






 

June 17, 2026 

WRITTEN TESTIMONY OF THE YEMENI AMERICAN MERCHANTS ASSOCIATION (YAMA) 

REGARDING INTRO. 813 

Submitted to the New York City Council 

The Yemeni American Merchants Association (YAMA) appreciates the opportunity to submit testimony 
regarding Intro. 813, which would authorize the Department of Consumer and Worker Protection to refuse 
to renew, suspend, or revoke a tobacco retail dealer license for certain violations related to the unlawful 
sale of cannabis products. 

For over a decade, YAMA has worked alongside Yemeni-owned small businesses that serve as the 
backbone of New York's neighborhood retail economy. Today, more than 10,000 Yemeni-owned stores 
operate throughout New York, many of them family-owned bodegas, convenience stores, and 
neighborhood retailers that provide essential goods and services in communities across the city and state. 

YAMA recognizes the challenges posed by the sale of unlicensed cannabis products and supports efforts 
to protect consumers, promote compliance, and ensure a fair marketplace. Businesses that knowingly 
violate the law should be held accountable. 

At the same time, we are concerned that Intro. 813 may create unintended consequences for responsible 
small business owners who are making good-faith efforts to comply with an increasingly complex 
regulatory environment. 

Many of the merchants we work with are first-generation immigrant entrepreneurs who operate 
family-owned businesses without access to attorneys, compliance departments, or regulatory specialists. 
They often rely on distributors and wholesalers to provide products that are represented as lawful for 
retail sale. As a result, merchants may unknowingly purchase products that later become the subject of 
enforcement actions. 

The concern we hear repeatedly from merchants is not whether illegal cannabis sales should be addressed. 
Rather, it is whether small retailers can reasonably determine which products are lawful, which products 
require additional authorization, and what consequences may result from an inadvertent mistake. 

As drafted, the bill would allow a cannabis-related violation to place a merchant's tobacco retail license at 
risk. For many neighborhood stores, tobacco sales remain a significant source of revenue. The loss of a 
tobacco license can jeopardize the viability of a small business, impact employees, and create financial 
hardship for families that depend on these businesses for their livelihood. 

 



 

 

Many of the businesses affected by this legislation have operated in New York for decades. These stores 
employ local residents, pay taxes, support community organizations, and often serve neighborhoods that 
rely on them every day. Any enforcement framework should recognize the important role these businesses 
play in the economic and social fabric of our communities. 

YAMA respectfully offers the following recommendations for the Council's consideration: 

First, establish a warning and cure period before a tobacco license may be suspended, revoked, or denied 
renewal. Merchants should receive written notice of a violation and a reasonable opportunity to remove 
prohibited products and come into compliance. Education and corrective action should be encouraged 
whenever possible. 

Second, focus the strongest penalties on repeat and intentional violators. A business that knowingly and 
repeatedly violates the law should be treated differently than a merchant who makes a first-time mistake 
and immediately takes corrective action. 

Third, expand multilingual education and compliance assistance. We appreciate the bill's requirement for 
outreach and education and encourage the City to provide clear guidance in multiple languages, including 
Arabic and Spanish, through trusted community organizations and merchant-serving nonprofits. The more 
merchants understand the rules, the more likely they are to comply. 

Finally, require consideration of mitigating circumstances before imposing the most severe licensing 
penalties. Regulators should consider factors such as whether the violation was intentional, whether the 
merchant has a history of prior violations, whether corrective action was taken promptly, and whether the 
merchant cooperated with enforcement authorities. 

YAMA believes New York City can effectively address unlawful cannabis sales while also protecting 
responsible small business owners who are making good-faith efforts to comply with the law. We 
respectfully urge the Council to ensure that enforcement mechanisms are fair, proportional, and focused 
on promoting compliance while preserving the viability of neighborhood businesses that communities 
depend upon every day. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Joel Feliciano​
Chief Operating Officer​
Yemeni American Merchants Association (YAMA) 

 

 



Support for Intro 0813-2026 
 
Good afternoon Chair and Members of the Committee. 
 
My name is Hamid Michael Ardebili, and I am a licensed New York adult-use cannabis 
retailer and Social and Economic Equity licensee. 
 
I strongly support Intro 0813-2026. 
 
Licensed cannabis businesses are required to comply with extensive state and local 
regulations. We undergo background investigations, maintain seed-to-sale inventory 
tracking, meet strict testing, packaging, labeling, security, and recordkeeping requirements, 
and pay substantial taxes and fees. We also face significant local restrictions on where we 
can operate. 
 
In my own experience, obtaining a compliant location required navigating community 
review, securing a Proximity Protection Area (PPA/PCA) determination, and finding a 
landlord willing to lease to a state-licensed cannabis business. Many landlords are reluctant 
to rent to cannabis operators due to perceived risks and regulatory uncertainty, while those 
willing to do so often demand significantly higher rents than would be charged for a 
traditional retail use. Cannabis operators frequently spend months searching for viable 
locations and invest hundreds of thousands of dollars in application costs, professional fees, 
deposits, rent, legal expenses, design, and compliance requirements before generating a 
single dollar of revenue. 
 
Meanwhile, many illicit cannabis operators simply open wherever they choose, often 
without regard for zoning requirements, proximity restrictions, schools, houses of worship, 
consumer safety regulations, or community concerns. They avoid the costs and obligations 
imposed on licensed businesses while competing for the same customers. 
 
This creates an uneven playing field and undermines the very regulatory framework New 
York established under the Marijuana Regulation and Taxation Act (MRTA). Licensed 
operators who followed the rules, invested significant capital, signed long-term leases, hired 
professionals, and relied on the state's regulatory process should not be forced to compete 
against businesses operating outside the law. 
 
Intro 0813-2026 addresses an important enforcement gap by ensuring that businesses 
holding City-issued tobacco licenses face meaningful consequences if they are found 
illegally selling cannabis. A business should not be permitted to benefit from a City-issued 
license while simultaneously violating cannabis laws. 
 



I also encourage the Council to consider expanding this enforcement framework to include 
other retail license categories frequently associated with illicit cannabis sales, including 
certain vape and CBD retailers, so that accountability is applied consistently across all 
businesses engaged in unlawful cannabis activity. 
 
Strong enforcement is not about limiting competition. It is about ensuring that everyone 
plays by the same rules, protecting consumers, supporting legitimate small businesses, and 
preserving the integrity of New York's regulated cannabis market. 
 
For New York's legal cannabis market to succeed, regulators and policymakers must 
continue supporting those who comply with the law while ensuring meaningful 
consequences for those who choose not to. The long-term success of legalization depends 
on maintaining public confidence in a fair and well-regulated marketplace. 
 
I respectfully urge the Council to pass Intro 0813-2026. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Hamid Michael Ardebili 
Licensed Adult-Use Cannabis Retailer 
Social and Economic Equity Licensee 
DBA: iDispenseNYC 
License No. OCM-RETL-24-000213 
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