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About 
I grew up going to the Chinatown International District, 
specifically Little Saigon, every weekend for years 
when my family first immigrated to the United States. 
It was the place that we could find foods we were 
familiar with and services that were in Vietnamese. We 
went to Lam’s Seafood to get our groceries, Thanh 
Son Tofu to get fresh and fried tofu, and Ocean City 
for barbeque duck. These places are all examples of 
cultural food assets in Seattle’s Chinatown International 
District (CID).

There is a convergence of many cultures and histories 
in the CID. The area is historically black, Japanese 
American, Filipino, Chinese, and more recently 
Vietnamese. The CID is often the first landng place 
and gateway for many immigrant and refugee families 
as they find their footing in the Pacific Northwest. 
When my family was regularly going to the CID in the 
late 1990s, the district had businesses that, for the most 
part, reflected the Vietnamese-American, Japanese-
American, and Chinese-American communities. 

There are grocery stores, nail salons, hair salons, dim 
sum restaurants, bakeries, pho shops, travel agencies, 
and delis, just to name a few.
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According to the Vancouver Chinatown Food Security 
Report, food assets are resources, facilities, services or spaces 
that are available to Vancouver residents, and which are used 
to support the local food system. 

Cultural food assets are businesses and services that provide 
a similar, if not identical function as food assets. Cultural 
food assets extend beyond the role of food assets identified 
by City of Vancouver by providing spaces that support the 
maintenance and transmission of culture.

Common examples of cultural food assets within Chinatowns 
include greengrocers, fishmongers, barbecue meat stores and 
butcher shops, Chinese dry goods stores, as well as traditional 
Cantonese bakeries and restaurants as strong examples of 
cultural food assets. These assets support a cultural food 
distribution system that is not formally considered to be part 
of the local food movement.

Formed in the backdrop of systemic racism and social and 
economic segregation, the Cultural Food Distribution System 
has and continues to provide the Puget Sound region with 
access to fresh, often local, and culturally appropriate food.

For the purposes of this project, I will be borrowing definitions 
from the the Vancouver Chinatown Food Security Report. I 
will be referring to cultural food assets within the context of 
Seattle’s Chinatown International District and the Asian and 
Asian American food distribution systems. 
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Through interviews and photography, my project strives 
to highlight local culturally relevant food establishments, 
their cultural importance, and economic impact in Seattle’s 
Chinatown International District (CID). These cultural food 
assets are an important anchor of the neighborhood, and 
their vitality is a glimpse into the health of the entire district.

My project hopes to underscore the importance of 
supporting AAPI small business owners in low-income 
communities with culturally and linguistically competent 
resources that enable them to thrive. Not only are these 
businesses hubs for economic development, job security, 
and entrepreneurship, they also provide room for 
community building that is the soul of every prosperous 
neighborhood.
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“My mom would bring us to the grocery 
store with her all the time. So it was kind 
of like daycare where she still has us in 
her view but she’s still doing work. We 
would hang around a lot. We would help 
with stocking - as a kid you think that it’s 
fun. The grocery store was a really big 
one. It was a lot of space for us to run 
around, around the back, the freezer.

Monica Ly

My mom worked there for a really long time. That’s 
also how my mom knows everyone in Chinatown. 
And that’s also how people remember me, is 
because all the businesses used to go to that grocery 
store because it was one of the biggest ones. And it’s 
closer than walking to Hau Hau or Lam’s Seafood. 
So my mom knew a bunch of business owners, 
everyone in the neighborhood who did their 
grocery shopping.”
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“You can have a grocery market but if 
you don’t have the employees who know 
everyone and talk to everyone... It’s almost 
like a hair salon where people get together 
to get their hair done and just gossip. I 
feel like our neighborhood hotspots are 
like those salons. It’s just the sense of 
community, everyone knowing each other, 
makes it feel like Chinatown.”

What’s something typical you would 
hear if  you saw an employee that 
knew you?

“How’s your mom?” They don’t usually 
remember me unless my mom is next to 
me. There’s only like three or four who do 
remember me without my mom. They’ll 
usually ask how my mom is, how my 
grandma is. Or when they see my mom 
they’ll talk to here and be like “Oh my gosh 
that’s your daughter?! Last time I saw here 
she was like this tall.” So it’s nice really.”
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What was it like for you to grow up in the 
neighborhood?

“It was fun. I couldn’t run around in the street. But 
everywhere else, whether it was at the store with my mom, 
at drill team, at Chong Wa, or just at the association with 
my grandpa - I would just have fun there. Meet new people, 
make new friends. Not remember a lot of people who still 
remember me now. 

It was nice, especially back then because girls didn’t really 
have too many sports that they could do. So there was a drill 
team and meeting people at the grocery store or in Hing 
Hay Park with my grandpa.”
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Is there a place where you feel most at 
home?

“I wouldn’t say there’s one place. As you know I 
like to go around to different restaurants, I don’t like 
to stay in one place. But if I had to chose, it would 
have been Ocean City before it closed and became 
Mongolian Hotpot. That whole restaurant was where 
all of our family parties were, family dinners were, 
just eating out, getting wonton with my cousins - that 
was like home.”

Did your family go to Ocean City because of  
the food, the people you knew?

“I think it was the people. We probably partied there 
so often, like had all of our weddings, birthdays, first 
birthdays, 50th birthdays, all of them, at Ocean City. 
And we always went there for wontons, so where 
Young Tea was - that would be the little restaurant 
side where you  can just get wonton and faster food. 
and the Mongolian Hotpot side was where all the 
different party floors were.”
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David Tran
Lam’s Seafood

“We’re banking down here because we believe in it. But at the 
end of the day, if it makes no sense for us to be here then we also 
have a getaway plan too.”

“We bought this property number one because we don’t want to be 
muscled around. We want to do our own thing. And number two, we 
want to actually build our community center here for that purpose. 

But you know what, we also have to think about “what if?” What if 
Vietnamese people don’t come here no more? And then we build this 
thing and people don’t seem to come here for this. And then this little 
Viet thing we’re building becomes just another part of Chinatown or 
something else. And then we lose our identity. And so we’re kind of 
spreading our seeds wider by going down there and possibly going up 
north, just in case this doesn’t work out the way we planned, at least we 
have a back up plan.”
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“A lot of our employees are in Seattle. 
They’re closer down towards, most 
of them live in Beacon Hill. I’d say 
50% live in Beacon Hill. I live on the 
eastside, there’s a handful of us who 
live on the eastside. And probably 10% 
live up north and 10% live south, like 
Tukwila area. But majority live in the 
Beacon Hill area.”

Why do you think it’s important for the other small 
businesses to be here?

“We play off each other. I mean, there’s not a community if there’s 
only one business, right? A community has to be, you know, us - 
retailers, grocers. You have restaurants, you have hair salons, you 
have jewelry stores, you have che places. Things like that that build 
a community. You take one out, another guy goes out, another guy 
goes out, and then you’re just left with a single store, you don’t have a 
community. Little Saigon’s gotta have a community in order to survive. 
If it’s just a couple of businesses it’s not gonna be enough.”
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“Now we’re having to think, do we 
want to be where our customers 
aren’t? So now we have to think, hey 
we gotta go to our customers. Instead 
of hey, this is going to be our entire 
wheelhouse - add on, build on to this, 
and hopefully we’ll retain this Little 
Saigon community.” 

“But sooner or later, it’s going to be so inefficient for people to come 
in here, people like us, then it just makes more sense for them to do 
their shopping elsewhere. And so maybe this area would be more 
towards restaurants, and maybe keep a little bit of Little Saigon: 
restaurants, jewelry stores, hair salons, things like that. But maybe not 
groceries because that’s something people want to do everyday or 
more frequently than once a month, once a week. And so they might 
do their local somewhere else.”
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Hoa Nguyen
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If  there wasn’t a Little Saigon, what would it change for 
you now and back then?

So for me, if there wasn’t a Little Saigon back then, then it 
would have been hard for us, and inconvenient. I still missed 
Vietnamese food a lot when we first moved here. And if there 
aren’t Vietnamese stores, I probably would have been very 
homesick 

I remember we used to go every weekend. Why 
has that changed?

It has changed because in our Lynnwood area they 
have H-Mart. For me H-Mart is good enough for Asian 
foods and because it is close to home. I also just don’t 
go grocery shopping every weekend like I used to. 
Stores like Fred Meyer and the Indian food store by 
our house they also have Asian foods so that’s why I go 
to Little Saigon less often than before. 

The food at the Vietnamese restaurants in Little Saigon is better 
and cheaper. However in places like Edmonds and Lynwood 
there are still Vietnamese restaurants but the food isn't as good. 
And the prices are higher. That's another reason why you can 
replace Little Saigon, even though I don't go as often anymore.
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I remember when you and I first came here your dad 
took us to Hop Thanh Market. And suddenly I saw that 
there were Vietnamese vegetables such as bac ha, mung 
toi, rau don, dau bap, I was so happy. When I was living 
in Vietnam I didn't like to eat those vegetables, but after 
coming over I really treasure those things. I was so happy. 

How would you summarize your relationship with 
Little saigon over the past 20 years?

For our family, now that we've moved away from Little 
Saigon, its influence has diminished because it is too far 
away. Because it's too far now and because other stores now 
sell Asian products, and prices are less of a concern, we 
need Little Saigon less. Of course we still enjoy Little Saigon 
because we like to eat traditional Vietnamese foods like pho 
and banh mi. And for our family, since you live near there, 
we are still able to go there.



Yenvy Pham

“No one wants to take the lead. No one wants to be the master 
lease. No one is the one that pushes an agenda forward and 
commits time. That’s why FLS is there for and that’s what we’re 
going in to because it’s a full time job when you do that kind of stuff. 
I mean, you know that. That’s what SCIDpda is for. Once they 
see physical outcomes that are positive, that’s when they’ll join the 
bandwagon. So we need to get there first. but we’re not there yet 
and that’s fine.”

“For me, my priority is actually just creating events or creating 
spaces that will attract people to come. And that will tell other 
restaurants to want to be next to us and be in this area too and that 
will actually revive the neighborhood. That’s the long term goal. 
That is a way I see us being successful.”

Pho Bac Sup Shop

“It goes back to the idea of why am I in this business. I just 
love to feed people. I love to create spaces where people come 
together and provide a service or a good.”
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“With Hau Hau it’s super convenient because they 
deliver. Daily! Before we used to call in, and we 
miscommunication of what we’re ordering. But now, 
they take texts over the phone so we just text them what 
we need every day and they just bring it over. She also 
supplies our Rainier location three times a week. Haggling 
with them is really important. 

Hau Hau is one entity, but I go to Lam’s Seafood for 
certain things. I go to Viet-Wah for certain things. 
Each one has different pricing or different brands I 
like. Especially for brand-based stuff, I go all the way to 
Mekong, down south Rainer, because we like the noodles. 
The yellow turmeric noodles - only they can make it. So 
you pick and choose what you get from them. Hau hau 
gives us the bulk of our fresh daily produce.”
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“It’s kind of like Sup Shop where it’s creating that 
space that is cared for, so that others can follow 
suite. To attract people to be here. That’s why 
Sup Shop is important. That’s why the Friends of 
Little Saigon creative space is going to be super 
important because that idea of attracting people 
to come back. And that’s the only way to do that 
because honestly all of the others things you can’t 
really control. You can only do so much. And if 
you create cool spaces. that’s how I address it.”
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本地建筑公司 ，在

餐厅和零售设计和许可方面经验

丰富，他们将讨论：

• 评估合适的空间时需要注

意什么

• 设计、许可和施工阶

• 关于建筑规范的主要法则

• 餐厅设计小贴士

• 建筑成本和许可费用

此讲座是西雅图华埠国际区保存與发

展協會和西雅图市经济发展办公室赞

助唐人街／国际区小商户商业租赁和

重新定位教育系列的一部分。

唐人街／国际区小商户
租户改进设计与许可免费讲座

 

月 日星期二

下午 至

鱼跃门海鲜酒家

太平洋商业中心

免费 小时停车

欢迎参加此免费讲座，了解新建商业店

面设计、许可和扩建的过程。

提供越南语、广东话及普通话翻译 

如有任何疑问，请联系

，电话 ，地址

 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

of Seattle’s Office of Economic 

 

–

What barriers do our current businesses face and or 
new businesses trying to come in face?

“I think that the biggest barrier for both are two things that go 
together and it's really around the high cost and complexity of 
improving spaces. So either if you're trying to improve a space 
that you're in, in an old building, because there is a lot of spaces 
that really need to be improved. And the fact that they're not 
improved makes people businesses way less efficient. Or if 
you're trying to go into a new space you have to build it out.”

Shanti Breznau
Business Developer

“The changes that are happening in 
Seattle right now are really affecting 
ethnic businesses, particularly 
immigrant businesses. Without 
more than one voice, I’m not sure 
that the City and other government 
organizations would be listening.

The City of Seattle does not have any 
in-language small business technical 
assistance. And this has been a big 
gap for quite some time. It’s especially 
a challenge for this neighborhood 
where the majority of business owners 
are either foremost Cantonese or 
Vietnamese speaking.

We had a tax workshop on changing 
regulations for small businesses around 
taxation. We’re going to have one on 
growing your business in Cantonese. 
Sometimes it’s hard for people to see 
how things are changing around them. 

It’s really wonderful to be working 
with people who understand that we 
just have to be experimental and grab 
expertise where we can find it and grab 
language skills where we can find it. 

This is exploratory. This is a whole 
new area of work and we’re trying 
to figure it out. It wouldn’t be fun if 
people were pessimistic about the 
outcome.”
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“So there's a need for money around capital, 
around tenant improvements.” 

Is that money hard to get?

“Yeah it doesn't exist. In general small business 
debt is to get an SBA-backed loan, the Small 
Business Administration backed loan. The 
interest rates are usually over 8 percent, even for 
businesses that have been in business for a while. 
And then for start ups it's like over 10%, it's really 
high. 

But there are limits, you can only do so much. 
I mean you're talking about a million dollar 
construction budget... Just need more sources for 
that. I can't imagine it's realistic to have the City 
start having significant amounts of grant fund, 
like what are the sources for that money? In 
Washington State you can't use tax revenue. It's 
just these really tiny bits of funds that they can pull 
together here or there. 

It will never be anything more than just a pilot 
unless that can figure out how to do something 
more like a loan fund, which is what other cities 
do. Like with a lower interest rate, where they 
would work with a CDFI and contribute whatever 
amount of subsidy they can contribute to it for 
either to deal with risk or help with a guarantee or 
help with the interest rate.”
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...
“One of the things that is most unique and special about this 
neighborhood to me is both the multigenerationalism of the 
neighborhood and of the businesses. And also I think range of 
income of people who come here and who this neighborhood 
is meaningful too. You have a lot of really low income folks, 
but then you have folks who are pretty wealthy who come 
here. 

It's a space in which everyone - I feel like - most people 
understand that it's still a community. And having people who 
are at different income levels is valued. That is of value. And 
even at the businesses. A lot of the businesses try to serve folks 
who don't have very much money but also they kind of need 
their customers  who can spend some more money, because 
they don't survive otherwise. And being able to have that in 
one place is, I think is incredibly rare anymore. 

There's something about that, that also has to do with this 
being, still, an immigrant gateway. So folks who don't know 
how things work here and don't have any English and folks 
who are assimilated and who that makes there and that 
process is accommodated in this neighborhood.”

“This neighborhood has been such an important source of 
low cost, culturally specific groceries for such a long time. 
It’s very special in that the ID has managed to still be this 
community and cultural center for a regional, multi-regional 
populations.”
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Mike Omura

“My mother, for the most of my early childhood and up 
through college, worked as a waitress. She's always been 
in the restaurant business but as a server. When I just got 
married, she had an opportunity to purchase a restaurant 
in the Chinatown International District. and so she did. 
I never really knew, but I guess it was always a dream of 
hers to have a restaurant.”

“She’s probably typical of most typical Asian owners. Restaurant 
owners who are immigrants who really didn’t have that kind of skill 
coming into it. They just like doing it. They either like cooking or 
they like greeting people and being host or hostess. And they don’t 
quite understand the business side of it. And if you don’t understand 
the business side of it, it becomes very difficult especially when you 
don’t have family members who are part of the business.”
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“It's been part of my history to go there. I 
used to go there when I was in college, after 
I left home because it open until four o'clock 
in the morning, so you know [laughs]. There 
were quite a few places around here that were 
open past midnight. Tai Tung was one of our 
favorites. 

The other thing I like about Tai Tung for 
me, is that I can go there by myself and feel 
comfortable just sitting at the counter, not have 
to worry about having to tag along with other 
folks or having other folks come with you. The 
other things is I know the family. they're very 
friendly. I know all the kids and Harry's kids. It's 
kind of fun.” 
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Sounds like you really grew up with 
that place.

“Yeah. I think it was last year, my mother 
turned 90. And so we took her to Tai Tung 
for a celebration. It was so funny because 
she hadn’t been there since I don’t know 
when, but she used to work at the Bush 
Garden when it was a Japanese restaurant 
and after work she would go to Tai Tung to 
pick up some food to eat. So at the birthday 
celebration, Harry didn’t know that was my 
mother. So when Harry saw my mother 
- because they recognized each other - it 
was like, “Oh I didn’t know this was your 
mother!” It’s all about that connection, right? 
I feel like I can go to Tai Tung and I feel 
like I’m at home almost. I feels comfortable. 
I don’t know if I feel that way about most 

restaurants around here.”
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The concentration and mix of Asian and Asian American 
food-based businesses is important to sustaining a vibrant 
and economic environment and cultural experience.

Small businesses, such as restaurants, are vital spaces where 
community is built, maintained, and strengthened.

Cultural food assets provide a sense of home and familiarity 
for AAPI immigrants and refugees across the Puget Sound 
region.

Getting a small business up and running is time consuming 
and costly. Language barriers contribute an additional 
challenge for immigrant and refugee small businesses.

Themes
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Potential Actions
Support local nonprofits that are already doing the culturally 
appropriate technical assistance work with low income AAPI 
businesses.

Identify additional resources for commercial tenant improvement 
to support a subsidy program or loan fund.

Encourage cities and states to explore commercial affordability 
mechanisms and what that looks like for them.
•	 Seattle could streamline the permitting process for small 

businesses.
•	 In Washington State, you cannot use tax revenue to support 

small businesses.

Identify incentives for new development to support commercial 
affordability.
•	 Incorporate mix of commercial square footage in new 

developments
•	 Encourage developers to build in more tenant improvement 

dollars into their pro forma
•	 Encourage developers to partner with a small business early 

on in planning for new space build out
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