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Good morning, Chairperson Menin and members of the City Council Committee on Small 
Business. My name is Tom Harris, and I am the President of the Times Square Alliance, the 
business improvement district that exists to make Times Square clean, safe, and desirable for 
all.  

  
I am sure no one needs reminding that Times Square is the center of tourism in New York City, and indeed 
one of the most famous tourist destinations in the world. We represent 40 hotels and almost 15% of New York 
City hotel rooms. What is perhaps less well-known is that our district is also home to over 700 storefront 
businesses, many of which are independently owned and operated. Walk any side street in Times Square, and 
you will witness an amazing variety of unique restaurants, musical instrument stores, small barbershops, and 
busy delis. What all of these businesses share is a reliance on the millions of visitors who come to our 
neighborhood to stay in our hotels, attend Broadway shows, and experience the unmatched spectacle of the 
Times Square Bowtie.  
  
In 2020, domestic and international travel spending (per data from Visa) plunged by 81% from the prior 
year.  Our retail businesses and restaurants were hit particularly hard; total retail spending declined by 67.7%, 
and total restaurant spending declined by 72% that year.  In 2021, with domestic tourism still at the start of its 
return and international travel restrictions in place, retail and restaurant spending both remained around 50% 
below 2019 spending levels. It wasn’t until international visitors returned in the latter part of 2022 that we saw 
a real boost in overall retail and restaurant spending. In the last quarter of 2022, spending by international 
tourists reached $160 million, just 9% below the same quarter in 2019. Times Square is trending upward, but 
we cannot afford not to grow significantly.   
  
Between 2020 and 2022, the notable absence of visitors contributed to the loss of nearly 150 ground floor 
shops and restaurants.  New business openings have bounced back, but continue to trail closings over the same 
period by about 10%. Our current ground floor vacancy rate has remained fairly steady at 19% over the past 
year. To ensure that we keep our current small businesses thriving, and attract new ones to fill our vacant 
storefronts, we need to do everything we can collectively to support a vibrant tourist economy.  
  
For the small businesses of Times Square to grow and thrive, we must bring travelers back to New York City 
at the levels we saw in the years before the pandemic. To do this, we ask that the Council fully fund and 
support the critical work that New York City Tourism and Conventions does to market the city domestically 
and overseas. Further, we would like to continue to partner with city agencies and the Council to ensure that 
the experience of coming to Times Square, and New York City overall, remains the best it can possibly be. We 
must continue to prioritize public safety, fully fund services for people in need, and increase support for 
DSNY’s cleanliness efforts. We look forward to working with the Council to make sure the entire world 
makes New York City, their next travel destination so they can eat in our restaurants, shop in our stores, see 
our theater productions, and, yes, share in the unique spectacle that is Times Square.  
   

   
Tom Harris 
President  
Times Square Alliance 
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 Thank you Committee Chairs Farias and Menin, the Economic Development Committee, and the Small 
 Business Committee for holding this hearing. My name is Riva Shang and I am the Senior Coordinator of 
 Small Business Programs at the Asian American Federation, where we proudly represent the collective 
 voice of more than 70 member nonprofits serving 1.5 million Asian New Yorkers. 

 Through our Small Business Program, we have worked directly with hundreds of Asian-owned small 
 businesses in Queens. Our small businesses were the first to be pitched into crisis in 2020 at the start of 
 the COVID pandemic. Since then, as the city works towards economic recovery, the commercial corridors 
 we serve in neighborhoods like Flushing, Jackson Heights, Elmhurst, and Sunset Park are still struggling. 

 This is why we urge the committee to devote resources to promoting tourism in the city’s ethnic 
 commercial corridors, especially in outer boroughs like Queens and Brooklyn. 

 We propose that the council do this  first, by promoting  inter-borough travel to local New Yorkers  . 
 Similar to SBS’ “Shop Your City” Campaign, the city should advertise its immigrant neighborhoods as 
 exciting local day trip destinations for New Yorkers. As global cuisines and cultures become more 
 popular than ever, New York City’s abundance of authentic ethnic businesses should be recognized as one 
 of its greatest resources. 

 Moreover, SBS’ work on campaigns such as “Shop Your City” show that the agency has already produced 
 relevant marketing materials. The Asian American Federation, for example, collaborated with SBS on a 
 promotional video featuring Murray Hill, Queens, a neighborhood east of Flushing that is home to the 
 last, truly authentic stronghold of the Korean diaspora. Ten total videos were made, featuring similarly 
 far-flung neighborhoods with lesser known ethnic commercial corridors. Yet, the videos remain almost 
 completely unused, averaging around 200 views each on Youtube. 

 We hope to see SBS devote more resources to creating and better leveraging such marketing materials 
 like these videos, which capitalized on the local knowledge of community-based organizations like ours 
 that know ethnic neighborhoods in and out. The benefits of such a marketing effort would flow directly to 
 these iconic immigrant neighborhoods and commercial corridors. 

 Such a campaign can also be conducted in coordination with the efforts to boost the city’s still-lagging 
 MTA ridership, by encouraging local New Yorkers to get back on the train, and to take advantage of 
 cross-borough bus routes. For example, bus shelter and train ads can feature the neighborhoods that are 
 accessible by various routes. 



 This also ties into  our second, related proposal: that SBS work directly with other city agencies, like 
 NYC & Co, the city’s official tourism promotion agency, in order to better promote outer-borough 
 and immigrant neighborhoods to both locals and visitors. 

 NYC & Co last year ran a campaign called “NYC Like a New Yorker,” which aimed to spotlight outer 
 boroughs, by featuring one borough per month in a press release which featured local attractions. The 
 campaign, like “Shop Your City”, primarily targeted local New Yorkers.  While any effort to spotlight the 
 other four boroughs is appreciated, a campaign which features only one borough per month, in press 
 releases that the average New Yorker has never heard of, let alone seen, speaks to the campaign’s low 
 effectiveness. 

 The co-existence of the SBS “Shop Your City” campaign, and NYC & Co’s “NYC Like a New Yorker” 
 campaign, speaks to a ripe opportunity for cross-agency collaboration. While NYC & Co highlighted 
 artistic institutions in Queens and Brooklyn, we believe that our immigrant commercial corridors are also 
 integral components of NYC’s status as a cosmopolitan cultural destination. 

 We believe that a collaboration between SBS and NYC & Co could be extremely fruitful to advancing the 
 goals of both agencies. Widely-publicized ad campaigns like “We <3 NYC” may aim to bring about a 
 “renaissance” of New York City by better engaging its residents, but such campaigns will be most 
 effective when the city itself can encourage its residents to visit other neighborhoods and learn about 
 other New Yorkers. 

 Additionally, promotional materials focusing on immigrant commercial corridors should be added to 
 NYC & Co’s advertising targeted towards national and international visitors. Our ethnic commercial 
 corridors represent one of our greatest cultural treasures, featuring microcosmic versions of global 
 destinations like Thailand, Pakistan, Nepal, Korea, et cetera. 

 Such advertising would not just be a matter of paying lip service to diversity and inclusion initiatives, but 
 a real potential economic boon for the city. NYC & Co increasingly is targeting Asian markets, as 
 travelers from this region spend increasing amounts of money on tourism. For these tourists, the diasporic 
 strongholds of NYC represent a fascinating kind of cultural tourism. Travelers from Korea may be 
 interested to see the last genuine diasporic strongholds, and the authentic cuisine and experience they 
 offer, in addition to Manhattan’s Koreatown. The same may be said of visitors from China and Sunset 
 Park; or of India and Jackson Heights. As travelers from these countries look to NYC more as a tourist 
 spot, we hope to see the city’s definition of its tourist attractions expand accordingly. 

 Thank you again for this opportunity to provide testimony. We look forward to continuing to work closely 
 with you. 



NEWYORK CITY COUNCIL
COMMITTEES ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT + SMALL BUSINESS

TOURISM & THE NEWYORK CITY ECONOMY
APRIL 20, 2023

Thank you to Committee Chairs Amanda Farías and Julie Menin, members of the Committees on Economic
Development and Small Business, and the New York City Council for holding this hearing and for your work to
support New Yorkers. I am speaking on behalf of Hot Bread Kitchen, an organization that promotes economic
mobility for immigrant women and people of color through job training and placement, food entrepreneurship
programs, and an ecosystem of support in New York City, using our city’s vibrant food industry as a catalyst for
career growth.

Over the past 15 years, Hot Bread Kitchen has supported a community of over 450 program participants, who we
call members, in launching careers in the food industry, starting and growing their small businesses, and
accessing the resources they need to succeed at work and in the world. Our community, which includes residents
of 50 City Council districts, consists primarily of women of color (98%), immigrants (76%), and parents with
children under the age of 18 (63%). More than 66% are non-native English speakers, and 89%were unemployed and
below the poverty threshold before enrolling in our program. Our members are dedicated, hard-working New
Yorkers seeking opportunities for meaningful careers, sustainable income, and long-termwealth generation for
their families.

Since the onset of the pandemic, the small businesses that make up the lion’s share of New York City’s food
industry have struggled with a talent shortage, and have yet to recover all of the jobs lost in the early days of 2020.
From both sides of our programming, providing culinary training for people launching careers in the food industry
and small business incubation for food entrepreneurs, we have seen that the industry requires additional
investment to make a full recovery from the closures and job losses of the early pandemic. Food and beverage
accounts for nearly 22% of visitors’ total spending, contributing $10.5B to New York City’s economy each year. And
yet, despite this contribution, there is no designated workforce funding specifically for connecting people with
roles in the food industry. Additionally, there is insufficient support for small business owners, and MWBEs in
particular, that continue to struggle with staffing challenges and exceptionally tight margins. It is imperative the
City invest in the businesses and workers that contribute so enormously to New York City’s overall economic
well-being.

In the face of these challenges to our industry, Hot Bread Kitchen has a proven track record of success connecting
women, immigrants, and people of color to opportunities for economic mobility. We are distinguished by our
expertise in understanding the needs of hourly wage workers and their families, particularly needs beyond a salary
and steady employment, and by our deep partnerships with over 250 food industry employer partners, 200+
community organizations, and the 260+ small businesses we have incubated in our 15-year history. Unique in our



city’s nonprofit landscape, we are the largest and one of the only workforce programs focused on the food
industry, which offers a wide range of job opportunities–from entry-level positions to management roles–that
allow individuals to work their way up the career ladder, regardless of their background or experience. We
understand this industry and the people who power it, and we know there is insufficient investment to get the
sector fully back on its feet.

On behalf of Hot Bread Kitchen, I respectfully urge the Committees on Economic Development and Small Business
to consider increasing funding for workforce development and small business support in the food industry. We
believe that investments in the field are investments in the future of New York City. Thank you for your attention to
this important issue and for your investment in Hot Bread Kitchen’s work and community.

Leslie Abbey, CEO
Hot Bread Kitchen



 
 
 
                           Good Morning Council Members and all New Yorkers present for this hearing.  
 
I am here to offer testimony on behalf of Mothers on the Move / Madres en Movimiento (MOM), 
a grassroots organization in the South Bronx building power with people of color for housing, 
education, environmental and economic justice since 1992. 
 
I was happy to see Council member Salamanca opening the testimonies this morning, as we 
consider him an honorary member of MOM, coordinating with us to organize and educate 
hundreds of low-income tenants to defend our rights to prevent the illegal harassment and 
evictions that have facilitated the gentrification of so many of our historic communities of color. 
 
Our work to improve the South Bronx goes beyond tenant rights and into economic justice.  Our 
families need housing, environmental and economic stability.   
 
MOM is committed to creating cooperative businesses that pay living wages, build generational 
wealth, and contribute solutions to the environmental and economic injustice that characterize 
the South Bronx. As is well proven across the world, worker cooperatives contribute to individual 
and collective economic stability and survival, in direct contrast to the growing disparities and 
exploitation that has come to define our economy otherwise.  
 
We are also here this morning to advocate for increased funding for the Worker Business 
Cooperative Development Initiative. We congratulate the Council on its visionary support for 
grassroots organizations across the City who are introducing this concept to our neighbors and 
providing technical assistance to the creation of these shared businesses. We are committed to 
learning from our collective experience and continuing to create opportunities for economic 
stability and empowerment for low-income people of color in this City.  
 
MOM was recruited as a sub-contractor to this initiative 4 years ago because of our visionary 
economic justice work with people of color. We support NYCHA tenants and others interested in 
“greening” their buildings, recycling and saving energy. We listened to our young adults and 
began to advocate for social equity and reparations for the Drug War for our neighbors 
interested in building coops in the emerging cannabis and hemp economy. We also launched a 
cooperative for new and existing home daycare providers to work together to improve services 
to the diverse families seeking culturally competent child care services.  
 
Especially during and post Covid, home daycare providers are ensured our City’s youth stay 
safe and developed healthy social skills while their parents, often frontline workers, serve our 
City. Hundreds of such providers have shut down, overwhelmed by confusing regulations and 
high demand. MOM stepped into this space to empower experienced providers to train and 
mentor new providers, including recent immigrants, to raise the next generation of diverse New 
York children.  
 
Today we are asking the Council to award us a direct contract to continue this important work.  
 
Thank you for your attention today 
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