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Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to provide written testimony today. My name is
Ahmed Mohamed, and I am the legal director for the New York chapter of the Council on
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR-NY). CAIR-NY is a leading civil rights and advocacy
organization for the Muslim community across New York State. CAIR-NY is in Astoria, Queens
and our mission is to protect civil rights, enhance understanding of Islam, promote justice, and
empower American Muslims.

CAIR-NY is part of the Street Vendor Justice Coalition, a group of 60+ organizations working at
the intersection of transportation, small business, immigrant, and workers’ rights, to testify in
support of formalizing the street vending industry in cities with a population of one million or
more.

Street vendors are New York State’s smallest businesses and are an essential part of the fabric of
New York City’s culture and economy. Nearly 20,000 entrepreneurs, primarily immigrants, people of
color, military veterans, and women are employed as street vendors, many existing as part of a
shadow economy of workers unable to acquire necessary business licensing to legitimize their
business. An arbitrary cap on the number of general merchandise licenses and mobile food vendor
permits placed in 1979 and 1983 respectively created a punitive system in which would-be
entrepreneurs have been forced to either rent a permit from existing permit-holders on an
underground market for up to $25,000, or vend without a permit, facing $1,000 fines, property
confiscation, or even arrest.

There are currently only 853 licenses available for non-veteran general vendors who sell
merchandise, with a waitlist of 12,000 New Yorkers. The demand for general vendor licenses is so
large, the waitlist itself has been closed for applications for neatly a decade. As of 2016, there were
5,884 individuals on the waitlist to acquire a mobile food vendor permit. The waitlist itself has been
closed for applications since 2007.

Muslim New Yorkers are reported to make up more than half of street vendors. As the leading
Muslim lead civil rights and advocacy organization for Muslim New Yorkers, our organization is
fighting to secure justice for street vendors, so they have an opportunity to legalize their profession.
For too long, street vendors have been harassed by the NYPD and incurred devasting fines and
arrests. Street vendors face this harassment and unfair treatment because of arbitrary caps in their
industry that are devoid of legitimate reasons.

We urge the state legislature to include a one-time allocation of $19 million in this year’s budget to
formalize the street vending industry in cities with a population of one million. This allocation is
supported by language in S1175 sponsored by State Senator Jessica Ramos / A5081 sponsored by
Assemblymember Jessica Gonzalez-Rojas and was included in the Black Puerto Rican Hispanic
Asian Caucus People’s Budget. The legislation requires these micro-entrepreneurs to obtain licenses
to operate their businesses within the existing local regulatory system, effectively ending unregulated
street vending, and removing the currently insurmountable barrier to entry to the industry. The
allocation will ensure appropriate oversight and outreach associated with the program in New York

City.
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Once the program is fully implemented, the annual revenue will far outweigh the cost at
both the state and city levels. New York State stands to gain annually between $25-$33 million in
revenue from sales tax revenue should all vendors currently on the waitlist apply for a general
vendor license. The lower, $25 million, estimate corresponds to a post-pandemic economy and the
higher estimate, $33 million, corresponds to a higher intensity of business activity from before the
pandemic. At the city level, the net impact to New York City if all general merchandise and food
vendors on the current waitlist, would be in the range of $17 to 26 million, corresponding to post-
pandemic and pre-pandemic economies.

The time is now to formalize the street vending industry and end the system that is criminalizing
valued community members and would-be entrepreneurs. It is the responsibility of the state to act,
to effectively regulate this industry, create good jobs for New Yorkers, and increase sales tax revenue
for the state. Including street vendor formalization in this year’s budget will benefit our state’s
smallest businesses, benefit the state with increased sales tax revenue, and create good jobs for New
Yorkers to be the owners of their own small businesses.

In conclusion, we request that both chambers of the legislature allocate $19 million in funding and
include legislative language in other one-house budget bills and advocate for its inclusion in the final
state budget to formalize the street vending industry.

Respectfully submitted:

Ahmed Mohamed

Ahmed Mohamed, Esq.

Legal Director

Council on American-Islamic Relations, New York
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