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3 Bodegas

In a food-forward neighborhood, 
bodegas are a hyper-local source of 
healthy, fresh food, local produce, 
and local value-added products.
Bodegas are small corner stores ubiquitous in the New York City landscape. Bodegas are 
typically small, owner-operated convenience stores, which stock a variety of household 
essentials and often offer hot meals.

RETAIL

Bodegas



4 Bodegas

OBSERVATIONS

Bodegas build neighborhood 
communities.

Bodegas are corner stores — and much more. They serve 
as purveyors of essential goods and hot meals, information 
hubs, and neighborhood creditors. Bodega owners and 
their staff often have informal but deeply entwined social 
connections within their communities. 

Bodegas are entrepreneurial endeavors that create wealth 
within communities and serve as a relatively stable 
business opportunity for new arrivals to New York City. 
The overwhelming majority of the city’s 16,000+ bodegas 
are owned by immigrants, with approximately half that 
total owned by Yemeni immigrants alone. They provide a 
key source of employment opportunities for New York’s 
immigrant communities.

Bodegas can leverage their role in building social capital 
to strengthen local food environments.

As hyperlocal points-of-sale, 
bodegas face constraints in 

providing healthy, fresh food.

Bodegas are oriented towards user convenience. They are 
strongly incentivized to respond to consumer demand. 
Anecdotally, bodegueros attest that their best selling 
items are lottery tickets and cigarettes, accounting for well 
over half of sales in some cases. 

Bodegas have limited options to source their wares. They 
primarily stock shelf-stable items, relying on wholesale 
distributors such as Jetro or Restaurant Depot, which 
have no minimum orders. For produce and any perishable 
goods, bodegas are effectively precluded from purchasing 
from the Hunts Point distribution ecosystem. Instead, they 
rely on mobile micro-vendors, typically mobile refrigerated 
trucks. Bodegas pay retail or near-retail prices for their 
goods, so higher costs are passed on to their consumers. 

The nature of this supply chain and the small size of 
bodega businesses mean that unlike grocery stores, 
bodegas are not typologically equipped to be a primary 

source of purchasing healthy, fresh food. However, they 
are highly locally connected and culturally attuned. With 
spatial and programmatic modifications, they can expand 
their capacity to provide a wider variety of produce, value-
added products, and grab-and-go food. 

Steep overhead costs limit bodegas’ 
investment in infrastructure to sell 

fresh produce.

While all bodegas include merchandising equipment and 
point of sale infrastructure, not all have the infrastructure 
to sell fresh produce, such as refrigeration units for 
non-beverage items, cold storage units, or preparation 
appliances. Utility costs related to climate control, 
refrigeration, and cold storage can be substantial. A 
bodeguero in the Bronx who stocked a minimal amount 
of produce noted that climate control would add at least 
$2,000 dollars per month to his electric bill, which he 
viewed as not worth it. 

Rent presents a significant cost. Bodegas often 
operate with thin margins, and rent increases due to 
gentrification pressures can quickly put one out of 
business. Paradoxically, when a bodega makes an 
investment to refurbish their store and upgrade their 
merchandising and cold storage infrastructure, they can 
be hit with escalating rents. 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/want-to-see-an-american-hero-go-to-your-bodega?ref=scroll
https://www.thedailybeast.com/want-to-see-an-american-hero-go-to-your-bodega?ref=scroll
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/17/nyregion/new-york-city-bodegas-a-push-for-healthy-eating.html
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Operationally, bodegas also have to navigate 
administrative costs such as sales taxes, payroll, 
compliance and licensing, all with limited staff. 

Bodegueros face information gaps 
about available resources.

Bodegas overwhelmingly rely on private funds, as they 
are micro-scale private enterprises, but public programs 
exist to provide subsidies and tax rebates. Information 
about these programs frequently does not make its way 
to bodega owners. There are technical services, often 
provided by the New York City Department of Small 
Business Services, that can help bodega owners apply for 

and navigate these subsidies. However, here too, there is a 
pronounced disconnect when it comes to outreach.

Often, bodegueros are not equipped to provide their 
staff with food safety educational training or meet other 
compliance requirements. Bodegas face a substantial array 
of compliance and operational safety issues. They can be 
quickly fined for non-compliances and violations.

Bodegas owners and staff can be relatively atomized from 
one another, although there may be familial connections 
between bodegueros. Multiple federations of bodegueros 
have formed in order to advocate for their needs, 
disseminate information, and provide security.



Site & History FRESCH is a locally-led effort to expand access to healthy grab-and-go items at 
Bronx bodegas, founded in 2019 by Sean Shen’naque Butler in partnership with 
Bronx Health REACH.

FRESCH launched its program with consumer surveys and taste testing at 
bodegas and local schools to gauge what items would be in demand. In 2020, 
FRESCH operated through partnership with the supermarket Fairway, which 
provided a discounted rate to make food affordable. Fairway also partnered 
with City Harvest to provide grab-and-go items like fruit cups and veggie cups. 
FRESCH currently partners with three bodegas: G Deli at 551 E 178th St, Billy’s 
Deli at 83 W Fordham Rd, and Green Earth Food Corp II at 380 E 205th St. Since 
Fairway’s recent ownership change, FRESCH is currently looking for a new 
distribution partner.

FRESCH aims to sell FRESCH-branded grab-and-go healthy food items in 
Bronx bodegas while also providing educational activities and taste tests to the 
local community and students. The program uses hip hop branding to celebrate 
local Bronx culture. Participating bodega owners voiced a desire to expand 
access to healthy food, but high retail prices for fresh foods prevent bodegas 
from stocking them and create a cost barrier for customers. FRESCH helps 
address this issue by providing healthy foods at more affordable prices through 
wholesaler partnerships. FRESCH placed products in the front of the store to 
encourage purchasing. 

Limited walk-in cold storage rooms, refrigerators and refrigerated shelves

Fruit cups, yogurt parfaits, salads, and protein packs

FRESCH’s model provides a missing link between Bronx bodegas and grocery 
stores or wholesale produce distributors. However, securing these partnerships 
has been a challenge. FRESCH initially partnered with local business Divine 
Appetite during their taste testing phase, but was ultimately unable to stock 
the company’s grab and go items because they didn’t have the right license to 
sell in stores. Their subsequent partnership with Fairway was disrupted due to 
an ownership transition. These challenges point to the need for a more robust 
ecosystem of partnerships to activate this model.

Operation

Activities

Cold Storage

Products

Food System Connections

Case Study

FRESCH
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Case Study

FRESCH
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 → Expand Health Bucks program to 
include bodegas.
Health Bucks are $2 coupons that can be used at 
all farmers markets across the city. The Department 
of Health & Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) should allow 
bodegas to accept Health Bucks for the purchase of 
fresh produce and healthy grab-and-go food. This 
would allow customers to better afford healthy, fresh 
food at convenient bodega locations, even though 
prices are often higher compared to a supermarket.

 → Create new connections 
between large distributors, local 
entrepreneurs, and bodegas to supply 
healthy, fresh food.
Through tax credits or similar financial levers, the 
City should encourage large distributors such as 
Baldor, FreshDirect, and Krasdale to connect with 
micro-entrepreneurial initiatives like FRESCH and 
Bronx Salad that are placing healthy grab-and-go 
food in bodegas. Excess or donatable food from these 
distributors could go to the entrepreneurial initiatives, 
rather than to food pantries, and keep value within the 
community while also expanding access to healthy, 
fresh food.

 → Encourage partnerships between 
community gardens and bodegas.
The City should explore programs to connect bodegas 
with local community gardens, for example through 
GreenThumb. In a circular relationship, gardens 
could supply affordable produce to bodegas, and 
bodegas could donate their eligible food scraps back 
to a community garden that facilitates composting. 
Bodegas could also be purveyors of locally produced 
value-added foods. 

 → Strengthen technical assistance for 
bodega owners.
The Department of Small Business Services (SBS) 
should expand bodega-specific technical assistance. 
A city-sponsored Bodega Academy could provide 
food safety training, EBT compliance training, and 
other technical support. The City should also invest 
in multilingual outreach to expand awareness of 
existing programs such as property tax subsidies, 
energy subsidies, and the Accelerated Sales Tax 
Exemption Program (ASTEP). The City should 
deepen partnerships with local organizations such as 
nonprofits, BIDs, and bodega organizations to connect 
with bodega owners and staff. 

 → Keep bodegas in place through rent 
controls or tax incentives.
The City should recognize the critical cultural 
importance of these corner stores and create a rent 
control program or property tax incentive for properties 
to maintain affordable existing leases for bodegas.

RECOMMENDATIONS

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/health-bucks.page
https://www.eatfresch.org
https://institute.org/thebronxsalad/
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