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Where it’s working
•

Detroit, Michigan

Players
•
•

Local Economic Development Corporations
Nonprofit Immigrant/Ethnic Entrepreneurship, Welcoming, and
Service Organizations
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What does it mean?
Cities across America offer a wide array of business grants,
subsidized loans, and other incentives to support entrepreneurs,
especially in distressed or developing urban neighborhoods.
Too often, however, these grant and incentive programs do not
connect with immigrant and ethnic business owners, many of
whom have thriving businesses that are ideally situated to help
achieve the goals of these programs. Immigrant and minority
business owners may be unaware of these incentive programs,
mistakenly assume that they are unqualified or not wanted for
these programs, face linguistic barriers that make even applying
to these programs challenging, or confront other cultural barriers
that need to be navigated.
A small stipend provided to a “connector” agency can help
remove these barriers. Local economic development efforts can
help reach immigrant business owners and enhance the impact of
their business grant and incentive programs. Using this method,
the Detroit Economic Growth Corporation (DEGC) has helped
make significant inroads in increasing the number and quality of
immigrant and ethnic business applications for small business
expansion and property revitalization grants.
In 2015, the DEGC provided Global Detroit approximately $5,000
to aggressively market, promote, and assist two business grant
programs—the NEIdeas business expansion grant program
and the Motor City Match property rehab incentive grants—to
immigrant and ethnic business owners in a targeted Hispanic/
Latino community. During the grant period, minority applications
for the NEIdeas program from the targeted Hispanic/Latino zip
code grew 350 percent (while citywide applications and minority
applications citywide fell 10 percent) and 25 percent of the spring
2016 round of Motor City Match winners were immigrant business
owners (in a city that is 5 percent foreign born). A similar grant
was made in 2016 to build upon this success and expand it to
Bangladeshi and Arab business owners.
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How does it work?
Global Detroit used the money to hire, train, and deploy bilingual
engagement specialists in the targeted zip code. These workers
canvassed the local business strip, visiting the stores of local
businesses and talking to as many business owners as possible.
They attended a variety of community events and meetings
at churches, schools, and other places where immigrants
frequented. While these visits included discussions of the
NEIdeas and Motor City Match grant programs, engagement
specialists sought to build longer-term relationships with local
business owners and to identify as many resources as possible
to assist the owners with their business success. Through
this process, in 2015 the engagement specialists developed a
database of 140 active business owners in the targeted zip code
with whom Global Detroit and DEGC can continue to work to
promote other opportunities.
Global Detroit staff helped translate the NEIdeas application
into Spanish, assisted Spanish-speaking business owners to
complete the application, and re-translated the application into
English before submission. As a result, minority applications
from the target zip code for the second round of NEIdeas grew
350 percent from the first round, while citywide applications
and citywide minority applications were both down around 10
percent.

Why does it matter?
Immigrant business owners are often the driving energy for the
revitalization of many urban neighborhood retail districts. In fact,
a 2015 study from the Fiscal Policy Institute and the Americas
Society and Council of the Americas found that immigrants own
28 percent of all the Main Street businesses across the nation,
including 58 percent of the dry cleaners, 53 percent of the
grocery stores, 38 percent of the restaurants, 32 percent of all
clothing stores, 28 percent of department and discount stores,
and 25 percent of electronics, radio, television, and computer
stores—businesses critical to building neighborhoods and
community, as well as revitalizing distressed neighborhoods.
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Many cities, nonprofit community development initiatives, placemaking efforts,
and economic development programs focus on encouraging new retail and
Main Street businesses in targeted neighborhoods. Such programs often
offer capital and tax incentives, technical assistance, planning and other
enticements to persuade business owners to locate or expand into these
communities. Yet, too often the incentive programs do not connect with an
important segment of the potential users of such services—immigrant business
owners.
Successful immigrant entrepreneurship programs are often characterized
by their linguistic and cultural competence. Simply translating brochures or
hiring bilingual speakers—while important steps in the right direction—often
cannot overcome deeper barriers that can exist between program design
and immigrant and ethnic business owners. For example, requiring immigrant
and ethnic retailers to attend community meetings to learn about programs,
instead of marketing such programs directly to the owners at their place of
business, can vastly limit participation.
Many economic development agencies, chambers of commerce, and local
governments simply do not have the staff resources to invest in what can be an
intense effort to build trust and connectivity with small immigrant and ethnic
business owners and their communities. By providing resources to partners
who have established themselves as trusted advocates and partners within
those communities, government and economic development agencies can
leverage their incentive programs with the growing and ambitious ethnic and
immigrant business communities who have too often been disconnected from
such opportunities.
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Resources for Action
Fiscal Policy Institute and Americas Society/Council of the Americas “Bringing
Vitality to Main Street: How Immigrant Small Businesses Help Local Economies
Grow” - This study found that 28 percent of all U.S. Main Street businesses are
immigrant-owned, and that immigrant business owners accounted for the vast
majority of all the growth in Main Street businesses in the 50 largest metro regions
of the country between 2000 and 2013.
fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Bringing-Vitality-to-Main-Street.pdf �
Welcoming America, “Guide to Immigrant Economic Development” – The guide
chronicles a dozen local economic development strategies that are being deployed
to help grow local economies, create jobs, create prosperity, and revitalize
communities. An entire chapter is devoted to immigrant entrepreneurship
strategies and models.
www.welcomingamerica.org/sites/default/files/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/
Guide-to-Immigrant-Economic-Development_Final.pdf �
Migration Policy Institute, “Immigrants and WIOA Services: Comparison of
Sociodemographic Characteristics of Native- and Foreign-Born Adults in the United
States” - MPI provides state-specific analysis of relevant populations and a helpful
breakdown of how this impacts WIOA plans and proposals.
www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrants-and-wioa-services-comparisonsociodemographic-characteristics-native-and-foreign �

Additional Reading
New American Economy, “Better Business: How Hispanic Entrepreneurs Are
Beating Expectations and Bolstering the U.S. Economy”
www.renewoureconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/hispanicentrepreneurs-final.pdf �
New American Economy, “Open for Business: How Immigrants Are Driving Small
Business Creation in the United States”
www.renewoureconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/openforbusiness.pdf �

Contacts
Global Detroit, (313) 516-9681, www.globaldetroit.com �
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WE Global Network �
WelcomingEconomiesNetwork@gmail.com
@WENetworkGlobal
facebook.com/WENetwork

