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The Impact of COVID-19 on AAPI Businesses: An Attack on All Fronts
By Rebecca Tran

As Chiling Tong, the President of the National AAPI Chamber of Commerce, states,
“There are two illnesses attacking AAPI small business: One is COVID. The other is hate.”!
Hate crime, which is characterized by the hostility toward the group to which the victim
belongs,? has become an imminent and ever-present cause of fear in the AAPI community.
Within months of the first COVID-19 case, anti-Asian hate crimes rose by 150%, shutting down
numerous AAPI businesses. Coupled with Trump presidency’s labeling of COVID-19 as the
"Chinese virus” and "Kung Flu,"* anti-Asian sentiment became increasingly legitimized. By
April 2020, three in ten Americans blamed Chinese people for the pandemic.*

Although discriminatory rhetoric surrounding COVID-19 was explicitly anti-Chinese, all
AAPI businessowners reported a statistically similar number of anti-AAPI incidents, indicating
that this hostility was broadly racialized and indiscriminately affected all AAPI businesses,
regardless of ethnicity.’ Despite encompassing a wide diversity of ethnicities, “Asian
Americans” have historically been monolithically categorized. In times of economic prosperity,
AAPI people are portrayed as the “model minority,” a group of high achieving and rule-
following individuals. In times of instability, Asian people have been “othered” and scapegoated,
as evidenced by the imprisonment of 120,000 Japanese Americans during World War II. The

deceivingly positive connotation of the Asian stereotype has permitted the downplaying of AAPI
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challenges.® It wasn’t until after the COVID-19 pandemic that anti-AAPI discrimination gained

significant media and policy attention.’

What Does This Mean for AAPI Businesses?

Over a third of reported anti-AAPI discrimination occur at businesses. Not only do
storeowners combat the health and financial effects of the pandemic, but they are also burdened
with protecting employees and customers from hate crime and harassment.® AAPI businesses
take precautionary strategies to appear "less Asian" by removing cultural decorations and
signage. As Sacramento AAPI businessowner Kelly Shum laments, "You have to minimize
yourself in hopes that nobody notices you and attacks you. It's...a miserable half-existence."’

Chinatowns, which were once bustling centers of tourism and business, are now
unrecognizable as ghost towns. Many customers feel unsafe, with heads turned on a swivel for
fear of becoming the next hate crime target. With an 80% drop in foot traffic and 150% increase
in hate crime rates, San Francisco Chinatown businessowners lock their doors before sundown

and are fortunate to make $100 on a good day.!°

Sentiment Toward Police Intervention
The immediate reactionary response to the surge in hate crimes included the considerable
increase in police presence in Chinatowns.!! When I visited Oakland Chinatown in May 2022, |

spotted police vehicles patrolling every block and officers roaming one in every five stores.
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Despite Oakland Chinatown being two blocks away from police headquarters and the substantial
funding invested in increasing police presence, there is still a high level of violence that
terrorizes the AAPI community.'?

Businessowners have taken matters into their own hands by installing security cameras,
hiring security guards, and training their employees in self-defense. Shum spends $5,000 a
month for a security guard after having to interfere with a baseball bat after calling the police on
a customer who tried to attack her younger sister but receiving no response.'® Instances such as
Shum’s are not uncommon. Norm Leong, Deputy Chief of the Sacramento Police Department,
attributes the inadequacy of police response to the issue of understaffing, which pressures the
department to be selective in which calls to send officers to. Situations with weapons present and
a physical threat take precedent. Officers are unlikely to be sent to circumstances that only

involve verbal threats.

Alternatives To Police Intervention

Chinatown businessowners have begun to pursue other solutions to protect their
communities. Firstly, locals are looking to establish third-party community ambassadors who are
educated in de-escalation skills and community outreach.'* This strategy would especially benefit
elders, who are the most common targets of anti-AAPI hate crime, but often struggle to
communicate with police who do not speak their native language. Additionally, the
establishment of community organizations centralizes resources that enables the compilation of
data that can promote awareness of issues surrounding the AAPI community.'>

Secondly, AAPI community members advocate for infrastructural and community-
building investments to increase the appeal of visiting Chinatowns and promoting the

development of AAPI businesses. As Cynthia Choi, co-founder of Stop AAPI Hate, articulates,
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“Do we put our limited dollars into policing? Or do we put it back into communities that are
under resourced?”’!® To end cycles of generational violence and systemic racism, AAPI leaders
such as Alvina Wong, the director of the Asian Pacific Environmental Network, advocate for
long-term investments focusing on enhancing the “vibrancy and vitality of our neighborhoods,”
with safety serving as the “byproduct.”!”

Lastly, it is important to consider relations between the institution of policing and other
minority communities.'® Recent conversations concerning the defunding of police have
emphasized institutional law enforcement flaws that disproportionately affect black and brown
communities.!” Accordingly, AAPI community leaders are seeking to communicate and
collaborate with communities who have faced systemic barriers and discrimination in vastly
contrasting ways.?’ Given that public safety is an issue that affects various minority groups in
distinct ways, it is vital to involve the communities who are being directly affected by public

safety and infrastructural policies in policy-making conversations.
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