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The Street Vending Modernization Act... 
Will There Be Any Space Left?

Every mayor since Fiorello 
LaGuardia had tried to limit 
street food vendors from low-

er Manhattan and midtown. 
Since the early 1980s the num-

ber of food vendor permits issued 
by the City Department of Health has remained at 4,235. But 
the Street Vendor Project at the Urban Justice Center, which 
has campaigned for more than two years to eliminate the cap 
on permits by 2025, estimates there are 10,000 to 12,000 food 
vendors in the city, with close to 8,000 operating without food 
vendor permits.

There are more than 2,500 potential food vendors on the 
waiting list to be full-time vendors. Community Board offices 
just solicited additional individuals to be added to the list. 

The city council has proposed the Street Vending Moderniza-
tion Act which is supported by Speaker Melissa Mark-Vivereto 
and at least eight other members, which aims to curb the street 
vendor permit black market while boosting enforcement of reg-
ulations, especially in congested areas including lower and mid-
town Manhattan.

The act would increase the space vendors are allowed to oc-
cupy to three feet from the curb and increase the number of 
permits by 600 per year during the next seven years. 

The sidewalks of New York City can be perilous for all pedes-
trians but particularly so for people with disabilities. Many peo-
ple with disabilities report difficulties traveling on sidewalks. 
There major obstacles are street food vendors. 

Food carts, the vendor and the line of waiting customers in 
some locations can practically reach from the curb to the build-
ing line. In locations where there are several food vendors in a 
row, wheelchair, rollator walker and other mobility aid users 
can barely get through. Similarly people who are blind or who 
have low vision and those who use a white cane often have the 
same problem.

 In addition the height of carts and trucks are usually over 
our heads.  

By increasing the amount of sidewalk food vendors can occu-
py (to three feet from the curb) and by year seven almost dou-
bling the number of legal permits from 4235 to 8235, all pedes-
trians especially people with disabilities will be negatively im-
pacted. It is hard enough to try to maneuver sidewalks between 
legal food carts and illegal vendors. Increasing the space and 
the number of permits and people in line as they wait for their 
food will take the better part of the sidewalk. 

While the Council points out that the Street Vendor Enforce-
ment Unit will focus exclusively on street vendors, the question 
remains how many workers will be trained and dedicated to 
vendor enforcement. About 25 percent of last year’s tickets were 
thrown out or negotiated down in court. 

So, the City Council wants to allow street vendors to use more 
space on sidewalks, they want to double the number of vendors 
by 2023 and there are questions about vending in public spaces. 
How much space will be left for the rest of us including people 
with disabilities? 
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