
 

 

Overview 

From the vendors who sell jewelry and souvenirs, to the classic hot dog stands and food trucks that serve 
tourists and attract foodies from across the world, to the women selling refreshing fruits to sustain 
working New Yorkers, street vendors are a staple of New York City life. The streets of New York have 
always provided a means to earn money for entrepreneurs who range from people with a small side-
hustle to long-established small business owners.   

For an industry that is characteristic of life in New York City, we have, until now, known surprisingly 
little about the vendors that provide the economic activity that ignites so many city streets. How many 
vendors work in New York City, how much do they earn, what countries are they from, what challenges 
are they facing, how old are they? This report for the first time gives a comprehensive, empirical answer 
to these questions. 

The report is based on data collected from a comprehensive survey administered to more than two thousand 
street vendors in 2021 by the Street Vendor Project of the Urban Justice Center. The survey data was 
analyzed by the Immigration Research Initiative using statistical weights provided by Jonathan Auerbach 
from George Mason University so that the findings in this report represent the approximately 23,000 street 
vendors that operate in New York City. The following sections highlight the main findings of that analysis. 
Further details concerning the survey and the statistical weights are contained within the Methodology 
section.  
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23,000 Mobile Food and General Merchandise Street Vendors in NYC 

Street vendors are often small business 
owners that have a significant economic 
impact on the New York City economy.1 
There is such a complicated patchwork of 
New York City and State laws and 
restrictions around vending that being a 
fully permitted and licensed vendor can 
be very difficult. This also makes it 
difficult to know the exact number of 
street vendors that operate throughout 
the city, as many vendors are unlicensed or 
unpermitted and are missing from 
administrative datasets. Additionally, it is 
difficult to identify street vendors from 
federal surveys, such as the American 
Community Survey administered by the 
Census Bureau. 

Until now, there has not been a reliable 
estimate of the number of street vendors 
working throughout the city.2 Using data 
from the Street Vendor Project's 
comprehensive survey, Jonathan Auerbach 
used ratio estimation, a common statistical 
technique for estimating populations, to 
calculate survey weights and determine the 
number of street vendors working in New 
York City, either as business owners or as 
people employed in those businesses. His 
study finds that there are approximately 23,000 street vendors operating throughout the five boroughs, the 
overwhelming majority of which are mobile food vendors (20,500). An additional 2,400 are general 
merchandise vendors. The total is rounded 23,000 vendors. 

Professor Auerbach’s analysis is summarized in the methodology section of this report. The full analysis 
can be found in “Estimating the Number of Street Vendors in New York City”3 

 

 

  

What is a Street Vendor? 

New York City has classified three types of vendors: 
Mobile Food Vendors (MFV)—those selling pre-
packaged or prepared food and produce in a public 
space; General Merchandise Vendors (GMV)—those 
selling merchandise or non-food goods/services in a 
public place; and First Amendment Vendors—those 
selling expressive materials such as art, music, 
books, etc. For the purpose of this analysis, we focus 
on MFV and GMV categories.  

Street vendors are subject to a medley of laws and 
rules by New York City and State. The city is also 
currently in the process of implementing reforms 
passed in 2021, which bring new levels of both 
opportunity and complexity to the food vending 
license and permit structure. Most permitted mobile 
food vendors in business today  operate under the 
older permitting system; the new supervisory license 
system will fully phase in by 2032. 

This complex system has created a long list of 
vending licenses and permits:  

• General Vendor licenses  
• General Vendor licenses for service-

disabled veterans 
• Mobile Food Vendor license or supervisory 

license (by individual) 
• Mobile Food Vendor permit or supervisory 

license permit  (by cart/unit) 
• Special MFV permits (Restricted Area 

Permits, Park Permits, Seasonal/Temporary 
Permit, Green Cart Permit, Borough-Specific 
Permit, Disability/Veteran Specialized) 

 

http://immresearch.org/
https://jauerbach.github.io/research/auerbach_vendor_2024.pdf
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Who Are Street Vendors? 

Nearly All Vendors Are Immigrants  

The overwhelming majority of the small business owners and the people who work for them as 
merchandise and food vendors in New York are immigrants. Nearly all street vendors who are not 
military veterans, 96 percent, were born in a country outside of the United States. The U.S.-born share 
represents only 4 percent of street vendors or, put differently, only 4 out of every 100 street vendors, 
who are not veterans, were born in the United States. For a separate analysis of vendors who are military 
veterans, see the section “Vendors Who Are Veterans,” later in this report. 

Street vending is a common pathway to entrepreneurship for many immigrants because of its 
comparatively low start-up costs and some other low barriers to entry. However, permitting and 
licensing caps can inhibit growth and prevent many from meeting the proper standards.4  

Among immigrants who are mobile food vendors, 39 percent are naturalized citizens or permanent 
residents, 27 percent report that they are undocumented, and 30 percent prefer not to answer. Among 
general merchandise vendors who are 
immigrants, about two thirds (67 percent) are 
naturalized citizens or permanent residents, 13 
percent report that they are undocumented, and 
19 percent prefer not to answer. 

 

Street Vendors Come from Across the 
World 

Sixty countries were represented by the vendors 
who participated in this survey, and 16 of these 
countries were represented by 10 or more 
vendors.   

The majority of vendors in this survey hailed 
from Central and South American countries, as 
well as North and West Africa, and East and 
South Asia. The top five countries of origin for 
all street vendors are Mexico (30 percent), 
Ecuador (24 percent), Egypt (20 percent), 
Senegal (7 percent), and the United States (4 
percent).  

  

Caps on Licenses and Permits 

Caps on available business licensing for Mobile Food 
Vendors (MFV) and General Vendors (GV) in New York City 
have contributed to an Informal vending economy, as well 
as an underground market for city permits. Since  1979  
and 1983 respectively, the number of GV  licenses has 
been capped at 853 (for non-veterans) and the number of 
MFV permits capped initially at 3,000, increasing to 
approximately 6,000 available since then due to a number 
of legislative reforms including the Green Cart permit 
program in 2008 and the passage of Local Law 18 of 
2021.  

The restriction of business licensing available has not 
stopped the growth of the industry, and new vendors 
have sprung up where there is clear demand, most 
recently during the COVID-19 pandemic and with the 
influx of migrants to New York City. When operating 
without the required permit or license, vendor 
entrepreneurs are subject to fines, arrest, and property 
confiscation. To decrease the risk of penalties from 
regulators, some vendors have subleased permits on a 
secondary market, which news reports suggest may cost 
tens of thousands of dollars each year, yet are not formal 
leasing agreements.  

As of October 2023 the waiting list for general vendor 
licenses contains 10,992 individuals, and has been closed 
since 2016. The waiting list for mobile food vendor 
permits contains 9,878 individuals. The MFV waitlist is 
closed to new applications of vendors who obtained an 
MFV license prior to March 2017. 

http://immresearch.org/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/29/nyregion/street-vendors-permits-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/29/nyregion/street-vendors-permits-nyc.html
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STREET VENDORS CAME TO NEW YORK CITY FROM ACROSS THE WORLD 

 
 

STREET VENDORS ARE PREDOMINANTLY PEOPLE OF COLOR  
 

 
Note: This shows only one race; some people are more than one race. 

 

Over half of all street vendors (60 percent) are Hispanic/Latino/a/x followed by Middle Eastern/North 
African vendors (22 percent) East/South East Asian vendors (7 percent), Black/African American 
vendors (5 percent), white vendors (2 percent), and Native American vendors (1 percent). This leaves 
many implications for enforcement and how that will disproportionately impact Black and Brown 
immigrants.   

 

                                                                                                           
               

Black or African American 5%
East Asian 3%
Hispanic or Latino/a/x 60%
Middle Eastern and North African 22%
Southeast Asian or Indian Subcontinent 7%
White 2%
Total 100%

All Street Vendors

http://immresearch.org/
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MOST MERCHANDISE VENDORS ARE BLACK, MOST FOOD VENDORS ARE LATINO/A/X 

 
  

What type of vending people do differs significantly by race: the majority of mobile food vendors are 
Hispanic/Latinx while the majority of general merchandise vendors are Black or African American.  

 

Permits and Licensing 

There are an estimated 20,500 mobile food vendors and 2,400 general merchandise vendors. For mobile 
food vendors, the relevant question is whether they have permits; for general merchandise vendors, it is 
whether they have a license. 

 

MOST MERCHANDISE VENDORS HAVE LICENSES; BUT ONLY A QUARTER OF FOOD VENDORS HAVE PERMITS 
  

 

 

According to the survey analysis, about three-quarters of mobile food vendors are unpermitted, with 
about a quarter permitted. By contrast, most nonveteran general merchandise vendors are licensed: 63 
percent have a license, compared with 37 percent who do not. (We assume all veteran general merchandise 
vendors are licensed since the license cap does not apply to veterans.) 

The number of general vendor licenses that are issued to non-veterans is limited, by law, to 853. As of 
October 2023, the waiting list for general vendor licenses contains 10,992 individuals and has been closed 
since 2016.   

Permitted Unpermitted Licensed Unlicensed 
25% 75% 63% 37%

Mobile Food Vendor General Merchandise Vendor

American Indian or Alaska Native 1% 1%
Black or African American 1% 62%
East Asian 3% 1%
Hispanic or Latino/a/x 62% 33%
Middle Eastern and North African 23% 0%
Southeast Asian or Indian Subcontinent 8% 2%
White 2% 1%
Total 100% 100%

Race
Mobile Food 

Vendor

General 
Merchandise 

Vendor

http://immresearch.org/
https://nyc-business.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/general-vendor-license
https://nyc-business.nyc.gov/nycbusiness/description/general-vendor-license
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TOP COUNTRIES OF BIRTH FOR VENDORS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Among people who work as mobile food vendors, the top countries of birth are Mexico (28 percent) 
Ecuador (24 percent), and Egypt (21 percent), Bangladesh (7 percent) and the United States (4 
percent). 

For general merchandise vendors, the top countries of birth are Senegal (55 percent), Mexico (16 
percent), Ecuador (10 percent), the United States (6 percent) and Peru (2 percent).  

Immigrant communities that have been in the United States for longer are more likely to have become 
established among vendors with permits. Immigrants who are undocumented are more likely to be 
unlicensed or unpermitted, though many vendors who report being undocumented do have licenses 
and permits. Vendors can apply for these city documents using an Individual Taxpayer Identification 
Number (ITIN), irrespective of their immigration status.5  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mexico 28% Senegal 55%
Ecuador 24% Mexico 16%
Egypt 21% Ecuador 10%
Bangladesh 7% USA 6%
USA 4% Peru 2%
Total 85% Total 89%

Mobile Food Vendors General Merchandise Vendors

http://immresearch.org/
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Women play a big role as vendors, but are less likely to have licenses or permits 

 
WOMEN MAKE UP HALF OF FOOD VENDORS AND TWO THIRDS OF MERCHANDISE VENDORS… 

 
 

Overall men and women are equally represented amongst street vendors however women are more 
likely to be mobile food vendors vs. general vendors . The slight majority of mobile food vendors are 
men, 51 percent.  

 

…BUT WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS ARE MOST LIKELY TO LACK PERMITTING OR LICENSES  

 

Women who are mobile food vendors are more likely to be unpermitted, only 27 percent of mobile 
food vendor permit holders are women. This is higher than the findings for women who are general 
merchandise vendors. Of general merchandise vendors only 14 percent of those who are licensed are 
women. Women are less likely to have licenses and permits, reflecting the difficulty that people face 
when trying to obtain a vendor permit.6   

 

 

  

Men 51% 67% 52%
Women 49% 33% 48%
Total 100% 100% 100%

Gender
Mobile Food 

Vendor

General 
Merchandise 

Vendors All Vendors

Permitted Unpermitted Licensed Unlicensed
Men 73% 44% Men 86% 34%
Women 27% 56% Women 14% 66%
Total 100% 100% Total 100% 100%

Mobile Food Vendor General Merchandise Vendor

http://immresearch.org/
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Vending in New York City  

What Street Vendors Sell 

Mobile food vendors reported selling 21 different types of foods, ranging from Latin American food, to 
classic American fast food like hot dogs. There are both similarities and differences in the goods sold by 
vendors who are permitted/licensed and those who are not. 

Halal carts are prominent in the list of both food vendors with and without permits, topping the list 
and making up 26 percent of those with permits. Among permitted vendors, the other popular items 
are hot dogs and pretzels, bagels and muffins and coffee.  

Among unpermitted carts, it’s the Latin American foods that top the list, with 33 percent selling arepas, 
tacos, or chuzos. Cut fruits and ice cream are also high on the list among unpermitted food vendors. 

  

TYPES OF FOOD SOLD BY VENDORS WITH AND WITHOUT A PERMIT 

 

  

  

Mobile Food Vendor 

Permitted Share
Middle Eastern / Halal Food (halal chicken & rice, falafel, etc) 26%
American Fast Food (hot dogs, pretzels) 15%
Latin American Food (arepas, tamales, tacos, chuzos, etc) 13%
Breakfast Carts (coffee, bagels, baked goods) 11%
Produce (fruits, vegetables) 11%

Unpermitted Share
Latin American Food (arepas, tamales, tacos, chuzos, etc) 33%
Middle Eastern / Halal Food (halal chicken & rice, falafel, etc) 14%
Cut Fruits 13%
Ice Cream (ice cream truck, pushcart) 10%
Breakfast Carts (coffee, bagels, baked goods) 7%

http://immresearch.org/
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TYPES OF MERCHANDISE SOLD BY VENDORS WITH AND WITHOUT LICENSES 

 
Note: This survey was done when many vendors were temporarily selling personal protective equipment, such as masks. These are 
excluded from this calculation. 

 

The highest share of merchandise vendors sell accessories such as hats, scarves, jewelry, sunglasses or 
handbags: this is true for both licensed vendors (79 percent) and unlicensed (35 percent). The next highest 
category for both licensed and unlicensed vendors is general clothing (8 percent for licensed vendors, 29 
percent for unlicensed). The biggest divergence between licensed and unlicensed vendors is that licensed 
vendors are more likely to sell electronics and religious items, while unlicensed vendors are more likely to sell 
flowers and toys. Both sell clothing specific to a country or culture. 

This survey was done during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, and many of the vendors, especially 
unlicensed vendors, were selling personal protective equipment, such as masks, during this time. That is not 
included in the analysis here since it was very specific to that time. But it is also interesting to note that 
vendors can be immediately responsive to specific needs that arise. 

 

Where Vendors Work  

There are vendors doing businesses all across the city, though there are clear areas where street vendors 
are clustered. Manhattan has the largest share of both mobile food vendors (46 percent) and general 
merchandise vendors (61 percent). The share is second highest in Queens (33 for mobile food vendors 
and 23 percent for general merchandise vendors). While there are some vendors located on Staten 
Island, the sample in this survey is too small for a full analysis. These findings are underscored by 
Professor Auerbach’s report, which demonstrates that one third of vendors are located in the Queens 
zip codes: 11368 (16 percent), 11372 (3 percent), and 11354 (3 percent). 

 

General Merchandise Vendor
Licensed Share
Accessories (hats, scarves, jewelry, sunglasses, handbags) 79%
General Clothing (t-shirts, hoodies) 8%
Electronics (phone accessories, phone cover, headphones) 6%
Clothing specific to a country or culture (Mexican ponchos, African headwraps) 2%
Religious Items (incense, prayer rugs, etc) 2%

Unlicensed Share
Accessories (hats, scarves, jewelry, sunglasses, handbags) 35%
General Clothing (t-shirts, hoodies) 29%
Flowers 14%
Clothing specific to a country or culture (Mexican ponchos, African headwraps) 10%
Toys 9%

http://immresearch.org/
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MANHATTAN AND QUEENS HAVE THE MOST VENDORS 

 
Source: “Estimating the Number of Street Vendors in New York City,” Jonathan Auerbach. 

 

The borough-level analysis gives a broad picture, but a neighborhood-by-neighborhood look gives a 
more detailed picture. Here, Corona, Jackson Heights and Flushing stand out for their high 
concentration of mobile food vendors, as does Harlem for general merchandise vendors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://immresearch.org/
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Most Vendors Lack Access to a Restroom 

Unlike business owners with storefronts who have physical shelter from conditions like inclement 
weather and extreme weather events, street vendors, by definition, do not have these protections. Street 
vendors also lack access to other basic amenities that come with working indoors such as access to 
restrooms. Overall, 63 percent of vendors lack access to a restroom. This is an issue that stands out 
especially for mobile food vendors; most general merchandise vendors reported that they do have access 
to a bathroom. 
 

NEARLY TWO THIRDS OF ALL VENDORS DO NOT HAVE ACCESS TO A RESTROOM 

 

Culture and Language 

Nearly all vendors are immigrants, and immigration in New York is extraordinarily diverse. This is also 
reflected in the extensive number of languages street vendors speak. Over half of vendors (52 percent)  
list Spanish as their preferred language. The next most common languages are Wolof (15 percent), 
Arabic (14 percent), English (9 percent), and Bangala (5 percent). While a total of 15 preferred 
languages were mentioned in the survey, this top five list represents the vast majority, 95 percent, of 
vendors surveyed.  

Perhaps even more striking, a large number, 46 percent, of vendors speak at least two languages, and 
some speak three or even four. 

English is the second language for more than three quarters of the people who report speaking more 
than one language. But many people speak Arabic as a second language, one of the Quechuan 
languages, or Spanish, Mixtec, or French. 

Do not have 
access to a 
restroom

63%

Have access to a 
restroom

37%

http://immresearch.org/
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SPANISH, WOLOF, ARABIC, BANGLA: A NEW YORK RANGE OF LANGUAGES 

  

 

Most Street Vendors Are Not Confident in Their Ability to Speak English  

Of the mobile food and general vendors surveyed, the majority, 55 percent, speak little to no English. 
Less than 10 percent speak English fluently and the remaining 38 percent of vendors speak English well 
or very well.  

 
 

FEW VENDORS CONSIDER THEMSELVES FLUENT, BUT MORE THAN A THIRD SAY THEY SPEAK ENGLISH WELL 

  

 

 

  

55%

38%

7%

None or Not Much Well or Very Well Fluent

Preferred Language Share
Spanish 52%
Wolof 15%
Arabic 14%
English 9%
Bangla 5%
Total 95%

Preferred Second 
Language Share
English 77%
Arabic 4%
Quechuan Languages 3%
Spanish 3%
Mixtec 2%
French 2%
Total 92%

http://immresearch.org/
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Vendors Are Small Business Owners 

While vending can be  part-time work to make additional income for some, for the majority of street 
vendors it is a longtime profession and primary source of income. Only one in four mobile food vendor 
survey respondents have been vending for 3 years or less. The remaining three out of four mobile food 
vendors, 75 percent, have been vending between 4 and 20 years. As shown below, 28 percent have been 
working at their business for over a decade, and 10 percent for over twenty years.  

A similar pattern is also true for general merchandise vendors. Nearly one in five general merchandise 
vendors has been working as a vendor for over 20 years, 60 percent have been vending between four and 
20 years, and the remaining 21 percent of general merchandise vendors have been vending for three 
years or less.  

MOST MERCHANDISE AND MANY FOOD VENDORS HAVE BEEN AT THEIR BUSINESS OVER 10 YEARS 

 

  

25%

37%

28%

10%

21%

15%

45%

19%

3 years or less 4-10 years 10-20 years Over 20 years

Mobile Food Vendors General Merchandise Vendors

http://immresearch.org/
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VENDING IS THE PRIMARY SOURCE OF INCOME FOR THE VAST MAJORITY OF  VENDORS 

 
 

The large majority, 81 percent, of all vendors see vending as their primary source of income. 

Vendors’ incomes vary significantly depending on the season. Mobile food vendors are somewhat more 
stable: they are most likely to have profits of between $250 and $1,000 per week in both summer and 
winter, with more earning under $250 per week in the winter. General merchandise vendors see a 
significant decline in winter: the majority earn $500 to $1,000 in summer, but by winter most earn 
under $500.  

Vendors may not be able to work full-time and year-round, but to give some sense of what these profit 
levels mean: a vendor earning $250 per week who works 50 weeks per year would earn $12,500 in profit;  
an individual making $500/week in profit would make $25,000/year, and an individual making 
$1,000/week in profit would make $50,000/year.  

By comparison, the median annual earnings for New York City residents is $49,000 for all workers, and 
$67,000 for full-time, year round workers, according to an Immigration Research Initiative analysis of 
2022 ACS 5-year data. 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, earnings dropped drastically. The survey does not give data for the 
post-pandemic period, but these pre-pandemic levels give some gauge of likely profit levels today. 

  

Vending is Not the 
Primary Source of 

Income
19%

Vending is the 
Primary Source of 

Income
81%

http://immresearch.org/
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TYPICAL SUMMER PROFITS FOR VENDORS RANGE FROM $250 TO $1,000 

 
 
 
 

TYPICAL WINTER PROFITS FOR VENDORS RANGE FROM $250 TO $1,000 
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Because of government limits, not all working vendors can obtain the permits or licenses necessary to 
operate formalized businesses.7 It is clear, though, that operating with these official documents makes a 
substantial economic difference. For mobile food vendors during the summer, 62 percent of those with 
a permit show a profit of over $500 per month, compared to 43 percent of those without a permit. 
During that same season, for general merchandise vendors, 73 percent of those with a license show a 
profit of over $500, compared to just 36  percent of those who do not have a license. 

 

HAVING A LICENSE/PERMIT MAKES A HUGE DIFFERENCE IN PROFITABILITY…OR JUST BEING ABLE TO GET BY 

This trend also holds true during the winter months for both mobile food and general merchandise 
vendors. Having a license or permit is key to achieving higher levels of profitability in this industry. For 
many vendors who have not had the opportunity to own their own permit or license yet, they dream of 
one day being able to do so. (See Reflections on Being a Street Vendor Below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Vendor Home Life 

62%

73%

46% 45%43%

36% 33%

21%

Food Merchandise Food Merchandise

Summer Winter

Earning More than $500/Week

Permit/License No Permit/License

http://immresearch.org/
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People working as street vendors are represented by nearly every generation: those surveyed ranged from 
18 to 86 years old. About a third, 32 percent, of mobile food vendors are between 35 and 44 years old, 
and 40 percent of general merchandise vendors are 55 to 64 years old. This finding is in sync with the 
fact that most people surveyed have been vending for over a decade, and for many it is a primary 
business that supports a family. The average age of mobile food vendors is 45 and the average age of 
general merchandise vendors is 54. 

FOOD VENDORS TEND TO BE 35-54 YEARS OLD, MERCHANDISE VENDORS 45 TO 64 AND ABOVE 
 

Most street vendors, 65 percent, live in households with one or more children. Only 35 percent of vendors 
live in households that do not have children.  

 

 

MOST VENDORS LIVE IN HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN 

 

 

No children in the household 35%
1 Child in the household 20%
2 or more children in the household 45%
Total 100%

Number of Children Living in the 
Household Share

3%

13%

32%

26%

17%

7%

1%1%
6%

11%

23%

40%

18%

2%

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 75-86

Mobile Food Vendor General Merchandise Vendors

http://immresearch.org/
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The borough with the largest diversity of countries represented by its vendors was Queens, reflective of 
the borough’s status as one of the most globally diverse locations not just in New York but across the 
globe.8  

 

VENDORS LIVING IN QUEENS REPRESENT THE GREATEST RANGE OF COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN 

 

Among those vendors living in New York City, about half of mobile food vendors (53 percent) and a 
quarter of general merchandise vendors (24 percent) live in Queens, 11 percent of mobile food vendors 
and 43 percent of general merchandise vendors live in Manhattan, 16 percent of mobile food and 23 
percent of general merchandise vendors live in the Bronx, 18 percent of mobile food vendors and 9 
percent of general merchandise vendors live in Brooklyn, and 2 percent of mobile food vendors and 1 
percent of general merchandise vendors live on Staten Island. See map below. 

  

21 20
22

30

6

Bronx Brooklyn Manhattan Queens Staten Island

http://immresearch.org/
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RESIDENCY OF RESPONDENTS 

 

Within each of the five boroughs, the range of countries where street vendors are originally from varied. 
In Manhattan, the majority of vendors working in the borough were born in Senegal, 55 percent, far 
outpacing any other country of origin. In Queens the top three countries of origin for vendors who 
work in the borough is Mexico (22 percent), Ecuador (20 percent), and Egypt (20 percent). 

 

 

 

 

 

http://immresearch.org/
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Reflections on Being a Vendor 

Open-ended questions asked on the Street Vendor Project’s survey garnered hundreds of unique 
responses. Many respondents shared that they became street vendors because they enjoy being 
entrepreneurs saying they did it so “I can be my own boss” and “I can be a small business owner.” Some 
respondents shared that they had few other options for employment, saying that they became a street 
vendor “because I could not find another job” and “I became a vendor because I had no job and no social 
security and not being able to talk English.” Other respondents shared simple reasons why they became 
street vendors such as “Because I love the job,” and because being a street vendor is a “flexible job.” As the 
data from this survey has shown, 96 percent of street vendors were born abroad and shared that they 
became street vendors “because when I came to this country, this was my first my job.” 

Another open-ended question asked was, “Why did you remain a vendor?” As shown above, street 
vending is not just a seasonal or transitional job but a long-term career for most. Over the past five years 
street vendors have overcome a global pandemic, extreme weather events, and challenging policing 
however they have remained dedicated to their small businesses and have provided New Yorkers with a 
diversity of flavors and fabrics. Of the hundreds of reasons given for why they have remained dedicated 
to their businesses many vendors shared that being a vendor “allows time with my kids,” is their “only 
source of income”, “is the only job I can do,”and is “all I have ever known.” Another theme that came up 
was that there were few other options to earn a living outside of vending. Some respondents have 
continued vending because they are “older and have no education to do something else” or due to their 
“age” and “immigration status.” Others responded that they have chosen to remain a vendor because “I 
like being my own boss and like to interact with the customers” and simply, “because I like it.”  

Do you like being a vendor?  

The business is tough, early mornings and late nights, difficulty finding restrooms, little protections 
from seasonal weather events, no benefits like paid leave, holidays, or health care, harassment by police, 
and the ever-constant vulnerability of working on the streets of New York.  However, despite these 
challenges, this survey revealed that 95 percent of street vendors reported enjoying being a vendor.  
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Dreams for the future of their business  

TOP 5 RESPONSES REPRESENT ASPIRATIONS FOR 93 PERCENT OF VENDORS 

 

 

 

The vendors surveyed also shared their future business goals. These responses show aspirations to move 
from being an employee to a business owner, with 31 percent of respondents sharing that they would 
like to open their own vending business. Twenty-nine percent of vendors dream of starting a storefront 
business, and 1 in every 4 vendors surveyed would like to expand their business by getting bigger or 
more carts/trucks to sell their products from. Only 5 percent of vendors surveyed responded that they 
dream of finding a non-vending job/business. The overwhelming majority of vendors enjoy their work 
and dream of a future where they can enjoy more success and expand their business. There are also 
vendors who dream of being able to operate their businesses with the proper permit and licenses 
required. The fifth most common response of all vendors surveyed was some variation of wanting to 
own a permit or the opportunity to get a license. For many, this would alleviate the burden of renting 
permits which would be a profound impact to their business and livelihoods. 

  

Open your own vending business 31%
Start a storefront (restaurant/retail)  29%
Expand your vending business 25%
Find non-vending job/ business 5%
Have my own permit/license 2%
Total 93%

What is your dream for your business or job? Share
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Vendors Who are U.S. Military Veterans 

Vendors who are U.S. military veterans are faced with a different set of circumstances and regulations than 
other vendors, so this report considers them separately from the analysis of other vendors. Veterans are not 
subject to the cap on licenses for general merchandise vendors, for example, and veterans who are disabled 
can get permits for mobile food vending outside city parks. There are 1,069 veterans of the U.S. military 
with active licenses as general vendors, according to a recent report from the Independent Budget Office, as 
well as a smaller number with food vendor permits.9  

The Street Vendor Project survey gives some key insights into veterans who work as street vendors. 

 

VENDORS WHO ARE MILITARY VETERANS ARE MOSTLY U.S.-BORN 

 

The majority of veterans who are vendors were born in the United States—70 percent overall, including 
seven percent who were born in Puerto Rico.  

A significant majority, however, are U.S. military veterans who were born in other countries: Senegal, 
Guatemala, Ecuador, Bangladesh, Ghana, China, and many other countries. 

 

THE LARGE MAJORITY ARE MEN 

 

The large majority of vendors who are military veterans identify as men—87 percent of the total. Women are 
also military veterans, and also become street vendors, but not to nearly the same degree. 

 

VETERANS ARE MOSTLY BLACK OR LATINX 

 

Country of Birth
United States 70%
Other Countries 30%

Female 13%
Male 87%

Black or African American 59%
Hispanic or Latino/a/x 25%
White 10%
East Asian 3%
American Indian or Alaska Native 2%
Southeast Asian or Indian Subcontinent 2%
Total 100%
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The majority of veterans who are vendors identify primarily as Black or African American—59 percent of 
the total. Another 25 percent identify as Latinx, and 10 percent identify as white. 

 

MOST VETERANS ARE GENERAL MERCHANDISE VENDORS 

 

Two thirds of vendors who are veterans sell general merchandise, and almost all of the remaining third are 
mobile food vendors. A few also work as 1st Amendment Vendors, selling artwork or political buttons, for 
example. 

 

MOST VENDORS WHO ARE VETERANS HAVE BEEN SELLING FOR 15 YEARS OR MORE 

 
Every year there are some veterans who are new to vending. Seven percent have been vending for three years 
or less. But the majority of veterans who are vendors have been at the job for 15 years or more. Fully 56 
percent have been selling for 15 years or more, including 25 percent selling for 15 to 20 years, and 31 percent 
selling for over 20 years. 

 

 

 

 

General Merchandise Vendor 66%
Mobile Food Vendor 31%
1st Amendment Vendor 3%
Total 100%

7%

11%
10%

16%

25%

31%

1 - 3
years

4 - 6
years

6 - 10
years

10 - 15
years

15 - 20
years

Over 20
years
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Conclusion 

The street vendors of New York are an exceptionally diverse group of entrepreneurs that have settled in 
New York from every corner of the world. Their small businesses offer goods and foods that are fast, 
convenient, and affordable. New Yorkers and visitors alike cherish the offerings of fashions and flavors 
that are typical of New York and from around the world.  

Before this survey was undertaken much about these business owners was unknown. We now have an 
empirically grounded, large-scale survey that gives detailed insight into who vendors are and how they 
work and live. 

This incredible diversity is a testament to the economic opportunity that this industry offers to 
immigrants and the City of New York that provides the setting for these communities as they establish 
roots and settle in America, and in the process add to the street life of the city. 

 

 

 

Principal Author:  Shamier Settle, Senior Policy Analyst, Immigration Research Initiative. 

Contributors:  David Dyssegaard Kallick, Director, Immigration Research Initiative 

 Carina Kaufman-Gutierrez, Deputy Director, Street Vendor Project 

 Mohamed Attia, Managing Director, Street Vendor Project 

Jonathan Auerbach, Assistant Professor, Department of Statistics, George Mason 
University 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://immresearch.org/


Street Vendors of New York  

Immigration Research Initiative                                                         immresearch.org 

25 

Methodology 

This analysis was conducted in three parts: survey data collection by the Street Vendor Project, construction 
of statistical weights by Jonathan Auerbach so that the survey data reflect the population of street vendors in 
New York City, and analysis of the characteristics of street vendors, and writing of the report, by 
Immigration Research Initiative. 

In 2021, the Street Vendor Project conducted a large-scale survey of vendors. The survey was 
administered in English, Spanish, Bangla, Wolof, Arabic, Mandarin, French, Cantonese, and Tibetan 
from January 2021 through November 2021, while distributing Coronavirus relief aid in 2021. The 
aid, provided by Robin Hood and Morgan Stanley, was a one-time payment of $1,000, available to any 
individual who owned, operated, or was otherwise employed by a street vending business in New York 
City between 2020 and 2021, including food, merchandise and first amendment vendors. There were 
no limits based on the size of the business, the number of sales, whether licensed and/or permitted, and 
there was no requirement to be a member of the Street Vendor Project. All individuals eligible for aid 
were invited to complete a survey. SVP found aid-eligible individuals through membership lists, 
referrals, and canvassing operations in which SVP affiliates visited neighborhoods. 

The survey was undertaken during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic and included both vendors who 
were actively vending and those who were not vending during that time. It includes both members of the 
Street Vendor Project and non-members, different types of vendors, and different geographic areas. This 
survey is broadly representative. The Street Vendor Project made substantial efforts to get aid to as many 
vendors as possible and trust in the project made it possible to break through many barriers that might make 
surveying this population challenging. 

SVP then turned the raw data over to Immigration Research Initiative for an independent analysis. The 
first step of this analysis involved working with Professor Auerbach, who combined the survey data 
collected with administrative data in New York City government records to construct statistical weights 
and estimate the total number of street vendors in New York City. Since the survey includes questions 
about whether or not vendors have a license or permit, and New York City government counts how 
many people have licenses or permits, Professor Auerbach used ratio estimation, a common statistical 
technique, to project how many vendors there are in total. Details of Professor Auerbach’s analysis are 
available in a research paper, “Estimating the Number of Street Vendors in New York City.”10  

Immigration Research Initiative used the same data set to analyze the characteristics of vendors. Where 
mobile food vendors and general merchandise vendors are combined, the statistical weights developed 
by Professor Auerbach were used to combine the two groups and give an overall number. In addition to 
the work with Professor Auerbach, the overall project benefitted from the significant input of 
Debipriya Chatterjee, senior economist, and Irene Lew, former analyst, at the Community Service 
Society. 

The survey was undertaken during the height of the covid pandemic and included both vendors who 
were actively vending and those who were not vending during that time. It includes both members of 
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the Street Vendor Project and non-members, different types of vendors, and different geographic areas. 
This survey is broadly representative. The Street Vendor Project made substantial efforts to get aid to as 
many vendors as possible, and trust in the project made it possible to break through many barriers that 
might make surveying this population challenging. 
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