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ABOUT CARDUS

Cardus is a non-partisan, faith-based think tank and registered charity dedicated to promoting a 
flourishing society through independent research, robust public dialogue, and thought provoking 
commentary.

ABOUT THE SOCIAL CITIES PROGRAM

What makes a great city? How do we get there? The Social Cities program explores this complex 
question through integrating work across a variety of social infrastructure project areas. Cities that 
are enriching for all citizens require that the resources within and around them interact as effectively 
as possible. This includes social and institutional resources that range from the very local, where we 
spend most of our lives, to regional, national, and global contexts.

The complex network of relationships between people, institutions, and culture represents this 
social infrastructure. We explore the existing social structures and propose ways in which they might 
better serve the common good. It is important that we understand the networks of institutions 
that make up our society. Taking stock of the best ideas and practices in research and policy-
development thinking can lead to thriving cities.

Cities are complex, social, and essential. Within these three assertions there are key issues related to 
building better cities which are reflected in projects such as this case study.
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INTRODUCTION
How can a local congregation directly support its neighbourhood’s economic growth and other 
forms of resource development for the common good? Are economic forms of development possible 
at those kinds of neighbourhood scales through faith-based groups like congregations?

In what follows, we will examine certain aspects of how Westminster Presbyterian Church in Buffalo, 
New York, undertook to establish the Westminster Economic Development Initiative, which is geared 
toward improving quality of life for local communities. Our examination is partial but seeks insight 
about successes and difficulties that the initiating organization and the new business-development 
organization may face. Our hope is that others who read this story will be able to see more clearly 
how they might contextualize these insights to support their own community-development plans. 
Although this case involves a local congregation, other types of organizations and enterprises may 
find ways to take advantage of these insights to support local thriving. The story of Harmac Medical 
Products in east Buffalo suggests one way that long-term development work at a neighbourhood 
level has been carried out in Buffalo.

Reports such as this are linear in nature, while what we describe is not. The dynamics of 
neighbourhood improvement are complex, resisting linear descriptions or solutions. We have 
attempted to avoid simplifying these dynamics and processes. Our success in doing so can only be 
limited. Attention to the dynamics and implications may be of use to other people seeking to foster 
projects that support their own common-good needs.

It is critical that these caveats be clearly and openly seen and understood. The reader may, in so 
doing, gain insight without oversimplifying a very complex process.

HOME INSTITUTION: WESTMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN 
CHURCH
Founded in 1854, Westminster Presbyterian Church began as a small congregation on Buffalo’s north 
side. Four years later, a building project commenced and was completed in 1859.

In the first one hundred years of operation, the church underwent a few periods of growth and was 
involved in many different community groups. In the 1960s, it began a period of self-reflection on its 
place in the world, building connections with church leaders around the world.

From the 1970s until recently, the church increased its community engagement through large 
children’s-ministry programs, micro-loans for business start-ups, and partnerships with Habitat for 
Humanity. It also offered its church facilities for use by many different non-profits and community 
groups in Buffalo. In 2006, Westminster founded the Westminster Economic Development Initiative 
(WEDI), which took over the community and economic-development programs that the church had 
been running.
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Westminster Presbyterian is located in a predominantly white, well-off neighbourhood, and the 
demographics of the congregation reflect that context. The church is located near the border of 
a noticeable socioeconomic divide in Buffalo between the east and west sides of Main Street. 
Residents on the west side tend to be white and wealthy, or at least middle class, while those on the 
east side are ethnically more diverse and lower in income. WEDI and the West Side Bazaar, which 
will be described below, are located on the west side of the city, where Latino and new immigrant 
communities are more concentrated (figure 1).
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When faith-based organizations create community-outreach programs for “the less fortunate,” 
there can be a tendency to unintentionally reflect paternalistic attitudes that limit the long-
term effectiveness of the program and can even harm the community and individuals that the 
organization initially sought to help (Corbett 2014; Lupton 2012). With a location near the racial 
and economic divide in Buffalo, Westminster’s decision to enter into longer-term economic and 
community-development programs represented a significant risk, putting to the test its stated 
mission:

“Westminster welcomes all people to participate in our worship of God, join our program life, support our 
mission and call upon our pastoral services. Our church is open and voluntary; inclusive of people of all 
ages and backgrounds making us a truly diverse and interesting family.”

Figure 1. Plot of racial composition of Buffalo, New York. Source: http://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/
index.html  Red star is Westminster Presbyterian Church and the black star is the WEDI office location.

http://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html
http://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html
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The east-west division has deep historical roots. Reinforcement of that division has taken the 
form of explicitly racist zoning laws in the early 1900s, legal redlining (refusing loans based on 
neighbourhood demographics) in the middle of the century, and racial segregation in public housing 
and waiting lists for housing in the 1980s. These divisions persist today in many forms, including real-
estate agents providing “suitable” options to their clients based on race (Weaver 2019).

A core theme in this case study concerns how an existing institution or local organization that has 
resources, stability, and intention translates these into direct neighbourhood benefit. The value of 
local congregations to their communities has been known for some time (Cnaan, Forrest, Carlsmith, 
and Karsh 2013; Cnaan, Sinha, and McGrew 2004; Cnaan and Handy 2000), but that positive impact 
is often difficult to see or is assumed to quietly percolate into the community. Westminster sought to 
go beyond this built-in effect and to formalize another organizational entity that could directly foster 
well-being in the local neighbourhood, taking on challenges such as education, poverty reduction, 
employment growth, and economic development.

Figure 2. Map of Buffalo with organizations noted in the report identified along with the 
main street divide (dotted line).

Map data ©2019 Google
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NEW ORGANIZATION: WESTMINSTER ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE
Westminster Economic Development Initiative (WEDI) 
was founded in 2006 by Westminster Presbyterian 
Church. In line with its history, the church began 
this initiative with the goal of generating economic 
growth for the community near the church. The wide 
socioeconomic gap between members of the church 
and community members in the lower west side 
represented a key challenge.

Initially, WEDI was entirely volunteer-run, was 
completely connected to the church, and was doing 
work in several different sectors. It took over an after-school program called ENERGY (Education, 
Nurture, Encouragement, Readiness, Growth for Youth) that Westminster had previously run. WEDI 
also continued the micro-loan and business-training program that the church had started. Third, 
WEDI worked with Habitat for Humanity in revitalizing a group of homes on Ferguson Avenue.

In 2007, the church decided to organize WEDI as an independent 501(c)3 charity. Around this 
time, WEDI also began exploring economic-development strategies, leading to the establishment 
of a small-vendor indoor marketplace called the West Side Bazaar. In 2013, WEDI underwent a 
series of changes. It hired a new executive director, Ben Bissell, and decided to discontinue its 
work in housing. By narrowing its scope to economic development, education, and community 
development, WEDI was able in 2015 to expand its reach to all neighbourhoods in Buffalo (figure 3).

Figure 3. Overview of WEDI program areas. 
Source: https://www.wedibuffalo.org/about

https://www.wedibuffalo.org/about
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The educational projects that WEDI 
sponsors are ENERGY, FLY, LAUNCH, and 
Girls Club. Each of these projects focuses on 
supporting English Language Learning (ELL) 
students, children, and youth at different 
stages. ENERGY, the after-school program 
that Westminster Presbyterian Church 
founded, is for younger students (grades 
1–6) and focuses on social and academic 
skills. The FLY program is specifically for 
refugee students in middle school, and runs 
year-round. It offers homework help and 
opportunities for extra learning, as well as a 

place for students to develop community ties and practice speaking English in a less daunting setting 
than their public school. LAUNCH is similar, but directed toward high-school-age ELL students and 
students with interrupted formal education. LAUNCH provides school support but also offers help 
in college and career preparedness and financial literacy training. Girls Club is a bit different, as it is 
not focused on formal education. Rather, each cohort of high-school girls (twenty per group) meets 
for four Saturday sessions covering the topics of “puberty and body changes, personal hygiene, self 
esteem, and bullying prevention” (wedibuffalo.org/girls_club).

WEST SIDE BAZAAR
Westminster’s initial focus for WEDI’s 
economic-development program was a 
small micro-loan program and business 
incubator in the west end. In the founding 
years, a few leaders and financial backers 
at Westminster hoped to expand their 
reach, and connected with a stakeholders’ 
group in the area that coordinated 
projects. After getting the green light from 
the stakeholders’ group, WEDI began 
outreach in the west side, spreading the word about the incubator and looking for potential small-
business owners to partner with. Unfortunately, the initial door-knocking in the community did not 
lead to sufficient interest. Not discouraged, WEDI continued searching for partners and eventually 
found interest within Buffalo’s immigrant community. Due to this unexpected clustered response 
from new Americans, the idea of a general small-business incubator evolved into an “international 
marketplace,” named West Side Bazaar.

The Bazaar is scaled to suit immigrant communities accustomed to street-vendor booths and stalls. 
These small, new-business owners can access business-development help, rent a small space below 
market value to start a shop or restaurant, and do so in a setting where other small entrepreneurs 
and customers create a right-sized market. Small-business owners outside of the Bazaar and 
individuals considering starting a business can also access assistance and training from WEDI.

https://www.wedibuffalo.org/girls_club
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Use of the Bazaar has resulted primarily in food and retail vendors originating in the local immigrant 
community. The preexisting indoor retail space was divided into rentable spaces suitable for around 
fifteen micro-enterprises. Collaboration among vendors enables them to offer a large catering menu.

Initially, the assumption was that the Bazaar would serve primarily as a launching space for stand-
alone enterprises, the first step in a larger business plan, but most business owners involved in the 
project have not shown interest in moving out of the incubator into their own storefront.

Other unexpected outcomes include Kitchen @ The Market, a shared cooking space that can be 
rented as needed. This represents a much lower entry point for a new chef or food business while 
meeting the requirements for a commercial kitchen. Located in Buffalo’s Broadway Market (an 
organization independent of WEDI, but similar to the Bazaar), it is accessible and very close to spaces 
that can be rented to sell the food made in the Kitchen. WEDI did not start this initiative but was 
selected to run it because of the structural similarities it has with West Side Bazaar.

Development of the social aspects of community are a key principle in all of WEDI’s work. WEDI’s 
website lists Kitchen @ The Market and West Side Bazaar under “community development” and 
“economic development” categories. This overlap between educational and community support 
characterizes the crossover present in other aspects of WEDI’s work such as the ENERGY, FLY, and 
LAUNCH programs.

This brief review of the West Side Bazaar story suggests several points of consideration for other 
community developers.

1.	 Be willing to adjust, but keep sight of your main goal. WEDI initially had trouble finding 
potential business owners, but did not change the design of its economic-development 
plan, persisting until it found the right community.

2.	 Adjustments will be ongoing. Over time it became apparent that many of the business 
owners preferred to stay in the Bazaar rather than move on to become stand-alone 
enterprises. Over the next several years, WEDI will need to decide whether it wishes to 
adjust the initial goals of the Bazaar, limiting how many people will be helped, or adjust 
the means by which those goals are reached. A good fit between size, customers, and 
services challenged the “launch-pad” assumptions of earlier thinking. What is the role of 
community development and maintenance alongside economic development? If business 
owners move out of the Bazaar, will their connectedness in their community suffer, 
offsetting the benefits of their economic growth? If this is the case, are there other models 
that could work better?

3.	 Structural issues are always important. Any organization hoping to replicate the West Side 
Bazaar approach should keep several structural dynamics in mind:

•	 Funding: for the space that the incubator will be in and for providing micro loans to 
business owners.
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•	 Connections: to city leaders and community members.

•	 A knowledgeable team: people who are able to commit lots of time, who work well 
together, and who have the right skill sets.

•	 Skills: in intercultural communication, business and financial management, 
understanding city regulation, and knowledge of business/food standards.

•	 Proper attitude: paternalism cannot accomplish what might be done with respect and 
a willingness to learn before jumping in with solutions.

•	 Guidelines: What requirements do new tenants and business partners need to meet? 
What will you promise to these tenants and partners? How will you know when a 
vendor or project isn’t working and requires intervention of some kind?

Replication of a congregationally initiated effort like the West Side Bazaar will encounter failures and 
difficulties. Economic development at neighbourhood scales is a deep learning process. One such 
learning point from West Side Bazaar relates to how business owners were initially sought.

Even though WEDI had connections to the west side, and particularly to immigrant communities, 
it did not consult these communities when designing the original outline for Westminster Bazaar. 
Why not? Perhaps business owners’ disinclination to leave the Bazaar could have been foreseen and 
addressed earlier if the plans had been designed after serious consultation with the community. New 
ventures like these may be best served by developing organizational strategies that are designed 
to be flexible and adaptable enough to explore and learn about new opportunities. If the planners 
had consulted the target community in advance, they may have developed a more effective strategy. 
This approach would have taken more time and faced challenges, but it would have better matched 
actual need.
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THE FOUNDING OF WEDI’S MOST FAMOUS PROJECT
Jerry Kelly

June 13, 2018

In 2007 John Perry and I, the two founders of WEDI, decided that we wanted to begin 
an economic-development program to complement our Ferguson Avenue Habitat 
home-ownership program on Buffalo’s west side. 

But what to do, and how to do it? My son Jason grew up at the Butler Mitchell Boys 
and Girls Club on Massachusetts Avenue. Because of this, I got to know and admire 
club director Nick Bonifacio, who was eventually elected Buffalo’s Niagara District 
councilmember and then majority leader. 

John and I went to Nick and asked him what the economic-development needs of 
the west side were. He said that Niagara District Councilmember David Rivera was 
formulating a stakeholders group to assess the needs of the west side and coordinate 
projects. 

So as newcomers, we went to this group and had many discussions about how to do 
economic development on the west side. At first, I think we were viewed as church 
dilettantes who probably didn’t want to get our hands dirty in the trenches. But 
after a while they learned about our Habitat home-ownership program. And most 
importantly, they noticed that we just would not go away. So after meeting after 
meeting, it was finally decided that the west side needed some type of incubator to 
assist new businesses with low rent and low-cost financing. 

But who should do it? We were newbies. All the other agencies, however, had defined 
programs and were already very busy. So at one of our meetings, someone finally said, 
“Just let Westminster do it.” 

Hence, we charged out with our already-functioning microloan program and found 
a storefront on Grant Street to lease. We then went out with advertising and a door-
to-door solicitation to recruit entrepreneurs from the underserved population on the 
west side. 

At first we had great difficulty in stimulating interest. That was until we started 
contacting the west side’s newer immigrants from regions such as Asia, Africa, and 
South America. Many were to show great interest and were eager to participate. 

And so WEDI’s West Side Bazaar was born as an international marketplace of shops 
and restaurants, owned and managed by Buffalo’s growing immigrant population. 
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GOURMET LAO FOODS
During the history of the Bazaar, only one of its 
vendors has moved out of the incubator and begun 
operating on its own: Gourmet Lao Foods. With 
help from WEDI, it moved to its own location at 643 
Grant Street on November 31, 2018. It is a full-service 
restaurant open six days a week and seats forty to 
fifty patrons during good weather. Local media noted 
the opening as an exciting business- and community-
development story in Buffalo. This unique instance 
emphasizes how important it is to adjust initial expectations or plans to actual conditions and 
realities as they are encountered.

Could the story of Gourmet Lao Foods be replicable for other Bazaar businesses? There may be a 
variety of reasons for the lack of replication so far. It may be the case that the Bazaar needs a much 
larger number of micro-businesses before it creates favourable conditions for some to expand 
off site. Cultural values of start-up enterprises may place a premium on being near other like-
sized enterprises or the presence of a support community from within the Bazaar. There may be 
uncertainty about the significant costs and growth required to make a move to independent space 
possible. Small Bazaar businesses may also be meeting the needs of the owners and families who 
operate them and are sufficient at that scale. Increasing size and business complexity may be a more 
significant barrier than originally anticipated.

As suggested in the section about West Side Bazaar, if staying in a small booth is a preference, 
rather than a reflection of a lack of options or abilities, expectations about replication of Gourmet 
Lao Foods may have to be adjusted. The Bazaar has a waiting list to open booths. Working from 

the assumption that small-business owners in the Bazaar are 
choosing to stay because they value the non-financial benefits 
it offers more than the financial growth their own individual 
restaurant would offer, pressuring business owners to move 
out would be contrary to the underlying goals of the Bazaar 
(economic and community development). Instead, increasing 
the number of booths may yield a critical mass of smaller 
enterprises out of which stand-alone businesses could emerge.

The nature of the relationship between start-up and 
independence is unclear. Do such small enterprises naturally 
grow into larger businesses, or are independent commercial 
efforts simply a different kind of entity right from the start? 
While the Bazaar supporters and organizers may be able to 
answer some of these questions, the direct results of their 
efforts provide important insight for other local economic-
development initiatives regarding assumptions about growth 
and progress.
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BRIDGING INSTITUTIONS AND PEOPLE
HOUGHTON COLLEGE (BUFFALO CAMPUS)

Located just a twenty-five-minute walk from West Side Bazaar is the Buffalo campus of Houghton 
College—a liberal-arts college whose main campus is in Houghton, New York. The Buffalo satellite 
enables local students who qualify financially to graduate with an associate’s degree, debt free, 
in two years. Connections to WEDI and Westminster Church are bridged by Dr. Cameron Airhart, 
Dean of Houghton before his retirement in 2018 and an early participant in WEDI and the Bazaar. An 
additional supporting organization was Bak USA, one of the only laptop-manufacturing companies in 
the United States. The aspirations of the Bak founders and owners was to create a local, sustainable 
tech-assembly company. Many of Bak’s employees were new immigrants, and the company 
supported Houghton College by donating laptops for the students, among other community-
development efforts. Unfortunately, the company struggled to remain profitable, eventually 
succumbing to additional tariffs on manufacturing and closing in November 2018.

WEDI and Houghton College are just two examples of the revitalizing work being done in the 
waterfront area of Buffalo. They are designed to be self-sustaining and empowering projects that 
are well adapted to serve the unique needs of local community members. Houghton College in 
Buffalo, Westminster Presbyterian Church, and the Bazaar, along with the crossover role of people 
like Cameron Airhart, exemplify the complex and related nature of many projects that may seem to 
be independent at first glance. Their growth, however unique in individual cases, is often related to 
interdependent and complementary projects, where key people, opportunities, and capabilities can 
be leveraged for neighbourhood development.

HARMAC MEDICAL PRODUCTS AND BAILEY GREEN

In addition to the efforts described above that are active in west Buffalo, there are complementary 
but distinct efforts to innovate in east Buffalo. One notable commercial-investment project is the 
revitalization of Bailey Green (see figure 2). The neighbourhood is home to Harmac Medical Products, 
a medical-device manufacturer. Harmac’s vision statement includes “Changing the lives of patients, 
employees and the communities in which we work” (https://www.thepartnership.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/06/Harmac-Revised-Presentation.pdf).

Harmac Buffalo employs about four hundred people, many of them from Bailey Green and 
surrounding neighbourhoods. In 2008, in response to its vision statement and the marginal living 
conditions of the Bailey Green neighbourhoods, Harmac decided to undertake the Bailey Green 
Initiative. Housing and community development work has included a partnership with Habitat for 
Humanity, the creation of an urban farm in an old factory, and a community mentorship program. 
Like WEDI and Houghton College, the Bailey Green Initiative aims to create a sustainable, positive 
impact on the community where it is located.

Harmac is a long-established, much larger business than Gourmet Lao Foods or the Bazaar 
businesses. It operates independently but reflects a common desire to improve the quality of life 
in its neighbouring community by contributing to its economic growth. Common-good objectives 

https://www.thepartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Harmac-Revised-Presentation.pdf
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arising from a for-profit firm suggest that neighbourhood renewal does not have a singular source, 
method, or scale. Harmac may have greater resources and therefore can explore housing and block-
level improvements, while the Bazaar and WEDI are focused on many smaller efforts. Projects that 
arise from within the local context appear to be more effective than solutions that are designed 
outside of the local setting and prior to implementation.

BETHEL AME CHURCH

The long-standing racial divide between the geographies of east and west in Buffalo along Main 
Street continues to shape life for Buffalo residents in significant ways.

Harmac Medical Products’ investment in Bailey Green is an east-side development initiative that 
is complemented by long-standing work done by the Bethel AME Church congregation. Neither 
Harmac nor Bethel AME Church is formally tied to Westminster Presbyterian Church, but both reflect 
complementary instincts of care and development for their respective local residents.

It is challenging to consider how these other aspects of neighbourhood development should be 
related to the church’s efforts. The limits of this report mean that a selective process was necessary, 
but it is important to acknowledge, in some measure, the wide-ranging work that is constantly 
going on in the communities of Buffalo. Featuring specific projects can inspire, instruct, and provide 
warning as others endeavour to make similar investments. A lingering question involves the possible 
role of formal linkages between independent circles of effort. Weaving relationships, personal 
and organizational, across neighbourhood landscapes has never been easy, but the potential for 
increased social capacity suggests that those efforts are well worth undertaking.

Does the long-term vision of Westminster represent an impending and stronger partnership 
with Harmac or Bethel AMC Church and their respective development aspirations? Or does local 
development mean attending to what you can manage and leaving others to undertake their own 
projects as time, vision, resources, and talent allow?
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DYNAMICS AND INSIGHTS

At the risk of narrowing reflections prematurely, the following insights have been distilled from the 
many interviews, site visits, and conversations conducted over the years of preparing this case study.

1.	 Westminster Presbyterian Church aspired to find ways to use the community resources that 
were part of its congregation, to improve life for people in its general neighbourhood. This 
desire, however, did not make the process of actually doing something easy, clear, or fast. 
Many years of work, including the long work of keeping its own community active and its 
property functional, were required to see a concrete project emerge.

2.	 WEDI began with a range of ideas in mind, driven largely by the community’s needs 
for housing, education, and employment. Over time, through the vision and conflict-
management process of the leadership, board, and volunteer groups, the consensus arose 
that housing was too much to address along with the other demands. WEDI needed to pivot, 
to shift, as it encountered many changing, and sometimes unexpected, dynamics. The art of 
changing course, of knowing when to stubbornly persist and when to consider a steep climb 
as a sign of terrain for which the organization is not suited, means that the path can’t be 
known ahead of time and will never be free of conflict and difficulty.

3.	 West Side Bazaar was developed according to a logic that this marketplace was an incubating 
space that could help entrepreneurs enter the market at a level that made sense for both their 
means and their cultural sensibilities. However, the assumption that some number of these 
start-ups would lead to independent, stand-alone businesses needed to be adjusted over 
time. Many of the small start-ups seemed to be right-sized in the Bazaar setting. Unchecked 
upward mobility and business growth didn’t make sense for many of these small-business 
owners, who were meeting their needs in the Bazaar setting and may well have depended on 
that setting to stay viable.

4.	 The diagrams shown below reflect that there are many ways to understand, tell, and 
therefore replicate the story we have been tracing—the story of Westminster Presbyterian 
Church taking action in fostering well-being in its neighbourhood.

5.	 None of the elements of this case study are static. The people and the organizational 
structures continue to change as they grow, decline, and adapt. Some have long, persistent 
histories. Others, like WEDI, exist over time with changing focus, people, and resulting 
investment. This implies that leadership in these settings requires continuous negotiation at 
individual and institutional levels.
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EXERCISES FOR ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF 
UNDERSTANDING

If the core organizational entities noted 
in this report were arranged on a sheet 
of paper, what would the nature of their 
ties be? Are there key organizations 
missing? Would different people 
involved in these groups, or aware of 
them, arrange the pieces differently? 
How would they characterize the 
nature of those relationships? What if a 
time-dependent relationship were the 
organizing principle?
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