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Executive Summary

Project Vision
We want to live in a city where immigrant 
neighborhoods are home to thriving markets 
that create pathways to economic self-
determination and food sovereignty.

Core challenges
Small food businesses, founded by  
immigrants, are the soul of New York City.

• Since 1980, immigrants have founded 
more than half of all small businesses  
in the city.1

• 70% of the undocumented labor force  
are essential workers.2

• 30% of workers in food/beverage  
manufacturing/processing are immigrants.2

Immigrants of color experience a lack  
of support and investment, rooted in 
systemic oppression.

• 1/5 of minority neighborhood businesses 
are ‘discouraged borrowers’ who don’t 
apply for loans, assuming denial.3

• 1% of Black business owners get a 
bank loan in their first year of business, 
compared with 7% of White owners.4

• 8% of Community Development Financial 
Institutions are authorized to offer  
Paycheck Protection Program loans.4

The pandemic has exacerbated  
this inequity. 

• 80% of the businesses working with the 
Business Center for New Americans have 
closed due to the pandemic.5

• 85% of M/WBEs believed they could  
not survive for six more months as of  
June 2020.6

• 59% increase in clients at foodbanks  
who were undocumented.7

Immigrant food entrepreneurs can create 
jobs, feed their communities, and build 
resilience in local food systems.

Project goals
1. Demystify the process for starting a food 

business and lower the barrier to entry. 

2. Support New Americans who are starting 
food businesses.

3. Help policy-makers see critical barriers 
faced by New Americans starting food 
businesses.

4. Recommend ways to improve 
entrepreneurship pathways for New 
Americans starting food businesses.

Summary of 
recommendations
1. Allow gardeners to generate personal 

income from community garden  
farm stands.

2. Create a capital pool to support 
community members creating farm 
stands and selling locally-grown produce. 

3. Support small business incubation  
with seed funding, process support,  
and market access. 

4. Fund shared commercial kitchens  
in immigrant communities.

5. Help entrepreneurs apply to the right 
inspection agency through a clear  
and concise process.

6. Create more equitable support for  
New Americans facing food insecurity.

“ The second I walked 
through the airport gate, 
I said ‘I’m going to start 
something of  my own.’”

Oko Farms, Photo Credit: Caroline Tompkins
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THE AMERICAN STORY told to anyone looking 
in from a foreign land is one of opportunity, 
comfort, and abundance. The dream becomes 
a contract, as the tired, the poor, and the hud-
dled masses are beckoned by Lady Liberty’s 
torch from their hardship into a land where 
their hard work is rewarded with comfort, 
security, and material excess. 

While millions of immigrants can attest 
to some version of this reality, the true path 
to survival is rarely charted out, and even 
less disseminated from one group to another. 
There is also an unavoidable comparison that 
sets race as the differentiating factor when 
observing how various white passing immi-
grant groups fared compared to those  
of color. 

In NYC, the melting pot of the US, immi-
grant enclaves from tenements set up around 
the coast, near maritime trade, to public 
housing complexes built on flood lands, newly 
arrived Americans and their descendants 
have been on the receiving end of some of 
the most inequitable policies both upon arrival 
and from generation to generation. 

Their survival creates another thread in 
the fabric of American identity, one that relies 
on the strength of the established communi-
ties, forged by a will to “make it here.” Those 
that do, honor their ties “back home,” by 
sending back money, sneakers, American junk 
food, and sometimes sending back for other 
family members. Immigrants are pillars of the 
city, and platforms for their families, in the US 
and abroad.

Agriculture, food service, and domestic 
service have the lowest barriers of entry, 
and by design, the least protections for its 
workers.8 Immigrants occupy these roles and 
positions, often working their way up, risking 
too much to uphold all other industries, and 
general life. 

Policies created throughout the years 
have helped and harmed immigrants. From the 
“Great Wave,” that encouraged mass migra-
tion from European countries, to the Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Act of the 1960’s that 
removed national origin quotas, immigration 
policy created the foundation that would 
determine the cultural and racial makeup of 
American society.

 

But immigrants will continue to seek better 
lives and livelihoods for themselves and their 
families, in spite of restrictions. And while 
many get their start in the service industries, 
they go on to build businesses throughout the 
city. Since 1980, immigrants have founded 
more than half of all small businesses in  
the city.1

Those businesses that are a lifeline to im-
migrant communities suffered during the pan-
demic, with 80% of the businesses working 
with the Business Center for New Americans 
closing due to the pandemic.5 The pandemic 
exacerbated the vulnerability of immigrant 
groups, as those who were undocument-
ed, or who worked in informal economies, 
had little to no safety nets after the sudden 
city shut down in March 2020. Immigrants 
neighborhoods saw the longest lines—with 
a 59% increase in undocumented immigrants 
accessing food banks7—the highest rates of 
death by the virus, and the slowest recovery. 
Undocumented immigrants were also 70% of 
essential workers2. Even though the city shut 
down, the New Americans did not. 

We are past the time to acknowledge, 
celebrate, and protect immigrants. We are 
delayed in formalizing rights for these groups, 
creating and solidifying policy that support 
them, as they support everyone. 

This project, “New Markets for New Amer-
icans,” is our love letter to immigrants, our 
small acknowledgment to those who either 
already work in the food system, or want to, 
that we believe you deserve and are entitled 
to all the protections afforded all Americans. 

These journey maps chart a course 
through the bureaucracy that often stalls 
or halts the progress of immigrant-led busi-
nesses. The policy brief is a call to action for 
electeds to address these barriers and act on 
removing them. 

For the New Americans who have helped 
with these maps, to those who help elucidate 
the path for those after, and for those in our 
own lives who make it possible for us to do 
this work, this project is dedicated to you. 
Thank you, gracias, ευχαριστώ!

—Despo, Genea, Kim, Olivia, Rae, and Tim

Narrative Summary

“To learn to read any map  
is to be indoctrinated into  
that mapmaker’s culture.” 
Peter Turchi, Maps of the Imagination: The Writer as Cartographer.

East New York Farms,  
Photo Credit: UCCE NY
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Growing and Selling Produce

Find growing  
space

GETTING SET UP GROWING GETTING READY TO SELL SELLING

Get materials 
for growing

Get the licenses, 
permissions, and support 
you need to sell

Set up selling spaceEngage with the 
local gardening 
community

Improve 
growing skills

Prepare food to sell

Everybody in the 
space is a volunteer, 
which can slow  
down connections.

Gardeners need 
enough resources 
to be able to fail 
and try again.

Gardeners can easily cross 
the line into processing 
food by accident, just by 
mixing greens or chopping 
produce.

Starting to sell requires 
storage space, materials 
for display, and potentially 
transport. Gardeners 
struggle to get these 
resources and capital.

“We had an 
abundance of 
peppers—what are 
we going to do?  
Make hot sauce!”

“The participants 
love it, because 
they know us, and 
trust the value of 
the product.”

“I went to the Green Thumb 
Grow Together workshops. 
I always wanted to do 
canning; I was afraid to 
poison anybody, but after 
the workshop, I realized it 
was simple!”

“It wasn’t easy to set up the farmers 
market, because we didn’t have the 
support. We were going to do it with or 
without city help. After we did it and it 
looked good, they came onboard.”

“I need support to get things done. 
For instance: Electricity for the 
greenhouse so that we can go from 
seasonal to all-year around for the 
residents that want it.”

“One of the core tenants of the farm has been 
access to culturally relevant and organic 
vegetables. I try to take input from friends 
from other Asian cultures to see what flavors 
they are missing and want to see so many 
people see themselves represented.”

“We did a survey, if they wanted 
a farmers market. Everybody 
said it was about time to be 
treated like everybody else.  
So that’s how we started.”

For a full step-by-step guide to this process, 
please see the accompanying zine on  
‘How to Grow and Sell Produce in NYC’.

Funding is hard to 
come by, and support 
for gardens from city 
officials can fluctuate.

Gardeners can’t make personal 
profit from parks land. This makes  
it more complicated to turn produce 
into value-added products, or sell 
via more complex channels like  
local stores or a micro-CSA.

“[I’m] trying to expand beyond the age 
demographic I have. There are language 
barriers in getting print materials out. Only 
a certain amount of people know what 
CSAs are and understand why they have 
to pay before they get the product.”

“Coordination with the city 
is stressful, there is turn 
over at the city and you 
get passed around.”
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Availability and cost of 
incubator and commercial 
kitchen space are key pain 
points for food product 
entrepreneurs.

Creating and Selling a Food Product

Expand  
market

Label  
product

Identify local 
customers

Scale  
suppliers

Register as a 
business

Scale labor  
model

Identify space  
for production

Complete first larger 
production runs

Micro-businesses struggle to 
afford packaging materials, 
and are seeking greater 
design support.

Scientific reviews may require 
multiple rounds of testing, as the 
process is adjusted to ensure 
safety and quality. This can be 
time and capital intensive, and 
must happen pre-launch.

Food product entrepreneurs may  
need licenses from either the State or the 
City. They are often confused about which 
one they need, and applying to the wrong 
one can be an expensive waste of time.

Scaling up production 
requires capital to access 
equipment like bottling lines, 
or outsource labor to co-
packers.

“We had an 
abundance of 
peppers—what are 
we going to do?  
Make hot sauce!”

“My mum inspired me! She is from 
Guyana, where all families have 
restaurants and are in the cooking 
business. I really want to open my 
own restaurant; I start from this hot 
sauce and hopefully I get there.”

“I need help securing a kitchen space 
that is affordable. I was working at a 
space before that was about $25 an 
hour, which was comfortable for me. 
But that has since closed down,  
and everything else is $35.”

“After the [training], the 
finances are the biggest 
issue. They should continue 
training and guiding you until 
you’re up and running.”

“I need access to capital to expand 
my hot sauce business. I want to 
continue partnering with local farms 
to create small batch hot sauces 
from culturally-relevant crops.”

“I’ve done all my labeling on my own. I’d 
like to work with someone to create 
something that looks more professional.”

“It’s challenging finding nearby businesses 
to purchase the bottles, packaging, and 
jars. Sometimes you can get these things 
on sale, but sometimes it’s expensive. 
Purchasing these items can be a big cost, 
which can impact your ability to make a 
profit.”

For a full step-by-step guide to this process, 
please see the accompanying zine on  
‘How to Start Selling a Food Product in NYC’.

GETTING  
IT RIGHT  
AT HOME

PREPARING TO LAUNCH GETTING YOUR LICENSES SCALING UP

Potential entrepreneurs don't know 
where to start getting information 
about the process, legal requirements, 
and support available

Idea and recipe 
development

Improve food 
safety education

Complete scientific 
review of process

Get permits for 
temporary events

Apply for food 
licenses

“I would like to get funding and technical 
assistance with setting up a website.”
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Starting a Food Service Business

Plan  
finances

Improve food 
safety education

Get permits for 
initial local events

Get insuranceIdentify space  
for production

Commercial kitchen space is 
limited and expensive, and finding 
affordable rental space has become 
harder through the pandemic.

Scaling up production requires 
capital to access bigger production 
spaces, equipment and ability to  
hire more labor.

“I was preparing everything with 
my sister and brother in law: I was 
producing, they were delivering.” 

“Now we’re looking to move to another space 
but it’s really hard, because places are not 
empty, even though stores are closed.”

“Taxes are still an enigma to me. It wasn’t 
necessarily licensing [that caused 
problems]—I found this info readily 
available. But maintaining financially 
stability and keeping up to date business 
records has been an issue.”

“The bulk of the profit has been through 
catering. Selling products is more 
promotional, to give myself a visible front.”

“It took us over a year to open the 
space because of the pandemic. 
Many of the city offices were closed, 
like City Hall. So it was hard to get 
permits for things like electricity.”

“I’m interested in growing [my business] 
into a coop—I have a vision of being able 
to hire my aunt, grandma, and father. My 
dad and I are always cooking together, 
but I haven’t been able to sustain him as 
an employee. I’d like to use [my business] 
as a vessel to serve my community.”

“The most important thing is access to capital.  
I have the idea, I know what I have to do, but I 
don’t have the money to do it the way I want it.  
I have to go little step by little step. There are  
big companies that want to sell my products,  
but I can’t do it right now because I don’t have  
the space or capacity.”

Register as  
a business

Get key business 
licenses

Scale labor  
model

Expand market

For a full step-by-step guide to this process, 
please see the accompanying zine on  
‘How to Start a Food Service Business in NYC’.

EARLY  
PLANNING

PREPARING TO LAUNCH GETTING YOUR LICENSES SCALING UP

Develop skills, 
team, and idea

Confirm staffing  
model

Identify resources 
to help you expand

Complete first 
large events and 
production runs

“At the beginning, I was working my regular job. When I finished 
my job everyday, I would take my car and rush to the kitchen 
incubator. Every day I was arriving at around 4–5pm and worked 
until 10pm. And then, I would go back home at 10pm and would 
have to wake up the next day at 5am. I was doing that at least for 
three years, because it helped me build up my business.”
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Recommendations

1
Allow gardeners to  
generate personal income 
from community garden  
farm stands.

3
Support small business 
incubation with seed 
funding, process support, 
and market access.

2
Create a capital pool to  
support community members 
creating farm stands and 
selling locally-grown produce.

4
Fund shared commercial 
kitchens in immigrant 
communities.

Make it easier and explicitly permitted for 
garden groups to sell produce they grow 
to their local community. Provide technical 
assistance and funding for equipment for 
gardeners who want to apply for EBT.

Most gardens in NYC are owned by NYC 
Parks Department and the sale of items on 
premises is treated the same as conces-
sion sales on parks property. This means 
an expensive and arduous process that is 
not something small community groups 
can manage.

Create a form of vendor registration for 
community gardens who want to sell 
produce. This could be akin to a “Home 
Processors” registration (free, no inspec-
tion/ not a license) but operated at the city 
level for garden groups who are farming or 
actively producing for market.

NYC Food Box programs (GrowNYC/ NYS 
Agriculture and Markets) would also ben-
efit from this, as more groups could grow 
their own items to supplement immediate-
ly available produce from local farmers, 
allowing gardeners to add more culturally 
relevant crops to existing food boxes. Also 
housing these types of interventions within 
gardens would make sense and there are 
funding streams out there to support oper-
ational costs as they get set up.

Creating a pool of funding to help immi-
grant entrepreneurs start a food business 
will help create income streams and create 
more outlets for culturally relevant food  
for immigrant communities across the  
five Boroughs.

Small businesses face huge barriers to 
starting up and staying in business in NYC, 
namely affording rent and finding the capital 
to start up in the first place. In gentrifying 
neighborhoods, small food businesses are 
forced to close, move, or simply never start 
up because rising costs make the dream 
of starting a food business feel impossi-
ble. Despite these challenges, immigrants 
are more likely to pursue entrepreneurial 
endeavors and tend to be net job creators 
for our city. Investing in these businesses 
to help them remain viable despite rising 
costs and gentrification pressure, encour-
aging more of these businesses to start 
would help immigrant communities gener-
ate income while caring for and feeding one 
another even in trying times.

Support/fund current initiatives and services 
that fund start-up and new worker-owned 
cooperatives run by BIPOC and immigrants

NYCHA Food Business Pathways (FBP) is 
a great model here, but maybe there is a 
spin-off in other languages, serving immi-
grant neighborhoods beyond just NYCHA? 
Note that undocumented people are not 
typically eligible for Section 8, therefore 
not able to qualify for NYCHA public hous-
ing and thus not being served by  
FBP by default.

Mini-grants to help garden groups get 
the equipment and materials needed  
to safely sell produce grown in their 
community.

Starting up a farm stand takes some 
equipment and materials that might 
otherwise be costly for individuals or 
community groups to obtain. Funding 
in the form of small grants would help 
encourage garden groups to sell their 
produce items and better serve their 
local community.

Funding to operate a mini-grant program 
could be made available via non-profit 
partners who operate the gardens and/ 
or offer technical assistance and other 
support to garden groups.

Model after Citizens Committee grants, 
easy to apply for, little reporting re-
quired, small amounts to just cover 
material costs.

Publicly funded commercial kitchen 
spaces would make safe food process-
ing affordable for all of NYC’s many  
food entrepreneurs. 

Commercial kitchen space at the mar-
ket rate is often out of reach for low-
er-income New Yorkers to access, and 
recent history has shown that the private 
sector. Public support for shared use 
commercial kitchen spaces is essential 
for keeping them operating, and afford-
able/ accessible to food entrepreneurs 
operating on a tight budget.

Do a mapping analysis of available 
commercial kitchen space and make the 
list accessible to community members—
through language, advertising etc.

NYCHA Food business pathways pro-
gram helps cover costs, but kitchens  
are still hard to locate in many parts  
of the city. 

Description DescriptionDescription Description

Why it  
matters Why it  

matters

Why it  
matters

Why it  
matters

Where  
to start

Where  
to start

Where  
to start Where  

to start

Related NYC 
initiatives

Related NYC 
initiatives

Related NYC 
initiatives

Related NYC 
initiatives

FUNDING FUNDING FUNDINGPROCESS/REGULATORY FRAMEWORK TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE
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5
Help entrepreneurs apply 
to the right inspection 
agency through a clear 
and concise process.

6
Create more equitable 
support for New Americans 
facing food insecurity.

Agencies like SBS can offer more direct 
support to food entrepreneurs by consoli-
dating licensing information across agen-
cies and levels of government. 

Food businesses are inspected by city, 
state and/or federal agencies, depending 
on what they make. The lines of jurisdiction 
are not clear to many who start down the 
path of food entrepreneurship and be-
cause inspecting agencies are siloed from 
one another, there is need for centralized 
guidance and support that understands 
what rules apply based on what the busi-
ness is making and how they operate. 

SBS is already a powerhouse resource for 
licensing and other business development 
services. They could host and share (or 
adapt) our journey maps to help clarify 
some of the lines for food businesses 
specifically. Their ability to translate these 
tools would also help us better reach and 
serve immigrant entrepreneurs.

SBS Food Business Pathways, SBS pre-in-
spections walk-through services.

Public benefits could be made more 
readily available to immigrants, (particu-
larly those who are undocumented) in a 
number of ways. Doing so will help shore 
up their food security and wellbeing, 
particularly during difficult times. 

Immigrants are the lifeblood of NYC, and 
throughout the pandemic, so many have 
worked in essential functions, only to be 
left out of much of the economic support 
and recovery programs rolled out by our 
government. This is reinforcing deep 
inequity in our city, and is putting partic-
ular strain on immigrants families 

NY’s Excluded Workers fund sets a great 
precedent for how public dollars can 
better serve immigrant communities. 
Easing or erasing citizenship require-
ments for public benefits will go a long 
way in supporting food security for New 
Americans, their families and communi-
ties at large.

Excluded Workers Fund.

Description Description

Why it  
matters

Why it  
matters

Where  
to start

Where  
to start

Related NYC 
initiatives

Related NYC 
initiatives

PROCESS/REGULATORY FRAMEWORK PROCESS/REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

New Roots Bronx Community Farm, Photo Credit: Byron Smith

“ It should all be simpler!  
A simplified way!  
Come to the ground,  
see what we’re doing, 
and make it simple for  
us to serve this need!”
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About this project

Team

Olivia Flynn ................... Senior Designer, Gehl

Rae Gomes ................... Food Equity Consultant

Genea Foster ................  Program Manager,  
The Center of Urban Pedagogy

Despo Thoma ............... Senior Associate, SCAPE

Tim Duschenes ............  Senior Design Strategist,  
Public Policy Lab

Kimberly Vallejo ...........  Head of Operations & Business  
Development, She Wolf Bakery

Sources “Markets are force multipliers, 
with systems in place to 
help people advance on an 
economic level, to build trust, 
reliability. Only a market could 
be so special that it can be  
all of  these things at once.”

1:  https://nycfuture.org/research/under-threat- 
and-left-out

2:  https://cmsny.org/publications/new-york- 
essential-workers/

3:  https://ncrc.org/disinvestment/

4:  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/10/business/
minority-business-coronavirus-loans.html

5:  https://nycfuture.org/research/under-threat- 
and-left-out

6:  https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/minority- 
and-women-owned-businesses-at-risk-impact- 
of-covid-19-on-new-york-city-firms/

7:  https://www. foodbanknyc.org/fighting- 
more-than-covid-19/

8:  https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/v70n4/
v70n4p49.html

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

This project was developed through interviews with 
a range of stakeholders to understand the landscape 
that New Americans food entrepreneurs are navigating. 
Interviewees included farmers, community gardeners, 
community organizers, small business-owners, market 
creators, and policy experts. 

If you would like to get in touch about 
anything in this policy brief, please email us at 
NewMarketsForNewAmericans@gmail.com.

Photo Credit: Kit An’ Kin
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