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The Honorable Curtis Jones, Jr. 
Chair, Committee on Commerce and Economic Development 
Philadelphia City Council 
Philadelphia City Hall, Room 404 
 
Tuesday, November 26, 2019 
 
To Chairman Jones and Members of the Committee on Commerce and Economic Development: 
 
I am Anna Shipp, Executive Director of the Sustainable Business Network of Greater Philadelphia (SBN). Thank 
you for the opportunity to testify today on the important issue of the needs of Philadelphia’s local independent 
businesses. 

 
SBN is building a just, green, and thriving economy in the region. We inspire, challenge, and support the local 
independent business community to be change agents in the movement towards social equity and climate 
resilience. SBN members are independent businesses based in Greater Philadelphia that practice ― and 
measure success by ― the triple bottom line of people, planet, and profitability. Since our founding in 2001, SBN 
has remained the region’s leading advocacy and membership organization for businesses committed to 
improving their social, environmental, and economic impact. 
 
The local independent business community is the backbone of a vibrant and resilient economy.  They represent 
99.7% of firms with employees and have created 6 of 10 jobs since 1992.1 They also have wide reaching positive 
impacts on their communities. For example, research consistently shows that a vibrant independent business 
community is linked to higher incomes, less economic inequality, higher rates of entrepreneurship, more tax 
revenues, stronger community cohesion and wellbeing, and improved environmental sustainability.2  
Not only is entrepreneurship essential for broad prosperity, a strong and diverse middle class, and improved 
environmental health, dispersed economic power also supports a strong democracy.3 These factors and more 
make the case that a strong local independent business community is crucial to a socially just, climate resilient, 
and economically thriving Philadelphia and region.  
 
Despite the research that shows small businesses deliver better value in many sectors, and provide significant 
value to our economy, communities, and environment, they are being driven out of many sectors of the 
economy, including manufacturing, construction, and retail.4  To ensure the long-term sustainability of 
community-based economic corridors and local economies, it’s critical that government, community  
organizations, and business districts prioritize and incentivize local, independent businesses to start, grow, and 
thrive.  
 
SBN advocates for these kinds of policies at the state and local levels.  For example, SBN was successful in seeing  

 
1 Smallbusiness.com. “Answers to 20 of the Most Frequently Asked Questions About U.S. Small Business.” July 28, 2016.  
2 Institute for Local Self-Reliance, “Why Care about Independent, Locally Owned Businesses?” July 23, 2018 
3 Stacy Mitchell. Monopoly Power and the Decline of Small Business: The Case for Restoring America’s Once Robust Antitrust Policies. 
August 2016. Available at https://ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/MonopolyPower-SmallBusiness.pdf  
4 ibid  
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through the adoption of benefit corporation legislation at the state level; we also worked with Councilmember 
Maria Quiñones-Sanchez on creating the Sustainable Business Tax Credit and expanding Jump Start Philadelphia.  
Most recently, SBN led the effort to craft Philadelphia’s first Business Owners’ Bill of Rights, which we initially 
recommended in our 2011 Taking Care of Business report to establish clarity, transparency, and accountability 
on the level of customer service that business owners can and should expect when they interact with City 
agencies. SBN worked through the Special Committee on Regulatory Review & Reform to get the Business 
Owners’ Bill of Rights over the finish line.  In line with the intent behind SBN’s initial recommendation, the 
Business Owners’ Bill of Rights, which was approved earlier this month, supports a shared understanding of the 
customer service principles that City agencies should be following in all interactions, and is a demonstration that 
the City is working toward creating more streamlined, uniform processes for our business community.   
 
Beyond a stated commitment to customer service, Philadelphia’s local independent businesses need continued 
process improvements, modernized regulations, and useful business incentives. Recently, the City, led by the 
Commerce Department, conducted significant research into the barriers to owning and operating a business in 
Philadelphia, as well as the effectiveness of certain Philadelphia business tax incentives. While there have been 
recent improvements, specifically the elimination of the BIRT filing for businesses making less than 
$100,000/year, for many, starting and growing a business in Philadelphia remains unnecessarily challenging.  
 
Many existing continue to struggle with the burdens of BIRT, wage taxes, and cumbersome, outdated 
regulations and zoning codes just to name a few. Local, independent business owners also struggle with finding 
affordable space in the City. Within particular business districts, often the ones that local businesses have made 
vibrant and valuable through their own investment and labor, the increases in rent are the sharpest.  The 
Institute for Local Self-Reliance found rents for prime retail space in Center City Philadelphia increased 87.5% 
over seven years, with a 15% increase in 2015 alone.5 In 2018, CBRE found commercial rents reaching record 
highs.6 These surging prices make it harder for local businesses to operate.  Large chain retailers have more 
resources to put toward negotiating contracts and building plans with developers and property owners, and 
have a better ability to absorb hits to profit margins in any given year. The City should continue to evaluate the 
challenges facing local business owners in finding affordable, well-maintained space, and consider policies that 
minimize these barriers.  
 
Despite the barriers, Philadelphia has seen a high rate of business growth, and much of it has come from 
independent businesses with fewer than 10 employees, indicative of their importance to our economy.7  To 
support these businesses to grow above 10 employees, the City should increase support services for business 
development. A significant amount of attention is being paid to attracting large employers to Philadelphia from 
the outside, while small businesses already in Philadelphia have to try to compete and fight to get the resources 
they need to grow and thrive.  The Local Business Purchasing Initiative and Philadelphia Anchors for Growth and 
Equity are emerging as examples of how to help local businesses grow through contract opportunities, but much 
more needs to be done, including in the way of access to capital. 
 

 
5 Olivia Lavecchia. “How Rising Commercial Rents are Threatening Independent Businesses, and What Cities are Doing about It.” April 20, 
2016.  
6 CBRE. Philadelphia Urban Retail Trends. Fall 2018.  
7 City of Philadelphia. Growing with Equity. May 2018.  
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Capital access remains a concern for small business owners across the U.S., and Philadelphia is no different.  A 
study by The Business Journals found 54% of small and mid-sized business owners were concerned about access 
to capital, business loans, or credit, with 35%of those surveyed “very concerned.”8 Capital access is especially 
challenging for women and people of color.9 Research has shown women and people of color have higher denial 
rates even when controlling for other factors like business credit score, personal wealth, and revenues.10 When 
they do receive loans, women and people of color are still at a disadvantage as they often receive smaller loans 
and higher interest rates.11 12 Specific attention should be paid to the challenges local business owners face in 
accessing capital and how that impacts the significant disparities in business ownership between white 
Philadelphians and Philadelphians of color.  For example, Black Americans have made up roughly 40% of the 
population in Philadelphia since the 1990s; however, in 2016, fewer than 3% of businesses in the City were 
Black-owned.13  New programs and policy solutions could be implemented, with strong support from the robust 
number of business support organizations in the City, to increase the number of loans given, reduce risk for 
lenders and improve terms for borrowers, and drive more lending through community groups.  
 
These examples scratch the surface of the challenges facing the business community in Philadelphia. City Council 
should lean on backbone business organizations like SBN and other stakeholders such as the Commerce 
Department to tackle important questions around the definition of a “quality job;” strategies that support truly 
equitable and inclusive economic growth, especially in historically marginalized and economically distressed 
communities; and how to create a climate resilient city that meets 21st century needs and challenges.  
 
SBN appreciates the opportunity to address this Committee today. Thank you, Chairman Jones and 
Councilmember Green for the attention you’ve brought to the challenges facing businesses in our City. Thank 
you to the Greater Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce for inviting SBN to testify.  We look forward to 
continuing the important work of making Philadelphia a city where local, independent, triple bottom line 
businesses can start, grow, and thrive.  
 
Thank you,  
 
Anna Shipp 
Executive Director 
Sustainable Business Network of Greater Philadelphia 
2401 Walnut Street, Suite 206 
Philadelphia, PA 19103 
215-922-7400, ext. 101 

 
8 The Business Journals. 2018 Predictions: A look ahead for small to mid-size businesses. Available at https://gabb.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/01/The_Business_Journals_2018_Predictions.pdf.  
9 U.S. Small Business Administration, Office of Advocacy. January 29, 2014.  Access to Capital for Women- and Minority-owned 
Businesses: Revisiting Key Variables, Issue Brief Number 3. Available at 
https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/Issue%20Brief%203%20Access%20to%20Capital.pdf 
10 Ibid. 
11 Timothy Bates and Alicia Robb. “Minority-Owned Businesses come up short in access to capital: It’s time to change the equation for 
MBEs.” Forbes. July 30, 2012. 
12 Amy Johnson. “Access to capital: Challenge for Women and Minority business owners.” Townsquared. January 3, 2017.  
13 Ibid. 
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