
WORKING TOWARD  
SMALL BUSINESS 

RECOVERY
A Plan for Our Future



In 2019 I founded Yorkville Buy Local, a group 
focused on promoting and protecting our small 
businesses on the Upper East Side. At the time, I 
knew many of our small businesses were struggling, 
but we couldn’t have predicted the current situation 
they now find themselves in, due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and recession, through no fault of their 
own. Businesses that were already operating on 
extremely thin margins have now lost most, or in 
some cases all, of their revenue, and have had to lay 
off thousands of workers. Many of these businesses 
in our district have closed permanently.

The numbers are staggering. According to 
TrackTheRecovery.org, a research project funded 
by Harvard University and the Gates Foundation, 
there are over 40 percent fewer small businesses 
open in New York City than there were in January 
of 2020. When we look at just leisure and hospitality 
businesses, that number jumps to 60 percent. Last 
October, just before the second wave of COVID-19, 
a reporter for the local news outlet Patch walked 
along 2nd Avenue between 60th Street and 90th 
Street, tallying the empty storefronts. The reporter 
found 66 empty stores, or roughly two empty stores 
per block. Having walked up and down 2nd Avenue 
myself, there is no doubt in my mind that the 
number is much higher now.

As we begin the long road back to normalcy, 
it’s clear that small businesses will need to 
be a major focus of any recovery effort. 

Small businesses are the lifeblood of this city—
not only do they employ thousands of workers, 
but they provide spaces for communities to 
come together. We need short-term solutions for 
businesses dealing with the devastating effects of 
the COVID-19 shutdowns, but we also need longer-
term solutions. Small businesses were struggling 
long before the pandemic. If we don’t address the 
root causes of their struggles, we’ll continue to see 
our beloved local businesses shutter.

Direct Relief
First and foremost, we must get direct financial 
relief to small businesses. Small business owners 
I’ve spoken to have depleted their savings and 
have taken out loans to keep their businesses 
afloat. The city should utilize federal funds to 
create its own grant program for small businesses, 
including a microbusiness assistance fund focused 
on minority-owned businesses. 

We should implement a grant program, similar to 
what San Francisco’s mayor has proposed, that 
would provide immediate relief to help stabilize small 
business operations by offering grants of $5,000 to 
$20,000, based on the number of employees that 
each employer had prior to the pandemic.

Other cities have already taken a similar 
approach—Phoenix recently approved an 
ordinance to enter into contracts with the Arizona 
Community Foundation and International Rescue 
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Committee for COVID-19 Microbusiness Grant 
Funds for business owners who are refugees.

Our city should also do more to connect small 
business owners with existing state and federal 
programs. As we saw in the first round of PPP 
loans, large companies were able to navigate the 
complex process more easily and quickly, while 
many smaller companies and businesses were 
unable to get the relief they needed. A report by 
the NYC Comptroller found that “[j]ust 12 percent 
of the more than 1.1 million employee-based and 
non-employer businesses in the city received a PPP 
loan, compared to more sparsely populated and less 
economically impacted states such as North Dakota, 
South Dakota, Nebraska, and Iowa, where more than 
20 percent of businesses received a loan.”

The city’s Department of Small Business Services 
should work directly with local community 
groups, such as Community Boards, BIDs, and 
neighborhood associations to do direct outreach 
to local businesses. We must also ensure that this 
assistance is provided in multiple languages.

Address Rising Costs
Long before the pandemic, rising costs were a major 
contributing factor to the loss of small businesses. 
A report issued by the New York City Comptroller 
in September of 2019 found that between 2007 and 
2017, “retail rents rose by 22 percent on average 
citywide.” It also found that rising rents were directly 
correlated with empty retail space.

As a City Council Member, I will fight for our 
local small businesses by:

• Negotiating deals with real estate developers 
that require a certain amount of retail space be 
set aside for small businesses in exchange for 
zoning variances and exemptions. 

• Passing the Small Business Jobs Survival 
Act, which would establish conditions and 
requirements for commercial lease renewal 
negotiations, including requirements for 
lease renewal terms, arbitration-triggering 
conditions, limits on security deposits, and 
prohibitions on landlord retaliation.

• Passing INT 2007-2020, sponsored by Council 
Member Keith Powers, which would temporarily 
eliminate the Commercial Rent Tax for all 
businesses with an annual base rent of less than 
1 million dollars. According to CM Powers, “this 
bill would help approximately 5,500 Manhattan 
businesses...that are currently paying the tax.”

• Going to Albany to fight for A.01937, 
sponsored by Assembly Member Bobby Carroll, 
which would require business interruption 
insurance to cover disease outbreaks. Many 
business owners who were forced to close due 
to the pandemic learned that they would not be 
covered for losses related to COVID-19. Some 
have sued their insurance companies, but 
without much success. 

Greater Oversight of  
Food Delivery Apps 
At a time when many people are ordering food and 
drink deliveries, we must also cap fees charged 
by third-party companies, such as Seamless and 
DoorDash. Even in the best of times, restaurants often 
lose money on deliveries. In the current climate these 
fees could drive many restaurants out of business. 
The City Council passed a bill last year that would 
limit fees to 15% during, and for 90 days after, a 
declared emergency that prohibits ordering food on 
premises. We should make this cap permanent. 

Delivery services have been critical during this 

https://comptroller.nyc.gov/newsroom/comptroller-stringer-unveils-plan-to-ensure-fair-distribution-of-ppp-to-new-york-city-small-businesses/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/retail-vacancy-in-new-york-city/
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3458244&GUID=D10860C6-E6C7-416E-8F05-563B4551EDB7
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3458244&GUID=D10860C6-E6C7-416E-8F05-563B4551EDB7
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4601861&GUID=05B0D32C-8A66-4596-8663-AC0E4B212FF0&Options=ID%7CText%7C&Search=%22commercial+rent+tax%22
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pandemic, but we need to prioritize money going 
to small businesses and not to Silicon Valley. 
We need aggressive oversight of these delivery 
apps. Multiple lawsuits over the past several 
years have accused companies like GrubHub 
of charging hidden fees, refusing refunds, and 
including restaurants on their platforms without 
the restaurants’ permission. The state should pass 
S.8816, similar to a law that was recently passed 
in California, which would require third-party 
delivery services to have a valid agreement with 
a merchant before they advertise, promote, or sell 
the merchant’s products on their platform.

Improve Communication
One of the biggest complaints I hear from small 
business owners is that the city does a poor job 
of communicating, especially when it comes to 
ever-changing rules and regulations surrounding 
COVID-19. Last year the Mayor convened a Small 
Business Advisory Council, but by October, 
members of the Council complained that there 
has not been a steady flow of communication 

from City Hall. The City must:

• Convene regular meetings of the Small 
Business Advisory Council 

• Assign a City Hall point person to address 
concerns from the Council

• Ensure that all small business sectors are 
represented, including hospitality, retail, food 
services, health and beauty, etc. 

• Establish inter-agency coordination so that 
business owners are not forced to navigate 
multiple agencies for guidance and support 

We are living in unprecedented times and city 
leaders will need to come up with bold, new ideas 
to help our small businesses survive. For example, 
some cities have created community currency—
currency issued at the community level for use 
at local participating businesses. New York City 
could implement such a system, issuing funds 
that can only be used at local small businesses. 
This currency could be purchased by New Yorkers 
at 10 or 20% below their value, but redeemed by 
the businesses at full value. In this way, the city 
government would be partially subsidizing these 
purchases, but with a guarantee that the money 
would be going directly to local small businesses.

As we slowly recover from this terrible pandemic, 
we must ensure that our local small businesses are 
not left behind. With ever-increasing vacancies, 
the City must act boldly. Groups like Yorkville Buy 
Local, Upper West Side Save Our Stores, and Buy 
Local East Harlem are working to promote small 
businesses, but the City must do more to provide 
resources and create opportunities for local 
businesses to thrive.
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