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rather, supports folks who already have 
an interest in starting a food business.

Advocacy and activism that explicitly 
center those in the food industry run 
concurrently with the desire of folks 
to express themselves and share their 
food traditions in the form of a food 
business. While gains have been made, 
there’s a long way to go to create safety 
in the food and hospitality industry. 

In a small way, this offering 
acknowledges the difficulty faced by 
those sharing a bit of their heritage 
in a way that also creates economic 
sustainability. Through talking to 
those who have created successful 
businesses, we were struck by the 
level of resiliency, consistency, and 
cooperation it takes to make it here. The 19-step journey map works to level 

the playing field for those who do not 
have the connections and resources 
established in the city. We hope to see 
not only more West Indian cuisine, but 
food businesses owned by specific 
islanders that highlight the uniqueness 
of their home’s cultural identity. We 
hope to see food from a particular 
region of Mexico that complicates the 
expectation of tacos and burritos and 
shares a new cultural story with New 
Yorkers. We hope to see cuisine from 
newer Bangladeshi immigrants that 
differ from earlier migrants. 

This level of nuance can only be 
achieved in a unique combination of 
support, advocacy, and resource-
sharing. Here is a contribution to that 
delicious, hard-fought vision. 

In this zine, we present a journey  
map that illustrates the windy road  
of creating and sustaining a  food 
business in the city. Food service has 
one of the lowest bars of entry for 
immigrants entering the job market.  
And while you can find immigrants in 
the back of the house in every type  
of cuisine-focused restaurant, it’s 
harder still for a new American to  
start a food business centering on  
and honoring their culture from their 
country of origin. 

The complexity of supporting 
immigrants entering a field that is 
notorious for exploitation through pay, 
health, physical safety, and harassment 
of every kind is a pressing systemic 
challenge. This zine does not advocate 
blindly for folks to enter the industry but 

Certainly, the biggest draw for anyone 
visiting New York City is the variety of 
restaurants that feature food from around the 
world, brought to you by immigrants of NYC. 
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Yolfer Carvajal 
serves up freshly 
baked goods 
in El Barrio
Yolfer Carvajal is the owner of Pabade Cafe 
and Bakery. They serve fresh pastries and 
Latin American favorites like flan and tres 
leches. During the pandemic, they expanded 
from a wholesale bakery to include delivery, 
catering, and opened a coffee shop in  
El Barrio, Harlem.

How did your business get started?  
YC: The owner of the bakery I worked 
for in Venezuela also had a bakery in 
the US.  They helped me get a work 
visa in 2011. In 2016, after working in 
different bakeries, I thought why not do 
this myself? I looked for kitchen space 
and found Hot Bread Kitchen. I took the 
program for immigrant entrepreneurs 
and gained access to their shared 
commercial kitchen. 

What kinds of products are  
you making? 
At the beginning, we were only doing  
a few items. My products are breakfast 
items for coffee shops like croissants, 
scones, pancakes, cookies, brownies, 
and muffins. Later on, I started to do 
more things like vegan muffins, flan, 
and tres leches. Now, I also make cakes 
to order. I keep adding little by little.

How did you figure out which  
licenses you need?  
Usually, you go to City Hall and say  
you want to open a coffee shop, 
restaurant, or whatever. Then they’ll  
tell you what floor you need to go to 
speak to someone and they’ll direct  
you to a web page. When you go to 
the web page, you’ll see everything. 
We also asked friends with restaurants 
what documentation we need. 

A food service business sells 
ready-to-eat meals for eating on  
or off the business’ premises. 

This booklet focuses on smaller 
food service businesses that don’t 
need lots of capital, like caterers, 
home delivery services, and 
wedding-cake makers. 

Restaurants, cafes, and food  
trucks are other examples of  
food service businesses.

This booklet is one of a series of three 
on how New Americans can start 
earning money from growing, making, 
and selling food.

In this booklet, you will get:

• An overview of the whole process 
for starting a food service business

• A list of the licenses and regulations 
you will need for  
your business

• Key resources that can help  
you to navigate each step

• Some inspiration for your  
own journey

What is a food service business?

About this booklet CELEBRATING SUCCESS

Anya Peters uses 
Caribbean food to 
make spaces for 
intergenerational 
exchange
Anya Peters started Kit an’ Kin Catering 
in 2017 as a tribute to her Jamaican and 
Trinidadian ancestry, wanting to share 
the foods she grew up eating and the rich 
culture and histories behind them. During the 
pandemic, they expanded to offer private 
chef services and began selling hot sauce.

How did your business get started?  
AP: I started out at a catering company 
called Harvest and Revel. From there  
I met my close friend and mentor,  
Ora Wise, who was the chef at the time 
and does food justice and social justice 
work. This is the space I’ve learned  
from and grown within. 

What have been the happiest  
parts of your journey? 
The freedom of being able to work for 
myself and when I’d like to… it’s very 
stressful but at the same time I still 
know that I’m making my own money 
and calling my own shots and that’s 
always felt great. I’m fortunate enough 
to do this with support from my partner 
and family.

What advice would you give to others 
starting a food business? 
Just start! If you have that idea in your 
head just start because you’re not going 
to know everything in the beginning. 
I still don’t know a whole lot of things, 
but I keep going because if I make a 
mistake I can learn from it. Experience  
is your best teacher.

“I love when people try 
my food and you can see 
them enjoying it. I’ve had 
people tell me my food 
tastes like home.”

“[Immigrants] go with 
food because we want 
to get something that 
reminds us of childhood 
and what we used to  
eat in our country” 

Photo by Padade Bakery.

Photo by Kit and Kin

If you are making a food product, like 
hot sauce, cookies, or fruit jam, read 
the other booklet in this series!



5
Build interest at 
local events
Serving food at pop-ups and street fairs  
is a great way to meet new customers  
and get your business out there.

Serving food at street fairs and 
pop-ups requires a Temporary 
Food Service Establishment 
Permit. Apply online on the NYC 
Business website.  
Online: on.nyc.gov/3zz933u 

4
Make a simple 
business plan
Your business plan should include:

• A simple description of your food 
service business

• How you stand out from others 

• How you will advertize your business

• What cooking equipment and resources 
you need to get started

• Any workers you will need to  
get started

11
Complete your food 
safety certification
Your need at least one person on  
site who has taken the NYC Food  
Handlers certification.

You can take the NYC Food 
Handlers online course and final 
exam at NYC.gov 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3tvhPLO

7
Identify your space 
for production
Your production space cannot be your 
home! The best way to get started is find  
a licensed communal kitchen space.

Shared commercial kitchens 
are the best places to get your 
business started. Find one  
using The Kitchen Door. 
Online: bit.ly/3OeepF9

6
Confirm your staff
If you are employing other people for your 
business, you need to make sure you are 
following laws about employment. You 
might need to pay worker compensation 
and insurance.

Instead of hiring people as 
employees, consider forming a co-
operative. This could be cheaper 
for the business and fairer to your 
coworkers. Learn more about 
worker-owned coops at from 
NYC Small Business Services 
Worker Cooperative Business 
Development Initiative. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3Qd7Epf 

8
Plan how you will 
manage your finances  
You need a plan for keeping track of your 
income, expenses, payroll, and taxes.

Training is available through 
programs at SBS, CDFIs,  
CBOs, and BIDs. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3mK1aAq 

10
Get the insurance 
you need  
Having insurance for a food service 
business is very important. If possible,  
you should purchase general liability 
coverage, which can cover accidents 
and even someone getting sick from 
eating your food. Property insurance is 
important for covering your space and 
any equipment you own, and make sure 
you have proper vehicle insurance on any 
transport you use for the business.

9
Make a default 
contract
You need to be very clear to customers 
about what your business will and won’t 
provide. This is especially important if you 
are cooking in a customer’s home or in an 
event space. Make sure you have a signed 
agreement that covers:

• Who is responsible for purchasing 
ingredients and setting up the space

• How waste will be disposed of

• Payment and cancellation policies

• The price of your services

3
Figure out who 
your team will be 
Think about the work that needs doing 
in your business. What roles do you need 
other people to cover? You might need 
additional cooking and prep support, help 
with serving food, or help managing the 
business side.

Preparing to launch

Early planning

Getting your licenses

16
Complete your first 
large events or 
production runs

18
Identify resources 
to help you expand
It’s normal to need extra capital to increase 
the size of your operation!

Community Development Financial 
Institutions can often lend money 
to small businesses like yours. 
Find a list of CDFIs on the website 
of the NYS CDFI Coalition. 
Online: bit.ly/3aR8Wpw

The NYC Department of Small Business Services 
(SBS) offers loans and support. 

Non-profits like CitizensNYC may offer micro-grants 
for small food businesses.

19
Plan how to scale 
your labor model
You can expand your business by hiring 
employees or forming a coop.

The Worker Cooperative Business 
Development Initiative can help 
businesses become worker-
owned coops.  
Online: on.nyc.gov/3Qd7Epf

Remember: larger volume 
production may need additional 
production and storage space, and 
may need new equipment. Make 
sure you have what you need before 
it’s an emergency!

Scaling up

2
Get feedback as 
often as possible
Get feedback early and often to learn 
what people like and don’t like about your 
operation. 

1
Develop your 
recipes, skills, timing, 
and process
Practice your cooking and your timing, 
perfect your recipes, and plan every step 
of your process from set-up to clean-up.

Building your own space requires a 
lot of capital for rent and equipment, 
and requires a lot of additional 
paperwork. Using a shared kitchen 
will make this much simpler.

Use a commercial insurer  
who has worked with food 
businesses before!

A good business idea should be 
very simple! Keep your menu short 
and focus on what really makes your 
food special.

12
Register as a business
You can choose to register as a sole 
proprietorship or a limited liability company 
(LLC) or corporation (Inc), depending on 
your needs and funding.

NYC Small Business Services 
provides an online guide to 
registering your business. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3ML9wCo 

Use NYC Business Quick Start  
for support and speed. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3QfynRP

15
Get additional liquor 
licenses as needed
Be very careful about serving alcohol as 
part of any events you do! Extra licenses—
like a One-Day Beer and Wine Permit or 
Caterer’s Alcohol Permit—might be needed 
from the NYS Liquor Authority.

Look up online permits on the  
NYS Liquor Authority website.  
If you aren’t sure what you need, 
contact them! 
Online: sla.ny.gov/

13
Apply for your 
license...
You need a ‘Food Service Establishment 
Permit’ from NYC Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene.

Apply for your ‘Food Service 
Establishment Permit’ on the  
NYC Business website.  
Online: on.nyc.gov/3tx4DpU

14
...and get ready 
for inspection
As soon as you apply for a license, you 
need to be expecting an inspection. You 
will be inspected by NYC DoHMH at some 
point in your first year of operation. 

Get ready for your inspection  
by reading the DoHMH Blue Book. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3Og8Oyt

17
Improve your 
marketability
Registering as a minority or women-owned 
business can help make your business 
more attractive to large purchasers, like 
the City or bigger retail chains, who have 
requirements on supporting M/WBEs.

Online registration for M/WBE 
certification is available on the 
NYC Business website. 
Online: on.nyc.gov/3xHx478

Remember: this doesn’t mean  
you can set up a stall anywhere!  
Be careful to follow laws for street 
and sidewalk use if you are setting 
up a stall.

Before hiring anyone,  
make sure you understand 
the laws about hiring and 
compensating employees!

Checklist
You’re ready to start scaling up if: 

 τ You’ve registered as a business

 τ You have all the licenses you need 
and are ready to be inspected by 
the right agency

Checklist
You’re ready to move on if:

 τ You have perfected your recipes, 
cooking skills, and process.

 τ You have a clear and focused  
idea for your business
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Want more support?

311 
24/7 access to all of New York  
City’s government services  
and information.

Text: 311-692 
Call: 311 or 212-NEW-YORK (212-639-9675) 
Online:  portal.311.nyc.gov/

NYC Small  
Business Services
The first and best place to get 
resources and support for your  
small business.

Online: www1.nyc.gov/site/sbs/index.page

NYS Entrepreneurial 
Assistance Centers 
Instruction, training, technical 
assistance and support services  
to new and aspiring entrepreneurs  
in local communities.

Online: esd.ny.gov/entrepreneurship-assistance-
centers

NYC Business Portal
Apply for and renew licenses, pay 
violations, or generate a list of all the 
permits or licenses you need. 

Online: www1.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/ 

This booklet was created by the New Markets for New Americans working group 
for the Urban Design Forum’s Forefront Fellowship.

The goal of the working group is to demystify the process of  
starting a food business and lower the barrier to entry. 

If you have feedback on this guide, please email us at 
NewMarketsForNewAmericans@gmail.com


