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FOREWARD

The research for this paper was
originally conducted in 2008. At the
time of this study, there was little
data on immigrant African women
entrepreneurs in New York City and
in the United States in general. To
date very little information exists
on immigrant and refugee women
entrepreneurs in the informal
economy particularly in New York
City. Attached to this study are
recent numbers from the recent
U.S. Census, American Community
Survey, and analysis out of the

Migration Policy Institute.
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TERMINOLOGY

African immigrant communities include
all migrants from the continent of Africa, and
these include green card holders, refugees,

and asylees. This community also includes
individuals who have overstayed their visas, and
are often referred to as undocumented or illegal.

Asylee status is granted to an individual in the
United States or at a port of entry who is found
to be unable or unwilling to return to his or her
country of nationality, or to seek the protection
of that country because of well-founded fear

of persecution or having suffered persecution.
Persecution must be based on the person’s race,
religion, nationality, social group membership,
and/or political opinion. Refugees are eligible to
adjust to lawful permanent resident status after
one year of continuous presence in the United
States.

Foreign-born persons include anyone who
was not a U.S, citizen at birth. This includes
respondents who indicated they were a U.S.
citizen by naturalization or not a U.S. citizen.
Persons born abroad of American parents or
born in Puerto Rico or other U.S. Island Areas
are not considered foreign born.

The Informal Economy, while a clear
definition is difficult to provide, is generally
thought to include all legal and illegal economic
activities, including the production of goods
and services for either monetary or barter
transactions, that would generally be taxable

if reported to the state authorities (Hart, 1973;
De Soto, 1989). Jobs in the informal economy
are often risky and come with very little job
security, and women comprise the majority of
workers in the informal economy (Jiitting et al.
2009). The informal economy is not limited to

a few industries, but range from activities such
as picking trash for re-sale or collecting bottles,
to a diversified consumer services’ sector,

such as street vending, gourmet food stores,
specialty boutiques, custom-made clothing
shops, hand laundries, (Sassen-Koob, 1987) and
as will be discussed in this report specifically,
hair braiding salons. In addition, informal
enterprises essentially behave like enterprises
in the formal economy, and as such cluster
along geographic lines with active channels for
business transactions, communications, and
labor markets, all facing common opportunities
and threats (Losby et al., 2002: 26). It is
estimated that the informal economy in the
United States is approximately 8.8 to 10 percent
of the Gross National Product (Mattera, 1985;
Schneider, 2002).

Refugee a status is granted to any person who
is outside his or her country of nationality who
is unable or unwilling to return to that country
because of a well-founded fear of persecution,
or having suffered persecution. Persecution
must be based on the person’s race, religion,
nationality, social group membership, and/

or political opinion. In the United States, the
President in consultation with Congress set
ceilings by geographic area.
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REGIONAL DESIGNATIONS

East Africa includes the British Indian Ocean Territory, Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Europa Island, Glorioso Islands, Juan de Nova Island, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi,
Mauritius, Mayotte, Mozambique, Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, Tanzania, Tromelin Island,
Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

Middle Africa includes Angola, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Equatorial
Guinea, Guinea Conakry, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Gabon, and Sao Tome & Principe.

North Africa includes Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Western Sahara.
Southern Africa includes Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South Africa, and Swaziland.

Western Africa includes Benin, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-
Bissau, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, St. Helena,
and Togo.

Regions are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

ABBREVIATIONS

ACCION: ACCION NEW YORK

BOEDC: Bronx Overall Economic Development Corporation
BWBRC: Bronx Women’s Business Resource Center

CMP: Chinatown Manpower Project

SBA: Small Business Association

SBSC: Small Business Solutions Center

WHEDCO: Women’s Housing and Economic Development Organization



INTRODUCTION

Recent research has shown that informal employment in

North Africa accounts for more than 47 percent of total non-

agricultural employment, more than 70 percent in sub-Saharan

Africa, and it is anticipated this sector will continue to grow

(Jutting et al. 2009: 33). Of these percentages, women are over-

represented in the most vulnerable jobs. While throughout the

developing world, the informal sector is more a norm, when

migrating to the United States, transitioning to the formal

sector and increasing one’s economic viability proves difficult,

particularly for immigrant African women.

Aware of the traditional economic role of African
women and west African women in particular in
business, and having noted a correspondingly
significant number of African immigrant women
business-owners in New York City who operate
in the informal economy or in low-wage sectors
of the formal economy, Sauti Yetu conducted
this study in order to (1) learn more about

these women’s experiences and needs, and (2),
determine what role community organizations
serving African immigrants play in helping
female entrepreneurs meet those needs.

The methodology for this assessment

included an extensive review of literature and
demographics, 13 key stakeholder interviews and
18 interviews with African immigrant women
entrepreneurs. This research led to the following
conclusions: Demographics regarding African

immigration, especially in New York City, tend to
be variable. The population is likely significantly
larger than the 2006 estimate of 112,000. The
stakeholder interviews indicated that a high
volume and breadth of services exist in New
York City for immigrants and entrepreneurs,

but many of these services, especially in the
realm of business services, are not reaching
African women. Entrepreneur interviews in
Harlem and the Bronx led to the conclusions
that African immigrant women entrepreneurs
needs include help establishing and accessing
credit; negotiating legal issues, especially related
to immigration status; training and education

in business and English language skills; and, a
knowledge and awareness of existing services.

A Strategy for Economic Empowerment in New York City



1. METHODOLOGY

Review of Literature and Demographics:
The team conducted an extensive literature
review including journal articles, city websites
featuring immigrant and population data,
papers by academics in the field of immigration
in general and African immigrants in particular,
articles on small businesses and micro-
entrepreneurs and other assessment reports

on the status of African immigrant women.
Additionally, recent census data was reviewed
to gain an understanding of the current African
population in New York City.

Key Stakeholder Interviews:

The team met with experts in the areas of
immigration, business and financial services,
outreach services to African immigrants in

New York, and with community leaders.

This provided the context against which the
information gathered during interviews with the
entrepreneurs was evaluated.

Identifying Entrepreneurs:

Sauti Yetu works with African immigrant
women entrepreneurs throughout New

York City, but given time and resource
constraints, the team limited this assessment
to African immigrant women in the Bronx and
Harlem. The team focused on three methods

of information gathering: (1) “cold-call”
interviewing: simply approaching entrepreneurs
in their places of business (stores and market
stalls); (2) drawing on Sauti Yetu’s volunteers’
relationships with the African immigrant
community; and (3) networking with other
organizations that provide services to African
immigrant women and interviewing their clients.

All interviews were conducted using a broad set
of questions that were revised and reworked

over the course of this project. Two lines of
questioning were developed. A first set of
questions addressed the individual woman’s
path from her home country to working at her
present job in New York, and the second set
of questions asked about a fictitious person’s
possible future journey from her home in
Africa to a new life in New York (usually
presented as the woman’s sister or friend). The
latter line of inquiry was included as a way to
correct for the potential of an interviewee’s
reticence when talking about herself: issues
or experiences that were embarrassing to

her, advice that she may not have thought

to mention unless she was imagining a new
woman’s journey, etc.

Translation:

Three translators served in a voluntary capacity
on behalf of Sauti Yetu and ACCION. A few
women were comfortable giving interviews in
English, but most preferred to speak in French,
Pulaar, Wolof or other African languages.

Limitations:

While the findings in this study are compelling,
limitations with respect to information
gathering must be taken into account in the
evaluation of the data collected. The following
are the main challenges encountered:

- Obtaining interviews: African immigrant
women are interspersed throughout New
York City and work long hours. As such, it
was somewhat difficult to identify willing
participants for the study. Entrepreneurs
were often working when approached for
interviews and/or were mistrustful of the
team’s intentions if unaccompanied by a
community liaison.



« Self-selecting Nature of Interviewees: As
all interviewees were women who currently
own their own businesses, the needs of other
African immigrant women are not included in
this research, specifically women employed in
the formal or non-formal sectors or those who
are unemployed because they could not find
or keep their businesses or jobs. Moreover,
many women run their own businesses at
home and may have distinct experiences that
were missed. Additionally, potential biases
may arise from the fact that those women
who agreed to be interviewed may have
been especially outgoing or resourceful as
compared to other African immigrant women
entrepreneurs. It is possible that there are
important needs and demands that were not
discovered through the course of this research
or that because of the subset of women
interviewed, that these women’s experiences
are not wholly representative of other women
in similar positions.

Translation Services: As is always the

case when using translators, there is a
possibility that interviewees’ responses and/
or interviewer questions were not being
interpreted accurately and precisely.

Language/Cultural Barriers: When
interviews were attempted without a liaison,
research was hampered by the team’s inability
to communicate with the target group. This
was not only because of language barriers, but
because women seemed more trusting and

at ease when the team was accompanied by
another African woman, especially if she was a
trusted contact or known by another contact.
Background Information: The research team
encountered difficulties trying to find accurate
information about African immigrants in
general and in particular African immigrant
women in New York City. State and city census
and population reports were reviewed. City
employees were contacted, but even “experts”
with respect to immigrant populations in New
York were unable to give accurate estimates
regarding African immigration.




2. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The African-born population in the U.S.

is comparatively small in relation to Latin
American and European-born populations

in this country. Perhaps as a result, there

is a corresponding lack of research and
information regarding these immigrants. Even
after taking the small size of the population
into consideration, however, the available
demographic statistics are surprisingly sparse.
Moreover, according to some sources, the
demographic estimates that are available are
inaccurate. At the same time, there appears

to be a lack of academic literature regarding
African immigrants in the U.S. While it is
possible that as the population continues to
grow these trends will reverse themselves,
these deficiencies highlight the importance of
research into the lives of African immigrant
women and offer an opportunity to build on the
small body of literature on African immigration
in the United States.

Table 1
2006 Estimates of the
African Foreign Born

United States 1,375,676
New: York State 141,958
New York City 111,803

Source: 2006 American Community Survey,
WWW.Census.gov

21 Demographics of African Immigrants
Below are key demographics relating to the
African foreign-born in the U.S., and then more
specifically in New York State, and in New
York City. West Africans are one of the largest
populations of African immigrants in the U.S.
and New York City. Nigerians, Ghanaians,

and Senegalese in particular are among the

most numerous West African populations

in New York City. Statistics regarding African
immigration, especially in New York City may be
severely undercounting the actual population;’
according to the executive director of African
Community Services, the actual number of African
immigrants in New York City could be four times
census data estimates (Roberts, 2005). Current
numbers may not be accurate in part because
many immigrants are undocumented.

United States

The majority of the African population in the
U.S. is from West Africa (citation). In 2006

the U.S. Census Bureau estimated the African
born population in the United States to be
approximately 1,375,676 persons, almost half a
million more than in they year 2000 (Migration
Policy Institute: 2007). In order to gain a

sense of the legal status of African immigrants,
statistics regarding their modes of entry were
examined. This growing population has an
increasing number of African refugees: with the
exception of 2002 (post 9/11), the percentage
of African refugees admitted to the United
States has increased every year in the past 10
years, from just over 8% of admitted refugees

in 1997 to 44% in 2006 (Office of Immigration
Statistics, 2006). According to the Department
of Homeland Security, in 2006 Africans made
up less than 300,000 of the approximately 11.6
million unauthorized migrants in the United
States (Hoefer, 2007). And in the years between
2000 and 2006, 475,962 Africans obtained legal
permanent resident status (Office of Immigration
Statistics, 2006). This data suggests that the
majority of the African population in the United
States either entered the country legally or have
obtained legal status since entering.



New York State

As of 2000, New York State had the largest
African population of any other U.S. state
(Office of Immigration Statistics, 2006). In
addition, as in the country overall, in New York
State the majority of countries represented

are from West Africa. The 2006 American
Community Survey counted 141,958 Africans,
representing 3.4% of the total population. This
represents a growth of 21.4% from the year
2000 (Migration Policy Institute, 2008).

New York City

The majority of the African population in
New York lives in New York City. In 2006, an
estimated 111,803 Africans lived in the city,
and just under 50% live in the Bronx and
Manhattan.? However, some believe those
numbers to be vastly underestimated. The
African Services Committee estimates the
current African-born population in New York
City to be closer to 450,000.3

The Egyptian and Nigerian populations are
larger in numbers) The Senegalese in particular
are a growing group in the city. According to
the New York Times, “In the five-year period
ending in 2005, the number of African-born
immigrants living in central Harlem increased
by two-thirds, to about 6,500, nearly a sixth of
them from French-speaking Senegal” (Kankam,
2007). And in another example of the sentiment
that the African population is undercounted,

a New York City journalist reports that some
Senegalese estimate that the number of
Senegalese immigrants in New York City alone
is 30,000, while official estimates from 2002
count 2,000 (Daff, 2002; cited in Takougang,
2008). Despite the discrepancies, there is a
consensus that the African population in New
York City continues to grow.

2.2 African Immigrants

While previous African immigrants migrated to
the U.S. in search of education with an intention
to return to their home country, recently,
many new immigrants are migrating with the
hope to become naturalized citizens (Bagura,
2004). Reasons for migration include political
instability, civil wars, the lack of economic
opportunity and struggling educational
institutions in their home countries. There

is evidence that migration from Africa to the
U.S. is positively correlated with population
size, economic conditions, language policy,
higher education and colonial legacy (Zeleza,
2002). Peter Lobo, deputy director of the
population division of the Department of City
Planning, described new African immigrants
as “overwhelmingly highly educated and
professional” (Zeleza, 2004). Indeed, African
immigrants accounted for 100,000 of skilled
professionals in the U.S. in 1999 (Takougang,
2003), including physicians, university
professors and entrepreneurs and as of 2005,
over 38% of Africans in the United States
possessed a college degree (Kent, 2007).

Like other new immigrant populations, it is
not uncommon for African migrants to the
U.S. to feel conflicted about their new home.
While there may be more opportunities for
professional development and higher incomes,
a respect for freedom and civil liberties, many
African immigrants have a strong sense of
responsibility and connectedness towards
their countries of origin. In fact, raising one’s
children in Africa is considered among many
as preferable to raising children in the United
States (Takougang, 2003).



Immigrants to the U.S. face many obstacles,
including language barriers, lack of knowledge
of resources such as legal and support services,
lack of access to healthcare, economic instability
and long working hours.

2.3 African Immigrant Women

Sauti Yetu’s interest in the entrepreneurial
activities of African immigrant women in New
York City also stemmed from an awareness of
the strong entrepreneurial spirit of women on
the continent and a large number of women
represented in the informal economy in many
African countries. How then, might women’s
experience in business at home influence their
entrepreneurial activities in the U.S.?

According to the World Bank, women make up
43.5% of the labor force in Sub-Saharan Africa
(World Bank, 2009). That percentage likely
underestimates women’s economic activity in
the region, as their work more often occurs in
the informal sector. Research in Ghana, for
instance, has indicated that many women there
are the heads of households, and therefore
economically responsible for the entire family
(Bartle. 1995). In West Africa more generally,
women’s economic activity often occurs through
small-scale informal businesses, such as food
preparation, hair dressing or trade (Barnes,
1990: 263). And according to some research,

it is common for migrants to deploy the skills
learned in their native country for economic
gain in their new home. For example, many
African immigrant women adept in traditional
hair braiding techniques have found work in
hair braiding salons throughout the United
States, contributing to a significant surge in the
industry over the years (Williams, 2001).

The work-life balance is a challenge for many
African women entrepreneurs as they struggle

with their myriad domestic responsibilities
and their business obligations (Barnes, 1990).
This suggests that while immigrant women
entrepreneurs in New York may struggle with
the balance, it may not necessarily present a
unique or new challenge for them. However,
some point to African immigrant women’s
“triple burden.” In addition to the responsibility
of caring for children and the home, and

the necessity of maintaining employment
(Foner, 1998), they may also face class and/

or race based discrimination. Furthermore,
undocumented women may be more at risk in
the U.S., more vulnerable to abuse, and subject
to pressure from family members and spouses
(Okome, 2005).

The majority of African women immigrants
have come to the U.S. to join their husbands
here rather than wait at home for remittances.
Others come alone, leaving their families at
home in Africa (Daff, 2002). Still, they typically
maintain close ties, and commonly send
regular remittances to their families back home
(Apraku, 1991).

African immigrants also often face racism and
prejudice, as well as stressors from attempting
to integrate and balance both their African

and new American cultures (Watson, 2004).
Okome discusses the ability of the African
immigrant woman to straddle distinct cultures:
“The immigrant African woman appears to be
the epitome of hybridity that stands bestride
two worlds: the home country and the country
of sojourn/immigration. This is due to her
bilingualism or multilingualism, and her skilled
negotiation of two different worlds” (pg. 6).
But this pull between two different cultures can
also be a challenge. In New York City, African
women immigrants’ differing perspectives and
norms on child rearing practices for example



has at times resulted in the involvement of the
child welfare systems..

As mothers are commonly the primary
caretakers, childcare can have a particular
impact on women’s economic opportunities.
Okome (2005) contends that African immigrant
women often have to pay for childcare services.
However, it is also common to leave children at
home in Africa.

The cultural norms around marriage and in-
law interactions where in certain cultures the
term “she is our wife,” a term of endearment,
can in a different contexts can become
financially and emotionally problematic. Some
African communities consider the status and
relationship of the woman as a “wife” to an
entire extended family, and this might also
imply further challenges. An African woman’s
responsibilities and accountabilities include her
extended family, which may explain some of
the economic behaviors of African immigrant
women entrepreneurs in the informal economy.

2.4 Female Immigrant Workers

In New York State in 2005, Africans born in
the continent made up 3.6% of the formal
workforce, 20% of African-born persons were
below the poverty level* and African-born
women had a median income of $32,207.5

In the United States, 53.7% of all immigrant
women are in the labor force. Foreign-born
women are less likely to be in the labor force
than native-born women, and are more likely to
be unemployed. Those who are employed make
less money than native-born women. Immigrant
women are more likely than immigrant men

to be poor and nearly one-third of homes with
immigrant women as the head of the household

live in poverty (Grieco 2008). Thus, the data
indicate that immigrant women are often
particularly vulnerable to insecure livelihoods.
Immigrant women commonly work in the
service-sector. Sassen (2003) notes that as
women have come to dominate this field, the
industry has been reconceived as “women’s
work.” Employment in restaurants, clothing,
and general stores have been devalued over
time, rendering immigrant women in this sector
as near-invisible cogs in the global wheel of the
economy (pg. 46).

As of the year 2000, immigrant women were
more likely to own their own business than
native-born women. According to a study
conducted by Susan Pearce, 8.3% of employed
immigrant women were business owners,
compared to 6.2% of employed native-born
women. Moreover, since 1990, the number

of immigrant women business owners has
increased nearly 190%. Work in households

is the number one industry for immigrant
women business owners. Also common are child
daycare centers, restaurants and other food
services. Nineteen of the top-twenty industries
in which these entrepreneurs work are service
industries (Pearce 2005).

The role of micro-entrepreneur is a common
one for employed immigrant women in

the United States. Micro-enterprises often
operate in the informal economy, which is
estimated to represent about 10% of GDP in
the United States. The informal economy is
comprised of “licit but unregulated work,” and
both “employed and self-employed workers.”
Businesses are typically solely cash-based, and
because of its informality, work conditions are
usually poor relative to the formal economy
(Thatford & Edgcomb, 2004). Lisa Servon,
however, warns of delineating a clear line



between informal and formal economies. Often
women will not fit neatly into one or the other,
weaving in and out of formal and informal
systems within the economy (L. Servon,
personal interview, February 4, 2008).

Prior research of informal entrepreneurs
indicates that their needs include credit, trade
licenses, business skills, industry-based training,
health-care, and assistance with their legal
status (Thatford & Edgcomb, 2004).

In addition, social capital can be an asset for
immigrant women in New York City (Guthrie,
2006). In this sense African immigrant

women may share experiences and knowledge
regarding available services, jobs, or other useful
information. Moreover, their social connections
can also be sources of income for entrepreneurs,
particularly in the service sector.

1 Phone conversation with Sean Brennan, African Services Committee, 3/20/08

2 2006 American Community Survey. American Fact finder. U.S. Census Bureau. http://factfinder.census.gov/home/

saff/main.html? lang=en& ts= (accessed April 4, 2008).

3 African Services Committee Website. http://64.177.81.13/AboutAfricanCommunity.php (accessed Apr. 4, 2008).

4 Migration Policy Institute, “Factsheets on the Foreign Born: Workforce Characteristics,”
http://www.migrationinformation.org/datahub/state3.cfm?ID=NY#tables (accessed May 2, 2008).

5 Migration Policy Institute, “Factsheets on the Foreign Born: Income and Poverty Statistics,”
http://www.migrationinformation.org/datahub/state4.cfm?ID=NY (accessed May 2, 2008).
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3. KEY STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS

In order to obtain a comprehensive picture

of the environment for African women
entrepreneurs in New York City, the team

spoke with experts on issues of immigration,
immigrant services, and small business services.
Most of the organizations provide services in
the Bronx and Harlem, in the same general
neighborhoods where interviewees own
businesses. A few, however, are not located in
northern New York City, but were identified
because they stood out for their reach or

unique position, or were mentioned during
interviews with entrepreneurs. A list of the key
stakeholders and brief profiles are provided

in the Annex. Over the course of more than a
dozen interviews, several themes regarding
opportunities and challenges for African women
business-owners became apparent.

3.1 Key Stakeholder Profiles

The Women’s Housing and Economic
Development Corporation (WHEDCO), the
Bronx Women’s Business Resource Center
(BWBRC), the NYC Small Business Solutions
Center (SBSC), CheckSpring and ACCION New
York® all provide services in business planning,
financial literacy, business skills and general
one-to-one business advising. WHEDCO stands
out for its continued relationship with its
clients, providing constant one-to-one advice,
monitoring and referrals for the providers
within its immediate network. Some, but not all
organizations provide loans. Additional services
include free ESL classes (WHEDCO, CAMBA),
and legal assistance and general job skills
(Chinatown Manpower Project- CMP).

Table: 2
Stakeholder Profiles

Services Offered
ESL
Legal
Business Planning/Counseling
Financial Literacy
Business Skills
Loans
Identifying Financing
Networking and Mentorship
Workforce Development
Health and Education

Languages Available
English
Spanish

French (3 organizations)

Business planning as a critical service
Charlie Wilcox, of CheckSpring, calls the act

of writing the business plan “the single most
important step in deciding if you want to do
this business” (C. Wilcox, personal interview,
February 18, 2008). Others, including BWBRC,
who spend a great deal of time working through
business plans with their clients, echoed this
sentiment.

Identifying financing for entrepreneurs
Every organizational representative mentioned
loans in some respect. Some help clients identify
sources of financing while others provide actual
loan services. ACCION New York, CAMBA,

the SBA, CheckSpring and SBSC all provide
loans, primarily to citizens and legal U.S.
residents. Each organization has its own specific
requirements and minimum and maximum



amounts of loans disbursed. Only ACCION

and Project Enterprise (with whom the team
was unable to secure an interview but were
referenced often in conversation) provide small
loans to non-citizens. Project Enterprise gives

loans of $1500 and requires a 13-week course on
business and credit. ACCION offers larger loans

but at slightly higher interest rates.

Outreach through word of mouth and
partnerships

The most common, or at least most significant,
method of outreach to the African immigrant
community was word of mouth. Partnerships
with other service-based organizations

were also a common form of reaching new
clients. For instance, the BWBRC works
closely with ACCION, SBSC, South Bronx
Development Corporation, and other Small
Business Development Centers throughout
the five boroughs of the city. CAMBA, an
exceptionally large full-service organization,
reaches out across their various programs as
well as 32 different local organizations. The
African Services Committee conducts door-
to-door outreach as does the SMSC. Planned
Parenthood advertises and hosts informational
sessions and workshops to increase their
outreach and also noted that African
associations and mosques were invaluable
connections for them. Websites, local papers
and radio were also mentioned. Interestingly,
the only organizations that conduct door-to-
door outreach are also the ones who work

specifically with the African community: African

Services Committee and Planned Parenthood.

3.2 Limitations of Services Available
Lack of organizational resources
Organizational limitations are a key element
to appreciating the context in which women
entrepreneurs work. To a great extent,

entrepreneurs will only be as successful as the
organizations with whom they work. Echoing
findings among the entrepreneurs themselves
(see section VI.), stakeholders cited a lack of
financial resources as their main challenge.
This limits the degree to which they can expand
programs or services. Thus an additional
frustration for some stakeholders is the lack
of their ability to expand capacity to meet
demonstrated needs. BWBRC also mentioned
the limitations of their mandate, lamenting,
“Our hands are tied by the requirements of
the lending institutions” (N. Beltrez, personal
interview, March 4, 2008).

Access to Services by African Community
The team noted the limited degree of
participation among the African community
in New York City. While none collected data to
confirm their assumptions, all of the business-
focused stakeholders estimated that African
immigrants made up no more than 10-12% of
their clientele. According to the recollection

of staff at BWBRC, they had assisted probably
about 10 Africans, current and former clients
included (N. Beltrez, personal interview,
March 4, 2008). If the African population

in New York City is as large as the African
Services Committee contends, the number of
Africans being served by such organizations is
problematically small.

A factor that is likely contributing to this
outcome is language. The majority of
stakeholders interviewed did not offer services
in African languages. Of the business-focused
stakeholders, only ACCION had any French-
speaking staff. Neomi Beltrez, of the BWBRC,
explained that in order for her to request
room in her budget for an African language
speaker, she must be able to show the need.
Unfortunately, this results into a “catch-22":



if African women are not aware of African
language-speaking services, they will not go
looking for the help, which would otherwise
alert the organization of the community’s
interest in its services.

Jennifer Gordon, an immigration and labor

law professor at Fordham University and
founder of the Workplace Project,” warned of
the importance of considering the limitations of
direct services in general in their lack of capacity
to solve systemic problems. With that, she noted
that advocacy is also a crucial tool in working

to meet the needs of immigrant workers (J.
Gordon, personal telephone interview, February
11, 2008).

Loans and Financing

Some stakeholders indicated that even

small, specialized loans often had interest
rates that are quite high and can therefore

be unmanageable for entrepreneurs. The
WHEDCO representative mentioned that
while she always gives her clients a range of
information about loan services available, she
fears that clients will drown trying to pay back
their loans, given the high rate of interest. The
SBA staff-member felt that ACCION’s loans
had a very high interest rate in addition to a
required non-refundable fee. While preferable
to a loan shark, in her opinion, ACCION’s
options still qualify as very expensive loans.
Although ACCION offers a lower interest rate in
empowerment zones in Harlem and the Bronx,
many did not appear aware of this service.

ACCION staff emphasized that clients often
had expectations that they would be eligible
for larger loans than were available to them,
indicating a need in the community for more
than the amount for which they qualify.

Finally, for most programs, loans were limited
to legal residents. For organizations such as
CAMBA, there is too much risk involved to
provide loans for undocumented entrepreneurs.

Additional Limitations

In addition to loans being limited to legal
residents, other programs have difficulty
working with undocumented immigrants.
WHEDCO is unable to take on non-legal
residents because childcare providers must
work directly with government regulators.

While services for immigrants and
entrepreneurs abound, Professor Lisa Servon
warns that there is a lot of fragmentation of
the services: A failure to network and partner
effectively with one another results in a failure
to reach potential clients. Related to this is a
concern that there are a lot of organizations
giving out few loans. And while helping start-
up businesses get focused is important, Servon
fears that ramping up may be difficult for small
business owners, because there is a lack of
attention paid among service-providers to that
next level.

3.3 Key Stakeholder Perceptions of
Immigrant Women Entrepreneurs

One stakeholder cautioned against the
assumption that the African immigrant
population would be overwhelmingly poor or
poorly educated, noting she had met many
professional lawyers and doctors through the
Senegalese Association in Harlem, echoing
commentary in the literature (M. Soffer,
personal telephone interview, March 14, 2008).

Common businesses seen among the
stakeholders include daycare services, beauty
and hair-braiding salons, cosmetics and clothing
sales, restaurants, and cleaning services. Servon



noted that women business-owners often
choose work that is gender-oriented and has low
barriers to entry. The BWBRC representative
confirmed this notion, noting that home-based
businesses were very common.

Anum Nyako of Planned Parenthood observed
that the kinds of jobs African immigrant women
do in New York City often depends on the

type of work they did (or what was popular

for women to do) at home. For example, it is
common to braid hair in Senegal and the Cote
d’Ivoire, as such many women from those
countries become employed in haring braiding
when they arrive in New York. In countries like
Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone on

the other hand, women have a long history of
running the marketplaces, which gives many
women from these countries the confidence

to open businesses when they come to the

U.S. Nyako also felt that women who are more
mentally prepared to begin a business upon
their arrival often fare better than those who are
compelled to start a business for the first time
after coming to New York (A. Nyako, personal
interview, March 24, 2008).

Though there was a range in responses,?
stakeholders described a typical entrepreneur
as a woman in her mid-40s and often -but not
always- low-income. Interviewees could not
generalize about education levels since there is
wide range among entrepreneurs. Diana Perez
of WHEDCO postulated that most of their
clients are mothers, many of whom are single
mothers. In addition, women business-owners
are increasingly immigrants and minorities,
commonly Hispanic, and occasionally African.
The ACCION staff mentioned that their African
clients are significantly lower income. Neomi
Beltrez, at BWBRC, commented that most of

her clients are Hispanic immigrants and they
are “seldom illegal” (Beltrez, personal interview,
March 4, 2008).

Finally, of the two stakeholders from whom

a ‘success story’ was requested both offered a
profile of an African woman that they use as

a part of their marketing materials. Paisley
Demby, Director of the Small Business Services
Program at CAMBA, described a Ghanaian
woman with a supply store in Brooklyn who
consistently repaid her loans to CAMBA and
developed a bookkeeping system with the

help of their services. She was able to turn

a fragmented store into a full-service one

for Caribbean and African women. The SBA
representative shared a story about a Senegalese
restaurant owner in Harlem who had good
credit, along with owning his business and
permanent residence. Having received an SBA
loan, he has been recently recognized by them
as “success story of the year.”

3.4 Key Stakeholder Perceptions of
Entrepreneur Challenges

“Women need 4 things: capital,
a business plan, connections and
stamina.” — Monica Pons, ACCION New York

Lack of Financial Resources

and Lack of Access

Almost every stakeholder mentioned the
considerable impediment of a lack of financial
resources and the inability to gain access

to funds as the major challenge for women
entrepreneurs. This dilemma can impact an
entrepreneur at any stage of her business.
Wilcox warns that “most small businesses fail
because they are inadequately capitalized”
(Wilcox, personal interview, February 18,



2008). The CMP staff-person notes that many
entrepreneurs need to expand their businesses.
She maintains that in order to improve their
financial situations, women need to learn how
to move from survival to improvement (P. Chin,
personal telephone interview, March 14, 2008).
Clearly, a range of factors contributes to the
difficulty of access to capital. Some of those
factors arise below.

Lack of Business skills

In addition to the lack of financial resources,
stakeholders also pointed to a deficiency in
knowledge regarding how to run a business. The
CAMBA representative sensed that “few people
understand what it takes” to run a business (P.
Demby, personal interview, March 20, 2008).
ACCION staff noted that their clients will often
mark up their products by no more than 10%.
And for most of ACCION’s African immigrant
clients, working with ACCION was their first
experience with credit.

Professor Servon expressed her belief that this
sentiment was not exclusive to new business-
owners. Even for those who are already
running their business, gaps in skills exist.
Sometimes women have not learned to delegate
responsibilities or how to take advantage of
forms of cultural, social, and financial capital.

Need for Financial Literacy

A lack of financial resources and an inability to
effectively tap into funding is likely related to a
lack of understanding about finances in general.
And indeed, the need for financial literacy was
repeatedly mentioned as an issue for women
entrepreneurs. This could mean anything

from training about opening a bank account to
managing and maintaining good credit.

ACCION interviewees pointed to the fact that
clients often believe it is acceptable to pay back
loans late and/or with a lump sum, unaware

of the late payment penalties or compounded
interest. Martha Soffer, from the SBA,
emphasized that this lack of knowledge is often
the greatest challenge faced by immigrants.
They simply do not establish credit. And
“credit,” Soffer said, “is the bible of this country”
(Soffer, personal interview, March 14, 2008).
With regard to credit, Professor Lisa Servon
emphasizes the significance of understanding
the value of saving: “Savings are the other

part of credit” (L. Servon, personal interview,
February 4, 2008). These assertions may point
to a deeper issue- the role that culture plays in
the knowledge gap regarding financial literacy
and business skills.

Culture

“What people would give you for free in the
immigrant’s country- they would charge you for
that here,” Jennifer Gordon observed (Gordon,
personal interview, February 11, 2008). Vast
cultural differences may account for a certain
degree of the lapse in financial and business
skills. From operating solely in cash, to not
knowing about credit, to not believing in
interest, immigrants may come to the U.S. with
a very different understanding of business and
finance. There may be a suspicion of banks,

a reluctance to discuss finances with others,

or a sense that credit is negative. Another
possible issue mentioned that may relate to
culture was a lack of familial and/or spousal
support. ACCION said they see clients who
have been in the U.S. for 10 years but are still
not integrated into the formal economy. In
other words, presence in a new culture does not
bring with it a necessary integration into nor an
understanding of that culture.



Exploitation

Jennifer Gordon, who has worked with Hispanic
immigrant workers on Long Island, noted

that immigrants, especially undocumented
immigrants, are very vulnerable to abuse.
Employers may take advantage of their
precarious positions to condemn them to
intolerable working conditions, deny pay or
appropriate money.

The representative from BWBRC noted that
women were often persuaded by promises of
free money or grants. These scams require
women to pay a significant amount of money
up front for information that proves to be of no
value or plainly untrue. These concerns suggest
that women may be vulnerable to a range of
exploitive techniques and in need of education
regarding this issue.

Education and Language

Another obstacle for women entrepreneurs
mentioned by stakeholders was illiteracy and
lack of education. The WHEDCO representative
pointed out that the combination of this and
urgent financial need presents an overwhelming
-yet surmountable- obstacle. These persons
must work very hard to get to the next step.
Pearl Chin of CMP said the same. CMP has
been working with more immigrants with

less education and language skills. For these
individuals it takes more training and services
to get them to the same level as those with
higher education and English language skills.
Even so, they may make less money.

Additional Challenges

Another obstacle mentioned was fear, and a lack
of general confidence, about money. Professor
Servon stated that 18% of people don’t apply

for a loan because they fear being rejected,

and she ventured that this phenomenon is

more common with women than men (Servon,
personal interview, February 4, 2008).
Moreover, while New York comes with its
benefits, it also is very expensive to live and

do business in the city. Finally, ACCION staff
speculated that having children and childrearing
could also be a potential challenge for women
entrepreneurs. Because of the extra expenses,
having children makes it harder to save capital.
The Planned Parenthood representative sensed
that in general childcare is difficult, but that
there are good networks within the community.
Moreover, it is highly acceptable in many
industries to bring your children to work - in the
hair braiding salons or shops or general stores
(A. Nyako, personal interview, March 24, 2008).

4. ENTREPRENEUR INTERVIEWS

Women entrepreneurs interviewed included

18 women from eight African countries in the
Bronx and Upper Manhattan. The diversity of
their ages (20-55), backgrounds and situations
is reflected from the varied needs they have from
immigration services, to business financing, to
childcare. However, there were distinct themes
that became apparent after talking to these
entrepreneurs about their experience with regard
to doing business in the U.S.

41 Entrepreneur Profiles
“In Africa, you follow your big sisters.”-
Senegalese hair salon owner, 3/10/08

The entrepreneurs primarily came from Senegal
and Ghana while the others were from Sierra
Leone, Mauritania, Burkina Faso, Mali, Cote
d’Ivoire, and Guinea. Two, from Sierra Leone
and Mauritania, were asylees. Of the women
interviewed, eight had legal citizenship status,
seven were undocumented, and three did not
provide their immigration status. All had been
in the states for over five years, eleven had



been here over ten years and one came from
Africa over 20 years ago. They have not been in
business that long, however. Most started their
businesses between one week prior to being
interviewed and four years ago, although five of
the women had been in their current business
for over ten years.

Table 3

Entrepreneur Profiles

Country
of Origin # %
Senegal 5 28%
Ghana 4 22%
Mali 3 16%
Cote d'lvoire 2 1%
Burkina Faso 1 6%
Guinea 1 6%
Mauritania 1 6%
Sierra Leone 1 6%
Time in U.S. # %
Less than 10 yrs 7 39%
More than 10 yrs M 61%

As a few of the stakeholders pointed out, for
African immigrants, length of time in the states
does not necessarily mean that they are more
integrated into the formal financial systems
in the U.S. While almost all entrepreneurs
had bank accounts with major institutions,
fewer had obtained loans or financing for
their businesses. Of those that had applied
for loans, only one did not have credit issues
either before the loan or afterward. While not
necessarily fully integrated into the formal
economy, a few women felt that as Africans
they had a supportive and vibrant community
in New York City. As one Mauritanian hair
salon owner put it, “Harlem is for Senegalese
and Mauritanians.”

Several women had family members in New
York City before they came. The exceptions
are the two asylees interviewed, although they
came with families. One Senegalese woman
said, “In Africa, you follow your big sisters.”
Not all the women were able to bring their
families with them. Two women had left
children in Africa with grandparents and send
money to them for support. One had left her
children in Ghana when she first arrived but
later brought her children to live in the U.S.
with her.

Of the entrepreneurs, four had businesses
located in the Bronx, ten were on 116" street,
one was on 125" street in Manhattan, and one
operated her business in Chinatown before

she closed it. Three women worked out of their
homes.

There were several types of businesses
represented among the entrepreneurs
including two restaurant owners, two owners
of hair salons specializing in African braiding,
one childcare provider, two street vendors and
one former street vendor. One woman owns a
convenience store. Two women sold wholesale
goods out of their homes and the other six
owned shops that sold jewelry, cosmetics,
DVDS, and African fabrics.

Confirming Sauti Yetu’s impression and

the research on West African women as
entrepreneurs, most women went into business
because they had experience doing business in
some form in Africa. Eight women mentioned
this as the main reason they wanted to own
their businesses. Additionally, many had
families who owned businesses in Africa.

A few of the women were professionals in
Africa, including nurses and midwives. One
Senegalese woman worked at the Ministry of



Finance. She started her own business after

the World Bank introduced its structural
adjustment program in the country. With wide-
spread privatization, the government provided
monetary incentives for workers to leave
government work and start small businesses.

Though the entrepreneurs run businesses and
manage the bookkeeping, most did not have
formal education. Eight women were fluent

in English such that an interpreter was not
necessary. The rest spoke French but all were
fluent in more than one language, including
local African languages. Fewer could read in
English. One Guinean entrepreneur who had a
letter from her bank on the counter of her shop
knew it was from the bank because of the logo.
She explained that when she needs help, she
takes her mail into the woman at the bank that

helped her open the account. She told us, “I
thank God for this country for the help.”

4.2 Challenges

“Business is not easy.”
-various

The entrepreneurs faced a number of challenges
and were very open that, generally speaking,
they need help. Not surprisingly, the biggest
overall challenge was that “business is not
easy,” a comment repeated by nearly every
woman interviewed. At the same time, the
entrepreneurs felt that they themselves had
special skills which allowed them to succeed in
their work. One of these skills is patience, an
asset given that ordinary business operations
such as waiting for inventory or relying on other
people can regularly test one’s patience.

Table 4

Entrepreneur profiles

Professions # %
Restaurant 2 M %
Hair Braiding/Salon 2 M %
Childcare 1 6%
Beauty/African Supply Store 6 33%
Home-based wholesale goods 2 M %
Stall/Street vendor 6 33%
Length of Time in Business # %
Less than 5 years 7 39%
Between 5 and 10 yrs 1 6%
More than 10 yrs 5 28%
Previous Training in Field %
Yes 44%
No 10 56%




CREDIT

A restaurant owner from Mali was interviewed briefly in the 20 minutes
she had available between lunch and dinner rushes. She employed
a few people who served the customers during the interview. She
explained that she needs money to “fix the place better.” She wanted
a newer kitchen and better equipment. Her credit, however, was not
good. She explained, “When | came here, | didn't know about credit.
Now, | need money and can't get it.” She gave her credit information to
someone to help her and paid $150 to help her consolidate credit and
ultimately improve her credit rating. She had yet to hear from them and

did not know if they were making progress.

Another challenge that tried their patience
was the seasonal fluctuations particular to
certain businesses. This was most visible
among street and market vendors. The women
who sold goods at the Shabazz market said
that business is slow in winter but one could
make good money in the summer. While solid
management and accounting can address cash
flow issues, this was an additional problem the
entrepreneurs mentioned. Banking itself is not
a problem and nearly all of the entrepreneurs
had bank accounts, but they needed help with
inventory and business management skills
beyond buying and selling.

Credit and Financing

“Here we need finance.”
-Senegalese store owner

An additional way to address cash flow and
income issues is credit, which posed another
large problem for the entrepreneurs. Of the
women interviewed, four had received loans,

- Restaurant owner from Mali

seven would like loans, and seven were not
interested in loans. Of these seven, two were
opposed to receiving loans.

One Senegalese storeowner said, “Many African
women are selling in the street, braiding hair,
do not even have a shop, but people aren’t
going to get hair done on the street. Some
women get locked up, go to jail for selling in
the street...Here we need finance.” In order to
provide a loan, however, lending institutions
require entrepreneurs to possess formal
records, a business plan, and good credit. Some
interviewees had never built up their credit and
felt they could not get a loan. One Ghanaian
woman said, “The worst mistake I made when

I got here was not to build up my credit.” In
addition, they need to have enough money in
the bank to make regular payments on their
loans. One stall owner from Burkina Faso
explained she “[did not] have enough money to
make more money.” Moreover, some women
had damaged credit already because they
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misunderstood credit rules. They would like to
get a loan to expand and fix up their shops but
could not because of their credit.

Because of the misunderstandings around
credit, payment schedules and interest rates,
some entrepreneurs were unwilling to use the
services available to them. One woman was
upset that ACCION was asking for payments
and charging higher interest rates and fees even
though her husband was sick and she could not
pay them. As the representatives from ACCION
explained, cosigners were also often an obstacle
for the entrepreneurs. A restaurant owner from
Mali who wanted more money than ACCION
was willing to lend and thought the interest rate
was too high also mentioned she does not want
to deal with a cosigner.

As a result, some women rejected the idea of
loans completely. One Senegalese entrepreneur
explained that the bank approached her about
small business credit but she wanted to work
with her own money. “It is better because loans
aren’t free and your own money you don’t have
to pay back. If you have a loan you can make
yourself worse than ever.”

Some stakeholders brought up possible religious
objections to interest rates. No interviewees
cited this as a reason for being opposed to loans.
However, women were not asked to provide
their religion. One Guinean woman, though, did

mention religion in relation to the importance of

thrift. “In the Muslim religion, any single money
you spend will be accounted for.” A Senegalese
woman said that giving someone a loan and
asking her to pay interest for it was forbidden
from a religious perspective and no help at all to
the woman you are trying to help.

Another problem that stakeholders mentioned
but for which there was little evidence from

the interviews, was that African immigrants
want to pay their bills but do not want to make
a profit. For the most part, the entrepreneurs
were more likely to emphasize their sales ability
than to downplay their profit making. A typical
statement was made by a wholesaler from Mali,
who, pointing at leftover food on the table said,
“You give me that, I can sell it. I will take it
outside and make money.”

Immigration and Legal Issues
“When you come you don'’t

have a choice.”
- Ghanaian store owner

Interviewees were not asked to provide
immigration status but it was emphasized
frequently as a significant problem for

both established business owners and new
arrivals to the city. Immigration status did
not necessarily prevent an entrepreneur from
running a business in the city. As a Senegalese
woman said, “Of course, it’s easy to pay taxes
here. Any time they can give you a number...
if there is money involved, they make it easy.”
The number, called an ITIN, can be used by
immigrants to pay taxes and open a bank
account. Some banking institutions will require
clients to have a social security number,
although it is not legally required.

Interviewees noted that without papers,
however, a person had fewer choices. One

of the benefits of running a business often
cited by the entrepreneurs was the freedom

to have your own schedule and not answering
to a boss. Without legal immigration status,
entrepreneurs described doing anything from
security at a retail store to braiding hair and
receiving their pay in cash. In addition, without
proper immigration status, new immigrants
did not have legal recourse and therefore, were



NEW IMMIGRANTS

The biggest challenges for new immigrants are making money without
“papers” or the ability to work legally in the States. One woman told
us a story that was pretty typical. WWhen she first came, “I didn't have
no money, | didn't have no papers at that time.” She was being paid
in cash for working security in a store — ensuring that people did not
steal merchandise. She stayed with a friend for a while, to whom she
gave $100 periodically to help out with expenses. She was also saving
money from her job in the Bronx. WWhen she had $1000 she gave a store

owner in Chinatown $800 to rent a spot outside and store inventory

inside at night. At first they were afraid that she would steal from them
but she eventually earned their trust. She bought merchandise with

the other $200. In 10 months, she had over $6000.

more vulnerable. One example cited by the
entrepreneurs and other stakeholders was hair
braiding. A woman may work all day braiding
hair in someone else’s shop but after paying for
the chair, may not take home enough to cover
her expenses.

In terms of inventory, women who have legal
status have an advantage over women who

do not. Some of the entrepreneurs traveled

to Africa, Asia, and Europe to find goods. Of
course, without papers, women cannot leave
the country. Immigration problems were
compounded when the women have families
still living in Africa. A Senegalese woman
described her feelings of frustration and
isolation because she is not able to travel freely

- Sierra Leonian woman

and visit her family in Africa. “It’s like I'm in
jail. It is too much. How can I stay like this?”
Entrepreneurs who have legal immigration
status still faced challenges accessing legal
services. One of the largest legal problems they
faced related to renting space; many women
noted having problems with their landlords.
Some women had lost their storefronts because
they were sub-leasing and once the leaseholder
moved or retired, the entrepreneurs were
forced to move, resulting in a loss of money and
customers. One Senegalese shop owner felt that
her lease problems related to discrimination
against Africans. She now owns a store on 116%
street but was previously evicted from her space
on 125" street because while the owner allowed
her to operate her store in the space, the lease

A Strategy for Economic Empowerment in New York City

19



Table 5

Entrepreneur Profiles
Language Skills # %
Proficiency/Fluency in English 8 44%
Not proficient in English 10 56%
Legal Status # %
Documented 8 44%
Undocumented 7 39%
Unknown 3 17%

was not in her name. When he retired, the rent
was tripled and they could no longer afford

to stay there. Her feeling was that “They [the
landlords and managers] will do everything to
stop you” once they know African people own
the business.

Other storeowners have similar frustrations.
One Senegalese hair salon owner lamented
that 125™ street was not for small business
anymore. When she started 14 years ago, she
would not have minded moving and starting
over but it is different and more difficult now.
This may be a result of increased competition
in these businesses and the area. A few women
mentioned they used to be the only business
of their kind in the surrounding area but now
faced more competition.

Family and Gender Issues
“[Business] takes a lot of man,
no, woman hours.”

—Ghanaian restaurant owner

While a few women did face childcare
challenges, only one woman’s family was
obviously a source of stress for her. For most,
family was a source of support. Most of the
women had children or cared for relatives’
children. One woman from Mali intimated that
childcare is a difficult issue for her because she
is in charge of her five year old grandson. She

travels to Atlanta, Chicago, Washington D.C.,
and Philadelphia, where she sells her wholesale
wares to people who have stores selling African
goods. She is often gone for up to a week at

a time twice a month and she has to pay a
babysitter $200 or $250 a week.

One Ghanaian childcare provider had her

own problems finding childcare in the U.S. At
one point, she returned her children to Africa
because she did not have money for childcare
nor did she know how to find providers. She
was determined to improve and expand her
childcare business. She wanted to move to the
“private school level” and said, “I am going to
get it.” For the street vendors we interviewed,
childcare was an issue for expanding their
businesses. For example, a woman from Cote
d’Ivoire mentioned that she would like to attend
business classes but “who will watch the kids?”
She was also one of the few women who, given
the choice, would prefer to be home with her
kids rather than working.

Several of the women worked with their
husbands and most did not experience problems
in business as a result of being a woman. In fact,
many women felt that they had an advantage

in business. A Ghanaian restaurant owner
mentioned the effort that she had put into her
business. It requires a lot of “man, no, woman
hours.” There was general agreement with one
Senegalese woman’s assertion that “African
women work harder than African men.” This
was emphasized by the woman from Burkina
Faso who said, “Sometimes the man just goes
off and the woman is in charge of everything.”
Finally, a Mauritanian hair salon owner used to
work with her husband but found that she was
better at attracting and welcoming customers.
She loved Suze Orman, a famous author and
advisor on personal finances because of her
focus on women and finance. She noted, “We



are better bankers than men because we handle
the family...if you take advice from men, you
gonna be down.”

4.3 Benefits of Owning a Business
“Business is better, because you have
your own schedule...”

-Senegalese stall/shop owner

Despite the challenges detailed above, most of
the entrepreneurs would rather own businesses
than perform other types of work. A Sierra
Leonian woman who had owned a business but
was forced to abandon it to be a home aide after
she got pregnant said, “I am a business person
but don’t have the chance to do what I know.”
Entrepreneurs liked the freedom of owning

a business. A Senegalese shop owner said,

“Business is better, because you have your own
schedule...It is up to you. You don’t have to go if
you're sick.”

The financial benefits of living in the U.S. in
general are also significant. In order to support
her family, one Senegalese woman had been
working and had not seen her daughter in 5
years. Another woman described being able

to support additional people with her income.
Additionally, entrepreneurs appreciated the
ability to educate their children. One Guinean
woman said, “Unlike me, my children all have to
go to school.”

4.4 Advice to Peers

“I made a lot of mistakes. Don’t want
other people to go through that.”
-Senegalese Hair Salon Owner

LEGAL ISSUES

One woman interviewed was an asylee from Mauritania. As such, she
did not have problems with her immigration status. She did, however,
have problems with the city as she has had scaffolding in front of her
business for over three years. She felt it hurt her business because
at night people do not feel safe walking on that side of the street. At
times, it has made her want to quit. VWhen asked about legal recourse,
she said, “You can't win with the city.” She has written several letters
and made complaints, but the only time she received a response was
when she used a pre-paid legal service from Minneapolis to send a

formal letter. She explained they were helpful for writing letters but

they charge more money for court appearances and “will not really

fight for you.”
- Mauritanian hair salon owner
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These benefits, however, are not enough for
women to recommend that their peers go into
business when they first arrive in the States.
While some would recommend it, particularly
those that were familiar with business
organizations, many entrepreneurs felt it is
harder to start a business now than when they
arrived, although, most women had only been in
business for a few years.

Since women interviewed stressed the lack
of services and were, in general, unaware of
services that do exist, advice centered around
ways to earn income without legal citizenship
status. Some advised wariness of temporary
placement agencies and others about the
conditions in the hair-braiding sector. All
mentioned the importance of education for
access to greater opportunity.

Typical kinds of work available to new
immigrants involve getting paid in cash to
circumvent problems brought by their legal
status. Entrepreneurs mentioned that they

had done all types of work including: retail,
restaurant work, home aide work (helping the
sick and elderly at their homes), hotel work, and
hair braiding. For example, when asked what
kind of work they would recommend to a friend
just arriving from Africa, most agreed with the
Senegalese stall owner who said, “you don’t have
a choice. No one can recommend anything...
Youjust try to work, to find money for yourself.”
As one stakeholder mentioned, this work is not
well paid or well liked. This was confirmed by
the majority of the women interviewed.

In addition, while agencies do help women
find work, especially as a home aide, this also
provides an opportunity for people to take
advantage of them. One woman learned about
becoming a nursing aide through a friend. She

enrolled in a certification course. Only later did
she learn that in order to pass the state exam
and get the required certification, one had to
have a green card. As a result, she could not take
the exam and felt she was intentionally misled
because the agency wanted her money. This is
another example confirming Jennifer Gordon’s
concern that illegal immigrants are vulnerable
to exploitation.

Hair braiding is another typical line of work
among new African immigrant women. Many
women described the challenges related to
this type of work. Some salon owners will take
advantage of the women who actually do the
braiding. Also, there is a lot of competition in
this area. If one is not skilled at braiding, there
are new immigrants every day that can do the
job better.

Although most of the women were not

only comfortable but extremely capable of
managing businesses despite limited English
skills and little formal education, nearly
everyone mentioned if they had an opportunity
when they arrived, they would have gone to
school to improve their English and business
management skills. They stressed the
importance of education both to learn English,
and to improve their education in general.

One restaurant owner from Mali advised, “Go
to work for some people. Try to go to school and
learn English. Work in a restaurant or a hair
salon until can have the money. A lot of women
eventually become self-employed.” Some were
less optimistic about opportunities without
education. A Senegalese hair salon owner said,
“it’s not easy like it used to be... I made a lot of
mistakes. Don’t want other people to go through
that...Don’t just come and do business, you
don’t speak the language.” Many women had



ADVICE TO PEERS

One of the entrepreneurs we spoke to pointed out that there were
some people that needed more help than she does. “They don't speak
English, don't have papers and don't know the city.” If they get help,
however, they can get stronger. “If you're good, and want to work hard,
you will have money for whatever.” The first thing that she would tell
people who are coming is to go to classes and school. Before credit, she
mentioned, they need to know how to write; everywhere they go they
will ask you to sign something. Before credit, you need to know how to

deal with the law and people. She also emphasized the importance of

knowing the customs and knowing how to build a customer relationship
if you want to be successful in business. Finally, she stressed the
importance of helping one another. “If you teach one person he can

teach another and so on until you reach one hundred people. “

taken free English classes and there are several
programs that offer those services (see Annex).

4.5 Social Capital
“In business, you need partners.”
-Sierra Leonean woman, 2/1/08

As mentioned above, many of the women
interviewed had previous business experience in
their home countries, and several believed that
experience contributed to their confidence and
success in their current role. Additionally, all of
the women we interviewed worked in industries
common to West African women: trade, beauty
salons and stores and food service. They use
skills and knowledge gained at home to pursue
careers in their new homes, such as the woman

-Guinean store owner, 3/7/08

from Mali who put her knowledge of traditional
food to work, and the Ghanaian traders,

who took advantage of business connections
abroad to buy and sell in the U.S. It is clear
these women are taking as much advantage

of social capital to achieve success in their
entrepreneurial activities.

Several women had family in the U.S. before
they arrived and felt that those connections

and support were crucial in helping them

get started. A woman who had to give up her
business made the point that partners are also
necessary in business in order to help with
management and financing. For example, most
women heard of opportunities through word of
mouth — their cousin, sister or friend. Some had
family and husbands here when they arrived.
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Many women mentioned they would give help
to others if needed: teaching classes, business,
etc. One Ghanaian woman mentioned that

if she had a friend coming from Africa, “she
would introduce her to everything she knows:
healthcare and childcare. She would share all
her knowledge and connections...send her to
WHEDCO,” for instance.

Table 6
Entrepreneur Perspectives

Primary Challenges:

Credit and Financing
Immigration and Legal
Family and Gender

Primary Benefits/Assets:

Freedom of Self-employment
Opportunities for children
Gender

Needs:

Awareness of and Access to Services
Training and Education
Legal and Immigration Services

and Advocacy

4.6 Needs of Entrepreneurs

“I am a business person but don’t have
the chance to do what I know” - Sierra
Leonean woman, 2/1/08

Awareness of existing organizations

The reliance on and support of family and
friends reflects a corresponding lack of
awareness about service organizations that can
help. According to one woman from Mali, there
are a lot of difficulties, especially not having

your papers. She mentioned that she does

not know where to go about becoming a legal
citizen; when she arrived she just used people
she already knew (her cousin). There were no
organizations that she would recommend for

a friend first coming here. Entrepreneurs were
generally unaware of business services available
to them. The most well known organization
among this group was the Senegalese
Association on 116" in Manhattan.

The hair braiding association is another
service organization that might be helpful.

One entrepreneur said she thought she knew
about 70% of the hair braiders in New York
City. She often relays messages on behalf of the
organization to the businesses on 125" street
because she knows them best.

Training and Education

Women were willing to attend classes on
building credit, business and inventory
management but finding time will be a
challenge, especially among business owners.
The best way to reach these women was through
face-to-face outreach which may explain the
knowledge gap between services available and
the women’s awareness of them.

Legal and Immigration

Services and Advocacy

Of course, another helpful service would be
helping her friends and family who do not have
immigration status. As a Ghanaian woman
said, “That is the biggest problem, they can’t do
anything.”

6 ACCION New York should not be confused with ACCION International. Although they are related, ACCION’s U.S. programs
function differently than their international programs. For the purposes of this paper, ACCION refers to ACCION New York.

7 A membership based organization on Long Island that unites immigrant workers and their families for better working and living

conditions. http://www.workplaceprojectny.org

8 ACCION New York, for example, has slightly more male (63%) clients than female (37%).



5. CONCLUSION

With changes in the global landscape, it is anticipated that
the number of African immigrants in the United States will
continue to grow. The literature and demographic
review, key stakeholder interviews and entrepreneur
interviews led the team to draw the following issues

that need to be addressed:

« Credit and Access to Financial Services: Entrepreneurs do not utilize credit services at home,
and therefore come to this country with no credit and little understanding of how to build it. They
find it hard to manage, or, because it is an unfamiliar concept, do not try to build it at all, which
affects their ability to successfully run and grow their businesses.

« Immigration and Legal Issues: Entrepreneurs who are in New York illegally have limited
options. For women who are working for someone else, they have no recourse if they are being
mistreated and for women who are entrepreneurs, not being able to travel means they have to
pay higher prices for goods they could otherwise get overseas. Women also feel less able or less
free to follow a career-path of their choice when they do not have their “papers”.

» Education and Training: Many entrepreneurs are struggling because they do not speak English
well enough or at all. They cannot work where they would like or expand their businesses without
learning more English. Additionally, entrepreneurs demonstrated a need for accounting skills.
Many do not know how to implement basic accounting practices, such as inventory mechanisms.
Other entrepreneurs did not fully understand how to manage finances for their businesses.
Guides and classes are not commonly available in African languages.

« Knowledge and Awareness of Existing Services: When asked to provide examples of particular
services that would help them or newly arrived immigrants, interviewees generally responded
that those services did not exist or they were not aware of them. As evidenced by the stakeholder
interviews, New York City is home to many organizations that offer a range of services for
immigrants and entrepreneurs that could begin to meet the needs described above. Yet many of
these services, especially those that are business-related, do not appear to be effectively reaching
African immigrant women entrepreneurs. This gap provides an opportunity for Sauti Yetu to
increase knowledge of and access to existing services by African women entrepreneurs.
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APPENDIX A: Interview/Focus Group Guide

Overall Objective:

To identify the needs and challenges for
African immigrant women (especially business
owners) in relation to their work.

Introduction:
Hello, our names are . We are
students at Columbia University. We are
working with an African women’s organization
called Sauti Yetu to learn more about African
immigrant business owners and their needs.
We are specifically interested in learning about
how and where women work and the overall
experience - your needs, constraints you face,

potential solutions, etc.

It is important that you know that our
conversation will be completely anonymous

in that your full name or any other identifying
information will not be provided to anyone else
nor will they be in any of our reports. We are only
interested in obtaining this information for Sauti
Yetu so they are familiar with your challenges
and can begin to strengthen your efforts.

One of us will be taking notes during the
discussion, but again, your comments will be
anonymous.

Opening Questions:

We’d like to start by learning a little bit about
each of you. To maintain confidentiality, we are
not going to ask you your name. However, you
are welcome to share your first name with us if
you wish.

So, what we'll do is go around the room, please
tell us your age, what country you are from, and
how long you’ve been in the U.S.

1. Key Question

Can you what tell us what kind of business you
are currently in?

Probe: Now for those who haven’t told us yet,
could you explain to the group step-by-step how
you started this work and/or opened this business?

Probe: Why did you choose this business in
particular?

2. Key Question

Can you share a story or an example of a
problem or a challenge you’ve had related to
your work here in NY?

Probe: For example, one time when you
couldn’t find someone to take care of your kids?
Or difficulty with finances?

Probe: How did you solve that problem?

3. Key Question

If you could do any type of work here,

what would your preference be?

Probe: (If necessary) Why aren’t you doing
that type of work?

Probe: What would you need to start doing
that type of work?

4. Key Question

If a woman’s organization were to open up a
community center in your community (spec.
area) what kind of services would be most
helpful to you?

For focus group: We place pictures on an easel
or board of five different images (baby, dollar
sign to signify financial services, business
classes, personal counselor, ABCs for language)
Probe: Please tell us which two (of the ones
above) are most important to you?

Probe: And which (of the images above) do you
see a need for in your community?



Probe: For example, ACCION provides
financial services, so this service is available to you
already. Which services aren’t available to you?
Probe: What time of day is best for these
services?

Probe: Where should such services be located?

5. Key Question

So, now let’s imagine you have a your friend
who is coming to NY for the first time and she
needs your advice about getting work. What
kind of advice would you give her?

Probe: What should she do as soon as she gets
here? Where would you send her?

Probe: ****What type of organization could
assist her? Where would you tell her to go to

seek assistance? What kind of services would
she need? Does it exist already?

Probe: For example, a job placement agency,
cultural adaptation classes, job skills classes,
English classes? Are there any others? Which
are most important? (perhaps we can write
them on the easel or board and do votes for
most important)

Probe: What type of work might she end up
doing? Can you be specific and list some jobs
that she could do?

Probe: How would your sister go about getting
these (this) job(s)?

Probes: churches, agencies, family, friends,
NGOs, word of mouth?

Probe: What would you tell her about starting
her own business?

Probe: If necessary and there was shyness
in talking about themselves, we will ask the
questions from above again, but in relation to
the friend.

Transition: Wrapping Up

Okay, I think we’re just about done. Before we
finish, after thinking about our conversation, I'd
like to ask you one last question:

If you could do it over, what do you think you
would do differently? What would you do the
same?

Probe: For example, if you were starting your
business today instead of several years ago,
what would you do differently? Or, if you could
start over from the day you arrived, what would
you do differently?

Closing

This conversation has been really helpful, thank
you so much for speaking with us.

Your opinion is really important to us and we’ll
share your perspective with the organization

Do you have any questions for us? Is there
anything you’d like to add that you thought of
over the course of our talk?
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APPENDIX B: Updated African Immigrant Population
in the United States

Table 7
Total African Immigrant Population in the U.S.
2000 2009
574,000 1.1 million

Source: MPI analysis of 1990 and 2000 census; 2008-09 ACS

Table 8
Total African Immigrant Population by Country of Origin

1990 2000 2008-9
Nigeria 56,000 133,000 201,000
Ethiopia 34,000 66,000 143,000
Ghana 20,000 65,000 110,000
Kenya 6,000 29,000 68,000
Somalia 1,000 35,000 67,000
Liberia 10,000 39,000 64,000
Sudan 3,000 13,000 34,000
Sierra Leone 6,000 20,000 34,000
Cameroon 3,000 12,000 30,000
Cape Verde 4,000 10,000 22,000
Eritrea 0 17000 22,000
Senegal 2,000 9,000 16,000
Uganda 4,000 7000 14,000
South Africa 3,000 5,000 11,000
Guinea 1,000 0 11,000
Zimbabwe 1,000 6,000 11,000
Tanzania 1,000 4,000 10,000
Egypt 0 4,000 7000
Morocco 0 2,000 5,000
Other West Africa 3,000 0 52,000
Other East Africa 0 0 22,000
Other African Countries 13,000 97000 127000

Source: MPI analysis of 1990 and 2000 census; 2008-09 ACS
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Table 9

Foreign-Born Population by Region of Birth: 2010

(Numbers in thousands)

Population #
Total 39,956 100
Africa 1,607 4.0
Asia 1,284 28.2
Europe 4817 121
Latin America and the Caribbean 21,224 531
Mexico 1,711 29.3
Other Central America 3,063 76
South America 2,730 6.8
Caribbean 3,731 9.3
North America 807 20
Oceania 217 05

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2010.

Table 10

Foreign-Born by U.S. State: 2010

Foreign-Born Total Number African Total Number
Population of Individuals Foreign- of Individuals
by State* (numbers in Born (numbers
thousands) Population in thousands)
by State**
California 254 10,149 16 162
New York 10.8 4,315 37 160
Texas 104 4,55 3.3 137
Florida 9.2 3676 16 59
New Jersey 46 1,838 45 83
lllinois 44 1,758 25 44
Massachusetts 25 999 79 79
Georgia 24 959 79 76
Virginia 2.3 919 9.8 90
Washington 22 879 4.8 42
All other states 26.0 10,389 524 5444

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2010
**Source: MPI Fact Sheet for each U.S. state.
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Table 11
Legal Admissions* by Class for All U.S. Immigrants and African Immigrants, FY 2010

Immigrants from Africa** All U.S. Immigrants
Refugees and Asylees 22% 13%
Diversity Visa 24% 5%
Immediate Relatives of U.S. Citizens 42% 46%
Employment-Based Preferences 5% 14%
Family-Sponsored Preferences 1% 2%
Other 1% 2%

Note: *Legal admissions include both immigrants obtaining permanent residency upon arrival in the United States as well as
those who apply for and receive LPR status after substantial periods of residency in the country without such status. ** Includes
African immigrants of all races; the legal admissions data disaggregate admissions by country of origin and not by race.

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS): “Table 10: Persons Obtaining Legal Permanent Resident Status
by Board Class of Admission and Region and Country of Birth: Fiscal Year 2010," in Yearbook of Immigration Statistics
(Washington, DC: DHS 2010, revised March 30, 2011). www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/publications/LPR10.shtm.

Table 12
Employment Rates for U.S. Civilian Men and Women Aged 18 to 64* and Black African
Immigrants, 2007

Employment Rate
Total Men Women
All U.S. Adults Ages 18 to 64 71% 76% 67%
Native-Born Adults 72% 75% 68%
Immigrant Adults 71% 82% 60%
Black African Immigrants 75% 80% 68%

Note: *Employment rates are for the civilian population only. Adults in the armed forces are
excluded from the denominator.
Source: MPI analysis of 2005-09 ACS.

Table 13
Shares of High-Skilled U.S. Immigrants Working in Unskilled Jobs, 2009
Recent Immigrants Long-Term Immigrants
Europe 16% 7%
Latin America 43% 35%
Asia 19% 23%
Africa 36% 22%
U.S. Born: 16%

Note: “Unskilled OCCl_JPation_S" require no more than modest on-the-job training (for example, construction laborers, drivers,
and maids). “High-skilled migrants” here include only those who earned their college degrees abroad; U.S.-trained immigrants
are excluded. “Europe” includes Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. “Recent” immigrants have been in the U.S. for ten years
or less, while “long-term” immigrants have been in the country for at least ten years.

Source: MPI analysis of 2009 ACS
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