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Introduction:

My journey into urban planning is defined by two deadly storms. The first is Superstorm Sandy,
which swept into Queens in October of 2012, my junior year of high school, and battered the
coasts, tore down trees across the borough, and washed my best friend out of her home. The
second is Tropical Storm Ida, which came on a warm September night and dumped rain at a rate
never seen before, rushing into basements throughout Queens, including the basement of a

mother and son living on 183rd Street in Hollis, just south of Hillside Avenue.

Tropical Storm Ida came on the second or third day of my graduate school orientation, after
spending the nine years after Hurricane Sandy in school, at work, and doing research, trying to
figure out what strategies are most effective to protect my community from the climate crisis.
And while bringing in “the community” is often talked about, especially in urban planning
circles, this is often in the limited framework of community engagement, which does little to
change the existing power dynamics and disparities that construct risk (Arnstein, 1969.) These
dynamics and disparities manifest in two specific ways. First, the government’s response to crisis
is often inadequate and often inept - a product of decades of neoliberal governance hollowing out
the state for profit. And second, that it is the community found in the wake of disaster that
provides immediate, effective, and critically needed assistance. This is both born out in critical

resiliency literature and personal anecdotal evidence.

In the wake of both of these disasters, hurricanes, and other “natural” disasters outside of the
context of New York, there is often a call for more “resiliency” measures - usually meaning

investing in physical infrastructure and building back what was destroyed, but in a way that it



will be protected if the same exact disaster happened again. New York City wholeheartedly
embraced resiliency in preventing another Sandy, investing billions of dollars into “Build It
Back,” Rebuild By Design, and similar programs that privileged hard infrastructure programs to

create a Hurricane Sandy proof New York.

New York is not alone in this; “resilience” is the dominant ideological mindset of the US
disaster, and thus climate, response regime. Malini Ranganathan and Eve Bratman in From
Urban Resilience to Abolitionist Climate Justice in Washington, DC critique this and forward a
vision of climate response that foregrounds networks of care, what they call “abolitionists

climate justice,”

“With its pro-market visions of ‘building back better’ and technological emphasis on green
infrastructure, resilience thinking finds wide appeal among architects, planners, non-profits,
Jjournalists, and academics. Such visions privilege design solutions and external imposed ideas
for community cohesion, while eliding the structural inequalities that make particular groups
vulnerable to climate threats in the first place. Moreover, resilience prescriptions tend to ignore
the rooted practices of care and healing from historical trauma that residents already practice.”

(Ranganathan and Bratman, 2019)

This is not to say that physical infrastructure and design solutions will not be needed — but the
political economy of why the state and private sector pursue those solutions rather than providing
resources to build socially resilient communities is the subject of this research. If what is

exposing people to climate risk is understood as physical rather than social or structural, then



these inequalities will be swept under the rug as “resilience” is pursued. Ranganathan and
Bratman’s exploration of abolitionist climate justice in DC brought them to communities in the
Northeast Wards of DC, which are majority Black communities that have been underinvested in
because of the particular racial economics and geographies that Black people are subject to in the
United States. Their research suggest that rather than understand this part of DC as a model for
similar communities across the country, it is understanding this particular history and social
formation of risk that allows for a better understanding of how to support networks of care.
There are important lessons to learn from Northeast DC that can be applied alongside Hillside
Avenue, but the most important is to take care in understanding the specific formation of risk

created by the state and the market in the development of the area.

The communities that I study in this work are not just my research subject; they are my home. 41
years ago, my parents arrived in the United States, and they moved into a ground floor apartment
with my uncle on 167th Street and Highland Avenue, maybe 50 feet from where, millennia ago,
the glaciers had reached their maximum extent and smack in the middle of what would become,
30 years from their arrival, the heart of Little Bangladesh on Hillside Avenue. Our family has
since moved a few times, but never more than a 20-minute walk from that first apartment. If
every piece of writing is an attempt at self-exploration, then this research is an attempt at
understanding the community that welcomed us, shifted and morphed around us, and yet has

always been home.



As explored further in this work, the neighborhoods alongside Hillside Avenue are full of
multiple and overlapping linguistic, religious, and ethnic communities that exist in parallel and in
conversation with one another. If abolition can be understood as “unfinished liberation ...

[from] processes of hierarchy, dispossession, and exclusion that congeal in and as
group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death” (Gilmore, quoted in Ranganathan and
Bratman, 2019), then a framework of abolitionist climate justice on Hillside Avenue must be
understood in the context of the multiple immigrant communities that call it home and their
relationality to one another, the state, and the larger social forces that construct risk in New York

City.

This research engages with archival materials, semi-structured interviews, and ethnographic
observations that explore the informal networks of care and communication that weave
throughout Hillside Avenue. From the starting point of understanding how these networks
function to keep people safe during climate crisis induced events like storms, it also explores the
ways in which they keep people safe from the societal ills that increase precarity and
vulnerability, such as housing instability and food insecurity. It frames these networks of care not
just as protective measures by populations who the neoliberal state neglects, but as iterating,
everyday, and radical acts of joy that do political work in destabilizing systems of domination by
virtue of their existence. First, I engage in a broad overview of the literature directly and
indirectly influencing this research. Then, I engage archival material, ethnographic material, and
interviews to discuss the development of the Hillside Avenue neighborhoods, and how risk is
socially and spatially constructed in those communities. I then move to an exploration of how to

understand community in a place like Jamaica and Hollis, and theorize Hillside Avenue as a



space of overlapping diasporas that exist in parallel but also in conversation with one another.
Then, I move to an exploration of how intra-diaspora networks of care emerge from the basis of
faith, food, and family, and how these networks serve to strengthen the ability of the community
to respond to crises. After that, I explore how inter-community networks of care emerge in
Jamaica and Hollis, and how they serve not just to connect different existing communities, but
also to forge new political solidarities and possibilities that might not have existed previously.
Finally, I conclude with an understanding that these informal networks of care and
communication have significant material impacts on climate readiness and the research and

policy implications of this in the context of New York City.



Literature Review

This chapter will review some of the theoretical underpinnings of this work, specifically with
regards to the role that social capital plays in in building resilience, transnational knowledge
flows and their effect on planning, theories on gentrification and displacement, methodologies,
and embedded and embodied knowledge in planning. It will use the existing research as a frame
while exploring some of the gaps that exist in the literature, which this research hopes to begin

addressing.

Resiliency Theory

There has been an increasingly robust body of scholarship and popular discourse that is critical
of resilience, pointing out that it serves an increasingly neoliberal agenda (Dawson, 2019) and
that it obfuscates conflict and the distribution of benefits resulting from policy choices (Fainstein
2015). This work will take as its premise that risk as it relates to disaster is socially constructed
(Tierney, 2014), and that there is “no such thing as a natural disaster,” (Smith, 2005) or for that
matter, that disasters can be read as distinct from the social conditions that they occur in - that
disasters take place, but they also “take place” in specific geographic, social, and historic
conditions (Keller, 2015). As this work will explore the role of colonialism in the creation of
diasporas on Hillside Avenue as it relates to climate change, it will be in conversation with

emerging concepts like disaster colonialism that link the two concepts (Rivera, 2019).

Social Capital and Informal Networks of Care

The role of social capital and networks in building resiliency in disaster scenarios is well

explored in disaster planning literature. This work will specifically be framed in conversation



with the work of Malini Ranganathan and Eve Bratman in bringing an abolitionist framework
into environmental justice planning (Ranganathan and Bratman, 2019). This work especially
takes inspiration from their work in Washington DC’s Anacostia wards - taking an expansive and
historical view of “climate planning” as being both inherently tied to history and to fields like
housing, transportation, and social networks, which may not make it into traditional “resiliency”
plans put out by cities and municipalities. The work of Keller in connecting the social isolation
of Parisians during the 2003 heat wave is instructive in its linking of structural isolation and
climate disaster, and especially informs my decision to focus on informal communication
networks that may be understudied in disaster literature (Keller, 2015). Vincanne Adams’
exploration of the role of communities of faith in both responding to neoliberal failures in
disaster planning and their role in upholding and maintaining those systems is helpful as a
starting point for exploring how they function in building day to day resilience (Adams, 2013).
Recent scholarship on the connection between social capital and disaster preparedness and an
understanding of place has also been put forward by Cox and Perry (Cox & Perry, 2011). In
addition, work by Adger has extended this connection between social capital and climate
adaptation, arguing that networks and social capital are key to the adaptive capacity of a given
society, specifically bonding and networking social capital. Adger further argues that the state is
central to any formation of social capital, either deliberately or inadvertently (Adger, 2001.)
Finally, there have been recent limited attempts by government agencies to bring the role of
social capital in disaster planning into policy. FEMA’s ‘Whole Communities’ program is a
federal level initiative that, while flawed, does acknowledge the role that place and social
connection plays in disaster recovery. FEMA has also studied social capital among FEMA

reservists as a potential tool for more effective recovery (Forrest, 1986.) New York City



Comptroller Brad Lander has also recently published a report that engages with the role of social
capital in New York City neighborhoods as resilience - this work will critically engage with that

report in the New York context (Lander, 2022.)

Transnational Knowledge Flows

The role of transnational information flows within immigrant communities has been explored in
recent decades, especially within the fields of sociology and diaspora studies. Robert Smith’s
Mexican New York explores the ways in which politics, culture, gender roles, and money for
physical infrastructure changes flow back and forth between Mexican communities in
Michoacan and Brooklyn (Smith, 2005.) This work informs my understanding of the dialectic
between diaspora communities, where they are from, and where they are living currently. In
addition, there is rich literature on informal information networks and communities that emerge
in reaction to hostile immigration systems, economic precarity, and political suppression.
Especially informative in this regard is the work of Vivek Bald exploring the Bengali
communities in Black and Latino neighborhoods in New York City before the 1965 Immigration
and Nationality Act that reversed the racial exclusion of non-white immigrants (Bald, 2013).
Less explored is the ways in which these transnational flows of information engage with climate
change. While work such as Kian Goh’s Form and Flow explore how ideas of resiliency flow
from Dutch engineering firms to inform resiliency work in New York and Jakarta, emerging
work on this topic tends to focus more on an institutional and governmental level than on an
individual or community level (Goh, 2021). Form and Flow is doubly useful because it also
explores the impact that former and neocolonial relationships have on the way that resilience

looks in different places - specifically looking at how ideas of resiliency flow from Dutch



engineering firms to inform resiliency work in New York and Jakarta - both former colonial
holdings of the Dutch. The concept of overlapping diasporas was first expressed by Earl Lewis
on the formation of African American identity (Lewis, 1995), and was brought to a
neighborhood level by Vivek Bald in exploring how Bengali immigrants before 1965 constructed
identity in Harlem and the Lower East Side. This work will engage in that concept specifically as

it relates to decolonization and climate change.

Gentrification and Displacement

Research on displacement and gentrification has explored the effects of displacement on
communities and individuals. Research by Newman and Wryly (Newman & Wryly 2006) and
Slater explores how gentrification research has gone through several cycles and itself been
gentrified by neoliberal interests (Slater, 2006.) Key to this particular research is the concept of
“root shock,” explored in displacement literature by Mindy Fullilove. Root shock, according to
Fullilove is:

“a profound emotional upheaval that destroys the working model of the world that exists in the
individual's head. Root shock undermines trust, increases anxiety about letting loved ones out of
one’s sight, destabilizes relationships, destroys social, emotional, and financial resources, and
increases the risk for every kind of stress-related disease, from depression to heart attack.”
(Fullilove, 2004, 14.) Fullilove explores this at the level of the individual and the community,
where it ruptures bonds - according to her, even if the neighborhood were to be perfectly
replicated geographically, root shock destroys the social and geographic “slots” that make a
neighborhood work. While Fullilove work explores the effects of urban renewal on Black

neighborhoods, less explored is the effects of gentrification and displacement on immigrant



neighborhoods. The literature that does exist focuses on the dissolution of ethnic enclaves, such
as the Polish community in Greenpoint, Brooklyn (Stabrowski, 2014). This is incredibly valuable
data, but will be explored in conversation with a more multicultural neighborhood along Hillside
Avenue that this work argues is not a classic enclave, but a layering of multiple enclaves that
exist in parallel and in conversation with one another. Another emerging topic this research will
engage with is climate gentrification, which is especially being explored by scholars in Miami,
specifically with regards to Little Haiti and Liberty City (Green, 2019.) While less obvious than
what is happening in Miami, this research argues that there is a risk of climate gentrification
happening along Hillside Avenue due to New York City’s foregrounding of physical

infrastructure, upzoning, and building renovation as climate mitigation and adaptation strategies.

Methodology: Embedded Ethnography

First and foremost, this research is deeply informed by personal and lived experience of my
interlocutors and of myself. Going to school, to the deli, walking and biking on Hillside Avenue,
teaching, taking the subway, playing basketball; these experiences from my life growing up and
around Jamaica and Hollis are as integral to this research as any theoretical text. Due to the
complexity and intangibility of examining informal communication flows and especially in a
place as complex as Hillside Avenue, multiple qualitative methodologies have been employed by
this research. Ethnography offers an opportunity to engage in the complex and related topics that
this research is attempting to grapple with. Literature on embodied knowledge and research as it
specifically relates to climate justice is centered by Michael Mendez, who explores how the
communities in California are using their lived experience and formal research processes to push

for environmental justice in policy and land use (Mendez, 2020.) Jonathan Pacheco Bell



addresses this through his theory of embedded planning, arguing that “we cannot plan from our
desks,” and indeed, we cannot conduct research from our desks either (Pacheco-Bello, 2018.) I
do not approach my interlocutors neutrally: they are my family, my friends, my co-organizers. In
approaching a place as diasporic and transnational as Hillside Avenue, I take inspiration from the
transnational ethnographic methods of Farnak Miraftab, exploring how transnational labor flows
transform both the place where they arrive and the place where they came from - and how the
place of origin serves to subsidize the place of arrival (Miraftab, 2016.) In addition, the
exploration of Beardstown, Illinois, as a site of multiple overlapping diasporas that interface with
one another both in the context of the labor market and the production of space in Beardstown
gave me the tools and language to understand the neighborhoods along Hillside Avenue in a
similar vein. Methodologically, this work attempts to build on Hiba Bou Akar’s treatment of
rumor and gossip as serious planning data, with real ramifications in the development of places
(Bou Akar, 2018.) Archival research also serves as a major source of information, especially in
helping deepen my understanding of how risk is constructed along Hillside Avenue - [ owe a
debt of gratitude to the brilliant archivists at the Queens Public Library Central Branch who

helped turn my frantic requests for information into tangible research.



Chapter 1: Constructing Risk Along Hillside Avenue

The Wisconsin Ice Sheet, a global ice sheet complex that enveloped most of the Northern
Hemisphere including all of Canada, and the northern third of the United States, reached its
maximum extent approximately 25,000 years ago, its inexorable march southward pushing soil,
nutrients, and rock like a massive bulldozer stopping precisely where the Grand Central Parkway
passes over the Clearview Expressway in Queens, New York. There’s a brief moment as you
drive along this ancient terminal moraine when you can look out from its top south, where the
Clearview spills belching trucks into South Queens like a river of 18 wheelers. From your
geologically created perch, you can see Hillside Avenue demarcating the shift into South

Queens, and the string of neighborhoods along it.

On September 1, 2021, the remnants of Hurricane Ida swept through New York City after hitting
Louisiana as a devastating Category 4 hurricane, passing overland through half of the United
States, and dumping record amounts of rain on the Northeast before dissipating over the Atlantic.
Eleven people in Queens drowned, mostly in basement apartments, including two people who
lived in a basement apartment in Hollis, on the corner of 90th Avenue and 183rd Street. The
analysis of what happened - why was Ida’s rainfall so dangerous in Queens and Hollis

specifically, focused mostly on two things - topography and the role of basement apartments.

Malini Ranganathan in CODA: The Racial Ecologies of Urban Wetlands, reflects on the role that
racial ecologies play in the construction of the wetland, and the role ambivalence plays in its
governing logic (Ranganathan, 2022.) The neighborhoods south of Hillside Avenue are built on a

plain formed by the melting of the massive ice sheet directly to their north; the land was carved



by water and the gentle dips and curves of the area follow the flow of the glacial melt from the
terminal moraine to the Atlantic Ocean (Sanderson, in Ojeda and Upton, 2023.) These divots,
ponds, and streams are natural gathering points for water, but the construction of the Hillside
neighborhoods cannot be explained by glacial forces alone - social processes are key to

understanding why this neighborhood faces the vulnerability it does.

The neighborhoods along Hillside Avenue have their origins as the northern part of the then
town of Jamaica, which developed as a rest stop along a beaver trading route that is now Jamaica
Avenue'. The story of displacement and risk along this route must begin with the violent
dispossession and expulsion of the native Lenape people by European settlers, who saw the
glacial plain as an ideal place for farming. Until the annexation of Queens into New York City,
and the expansion of the subway to the area, the area remained pretty sparsely populated.
However, the 1920’s saw the development of the farms into middle class suburbs by
opportunistic land speculators like Gross & Lemmerman, who bought a 700-lot farm between
Hillside and Jamaica Avenues, providing opportunities for living outside of the dense center of
the city and, crucially, homeownership opportunities (Queensborough, 1925.) The housing boom
led to the vast majority of the land in Jamaica and Hollis being taken up by tight row houses with
shingle siding. Crucially, this meant that very little land was set to the side for green or open
space. The divots, ponds, and streams that the glacial water once flowed down were covered in
asphalt and concrete, parceled out, and developed into homes. The area was known to flood as it
was being developed — as early as 1928 the Queens Borough President assigned a photographer

to take a series of photos documenting flooding in the area around current 183 Street and 90"

! Obligatory note that “Jamaica” most likely comes from the Lenape word for beaver, which is not the origin of the
word for Jamaica, the island.



Avenue, the same block that flooded during Hurricane Ida (Ojeda and Upton, 2023.) While the
neighborhoods were predominantly white at first, the process of white flight, blockbusting, and
the depopulation of New York for Long Island suburbs led to a racialized process of settlement.
Advertisements from the 1950’s show flyers targeting Black families with the promise of “New
Solid Brick” homes - with the word “Interracial” splayed right in the middle of the ad (Long
Island Daily Press, 1958.) Jamaica and Hollis became synonymous with upwardly mobile Black
homeownership, with neighborhoods like St. Albans, Addisleigh Park, and Bricktown becoming
iconic symbols of the Black middle class. However, the area faced challenges as white residents
continued to depart and the state and federal government stopped providing for cities as they
became more Black - this hurt neighborhoods like Jamaica and Hollis, especially as drugs and
crime exacerbated the crisis precipitated by disinvestment and racial depopulation. Gladys
Warren, quoted in the Long Island Press, summarizes it simply: “The city services seem to have

declined as the community turned black.” (Johnston, Long Island Press.)

It is in this context that my parents, Panayiotis and Ewa, immigrated to Jamaica. Like many
immigrants, they were drawn to Jamaica by the cheap rent, convenience to the city, and jobs. As
white residents continued to flee the city to the promise of the suburbs (with heavy government
subsidies easing the move,) immigrants from Latin America, the Caribbean, and South Asia (and
the odd Polish-Cypriot couple) moved to the neighborhoods - following a long-established
pattern of immigrants moving to predominantly Black neighborhoods (Bald.) They came for
various reasons, many fleeing colonially fueled ethnic violence, economic precarity, and coming
to Queens for its reputation for tolerance and economic opportunities. Archival material shows,

at the time of my parents arrival, that racial tensions were being stoked in Jamaica as a result of



intense blockbusting, and exacerbated by crime and the drug epidemic. The disinvestment of the
neighborhood and the homes surrounding it came at a critical time, about 50 to 60 years after
their construction, meaning older homes that were more at risk of structural damage were being
abandoned or occupied by squatters - the risk of which was tragically evinced by a series of fires
in the 1980°s and 1990’s, including on which claimed the life of a fireman in January 1996 (Kim

& Clark, 1996.)

Key to the story of the construction of risk in Jamaica and Hollis is the foreclosure crisis, that
decimated the Black community in South Queens generally, and has led to rapid demographic
and socioeconomic change. The racist targeting of Black families for high cost and subprime
mortgages came home to roost in 2004, and the foreclosure and abandoning of homes (Mathis,
2016.) This along, with the high cost of living in New York generally, has led real estate agents
to sell homes in part on the premise that the basements can be rented out informally. According
to Eshti, a Guyanese American urban planner with a familial connection to Hollis, these
arrangements are often between family, but sometimes they involve landlords who have no
connection to the tenant. Basement apartments are an especially common first stop for new
immigrant families - for example, my uncle first lived in a basement apartment in an auntie’s
home in Astoria when he came to the United States. Queens Community District 12, where
Hillside Avenue is located, has among the highest number of informal basement and cellar
apartments in the city, at over 20,000 (Lander, 2023). However, due to the informality and illegal
status of these apartments, the government does not know where specific units are located —
leaving basement apartment dwellers without the legal or infrastructural protections that renters

in formal situations have. This is a major argument of the Basement Apartments Safe for



Everyone (BASE) coalition, which advocates for a legal pathway to formalize these apartments
with funding to bring them up to safety code (Lander, 2022.) A report by the NYC Department
of Housing Preservation and Development shows that the apartments that are known to exist tend

to be clustered in flood prone neighborhoods (Ojeda and Upton, 2023.)

Immediately north of Hollis and Jamaica, on the other side of Hillside Avenue, the elevation
begins to steeply rise, and the tightly packed vinyl shingle homes transform to Tudors,
Victorians, and the newer brick McMansions. While Jamaica and Hollis lie in the flood zone of
the glacial runoff, Jamaica Estates and Holliswood lie on top of the terminal moraine - the hill
after which Hillside Avenue is named. On rainy days, water flows down from these leafy green
neighborhoods and down into Jamaica and Hollis - most of the time, the sewers are enough to
handle the storm overflow. The neighborhoods north of Hillside were racially segregated at first
through law, and then systemic discrimination — and today they are still economically,
architecturally, and socially distinct from the rest of Jamaica and Hollis (Garcia, 2016.) While
the concept of ‘racial ecologies’ underscores how systems of human valuation (including racism,
casteism and religious discrimination) are ordered through ecological and property valuation, the
concept of ‘ambivalence’ stresses the materiality and strategic governing logic which underpins
wetland ecologies (Ranganathan, 2022.) This is intuitively understood after the Ida floods by
those in the path of the worst flooding in Hollis. Shivani, an organizer who lives a block away
from the site of the Ida floods in Hollis, described the government response in a piece for
URBAN magazine:

Gov. Kathy Hochul, Sens. Chuck Schumer, and Mayor Bill de Blasio held a press conference in

front of the house where the Ramskirets had lived. They offered their condolences, blamed the



floods on climate change, and left. For the next two days, it was apparent that there was no city,
state, or federal aid on the way. (Persaud, 2023.)

This governing ambivalence is also expressed by other residents of Hollis, especially around
183" Street and 90" Avenue, where the flooding was the worst. In a report by Documented,
Amrita “Amy” Bhagwandin and Amit Shivprasad, homeowners in the neighborhood, both state
that they were never warned prior to buying their homes that they would be prone to flooding
(Ojeda & Upton.) It is currently not required by law for real estate agents to disclose the flooding
history of a home. This is the social construction of risk: the location of the home in a flood
prone neighborhood, the encouragement of middle-income immigrants to purchase homes in
these neighborhoods, the strategy of using basement apartments as ‘starter apartments’ for lower
income immigrants and as supplemental income for homeowners, the ambivalence of the state in
providing funding for converting basement apartments into safe and legal dwellings; all of this
contributed to this fateful decision of the Shivprasad family to rent their basement to the
Ramskriet family in 2007. In 2021, during the Ida flooding, Phamatee and Krishna Ramskriet
drowned in this basement apartment. Dameshar Ramskriet, Phamatee’s husband and Krishna’s
father, is currently suing the city of New York and the Shivprasad family, claiming that they
were “negligent, careless, and reckless” in the maintenance of the sewer system (THE ESTATE
OF PRAMATEE RAMSKRIET, 2022.) The purpose of this research is not to assign or absolve
blame of guilt — but it is clear that the structural forces that led to this tragedy come from a

layering chain of ambivalence from the state and private actors?.

2 Governing Ambivalence also plays a large role in the spread and power of conspiracies and rumors aimed at the
government. While not a topic that I was able to explore further in my research, Eshti informed me that there was a
rumor in Hollis that the flooding was due to construction at the top of the block. This construction is also referenced
in the Documented article about Hollis, where it is noted that it caused shaking and cracks in the wall in the
Shivprasad’s house.



As will be explored later on, while there is significant risk from how these neighborhoods have
historically developed, the social fabric of these communities serves as a protective measure
against climate disaster. However, there is a risk of social displacement and gentrification that
will put pressure on and potentially dissolve this fabric — putting both those who stay and those

who are pushed out at risk.

While climate gentrification is an emerging field, it tends to refer to the phenomenon of
previously underinvested in neighborhoods being viewed as valuable long-term investments
because of their inoculation from climate change impacts such as sea level rise (Green, 2019.)
The neighborhoods of Hillside Avenue could fit into that conception as they are far from the
shore, and are higher elevation than much of New York City — fitting squarely into what the
post-Sandy climate resiliencey regime deems as “safe.” In addition, more specific to New York
City, these neighborhood are at risk due to the way that resilience to the climate crisis is
operationalized by New York. Preliminary analysis of New York’s response to the climate crisis
involves three key tools: adaptation through the building of physical infrastructure, and
mitigation through upzoning around transit and building upgrades through legislation like Local
Law 97 (New York City Mayor’s Office, 2019.) While a full-scale analysis is a worthy subject
for further research, upzoning around transit, and building upgrades especially are relevant to the
area along Hillside Avenue. Jamaica has a long history of being suggested as a site for urban
renewal and redevelopment, especially around the transit hub of Jamaica Center. An old joke
from the 1940°s summarizes it best - when you die, whether you go to heaven or hell, the trip
will require a change at Jamaica (Phillips, 1985.) In the 1960’s, business leaders such as Gertz’s

Department Store and Macy’s pushed for urban renewal plans that included the tearing down of



the elevated train along Jamaica Avenue. In the 1980’s, further efforts were made to invest in
Jamaica Center, including the construction of the US Social Security Administration regional
center, York College, and the conversion of the former Gertz’s building into a shopping mall
(Phillips, 1985.) As calls for reducing sprawl and increasing density around transit continue to
gain momentum as a climate strategy, the rises in rents in Jamaica Center after its mid-2000s
rezoning suggest that a similar strategy could be pursued along the F train on Hillside Avenue or
by the Hollis LIRR station, especially given New York State Governor Hochul’s plan to increase
housing density with half a mile of transit (New York State, 2023.) In addition, the boom of
Jamaica and Hollis post-1920 and their subsequent decline due to white flight and disinvestment,
means that there are many homes and buildings that are in need of upgrades, either typical
building maintenance, or in the case of larger buildings, to be compliant with Local Law 97. As
Stabrowski points out, in an area with gentrification pressure and with homes in need of
upgrades, tenants may resist landlords attempts at renovation in an effort to resist displacement.
The emphasis of building upgrades for efficiency as a climate strategy may fuel ‘green
gentrification’ as landlords attempt to make a return on their investment in upgrades by raising

rents (Stabrowski, 2014.)

The neighborhoods along Hillside Avenue faced socially constructed risk as a result of their
development history, racist disinvestment, legacy of urban renewal type development plans, and
the diverse array of immigrants who engage in formal and informal housing and economic
patterns. While this has led to the neighborhood's economic ‘revival,’ it has also led to new risk
factors, such as the state’s inability to effectively communicate in multiple languages, informal

housing tenure such as basement apartments, and the risk of displacement and gentrification as



the city and private developers eye the transportation hub around Jamaica once again as a site of
profit. This is a geography and community that is especially vulnerable to displacement and has
an uneven distribution of climate risk on the basis of geography, class, race, and legal status.

The following chapters will explore the communities that make up these neighborhoods, and the

networks of care that have emerged in spite of governing ‘ambivalence’ in Hollis and Jamaica.



Chapter 2: Diaspora is a Place

My mother was born in Pabianice, Poland, and my father was born in Lemesos, Cyprus, and they
settled in Jamaica, Queens in 1982. In traditional treatments of neighborhoods and communities,
urbanists tend to follow Tobler’s Law - everything is related to everything else, but near things
are more related than distant things. However, to understand a place like the Hillside
neighborhoods, Jamaica and Hollis, or even Queens more generally, we must invert our
understanding of community in such a geocentric way and elevate relations between people to a
co-equal status when talking about neighborhoods and organizing. Despite living in Jamaica, and
in fact in the same zip code, since 1982, the community for immigrants like my parents had its
hub in Astoria and Maspeth in Queens - where Greek and Polish immigrants not only live, but
also have institutions like churches, schools, and grocery stores. These institutions and
businesses have a pull stronger than physical proximity that make them gathering points for
diaspora communities. In analyzing my own family’s shopping patterns, my father will never
shop at the Key Foods on Hillside Avenue, despite the fact that it is less than a mile from our
home. However, he will stop by Titan Foods on 31st Avenue in Astoria, a Greek and Cypriot
grocery store more than 10 miles away, on his way back from work to stock up on halloumi,

olives, and kefalotiri — little touches that keeps our connection to Cyprus alive.

While the popular conception of immigration to the United States is that of a melting pot,
migration and diaspora scholars have for decades been trying to dispel this myth (Yang, 2020.)
Perhaps the seminal work on the topic of the transnational lives of immigrants is Robert Smith’s
Mexican New York, which focuses on a community of Mexican immigrants in Brooklyn who

influence, and are influenced by, their hometown in Michoacan. Through deep ethnographic



analysis, Smith explores how those living in between New York and Mexico often passed
between them not just economic influence in the form of remittances, but also political influence,
gender roles (and changing perceptions of those,) and even violence (Smith, 2006.) Smith’s
approach isolated members of a small community and how their migrations transformed both
where they came from and where they live currently. Using this approach I wanted to approach
the Hillside neighborhoods from the other direction — looking at who lives here currently and
trying to gain and understanding of the neighborhood functions as a patchwork of diasporic
peoples. However, when talking about a specific geographic place or neighborhood in New
York, such as Jamaica and Hollis, one must deal with a scale much larger than that of Smith.
That’s because the Hillside neighborhoods are composed of overlapping networks of geographic,
cultural, linguistic, and religious identities that weave in and out of the bounds of the
neighborhoods, the city, and even the country. As the archivist at the Jamaica Branch of Queens
Public Library told me “when you’re talking about Hollis or Jamaica, you’re talking about a

really big place.”

Most of the interlocutors engaged in this work expressed some sort of affiliation or solidarity
with an ethnic, religious, or linguistic group. These groups all exist along Hillside Avenue but
may have their center and institutions in other neighborhoods; even the prominent Bangladeshi
community has established communities in other parts of the city like Kensington, Parkchester,
and the Lower East Side. The transformation of Hillside Avenue into an immigrant hub has been
stark and difficult for someone who has not been there to imagine. My mother, who has lived in
the area for 40 years, worked at a bakery called Kulka’s on the corner of Sutphin Boulevard and

Jamaica Avenue. While Jamaica Avenue is full of stores serving the immigrant communities that



make up the area now, according to my mom, Kulka’s served “typical American” pastries, the
kind you would see at “any American bakery,” with the exception of hamantaschen that
reflected the presence of Jewish people in the area. Today there is a Guatemalan panaderia and
Bangladeshi sweetshop in a block radius of where Kulka’s used to be. Yasin, a longtime resident
of Jamaica in his mid-20’s, describes his family's migration as driven by chains of relationships.
While he is not sure why his family first moved to Jamaica in the early 1980’s, a big factor in
their decision to stay in the area was the presence of Jamaica Muslim Center, which provided a
network of other Muslim and Bangladeshi people for his family to connect with. Rima, a tenant
organizer who co-founded the Bangladeshi Tenant Union (BTU) describes the major reason for
forming that union as a factor of language, rather than sharing the same building, as typical

tenant’s unions are formed.

“I would find myself going through the whole agenda in English and Spanish, and then I would
rush to give them that information in Bangla...Bangladeshi folks were left out or like at the
sidelines. And what I realized is that, like, there were small pockets of folks, in all of these
buildings, where there was a potential for them to have very similar conversations and to really
grow in their knowledge. But there wasn't a space to do that, that space didn’t exist. It didn't
exist based on nationality. And it didn't exist based on language...There was a conversation...
about why we didn't make it the South Asian tenant union and why we made it the Bangladeshi
Tenant Union. And really, I mean, the thing here is that one, I didn't speak Nepali. I didn't speak
Hindi...and the real core, the mission of the Bangladeshi tenants union was really to achieve

housing justice through language justice.”



Language and national origin emerge serve as the connective tissue that gives new immigrants an
initial community that is stronger than the physical place where they settle. My uncle, who my
parents lived with when they arrived in the US, first lived in the basement of an auntie in Astoria
where many Greek speaking people lived; it was only after my parents arrived that they decided,
for economic reasons, to move to Jamaica. Rokshana, a Bangladeshi organizer who lives in
Ozone Park, exemplifies the ways in which community shifts in and out of one particular
neighborhood. Her father first arrived in Ozone Park and lived with an uncle, before moving to
the Lower East Side both for economic opportunity and to a more established and budding
Bangladeshi community centered around Medina Masjid. Their family lived there for several
years until they moved to Richmond Hill, after “outgrowing [their] one bedroom apartment,”
where one of her father’s friends helped them find an apartment off of Liberty Avenue.
According to Rokshana, part of the appeal was the growing West Indian community in

Richmond Hill because:

“..we eat the same things, everything's there, everything's available, my mom was
comfortable...We're close enough to the Bangladeshi community to commute to them if we need

to. But for most of what we needed, everything was there. And we felt safe.”

After living there for a few years, Rokshana married a Bangladeshi man who lived in Ozone
Park and they moved in together to a home that is on the same street from the first apartment her
father had moved to all those years ago. Rokshana’s story is typical: while place undoubtedly
matters, community is also found in the diasporic networks that exist in places like New York

City, with multiple overlapping and layering diasporas. To borrow from Vivek Bald, while these



diasporic connections and relations may be ephemeral or intangible, places give them solidity

(Bald, 218.)

In Bengali Harlem, Bald explores the ways in which the first Bengali migrants to New York
settled in mostly Black and Latino neighborhoods in Harlem and the Lower East Side. These
smaller pocket communities developed alongside the large enclaves in these spaces because of
the complexity in which South Asians related into the racial hierarchy of the US - Harlem and
the Lower East Side provided a space of “overlapping diaspora.” The original concept of
“overlapping diaspora” was expressed by Earl Lewis in his call for further study of identity
formation among Black Americans - his challenge for future scholars is to “recognize the
permeability of boundaries and the multipositional nature of most human actors.” (Lewis, 787.)
This concept was taken further by Bald in Bengali Harlem, theorizing Harlem specifically as a
space of overlapping diaspora, not just among Black Americans, but among the Caribbean and
South Asian communities that were “embedded within other Americas.” In early 20th century,
this overlapping affected political consciousness - a “sense of common struggle against the
injustices of racialized power both within the United States and across the colonized world.”
These connection were not just theoretical - Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement
Association, W.E.B. Dubois’ and Paul Robeson’s Council of African Affairs, Puerto Rican
nationalist Pedro Albizu Campos, among others, built ties, shared knowledge and strategy, and
drew explicit connections between their causes and anti-colonial resistance in India, meeting
with Indian nationalist leaders such as Haridas Mazumdar, and writing about anticolonial action
in India, Ethiopia, and the Caribbean (Bald, 211.) However, as Bald states, less explored is how

these political solidarities and social connectedness was reflected in everyday life.



A walk down Hillside Avenue will hint at both the separate and parallel worlds that diaspora
inhabits, and the possibilities for forging everyday connections and solidarities in what Bald calls
the “arena of everyday affiliation.” You can see it on the
corner of 179th street and Hillside, where torn paper signs
rainproofed with clear duct tape advertise rooms for rent in
Bangla and Spanish; between 170th and 171st streets,
where Dhaka Pharmacy sits directly next door to Johnny
Air Mart Filipino Convenience Store, or on the corner of
164th and Hillside, where Genesis, a Jamaican cafe, just put
up a new menu item: Halal Fried Chicken.

Hillside Avenue is a key anchor point, but to let geography

limit the range of this research would be to ignore how

immigrant communities actually move through and conceptualize the city. This project will
travel down and across Hillside Avenue like the glacial melt millennia ago, but also to Richmond
Hill, Bellerose, Ozone Park, Astoria, Bangladesh, Guyana, El Salvador, and the Philippines.
Diaspora is a place in and of itself, but geography gives diaspora a solidity that can be explored
and engaged with in everyday cross diasporic solidarities. The following chapters will explore
the ways in which these every day informal spaces both solidify diaspora identity within New
York and flow transnationally back to the country of origin, and how these spaces function to
build connections and knowledge in one particular slice of Queens - all of which form networks

of care and protect communities.



Chapter 3: You Seek Community Where You Land

On a cold March day, when I was about 10 or 11 years old, I stood outside as the wind whipped
and I waited for the signal to start marching. I was wearing a vraka, a traditional Greek peasant
costume, which, given that it comes from the warm Mediterranean, is not exactly the best
protection against a New York rainstorm. While my dad is greek-Cypriot, I was actually
marching in the Greek Independence Day parade at the behest of my mom, who was asked by
her coworker and friend Eleni if I would be willing to march for St. Demetrios school, which I
never attended but my sisters did about 20 years prior. My childhood was marked by two big
parades: the Greek Independence Day parade in March and the Pulaski day parade in October
(Independence Day is not exactly big in a country that has been occupied and liberated as many

times as Poland has.)

While spectacles such as parades have their purpose, it is in the everyday that intra-diaspora
connections are forged. When I asked Rokshana, the Bangladeshi organizer, about the
Bangladeshi social organizations, shomiti, that her family has been a part of in the United States,
she framed it as a natural reaction to migration - “People seek community where they land.” This
community can be found in formal organizations like shomiti or faith communities, but those ties
are forged, maintained, and strengthened in informal and everyday interactions, in “arenas of
everyday affiliation” as Vivek Bald puts it (Bald, 210.) Yasin credits the casual contact that his
parents forged with people at the Jamaica Muslim Center as a reason why his family stayed in

the area.



“At the time, there weren’t that many Bengalis in the neighborhood, fortunately there was the
mosque, so they started meeting other people at the mosque - they met other Bengalis at the
mosque and started talking to them: what’s around here, how do you get access to things, that’s
how it grew. My dad ... at some point he met one of my mom’s brothers who introduced him to
my mom ... All of us are back in Queens because we all tried to stay together. A big part of that
is the mosque, having that community made them feel like it was a safer area and favorable for

’

them.’

While the mosque served as a formal setting and place for his parents to go to, it is the casual and
regular contact with other Bangladeshis there that gave his family a sense of place and belonging
in the neighborhood. Through interviews, a few common topics emerged when looking at how
diaspora communities maintain connection - intuitively, the power of food, faith, and family
emerged as key nexuses in the construction of networks of care. Critically, these diasporic
networks of care not only exist within the geographic bounds of an “ethnic enclave,” but extend
to other parts of New York City, other states, and even back to where the diasporas emerged

from.

Nearly every interlocutor expressed some role of faith communities in the formation of intra-
diaspora connections. For example Isa, a Filpina lawyer from the neighborhood, says that most
of the young Filipino diaspora met through Catholic school, which then leads to robust social and
cultural organizations in college, and connections that persist to this day. In my own family, faith
is an unavoidable way of connecting with our community - Polonia institutions are deeply

embedded within the Catholic church, often being housed or sponsored by churches. When asked



about the role that the mosque played in helping out the community, Yasin mentioned both the
opportunity it affords to check in on elders or other community members and the official calls for

help by the Imam:

“My dad at the time was very involved with the mosque, he’d stay around after to talk to the
elders or whoever was around just to see how everyone was doing. The Imam would give an ask
if a family was going through financial troubles or health or asking for prayers. Usually after
prayer he would mention them anonymously or ask for financial donations or ask if anyone
could help. For example, I remember a family was getting kicked out for rent or something, they
asked if anyone could help financially or if they had a place to stay, and eventually a person
reached out and was able to offer them a place in their basement. That’s more within the local

level, in a couple blocks radius or something.”

This is an unsurprising finding — faith communities are often centers of formal or informal power
and community organizing. This is explored by Vincanne Adams in Labors of Faith, Markets of
Sorrow, where church institutions play a major role in providing relief post-Katrina — and in
cementing the neoliberal state through philanthropy (Adams.) However, there is a potential for
these organizations to be integrated into the planning mechanisms of the state; they have a
natural constituency, regular meetings, and are reaching people that traditional venues of
community planning do not.

Where faith serves as a more formalized gathering space for communities, family is a major way
that diaspora communities build networks of care. In addition to the “traditional” family, the

malleable concept of family in immigrant communities is worth exploring as an informal and



cross-cutting strategy of mutual aid and solidarity. When my parents first moved to the US, they
joined my uncle, my dad’s brother, in an apartment in Jamaica — a classic example of chain
migration. However, my uncle came to America with no immediate family; according to my
mother, he lived in his “auntie’s basement in Astoria.” My first reaction to this was, “who is this
auntie we have in Astoria?” In the classic, western, nuclear understanding of family, this would
not be a “true” aunt - the woman who my uncle lived with is not the sister of either of my dad’s
parents. My house was full of “fictive kin” growing up: this uncle may have grown up in this
same village as my dad, that uncle’s grandmother was cousins with my dad’s mom, that auntie is
a Cypriot woman who lives in New York and my dad made friends with her husband 30 years
ago. The concept of “fictive kin” in immigrant communities is emerging as a topic of scholarship
as a type of social capital (Ebaugh & Curry, 2000.) In interviews, interlocutors expressed this
concept over and over again, and, in the function of building community resilience, these
relationships allow for the same kind of social capital and resilience that “true kin” relationships
(a term I hate) do. For example, Eshti described the nature of having conversations after

attending services at her mandir:

“You have to greet every single person that you know, if you go to mandir, and you see someone
you know, and you don’t say hi to them, it’ll be a problem. You have to talk, you have to great
them, you have to say, ‘Hi Auntie, Sita Ram’ at least... and that obviously leads to like... ‘now

299

I’'m going to tell you about my brother’s son’s girlfriend’s dad.

Rokshana describes how her family became a sort of gathering point for other Bangladeshi’s:



“I had this huge extended family, and I never knew who was blood or not, it never mattered.
Everybody was an uncle ... A lot of Bangladeshi men were living a single life because they had
left their families back home ... and so my mom was kind of like a figurehead for them.... they
call Bhabi, which is like sister-in-law, right. And so she was like since my you know, she was one
of the earliest Bhabi’s in the community for these men and so they looked at her as like their
older sister and whenever she would cook they would just come over and eat and just feel like
they were having a piece of like their home right dinner that their mom may have cooked or their

’

wives may have cooked for them and just having that, that connection.’

This kinship relationship has real material implications. Rokshana, relays how much of her
childhood was spent filling out immigration forms or writing letters in English to lawyers. These
informal, familial relationships, have evolved into more formal social organizations, called
shomiti, which have formal elections, practice forms of mutual aid, and are a way for people to
stay in touch with those who are from the same community. Rokshana’s father is very involved
in his shomiti, which is composed of other Bangladeshis from Beanibazar, a subdistrict of Sylhet,
where her family is from. According to her, many people come from all over the United States to
participate in elections for this organization - both Rokshana and Rima mention Hamtramck?,
Michigan, and Rokshana told me a story about visiting Hamtramck for a wedding and meeting a
man on his patio who turned out to be one of her father’s friends from before he left his
hometown. Shomiti have not been integrated into planning regimes and political decision-

making, which Rokshana compares to “sitting on a goldmine.” The potential for these

3 Hamtramck today has one of the highest Bangladeshi populations in the country and is the first Muslim majority
city in America, but in the 20" century it was one of the most Polish towns in America. When I brought this up to
Rokshana she said “...what is it with the Polish and Bengalis, do we just follow eachother? It’s the same in
London...and we face the same issues... I think the communities don’t realize it as much as they should.”



organizations and relationships to be incorporated into governance decisions should be explored
further as a strategy to better serve diaspora communities.

The story of Rokshana’s mother cooking for single Bengali men and reminding them of home is
an example of the power of food in building community and solidarity in immigrant
communities. Von Diaz, a Puerto Rican author and cook, says it simply “Food is social. Food is
personal. Eating is a common act that is also deeply complex and full of possibilities. Those
possibilities are what excites me (Diaz, 20).” Food justice is so often talked about in terms of
nutritional value, but this idea does not address the important social and communal role that food
plays in strengthening informal ties within communities — acting as a bonding agent.

I asked my mother about her relationship to the Polish community when she first arrived to the
United States. She said she did not have much of a connection to that community because my
parents were a mixed couple, so forging those connections on ethnic grounds was more difficult
for them. Specifically, she did not feel any sort of connection to Greenpoint, the largest Polish
enclave in New York - to her, “[Greenpoint] was a place to go shopping and bless Easter eggs at
Easter time.” However, even this reveals the central role that food, and specifically access to
culturally specific foods, plays in bonding diaspora communities. The presence of a significant
Polish commercial community in Greenpoint, and specifically shops with Polish cold cuts and
sweet, led to a deeper connection over the next 40 years with the Polish community in New
York, including my sisters and I attending Polish Saturday School to learn Polish. My mother
learned about the Polish school while shopping for Polish cold cuts at Kiszka, a popular meat

market in Greenpoint, and picking up a Polish newspaper and reading the advertisements.

Food stores like groceries and meat markets serve as key informal gathering points and

signifiers; you can go to a restaurant in any neighborhood, but shopping at the local grocery store



marks you as a community member. As simple as it sounds, food stores are important sites of
communication because of the simple need to visit them often - once every week or two weeks.
Rima talked about the importance of being embedded in the community in getting people to trust
her as part of her organizing — specifically mentioning running into people and having
conversations at the grocery store as a way of building casual interaction and also showing that
she was a part of the community. A quantitative study should be conducted on this, but according
to my mother, when they first arrived in Jamaica, the neighborhood did not have many
immigrants and the only place to shop was the C-Town on Hillside and Homelawn Street.
Walking down Hillside Avenue today, you can see that immigrants moving to the neighborhood
has increased the amount and variety of food and grocery stores — mostly to meet the cultural
needs of specific diaspora communities. When talking to Tahmid and his mother, she mentioned
that their family mostly gets their groceries from large stores like Costco or Target, but for meat,
her husband will go to “our country’s groceries,” specifically, Mannan Supermarket - though she
mentions the way that her husband goes from store to store because “This store has good meat,

the next one has good vegetables.”

Despite a professed nonchalance to their respective ethnic or religious communities, both my
mother and Tahmid’s mother expressed the importance of grocery stores from their communities
for culturally specific products. In the act of going to these stores to shop and meeting these
specific needs, they bring themselves into the arena of everyday affiliation with others shopping
there for the same purpose, forging casual connections and an exposure to the community that

would not necessarily exist otherwise.

A curious trend inadvertently emerged in my interviews — places with food serve as key

orientation points for my interlocutors in describing place and location. When Yasin told me



about his family’s first apartment in Jamaica, he told me it was “across the street from Mannan
Grocery.” Eshti’s first reaction to talking about her relation to Hollis was her mandir, but also
about getting egg and cheese from Hollis Deli. Sabina, a Punjabi American organizer and urban
planner, orients her experience on Hillside Avenue a little bit outside of the Jamaica and Hollis
area — what she calls “Hillside Punjabi Land,” defined for her as the two blocks in Bellerose that

feature Usha Foods, Apna Bazaar, and Farmer’s Market.

The potential for food spaces as places of communication is intuitive among organizers. Sabina
told me a story about how during a recent city council election, the three Punjabi grocery stores
in Bellerose were contested territory for postering and endorsements - with one candidate going
as far as to produce reusable bags with his face on them in order to get the message out about his
campaign, because, according to her “everyone goes to the grocery store... and in every
immigrant households, especially Desi ones, you’re going to reuse these bags... you’re going to
have his face in your kitchen, on the back of your door, for like the next six months.” Rokshana
also mentioned how during a City Council race that she was a part of in Richmond Hill, their
strategy was to talk to people as they were returning home on the way back from the grocery
store. For Rima, the value of the grocery store was for building relationships among people she
was serving as a tenant organizer. For my parents, they frequently pick up a newspaper when
they go to the grocery store, where they learn not only of news in the community but also back
home. Rima, when asked about the connection between her relational tenant organizing and

food:

“Quite often, they [relational organizing conversations] were almost always surrounding food.
You know like somebody offering me ‘come to my house’ or ‘you haven’t been to my house,

come,’ that kind of thing... I use Ramadan as a way to do relational organizing, so breaking Iftar



with folks, we would have building Iftars where we would gather in someone’s apartment and

have one Iftar together”

Iftar is a great example of the inseparable relationship between these nexuses of casual
interaction — food, faith, and family. While it is impossible to point to a strictly causal
relationship between any of these nexuses, they do not serve as separate spaces of casual social
interaction and community building; they iterate on one another and make one another stronger.
For example, in my own family, we most often visit Astoria and Greenpoint shopping for food
during holidays — usually religious. This is why social media especially plays a significant role in
intra-diaspora connection, but does so as an amplifier in concert with these other, more

foundational nexuses of community building.

Every single person I talked to mentioned the role of social media in disseminating information
within their communities and building connections - mostly Facebook and WhatsApp. For
example, Rokshana called WhatsApp “the grapevine of the community” while Eshti told me that
“the Guyanese community lives on Facebook.” The role of social media in diaspora
communications could be a topic of research in and of itself, but as it relates to the communities
on Hillside Avenue. When asked about the role of social media in helping organize tenant unions
at the start of COVID-19, Rima talked both about the convenience of chatting apps like

WhatsApp for building tenant power and the challenges in online organizing:

“It's one of the easiest tools to use, where folks can send me documents, where we can chat in
real time back and forth, where I can give them instructions. And I can send them voice notes in
Bangla because I didn't know how to read or write Bangla. So like, that was one great tool for

’

me, where I can just send them like Zara [realty corp.] is doing this? This is what you do.’



“It was a huge learning curve. Had I not built that relationship with folks, long before COVID
happened and really anchored those relationships and would have never transferred over. We
had some buildings that we started out six months before COVID happened and it just died; no

tenant association.”

Yasin mentions the Facebook group Muscare, which was a forum for mostly (though not
exclusively) Muslim users to post questions about legal issues, such as eviction, or mechanical
issues, such as car troubles. He says “other Muslims feel more comfortable asking for helping or
information, they 're more comfortable with someone of the same religion. ” While Muscare is an
online space, Yasin points to the localized nature of this network, which he identifies as being
mostly based in Woodside, a neighborhood in west Queens that also has a large Bangladeshi
community. According to him, Muscare was a critical connecting point between him and the
larger Muslim community in New York. According to both Rima and Rokshana, WhatsApp
plays a big role in connecting already existing communities into a digital space with building
chats, masjid chats, and social associations all having chats where news and information is
shared. Eshti also mentions the role of existing community organizations in using the tools of

social media to organize for change:

“One of the ways we tried to advocate for change is through smaller community organizations
like members of our community who are in the same group chats and have the same Facebook
feed... Facebook is the big one in the Guyanese community. It's basically a newspaper, people
will air all of their qualms about where they're living and with each other but that has allowed
different community groups to take that and then advocate because a lot of Guyanese people
historically don't vote...they just don't go out of their way to be involved [with politics], they

’

already have too much going on.’



Having these connections is potentially helpful in disaster scenarios: in the Documented article
about the Hurricane Ida flooding, it is noted that Amit Shivprasad’s mother used WhatsApp in

order to try and alert their neighbors of the oncoming flooding (Ojeda and Upton.)

Beyond just allowing intra-diasporic communities to build in New York, social media plays an
especially important role in forging ties between those in the diaspora and those who are in the
country of origin - both through the intentional sharing of information like news and the casual
maintenance of contact through life updates. It is in this way that informal communication helps
support the transnational lives of diaspora communities alongside Hillside Avenue. Yasin talks
about an online but localized network called the Bangladesh Development Project, which Yasin
became aware of during his time at CUNY Hunter. While it is an Instagram page that exists
solely in the digital space, he personally knows the admins because they are also Bangladeshis
that went to Hunter. While locally based, the Bangladesh Development Project focuses more on
providing direct aid to people in Bangladesh, blurring the distinction between online and offline,

and here and there. Yasin talks about how it serves as a transnational connection to Bangladesh:

That’s a big way of how I found out about what’s happening in Bangladesh, because actually,
within my family, we barely talk about what’s happening back in Bangladesh. They talk about it
with my uncles, but I never had that dialogue with my dad, it’s more about what’s going on in
the local neighborhood. When they speak about issues in Bangladesh a lot of the media, they use
WhatsApp as a communications platform, but a lot of the posts are in Bengali text, so [ wouldn’t
be able to read it, and it’s hard for me to pick it up. A lot of my uncles and aunts would share

information on WhatsApp in Bengali.



The Bangladesh Development Project posts in English, and is explicitly tied at getting aid from
Bangladeshis in the United States to those in Bangladesh, both for addressing day to day needs
such as clothing, and in providing funding for relief after disasters such as Cyclone Amphan.
While an exploration of remittances and diaspora charity as a resilience strategy in the face of
climate change could be its own area of study, it is clear that remittances are important to
understanding the ways in which both Hillside Avenue is constructed and how the
neighborhoods here help transform the economy of the country of origin. A clear example of this
is the strategy of the Marcos regime in the 1970’s to create a remittance-based economy in the
Philippines by exporting laborers, and crucially to the United States, nurses - of which Isa’s
mother is one (Cajulis, 2020.) A walk down Hillside Avenue will confirm the presence of
remittances as a major part of its story - whether it be La Nacional (“Envios de Dinero Centro
Suramerica y El Caribe), MoneyGram (with posters advertising sending money to Honduras and
Guatemala), Johnny Air Mart Filipino Convenience Store (“Money Remittance, Air Parcel,
Balikbayan Box”), US Lanka Grocery & Deli (with a Western Union inside), Pinoy Ako Grocery
& Pera Padala (“send money” in Tagalog), or the former Burger King which has been turned into
a PLS of unholy size. Remittances are also tied to family connections; Yasin notes that the major

way that remittances get passed from his family back to Bangladesh are through his cousin:

“In general, the way my dad sends money back to Bangladesh is that we send it to our relatives -
my cousin is the main point of contact, dad’s sister's oldest son ... he would tell us if there’s
other families who need money...They re the ones that would tell us if like a certain issue
happened that’s local to them- like let’s say robbers came - we wouldn’t hear it from a news

channel, we’d hear it from my cousin.”



While, as Vincanne Adams explores in Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith, charities, faiths
centers, and other disaster response social service networks can often serve to prop up the
privatization of social services and further erode the state (Adams, 2013), the networks of care
that are created through faith, family, and food serve as critical safety nets in building everyday
resiliency. As Malini Ranganathan stated, while it is not desirable, at least among certain
abolitionists, for these ethics of care to further erode the state, it is important to study,
understand, and support these intra-community networks as a resiliency strategy in and of
themselves. The next chapter will explore how these same nexuses build and iterate inter-
diaspora solidarity, defining Hillside Avenue as a space of overlapping networks of care that

make each other stronger.



Chapter 4: The Radical Politics of Eating Biryani at Your Friend’s House

When I finish work around 2 PM, I walk from the top of the hills that form that terminal moraine
that runs like a spine through the center of Queens toward Hillside Avenue for lunch. My
destination is Sybil’s, a Guyanese bakery and restaurant that has been serving the community
since 1976. While you cannot sit down in Sybil’s since COVID, it is still packed on a Tuesday
afternoon with parents picking up children from school, packs of high schoolers from nearby
Hillcrest High School, and me, a substitute teacher who is looking for lunch with some time to
kill before hopping on the train for an hour to Manhattan. While I wait, I look at the wire news
basket near the front door where there is a copy of Caribbean Life Newspaper and a timetable for
Ramadan from Masjid “Omar Ben Abdel-Aziz,” located around the corner, written in English
and Bangla. I order two doubles and a bottle of mauby to drink and take my meal to Rufus King
Park, where I enjoy the warm spring day and try to avoid getting curry chana from the
overstuffed doubles on my work clothes. In getting doubles from Sybils, you can pick up a copy
of Caribbean Life and learn about what issues are making front page news, overhear gossip from
high schoolers, and learn that Masjid “Omar Ben Abdel-Aziz” is collecting money for a new
building. If I stayed longer and chatted, maybe it would have come up that I am ordering doubles
partially because my family is Greek Orthodox, and I do not eat meat during our fasting period
of Lent, and mostly because they’re delicious. The simple act of getting food provides the
opportunity for the strong ethnic, cultural, and linguistic communities of Hillside Avenue to

exchange news in the arena of everyday affiliation (Bald, 225).

The same way casual and everyday connection builds and bonds communities together, these

same processes also produce connection and solidarity between different diaspora groups. These



everyday solidarities, according to Vivek Bald, suggest “the possibility of larger political
solidarities (Bald, 229.)” While there are theoretically infinite places where this solidarity could
be forged, the role of food, work, school, and public space feature prominently as places of

casual and repeated interaction that can build connections.

When talking to my mother about the community that my parents formed when they first

immigrated to the United States she said:

“We were a mixed couple. So it was difficult to have friends - [ mean, we weren't looking for
friends of an ethnic origin... our relationships with people were totally accidental... I have my
longest friendships with well... [your godmother] is Ukrainian but we have something in

’

common, and immigrants, we have something in common...’

This sort of cross immigrant solidarity helps create a place of belonging and is observed in both
evidence from interviews, and in works such as Bengali Harlem, which describes the

neighborhoods of Harlem and the Lower East Side as:

“... not just patchworks of separate enclaves throughout which different groups of immigrants
passed on their way to the American Dream. They were dense, heterogenous spaces, that were
home to multiple groups for whom the American Dream was largely deferred or inaccessible,
and the stories of South Asian migrants suggest that they fostered different possibilities, gave
rise to different registers of community and affiliation, and allowed for different forms of

immigrant assimilation and integration.” (Bald, 227.)



The transformative potential of these everyday spaces of contact in building resilience is
exemplified by Tahmid’s mother, who works at a store on Jamaica Avenue. When asked to

recount the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic she said:

“One Chinese boy who was working with us, he was quitting the job, he told me the situation is
going to be very bad because he’s Chinese he knows everything from [what was happening] in
China, so he told me it’s going to be very bad, we need canned food, he’s quitting his job and his

whole family they are going somewhere... that day I'm like ‘OK I have to prepare something.”

Intuitively, she understood that the lived experience of her co-worker, who she had built affinity
and trust with through their shared job, should be taken seriously at a time when media and
government was downplaying the potential impact of the virus. Work is a common place of
affiliation between diaspora groups, especially among adults - and the conversations had there
have implications for how planners should understand how information is disseminated. For
example, my mother told me a story about her time working at Kulka’s Bakery, on Sutphin

Boulevard and Jamaica Avenue where she had a regular customer named Paul:

“...he was the first Black person that I had, like a sort of close relationship with. So it was
interesting to talk to him... like where he goes out with his girlfriend ... I remember he got very
excited when they built the Valley Stream shopping mall. Because, you know, maybe he lived

nearby. But he was really excited about that.”



For younger people who grew up along Hillside Avenue or in neighborhoods like it, school
serves as their first introduction to cross diaspora solidarity. Friendships are a radical act of
building out networks of care, extending past ethnic, linguistic, or religious communities that are

traditionally thought of in classic ethnic enclaves.

The very act of writing this thesis is an act of inter diaspora solidarity that had its nucleus in the
school - many of my interlocutors are people I went to school with. Yasin, who I went to school
with and became friends with through a mutual friend of ours who is involved at Jamaica
Muslim Center, recounted how when he started going to middle school in Fresh Meadows, it
exposed him to many members of other communities, and he says their main concern was who
was “going to the park that day.” That, in and of itself is revealing; their common interest in
something like who in their group is going to the park builds an everyday sort of solidarity that

extends past the traditional ‘communities’ often theorized in immigrant communities.

For Rokshana, growing up on the Lower East Side gave her the opportunity to meet and develop
close relationships with a diverse community of Bangladeshis from all around the country, and
“then on top of that ... going to middle school and meeting my Latina friends, right? And...my
black friends and just...what New York City is known for, right? Like that diversity. And Lower
East Side really had that even back then.” Rokshana credits school, both in the United States
and in England (where she lived prior to coming to New York), as her primary point of contact

for people who were not Bangladeshi.



In the school I substitute teach in, there is a video that plays in the lobby for Women’s History
month; the prompt asking students to talk about a woman in their life that inspires them. As kids
do (and, evidently, me too), many talked about their mothers. Through this prism we see many of
their immigration stories: leaving Bangladesh after fighting in the war of liberation, coming from
Jamaica or Guyana after decolonization, coming from the UK after a few generations of her
family settled there from Pakistan. The casual and roundabout way that teenagers connect reveals
small acts of cross diaspora information exchange and solidarity — conversation in the auditorium
about why someone from Punjab and Trinidad might have the same last name, sprinkling in
conversations with Spanish swear words and then being shocked when their teacher understands,
jokes made at each other's expense that require incredibly specific cultural knowledge, questions

about the lunch that their peers are eating.

While food is an important way for people to stay in touch and connect deeper with their own
diaspora, it is also an important site of cross-
cultural understanding and collaboration. Walk
down Hillside Avenue and you will see this at play
on the storefronts: Halal Dynasty Chinese &
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at Zabihah Halal, Deli y Panaderia
Centroamericano Guaterico (which, I think, is a

portmanteau of Guatemalan and Puerto Rican.)

Organizers understand the power of food, both in

formal and informal ways. For example, in Kensington, the organization Arts & Democracy



sponsors a community feminist interfaith Iftar, featuring art from Muslim artists and appearances
by the local City council member and the city Comptroller. Informally, I remember doing a
community cleanup of Captain Tilly Park in Jamaica as a 16-year-old; Jamaica Muslim Center

invited everyone who participated in the cleanup to their basement to eat halal fried chicken.

Finally, as simple as it seems, public space; from the street corner to the library; is an incredibly
important part of regular everyday affiliation that builds familiarity, trust, and connections across
differences. However, it is not just enough for there to be public space for different people to
exist in and among one another - there must be a catalyst. And across my interviews, a common

theme emerged; the most powerful catalyst for cross community interaction is children.

I asked my mother about the way that children changed the way that she interfaced with the

community:

“Before I had children, I was happy with people that I knew, you know, somehow I met either
through work, the women from the bakery, in school, at Queens College or the school that I was
teaching, but later on once I had children, of course, this is how I met everybody that I am in

touch with.”

Through her children, my mother met other mothers who were in the same space as her; she met
my godmother because her daughters were taking the same ballet class as my sisters, she met her
first friend because they were watching their kids at the same Mommy and Me class at the

library. The library especially emerges as a site of importance for my mother, with free



programming geared towards children that is accessible to working class parents. Even now, my
sister takes her children to the library near their home for playtime and my mother took my
nephew recently to get his first library card. Much of this research is informed by hours spent in
the Queens Public Library archives, located in the Central Branch in Jamaica, on Merrick

Boulevard across the street from the bus depot. As you enter the
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Jamaica and Hollis have long been sites of interracial and
multicultural coexistence and conflict. Archival research shows that there were plenty of
incidence of strife between white and Black residents during the mid-20th century - egged on by
blockbusting so egregious that a state office investigating “racial steering” opened up on the
West end of Hillside Avenue in the 1970’s (Leahy, 1978.) In adjacent Queens Village, a 1973
order by the State Secretary John Lomezo blanket banned all home listing solicitation and
advertising to combat systemic blockbusting (Goldstone, 1973.) A Newsday story describing the
murder of a white man by two men of color during a robbery on Hillside Avenue summarizes the

atmosphere:

“Those who have lived here during the past decade have seen a vast turnover of homeownership,
a cross burning, blockbusting, and crimes with racial overtones... hints of racial tension remain,

boiling to the surface when tragedy strikes.”’(Arena, 1983.)



My mother recalls the pervasive effect that blockbusting had on neighbors' perception of the
neighborhood, remembering a tailor on 167th and Hillside Avenue who complained about the

“demographics of the neighborhood changing,” and told them: “it’s time to go.”

There were, however, and continue to be intentional efforts to build cross cultural and interracial
solidarity and understanding in the neighborhood. For example, headline from 1977, “No Topic
is Too Tough for Hollis Talkers,” profiles the Hollis Discussion Group, a group founded in 1942
when “a group of Queens men ‘decided that it was time to break down the color barrier.” It is
worth quoting one of the founders, Henry Coddington in full, as he talks about the groups

informal approach:

“Although we never had any formal organization,” he said, “over the years, we have had
novelists, entertainers, a calypso singer who taught us how to make songs on the spur of the

moment, persons who have traveled to many lands and even Hindu priests.” (Greene, 1977.)

In 1943, a youth group organized “Make Democracy Work in Queens,” an Interracial Youth

Conference at Grace Church Hall on 90th Avenue, with this explicit call:

“The youth of Queens asks you to participate in a conference, to discuss these problems [of
discrimination, segregation, and prejudice] and work out of a program of action towards their
solution and towards the development of interracial good will among all Queens citizenry.”

(Interracial Youth Conference, 1943.)



There was organizing to push back against racist real estate practices - for example, the Jamaica
Savings Bank was the first bank ever to be denied permission to open a new branch because state
officials determined that it was responsible for discriminatory practices, after pressure from the
Far Rockaway Committee against Redlining, integrated community boards, and the Southeast

Queens anti-redlining coalition (Morgan. 1980.)

The growing presence of immigrants in the area was noted positively in a 1983 New York Times

piece and a 1985 Newsday article:

“In recent years, Jamaica has experienced a growth in its West Indian, Oriental, Hispanic, and
Middle Eastern Jewish population. ‘All these groups are making their contributions to Jamaica'’s

rebirth’ said Robert Richards, executive director of the Jamaica Chamber of Commerce.’

(Phillips, 1985.)

As with all places with multiple, overlapping, diaspora communities, the story of coexistence and
conflict on Hillside Avenue is complicated. For example, my mother, a white immigrant from
Poland, notes that when she first moved to the United States, people drew attention to her accent,
so the point where she would not be able to answer a question like “what time is it” without
people being confused. Today she says “People are so used to accents.” While Jamaica has
become an “immigrant neighborhood” in the time since my family arrived here, the racialized
power dynamics of the United States means that the story of Jamaica does not simply go from
“not accepting immigrants” to “accepting immigrants.” For example, 9/11 and the rash of

Islamophobia that followed affected several of my interlocutors personally, and it manifested



itself in a particularly ugly way when a mosque was attacked in a series of firebombing attacks
by a man who expressed anti-Muslim prejudice, along with personal grudges and signs of mental
distress (Honan, 2012.) From a governance perspective, stop and frisk and NYPD checkpoints
were a constant at the F train stop along Hillside Avenue, and the constant presence of police in
the neighborhood speaks both to the racialization of the space and of the heavy policing of

Muslim neighborhoods.

However, by and large, the arena of public space serves as a place that ties multiple
communities, in strong and very loose ways, together. In one coincidental example, Tahmid and
his mother live across the street from the mandir where Eshti attended services growing up.
While Tahmid recounted stories of the low level conflicts that emerge when any people share
space, talking about cars blocking their driveway or the noise from weddings, his mother said:
“I enjoy them, you know with their music, the drums and everything, and their clothes, I enjoy
that, I always, when I hear the music I run [to the window] like ‘let me see what is happening,
who is getting married?’ I like it, it’s fun.” Even in talking about the noise, Tahmid revealed a
level of cross-cultural understanding that comes when you live around different people, noting
that there were two mandirs on his block, one of which is Guyanese and the other of which is
Indian - saying “I didn’t actually know the difference but I had a Hindu friend who told me there

were flags outside that you could tell which one is which nationality.”

The arena of everyday affiliation opens up possibilities of political solidarities that extend not
just between diaspora groups that would not have been exposed to one another in their country of

origin, but also between groups that may have faced difficulty in maintaining this sort of casual



contact. Tahmid and his mother talking about the Hindu temple across the street is one example,
the casualness of talking about it as Muslims from a country that experienced violent religious
partition masks the radicality of it. The same goes for Sabina, a Hindu Punjabi, casually inviting
me, a Christian Cypriot, to attend a feminist Iftar which she attended previously during her time
working for a Bangladeshi Muslim political candidate. These acts are not radical political
statements, but in their mundanity and casualness gets disguised a reimagination of identity,
space, and citizenry. Eshti described to me the conflict between Black and Indo Guyanese people
that exists in Guyana and does have an effect on migration patterns in New York, however, in

her words:

“Little Guyana is really Indo-Caribbean but Hollis and Jamaica, I would say it's pretty mixed...
Caribbean culture is uplifted, but I think especially moving to the United States, really helps
relieve those conflicts a lot...both communities find a lot of common ground and their upbringing

’

and the food and the community that they're able to appreciate together.’

In unraveling my own family’s story of colonially fueled partition and conflict, I can confidently
say that growing up in a neighborhood with many Muslims, who I knew personally, who invited
me into their homes and shared home cooked biryani with me, who played basketball with me,
who I sat next to at the lunch table during Ramadan, gave me familiarity and permission to
transgress the boundaries between Christian and Muslim Cypriots that are still violently enforced
in Cyprus. I am not making the argument that living in Queens is undoing legacies of partition,
colonialism, imperialism, and racism one person or community at a time. However, the

casualness of contact opens up the possibilities of political futures and solidarities that may not



have existed without the consistent and casual contact that is a feature of life along Hillside
Avenue. Vivek Bald, while talking about mid-century Harlem, talks about the potential futures

found there:

“In the give-and-take of daily life, the experience of encountering, living among, and even
conflicting with one another might lead different groups toward new understandings of

community, shared struggle, and shared purpose.” (Bald, 229)

The interconnected diaspora communities along Hillside Avenue continue to face shared
struggles, both within the neighborhood itself and, increasingly, facing a shared threat in their
countries of origin in the form of climate crisis. This marks Jamaica and Hollis as a space of
overlapping diaspora; sharing legacies of colonialism, ethnic or religious violence, and migration
- perhaps it is not too much of a stretch to mark these neighborhoods as a space of overlapping
climate diaspora as well. A cross diasporic understanding of the climate crisis and its solutions
could help inform how Queens can better adapt to climate change. For example, Bangladesh has
a pioneering system of citizen-scientists who help inform authorities about flooding combining
on the ground social networks and technology funded by the state. This recognition of the utility
of social capital and investment into high tech warning systems has created an early warning
system that has reduced cyclone deaths dramatically (Frayer, 2023.) A state led investment into
understanding networks of people as resilience infrastructure could be far more effective than
simply relying on physical infrastructure solution — honoring Vanessa Watson’s call for planners
to ‘see from the south’ and push back against ‘techno-managerial’ and ‘marketized’ approaches

to cities (Watson, 2009.) More radically, a political approach that incorporates a climate diaspora



worldview could push back against the role of the United States in undermining climate change

mitigation efforts.



Conclusion: The Future as Seen through Hillside

I started down the path of academia because I wanted to understand how to prepare my
community for the next Hurricane Sandy. As I started graduate school, Hurricane Ida dumped
rain on Queens at a rate never seen before, and killed 11 people. It felt natural for me to do a
thesis or work on climate change: perhaps talk about infrastructure, maybe something using GIS.
However, the more time I spent studying it, the broader my understanding of the climate crisis,
and our necessary response to it, has become. Taking inspiration from Malini Ranganathan and
Eve Bratman’s call for an Abolitionist Climate Justice, I have attempted to center in this work
the historical construction of risk alongside Hillside Avenue, a broad view of climate justice that
includes factors such as housing and public health, and an ethics of care practiced by those who

call Jamaica and Hollis home.

It is clear that it is impossible to grapple with climate change in a place like Queens without
understanding how it is inextricably tied to legacies of colonialism, imperialism, and urban
development that make Queens into what it is today. This is just one view at a slice of Queens,
meant to both explore the ways in which the communities along Hillside Avenue are unique, but
also the ways in which they are similar to other multiple, overlapping communities across New

York City, and increasingly, the United States.

Understanding the ethics of care that build an abolitionist climate justice and serve to protect
people from harm necessitates a wide-ranging ethnographic investigation that seeks to
understand Hillside Avenue not just as a working class immigrant neighborhood, but as a space

of overlapping climate diaspora. The countries of origin represented along Hillside Avenue:



Bangladesh, Guyana, Jamaica, El Salvador, Guatemala, the Philippines; are among the most
vulnerable to the destructive effects of climate change. It is among the diaspora of these places
that strong networks of care emerge, not just within the neighborhoods they live in alongside
Hillside Avenue, but also transnationally, sending money and aid when the call arises. While
these transnational care networks can and should be studied more closely and potentially
critiqued, their existence is evidence of the climate crisis being experienced locally and

transnationally by diaspora groups along Hillside Avenue.

Through ethnographic and archival research, as well as interviews with individuals who live,
work, and organize among the communities on Hillside Avenue, a clear conclusion emerges: the
informal patterns of communication among the diaspora communities in Hollis and
Jamaica serve to build resilience to disaster and result in tangible and material gains both
within the neighborhoods themselves, and extending transnationally, back to their

countries of origin.

Rima exemplifies the material effects of relationships often started or strengthened through

casual interaction and intentional relational organizing:

“...that's where the Queen's mutual aid work really came in and I was able to service almost all
of the tenant associations buildings that I was in, providing them food. At one point, it was
Ramadan, also during COVID. And so we were able to provide a select number of folks food
supply for 30 days, for the whole time of Ramadan. And that wouldn't have been possible if it

weren't for the leaders that were created in those buildings, right? Because at that point, |



couldn't risk going to every single apartment to assess, or call every single person, right, we
were we were servicing people from Long Island City all the way to like, Queens Village, you
know, and had operations in like all the neighborhoods, at one point delivering 500 packages of
meals a day, so I relied on my leaders in those buildings to help me gather information for like,
who in their building, like is severely in need, who needs masks who needs sanitizer? Some folks
needed medication, and so they were able to kind of help me gather that information, so that 1
could provide those services to those folks... And so that was one of the key parts to Queens
Mutual Aid and how we were able to function, like in Jamaica to the high level that we were able
to, we were just like, package everything, drop it off at that building, that leader would then

distribute.”

Further, the networks that exist among the diaspora helped amplify the ability of Queens Mutual

Aid to help - both within the building in New York and as far away as Bangladesh:

“We had a last-minute request from an [international] student who couldn't... work, they ...
didn't have food for three days. And we got that request from the Bronx, so we made a delivery
there. We had one request from a son who was in Bangladesh, looking for their mom, here,
because she was in the shelter but they [thought] that she had COVID and got sent to a hospital,
but he doesn't know, because he's in Bangladesh so we also had requests like that. And it was
vice versa, like some tenants would tell me like, oh, such and such person - because their
network is much larger than my network because they're so ingrained in the community.
Whereas I'm half and half, like half on the American side and so they would be able to give me

referrals, as well as me asking them like, ‘Oh, someone made a request from your building, but I



don't recognize them because they don’t come from the tenant association side, do you know
them or do you have a contact for them,’ and they would call this person to call that person and

get their contact information.’

Policy and Planning Implications

These informal networks of inter and intra community connections weave in and out of formal
organizing and policy change in a way that must be taken seriously by planners and policy
makers if we are serious about engaging thoughtfully with communities like those along Hillside
Avenue. The calls to “see from the south” and decolonize planning are not purely theoretical
constructs, they have material implications for how we engage with informality, communication
flows, and transnationalism. Our work should seek to bolster and support those networks that
have emerged, neither replacing them with state led solutions nor allowing them to supplant or

further erode the state. There are several ways that we can do that as planners:

e First and foremost, these networks can only exist in stable neighborhoods with
communities that develop organically over time and are being put under pressure of
displacement. Planners and policymakers should advocate for measures that work to
prevent displacement, such as Good Cause Eviction and Rent Stabilization reforms, as
well as efforts to provide basement apartment tenants legal protections through the
legalization of basement apartments and accessory dwelling units.

e Supporting existing organizations like tenants associations and shomiti, and expanding
our definition of them to include informal WhatsApp chats or linguistically based tenants
unions like the Bangladeshi Tenants Union. This includes financial, organizational, and

legal support, as well as including them in decision making processes. These



organizations help stabilize neighborhoods, and serve as crucial communication tools
during emergencies.

e Investing in Language Justice through supporting the mission of the Mayor’s Office of
Ethnic and Community Media and supporting information dissemination through both
traditional ethnic media and thoughtfully engaging with social media that people are
already using, namely WhatsApp and Facebook. This also means investing in translation
and interpretation services, especially for tenants (Hanif, 2021.)

e Thoughtfully engaging with existing diaspora political formations such as shomiti that are
not currently being integrated into our political and decision making system.

e Preventing the displacement of ethnic groceries and food stores, as they serve an
important placemaking purpose. This includes pursuing strategies, especially with
regards to funding, to allow them to serve as community spaces.

e Expansion and investment into social capital aware citizen science networks, such as
those seen in Bangladesh.

e Invest in the expansion of public space and state supported social infrastructure such as

libraries and parks, including programming.

Ways to Take this Work Further

As with any research, this thesis has raised more questions than answers. There are many
directions this research should be taken further, to challenge it and to make it more effective.
These include, but are not limited to:

e A deeper study into the effects that global events like decolonization have had on the

development of Queens. How much migration can be tied to decolonization? And to what



extent can we draw parallels between decolonization driven migration and climate drive
migration?

Understanding the effect of diaspora donations after disasters, in terms of quantity given,
their effectiveness in addressing immediate concerns, and a critical engagement with
diaspora charity as it relates to the capacity of the state and communities within the
country to build resilience and climate just responses to disaster.

A study on the role of remittances and money transfers on the well being of those living
in immigrant neighborhoods. How do remittances play into local and transnational
climate resiliency?

A deeper understanding of who is opening small businesses that cater to immigrant
communities, especially alongside Hillside Avenue. Where is this capital coming from?
Who are the people opening businesses? What is their understanding of their role in the
community?

Deeper analysis on climate driven gentrification's potential in New York City as a

function of upzoning and physical infrastructure projects.

Our call, as planners, is to understand the climate crisis as the multidimensional and complex

problem that it is; and to understand that the solutions to it are found in places that traditional

urban planning, with its top down, technocratic, and formalistic gaze, did not engage with. The

networks of care that are built by the overlapping communities that exist in parallel and in

conversation with one another are a form of climate resilience that will not make a consultant or

engineering company any money, but they are effective and far reaching methods of community

safety that should be taken as seriously as an physical mitigation or adaptation strategy.
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