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a b s t r a c t

This paper explores the idea of mobility for recent refugees who have resettled in a non-traditional immi-
grant destination in the northeastern U.S. It is based on a multi-year qualitative study of travel behavior,
preferences, and needs amongst these new arrivals in a small city in the state of Vermont. As a result of
their experiences of both forced displacement from their home as well as stasis within camp settings and
the refugee determination process, refugees are an example of what some have called ‘‘a dialectic of
movement/moorings’’ (Urry, 2003: 125), both on the move and trapped in place. Their resettlement in
the U.S., as this paper illustrates, may represent a further extension of this dialectic—placed by govern-
ment agents in new immigrant reception areas not of their own choosing, forced to commute long dis-
tances and into unfamiliar environments for work and limited in their abilities to access healthcare,
education and employment (amongst other services) due to a range of transportation barriers. I argue
in this paper that refugee mobilities in a new settlement site are about more than inconvenience: barriers
to movement may constitute obstacles to acculturation, integration, self-empowerment, and community
building.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction: Refugees and new destinations

The ‘mobilities turn’ in the social sciences in recent years has
significantly challenged our understanding of a wide range of
flows—capital, labor, commodities, people, and ideas (Urry, 2007;
Sheller and Urry, 2006; Adey, 2006). The complex and circuitous
routes of travel, migration, and a wide variety of networks at differ-
ent scales, intensities, and sites have renewed a strong interest in
the meanings and implication of movement and stillness alike, in
a number of different disciplines (Urry, 2012; Cresswell, 2010,
2012; Jensen, 2011). What does it mean to be mobile? How do
we understand and analyze these disparate flows? What is the
relationship between mobility and immobility? What is at stake
politically and theoretically in such movements and migrations?
In this paper I examine such questions in light of the experiences
of refugees recently resettled in Burlington, Vermont, a small city
that is representative of a growing trend in immigration to new
destinations in the United States. The central concerns that ani-
mate this research are to understand: (a) whether refugees’ travel
behavior and preferences are distinct from those of the broader

population, and (b) what impacts mobility and immobility might
have on the acculturation and integration process.

In particular, I focus on refugees’ ability to access a range of
opportunities and needs that either enable or limit their participa-
tion and integration into new societies. I argue that the mobility of
refugees in Vermont is about much more than convenience and
utility—being able to travel to jobs, healthcare, and educational
opportunities leads to better quality of life outcomes, a sense of
independence and agency, and a more established presence within
their new communities. Conversely, limitations on movement and
mobility may have profound effects on refugees’ notions of com-
munity, integration, and perhaps even citizenship itself. These ef-
fects may also be felt in the broader population, but they may be
more pressing for refugees given their somewhat more tenuous
place in their new homes.

The example used to explore this dynamic is that of refugees in
Burlington, Vermont, a federally designated resettlement site for
refugees since the late 1980s. The choice of both the subject and
the site may not appear obvious for a discussion of migration
and mobility at first blush. Refugees, after all, make up but a small
fraction of immigrant flows within North America (Teixeira et al.,
2011), and Vermont—a mostly rural and overwhelmingly white
state—remains low on the list of immigrant destinations (Bose,
2013). Yet the travel behavior, needs, and desires of refugees in
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such a location illuminate the complex ways in which we might
understand what Papastergiadis (2000) has termed the ‘‘turbu-
lence of migration’’—the displacement of populations, their reset-
tlement through various forms of globalization, their experience
of mobility in a new location, and their reconstitution of identity
and redefining of place.

Similarly, while Vermont may continue to receive a far smaller
number of newcomers than states like California or Texas, it is rep-
resentative of a growing trend of immigrants and refugees settling
beyond the so-called ‘gateway cities’ of the U.S., such as New York,
Chicago, and Los Angeles (Massey, 2008). The presence of newcom-
ers in non-traditional destinations—in rural regions, in the
southern and midwestern United States, and in suburban
enclaves—has been a focus of considerable recent geographic
research (Nelson and Nelson, 2011; Singer et al., 2008; Smith and
Furuseth, 2006). Much of this work focuses on labor as well as pro-
fessional class migrants—both legal and undocumented—who con-
stitute the majority of such flows. Refugees make up a much
smaller proportion of the newcomers in non-traditional sites, often
numbering in the hundreds rather than the thousands. Yet the
trend of movement to such destinations is steady and on the
rise—for example, while 8300 refugees were placed in the metro-
politan New York City area between 2000 and 2010, about 2000
were placed in the metropolitan area of Burlington, Vermont (Ref-
ugee Processing Center, 2013). Similar patterns are discernible in
Chicago (9000) and Los Angeles (2600) versus towns with a popu-
lation similar to Burlington, such as Utica, NY (4300), Bowling
Green, KY (2700), or Twin Falls, ID (1900), a trend repeated across
the U.S. during the same period between large versus small cities
(Refugee Processing Center, 2013). This paper, therefore, focuses
on the example of refugees in Burlington, Vermont, as a way of
exploring the particular experiences of mobility for newcomers
in these types of destinations. Examining the transportation chal-
lenges for refugees in such a location helps to expand the literature
on immigrants and travel behavior—which, like the study of migra-
tion as a whole in the U.S., has tended to focus on labor, familial,
and economic migrants—and more broadly on mobility itself by
interrogating the specifics of the refugee experience. The experi-
ences of refugees settled in a small city in the U.S. are not the same
as those of labor migrants in agricultural areas in the Midwest,
immigrants working in manufacturing in gateway cities like New
York or Chicago, or professional class immigrants in Silicon valley.
Over sixty thousand refugees are accepted each year by the U.S.,
increasingly, as noted above, in new destinations similar to
Burlington, VT. It is important, therefore, to understand the specific
implications that barriers to mobility might have for refugee pop-
ulations in such places.

The findings in this paper are based on a multi-year, community
based qualitative study conducted with recently resettled refugees
in Burlington, Vermont, and the social service providers who sup-
port their transition to their new home. They provide particular in-
sight into the nature and the number of challenges facing refugees
in Vermont, especially in light of the particularities of the state –
the low levels of population density and urbanization, the lack of
historical immigration, the predominantly homogenous and white
population, the cold-weather climate, and the economic and cul-
tural background of refugees. The findings suggest that for refugee
families and individuals for whom transportation is less of a chal-
lenge – because they live closer to their travel destinations or to
transit options, or due to their access to a car – their acclimation
to a new environment is potentially much smoother. Indeed, those
for whom transportation is less of an obstacle have considerable
advantages over those who do not live either in close proximity
to the work, stores, services, and schools that they need to reach
or have access to modes of transport that render such distances
manageable. Access to viable transportation options, both public

and private, is clearly lacking for refugees in Vermont, and this
gap acts as a significant barrier to the adaptation of refugees to
their new homes. Furthermore, limited transportation options
can, in substantial ways, restrict the autonomy and independence
of refugees, leaving them dependent on the services and schedules
of others. This, in turn, can adversely affect their ability to seek and
secure gainful employment, receive necessary medical care, and
access other goods and services vital to both basic survival and so-
cial advancement.

The paper begins with a review of two related sets of relevant
literature: the first on mobility and, more specifically, immigrant
mobility, and the second on accessibility, with a particular focus
on equity and spatial mismatch. The paper then introduces the
study site, presents the methodological framework, and describes
the process of data collection. The next section presents some of
the results of the study, highlighting three aspects of the accultur-
ation and resettlement experience in the Vermont case that have
been especially affected by constraints on mobility: employment,
education, and healthcare. I conclude by suggesting that the impli-
cation of such limitations is a lessening of opportunity for the ref-
ugees in their transition to new lives. Finally, I argue that a more
expansive notion of refugee mobility – one that recognizes that ac-
cess to better, more reliable, and more independent travel options
can improve integration – is a crucial component for policymakers
to consider if improving resettlement outcomes is their goal.

2. Literature review

2.1. Migrants and mobility

The study of mobility in a multiplicity of forms has been an
important theoretical exploration in a range of disciplines in recent
years. Cresswell (2010), in the first of a series of reviews of the con-
cept distinguishes between the more established field of transport
geography—dominated broadly by approaches in social sciences
and engineering—and the more emergent literature on mobilities
that draws as much from the humanities as it does geography or
sociology. Indeed, he describes mobility as a ‘‘geographical fact
that lies at the centre of constellations of power, the creation of
identities and the microgeographies of everyday life’’ (Cresswell,
2010: 551). Jensen (2011) similarly argues that mobilities research
is important not for its descriptive capabilities but for the potential
of such work to make critical interventions in the contemporary
crises of modernity by engaging directly with the question of
power. A flat notion of mobility – where all subjects have undiffer-
entiated access and power – is at odds with the realities of the
world in which we live. Indeed, Urry (2012: 27) suggests that what
he calls ‘‘network capital’’—the ability to unfold one’s life through
highly interconnected, networked societies—‘‘points to the real
and potential social relations that mobilities afford.’’ Conversely,
the lack of such capital can lead to disparate experiences of mobil-
ity and profound consequences—as seen, he suggests, in a case
such as Hurricane Katrina in terms of who could and who could
not escape the effects of the storm.

One of the key contributions of mobilities research is then a fo-
cus on the construction of meaning rather than a mapping of
movement—Cresswell (2010) urges, for example that in building
a bridge between mobilities research and transport geography,
the focus should be not only on travel times alone but what those
travel times signify. Some researchers have shown, for example,
that the embodied experience of mobility and being a passenger
tells us much more than documenting their trajectories or explain-
ing their socio-political contexts alone (Bissell et al., 2011; Jain,
2011). For example, Budd’s (2011) analysis of first-hand accounts
of airship travel in the early years of the 20th century help to
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historicize and, literally, ground the modern fascination with tech-
nology and transportation, while Burrell’s (2011) account of Polish
migrant workers’ use of low-cost airlines to fly home shows the
ways in which identities and connections can be forged and main-
tained in the face of seemingly insurmountable distance. A similar
focus on the transnational practices of labor migrants can be found
in Conradson and Mckay’s (2007) introduction to a special issue on
affect and mobility, drawing on prior notions of translocality to
illustrate the ways that the boundaries and reach of seemingly
fixed locations can be extended through such flows. This type of re-
search brings us back to the mobile subject and their experiences,
rather than retaining a focus on the path taken. Martin’s (2011)
work, for example, on undocumented Afghans and their tortuous
journeys, or Yaghmaian’s (2005) ethnographic narratives of Mus-
lim migrant laborers on their travels west, raises the question of
the ‘legitimate’ versus the ‘illegitimate’ traveler and reminds us
of the collision between parallel networks of mobility, migration,
ideologies, and geopolitics.

Yet this is not simply descriptive work. As Adey (2006) argues,
for mobility to be a useful analytical concept it must be seen as
relational, to recognize the distinctions between forms of move-
ment and stillness and what each can materialize in the world. It
is not simply movement and flows that are the focus of mobilities
research; rather, it is the dialectic described by Urry (2007) of what
he calls mobility and moorings. Such a dialectic is exemplified, in
Jensen’s (2009) view, by urban landscapes, where cities themselves
are sites of mobility, flow, sedentariness, and fixity in the relation-
ship between enclaves and armatures—in this sense, the city is
reconstituted continually by the actual movement of people and
ideas through and within it. The refugee is a similarly effective
example of the dialectic of mobility and immobility. Refugees’
departure from homes, livelihoods, and social networks has been
anything but voluntary; the migration they have experienced is a
forced one, driven by conflict or resource crisis across a border or
away from their homeland. Yet the refugee can also experience a
great deal of stillness, such as those marooned in refugee camps
in Nepal, Kenya, and Lebanon for months, years, and generations
by protracted conflicts with no end in sight (Loescher and Milner,
2005). Often they are physically restricted to the camp space,
barred from working or going to school outside of its boundaries,
and barred from integrating into their host country’s society in
multiple other ways. If and when they are resettled, unlike other
immigrants, refugees have little say on where they might go—it
is not chain migration, family reunification, or economic opportu-
nities that drive the flow, but rather the directives of the state and
its agents that determine where one will be placed (Haines, 2010;
Bloemraad, 2006). Once in their resettlement site, refugees may
choose to relocate to another place (as other immigrants) but, in
the U.S. at least, to do so would mean relinquishing significant ini-
tial financial assistance (Pipher, 2002). For such reasons, the vast
majority of refugees in this study have remained in their original
settlement site.

The aspect of refugee mobility with which I am primarily inter-
ested in this paper, however, is that experienced by refugees once
they have arrived in their new homes in Vermont. Mobilities re-
search has much to offer such an inquiry, extending the extant lit-
erature that is, for the most part, centered on the study of
transportation services and access for immigrants as a broad cate-
gory and, to a limited extent, on the experiences of refugees as
well. Several important analyses of immigrant travel behavior have
begun to highlight more systematically the crucial role that mobil-
ity plays in the acculturation process (Tal and Handy, 2010). For
example, Blumenberg and Smart (2010) and Lovejoy and Handy
(2011) demonstrate the utility of carpooling by recent immigrants
in California as a way of strengthening social networks and over-
coming shared obstacles. Chatman and Klein (2009) illustrate the

reliance of foreign-born populations on bicycling, public transit,
walking, and shared private transportation as a way of adjusting
to the demands of a new environment. Similar studies in Canada
indicate a high use of transit amongst immigrants (Heiz and Schel-
lenberg, 2004). Indeed. Lo et al. (2011: 470) argue explicitly that
‘‘transit needs to be recognized as a key ingredient for the success
of the immigrant settlement process.’’

On the other side of this dynamic, studies have repeatedly
shown the adverse effects of constrained mobility on the lives of
immigrants. For example, transportation barriers appear among
the most significant challenges to accessing both employment
and healthcare for Burmese Karen refugees in Texas (Mitschke
et al., 2011). In Neidell and Waldfogel’s (2009) research on immi-
grant children in Head Start programs across the U.S., parental ac-
cess to transportation emerged as an important factor for low rates
of participation. Outside the North American context, Abdelkerim
and Grace (2012), in their study of refugees and immigrants from
Africa in Australia, highlight the deleterious impact that a lack of
personal mobility has had on self-sufficiency and political agency.
Similarly, Uteng (2009: 1057) suggests that ‘‘constrained mobility
[is] a constitutive factor of social exclusion’’ in the case of non-
Western immigrant women in Norway. Such themes are repeated
in the narratives from this study – ad-hoc strategies to overcome
obstacles through cooperation, for example, and a sense of isola-
tion and dependency when these barriers cannot be addressed.
Accessibility, then, is the second important conceptual framework
in which this study and its arguments regarding refugee mobility
are based.

2.2. Accessibility

While mobility as a concept has been focused on the notion of
flows broadly understood, accessibility is generally viewed as
referring ‘‘to the ability to reach desired goods, services, activities
and destinations’’ (Litman, 2011: 5), usually in a timely fashion.
It is not movement per se that is the goal, but rather the ability
to reach specific destinations. The effect of not being able to reach
destinations, therefore, has been at the root of much of the work in
transportation and accessibility. For many European researchers
this dynamic has been framed around questions of integration
and exclusion – in which members of a given society are excluded
from full and vibrant participation because of their lack of access to
services such as public transit (Clifton and Lucas, 2004; Lucas,
2006; Lyons, 2004). In the U.S. context, the idea of accessibility is
often grounded in the concepts of environmental justice, civil
rights, and anti-racism (Bullard et al., 2004; Deka, 2004; Hanson
and Guiliano, 2004). Here, the focus has been on the displacements
caused by transportation planning and projects (Freilla, 2004;
Forkenbrock and Schweitzer, 1999), on the lack of investment in
infrastructure serving working class and racialized neighborhoods
versus affluent, white suburbs (Ramsey, 2000; Nogrady and King,
2004), and on the disconnect between certain populations and
the destinations they seek to reach.

This last, the so-called ‘‘spatial mismatch hypothesis’’ proposed
by Kain (1968) and others, has been especially influential and ar-
gues that jobs have followed middle-class white populations to
the suburbs, while minorities such as African-American popula-
tions remain trapped in hyper-urbanized concentrations in inner-
cities. Similar studies have suggested that such trends have contin-
ued over subsequent decades and that, in order to reach their jobs
(primarily in the service sector), marginalized groups have been
forced to undertake so-called ‘reverse commutes’ from central cit-
ies to the suburbs (Kennedy, 2004). Indeed, this phenomenon has
been so widely recognized as to have federal programs dedicated
to addressing the gap, such as the Job Access and Reverse Commute
Program (JARC) (Cervero, 2004). More recently, some scholars have
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suggested that the spatial mismatch hypothesis needs to be refor-
mulated to look more specifically at mode choice rather than geo-
graphic distance alone (Grengs, 2010; Blumenberg and Manville,
2004; Kawabata and Shen, 2007). From this perspective, access
to certain forms of transportation – especially the personal auto-
mobile – is of more significance than the distance between home
and work (Blumenberg, 2007; Horner and Mefford, 2007). Others
argue that traditional notions of spatial mismatch do not correlate
with new immigrant settlement patterns. Liu and Painter’s (2012)
study of job decentralization and employment opportunities in
sixty of the largest metropolitan areas in the U.S. shows that immi-
grants are more spatially mismatched than the White population,
though less so than African-Americans. This mismatch increasingly
is being offset, they argue, by the movement of certain immigrant
groups to suburban areas, or to what Li (2011) characterizes as
‘‘ethnoburbs.’’

Yet even if the idea of spatial mismatch needs to be updated to
take new demographic and economic realities into proper context,
the issue of accessibility to jobs and other opportunities for various
populations remains a crucial one. For example, in their study of
transit equity in Toronto between 1996 and 2006, Foth et al.
(2013) suggest that, contrary to popular perception, the socially
disadvantaged groups in their research did not have lower levels
of transit access than many others in the region in terms of travel
time, distance and employment destinations. This does not take
into account quality or reliability of transport—when the latter
are factored in, these marginalized populations continue to have
diminished economic opportunities compared to the broader pub-
lic. Similarly, Paéz et al. (2012), in their review of a range of mea-
sures of accessibility, distinguish between what they call positive
and normative definitions – how far is reasonable to travel versus
how far one ought to travel. Indeed, Morency et al. (2011) suggest
that, when a wider number of factors than space–time are taken
into account, there were significant differences in three Canadian
cities between the accessibility afforded low-income, elderly, and
single-parent households and the general population. The impact
of a lack of accessibility has significant implications on economic
self-sufficiency (Rogalsky, 2010; Garasky et al., 2006; Jacobsen,
2005) and socialization (Miller and Rasco, 2004; Shen Ryan,
1992)—especially important considerations for the refugees in this
study. Scholars who have followed this line of analysis and critique
have urged, therefore, that those who advocate ‘smart growth’ and
less automobile-centric-modes of regional development avoid
planning that reinforces transportation racism and entrenches
existing inequities (Haynes et al., 2005; Schweitzer and
Valenzuela, 2004).

3. Method: Case study and approach

3.1. Study site

Refugee resettlement in Vermont has mirrored national pat-
terns seen across the U.S. over the past three decades (Portes and
Rumbaut, 2008). This includes the influx of predominantly
Southeast Asians during the late 1980s and early 1990s, Central
Europeans and those from the former Soviet Union during the
1990s, various African groups from approximately 2000 onward,
and those from South Asia and the Middle East in recent years.
The largest refugee populations currently in Vermont are Bosnians,
Bhutanese, and Vietnamese, with significant numbers of Somali
Bantu, Burundians, Congolese, and Sudanese as well as many smal-
ler groups also present (VRRP, 2013). All of these refugees from
very different backgrounds and contexts bring with them diverse
experiences of transportation and mobility from their countries
of origin. Some come from cities with well-developed public

transit or road systems – such as Sarajevo or Baghdad, before the
onslaught of war and crisis crippled such infrastructure. Others
come from rural regions – often mountainous and forested – or
slums lacking any form of services at all. Some have been displaced
relatively recently from the sudden onset of violence, while others
have languished in camps for decades due to protracted conflicts.

All have been resettled directly in Vermont, joined by a rela-
tively small number of secondary migrants who have relocated
from an initial resettlement site elsewhere in the U.S. While the
absolute number of refugees in Vermont is small compared to
states such as California, Texas, or New York, the program as a
whole has had a significant and successful history, with close to
6000 refugees settled since 1987, almost entirely in the city of Bur-
lington and surrounding towns such as Winooski and Essex (VRRP,
2013) (Fig. 1). The county in which these towns are located has
been the primary destination for refugees in Vermont because it
has the most extensive public transit system within a mostly rural
state. Since it has not been a traditional immigrant destination, ref-
ugee resettlement programs in Vermont cannot rely on the same
institutions and organizations that have provided social services
– including housing assistance, healthcare coverage, language
and job training, transportation, and childcare – that immigrant
networks and service providers have developed in ‘gateway’ cities
and many of the secondary destinations that have become promi-
nent in the past decade such as Atlanta, Seattle, Nashville, and
Detroit (Singer et al., 2008).

3.2. Methodology and data collection

This research is grounded in a participatory, action-oriented,
and community-based approach—working, for example, with mu-
tual aid societies and refugee organizations to identify and refine
key research questions. Such a lens has long been important for a
range of scholars and has been emphasized in recent years by work
on healthcare inequality in low-income neighborhoods
(Hawthorne and Kwan, 2012), emergency food needs in under-
served areas (Robinson-Allen, 2011), citizen participation in urban
planning (Merrick, 2003), and action-oriented research with ‘hid-
den’ or potentially marginalized communities (Browne, 2005).
One of the hallmarks of such approaches has been the use of
mixed- or multi-methods to conduct the inquiry. This means rely-
ing on multiple instruments and methodologies to study popula-
tions that often are difficult to define or demarcate and marked
by hybrid or shifting identities and, as a research strategy, remain-
ing adaptive and flexible in the face of changing circumstances.
What such flexibility affords – either within or across qualitative
and quantitative traditions – is the opportunity to triangulate re-
sults (Denscombe, 2003). Emergent approaches in mobility studies
have similarly affirmed the importance of interdisciplinary meth-
ods, as a way of building a more holistic portrait of migration
and flows. Such ‘‘mobile methodologies’’ draw on ethnographic
techniques including the movement of the researcher alongside
the research, connecting multiple sites (Cresswell, 2012) and uti-
lizing narrative and performance practice (D’Andrea et al., 2011).
Others combine these innovative methods with extant forms of
analysis of flows, as seen in Jones and Evans’ (2011) proposal for
developing a ‘spatial transcript’ of qualitative GIS methods that
combine GPS data with individualized travel narratives. Within
transportation research as well, the idea of focusing on the individ-
ual’s experience of travel – or, as Carse (2011) suggests, assessing
the transport quality of life – has gained increasing traction.

In order to develop such a comprehensive and multi-faceted
view of the experience of refugees in Vermont with regard to
mobility, this study employs a range of primarily qualitative and
ethnographic tools to conduct its inquiry. In particular, the re-
search project has used surveys and interviews to collect empirical
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data on refugee travel behavior, needs, and preferences. The study
began by interviewing refugees who had arrived in Vermont prior
to 2001, and service providers who had worked a minimum of five
years resettling newcomers in Vermont, in order to identify key
questions and themes to help refine survey questions. This initial
work helped to create two sets of surveys: one for service providers
who work with refugees and one for refugees themselves. These
surveys include questions on travel times, mode choice and usage,
destinations, and a series of more open-ended questions regarding
opinions on transportation experiences. Participants in both sur-
veys were solicited through a random sampling method—service
providers were recruited via their professional network, while
refugees were recruited from the resettled population at large.
Thirty-two service providers completed surveys, representing
organizations that provide support at the time of arrival up to a
maximum of five years. The specific types of support provided by
respondents are diverse and include healthcare, language training,
employment assistance, tax preparation, family services, interpre-
tation and translation, education and outreach, advocacy, mental
health, civic engagement and, for over 20% of respondents, primary
transportation assistance.

The target population for the refugee survey numbers close to
3000 individuals: those refugees who have been resettled between
2001 and 2012 (roughly half of the overall total settled in the
state). Three hundred members of this group were sampled at ran-
dom in this study, with respondents primarily from Bhutan (61),
Iraq (20), Somalia (38), Burundi (55), Congo (35), and Burma
(16). Respondents divided relatively evenly between male (153)
and female (147) participants, while a majority (228) were aged
25 or older at the time of the survey. Two thirds listed their English
proficiency as basic or below, and nearly half live in a household of
four or more persons. Nearly a quarter of households include
someone over the age of 65, and a significant number (37) include
persons with disabilities. All survey respondents live within
Chittenden County, with a majority residing in the town of

Burlington or immediately adjacent towns within the Greater Bur-
lington Area. Sixty-four survey respondents (22.5%) stated that
they were looking for work but were currently unemployed (com-
pared to Chittenden County’s rate of 4% unemployment during the
same period), while another 31.9% (91) reported full-time employ-
ment. One hundred and seventy-one participants noted that they
were receiving supplemental income assistance from various
resettlement or government agencies, while 60% of survey respon-
dents reported an annual household income below $15,000 (as
compared to the Chittenden County median household income of
$62,260).

Following completion of the refugee survey, a further set of semi-
structured interviews were conducted with respondents who had
agreed to participate in a follow-up. These interviews were de-
signed to probe the research questions in more detail—in particular,
how was the acculturation and integration process been affected by
refugee mobility and accessibility? A total of 40 such interviews
were completed, transcribed, and coded in order to identify com-
mon themes and narratives1 Some important patterns that emerged
from this analysis included recurring references to climate, distance
to destinations, opportunities (gained and lost), the challenges to/of
car ownership, aspirations for greater mobility, and various forms of
access dependency. Coupled with the results of the surveys, the inter-
views begin to suggest—as is explored more fully in the following sec-
tion—that mobility and access are indeed important elements of the
acculturation experience for refugees in Vermont.

4. Results and findings

The first step in analyzing the findings was to examine whether
refugee experiences in Vermont are distinct from those of the

Fig. 1. Burlington Transit Map, with Franklin Square, Riverside Avenue, Elmwood Avenue/North Street and Mallets Bay Avenue/North Street the four largest concentrations of
refugee populations in the Burlington Area. Green = #7 Bus (North Avenue). Blue = #9 Bus (Riverside/Winooski). (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure
legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

1 Participant anonymity has been preserved in this paper by referring to an SP
(service provider) or R (refugee), followed by a numeric identifier.
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broader public. It is already clear that, while there are some simi-
larities with the behavior and needs of other immigrants, refugee
contexts are quite distinct – unlike Latino labor migrants or urban
professionals, refugees are both supported directly by the state and
given little choice in their initial placement in the U.S. Their pri-
mary migration pattern also is not economic. But is the mobility
of refugees unique from what other Vermont residents confront,
as they are faced with the same cold climate, rural landscape,
and limited public transit options?

To examine this question, the survey responses from refugees
were compared to the travel behavior of the general population
by using the 2012 Transportation Survey (RSG, 2012) conducted
with some 519 residents by the Chittenden County Regional Plan-
ning Commission.2 While the questions asked in these studies are
not identical, there is enough overlap between the inquiries to yield
some interesting comparisons. For example, while 73% of the general
population sampled in the county report satisfaction with the public
transit system, only 23% of refugees in the study concurred (RSG,
2012). While 65% of the general population reported a preference
for automobiles as its main mode of transportation, amongst refu-
gees in the survey some 80.9% listed the car as their preferred choice.
Although bicycling and walking were mentioned as desired modes
by 57% of the general population, only 2% of refugees in the study
listed bicycling and 5% listed walking as preferred modes of travel.
Using the RSG (2012) study as a baseline allows the current research
to determine whether refugee travel behavior mimics that of the
broader population, or whether it has unique characteristics. Other
comparisons based on mode choice, travel distances, and transporta-
tion options revealed similar disparities.

In light of such distinctions and the findings from this study,
what does refugee mobility mean in Vermont? Building on the lit-
erature on mobility, immigrant acculturation, accessibility and
spatial mismatch, this research suggests that constrained mobility
has direct and negative impacts on several aspects of refugee reset-
tlement. To begin with, it is clear from the refugee survey that sig-
nificant numbers of respondents have lengthy travel times to reach
many destinations (Table 1).

Yet these travel times are not spread out across the metropoli-
tan area; refugee settlement is clustered primarily within two
neighborhoods—the Old North End of Burlington and Mallet’s Bay
Avenue in the nearby town of Winooski. Both of these are poorly
served by transit in terms of both route and frequency, a fact re-
flected in part by the mode currently used by respondents versus
what they would prefer (Table 2).

While the car is a clear aspiration for many refugees, several
obstacles stand in the way of acquiring one. Cost appears to be a
factor, as is the absence of a driver’s license—well over half of the
respondents did not have a license, while 70% did not own a car.
The bus emerged as the only option for many refugees, yet it re-
mains an unsatisfactory solution. Some 84% of respondents evalu-
ated evening and weekend transit service as poor or in need of
improvement, while some 91.3% (274) listed lack of direct service
and 57.2% (127) mentioned infrequent service as reasons why they
rate the transit system as inadequate.

The context of Vermont, then, is of refugees settled in neighbor-
hoods that are located at some distance from various services and
destinations, and are poorly served by public transit, requiring
them to scramble to make adjustments:

My friends and I, we use carpooling when we go to work
everyday at 10:45 pm because there is no public transportation

running at this time. Sometimes we get to work late, which may
result in a job loss. I feel that transportation is the most impor-
tant issue for most people, especially for many refugees who
cannot easily afford it (R25).

Many refugees in Vermont faced with such circumstances rely
on similar ad-hoc solutions comparable to those used by immi-
grants in other contexts, as identified by Blumenberg and Smart
(2010) – carpooling with coworkers, relying on the generosity of
friends, neighbors and, often, service providers, and on the willing-
ness of employers to arrange transportation or overlook late arriv-
als to work. Refugees also revealed other coping mechanisms for
their lack of adequate transportation to work. For example, several
of the former refugees who work at the University of Vermont and
Fletcher Allen Hospital mentioned a ‘‘delicate dance’’ involving
carpooling and the passing over of prime parking locations to
coworkers coming for the next shift. Others mentioned an ‘‘early
morning stroll’’ of workers one can see coming and going from
Winooski and Colchester along one of the major streets during
the early hours of the morning.

Amongst the service providers, it became clear through surveys
and interviews that many organizations provide support well be-
yond their mandate, providing rides for clients to and from
appointments, work, and shopping, helping refugees to learn bus
schedules and the public transit system, assisting with obtaining
taxi vouchers for medical appointments, and even teaching clients
how to drive. For service providers, transportation emerges as a
key challenge to a successful resettlement experience, especially
in terms of employment:

Transportation is a serious barrier to refugees looking for work.
The bus schedule usually does not accommodate second shift
and third shift workers. Even first shift workers cannot get to
their destination via bus on Sundays (SP 3).

Some are able to pass the driver’s license test and get a car in
order to work late shifts and carpool. Most clients, however,
spend hours per day commuting on one or more buses, walking,
or riding a bicycle (or a combination). If the bus routes reached
further, operated more frequently and on the weekends, newly
arrived refugees would have a greater likelihood of becoming
economically self-sufficient (SP 5).

Geographic distance/spatial mismatch was a consistent theme
in both surveys and interviews—many businesses are seasonal
and ill served by transit, as with a local inn and farm estate:

[The] bus doesn’t go to Shelburne Farms where I work. It takes
me 70 min. I take the bus to the museum and then walk or bike
or hitchhike (R28).

Table 1
Refugee travel destinations and times.

Destination <5 min 5–15 min 15–30 min 30> min

Medical 2.4% (n = 7) 25.4%
(n = 75)

44.7%
(n = 132)

27.5 (n = 81)

Shopping 2.4% (n = 7) 32.3%
(n = 95)

39.1%
(n = 115)

26.2%
(n = 77)

Employment 1.8% (n = 5) 23.1%
(n = 64)

45.5%
(n = 126)

29.6%
(n = 82)

Social 12.7%
(n = 37)

27.7%
(n = 81)

29.8% (n = 87) 29.8%
(n = 87)

Table 2
Refugee mode choice and preference.

Car Bus Walk Bicycle

Choice 23.8% (n = 67) 57.3 (n = 161) 16.4% (n = 46) 2.5% (n = 7)
Preference 80.9 (n = 228) 11.7% (n = 33) 5.3% (n = 15) 2.1% (n = 6)

2 There is also a 2009 National Household Travel Survey of the Vermont general
population (an oversample to compensate for the state’s small population against
national measures); however, since all the refugees surveyed by this current study are
residents of Chittenden County a more accurate baseline comparison group is the
general population of the county, rather than the state as a whole.
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There is no bus at late evening and nighttime. More newcomers
(refugees) who work at nighttime (second and third shifts) have to
pay for a taxi or co-workers for their transportation. (R26).

One of the major new employment sites – an industrial park
with multiple businesses in the town of St. Albans – is located 30
miles away, a significant challenge for survey respondents (67)
with full and part-time jobs there. Other jobs most immediately
available to refugees are with large institutional employers—hospi-
tals, hotels, a few manufacturing plants, schools, universities, retail
and food services—but many of these are part-time, shift-based,
and often late-night positions. It is little wonder, then, that despite
all the other challenges refugees face, such as enormous hurdles in
learning a new language, having their existing skills and training
recognized, and understanding a foreign workplace culture, the
most significant barrier to employment reported by respondents
(85.3%) is transportation. Despite creative solutions to overcome
barriers to travel, a significant number of respondents (75.3%)
reported either turning down work or being unable to apply for a
particular job because of a lack of transportation.

Another accessibility issue identified by refugees through the
study was the relocation of various medical services—including
orthopedic, pain management, physical therapy, cardiac rehabilita-
tion, and gynecological—from several different locations in
Burlington to a hub in the town of South Burlington. While the cen-
tralization of these various offices is potentially more convenient
for some users, such benefits are undercut for those without access
to a car by the fact that the nearest bus stop is half a mile away
from the various clinics and offices—a relatively major undertaking
for those with a range of medical needs and conditions. As one
service provider notes:

There are increasing numbers of health-related appointments
for resettled refugees at orthopedics, cardiologists, Maitri and
other health care providers on Tilley Drive in South Burlington.
Of utmost concern is the lack of a bus to Maitri, the often-
preferred pre-natal care clinic for Africans, who already have
high-risk of dropping out of care in VT (SP 12).

This situation is of considerable concern for a large number of
stakeholder groups – including low-income, elderly, and physically
challenged individuals – but has an especially significant impact on
newly arrived refugees. A full third of our respondents in the refu-
gee survey listed this as their top priority with regards to transpor-
tation challenges during their resettlement experience. In
particular, the relocation to Tilley Drive of the Maitri Health Care
for Women – a group of female health-care providers offering
alternative and holistic approaches, whose offices are especially
popular amongst many refugee women – was seen as one of the
most problematic. Getting to and from medical appointments in
general was listed as an important priority for many respondents
within the refugee community. One reported showing up to an
appointment by bus and finding—in the midst of a snowstorm—
no sidewalk leading from the bus stop to the medical facility and
promptly got back on the bus. In his words, ‘‘I came to fix my back,
not get hit by a car’’ (R 12).

While access to employment and health care are two significant
issues in the resettlement process, one of the most visible signs of
acculturation is language acquisition—nearly half of the respon-
dents in the refugee survey listed their English skills as basic.
Accessing English Language Learning programs, therefore, is a
necessity rather than a luxury – yet, for many refugees, simply get-
ting to the classes is a challenge. While every refugee resettled in
Vermont is entitled to participate in a wide variety of ELL opportu-
nities, some 24% (72) of survey respondents reported being unable
to attend a class due to transportation issues. While some classes
are held in community centers in both refugee neighborhoods,

many others are offered in the evening and at locations some dis-
tance away. Even the Vermont Refugee Resettlement Program offi-
ces – where many classes are held – are between three and five
miles away from these refugee neighborhoods, with unreliable
bus service connecting them.

The impact on refugee education goes further, however, accord-
ing to service providers and refugees alike. Several respondents
noted the lost opportunities for children:

A lot of my Head Start children ride the SSTA van to school
(Trinity Children’s Center). The hours aren’t great. Many chil-
dren get to school at 10:30 and get picked up at 2 pm. They
are missing out on opportunities at school for education and
social interactions with other children. By the time they arrive
at school, open playtime is over and children are going outside.
Then the children have lunch, rest time and many children leave
in the middle of rest time (SP 7).

I feel that there is a large need for transportation of young chil-
dren to their childcare settings for refugee populations who do
not own a car or may only own one car. It is very challenging for
parents to take a bus to drop their child off at preschool and
then wait to take another bus to work or school. Many children
are being denied access to an early education because of trans-
portation challenges. More SSTA services would be very helpful
to this population and would also increase later school success
for refugee children (SP 8).

Similar to the service providers, refugees in this study were con-
cerned about the negative impacts that diminished transportation
options would have on their children’s education and welfare.
Being unable to travel to and from school in a timely fashion has
particular impacts on young children attempting to acclimate to
new educational systems, language, and social networks.

5. Conclusion

It is clear from the refugees’ survey responses and narratives
that accessibility and some form of spatial mismatch are clear con-
cerns in their settlement experience within Vermont. Yet, follow-
ing the lead of the mobilities literature, it is important to ask
what such limitations on movement actually mean. What do the
barriers represent in terms of the integration and acculturation
process, and in terms of developing, maintaining, and strengthen-
ing the social networks that are at the heart of establishing new
communities? The study findings would suggest that a lack of ac-
cess to desired and required destinations may lead to less optimal
outcomes – fewer job opportunities, poorer health, and missed
chances to improve skills and education. Refugees are told, on
the one hand, that they must become economically self-sufficient
in order to integrate into American society, that they must main-
tain good health to be functioning members of their new commu-
nities, and that they must learn English and better their educations
to improve their social standing (VRRP, 2013). On the other hand,
missing out on jobs because refugees cannot reach them (or reach
them on time), missing medical appointments due to a lack of
transportation, and having skills stagnate and lessons go unlearned
because they cannot get to school, put these key elements of the
refugees’ successful transition to new homes in jeopardy.

What is the solution to this dilemma? In a primarily rural state
with a cold climate and limited resources, the same strategies uti-
lized in more densely populated urban areas that are home to
many other immigrant groups may not make sense— a focus on
public transit, for example, or on alternative modes of travel. Some
efforts, as noted previously, are being tried – carpooling and volun-
teer driver programs organized by service providers, employers,
and refugees themselves – are similar to those one might find in
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tribal and other rural contexts (Stoddard and Sampson, 2012). Yet
one of the most difficult challenges is the fact that refugees’ notion
of, and need for, mobility is often significantly at odds with that of
the broader population. Burlington is emblematic of an active and
healthy lifestyle, full of outdoor recreation and sustainable options,
at least in the ways that it is represented and marketed in the pop-
ular imagination. Indeed, its civic representatives have launched
several initiatives designed to promote walking, transit, and cy-
cling (City of Burlington, 2013). But refugees are already walking
and taking transit, 20.7% and 56.4% respectively, not as an environ-
mental good or lifestyle choice, but as a necessity. When asked
their preferred mode of travel, 80.9% responded ‘the car’. This is
not surprising when considering what having a car means for
refugees – not only the ability to access destinations but indeed
to access a better life. In their own words:

We do not have a car. It will be very convenient. We could go
anywhere we wish to. It will be easy to go anywhere. I think
it is very important part of the resettlement process (R 30).

If I had a car then I would be self-dependent, I wouldn’t have to
rely on other people to help me move from to one place to
another. It would be very easy and I could go anywhere in a con-
venient way. I would feel that I am very independent (R 6).

I am very happy to have a car. I have never imagined that some-
day we will have a car and will drive someday. I am very happy
that god helped us get a car and helped us own one (R 14).

In light of such sentiments, it is imperative that policymakers,
urban and transportation planners, community activists, and
scholars embrace a wider concept of refugee mobility to engage
with the challenge in a more holistic and meaningful way. This
may include considering more carefully where refugees are placed
– both in communities and specific neighborhoods – vis-à-vis spe-
cific destinations, working with transit authorities to provide
affordable fares, developing car- and ride-share programs that spe-
cifically address refugee populations (dealing, for example, with a
lack of insurance paperwork), supporting translation and interpre-
tation services for driver education and licensing, and working
with employers to create vanpools and flexibility in job start and
end-times.
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