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Asian Immigrant Settlements

in New York City:  Defining

“Communities of Interest”

Tarry Hum

Introduction

As the fastest growing racial group, Asians helped facilitate
New York City’s transformation to a majority “minority” city.  This
demographic recomposition is evident in the local socioeconomic
and cultural landscape of numerous neighborhoods throughout
New York City.  In addition to Manhattan’s historic Chinatown,
several distinct and concentrated Asian neighborhoods have formed
and cluster in Brooklyn and Queens.1  In fact, one in every two Asian
New Yorkers is a resident of Queens where they now constitute a
full 18 percent of the borough’s total population.  The potential for
these growing numbers to translate to Asian political representa-
tion was realized in the history-making election of the first Asian
American public official in New York.  In 2001, John Liu, a resi-
dent and community advocate of Flushing, Queens, was elected to
the New York City Council.

Every ten years following the decennial census, political dis-
trict lines must be redrawn to contain approximately equal num-
bers of people in order to adhere to the constitutional mandate of
“one person, one vote.”  As guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the
redrawing of districts must not dilute the voting strength of racial,
ethnic, and language minorities, and must provide full and fair
opportunities for these minorities to elect candidates of their choice.
Since the 1991 redistricting, the United States Supreme Court has
also held that districts must include “communities of interest”
defined as groupings of people with “actual shared interests.”  The
courts, however, have never precisely defined this concept.

In preparation for redistricting, the Asian American Legal
Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF) embarked on a survey-
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based study to document New York City’s historic and emergent
Asian neighborhoods and more importantly, to provide a venue for a
largely immigrant population to define their neighborhoods spa-
tially, as well as identify local concerns and issues.2  While there are
several ethnographic studies of Manhattan Chinatown and Flush-
ing, Queens, there is little research on the emerging Asian commu-
nities in Brooklyn and Queens.  Moreover, a top priority for AALDEF
was to outreach and survey segments of the Asian immigrant
population whose needs and interests are typically not represented
in political and/or policy discourses.

AALDEF’s community survey project provides a timely and
original data source to investigate several important questions in-
cluding:  Where are Asian concentrated neighborhoods in NYC?
What is the quality of neighborhood life?  Do Asians who work and/
or live in a neighborhood share similar concerns and issues?  Are
neighborhoods a viable unit of identity for Asian immigrants?  This
paper discusses the survey findings for four neighborhoods with the
densest immigrant Asian concentrations—Manhattan Chinatown,
Flushing and Elmhurst in Queens, and Sunset Park in Brooklyn.3

Important similarities in neighborhood conditions, the qualities
that define and differentiate neighborhood spaces, and local con-
cerns that shape daily life for Asian New Yorkers support the
survey’s key finding that Asian neighborhoods can be “nested”
within broader “communities of interest.”

Survey findings informed AALDEF’s redistricting plans and
strategies to ensure fair opportunities for Asian political represen-
tation.  AALDEF’s goal was to draw district boundaries that kept
Asians in a neighborhood whole and created opportunity where they
would have a fair chance of electing a public official who repre-
sents their interests and concerns.  Of the fifty-one districts com-
prising the New York City Council, this paper examines AALDEF’s
redistricting strategy for three districts that are key residential centers
for NYC’s diverse and growing Asian population—District 1 in
Manhattan Chinatown, District 25 in Elmhurst, Queens, and Dis-
trict 38 in Sunset Park, Brooklyn.

Since data on Asian immigrant neighborhoods is limited, the
implications of these findings extend beyond the immediate task
of political redistricting and may be useful to community studies.
This paper concludes with a discussion of two potentially fruitful
research directions.  The first pertains to the “socioeconomic po-
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tential of enclaves,” especially since survey findings underscore
concerns about employment opportunities and conditions, public
safety, and overcrowded educational facilities (Zhou 1992).  The
second observation points to the need to broaden the typology of
Asian neighborhoods and immigrant settlements to include multi-
ethnic and multiracial neighborhoods.  Future research should exam-
ine the ethnic specificity of neighborhood concerns and elaborate
on those issues that “link the fates” of all immigrant neighborhood
residents.

Defining a Methodology to Locate “Communities of Interest”

Recent U.S. Supreme Court decisions such as in the 1993 case of
Shaw v. Reno effectively chip away at race and ethnicity as a “pre-
dominant factor” in the drawing of political district boundaries.  As
race is increasingly challenged, particularly in drawing “majority
minority” districts, the traditional redistricting principle of com-
munities of interest is becoming an important tool to protect mi-
nority-voting rights (MacDonald 1998).  Application of the com-
munity of interest concept to protect the voting rights of Asians
was tested in the 1996 constitutional challenge to New York’s largely
Latino Congressional 12th District, which elected the first Puerto
Rican woman to Congress.  Snaking through three boroughs, the
12th Congressional District encompassed the predominantly Latino
neighborhoods of Bushwick and Williamsburg in Brooklyn and
Corona in Queens, as well as multiracial Sunset Park in Brooklyn
and Elmhurst, Queens, and part of the Lower East Side of Man-
hattan including some of Chinatown (Hicks 1996).  Representing
Asian American voters as a defendant-intervener in the case of Diaz
v. Silver, AALDEF successfully argued that Asian Americans in
Manhattan’s Chinatown and Brooklyn’s Sunset Park neighborhoods
constituted a community of interest that should be kept together
within a single district.

In preparation for the most recent round of redistricting,
AALDEF’s analysis of New York City political jurisdictions con-
cluded that several rapidly growing and expanding Asian neigh-
borhoods were divided between two or more political districts.4

To determine if “distinctive and coherent neighborhood interests
and geographical boundaries” define local Asian communities,
AALDEF replicated UC Berkeley researcher Karin MacDonald’s
1998 study of Oakland, California, described in an unpublished pa-
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per titled, “Preparing for Redistricting in 2001—Communities De-
fine Their Interests” (2).  No comparable survey of established or
emergent Asian neighborhoods had been conducted to date.  The
community survey project provided evidence that Asian neigh-
borhoods in New York City are defined by distinct and coherent
boundaries and interests.  Moreover, neighborhood issues frequently
transcended spatial boundaries such that Asian neighborhoods
constituted a “community of interest.”

AALDEF modified MacDonald’s survey instrument and meth-
odological approach to be more appropriate for a largely immi-
grant Asian population in two key ways—sampling methodology
and mapping tools.  While MacDonald surveyed Oakland residents
who attended neighborhood meetings, AALDEF cast a broader and
more inclusive definition of community stakeholder.  AALDEF’s
sample population included neighborhood residents, commu-
nity-based organization staff and volunteers, and a small number
of business owners.  As a result, two versions of the survey instru-
ment were developed—one for organizational staff and volun-
teers and the other for neighborhood residents.  In addition to a
common set of questions about neighborhood concerns and issues,
neighborhood differences, selection of similar neighborhoods, and a
mapping exercise to locate neighborhood boundaries, the resident
survey included questions about housing tenure and type, em-
ployment status and workplace location, as well as commuting time
and mode of transportation.  The staff survey included questions
on the respondent’s organizational position, the geographic scope
of the service area, and organizational activities.

To locate areas of Asian population concentration in Man-
hattan, Queens, and Brooklyn—the three boroughs where the ma-
jority of Asian New Yorkers resides—AALDEF reviewed data
sources including the 1990 Census, 1999 NYC Housing and Va-
cancy Survey, and 1990-1997 Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vices data.5  The staff and volunteers of key pan-Asian and ethnic-
specific community advocacy, social service agencies, and non-
profit organizations in these neighborhoods as well as citywide
groups were interviewed.  A snowball sampling was also employed
as referrals and contacts led to additional community stakehold-
ers who were then contacted.  The sampling methodology also in-
cluded random surveying at several community events and loca-
tions, including a community festival in Sunset Park, Brooklyn, a
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job-training program, and a public library in Flushing, Queens.
Another adjustment was the geographic scale used in the

mapping component of the community survey project.  MacDonald’s
survey respondents drew the boundaries of their neighborhoods
using a block level map.  The densities of blocks (how often blocks
were included in respondents’ definitions of neighborhoods) were
analyzed with GIS.  Rather than blocks, AALDEF used street level
maps from the New York City Planning Department and asked
respondents to draw a boundary around their neighborhoods based
on streets.  These planning maps identify streets, parks, cemeteries,
and highways but do not include neighborhood names.  A spread-
sheet was prepared to identify the street boundaries of greatest
consensus.  Based on the area bounded by the streets of greatest con-
sensus, the census tracts encompassed within these boundaries were
identified in order to prepare a demographic analysis using 1990
and 2000 census data.

Conducted during a one-year period between February 2000
and 2001, AALDEF collected more than 450 surveys from commu-
nity stakeholders, including local residents, community-based orga-
nizational staff and volunteers, and a few local business owners.6

Twenty–five volunteers helped conduct the survey.  Virtually all
volunteer interviewers were Asian, representing several ethnici-ties.
The survey was conducted in face-to-face interviews in English,
Chinese, and Korean, and typically took twenty minutes to an hour
to complete.  The survey included open-ended questions about
neighborhood concerns and issues, neighborhood differences, selec-
tion of similar neighborhoods, as well as a mapping component to
identify neighborhood boundaries.  While the interviews were not
taped, interviewers were instructed to write down the responses
to the open-ended questions as close to verbatim as possible.  In-
terviewers provided instruction and/or clarification on drawing
neighborhood boundaries.

Asian Immigrant Neighborhoods in New York City

Asian Americans continue to be New York City’s fastest grow-
ing population group increasing their numbers by 55 percent in the
past decade.  At close to 800,000, Asian Americans now comprise
10 percent of New York City’s population.  The overwhelming major-
ity (92 percent) of Asian New Yorkers live in three of the five bor-
oughs that comprise New York City—Queens, Brooklyn, and
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Manhattan.  To examine the spatial patterns of Asian settlement, all
2,217 census tracts comprising New York City were assigned to
one of five categories based on its share of Asians as a percent of
the total tract population:  (1) low tracts that contain up to 9 per-
cent Asians, (2) moderate tracts comprised of 10 to 24 percent
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Asians, (3) significant tracts with 25 to 49 percent Asians, and (5)
majority Asian tracts with one-half or greater of the census tract
population who is Asian [Table 1].

While only a small number of NYC census tracts are catego-
rized as majority Asian tracts, it is notable that approximately
one-third of Asians residing in Manhattan live in one of the seven
census tracts comprised of 50 percent or more Asians.  A full 16 per-
cent of the Asian population in Queens also resides in a majority
Asian census tract.  The population share increases dramatically
for census tracts with a significant Asian population—between 25
to 49 percent.  As a result, close to 60 percent of the Asian popula-
tion in Queens resides in a census tract with a majority or significant
concentration of Asians.  In contrast, the overwhelming majority
of Asians in the Bronx and Staten Island, boroughs with signifi-
cantly smaller Asian populations, reside in low Asian concentrated
census tracts.

Several neighborhoods, including Manhattan’s Chinatown,
Flushing and Elmhurst in Queens, and Sunset Park in Brooklyn, are
concentrated core areas for Asian New Yorkers [see map].  These
four neighborhoods contain nearly all the majority, i.e., 50 percent
or greater, Asian census tracts.7  Moreover, these core areas are sur-
rounded by census tracts with significant numbers of Asians, clearly
indicating how “clustering in adjacent tracts accentuates the eth-
nic character and reputation of neighborhoods by aggregating more
group members in a delimited space” (Logan, Alba, Zhang 2002).
Frequently cited as New York City’s three Chinatowns, Manhattan
Chinatown, Flushing, Queens and Sunset Park, Brooklyn have no-
table similarities as well as important differences that qualify local
neighborhood conditions (Browning 1994 and Matthews 1997).

Table 2 summarizes the demographic shifts that substantiate
NYC’s majority “minority” transformation marked by the dra-
matic growth of Asians and Latinos in the past two decades.  In
addition to a declining non-Hispanic white population, these four
Asian neighborhoods have a small number of African American resi-
dents that is also decreasing.  Although Asians comprise approxi-
mately one half of the population of Flushing and Chinatown,
Asians are not the majority racial group in Elmhurst and Sunset Park.
While Asian neighborhoods are defined by a clustering of highly
concentrated Asian census tracts, these neighborhoods are, in fact,
multiracial and multiethnic, comprised of majority Asian and Latino
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populations, and in the case of Flushing, non-Hispanic whites
represent 25 percent of neighborhood residents.8

Census 2000 provides some detail on the socioeconomic char-
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acteristics of Asians residing in these neighborhoods [Table 3].  While
the Asian population in Chinatown and Sunset Park is overwhelm-
ingly Chinese, Flushing’s Asian population includes a large share
of Koreans and Asian Indians.  Elmhurst’s Asian population is
most ethnically diverse, as the Chinese comprise less than half of
the Asian population.  In addition to Koreans and Asian Indians,
a sizable Filipino population resides in Elmhurst.  Common to all
four neighborhoods is the largely immigrant population with ap-
proximately one in every two immigrants from Asia having ar-
rived in the United States in the past decade.

Asians residing in Chinatown and Sunset Park are clearly
more impoverished than those who call the Queens neighborhoods
of Flushing and Elmhurst home.  This observation is substanti-
ated by the lower 1999 median household and average per capita
incomes in addition to the significantly higher poverty rates among
Chinatown and Sunset Park’s Asian population.  The socioeconomic
disparity indicated by these measures is further evidenced in sig-
nificant differences in English language ability and educational
attainment.  In light of the majority immigrant population, the
small share of English-only speakers among Asians in all four neigh-
borhoods is not surprising.  The greater presence of Filipinos and
Asian Indians in Elmhurst may account for the larger share of
Asian residents who are English-only speakers.  Linguistic isola-
tion is particularly acute in Chinatown and Sunset Park where
nearly two-thirds of Asians who speak an Asian language speak En-
glish poorly or not at all.

Augmenting the high level of linguistic isolation among
Asians in Chinatown and Sunset Park is their relatively low edu-
cational attainment.  Compared to Flushing and Elmhurst where
two-fifths of Asian adults are college graduates with some who
have graduate and/or professional degrees as well, the majority of
Asian adults in Sunset Park and Chinatown have not even com-
pleted high school.  The Census 2000 variables indicate important
differences among these four Asian neighborhoods.  Clearly, Flush-
ing and Elmhurst in Queens are more ethnically diverse neighbor-
hoods whose Asian immigrant population has relatively higher
human capital resources.  The significantly lower Asian poverty rates
further underscore a different neighborhood quality and resources
relative to Sunset Park and Chinatown.
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Locating Neighborhood Boundaries

While neighborhoods are spatial entities, their boundaries
are highly subjective and influenced by various social factors in-
cluding gender, race, ethnicity, class, and age (Chaskin 1995).  De-
spite a rich literature on Asian enclave neighborhoods, there is
very little research on how Asian Americans define the social and
spatial boundaries of their neighborhoods.  Beyond identifying geo-
graphic service areas defined by ethnic concentration and poverty
measures, how do Asian American community stakeholders, es-
pecially residents, define neighborhood boundaries?  What are
the important spatial and socioeconomic markers that delineate
neighborhood?  These questions pertaining to Asian Americans and
the factors that shape the cognitive mapping of public spaces are
especially relevant to understanding the process of community
formation and building among Asian immigrants.

Table 4 lists the top three street boundaries and the fre-
quency they were drawn by respondents in the mapping compo-
nent of the community survey.9  As noted, neighborhood bound-
aries are highly subjective and while there are no “official” NYC
neighborhood boundaries, the Citizens Committee of New York is
publishing a series of books that provide maps and histories of all
the neighborhoods that comprise New York City (Jackon and
Manbeck 1998).  The neighborhood maps in this book series are
based on a survey and interviews of local neighborhood civic as-
sociations including block and tenant associations, and serve as
the unofficial reference for neighborhood street boundaries.

Although there is variation in the northern, southern, east-
ern, and western street boundaries that encompass Asian neigh-
borhoods, the mapping component of the community survey pro-
vides several insightful observations on how Asian community
stakeholders define their neighborhoods.  First, it is notable that the
survey respondents’ spatial boundaries are fairly consistent with
the unofficial neighborhood definitions.  Spatially bounded neigh-
borhoods are a meaningful source of identity for immigrant Asians.
Moreover, the area encompassed by the street boundaries of
greatest consensus among survey respondents typically enclosed
the largest neighborhood area.  In other words, respondents may
have drawn streets that bound areas that are smaller or bigger but
the boundaries of greatest consensus appear to capture a fairly
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large spatial area encompassing smaller areas and/or comprising
a sizable overlapping portion of larger neighborhood definitions.

Conflicting perceptions of neighborhood boundaries have
important consequences as noted in the official geographic defini-
tion of the impacted area in the aftermath of September 11th.  Ini-
tially, the northern boundary of the impacted area eligible for
emergency assistance was designated as Canal Street.  While China-
town was recognized as an impacted neighborhood, a Canal Street
boundary essentially excluded a large section of the neighborhood as
defined by Asian community residents and leaders (AAFNY 2002;
Lee 2001; Wyatt 2002).  Notably, the majority of Chinatown survey
respondents identified streets north of Canal Street as the north-
ern boundary of Chinatown.

Neighborhood boundaries are frequently defined by “natu-
ral” borders, e.g., highways and major streets.  For example, more
than half of the Elmhurst survey respondents drew Queens Boule-
vard as southern boundary even though Census 2000 indicates
that the census tracts on the other side of Queens Boulevard also
contain high numbers of Asians.  Queens Boulevard is a major four-
lane thoroughfare that has been the target of much public atten-
tion due to the high numbers of pedestrian deaths that have occurred
as people tried to cross it.  In fact, eleven pedestrians recently died in
a six-block area of Elmhurst.10  This example illustrates the impor-
tance of physical structures and barriers in defining neighborhood
spaces.

The significance of neighborhood boundaries is that they re-
flect the local spaces in which daily life activities of shopping, recre-
ation, employment, and socializing are carried out.  The qualities that
differentiate neighborhood or communal space are evident when
respondents are asked to describe how the area that is bounded
by their drawn boundaries differs from the surrounding area.  The
following discussion of several open-ended survey questions pro-
vides further insight on the meaning of neighborhood for Asians
and moreover, the concerns and issues that define daily life.

Defining “Communities of Interest”:

Neighborhood Concerns and Differences

Three survey questions provide essential information to help
determine whether Asian neighborhoods are bounded by a com-
mon set of concerns and interests such that they comprise commu-
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nities of interest.  Two of the questions are open-ended, while a third
question asked respondents to check off from a prepared list of
neighborhoods.  One of the open-ended questions asked, “what are
the most important issues that concern your neighborhood?”  Upon
completion of drawing the spatial borders of their neighborhoods,
respondents were then asked “how is the area that is outside your
neighborhood boundaries different from your neighborhood?”
Finally, the third question asks respondents to review a prepared
list of neighborhoods in Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan, and
select those neighborhoods they perceive as similar to their own.
If respondents asked for clarification, interviewers explained that
similar was defined as sharing the same neighborhood concerns and
issues and/or residential composition including race and ethnicity.
Respondents were also instructed to include neighborhoods that
were not on the list and space was provided for write-ins.

There are many common themes in the specific neighborhood
concerns and issues expressed by the survey respondents.  Table 5
lists the top five neighborhood concerns reflecting those issues of
greatest consensus among the neighborhood respondents.  While
the ordering may vary, it is apparent that these Asian neighbor-
hoods share similar concerns.

The quality of neighborhood conditions is a common concern.
Neighborhood quality issues reflect the population density of many
Asian neighborhoods as respondents noted the “limited space for
population and business expansion” as a key concern.  Poor envi-
ronmental conditions are also common to Asian neighborhoods
with significant commercial centers as sanitation and pollution
are frequently cited.  Additional environmental issues that affect
neighborhood quality include land use and development such as
the relocation of red light district shops from Times Square to Sunset
Park and a proposed waste treatment plant in Flushing.  Neighbor-
hood quality concerns underscore the density of Asian neighbor-
hoods as well as their mixed use.

Related to neighborhood quality, public safety is a common
concern.  Respondents noted crime, theft, gang activity, loitering,
and personal safety particularly in the evenings as key public safety
issues.  In several neighborhoods, respondents expressed the view
that Asians are frequently targeted crime victims.  A Flushing re-
spondent noted, “Asians are perceived as easy targets.”  Moreover,
while Asians are more commonly crime victims, Sunset Park re-
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spondents commented that Asians are hesitant to report crimes—
“high crime but not reported by Chinese,” “anti-Chinese crime,”
“robberies, assaults, Chinese get robbed,” and “Chinese victims of
robbery but dare not report.”

Education, particularly the poor quality of public education,
is a common concern in Asian neighborhoods.  Survey respondents
shared concerns about overcrowded schools, poor teaching qual-
ity, school safety, the lack of resources for infrastructure, and the
inadequacy of educational services for immigrants.  In addition to
overcrowded classrooms, housing concerns further substantiate the
density of Asian neighborhoods.  The lack of affordable housing has
contributed to overcrowded and substandard housing conditions,
and illegal subdivisions and conversions were simply noted as the
“basement” issue.  As an Elmhurst respondent commented, “over-
crowding; many new immigrants per apartment.”  In Chinatown
and Sunset Park, respondents noted decrepit conditions and lack of
landlord accountability and responsiveness.

Shared concerns about neighborhood quality, public safety,
education and housing are common to all Asian neighborhoods.
In addition to these top concerns, health, employment opportunity
and conditions, immigrant issues, transportation, race and ethnic
relations, police relations, land use, and youth issues are also com-
mon.  Health concerns were a top issue for Elmhurst and China-
town.  These concerns pertained to access, quality, and affordability
issues including the lack of health insurance and the inadequacy
of existing services.  Public health concerns were also noted by
Chinatown respondents, particularly the rise in hepatitis in the
Fujianese community.

Neighborhood concerns about employment are especially
pronounced in Chinatown, Sunset Park, and Elmhurst.  These con-
cerns centered on low wages, sweatshop conditions, labor exploi-
tation, worker rights, and lack of job opportunity, particularly in
the declining immigrant dominated garment industry.  Chinatown
and Sunset Park respondent comments that illustrate these concerns
include “low-income and worker exploitation,” “new arrivals lack
education and employment skills, trapped in low-paid jobs,” “sea-
sonal work in factories,” “no worker benefits,” “poor work condi-
tions,” “lack of employment mobility.”  In addition to poor employ-
ment conditions, Asian neighborhoods need local employment op-
portunities, a livable wage, and career training venues.  As Elmhurst
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respondents expressed, they “need more jobs” since there are “not
adequate employment opportunities.”

Immigrant issues were among the top concerns for Flushing
and Chinatown respondents.  These issues pertain to a range of
social service needs that help facilitate adjustment to life in the
U.S., as well as concerns about immigrant rights.  Specific issues fo-
cused on citizenship, language barriers, immigrant services, accul-
turation—“difficult to understand rules of American society,” and
cultural and generational gaps.  Related to issues of both neigh-
borhood quality and public safety, transportation concerns indicate a
lack of parking spaces, high traffic volume and congestion as well
as dangerous intersections.

These neighborhood concerns reflect central issues that shape
the daily life and experiences of Asians residing in concentrated
Asian neighborhoods.  Common to all Asian neighborhoods are con-
cerns with the quality of life reflected in the high level of consensus
around issues of the local environment, public safety, and housing
conditions.  Clearly, Asian neighborhoods are key settlement areas
for immigrants including both old-timers as well as newcomers.
Since these neighborhoods are centers of significant population
growth, neighborhood services such as sanitation are increasingly
insufficient.  The housing stock is also inadequate to accommo-
date the demand for affordable housing and the resulting crisis
contributes to the growing practice of illegal subdivisions in im-
migrant neighborhoods.

In addition to neighborhood conditions, there is shared con-
cern about the quality of neighborhood institutions and infrastruc-
ture that influence the future life chances of local residents.  These
concerns include the status of public schools, local labor market
opportunities and conditions, and community relations.  The survey
responses on neighborhood concerns and issues indicate that there
are key uniting interests among different Asian communities, and
these shared concerns center on daily neighborhood quality issues
as well as neighborhood institutions that structure opportunities
for education, employment, social services, immigrant rights, and
economic justice.  In summary, the survey findings highlight the
prevalence of substandard conditions in Asian concentrated areas
in New York City and underscore an observation made by urban
sociologist Albert Hunter more than twenty years ago11:  “[T]hough
the neighborhood may be small as a social/spatial unit, it looms
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large as a locus for many of the issues confronting contemporary
urban society” (1983, 3).

Upon completion of drawing the boundaries of their neigh-
borhood, survey respondents were asked an open-ended question
on how the surrounding areas differ from their neighborhood. 12

This question seeks to uncover the types of social and physical mark-
ers that respondents use to define the boundaries of their neigh-
borhood, and how respondents view the relationship of their neigh-
borhood to surrounding areas.  Neighborhood boundaries are sig-
nificant in part because they serve as markers of racial and ethnic
concentrations.  An overwhelming majority of all respondents cited
specific differences in the race and ethnic composition of surround-
ing areas (e.g., “different kinds of people outside,” “not many Chi-
nese outside boundaries,” “when you move outside of Flushing,
more white,” “less Asian and Latino and more white outside”) that
served to delineate the boundaries of their neighborhood space.

While survey respondents described differences in race and
ethnic compositions of surrounding areas, it was also evident in
the respondent comments that their own neighborhoods are, in
fact, racially and ethnically diverse (e.g., “Sunset Park mixed with
Chinese and Latino,” “Elmhurst is unusual in diversity,” “Inside is
more Hispanics, African Americans, South Asians—multicultural”).
The observation that Asian neighborhoods are diverse is further
substantiated by responses to survey questions that asked respon-
dents to describe the racial and ethnic composition, and common
languages spoken in their neighborhood.  The majority of respon-
dents noted at least three racial/ethnic groups comprising their
neighborhood population.  A similar finding pertains to respondents’
observations of the linguistic composition of their neighborhoods.
While Asian neighborhoods are distinct spatial units because of
the concentration of Asian institutions, population, and commer-
cial activity, these neighborhoods are rarely ethnically homogenous.

Social and spatial markers pertaining to race and ethnic
composition, neighborhood quality, land use and housing types, and
economic composition were significant in how respondents dif-
ferentiated their neighborhoods from surrounding areas.  In par-
ticular, the concentration of Asians within the neighborhood bound-
aries and related ethnic institutions and cultural activities provide
neighborhood cohesion and a sense of place.  The concentration of
immigrant-owned businesses and an ethnic marketplace is a com-
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mon land use that differentiated Asian neighborhoods from the
surrounding area.  An ethnic economy serving consumer and cul-
tural needs is a central symbol of community presence (e.g., “Chi-
nese groceries inside Elmhurst, no American stores,” “Inside, Ko-
reans live, churches, businesses”).

Typically, surrounding areas were described as less dense in
terms of people and traffic and having an improved physical and
housing environment.  Illustrative respondent comments include,
“More suburban, less crowded, better schools, public transporta-
tion and libraries are less crowded, less crime” and “North is com-
fortable, clean, parks, better quality, good looking houses.”  These
responses indicate that Asian community stakeholders view their
neighborhood as a distinct unit of space defined by various activi-
ties, social relationships, and institutions.  While Asian neighbor-
hoods are often differentiated from their immediate surroundings
in terms of racial composition, land use, and neighborhood qual-
ity, the survey responses also point to important similarities that
may provide a unifying aesthetic quality or sensibility to Asian
neighborhoods in disparate geographic locations.

One of the survey questions asked respondents to select
neighborhoods deemed similar to their own.  Although respond-
ing to this question is bound by the level of knowledge and/or famil-
iarity with New York City neighborhoods, this question is nonethe-
less informative about which neighborhoods are part of the cogni-
tive and social base of immigrant Asian New Yorkers.

The high level of cross-referencing of neighborhoods sug-
gests that the concept of “nested neighborhoods” may be relevant
to Asian communities as neighborhoods are frequently listed in
similar groupings.  An overwhelming majority of Chinatown re-
spondents selected Flushing and Sunset Park, respectively, as similar
neighborhoods.  Sunset Park respondents similarly selected China-
town and Flushing, indicating the recognition or perception of
shared demography and/or concerns and interests.  Based on the
responses to the survey questions on neighborhood concerns and
perceptions of racial/ethnic and linguistic composition, the link-
ages that define this set of nested neighborhoods include a large
Chinese immigrant population, extensive enclave economies, and
extensive transportation networks that include private vans pro-
viding an alternative and more direct mode of connecting the neigh-
borhoods.
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In addition to Chinatown, Flushing respondents selected
Elmhurst and Jackson Heights as similar neighborhoods.  Flush-
ing therefore appears to be part of two neighborhood groupings—
one represents a tri-borough network of nested neighborhoods in
Manhattan, Queens, and Brooklyn while the second grouping links
various neighborhoods in Queens.  Although Flushing was among
the top five similar neighborhoods, a greater share of Elmhurst re-
spondents selected adjacent Jackson Heights and Woodside as
similar neighborhoods.  In addition to geographic proximity as these
neighborhoods are all located in Queens and are linked by the num-
ber 7 train also dubbed the International Express,13 the similarities
that define this set of nested neighborhoods are based on the tre-
mendous diversity of Asian ethnicities reflected in the neighbor-
hood composition, and concerns with access to affordable and qual-
ity health care especially pronounced for Elmhurst and Jackson
Heights respondents.

Implications for Redistricting and Beyond

The community survey project provided a timely and rich
resource to investigate how Asians define the spatiality of their
neighborhoods, the issues that are important in shaping the qual-
ity of neighborhood life, and the socioeconomic features that dif-
ferentiate established and emergent Asian neighborhoods from
the surrounding environment.  A key finding is that neighborhoods
are a viable unit of identity for Asians.  Immigrants have a strong
sense of what defines their neighborhood, which is frequently cen-
tered on a local economy that provides ethnic-specific goods and
services, and serves as a cultural, religious or institutional center.
While Asian neighborhoods comprise distinct spatial units, they are
not ethnically homogenous since a concentrated ethnic and/or eco-
nomic enclave comprise only a small part of a neighborhood.  Com-
munity survey project findings illustrate how the definition of neigh-
borhood typically encompasses a broader area that includes but is
not solely defined by an enclave economy.  Finally, Asian commu-
nity stakeholders perceive similarities between their neighborhoods
and other concentrated Asian neighborhoods.

Based on these findings, AALDEF advocated a redistricting
strategy that keeps Asians in a neighborhood together and ad-
vances the opportunity for Asian political representation.  In Dis-
trict 1 in Manhattan Chinatown and District 38 in Sunset Park,
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AALDEF recognized the shared socioeconomic status of Asians
and their Latino neighbors.  To promote city council district bound-
aries that represent the class-based interests and needs of a work-
ing poor Chinatown, AALDEF advocated, as they had done in the
last round of redistricting ten years ago, for a Chinatown district
reflecting the shared socioeconomic concerns of Asians and Latinos
in the neighboring Lower East Side.  These shared concerns include
affordable housing, employment conditions and opportunities, edu-
cation, health care, and immigrant rights.

Ten years ago, the boundaries of District 1 was drawn to in-
clude Chinatown with the high-income, predominantly white neigh-
borhoods of Battery Park City, Tribeca, Soho, and the Financial Dis-
trict.  Despite the argument of some prominent Asian community
groups that whites would be more likely than Latinos to vote for
an Asian candidate, District 1 has failed to elect an Asian city
councilor despite the participation of Asian candidates of a variety of
party designations.  The findings from the community survey project
and Census data analysis underscore a common socioeconomic sta-
tus and challenges facing immigrant Asians and Latinos.  The goal
of electing a city councilor that represents the needs and concerns
of Chinatown could be better served by recognizing the “commu-
nity of interest” among Asians and Latinos in the neighborhoods
of Lower Manhattan.

Sunset Park is home to one of the fastest growing Asian com-
munities in New York City.  The predominantly Chinese population
is split into two city council districts—District 38 and District 39.
Based on the survey respondents’ definition of neighborhood bound-
aries, an overwhelming majority identified an eastern street bound-
ary for Sunset Park that is located well into District 39, which is
largely comprised of affluent white neighborhoods such as Park
Slope, Windsor Terrace, Carroll Gardens, and Kensington.  To keep
the Asian community of Sunset Park together, AALDEF advo-
cated for the inclusion of these dominant Asian census tracts in
District 38.

The New York City Redistricting Commission proposed to in-
clude several census tracts with a growing Asian population in the
surrounding neighborhoods of Dyker Heights and Bensonhurst,
while reducing the numbers of Sunset Park Latinos in District 38.
Census data analysis, however, indicated that the socioeconomic
profile of Sunset Park’s Asian population is similar to the neigh-
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borhood’s largely working poor immigrant Latino population.
AALDEF argued to keep the Asian and Latino residents of Sunset
Park in one district rather than shifting the boundaries of District
38 to include the more affluent Asians in Dyker Heights and Benson-
hurst.  The shared socioeconomic characteristics of Asians and
Latinos who reside in Sunset Park formed a common community
of interest based on similar class positions and neighborhood con-
cerns regarding neighborhood quality, employment, and housing.

In District 25, AALDEF sought to keep the pan-Asian com-
munities of Elmhurst together in one district.  Data and mapping
analysis conducted for the community survey project indicated
that the Asian population was expanding into census tracts along
the western and southern parts of Elmhurst.  In an effort to keep
the multiethnic Asian population intact and whole, AALDEF ad-
vocated the full inclusion of several majority Asian census tracts
in Elmhurst that was split into different city council districts.
AALDEF’s proposed boundaries for District 25 also included
multiethnic census tracts in neighboring Woodside that was split
into city council District 26.  As noted by the community survey
project, Woodside was frequently cited by Elmhurst respondents
as a similar neighborhood.  Recognizing the common interests
that transcend spatial boundaries linking various Asian neighbor-
hoods, AALDEF advocated boundaries for District 25 that were
inclusive of the growing pan-Asian population in and around
Elmhurst, Queens.

Findings from the community survey project substantiated
class-based concerns and issues in Chinatown and Sunset Park that
made Asian-Latino shared interests an important consideration in
drawing political district boundaries that would ensure fair repre-
sentation for Asians.  Moreover, survey respondents’ spatial defi-
nitions of the Sunset Park and Chinatown neighborhoods encom-
passed many census tracts with significant and/or majority
Latino populations.  In Elmhurst, AALDEF’s strategy employed a
concept of “nested” neighborhoods in that the Asian concentrated
census tracts of neighboring Woodside shared similar socioeconomic
characteristics and interests as those in Elmhurst and hence,
should be represented in a single district.

While the community survey project informed the immedi-
ate task of political redistricting, the findings on neighborhood
concerns and issues also have implications for a community de-
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velopment agenda for Asian Americans.  The synthesis of these find-
ings underscores a set of shared concerns and issues that tran-
scend spatial boundaries as they are common to several geographi-
cally distinct Asian neighborhoods.  Many of these issues pertain to
the quality of daily life for working-class immigrant populations
and include concerns with affordable housing, quality public edu-
cation, employment conditions and accessibility, youth issues,
and health care costs and availability.  As Ferguson and Dickens
(1999) note, “Quality of life ideals in this vision entail social justice,
political efficacy, and economic vitality” (2).  In other words, these
interests are not intrinsically ethnic-specific; in fact, they reflect
general concerns about neighborhood contexts and resources as
well as economic opportunity.

In conclusion, this paper proposes that the survey findings
point to two research and policy implications for community de-
velopment practices in Asian neighborhoods.  First, the quality of
economic opportunity in immigrant neighborhoods need further
study.  Secondly, while the presence of an Asian core concentra-
tion is a central defining quality of an Asian neighborhood, Asians
largely reside in neighborhoods that are racially and ethnically
diverse.  Hence, Asian community development needs to address
building community in a multiethnic, multiracial context.

Limited “neighborhood opportunity structures” in immi-
grant enclaves were recently examined by George Galster and his
colleagues (1999a, 1999b).  They found evidence to suggest “higher
residential exposure to other members of one’s immigrant group
is associated with greater increases in poverty, and perhaps,
smaller gains in employment for that group” (123).  This finding
highlights the importance of examining the local spatial and eco-
nomic context of immigrant neighborhoods in order to identify
the “neighborhood effects” of enclaves in structuring economic
opportunities and mobility strategies (Galster et al. 1999a).  Recent
research by John Mollenkopf, Phil Kasinitz, and Mary Waters
(1997) on second-generation immigrants suggests that ethnically
concentrated neighborhoods may offer jobs for low-skill workers,
but they are also characterized by weak schools and poor public
services which affects the quality of institutions that shape the life
chances of local residents.  The survey findings suggest more re-
search is necessary to examine the costs and benefits of residence
in concentrated immigrant neighborhoods.
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The demographic and spatial patterns of Asian New Yorkers
based on Census 2000 suggests a need for a new typology of im-
migrant settlements as the residential patterns of Asians include
ethnic enclaves as well as multiethnic, multiracial neighborhoods.
Notably, as the neighborhood profiles indicate, with the exception
of Manhattan Chinatown, Asian-concentrated neighborhoods con-
tain sizable populations of Latinos.  Although Asian neighborhoods
represent “communities of interest,” community development prac-
tices are often place-based, and it is imperative to examine if simi-
lar experiences and concerns affect other neighborhood residents,
i.e., do Asians and Latinos residing in a neighborhood share con-
cerns and interests?  Community development in Asian neighbor-
hoods will benefit from identifying those issues and concerns that
transcend ethnic boundaries.

While ethnicity remains an important basis for identity for-
mation and neighborhood definition, the notable socioeconomic
differences among Asians, as well as the frequency of shared neigh-
borhood spaces with other immigrant groups, suggests that it is
necessary to explore alternative conditions for defining “commu-
nities of interest” that may include common class position and
neighborhood resources that link the fates of all neighborhood resi-
dents.  As a Sunset Park respondent noted, “Hispanics and Asians
are suffering from problems,” and community development in Asian
neighborhoods should entail further study of those problems.

Notes

1. New York City is made up of five counties or boroughs—Kings
[Brooklyn], Queens, New York [Manhattan], Bronx, and Richmond
[Staten Island].

2. The survey was funded and coordinated by the Asian American
Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF).  I worked as a
project consultant helping to design the survey, train volunteer
interviewers, and conduct interviews.  I authored the final report
titled Asian Neighborhoods in New York City:  Locating Boundaries and
Common Interests, which include individual neighborhood profiles
and general findings.  The report is available from AALDEF’s
website, <http://www.aaldef.org>.

3. These four neighborhoods account for 57 percent of the 458
completed surveys.  The number of cases for each neighborhood
is:  eighty-nine in Flushing and forty-eight in Elmhurst, Queens,
eighty-seven in Manhattan’s Chinatown, and thirty-six in Sunset
Park, Brooklyn.



45

Hum

4. AALDEF Executive Director Margaret Fung Statement to the New
York State Legislative Task Force For Demographic Research and
Reapportionment, May 17, 2001.

5. AALDEF Community Survey Project commenced before the release
of the redistricting data by the Census Bureau.  This was used to
conduct the demographic analysis of neighborhoods and was
included in the final report.

6. Refer to the Appendix for a detailed description of the survey
respondents.

7. The remaining three majority Asian census tracts are located in the
neighborhoods of Bayside, Queens (2) and Sheepshead Bay,
Brooklyn (1).

8. Survey respondents’ hand-drawn neighborhood boundaries were
entered into an Excel spreadsheet to calculate the north, west, south,
and east boundaries of greatest consensus.  These boundaries were
then mapped to locate the census tracts contained within them.
The census tracts represent the greatest area of agreement among
the respondents as comprising their neighborhood.  Refer to the
full report for a listing of census tracts by surveyed neighborhoods.

9. Nearly all of the survey respondents in Flushing (93 percent),
Elmhurst (81 percent), Chinatown (94 percent), and Sunset Park
(100 percent) completed a map.

10. Refer to New York Daily News article on Thursday, January 11, 2001,
“Blvd. of Death Takes Tragic Toll in Queens:  One killed on Queens
Blvd every 6 weeks,” Roberto Santiago and Pete Donohue.

11. Albert Hunter ’s 1979 article, “The Urban Neighborhood: Its
Analytical and Social Contexts,” was reprinted in a 1983 volume,
Neighborhood Policy and Planning, edited by Philip Clay and Robert
Hollister, Lexington Books.

12. For many of the neighborhoods surveyed, a few respondents note
that there are no differences between their neighborhood and
surrounding areas.  Since these respondents are so small in number,
it is difficult to do a comparative analysis to determine if there are
notable differences among respondents who listed differences
relative to those who did not.

13. Refer to February 16, 1997 New York Times article, “On the No. 7
Subway Line in Queens, It’s an Underground United Nations,”
Norimitsu Onishi.

Appendix A

Survey Respondent Profile

The community survey project sought to interview represen-
tative community stakeholders that include residents as well
as volunteers and staff of community-based organizations,
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and local business owners.  A total of 458 surveys were com-
pleted—60 percent by neighborhood residents and the remain-
ing include staff and volunteers of key agencies, service, and
advocacy organizations that address the needs of New York
City’s Asian population.  In addition to neighborhood resi-
dents, these individuals and organizations have extensive
knowledge and experience in the issues and concerns of their
Asian constituents and communities.  The gender composi-
tion of the survey respondents is comparable with a slightly
greater share of male respondents at 53 percent.  Clearly, the
majority of respondents (88 percent) are foreign-born, and
this is reflective of the nativity status of Asian New Yorkers
at large.  Similarly, the ethnic composition of the respondents,
with 48 percent Chinese, 12 percent Korean, and 30 percent
South Asian which includes Asian Indian, Bangla-deshi, Paki-
stani, and Indo-Caribbean, also mirrors the ethnic composition
of the Asian population.  It is notable that this question was
open-ended, with respondents self-identifying their ethnicity,
hence, some respondents gave multiple ethnic identities, a
pan-ethnic identity, or a racial identity.

Overall, the survey respondents have attained a high level of
education.  However, it is notable that nearly one in four re-
spondents has completed high school or fewer years of edu-
cation, suggesting a bifurcated pattern of educational attain-
ment among Asians.  Moreover, approximately one-third of
the foreign-born respondents did not complete any of their
education in the United States.  This finding implies that the
high educational attainment level of Asians does not neces-
sarily correlate with a high occupational status due to the
difficulties in transferring credentials and skills (Min 1996).
A full 18 percent of survey respondents do not speak English
well or at all.  Correspondingly, 11 percent of the surveys were
conducted in Chinese or Korean.

Contrary to common perceptions that Asian immigrants are
newcomers, it is notable that over half (56 percent) of the re-
spondents are long-term residents having lived in their neigh-
borhoods for six years or more.  More than half (54 percent)
are renters and/or live in a house suggesting that a sizable
share of renters rent houses rather than apartments.  Three-
quarters (76 percent) of the respondents are employed and
among those who are not, the greatest share (42 percent) are
students followed by those who are retired (29 percent).
Notably, one in ten respondents is unemployed and looking
for a job.  Among the resident survey respondents who are
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employed, many commute to Manhattan while nearly two-
fifths (37 percent) work in Queens.
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