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MassDevelopment  
TDI grants helped 
‘keep the lights  
on’ in Fall River 
during pandemic

Matt Murphy
State House News Service

BOSTON — Looking to 
further boost an economy 
that has added back tens of 
thousands of jobs since April 
but has a long way to climb 
out of the hole dug by the 
pandemic, Gov. Charlie Baker 
rolled out a multi-pronged 
strategy Thursday to infuse 
small businesses and work-
force training programs with 
new money to cover payroll, 
rent, protective equipment 
and other expenses.

The economic stimulus 
strategy comes as Baker and 
Beacon Hill Democrats con-
tinue to criticize and wait for 
Congress to deliver additional 
relief, aid that the governor 
reiterated Thursday is still 
needed.

"To be clear, there's no 
substitute for the size and 
scope that a federal aid 
package could deliver. But 
that doesn't seem to be in the 
offing and we certainly don't 
believe that we can wait," 
Baker said at a State House 
press conference, where he 
also nudged the Legislature 
to finalize a $275 million 
borrowing bill that would 
invest in affordable housing, 
tourism and other economic 
development needs.

The newest component of 
Baker's plan, he said, is $115 
million in initiatives that 
include a $50.8 million grant 
program for small businesses 
who have been hit the hardest 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Baker said the grants would 
be made available quickly 
— officials described a three-
week application period - to 
support small businesses 
hurt by the pandemic, train 
workers in growth areas like 
manufacturing, subsidize 
internet for low-income 
residents and support com-
munity efforts to create new 
opportunities for commerce.

Some business groups, 

Baker  
outlines 
plan to 
lift Mass. 
economy

Charles Winokoor
Herald News Staff Reporter

FALL RIVER — The American Dream 
hasn’t been canceled for local immigrants 
who own small businesses.

But the ongoing coronavirus pandemic 
has made the promise of prosperity all the 
more challenging for them to achieve.

Despite the devastating impact 

COVID-19 has had on many brick and 
mortar businesses across the country, 
immigrant owners of Fall River conve-
nience stores and food markets say they’ve 
managed to keep their heads above water.

Tamara Nerestant had no inkling 
that less than a week before opening her 
Haitian-style food market last March, in 
the city’s Flint neighborhood, that Gov. 
Charlie Baker would be issuing his first 

COVID-19 executive order closing res-
taurants and other businesses not listed as 
“essential.”

Luckily for Nerestant, her Piyay Market 
on Pleasant Street, which doesn’t have a 
kitchen, made the list of essential busi-
nesses.

Nerestant says she hasn’t seen any 
appreciable fluctuation in terms of sales 
since opening on March 29.

“It’s just stayed the same,” she said.
Nerestant, 36, said she was born in 

Haiti, came to the U.S. in 2004 and 10 
years later moved with her husband and 
three children to Fall River from Brockton.

Her children, ages 11 to 15, help out 
in the store when they’re not doing class-
room remote learning while her husband, 
Nerestant said, works in the HVAC field.

American Dream hard to reach
Immigrant business owners in Fall River 
hanging in despite ongoing pandemic
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It’s been six and a half months since Tamara Nerestant opened her Haitian-style Piyay Market on Pleasant 
Street. 
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Todd Salpietro, owner of TJ’s Music, is seen here in the basement area of his Fall River store where students take private music lessons in practice rooms. 

Charles Winokoor
Herald News Staff Reporter

FALL RIVER — Twenty-three 
years ago when Todd Salpietro 
opened TJ’s Music at 347 South Main 
St. he knew being a downtown busi-
ness owner wouldn’t necessarily be 
easy.

But the thought of an economically 
crippling coronavirus pandemic never 
crept into his imagination.

Salpietro, like countless other 
business owners, late last March had 
to close his music store until Gov. 
Charlie Baker eventually issued an 
order allowing many non-essential 
businesses to reopen with social-dis-
tancing measures in place.

“We were closed two and a half 

months,” he said.
Last month, Salpietro, 48, got a 

financial assist in the form of a $5,000 
grant courtesy of MassDevelopment’s 

Transformative Development 
Initiative, or TDI for short.

A BOOST FOR 
BUSINESSES 

Herald News photo by Charles Winokoor

Patti Rego, content curator and “chief cheerleader” for We Love Fall River, is seen here, from 
left, with MassDevelopment TDI Fellow Jim McKeag and local business and property owner 
John Varao.
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Fall River  •  Home of the 
Battleship Massachusetts

Piyay Market is open seven 
days a week, she said.

Nerestant says there’s 
been a gradual migration of 
Haitian families to Fall River 
because of more affordable 
apartment rental rates as 
compared to Brockton and 
other cities closer to Boston.

“There’s a small Haitian 
population here, but it’s still 
growing,” she said.

Nerestant, who also works 
full-time doing medical 
billing for Alert Ambulance 
Service in Fall River, notes 
that Whitney’s Restaurant 
less than a block away serves 
Haitian food and that a laun-
dromat on New Boston Road 
in The Highlands is now 
owned by a Haitian national.

Piyay Market stocks what 
Nerestant calls “raw food” 
such as rice and beans that are 
staples of traditional Haitian 
dishes. But she also carries 
American-style canned food, 

instant soups and snacks that 
one finds in any typical con-
venience store.

She expects business to 
improve but said it could take 
some time.

“Some people are still 
afraid all the time,” Nerestant 
said. “But eventually I know 
God will do something, and 
the pandemic will go away 
and we will have more cus-
tomers.”

Closer to downtown, at the 
corner of Durfee and Cherry 
streets, Ahmad Abdulrahman 
says business at his Farm 
Market convenience store has 
at best been stagnant during 
the past seven months.

“Very bad,” is how the 
40-year-old Syrian refugee 
puts it.

Abdulrahman says he 
bought the business three 
years ago. He said as sales 
have declined he’s moved 
up his closing hours from 10 
p.m. to 9 p.m. and sometimes 
8 p.m. depending on how 
busy the store is.

“Around here after 8 p.m. 
it’s zombie time,” he said, 
referring to some people who 

Abdulrahman says make a 
habit of wandering around 
the neighborhood after dark.

During a rash of violent 
holdups of gas stations and 
convenience stores in the city 
in late 2017 and early 2018, 
Abdulrahman made news 
when on one occasion he 
used a piece of wood to chase 
a man out of his store who 
had tried robbing him with a 
knife.

Four months later, 
Abdulrahman told police he 
handed over money to a man 
who had pointed a gun at 
him while he was behind the 
counter with his two young 
children.

Abdulrahman during a 
recent interview declined to 
discuss those incidents.

He says he’s not sure of the 
reason but that it’s recently 
become difficult getting cer-
tain tobacco products from 
distributers.

And he says seven months 
after the coronavirus was 
declared a national emer-
gency, his steady customers 
are still spending less.

“They don’t have money 
like they used to. They’re very 

careful in how they spend,” 
he said.

It’s been less than a year 
since Abdul Shopan bought 
the Neighborhood Variety 
convenience store at 52 North 
Main St. from his brother in 
law.

The 28-year-old 
Bengladeshi immigrant sells 
not only food, snacks and 
cigarettes but also backpacks, 
T-shirts and pocket books.

Shopan says sales are 
still half of what they were 
before the COVID-19 state of 
emergency was declared last 
March.

“All is down,” he said.
Shopan, who is married 

with a young child, said he 
decided to close the store for 
nearly two months in April 
and May, both as a safety 
precaution and because of less 
business.

“I had to throw out food,” 
he said, that couldn’t be sold 
because of expiration dates.

Shopan says the ban on the 
sale of menthol cigarettes in 
Massachusetts that took effect 
June 1 has hurt his bottom 
line.

“Now they go to Rhode 
Island and Tiverton. It’s very 
bad,” he said.

Het Patel agrees.
“The ban on menthol ciga-

rettes really hurts us. We used 
to have half our shelf stocked 
with menthol,” he said.

Patel, 20, has been working 
in his father’s Low Price 
Convenience store at 870 
North Main St. while fin-
ishing his final semester at 
Bristol Community College.

He’s already enrolled at 
UMass Amherst to study 
remotely for a degree in hos-
pitality management.

Patel said customers with 
the financial wherewithal have 
been driving both to Rhode 
Island and New Hampshire, 
where prices are cheaper, 
to buy cartons of menthol-
flavored cigarettes.

His father Brijesh also 
owns the Indian food market 
next door called Big Bazaar, 
the Sunny’s Convenience and 
Sun & Shine convenience 
stores, both on North Main 
Street, and two liquor stores 
in Rhode Island.

Patel said it wasn’t until 

May that customers could 
once again walk into the Big 
Bazaar grocery store. He said 
for nearly two months they 
had to call ahead of time and 
pick up purchases at the door.

“Business dropped, 
because they couldn’t see the 
products,” he said.

Patel says a recent problem 
for the convenience stores 
has been a lack of availability 
from distributers of a cheap 
brand of cigars called Game 
Leaf.

“The companies lack stock, 
and sometimes we lose busi-
ness to other stores that have 
it,” he said.

Sales of scratch tickets 
at Low Price Convenience 
remain brisk, but Patel notes 
that the Keno table, which 
used to be a draw, remains 
out of commission until 
state COVID-19 restrictions 
become less stringent.

But Patel says at least 
sales have gradually been 
improving at Big Bazaar.

“Right now business is 
really good,” he said, adding 
that “it’s the only place that 
sells Indian food in the city.”

DREAM
Continued from Page A1

The Fall River TDI grant 
program had offered up to 
$5,000 to qualifying indi-
vidual businesses or organi-
zations located within what’s 
called the South Main Street 
Revitalization District.

Salpietro said he’s used 
the money to pay bills and 
the salaries of his five nearly 
full-time employees.

“We wanted to continue 
to work,” he explained.

The quasi-public 
MassDevelopment, 
originally known as 
Massachusetts Development 
Finance Agency, created the 
TDI program in 2014 — as a 
means of enabling “Gateway 
cities” like Fall River to stim-
ulate economic development 
and investment in develop-
ment projects.

Gateway cities in 
Massachusetts are defined as 
“midsize urban centers” with 
“stubborn social and eco-
nomic challenges” as well as 
“many assets with unrealized 
potential.”

MassDevelopment 
said it had a grant pool 
of $90,000 to cover three 
rounds of pandemic emer-
gency funding, from April 
to September, for qualifying 
candidates who applied for 
the first round of Fall River 
TDI grants.

Of the 28 downtown 
businesses submitting 
applications 22 qualified 
for the grants, according to 
Jim McKeag, who runs and 
oversees the Fall River TDI 
from an office inside the 
One SouthCoast Chamber 
of Commerce building on 
Pocasset Street.

McKeag says individual 
grants handed out to quali-
fying candidates ranged 
from around $750 to the 
maximum $5,000.

Other downtown business 
grant recipients, McKeag 
said, included Harry’s 
Restaurant, JavaHouse Chew 
& Brew and the adjacent 
Drewbi’s Salon.

He said that One 
SouthCoast Chamber of 
Commerce — with offices in 
Fall River and New Bedford 
and a membership encom-
passing 19 municipalities, 
including Tiverton and 
Warren, Rhode Island — has 
allowed MassDevelopment, 
at no cost, to utilize space 
for the city’s TDI program 
inside the chamber’s Fall 
River building.

McKeag, 50, also says that 
the Fall River TDI in recent 
months has been afforded, 
at no charge, the use of a 
storefront space at 333 South 
Main for what’s called the 
VIVA Fall River Pop-Up.

That space, located near 
the corner of South Main 
and Columbia streets, sits 
between Facchiano’s Shoe 
Repair and TJ’s Music.

The VIVA Fall River 
Pop-Up, which took its 
name from a 1983 song by 
Portuguese singer and song-
writer Jorge Ferreira called 
“Viva Fall River,” is used 
for occasional meetings of 
downtown business owners 
to exchange ideas and strat-
egies to advance business 
development and revitaliza-
tion.

The building is owned 
by John Varao, owner and 
operator of the adjacent 
Tax Consultants Inc. at 435 
Columbia St.

“I’d like them to be suc-
cessful,” Varao, 64, said. 
“That’s what we need down-
town, some kind of promo-
tion for local business.”

Fall River native Patti 
Rego, who does marketing 
and communications for the 
nonprofit Marion Institute, 
says the Fall River TDI has 
had the support of a number 
of partners — among them 
the city of Fall River, local 

and regional banks and 
nonprofit organizations 
and downtown businesses, 
including Alexandra’s 
Boutique and Fall River 
Pawnbrokers.

McKeag says the city’s 
Redevelopment Authority 
previously contributed 
$20,000 to the Fall River TDI 
grant program.

Rego, 42, also refers to 
herself as the “chief city 
cheerleader and content 
curator” of We Love Fall 
River — which is described 
as “a social movement show-
casing positive stories about 
economic development, 
community initiatives and 
arts and culture” within the 
city.

Rego says the VIVA Fall 
River website ”will become 
the central website devoted 
to promoting Fall River's 
small businesses, as well as 
providing resources to these 
small businesses in the form 
of education and connection 
to consumers.”

The website includes a 
short video featuring the 
co-owner of JavaHouse 
Chew & Brew, who says his 
sales plummeted 95 percent 
shortly after COVID-19 
became known as a national 
and international health 
threat.

He also describes how 
TDI, Marion Institute and 
VIVA Fall River put him in 
touch with downtown food 
relief programs, so that he 
could provide free meals to 
disabled and senior citizens 
despite his own financial 
hardship.

Rego urges businesses 
within the South Main 
Street corridor — that now 
stretches from City Hall to 
Union Street — to apply for 
future TDI grants.

She credits 
MassDevelopment for what 
she says was its quick action 
in response to the pandemic.

“They showed great alac-
rity, to keep the lights on 
and help people,” Rego said.

GRANTS
Continued from Page A1

the Greater Boston Chamber 
of Commerce, were already 
encouraging members to 
apply quickly, though Baker 
said the money would be 
more targeted than prior 
investments, and not dis-
persed first come first serve.

The grants will be made 
available through the 
Massachusetts Capital Growth 
Corp., and businesses with 50 
or fewer employees will be eli-
gible to receive up to $75,000 
or up to three months of sup-
ported expenses for employee 
payroll and benefit costs, 
mortgage interest, rent, utili-
ties and interest on other debt 
obligations.

Businesses with five or 
fewer employees may access 
up to $25,000 to cover busi-

ness costs like rent, staffing, 
and utilities, or to purchase 
personal protection equip-
ment.

"Small businesses can 
apply now, that means now," 
Baker said.

The money for the grants 
is being drawn from the 
state's allocation from the 
Coronavirus Relief Fund 
approved by Congress and 
federal community develop-
ment block grants, but to 
fully execute his plan, the 
governor will need help from 
the Legislature, which has 
been mostly dormant since 
July.

Baker said the $115 mil-
lion in new funding is part of 
a larger $775 million strategy 
to bolster economic growth, 
some of which had already 
been announced or proposed 
in the governor's revised 
fiscal 2021 budget plan, and 
at least $175 million of which 
requires legislative approval.

The full plan includes 
the governor's $171 million 
eviction diversion program 
announced on Oct. 12, and 
the $100.7 million small busi-
ness recovery plan that he 
included as part of his revised 
budget, and proposed funding 
through an accelerated sales 
tax collection reform.

"The plan, we believe, can 
help stabilize in many parts 
of the commonwealth growth 
that's already started to take 
place and hopefully kick start 
it in other parts of the state as 
well," Baker said.

The repackaging of earlier 
proposals and the spotlight 
put on programs that are 
already part of the state's 
economic development work 
created some confusion 
among legislators about what 
was new, what required their 
approval and what, if any, 
spending had been crowded 
out to make room for the 
administration's new pro-
gram.

BAKER
Continued from Page A1


