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WNYC’s The Greene Space 
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At a time when so many of the new jobs being created in today's economy offer low wages and limited opportunity for economic 
mobility, this symposium will discuss whether entrepreneurship should be embraced as one route for low-income New Yorkers 
to achieve economic self-sufficiency.  
 
As the Center for an Urban Future documented in its 2013 Launching Low Income Entrepreneurs report, relatively few low-
income, native-born New Yorkers are currently taking this route to economic self-sufficiency. Yet, there is enormous potential to 
expand the number of low-income entrepreneurs in New York. While relatively few low-income minorities are starting formal 
businesses, there is no lack of entrepreneurial spirit or creativity among the native-born poor, with numerous low-income 
residents earning income through informal “side-hustles.” This forum will delve into the obstacles that prevent many low-
income residents from even considering entrepreneurship and discuss potential strategies for city government, the private sector 
and nonprofit organizations to expand the number of low-income entrepreneurs in the five boroughs. 
 
8:00am – 8:30am:  Breakfast and Registration 
 
8:30am – 8:45am: Welcoming Remarks 
   Gifford Miller, Board Chairman, Center for an Urban Future 
   Daniel Delehanty, Senior Vice President, Community Development Banking, Capital One Bank 
   Jonathan Bowles, Executive Director, Center for an Urban Future 
 
8:45am – 10:00am: Panel: Entrepreneurship as a Pathway out of Poverty for Low-Income New Yorkers 

Moderator: Errol Louis, Political Anchor, NY1 News 
• Aisha Benson, Managing Director, TruFund Financial Services, Inc. 
• Terry Bowman, Executive Director, Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship – New York 
• Jennifer DaSilva, Founder and Executive Director, Start Small Think Big 
• Bennie Edgerson, Founder and Owner, Bennie Daye Services, Inc. 

 
10:00am – 10:15am: Break 

 
10:15am – 11:15am: Panel: Strategies to Expand Low-Income Entrepreneurship in New York City 

Moderator: Jonathan Bowles, Executive Director, Center for an Urban Future 
• Steve Cohen, Executive Vice President and Deputy Commissioner, Empire State Development 
• Daniel Delehanty, Senior Vice President, Community Development Banking, Capital One Bank  
• Connie Evans, President and CEO, Association for Enterprise Opportunity 
• Maria Torres-Springer, Commissioner, NYC Department of Small Business Services 
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 Aisha Benson is Managing Director for TruFund Financial Services, a national non-profit Community 
Development Financial Institution, where she manages the organization’s lending and economic development 
activities in the New York market. She is responsible for directing, managing and integrating multi-disciplined 
team functions related to the delivery of lending services and TA programs in New York City, Westchester, Long 
Island and Northern New Jersey. Benson oversees program design and implementation, resource partner selection 
and management and the coordination of outreach and business development efforts for all NY programs. She is a 
seasoned banker and manager with substantial background in business lending, program management, strategic 
operations and compliance. Previously, Benson served as Vice President of Business Lending at Carver Federal 
Savings Bank and as Vice President of Commercial Lending at JP Morgan Chase Community Development 
Group. She has 19 years of experience in lending, including loan sourcing, underwriting and relationship 
management for small businesses, middle-market companies and nonprofit organizations. Benson serves on the 
Board of the New Vision Community Economic Development Corporation. She is also an active volunteer with 
the Make A Wish Foundation, Beacon Food Pantry and Habitat for Humanity. Benson received her BA, Cum 
Laude from Columbia University. 
 

 Jonathan Bowles is the Executive Director of the Center for an Urban Future, a Manhattan-based think tank 
dedicated to independent research about key policy issues facing New York and other cities. He is the architect of 
the policy agenda for the Center and is responsible for making it one of New York’s most innovative and 
influential organizations and one in which its policy ideas are well-respected and widely used by policymakers, 
business leaders, and nonprofit practitioners. At the Center, Bowles has authored more than two-dozen reports, 
including a widely acclaimed 2007 study about the significant impact immigrant entrepreneurs are having on cities’ 
economies, an influential study about New York City’s innovation economy and a report about how to retain and 
grow New York’s middle class. He has been asked to be a guest contributor for the New York Times, the New York 
Daily News and The Council on Foreign Relations on a range of urban issues. His research about key economic 
trends facing New York and its five boroughs, the value of small businesses to cities, and the economic impact of 
industries ranging from air cargo to biotechnology has been covered in publications ranging from the New York 
Times and USA Today to The Economist. Bowles is a frequent moderator and speaker at conferences and panel 
discussions on urban policy in New York and nationally. 
 

 Terry Bowman is Executive Director of Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship’s (NFTE) New York Metro 
office. NFTE’s mission is to provide programs that inspire young people from low-income communities to stay in 
school, to recognize business opportunities and to plan for successful futures through entrepreneurship. Bowman 
previously worked at the New York City Department of Education (DOE) where he held several posts across the 
last seven years.  Most recently, he oversaw the development and implementation of policies impacting teacher 
effectiveness, teacher and principal compensation and various other critical labor and human capital issues.  In this 
capacity Bowman partnered with the DOE Office of Accountability to use data in establishing a framework to 



evaluate and reward teachers and principals based upon student academic progress. Prior to that, Bowman 
oversaw Chancellor Joel Klein’s Strategic Response Group, which served on the front lines of communications 
efforts between the chancellor’s office and students, parents, district staff and public officials and which reported 
on key trends to the DOE leadership team.  In this role, he worked closely with the Office of Community and 
Public Affairs and created the Translation and Interpretation Unit that leads district outreach to the 40% of city 
school parents whose first language is not English. A product of North Carolina, Bowman earned his BA in 
English and Political Science from the University of North Carolina (Chapel Hill) and his Master of Divinity at 
Harvard University. 
 

 Steve Cohen is Executive Vice President and Deputy Commissioner at Empire State Development (ESD), where 
he heads the Department of Small Business Services and Community Economic Development. Since joining ESD, 
Cohen has led efforts to create, implement and refine important programs and initiatives to support small business 
development, increase access to capital and improve the economic climate in communities throughout New York 
State. New programs and resources include the State’s $50 million Small Business Revolving Loan Fund and the 
Innovate NY Fund - the State’s new $45 million seed stage equity capital fund. Over the past year, department 
programs facilitated the creation of hundreds of new businesses, hundreds of millions of dollars in capital 
investments in small businesses and community development projects and the creation and retention of thousands 
of jobs. Prior to joining ESD, Cohen was Senior Vice President at Seedco/Seedco Financial, where he oversaw 
community economic development programming, as well as program development and government relations. 
Previously, he founded and ran a small music production company in San Francisco and held a number of 
positions in consulting and economic development. He holds a bachelor’s degree in political science from UC 
Berkeley and a master’s in public administration from Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government. 
 

 Jennifer DaSilva is Founder and Executive Director of Start Small Think Big, a nonprofit organization dedicated 
to helping low- to moderate-income entrepreneurs grow small businesses in New York City’s most underserved 
communities. An attorney whose professional background has been in community development, DaSilva began 
her career in the Bronx in the late 1990s as the Director of the East Side House Settlement Youth Leadership 
Program, working closely with South Bronx families and community groups and building partnerships between 
East Side House and private funders, nonprofit and government institutions and private businesses. After 
graduating from law school in 2001, she clerked on the District of Columbia District Court for the Honorable 
Gladys Kessler, and worked as a Litigation Associate at Debevoise & Plimpton in New York. DaSilva then worked 
for the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, where she helped to coordinate their 2008 west coast 
Election Protection effort by opening three national hotline call centers in California, building mobile legal field 
programs in Nevada and Washington and recruiting and training 1500+ legal volunteers. Prior to founding Start 
Small Think Big in 2010, DaSilva worked at Angkor Microfinance Kampuchea, a licensed Cambodian 
Microfinance Institution in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, where she helped to design a new microinsurance product 
for the Cambodian market. DaSilva holds a BA in Political Science from Yale University and a JD from Cornell 
Law School. 
 

 Daniel Delehanty is Senior Vice President at Capital One Bank, responsible for community development 
activities in the field of economic and small business development nationally and locally in NY/NJ and the Mid-
Atlantic. He has 20 years of community development experience and got his start in international development, 
running the Trickle Up Program's microenterprise efforts in Africa before serving as Deputy Executive Director 
from 1998 through 2000. Delehanty then turned his attention to community development in the New York area, 
where he worked as a consultant before serving as Deputy Executive Director with the Business Outreach Center 
Network in Brooklyn, where he helped launch innovative microenterprise programs for child care providers, 
refugees and women entrepreneurs. He then joined the public sector, serving as the Director of the Community 
Affairs Unit at the New York State Banking Department where he focused on facilitating partnerships between 
banks and community groups related to affordable housing, financial education, lending and investment 



opportunities. He also spearheaded the Banking Development District Program, a program to bring banking 
services to underserved areas. In 2006, Delehanty returned to the private sector and joined the Community 
Development Banking team of Capital One Bank. He serves on the Board of Directors of the Business Center for 
New Americans, the Association for Enterprise Opportunity, the Business Outreach Center Network, Grameen 
America (Advisory Board) and NYC's Office of Financial Empowerment (Advisory Board). A resident of Queens, 
New York, Delehanty is a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of SUNY Stony Brook University and attended graduate 
school at Columbia's School of International and Public Affairs.  
 

 Bennie Edgerson is Founder and Owner of Bennie Daye Services, Inc., a home improvement company. An 
entrepreneur and small business owner, Edgerson moved to New York City eight years ago from Arkansas with 
her three children, fleeing an abusive relationship which led to divorce and all of the financial troubles that come 
with it. She first got a job in New York as a case manager at a homeless shelter and soon after started a 
construction company, Bennie Daye Services, on the side. Eventually, she left her full-time job at the shelter and 
focused solely on her small business. Despite being able to success and strengthen Bennie Daye Services, severely 
damaged credit, the inability to qualify for a business loan and the lack of a personal network in New York City 
provided many challenges to further business growth. Edgerson, a certified M/WBE, needed a loan to purchase 
insurance necessary for taking on larger commercial contracts with New York City.  She approached ACCION 
where a loan consultant worked with her on managing her cash-flow, establishing stronger credit and ultimately 
helping her secure the financing required to purchase insurance. Edgerson’s loan enabled her to win larger 
commercial contracts like her current job building subsidized housing in Brooklyn. Bennie Daye Services has 
quickly doubled in size, growing from four employees to its current eight. 
 

 Connie Evans is the President and CEO of the Association for Enterprise Opportunity (AEO), the national 
nonprofit organization and business trade association representing the U.S. microenterprise development industry. 
AEO has nearly 400 member organizations that provide training, technical assistance and resources to 
entrepreneurs across the United States. Prior to AEO, Evans was the founding president of the Women’s Self-
Employment Project (WSEP) in Chicago, the first and largest urban microenterprise development organization in 
the U. S. and the first adaptation of the Grameen Bank model to a U.S. urban setting. She founded WSEP 
Ventures, a social enterprise nonprofit that catalyzed new ventures by nonprofit community-based leaders serving 
disenfranchised communities; and she founded CSolutions, a consulting boutique focused on solutions for social 
change in the U.S and internationally. Evans has served on numerous and diverse boards including the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Chicago, Social Venture Network, Ms. Foundation for Women, Global Fund for Women and the 
CDFI Advisory Board at the U.S. Treasury Department. 
 

 Errol Louis is a Political Anchor with NY1 News. Louis joined NY1 in 2010 as host of "Inside City Hall," the 
city’s premiere news program covering New York politics and government. He regularly interviews top 
newsmakers, including former Mayor Michael Bloomberg, Governor Andrew Cuomo and former governors 
David Paterson, Eliot Spitzer and George Pataki, as well as authors and filmmakers including Ken Burns, Robert 
Caro, Ralph Nader and Howard Dean. In 2012, Louis provided live coverage and commentary from the 
Republican and Democratic national conventions and co-moderated a live statewide debate for the U.S. Senate. 
Prior to joining NY1, Louis was a columnist and editorial board member of the New York Daily News. He also 
hosted The Morning Show on AM1600 WWRL, and in 2010 was named the city's Best Columnist & Radio Show 
Host by the Village Voice. He is the co-editor of Deadline Artists (2011), and Deadline Artists: Scandals, Tragedies and 
Triumphs (2012), two anthologies of America’s best newspaper columns. He has also been a CNN contributor 
since 2008. Louis holds a Bachelor's Degree in Government from Harvard University, a Master's in Political 
Science from Yale, and a Juris Doctorate from Brooklyn Law School. 
 
 



 Gifford Miller is the Managing Principal at Signature Urban Properties. After more than a decade of experience at 
the highest levels of New York City government, including four years as Speaker of the City Council, Miller today 
brings his expertise to bear on private sector initiatives. He formed Signature Urban Properties to pursue the 
transformational in transitional neighborhoods and is leading the development of more than 1,300 units of 
affordable housing in the Bronx, transforming a formerly derelict industrial area into a new, residential community. 
In addition to his development work, Miller is the Principal of Miller Strategies, a highly successful strategic 
consulting firm. As its principal, Miller advises a variety of companies on navigating New York’s complex 
business, regulatory, and political waters. Miller is active with a number of New York’s leading non-profits, serving 
on the board of the Friends of the High Line, St. Bernard’s School, New York City Outward Bound Schools, the 
U.S. Soccer Foundation New York Leadership Council, and as the Chairman of the Center for an Urban Future. 
Miller, a life-long New Yorker, graduated from Princeton University. 
 

 Maria Torres-Springer was appointed Commissioner of the New York City Department of Small Business 
Services (SBS) in 2014, following a career in expanding small business opportunities and a history of building 
relationships with community, government and private businesses to support economic development projects 
throughout New York City. Her experience collaborating with local communities began when she worked at the 
Local Initiatives Support Corporation, a nonprofit focused on bringing together community organizations and 
stakeholders with private and public resources to help revitalize neighborhoods based on locally-defined priorities. 
More recently, Torres-Springer served as the Executive Vice President and Chief of Staff at the New York City 
Economic Development Corporation, where she oversaw the development and implementation of more than 100 
initiatives designed to support innovation and entrepreneurship across all industries. She has also served at the 
Office of the Deputy Mayor for Economic Development & Rebuilding as a Senior Policy Advisor and as the 
Chief Operating Officer of Friends of the Highline. Torres-Springer received a B.A. in Ethics, Politics and 
Economics from Yale University and a Masters in Public Policy from Harvard University’s Kennedy School of 
Government. 
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Launching Low-Income Entrepreneurs

With middle income jobs in decline, entrepreneurship offers an
increasingly promising pathway out of poverty; but few low-income

New Yorkers are currently taking this route to economic self-sufficiency

#lowincome    #entrepreneurs    @nycfuture
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Op-Ed: Fixing the 
Start-Up Boom’s 
Class Bias 
By Jonathan Bowles 
April 25, 2013 

 

New York City appears to be in a new golden age of entrepreneurship. 
In recent years, mid-career investment bankers, lawyers and media 
professionals have forged out on their own, opening everything from 
food trucks and restaurants to digital marketing agencies. Twenty-
something college grads facing the worst job market in decades have 
turned to entrepreneurship in droves, establishing Internet start-ups, 
design firms and countless other new ventures. And immigrants from 
Washington Heights to Sheepshead Bay have continued to open food 
carts, franchises and other businesses at a rapid clip. 
 
But amid the veritable start-up boom, some groups have fared better 
than others. Among those disproportionately left out of the new-
economy bonanza are low-income, native-born New Yorkers, 
research released today by my organization, the Center for an Urban 
Future, shows. 
 
Analyzing U.S. Census data, our researchers found that all 10 ZIP 
codes in the city with the lowest rates of self-employment have 
median incomes below $33,000, and in all but one the share of the 
native-born population exceeds the city average. 
 
In contrast, neighborhoods with similarly low median incomes but 
where most residents are foreign born have higher-than-average 
rates of entrepreneurship. Meanwhile, native-born New Yorkers who 
live in affluent neighborhoods have among the highest rates of self-
employment in the city. 
 
In the Bronx, where 67 percent of the population is native-born and 
working-age residents tend to be poorer and less educated than in the 
rest of the city, only 17,000 of the borough’s 50,000 self-employed 
(34 percent) are native-born. 
 
In Queens, native-born residents make up 52 percent of the 
population, but just 29 percent of those who are self-employed (or 
35,700 out of 123,200). 
 
On Staten Island, 64 percent of self-employed individuals are native-
born, but this is still not proportional to the share of the borough’s 
population that is American-born (79 percent). 
 
Self-employment rates are lowest in neighborhoods that are both 
poorer than the rest of the city and have a disproportionate share of 
native-born residents. Averaged together, the 18 Census-defined 
neighborhoods in New York City with the lowest self-employment 
rates have a median income of $25,150, a foreign-born share of 32.2 
percent and a 6.1 percent self-employment rate. For example, 
Brownsville/Ocean Hill has a 4.5 percent self-employment rate, a 
median annual income of $19,900 and a 72 percent native-born 
population. Poor neighborhoods like East New York, the Rockaways, 
Morrisania, Bed-Stuy, East Harlem, Mott Haven, Co-op City and 
Staten Island’s North Shore all have higher than average proportions 
of native-born residents, low median incomes and among the lowest 
self-employment rates in the city. 
 

In comparison, the 18 neighborhoods with the next highest self-
employment rates actually had lower median annual incomes 
($23,718, on average) but much higher levels of foreign-born 
residents (45.2 percent, on average) and an average self-employment 
rate of 8.8 percent. In all but two of these 18 neighborhoods, the 
share of the population that is foreign born exceeds the citywide 
average (36.8 percent). For instance, in Jackson Heights, where 63 
percent of residents are foreign-born, the median annual income is 
$22,900, but the self-employment rate is 9.6 percent. 
 
Other neighborhoods with median incomes below $25,000 but fairly 
high rates of self-employment include Elmhurst/Corona (9.3 
percent), Sunset Park (9.1 percent) and Bensonhurst (9 percent). 
 
Given how much capital it takes to start a business, and how much 
risk is involved, it is hardly surprising that many asset-poor New 
Yorkers have shied away from entrepreneurship. But it is eminently 
possible to expand the number of low-income entrepreneurs. In 
today’s economy, it is becoming a must. At a time when so many of 
the jobs that are being created come with low wages and limited 
opportunity for economic mobility, entrepreneurship should been 
seen as an alternative pathway out of poverty — at least for some. 
 
The goal should not be to seed the next Google, but to increase the 
number of low-income New Yorkers who pursue entrepreneurship as 
a route to economic self-sufficiency. Indeed, a significant share of the 
immigrants who are starting businesses are doing it out of necessity, 
as a way to generate enough income to live on and raise a family. 
 
The good news is that there is much to build on. While relatively few 
low-income minorities are starting formal businesses, there is no lack 
of entrepreneurial spirit or creativity among the native-born poor. 
Hundreds, if not thousands, of low-income residents in New York are 
earning income through informal “side hustles,” from cutting hair in 
their apartment to day care. 
 
Harnessing this potential, however, may not be possible without first 
addressing the obstacles that prevent many low-income residents 
from even considering entrepreneurship in the first place. For 
instance, people living in poverty often have limited exposure to 
entrepreneurial role models and mentors, a problem since 
entrepreneurs often get the confidence to start a business after seeing 
family, friends and members of their community succeed with their 
own ventures. Low-income individuals are also more likely to have 
limited financial literacy skills, not to mention paltry savings, poor 
credit histories and limited access to friends and family who can help 
finance a new business. And some are deterred from starting a 
business because earning an even meager income from such a 
venture might cause them to lose government benefits, such as 
Medicaid, food stamps or housing subsidies. 
 
While local officials in New York and many other cities have been 
rolling out new initiatives to support entrepreneurs, there has been 
little — if any — focus on encouraging more low-income people to 
consider entrepreneurship. Meanwhile, the workforce development 
centers that help jobless New Yorkers find work generally steer clear 
of recommending entrepreneurship, and the already small number of 
programs that teach entrepreneurship in the city’s public schools 
have been cut back in recent years. 
 
A more strategic focus on promoting, teaching and supporting 
entrepreneurship in New York and other cities could have a big 
impact. 
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