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On behalf of the City University of New York Urban Food Policy Institute, a research and action center based 
at the CUNY School of Public Health, we’re testifying on the Street Vending Modernization Act (SVMA) under 
consideration by the New York City Council.  The CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute provides evidence to 
inform urban and municipal food policy and to make equitable access to healthy, affordable food a priority. 
 
Our testimony focuses on the public health dimensions of the act.  We believe the act, if fully implemented 
and enforced, can contribute to three important health goals: 
 
1.  Increasing access to healthy affordable food in New York City 
2.  Improving pay and working conditions for street vendors and opening new paths to employment for 

under- employed and unemployed populations 
3.  Reducing food safety and environmental risk posed by food carts. 
 
We briefly explain our rationale for each of these goals.   
 
Increasing access to healthy affordable food in New York City 
New York City faces two intersecting food problems. First, more than a million New Yorkers face food 
insecurity, a situation where they lack adequate financial resources to purchase healthy food for themselves 
and their families. Second, many New Yorkers suffer from diet-related conditions like obesity, diabetes, heart 
disease or high blood pressure.  These diet-related diseases impose a burden of suffering, especially on low-
income New Yorkers, and high costs on our health care system and economy.   
 
In our studies of food environments in more than a dozen New York City communities, residents regularly tell 
our researchers that they are dissatisfied with the food choices in their communities.  The most prevalent 
food outlets -- bodegas and fast food restaurants -- sell mostly unhealthy food and price it lower than the 
healthier alternatives.  Many New York City residents in both low- and middle-income neighborhoods say they 
want more food choices and more options to find healthy affordable food.   
 
Increasing the number of licensed food vendors has the potential to meet this need.  Now most food vendors 
sell mostly unhealthy food like hot dogs and soda.  By increasing the number of venders by 600 a year for the 
next seven years, New York City can use market forces to encourage more vendors to meet the unmet 
demand for healthy affordable food. We encourage the city agencies that will implement this act, 
organizations like the Street Vendor Project, and nutrition and health experts to create new incentives, 
subsidies and training programs for street food vendors and food trucks that sell healthy affordable food.  
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Imagine hundreds of new vendors in the streets of our low-income communities, outside employment zones 
where workers seek healthy affordable food, and in tourist areas. These vendors could sell healthy burgers 
and turkey dogs, vegetarian sandwiches, fruit drinks and healthy varieties of Mexican, Chinese, Dominican, 
Bangladeshi, and other ethnic street foods.  The Green Carts initiative shows that street vendors can bring 
healthy food to poor communities—expanding this concept to healthy prepared food can significantly 
increase healthy affordable food choices in New York City. Thus, in implementing this new act, New York City 
should make retention of existing and recruitment of additional Green Cart vendors a priority goal.  
 
Improving pay and working conditions for street vendors and opening new paths to employment for under 
and unemployed populations 
Our Institute has promoted the concept of Good Food Jobs, jobs that pay a living wage, offer benefits, and 
contribute to making healthy food more available and affordable throughout New York City. Making the 
creation of more good food jobs a priority can offer thousands of under- employed and unemployed New 
Yorkers a path out of poverty.   As a job sector with low barriers to entry, food jobs offer foreign-borne New 
Yorkers an opportunity to pursue entrepreneurial aspirations.  Additional street vendor jobs have the 
potential to contribute to good food jobs if workers wage and safety rules are enforced, if city regulations 
don’t impose crippling fines on vendors, and if new training programs are created to help vendors expand 
their businesses and advance their careers in in the food sector.  The new street vendor enforcement division 
the act establishes can accomplish the first two goals.  A city campaign to incentivize and then promote 
healthy affordable food from street vendors and food trucks could increase demand for this healthy food, 
thus growing the vendors’ businesses and incomes.  Coordinating existing training programs for food workers 
operated by the New York City Department of Health, the New York City Housing Authority and others and 
strengthening their nutritional content could further increase opportunities for food vendors to acquire new 
skills and credentials that allow them to advance their careers.   
 
Reducing food safety and environmental risk posed by food carts  
Street vendors have been part of New York City for more than 200 years and for much of that time the city 
has also set rules to ensure that vendors improved the well-being of New Yorkers.  The new enforcement unit 
will need to make certain that all new and old vendors follow the city’s food safety rules.  In addition, many 
street vendors now use inefficient cooking and heating technologies, exposing both vendors and customers to 
avoidable emissions. New York City should support research and offer incentives that develop and encourage 
use of cleaner technologies.   
 
The Street Vending Modernization Act  has the potential to be an important first step in creating a street food 
vending system for the 21st century, a system that promotes economic opportunity, access to healthy 
affordable food and improved health for all New Yorkers. 
 
Submitted by: Nicholas Freudenberg, Distinguished Professor of Public Health, CUNY School of Public Health 
and Faculty Director, CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute and Nevin Cohen, Associate Professor of Public Health, 
CUNY School of Public Health and Research Director, CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute.   
For more information email: urbanfoodpolicy@sph.cuny.edu  
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