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I. INTRODUCTION

• Argument: need for attention to places with small 
immigrant populations and where local actors frame 
international migration as a source of resilience 
against demographic aging, population loss, or 
economic crisis

• Conceptual framework: ongoing debates about the 
“diversity of urban diversities” (i.e., Pisarevskaya et al. 
2021); decentering theory about migration 
experiences
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• Case studies/methods: 
participant 
observation, 
interviews, 
media/document 
analysis in Rust Belt 
and Atlantic Canada
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• Another set of local responses to immigration, surrounding 
the Welcoming Economies Global Network

II. RUST & REINVENTION:
im/migration and urban change in the Rust Belt



“we will keep declining if we’re not welcoming”

“we’ll be left behind again, like in the 80s when the steel 
mills didn’t move fast enough”

• Rebranding the Rust Belt as a diverse, global region, 
worthy of investment; policy framings of migration 
intertwined with narratives of loss



• New initiatives commonly positioned immigrants and 
refugees as solutions to systemic issues facing Rust 
Belt cities (like vacancy and abandonment)

“At the land bank we make it real simple. Our primary goal 
is to create a situation where we can get property back into 
productive use. I think it’s fair to say that at [refugee service 
provider], their primary goal is to create productive citizens, 
and we felt that with the marriage of those two interests, we 
could only have success” – Discovering Home program, 
Cleveland

(Pottie-Sherman 2018a in Urban Geography; 
Image source: Smith, The Plain Dealer 2019)



• Another set of practices emerged around the 
recruitment of international students as potential 
skilled workers

(Pottie-Sherman 2018b in 
Geoforum)



II. RUST & REINVENTION:
im/migration and urban change in the Rust Belt

(Pottie-Sherman 2020 in Geography 
Compass)

• Challenge Rust Belt narrative – as a region associated 
with loss, including industry, population, and status

• Illustrate rich, complex realities of international 
migration in this region, such as refugee resettlement 
and the internationalization of higher education



(Pottie-Sherman and Graham 2020 in Geographical 
Review)

III. LIVE, WORK, AND STAY?
Geographies of immigrant receptivity in Atlantic 
Canada’s aspiring gateways



• Policy framings of immigration in Atlantic 
Canada similarly intertwined with narratives of 
population loss and demographic aging

“There’s a real sense [that] we need to save our 
communities. We need to save our schools, and there’s 
been a lot in the paper about hospital closures, school 
closures…this is all of what’s at risk”
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(Pottie-Sherman 
and Graham 2020 
in Geographical 

Review)

• Aspiring gateways: while 
relatively isolated from 
international migration 
flows, aspiring gateways 
adopt forward looking 
initiatives to increase 
immigration for 
demographic or economic 
purposes



• Rust Belt and Atlantic Canada: very different tools thanks 
to immigration federalism (example: intergovernmental 
collaboration on international student entrepreneur 
retention)

(Graham and Pottie-Sherman 2021 in The Canadian Geographer; Image: 
pixabay)



• Provincial Nominee Programs: the envy of many US 
immigration reformers 

(Graham and Pottie-Sherman 2021 in The Canadian 
Geographer)



IV. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

• Need to look to SMCs, low-immigration places

• Common threads between the Rust Belt and Atlantic 
Canada

• Instrumentalizing migration vs. aspiring gateways as 
potential source of inspiration 
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