Coffee and devour a piece of spinach quiche and a cup of chai
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tea while people watching. Founders Kitti and Bill Murray moved to Clarkston in 2013
from the city of Atlanta with the intention of finding a larger property for their
grandchildren to spend time and visit. They soon realized the vast diversity of the city,
especially with young refugees and immigrants who struggled to find descent
employments as newcomers in the area, as most of the jobs available for refugees were
mostly at the chicken processing plant, which was only a job for one to barely survive (K.
Murray, interview, January 7, 2020). Beyond that, there were extremely limited
employment opportunities for refugees that can truly build skills and knowledge that
would allow them to have a future. One day, during a visit to a local coffee shop in
Decatur, Kitti had an idea to start a coffee shop in Clarkston with the intention of
providing employments and job training for refugees. They tested the idea by inviting
Clarkston’s residents to a neighborhood party where they served various handcrafted
coffees and pastries, and it was a tremendous success. They later found a vintage service
station in the middle of Clarkston and were able to rent the parking area for a small
nominal fee and bought an old truck and transformed it to a mobile coffee truck. Since
then, they have bought the Clarkston space and expanded their offerings to include a
second mobile coffee truck and a coffee cart. They cater weddings and other events all
over Metro Atlanta. In February 2020, they opened the second location in historic
downtown Atlanta, which is their first brick and mortar location, in the Daily World
Building, which housed the country’s longest running African American newspaper
(Zusel, 2019). Kitti’s mission was inspired by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr’s idea of a
“beloved community,” and she and Refuge Coffee team are “working hard to be a place
where ‘love can transform opponents into friends,’ by slinging doors wide open for those
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who have been officially and violently unwelcomed in their own home countries, by
offering jobs and training to the marginalized, and by forging unlikely friendships over
many cups of coffee.” Today, Refuge Coffee has grown to a staff of ten people, most of
whom are refugees and started as trainees, and each year, they employ and train up to a
dozen new cohorts of trainees.

Positive Factors of Refugee Resettlement Efforts in Clarkston: NGOs’ Perspectives of
What Successful Resettlement and Integration of Refugees Look Like
Many refugees often went through such traumatic experiences, so from health
practitioner perspective, one of the most crucial part of the success of their
resettlement is the ability to receive great health care at low cost, for their
physical and mental well-being. When they are healthy, the adjustment period
would be manageable and they can focus on what is important, such as finding
jobs, learning the language, etc. [Dr. Robert Contino- Ethne Health]
FOR serves anywhere between 3500-5000 refugees and asylees per year and most
of them are eager to be self-sufficient as soon as possible, and that is how most of
them define their success here. Therefore, one of our primary focuses is to prepare
and connect them with jobs in the area, through our Refugee Career Hub
initiative. [Brian Bollinger – Friends of Refugees]
As a refugee, I can tell you that most of us want to stand on our own two feet as
soon as we get here. We want to be independent, and not rely on government’s
assistance. So, that is what success means for refugees. When refugees are selfreliant, we can start to feel like we are a part of our new home, so we can start to
be more involved in other aspects. BRCG is trying to assist our fellow refugees in
this process; especially finding jobs quickly and assisting them in anything they
need, one family, and one person at a time, in addition to all the efforts done by
resettlement agencies. [Ayub Muhammad – BRCG]
From my experience since Refuge Coffee started, TIME is one of the most
important things that refugees need when they first came to a new place, because
with time, they are able to absorb and learn from their new environment, and
finally achieve their ultimate goal in life, whatever that goal is. At Refuge Coffee,
our program is designed to buy them some time while they are acclimating to
their new life in Clarkston. We provide jobs as baristas so they can earn living
wages while they are still adjusting, but also additional training to get them to the
next steps, whatever that might be. [Kitti Murray – Refuge Coffee]
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It is clear from the above testimonies that NGOs are in one accord in their efforts
to ensure that refugees and immigrants have the smoothest transitions in Clarkston. These
civic organizations understand what refugees consider a successful transition into their
new homes, which is the ability to be self-sufficient. Therefore, their programs and
services are specifically focused on job training and employment opportunities. From a
health perspective, NGOs like Ethne Health understand that healthcare is an issue for
vulnerable people in the United States, and they are laser focused in providing the best
comprehensive care at the lowest cost possible to these populations, many of whom are
refugees and immigrants.

Steps and Programs to Promote Successful Resettlement and Integration
Our mission is to provide comprehensive high value, primary care or health care
services, in a neighbor-centric way. When we say comprehensive, we are talking
about really taking care of all the primary care needs of an individual from birth
all the way till death in a holistic way. We think mental and spiritual health are
equally important as physical health, which is why we have in house psychiatrist.
We put the utmost importance in living within the community we serve, which is
why all of us, Ethne physicians, intentionally moved to Clarkston and live here.
That is what we mean by ‘neighbor-centric.’ That way, we are in tune to what is
happening in the community and what its issues are and what the dynamics are so
that we can best speak into that and provide care and advocate on, on our
neighbor's behalf or what they need.
From value standpoint, we know that a lot of our patients do not have health
insurance. Or if they do, they have a form of health insurance that because they
are low income and so a lot of them are trying to make medical decisions and the
cost factor is real and it is important. We try to be very transparent with costs and
we do a lot of fundraising to deeply discount the cost for uninsured and
underinsured patients. We are also actively seeking partnerships with larger
hospitals and medical facilities to try and provide sub-specialty care and a low or
no cost, to provide even more comprehensive care for our uninsured and
underinsured patients. [Dr. Robert Contino-Ethne Health]
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It is important to point out Ethne Health’s “neighbor-centric” approach, which
seems to be aligned with the shared humanity dynamics that I have seen throughout my
Clarkston experiment. These physicians could have afforded to live in Atlanta’s best
suburbs up north and commute to Clarkston, but they deliberately want to live among the
people they serve and be their neighbors to create empathy, solidarity, and shared
experiences. Their children go to school in Clarkston; they shop there, pay taxes there.
Dr. Contino feels that by living among the population they serve, the clinic would have a
full picture of what the community needs and can provide the best care, as well as
advocate for their needs.
As a Rohingya refugee-owned organization, our initial mission is to help fellow
Rohingya refugees in Clarkston with any specific needs outside of the typical
assistance from many amazing resettlement agencies. Our people (Rohingya)
often has specific needs, such as female Muslim teachers, translators, etc., so we
try to connect them with these extremely specific needs. Sometimes, we also have
network of employers from our fellow refugees who already work, so often, we
can connect new arrivals with jobs very quickly. We also aid in other things such
as domestic issues in our Rohingya community (spousal dispute, etc.) and try to
mitigate it the best we can to prevent them from breaking laws and jeopardizing
their chance at permanent residency and/or citizenship. We also help our student
population with special tutoring and assistance to help them successful in school.
We have helped several Rohingya students go to higher education as well. [Ayub
Muhammad – BRCG]
During my research, I found that several former (and current) refugees in
Clarkston are proactively helping others by starting grassroot organizations that typically
cater to specific underrepresented groups of refugees. Many started by an individual in an
unofficial capacity, where they identify specific challenges and rally the community to
solve them with the limited resources at their disposal. BRCG is one of the many refugeeled grassroot organizations, and as Ayub laid out above, it started with his heart to serve,
and grew from there. I think organizations like BRCG plays such a vital role in why
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Clarkston’s refugees are thriving. Rohingya Muslims are one of the most persecuted
people in the world, and like Ayub’s personal testimony, many of these refugees went
through unfathomable hardships prior to their arrivals in Clarkston. There are certain
requirements from cultural and religious standpoints that need special handling: for
example, male teachers cannot teach female students. BRCG understands all the special
needs this community require and can quickly maneuver through red tape and get them
specific help fairly quickly.
Our program provides immediate entry-level employments as baristas, and while
they are earning a living wage as baristas, we provide them with additional
training program, mainly to prepare them for their next steps in life. We came
across an NGO called Jobs for Life, a faith-based organization focusing on job
training. We adapted and created our own curriculum to match the needs of our
cohort. The training program initially lasted for 12 months, but we increased it to
18 months, and for some trainees, we even offer additional layers of training, pay
them more depending on the roles in our business. The training varies from
customer service, public speaking, to resume writing, and we also connect them
with other NGOs in Clarkston if they want to learn more about entrepreneurship,
etc. [Kitti Murray – Refuge Coffee]
We offer multiple programs that cater to refugees’ needs, and one of our most
successful programs is Refugee Career Hub, where we provide free Internet
access and computer usage, as well as networking opportunities for refugees
seeking employment. On average, we give about 20 job seekers services daily
including resume building, computer literacy classes, mentor relationships, and
career-preparation classes. We connect refugees with our employer partners
including light industrial, manufacturing, construction, food services and
hospitality. Since 2008, we have placed more than 3,000 refugees in jobs around
Metro Atlanta area. Another successful program is our START ME
entrepreneurship program, in partnership with Emory University business school,
other community partners and sponsors, where we have assisted in the start of 99
businesses, totaling over $3M in revenue, with 132 jobs created and retained, and
our cohorts are more than 30% foreign-born. [Brian Bollinger – Friends of
Refugees]
Refuge Coffee and Friends of Refugees are two of the most prominent change
makers in Clarkston. Their focus is to provide and connect refugees to employment and
prepare them for the next steps in their quest to be self-sufficient. Refuge Coffee’s
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trainees have gone on to achieve their American dreams: some go to college, some
became managers, some entrepreneurs. Friends of Refugees career training has also
assisted thousands of refugees in finding employments quickly and effectively. Their
collaboration with Emory University’s START:ME program has produced successful
entrepreneurs, many of them refugees.
We serve about 60,000 people a year, and as a community center, while many of
our clients are refugees, our aim is to serve anyone who need services. We want
to create a welcoming community where local residents and refugees can use our
facilities and enjoy it together. We are not a resettlement agency, but we work
closely and partner with them and other NGOs to provide services. For example,
one of the most successful programs we have is the ESL classes offered by IRC.
We also offer niche programs such as senior services and refugee services to help
certain vulnerable populations. Our senior refugee population often feel isolated
due to language, cultural and generational barriers, so they come here to hang out
with other seniors, both locals and refugees, and they play games, learn how to
sew, learn English, etc. We partner with organizations to provide many classes
from African dance to painting classes. These multi-cultural offerings allow our
community to learn from each other and celebrate the diversity. [Luay Sami –
Clarkston Community Center]
Clarkston Community Center’s mission to be a welcoming place for all, not just
refugees and immigrants but everyone, is aligned with the city’s welcoming initiatives.
As Mr. Sami took me on a tour of the center, I could immediately see the difference
between the CCC and the typical community center. It offers extremely multi-cultural
offerings, from African drum classes to martial arts, and is intentional in providing a safe
haven for Clarkston’s most vulnerable, especially senior citizens. This center is seen as
another community connector between locals and newly arrived refugees and
immigrants.

Challenges of Refugee Resettlement Efforts in Clarkston: NGOs’ Perspectives
As you know, healthcare cost in America is often cost prohibitive, especially for
vulnerable populations, not just in the refugee population, but for many
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Americans. Statistics show that one in four people declare bankruptcy because of
medical bills. This can be a huge obstacle especially for refugees and immigrants
who have no initial income as they arrive in Clarkston. If they are uninsured or
underinsured, we often see them sacrificing their (important) health needs to
prioritize other more urgent needs, such as food and utility bills. We believe that
upfront presentation of costs is helpful to people, because it is dignifying and
empowering for them to know how much exactly they will be paying so they can
make an informed decision. We need to partner with other medical facilities that
can provide more specialized services like MRI, other specialty, at low or no cost.
[Dr. Robert Contino-Ethne Health]
From organizational standpoint, fundraising has always been our main challenge.
Our biggest sources are loyal monthly donors and grants from foundations. We
often face financial pressures of trying to provide a service for people who just
simply cannot afford that service, and we do not turn them away. We face
challenge in trying to collect payments from insurance companies, and that is a
huge challenge from financial standpoint. Another challenge is providing subspecialty care, for chronic illnesses and maternity, for example. We are equipped
to provide 90% of the needs, but if there are those patients that require more
complex evaluation of a specialist or they need to have a procedure done by a
surgeon and they just don't have insurance, that’s challenging. [Dr. Robert
Contino – Ethne Health]
Fundraising is the greatest challenge. To accomplish our vision, the general rising
cost of talent, TALENT is the number one challenge. Even though we have many
volunteers that help us run our program, we still need staff to manage volunteer.
Therefore, raising funds to pay good people is the greatest challenge! [Brian
Bollinger – Friends of Refugees]
From operational standpoint, one of the main challenges is how to sustainably
scale our operations to provide more job opportunities. In order to scale up, we
need more employees, thus, we need more funding. Our community and
supporters have been amazing in supporting our organization. When we needed to
purchase our Clarkston location, for example, our community and donors came
through. Same thing happened when we fundraise for our second location in
downtown Atlanta, we received such warm support from our amazing
community, partners, and donors. That being said, the balancing act of growing
sustainably is still a challenge. [Kitti Murray – Refuge Coffee]
I started BRCG with my personal fund, and until today, it is still a very small
grassroot organization. We do not have any formal budget planning, annual
reports, etc., even though we are a 501 c3 non-profit. Without proper reporting, it
is tough to apply for grants and such. We were lucky to be able to rent a space at
the apartment complex that I stayed to start BRCG office. Our plan is to move to
a commercial office complex, but that would raise our rent exponentially. So,
funding is our main challenge. [Ayub Muhammad – BRCG]
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All of the comments above show a universal financial challenge when it comes to
running their operations to help Clarkston’s refugees and immigrant populations.
However, I also notice that many individual donors and volunteers heavily supported
these grassroot organizations, who are extremely passionate about the cause. During my
years of volunteering, I also became an active and sustainable donor, and many people
from all over the Metro Atlanta area often rally behind them and host personal
fundraising campaign to allow these organizations to scale up and help more people.
During Ethne Health’s campaign to move into a bigger space to serve more clients,
people showed up and helped during the move in day, painting the new space, donating
office and other necessary supplies, bringing food, and donating funds. When Refuge
Coffee announced the plan to open the second location in Sweet Auburn District of
downtown Atlanta, the community rallied the same way they did with Ethne Health.
While fundraising will always be the main challenge for any NGO, I have personally
seen the unbelievable outpouring of support from the community that believe in a
welcoming community for all, manifested in Clarkston.

Clarkston’s “Hyper” Diversity and Potential Challenges in Resettlement
We do not have resources to have separate programs catered to each ethnic group,
as incoming refugees to Clarkston are from all over the world. More importantly,
we do not find separate programs conducive to helping people to integrate
successfully. Creating common watering hole between those diverse groups will
build social capital and increased their shared humanity. Of course, we do what
makes sense. For example, when we connect folks to jobs in the same factory, we
do not put people from eight different ethnic group in one carpool, but put a group
with the same dialect, to build accountability. On the same token, we do not put
thirty-five Hindus into the same production line at the factory, because they
would all want day off on Diwali, for example.
Soft racism and ethnic prejudice among groups are still there, but not any worse
than ones experienced by Americans. Cast-based stuff is still happening. The
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group dynamic of devout practicing religious groups makes others feel that they
are forced to conform to pretend to be devout. [Brian Bollinger –Friends of
Refugees]
The above statement shows that while “soft racism” and prejudice among groups
are there, Friends of Refugees believes that the best course of action in helping multiethnic refugees integrate successfully in Clarkston is promoting shared humanity and
common ground, which is in line with other comments by refugees, Clarkston city
government, and other NGOs.
I think there are isolated cases on refugees who are not comfortable with another,
especially with those whom they perceived as enemy back home. However,
Refuge Coffee is aimed to be a community connector, where we open our doors
to anyone, regardless of their background, believe, etc., to come in, connect, have
conversation, learn about each other, without any agenda. We are intentional in
this purpose, and all our program offerings, including job training, events, and
other initiatives, are centered around this idea of creating a welcoming place for
all. When trainees came to Refuge, this is one of the first things we encourage;
tolerance, celebrating differences, and value our shared experiences as human
beings. So, Clarkston’s high level of diversity is very much an ideal environment
for us to be that community hub. I see it more as strength, not challenges. [Kitti
Murray – Refuge Coffee]
The founder believes that Refuge Coffee’s main purpose is to be the “community
connector” for all the different ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds that make up
the city of Clarkston. We see once more the shared humanity value that Refuge is trying
to elevate, allowing people to celebrate their differences and value their shared
experiences as human beings. In Murray’s perspective, Clarkston’s high level of diversity
is extremely valuable to foster this welcoming community.
At first, because Rohingya Muslims have been persecuted in Burma for so long,
some refugees might feel uncomfortable to meet Burmese Buddhists in Clarkston,
understandably. However, BRCG as an organization strives to encourage our
people to focus on the future, and see other refugees, including Burmese
Buddhist, as fellow refugees who want the same things as we do. We set an
example as community leaders by attending the many cultural events in
Clarkston, and work with our fellow Burmese and collaborate with them. [Ayub
Muhammad – BRCG]
91

For the Rohingya Muslims who have been deeply persecuted by the Buddhistcentric government, we can only imagine the challenge in meeting and living amongst
Burmese Buddhists in Clarkston. BRCG has been instrumental in breaking that boundary,
being the example by reaching out to the Buddhist community and foster healthy
relationships based on their shared humanity as refugees: that they are all in this together.
The key takeaway from this is the fact that leadership matters. I am starting to see that in
Clarkston’s mere 1.4-mile radius, there are MANY of these intentional community
leaders and champions who strive to achieve the same goal, and that is being a
welcoming community.
I think Clarkston is so unique because this extreme diversity allows community to
really feel the sense of solidarity and camaraderie, because most people are
minorities, and not one group is much more prevalent than others. I see this as an
advantage. Of course, it can also be a challenge, but I think Clarkston’s
demographic have evolved the past decade. As more refugees and immigrants
move in, new millennials from all over Metro Atlanta and neighboring Emory
University in Decatur, who are highly educated, have recently relocated to
Clarkston and fully embrace the diversity by being active participants in shaping
the city for the better. [Luay Sami – Clarkston Community Center]
CCC’s executive director echoed what many fellow NGOs and refugees have
stated in previous interviews, that Clarkston multi-ethnicity works to their advantage in
creating that shared humanity, sense of solidarity, and camaraderie. He also mentioned
that Clarkston’s diversity attracts successful millennials from other Metro Atlanta area to
relocate and make Clarkston home and be productive contributors to the city.
When I first set out to do this research, I expected that the extreme multi-ethnicity
in Clarkston might present certain challenges in achieving successful resettlement and
integration. However, just like what refugees have testified, NGOs also confirmed that
the extreme diversity of Clarkston is viewed as a strength, rather than weakness, as
mentioned by NGO leaders in the above section.
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The Role of Local Government and How it Affects NGOs’ Efforts in Refugee
Resettlement
The effort that the city made to create an infrastructure that accommodates the
learning curve has a profound effect on success as an organization. Laws and
Initiatives (such as Welcoming City) that drive visibility and acceptability of the
access to government. Setting itself up to assume people do not know what local
government actors do (such as police, etc.) makes it possible for new Americans
to accelerate to integrate. [Brian Bollinger – Friends of Refugees]
I think Clarkston Mayor Ted Terry has been a huge influence in making refugees
feel welcome in this city. His Welcoming City resolution creates an environment
where many refugees are encouraged to start businesses, start a non-profit
organization, like myself, and even run for office. Many city council members
were refugees, including the vice Mayor Eyasu, from Eritrea (Gomez, 2020)
[Ayub Muhammad – BRCG]
The key message from the two comments above is the importance of Mayor
Terry’s decision to sign the Welcoming Resolution and make Clarkston an official
Welcoming City. The two civic leaders believe that officially announcing Clarkston as a
Welcoming City creates opportunities and platforms for residents to be more involved, to
have seats on the table, which would accelerate their process of integration and sense of
belonging in Clarkston.
I think the key is to have all the ‘actors’ be actively involved and fully committed
in creating a welcoming environment. Not only the local government, but all civic
leaders, business leaders and social enterprises, as well as local (long-term)
residents. For example, Refuge Coffee is one of the 21 members of Coalition of
Refugee Services Agencies (CRSA), whose mission is to create collaboration
between NGOs serving refugees and immigrants to elevate all the positive
contributions of refugees and immigrants in Georgia. In light of Trump’s latest
executive order, CRSA members, including us, members of Clarkston city
government, many business owners (both refugee owned and long-term Clarkston
residents) visited the state capital to urge Governor Kemp to uphold Georgia’s
tradition of being a welcoming place for refugees and immigrants. [Kitti Murray –
Refuge Coffee]
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The above statement focuses more on the importance of ALL actors and
stakeholders in Clarkston to be intentional and proactive in creating a welcoming
community, because city government cannot do it all.
The role of government is so important, because as you know, our federal
government had reduced the numbers of refugee admittance significantly.
Clarkson has seen reduction of refugee resettlement by about 70-80% in the last
year, however, because we have a strong and committed city government, under
mayor Ted, who declares Clarkston to be a welcoming city, NGOs and civic
organizations like CCC are even more committed in serving our residents. So,
local government really sets the tone. [Luay Sami- Clarkston Community Center]
CCC’s executive director laid out another advantage of becoming a Welcoming
City, and that is to encourage NGOs and civic leaders to be more active and intentional in
promoting the message of welcoming community, regardless of federal government’s
position on immigration.

Interviews with Volunteer Tutors through City Hope Community
My son, Nate, is a volunteer tutor for a non-profit organization, City Hope
Community, with a mission “to mobilize individuals and churches in taking up the care
and cause of refugee families” (Who is a Refugee, n.d.). Nate and his friends have
volunteered for more than four years as tutors for elementary to middle school refugee
children in their homes. Every Saturday, volunteers spend two to four hours in students’
homes, tutoring based on each child’s needs. Nate and three of fellow volunteer tutors
agreed to be interviewed on their role as tutors and they allowed me to share their
experiences for this thesis project. Throughout the past four years, they have tutored
children anywhere from one to twelve years old, most of them are in elementary school
from first to fifth grades, and some are in middle schools. They have served children
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from Afghanistan, Bhutan, Chad, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Jordan, Myanmar, Nepal, and Syria.
(Yang, N., interview, October 4, 2019)
They were asked if they met any issues in carrying on their duties in a multiethnic community, and here are their responses:
Many Muslim families are hesitant to receive tutoring from men and women at
the same time. Preferably they want just women to volunteer for them. However,
there is not any pushback due to race or religious differences. When we go to the
annual Clarkston festival, all diverse types of people attend the event and are
happy to receive help. [Nate]
Although I have never dealt with this situation myself, many of the Muslim
families we work with has special conditions that the volunteers must meet. For
example, one family may only want girl volunteers, while another family may
want only boy volunteers. Some Muslim families are also not incredibly open to
Christian organizations, so they refuse to receive our help. [William]
I have personally never encountered these issues since I do not know too well
what goes on throughout their week. The kids seem to play along with anyone
who is around them, and in fact loves to invite anyone, and I have not seen any
sort of disparity. [Jesse]
I have not encountered many issues or conflicts concerning different ethnic or
religious backgrounds, but I do know that Muslim families prefer not to have
male volunteers teaching in their house which is why most females only tutor
Muslim families. [Sydney]
From their experiences, it was clear that for the most part, younger refugees,
especially children, do not have any issues in having good relationships with anyone from
any background. The challenges tutors are facing mostly have to do with cultural and
religious boundaries in which Muslim families prefer female volunteers, and some
Muslim families have apprehensions about receiving help from a Christian organization,
as City Hope is Christian based. However, the consensus is that refugees from all
background generally are happy to receive help from any organizations that are willing to
spend the time and resources to assist their children in achieving academic success.
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They were also asked to provide insights and suggestions on how NGOs can
improve to better serve refugee population in Clarkston, and here are their responses:
More structural integrity. More training for volunteers as well. Additionally,
going out to the community to recruit more volunteers as there are more children
who need help but not enough volunteers. Public schools are not able to keep up
with the number of students who need help; which is why volunteer tutors are
much needed in this community, where many kids lost some of their formal
education during their refugee journey, prior to coming here, so they are usually
behind. Also, at our monthly meetings, there should be more direction in terms of
goals for these kids and what we need to do as volunteers to help the community
in more meaningful and comprehensive ways. [Nate]
I think it would be extremely beneficial if every volunteer was taught various
methods of teaching a child math and reading. Many of the volunteers come with
the proper heart, but they do not know proper teaching methods for certain topics;
in return, their children are not able grasp these topics as fast as they could be.
[William]
To be able to monitor what happens at the refugee’s family’s home to provide
more consistent support. [Jesse]
I do not have many suggestions for the organization but one thing it can improve
in is its organization and ability to keep up with volunteers. The organization
needs to find volunteers who are willing to stay and help for longer periods of
time instead of just a couple of months as this program is a big commitment.
[Sydney]
The above statements yield several takeaways: 1) The role of volunteer tutors is
extremely crucial because public schools do not have enough resources to assist all
students that need help; 2) A more structured and formal volunteer training is also
important, because they tutor children who may have lost some years of formal education
due to their refugee experiences, and having a more structured training would allow for a
more effective tutoring techniques that would truly benefit students in tangible ways; 3)
NGOs need to recruit volunteers who are willing to commit to the task in a longer term in
order to provide more consistency in helping refugee students.
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Chapter IV.
Conclusion

Concluding Remarks
The first thing I noticed upon entering the small town of Clarkston is the sign that
reads “Little Town … Big Heart.” Clarkston as we know today has come a long way
from its original name - “Goatsville” because residents there owned up to twenty goats to a town of 13,000 people, made up of 40 nationalities speaking 60 languages, making it
the most diverse city in America.
Refugee resettlement programs identified Clarkston as an ideal place for refugees
due to easy access to the interstate and the Atlanta job market. Clarkston in the 1980s was
mostly apartments offering affordable housing. As the city’s demographics began to
evolve, a lot of Clarkston’s long-term residents, mostly Caucasians, started to move out.
Many refugees also stayed in Clarkston for the first few months and left Clarkston. For
many who stay, they contribute to making Clarkston home to more than forty
nationalities.
Under the leadership of a young and progressive Mayor Ted Terry, since his
historic win in 2013, Clarkston has emerged to be known as a town that does things
differently, fueled by innovative ideas on how to continue to put Clarkston on the map as
a true Welcoming City for all. From its first tiny home development program to the
aggressive plan to create edible landscaping throughout the city, Clarkston is
transforming itself into a unique and more than your average suburban setting. From my
years of being a frequent visitor and volunteer, to the past six months of research for this
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project, I can attest to “the vibe” that Clarkston is more of a community than a town, as
people are bound much more by connection and fellowship than by their shared zip
codes. Seems like Clarkston prophetically proven itself to be the same little town with a
big heart.

Research Limitations
Due to the limited time to do the research, I was unable to gather respondents of
Clarkston’s local/native residents, especially those who have lived in Clarkston since
before the refugee resettlement wave began. While I was informed that most of the
Caucasian residents have moved decades ago, there are some who stayed. Most
Caucasians I met throughout ethnographic site visits do not live in Clarkston, but they
commute just to volunteer and show support. Another limitation due to time constraint is
the fact that I was not able to do a comparative study between Clarkston and a similar
metro area that also officially declared a Welcoming City status to show any potential
tensions in policies and programs for refugee resettlement. Another impediment was due
to a sudden development of federal immigration policy, most VOLAGs were busy and
had no time to speak with me, except for IRC, which was only able to answer to a fourquestion email survey. Another important VOLAG I planned to interview, World Relief,
closed its door permanently in Atlanta after forty years in operations, and others reduced
staff size significantly.

Brief Summary of Findings

98

1. From refugee standpoint: While there are challenges in terms of a multi-ethnic
refugee community (some problems of potential conflict with different ethnic
groups or competing sides from back home), the main impediments for successful
integration comes down to the ability to be self-sufficient and support their
families. Refugees in Clarkston want one thing: to have jobs as soon as possible,
to support family, to build their American dream. They also feel more sense of
solidarity and shared humanity with their fellow refugees because many NGOs
and the city government send a unified message of welcoming community.
2. Clarkson is a successful anomaly when it comes to refugee resettlement because
city government and civic and community leaders come together and create
programs and policies that elevate Clarkston as a Welcoming City.
3. The official Welcoming City status helps the city government, NGOs, and civic
leaders to be accountable and to be in one accord as they implement programs to
assist refugees and immigrants.
4. While there are challenges in unifying such a multi-ethnic society, once again,
Clarkston’s stance as a Welcoming City allows all stakeholders to create a
message of shared humanity and camaraderie among refugees as well as between
refugees and local residents.
5. From a civic engagement standpoint: The city of Clarkston under Mayor Terry
has done a great job in providing seats at the table for refugee leaders to be a part
of governing the city, which provides level playing fields for refugees to truly be
engaged members of Clarkston, with voice and representations in the elected
office. Vice Mayor Awet Eyasu, who was the first Eritrean refugee to hold public
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office in the US, and is now interim mayor until November 2020 due to Mayor
Terry’s running for Dekalb Commissioner, and out of the six current council
members, four are minorities, and two of them are immigrants (T. Terry,
interview, October 1, 2020). Other cities in America are only starting in having
their first refugees as elected officials, such as Tecle Gabremicheal, the first
refugee (from Ethiopia) to run for city council in Boise, Idaho (Rizvi, 2020)

Further Research Possibilities
Based on the current findings, there is a general consensus that an official
declaration of a Welcoming City has helped Clarkston’s city government and key
stakeholders, such as community leaders and NGOs, to have clear frameworks and
measurable outcomes to achieve and maintain its Welcoming City status, which makes
for a unified messaging echoed throughout the different agencies. More in depth research
might be needed on whether declaring an official Welcoming City status is motivated by
social justice or more “city branding” for marketing purposes. Another potential research
possibility would be around the framework of Clarkston’s hyper diversity and whether
the fact that Clarkston is a condensed city of less than two miles, with extremely diverse
foreign-born residents, make it an ideal place for refugee resettlement based on all the
reasons laid out in this thesis. A comparison between Clarkston and other cities with
comparable size and characteristics (near metro area, affordable housing, public transport
accessible) and as diverse as Clarkston might provide better insights in this matter.
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Appendix.
Interviews

Interview Background at Refuge Coffee
Like many Atlantans, I have been obsessed with Refuge Coffee. Some of my
most productive days have been spent in my favorite corner sofa, tapping away on my
laptop keyboard. Some Saturdays, when the weather is nice, I would sit outside at one of
the many wooden high-top stools and had conversations with other patrons and the
friendly baristas. Almost every day, I would see diverse types of people coming through,
from non-profit organizations having staff meeting and training, to bikers stopping by to
rest and recharge, to millennial freelancers having multiple cups of chai lattes while
working. In fact, Mayor Terry and I scheduled our interview at Refuge Coffee bright and
early, as that was his daily breakfast and caffeine stops. Some evenings are filled with
hosted game nights, and every Saturday morning, one of Refuge Coffee’s first
employees, Leon, from Democratic Republic of Congo, who is now the Customer
Experience Coordinator, hosts a chai making workshop, filled with more than just a chai
making tutorials, but with Leon’s warmth and amazing story-telling ability. I participated
in one of his workshops with three other ladies coming from North Atlanta suburbs of
Suwanee, some thirty miles from Clarkston. These ladies heard about Leon’s classes and
they decided to support the mission. It was one of the most entertaining activities I have
experienced, and we all bonded over chai making and Leon’s own story of survival, and
his vast knowledge of history of chai and tea. I also had a chance to practice my French
and Swahili with Leon, who speaks them fluently.

I have been truly amazed at how this non-profit organization has been able to train
newly arrived refugees with marketable skill as barista, and further training to determine
future career path. Having met many of their amazing employees, who are mostly
refugees, one bright young man, Bali, a refugee from Bhutan, was the one I initially
approached a few months ago as I was preparing for this project. At our initial meeting, I
explained about my project and asked if he would be willing to assist me by answering
some questions, he immediately consented, and provided me with referral to also speak to
his colleague and friend, Ali, from Sudan.
Since all the interviews were conducted in informal manners with open ended
questions, not all subjects were asked the same exact questions. In some cases, the
specific topic came up naturally and subjects ended up answering similar lines of
questions.

Refuge Coffee Friendsgiving Celebration
In November 2019, I attended and volunteered at Refuge Coffee’s annual
Friendsgiving celebration, where everyone is invited and asked to bring one dish from
their country of origins. It was such a fascinating sight, as there were more than a
hundred and fifty people in attendance, not only from Clarkston but from all over Metro
Atlanta and beyond, and a huge spread of about fifty different dishes, desserts, and drinks
from Ethiopia, Eritrea, Nepal, Bosnia, India, Pakistan, Myanmar, Syria, Afghanistan,
Iraq, Iran, the Philippines, Somalia, Bhutan, and a few others.
At this event, I met so many people from all of the above countries and had a
chance to get to know a few and even exchanged phone numbers to get to know each
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other deeper. In my round table, I sat alongside four other people. One was a former
refugee from Bosnia, who is now an elementary school teacher in a Dekalb County
public school, and her lovely mother; another American couple from the next town over,
Decatur, that volunteers significantly in Clarkston with various organizations, including
Refuge Coffee; and a young lady, originally from Argentina, a caterer from North
Atlanta, who supports Refuge Coffee’s missions and takes time to drive thirty miles to
Clarkston to volunteer her time and resources. While they agreed to speak with me on
this topic and help me with this project, they asked to remain anonymous.

Highlights of Stories from Refugee Interview Subjects

Bade’s Story. Bade’s parents were minority Ethnic Nepalese from Bhutan, and they were
forced to flee Bhutan due to ethnic violence and extreme discrimination and ended up in
Eastern Nepal refugee camps in the mid-1990s and within the past 20 years, over 85% of
100,000 Bhutanese refugees have been able to resettle in the US across different states,
including Texas, New York, Indiana, North Carolina, and Georgia. According to the
Department of Homeland Security, there is an estimated 1.4 million more Bhutanese
refugees will be eligible to apply for naturalization, whom of which are coming from
Asian and Pacific Island countries (“Bhutanese Refugees Find Home in America,” 2016).
Bade and his younger siblings were born in the refugee camp and came to Clarkston
through resettlement program managed by IOM in 2015. He was a middle schooler, and
because he spoke some English, he was enrolled successfully as an 8 th grader at Freedom
Middle School in Clarkston and continued his education at Clarkston High School.
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Fani’s Story. Fani came to Clarkston from Ethiopia in 2008 under a special visa category.
In her home country, she had a thriving government career as a secretary at the
Department of Energy; however, when she arrived in Clarkston, it was not easy to find
jobs that were comparable to her skill sets. Despite her ability to speak some English, her
secretarial diploma was not recognized, so she had to start from the bottom at various
entry-level jobs.
She found Refuge Coffee and has been working there ever since. In February
2020, she will be promoted to manage Refuge’s second location in downtown Atlanta. In
addition to a thriving career, she is an aspiring entrepreneur. In early 2019, she was
selected as a cohort in the Start:ME business accelerator program, a joint initiative
between Emory University Goizueta Business School and several Atlanta-based nonprofits, including Friends of Refugees. In essence, Start:ME is a free 14-session business
training for promising small businesses that provides entrepreneurs the tools and
connections necessary to build and grow successful businesses. Upon completion of the
program, which resulted in a sound business plan, she is now confidently moving forward
and putting all the planning into action. Her enterprise is poised to empower marginalized
women in her home country by providing them skill training to produce handmade
products to be marketed in the US. She has been displaying her handmade products
during Refuge Coffee’s Holiday Market and other pop up markets and is looking forward
to growing the business to include online store.
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Atika’s Story. Recommended by one of the people I met at Refuge Coffee, I strolled into
PS Burmese restaurant, one of the many refugee-owned businesses in a huge shopping
strip, Clarkston Village, and met another brilliant young refugee from Myanmar, who at
19 years old, seems so mature beyond her years. She was on her shift as a cashier and
server, and eloquently explained all the menus and recommended an amazing chicken
dish for me to try. It was 3PM, and I was the only customer there, except for some
patrons coming in and out to pick up to go orders. I proceeded to ask if I could connect
with her at another time, or after her shift, to ask some questions on her journey as a
refugee. I showed her the one-page infographic explaining the purpose of the interview
and my project goal. She immediately said “hold on” and walked into the kitchen. Two
minutes later, she came back and informed me that her boss would allow her to talk to me
during her shift if she could pause and serve other customers if needed.
She proceeded to tell me her journey from Myanmar to Clarkston. After spending
her first few years in Myanmar, the military junta was getting increasingly restrictive
towards its citizens, especially Rohingya Muslims and other ethnic minorities. In 2011,
along with her mother and older brother, she fled to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, with the
help of a resettlement agency, IOM. Life in Kuala Lumpur was not easy because refugees
were not able to work and education for refugees was limited. She did not go to school
for more than a year, and her family barely survived.
IOM later resettled the family in the US, and in 2015, they arrived in Clarkston.
She immediately enrolled in high school and graduated from Clarkston High School in
2018. She proceeded to inform me that her dream is to become a physical therapist, and
she is determined to push through until she can achieve it. To afford college, she is
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thinking about enlisting in the Navy next year. She wants to give back but also needs a
way to pay for college. She is determined to graduate from college one day so she can
improve her life and her family’s. She also encouraged her older brother to find ways to
go to college, even if it is for a two-year degree.

Jason’s Story. A newly arrived refugee from South Sudan, Jason was working at Refuge
Coffee during my interviews with other employees for this project. Interestingly, Abu,
from North Sudan, was the one who personally introduced me to Jason. After we had our
interview, he said, “Why don’t you talk to Jason? He is my brother, and a nice guy. He
will help you!” We walked towards Jason, and Abu warmly introduced me and explained
to Jason briefly about my project. He immediately agreed to talk to me, especially since
he just finished the shift as well.
Jason came to Clarkston recently, in August 2019, after spending seventeen years,
which is most of his life, in Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya. Like many others, he and
his family fled Sudan because of the civil war in the nineties between Sudan and nowindependent South Sudan. When he arrived in Kakuma refugee camp, he was only nine
years old. After finishing high school in the camp, he enrolled in a teacher training
program, which then allowed him to receive a teaching certificate to teach secondary
school children. In 2016, he applied for resettlement in the United States with the help of
New American Pathways, and while it took time, he finally arrived in August 2019 in
Clarkston. Unfortunately, his mom and five younger siblings were not able to be resettled
at the same time, and now they are still in Kakuma refugee camp, waiting for their turn.
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With Trump’s new policy that is not welcoming to immigrants and refugees, Jason is
unsure whether they will have any opportunity to join him soon.
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