
GET TO KNOW YOUR STREET VENDORS

In New York, street vending has always attracted ambitious, hard-working 
men and women with limited economic options. Successive waves of 
immigrants – Jewish and Italian in a previous era, now Chinese, Bangladeshi, 
Afghan, and Senegalese – have used vending to gain a foothold in their new 
country. Its low startup costs, independence, and flexibility make vending 
a traditional first stop for small business entrepreneurs. 

But vending isn’t an easy way to get ahead. Throughout New York City’s 
history, merchants resentful of “unfair” competition have joined forces with 
city officials concerned with congestion, modernization, and “quality of life” 
to bar vendors from streets and regulate them excessively. These complex 
and shifting laws force vendors back and forth across the border between 
the formal and informal economies, making it difficult for vendors to serve 
the public and make a decent and honest living.   

Here are four basic ways the City can make vending laws work better for 
vendors, their customers, and everyone else.

WAYS TO A BETTER VENDOR WORLD
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First formed in the 1980s, Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs) are groups 
of merchants and property owners in a 
given area that take on certain city 
responsibilities – like sidewalk mainte-
nance, security, and capital improve-
ments – in exchange for greater control 
over their neighborhoods. BIDs have led 
the fight against vendors, pressing city 
officials for caps and street restrictions, 
or simply placing large planters and other 
obstructions that prevent vendors from 
operating in their neighborhoods.  
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6,000Influx of 
Jewish 
and Italian 
immigrants 
brought Old 
World street 
vending to 
the Lower 
East Side.

Vending remained 
the first rung on 
the economic 
ladder for many 
new arrivals. 
Dozens of new 
pushcart markets 
were established 
in immigrant areas. 

The Great 
Depression 
flooded the 
streets with 
a new kind 
of vendor: the 
native-born 
unemployed. 

As part of a plan 
to “clean up” and 
modernize NYC, the 
City closed most 
pushcart markets 
and reduced the 
number of licenses. 
Many vendors were 
also off at war.

More licenses 
were made 
available, then 
capped. There 
are about 12,000 
vendors, only half 
of whom are able 
to get licenses.

APPLES
5c

The first Midtown 
ban dates back to 
the Depression, when 
thousands of former 
bankers, brokers, 
and other jobless 
residents took to 
Midtown to sell the 
iconic 5-cent apple. 

M I D T O W N  M A N

S E T B A C K S  A N D  S T E P S  F O R WA R D

Mayor Michael Bloomberg (2001-present) is 
responsible for increasing fines from $250 to 
$1000 and for banning vending near the World 
Trade Center. He did, however, sign the Greencarts 
bill in 2008 which grants specialized vending 
permits that allow vendors to sell fruit in low 
income neighborhoods. While limited in scope, it 
is the first increase in vending permits in decades.

L O W E R I N G  T H E  Q U A L I T Y  O F  V E N D O R S ’  L I V E S

Mayor Rudolph Giuliani (1994-2001) cracked down 
on vendors as part of his “quality of life” campaign. 
He enforced street restrictions that Koch and 
Dinkins disregarded. He closed the outdoor bazaar 
on 125th Street in Harlem. He also wrested control 
of street closures from the City Council and formed 
a special committee - the Street Vendor Review 
Panel - with one mission: to close more streets.
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New York City 
featured an exhibit 
in the World’s Fair 
called “The Life and 
Death of a Pushcart”

1 8 8 0 s

Four Jewish 
peddlers set up 
pushcarts along 
Hester Street in the 
Lower East Side, 
leading to the first 
pushcart market in 
New York City. The 
main Italian market 
evolved on Grand 
Street in lower 
Manhattan, and 
Paddy’s Market in 
Hell’s Kitchen served 
Irish immigrants.  
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Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia (1934-1945) was the son of 
immigrants and a champion of the poor, but he thought 
of street vending as an “Old World” form of retailing 
unsuitable for modern New York. He tried to ban outdoor 
vending and moved vendors to indoor markets. Some of 
these markets, like the Essex Street Market, still exist.

G O O D  L U C K  T O  YO U

Vendors lucky enough 
to get a license from 
the City also receive 
a photocopied 
packet meant to 
explain the rules. It 
includes direct 
excerpts from the city 
administrative code 
and a long list of 
streets with the varied 
days and times the 
city prohibits vending 
on each. This is a 
sample page from 
that book.
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Between 10-15% of 
all produce sold in 
New York was sold 
in pushcart markets.
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Mayor Edward 
Koch (1978-1989) 
said “peddling is a 
noble profession” 
and proposed a 
bill to open more 
streets to vending 
while restricting the 
number of vendors 
per block through a site lottery, but it 
didn’t pass. While he didn’t enforce 
increased street restrictions, he 
signed Local Law 50 in 1979, capping 
general vendor licenses at 853, the 
number of licenses at the time. It was 
the first hard cap in the city’s history. 

Intro 621 proposed higher 
caps, reduced fines, and more 
street openings in exchange 
for limits on the numbers of 
vendors per block. It died in 
committee.
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In 2005, Mayor Michael Bloomberg quadrupled 
the maximum fines for street vendor violations 
from $250 to $1000. A few tickets for parking a 
cart more than 18 inches from the curb or less 
than 20 feet from a storefront can wipe out 
months of earnings. Other businesses pay less 
for more serious violations while having a 
greater ability to pay. Vendors are entry-level 
small business owners who cannot absorb 
fines as a cost of business. The city should 
reduce fines to pre-2005 amounts – a level that 
deters violations but doesn’t put vendors out 
of business. 

3 .  R E D U C E  T H E  F I N E S

Vending regulation is a patchwork of policies 
from the last hundred years that both vendors 
and the police find hard to understand. The 
official rulebook is a series of photocopied and 
unformatted excerpts from the city code – rough 
going, even for native English speakers. As a 
consequence, vendors who want to follow the 
rules often get tickets for violations they don’t 
understand, and police who want to enforce the 
rules often give tickets for violations that don’t 
exist. To increase compliance, the City should 
simplify vendor regulation and create a new 
rulebook that clearly explains the rules in English 
and a few of the many languages vendors speak.

4 .  R E F O R M  
A D M I N I S T R AT I O N  
A N D  E N F O R C E M E N T

It’s virtually impossible to get a vending license 
in New York City because of strict caps, or limits, 
placed on the number of vendors in the 1970s 
and ‘80s. The estimated wait for a general 
vending license is several decades. By setting 
the caps far below vendor supply and public 
demand, the City unintentionally creates a 
thriving and exploitative black market for permits 
and licenses. Legal vendors have to buy licenses 
from illegal middlemen at exorbitant prices. 
Other vendors are driven underground, where 
they’re unlicensed and unregulated. To bring 
vendors into the legal mainstream, the City 
should raise the caps to realistic levels and 
crack down on the black market in licenses 
and permits. 

1 .  L I F T  T H E  C A P S
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$6000 - 8000

2 .  I N C R E A S E  
S T R E E T  A C C E S S

Vendors need foot traffic to survive, but waves 
of street restrictions have forced them farther 
away from the areas of the city that can support 
them. Pressure from merchant associations in 
the 1970s and Business Improvement Districts 
(BIDs) in later decades led to widespread 
restrictions, and Mayor Rudolph Giuliani made 
street restrictions a centerpiece of his “quality 
of life” campaign. Even on open streets, complex 
rules make it difficult to legally vend. The City 
should review street closings according to set 
criteria and rescind restrictions not founded in 
legitimate concerns about safety and street 
congestion. It should also simplify time-of-day 
restrictions to make them easier for vendors to 
understand and follow.
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As a youth, Mayor 
David Dinkins 
(1990-1993) was an 
unlicensed vendor in 
Harlem. He proposed 
raising the license 
caps and increasing 
vending enforcement. 
After an attempt to

ban vendors from 125th Street in 1993 led 
to large protests, the mayor refrained from 
further restrictions. 
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C O M M O N  I T E M S  S O L D C O M M O N  I T E M S  S O L D

Only 3,000 2-year food vending permits 
are available. The average wait time to 
receive one is 5-10 years.

Hot dogs, coffee, fruit, ice cream, donuts, 
bagels, burritos, falafel, halal, tamales, 
arepas, dosas, roasted nuts, pretzels

T-shirts, hand bags, watches, scarves, 
gloves, belts, neckties, perfume, 
umbrellas, cell phone accessories

Books, newspapers, CDs, DVDs, 
paintings, photographs, handmade 
crafts and jewelry, items with political 
messages

The City of New York has capped the 
number of general vending licenses at 
853 (excluding veteran vendors). The 
waiting list for licenses has been closed 
since 1992.

Since 1982, vendors who sell expressive 
material are protected by the First 
Amendment and do not need a license. 
There are around 1,000 First Amendment 
vendors. 

Under New York state law, honorably 
discharged U.S. military veterans may 
receive a general vending license 
despite the 853-cap. There were 1704 
veteran vendors on record in 2005. 

N U M B E R  O F  V E N D O R S

F I R S T  A M E N D M E N T  V E N D O R S V E T E R A N  V E N D O R S

C O M M O N  I T E M S  S O L D C O M M O N  I T E M S  S O L D C O M M O N  I T E M S  S O L D

Anything from the previous categories: 
umbrellas, tamales, ice cream, hand 
bags, scarves, watches, perfume, DVDs

N U M B E R  O F  V E N D O R SN U M B E R  O F  V E N D O R S

There are perhaps 6,000 unlicensed vendors 
(nobody really knows). Only half of vendors 
are licensed due to license caps.

N U M B E R  O F  V E N D O R S

BUT WAIT!
T H E R E ’ S

A L S O

D E F I N E S

V E N D O R S

FOUR
T H E  C I T Y

T Y P E S  O F
Anything from the General Vendor 
category: gloves, neckties, cell phone 
accessories, scarves, t-shirts, hand bags, 
watches, belts, perfume, umbrellas 

Too many sources were used to squeeze into this space. For a list of sources please visit The Street Vendor Project website at www.streetvendor.org.

I sell hot dogs and pretzels in front of 2 Lafayette Street. I moved here 
from Bangladesh in 1991 and I have been a street vendor for 17 
years. I love it but this is not easy. I haven’t gotten a ticket in three 
years, but before that I got around 100 tickets. One time I got a ticket 
because my jacket covered my license. And then I have to pay a 
$1000 fine. Do you have $1000 in your pocket? You don’t have it! I 
don’t have it! This is a small business. I sell 20 hot dogs a day. This 
hand makes money and the other hand finishes it very fast. How do 
they think I can give so much?

H I ,  I ’ M  M U N N U  D E WA N

I’m here at 55th Street and I sell handbags. If it’s very cold, I sell scarves and 
gloves. But that job is not easy. My family is in Africa. I send some back to 
them. If I have anything, I send $100, $150, but it’s not enough for my family.  
My wife, my children, my mother is over there. Working outside is very hard. I 
wear jackets, gloves, and three pairs of pants. Sometimes I can only stay out 
here for 4 or 5 hours. I'm going to finish this for this month and see. If it’s not 
good after this month, I'm going to stop and give the city my license back. 
Maybe I could drive a taxi or get a job in a restaurant. I have no other 
possibilities. I don't want to stay at home.

H I ,  I ’ M  M O R  D I O P

I sell paintings in Times Square on 52nd and 7th Ave. I came here from Qingdao, 
China and I’ve lived in the U.S. for six years. I’ve been vending for five. I enjoy 
vending because it allows work when I want, which you can’t do working at a 
restaurant. It is also good for my husband who for health reasons cannot work 
another job. The trouble with the job is the way the police bother me and the tickets 
they give. Sometimes they say my display is too high, sometimes they say I am too 
far from the curb. They say all kinds of things, but I know the law, and I know that 
everything I’m doing is exactly right! When I am not vending I like traveling - San 
Francisco and Las Vegas are two of my favorite spots. [Translated from Mandarin] 

H I ,  I ’ M  X I A N  L I N G  D O N G

On the street they call me Mr. B or Mr. Bert. That’s because I’m 73 and a disabled war 
veteran and they show some respect. I started vending when my printing business went 
bankrupt after 9/11. I sell neckties, perfume, scarves in winter. A lot of people come to New 
York strictly because of the street vendors. They can get things here that they can’t get other 
places. The police don’t know the rules. The book is written in such a way that everybody 
scratches their heads and wonders what they’re talking about. Sometimes the police will 
take your merchandise away, and they move it around - downtown, to Brooklyn, to Queens - 
and no one’s keeping track. It took me three days of constant calling to track down my 
merchandise, and I was shown not guilty. But it took three days and I lost a lot of money.

H I ,  I ’ M  B E R T  S T E I N

I couldn’t find a job when I moved here from Mexico four years ago, so I 
make tamales, arroz con leche, and champurrado like I did in Morelos, 
where I’m from. I start cooking at 2 a.m., and head out at 6 a.m. I’m 
selling in the cold, in the heat, everyday by the hospital at East 149th in 
the Bronx. The doctors and nurses get off the bus or pull over in the car 
to get one. I sell about 60 a day, sometimes 50, sometimes 70, enough to 
send some money to my mother in Morelos. I have a cooler, so the police 
watch me and make me move sometimes. But if I’m not here my clients 
start to call me! [Translated from Spanish] 

H I ,  I ’ M  R A FA E L A  M E N D O Z A  S A N TA N A


