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WHAT IS IT GOING TO TAKE TO GET OUR STREETS BACK?

Between an unprecedented amount of real estate development and infrastructure repairs – and the myriad of construction barriers and scaffolding that accompany it –

walking and driving through Lower Manhattan can be a challenging experience.  

While vigilant efforts by the Lower Manhattan Construction Command Center are helping to diminish the impacts of necessary construction, there is another problem – the proliferation of unlawful street vending – that continues to threaten our safety, quality of life and viability as a business district. It is time to get serious about removing unlawful vendors from our streets.
No one doubts that street vending is a time honored New York City tradition, and that Lower Manhattan would not be part of Gotham without it. Lawful vending provides Downtown workers, residents and visitors with inexpensive dining and shopping alternatives, and entry-level entrepreneurs with a way to earn a living for themselves and their families. But with 318,000 workers, 57,000 residents and 6 million annual visitors, street vendors are only one part of the pedestrian experience in Lower Manhattan’s one square mile. There is simply no room for unlawful vending activity.

How New York City regulates street vending is a complex issue with a long history, and unlawful vending remains the Rubik’s cube of Lower Manhattan’s streets and sidewalks. New York City legislators, business leaders, community activists, enforcement agents and vendors have debated regulatory strategies for more than two decades, but have yet to solve the puzzle. The existing laws are complex and overlapping, and thus inconsistently enforced, creating unsafe and unsavory conditions which threaten pedestrians and erode investor confidence in Lower Manhattan.

While vending enforcement is a complicated and contentious endeavor, there is one particular case where the law is very simple: “No vending in the World Trade Center Zone.”  Aside from the public safety issues created when hundreds of thousand of people and hordes of illegal peddlers converge in a very active and complex construction zone, the illegal vending of “terror memorabilia” and cheap, counterfeit goods frankly violates the sanctity of the World Trade Center site. Attention must be paid to this problem, and the downtown business community commends Borough President Stringer for his efforts to create a safe, orderly and dignified atmosphere at the World Trade Center site and insists that the City and the Port Authority make enforcement a top priority.

Outside of the World Trade Center Zone, unlawful street vending is about economics and public safety and is a number one issue among downtown stakeholders. Since 9/11, many of Lower Manhattan’s narrow and twisting streets have been closed for security reasons or obstructed by construction. Related sidewalk and traffic congestion is at the breakpoint, and projected to get worse. Add to these conditions vendors who unlawfully block streets, sidewalks and building entrances and can interfere with emergency vehicles and personnel; operate unlawfully by vending at prohibited times, in prohibited places or prohibited ways; ignore licensure requirements or sell counterfeit goods; generate garbage and debris; and take business away from legitimate, tax-paying retailers and the result is congested, unsafe and unattractive street conditions in the heart of historic New York City and frustration and uncertainty about Lower Manhattan’s commercial vitality.

Now is the time to rethink this important and complex issue in practical, results-oriented ways.

Lawful vendors deserve the opportunity to operate safely and successfully. Pedestrians deserve navigable and welcoming streets and sidewalks. Both are hard to achieve in post-9/11 Lower Manhattan and pose significant challenges to investors and prospective tenants as well. 
After 14 years of providing supplemental security, sanitation and transportation services south of Chambers Street, the Downtown Alliance believes that clear and simple explication of existing vending laws, coupled with consistent and coordinated enforcement, will make a big difference in the safety, attractiveness and economic competitiveness of Lower Manhattan.
The Downtown Alliance spent six months studying the issue and has devised a “Seven-Point Action Plan” that does not involve re-writing existing laws or waiting for a global resolution of this local issue. The plan focuses on education, coordination and enforcement and provides effective remedies that can be implemented NOW. The Downtown Alliance is currently sharing this plan with numerous city agencies and elected officials to draw attention to this important issue, initiate meaningful action and achieve lasting results.
(You can read the Downtown Alliance’s Action Plan at www.downtownny.com/vending). 
The proliferation of unlawful vending has reached an untenable peak in Lower Manhattan, jeopardizing public safety, creating pedestrian and traffic congestion, hurting retailers still waiting to recover from 9/11, and devaluing our commercial core. With a dramatic surge in construction activity, new market challenges, a growing residential population, and large numbers of tourists, now is the time to stop making excuses and start enforcing what is on the books. The City of New York and the Port Authority must respond to their Lower Manhattan constituents and make solving this difficult puzzle a top priority.

The Downtown Alliance commends Manhattan Borough President Scott Stringer, Council Member Alan Gerson and Community Board 1 for paying serious attention to the issue and will continue to advocate for the persistent enforcement of existing laws regarding unlawful  vending.  We also encourage Lower Manhattan business owners, employees and residents to voice their support for this critical initiative.  

Unlawful vending CAN be eliminated through consistent and coordinated enforcement;  The idea that the most effective city government and law enforcement organization in the world cannot accomplish this is something I’m just not buying.  

