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Re: Testimony on the Bor h-B ils - Manhattan
Dear Mr. Lee, Mr. Martes, and Ms. Kong,

Please accept this testimony on the Manhattan Borough-Based Jail based on my expertise
about Chinatown's food system that has most comprehensively published in my book, From
Farm to Canal Street: Chinatown's Alternative Food Network in the Global Marketplace (2015,
Cornell University Press).

| would like to share one main comment: the impact of long-term demolition, construction
and possible relocation on the provision of fresh fruits and vegetables and resultant food
security of residents in Chinatown should be taken into consideration when coming to a
decision on the Uniform Land Use Review Procedure and plan for the borough-based jail
in Manhattan.

Disruption of Pedestrian Activity and Transportation due to Construction

One of the unique features of Chinatown's food system is that it is comprised of many small
vendors. In the mid-2000s there were 88 vendors clustered along Grand Street, Mott, Mulberry,
Canal and Walker Streets spanning the Grand Street and Canal Street subway stations. The
small scale, no frills vendors keep prices very low.! The vendors supply over 100 types of fresh
fruits and vegetables, many of which are not sold elsewhere in the city and hold cultural
importance to people of East, Southeast, South Asian, African, Afro-Caribbean and Hispanic
descent. Tropical fruits like jackfruit, durian, mangosteen, litchi and longon are highly sought
after, as well vegetables such as bitter melon, winter melon, lotus root, chrysanthemum leaves,
Malabar spinach, among many other green leafy vegetables in the mustard family Brassicaceae
(such as bok choy and its relatives). Residents, tourists, and restaurant owners from the tri-state
area make regular trips to Chinatown for culturally appropriate and low-priced foods, sustaining
a food industry cluster that has supplied up to 23% of the jobs in Chinatown?

The dispersal of fresh fruit and vegetable street vendors, storefronts and small grocers
ensures access to nutritious, affordable and culturally appropriate foods, contributing to
the food security of Chinatown. Food security is considered a basic human right by the
United Nations. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development holds to goal to eradicate
hunger.? Reducing food insecurity is also a tenet of New York City food policy, and Local Law
52 was added in 2011 to require the Mayor's Office of Long-term Planning and Sustainability to
prepare and submit an annual city food system metrics report to the mayor and city council
speaker regarding the production, processing, distribution and consumption of food in and the
city to enable evidence based decision making.* Distance from consumers to market and
income of consumers are key indicators of food security. Since Chinatown is comprised of
multiple low-income census tracts, increasing pedestrians' distance to markets with nutritious
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food by over 0.5 mile is considered to be detrimental to food access and security, and can have
detrimental impacts on health.> The proposed jail site is at a distance that is just under 0.5-mile
mark from an anchor grocery store on Mott St. Produce vendors on Canal, Centre and Walker
Streets have already been disrupted (see below). Disruption to pedestrian walkways,
especially for the elderly, children and other vulnerable populations could increase the
distance they must walk for the foods they need, challenging their food access.

Indirect Business Displacement due to Construction
Since the mid-2000s, there has been a decline in the number of retail and wholesale fresh fruit and

vegetable vendors in Chinatown. Increasing rents, property taxes, and compliance pressure exerted
by the city's inspectors and police department are potential causes of this change.®’ From 2004-
2019, | have observed that there are 58% fewer produce carts, 33% fewer produce stores, 58% fewer
storefront vendors. The bulk of these changes are stores and storefronts along Mott Street and East
Broadway, and street vendors on Canal, Walker, and Centre Streets. Coupled with this shift in the
retail structure is a shift in the wholesale structure of Chinatown. The multiplicity of small markets
used to be supported by eight wholesale produce vendors located in Chinatown who supply then by
truck on a regular basis and provide refrigerated storage. Today, only three of these wholesalers
remain. Increasing costs of operation and transportation have led to movement of wholesalers to the
outer boroughs. Further disruption to transportation and the pedestrian activity that these
businesses rely on may further reduce the heterogeneity in food items, employment in
Chinatown's food industry cluster, and attraction of out of neighborhood shoppers to this
unique marketplace.

In summation, changes in pedestrian activity and indirect impacts on business activity could
lead to the following:
o Reduced access to low-cost and nutritious food in Chinatown
* Reduced food security for Chinatown and non-Chinatown residents who rely on
Chinatown food markets for culturally appropriate foods

Scientific research has documented negative environmental and social impacts of a vertically
and horizontally integrated food system that we are currently reliant on..2* Food may cost less
than international averages, but Americans are suffering from more diet related diseases like
obesity and diabetes because of the lack of wholesome diets. Chinatown has remained immune
to these trends that disproportionally impact low-income communities, in part, because of its
decentralized food market structure. New York City has been a leader in sustainability; food
access and food security are fundamental parts of any sustainable community.*!1 urge you to
consider this evidence base in the ULURP and plan for the borough-based jail.

Y

Valerie Imbruce, PhD

Director, External Scholarships and Undergraduate Research Center
Research Associate, Environmental Studies
Binghamton University
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