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WORCESTER REGIONAL FOOD HUB - 
Unique Cafe Just Opened and Still Has Big Plans

By David Sullivan

WORCESTER - Looking for the best 
Jamaican food in town? Unique Café 
is the one you’re looking for. As the 
founder and owner of Unique Café, 
a Jamaican restaurant at 79 Millbury 
St., Nadine James has impressively 
grown her business from a fledgling 
startup to a brick-and-mortar busi-
ness over the course of the pandem-
ic.
Ms. James, who was born in Jamaica 

as the youngest of 12 siblings, says 
that she started to cook at nine years 
old as a way to help others. “The 
thing that inspired me about food is 
that I see the importance of food in 
drawing people together,” says Ms. 
James. “When my mom used to cook, 
all her friends would come and they 
would talk about life…I’ve always 
wanted to cook because of that.”
As a participant of the Launching Di-

verse Food Entrepreneurs in Worces-
ter program that the Worcester Re-
gional Food Hub hosted in summer 
2019, Ms. James took her passion 
and turned it into a startup business. 
After the summer-long program, she 
partnered with the Food Hub to run 
pop-up events that helped her get 
the revenue to buy a restaurant.
Shon Rainford, director of the Food 

Hub, had nothing but positive words 
for his former mentee. “Nadine had 
a vision from the first day, and now 

it has come to reality. I could not be 
more proud of her tenacity and hard 
work,” he says. “I was blown away 
by her fried crab, both the taste and 
presentation. Her fried chicken is 
top notch as are her signature juices. 
Once the word is out, she is sure to 

have a very successful business pri-
marily due to her drive, but also with 
the support provided by the Food 
Hub, Chamber, and the city’s Office 
of Economic Development.”
“It helped tremendously,” said Ms. 

James when asked how the Food 
Hub helped her start Unique Café. 
“Shon brought in people to explain 
taxes and finances, to teach you how 
to make your menu, every little thing I 
needed then.” 
While the pandemic stopped 

Unique Café from doing pop-up 
events hosted by the Food Hub, 
which it normally does for its mem-
ber businesses, that was not going 
to stop Ms. James from pursuing her 
dream and helping others.
At the start of the pandemic, she 

joined CoCaSha (Connect, Care, 
Share), a company founded by a 
Harvard graduate that pays minority 
women business owners for teaching 
culturally-minded cooking classes 
online. 
Ms. James used the pay from her 

instructor work to save up for buying 
a space to house Unique Café. 
She also volunteered as a manager 

for a friend who owns Akra Eatery & 
Juice Bar, a West African restaurant 
that operates out of the Worcester 
Public Market in Kelley Square. “This 
passion of mine was not going away,” 
she says.
This instructor and volunteer experi-

ence were essential for Ms. James in 
preparing to start her business.
All of her patience paid off in Feb-

ruary when Unique Café had its soft 
opening at the plaza at 79 Millbury St. 
“You can come here and get a 

smoothie, get freshly squeezed 
juice, and most Jamaican restaurants 
don’t do those,” says Ms. James. 
Combining this American juice bar 
experience with traditional Jamaican 
entrees such as oxtail, goat, curry 
chicken, plantains, jerk chicken salad 
and more is what makes Unique Café 
so…unique.
“I of course get my fruits and vege-

tables from the Food Hub,” she notes, 

also saying that she prioritizes buying 
products from neighborhoods stores 
and that she is in the process of 
trying to source her meat from local 
farms with the help of the Food Hub.
Nadine isn’t satisfied yet, though. 

She says the plan for Unique Café’s 
future involves buying another prop-
erty on the plaza where she is located 
and using it to house a classy restau-
rant adjacent to her current juice bar 
property. “So while you wait for a seat 
over there you can still drink your 
smoothie or juice here and when 
your number is called, you come 
and get your nice intimate wine and 
dine,” Ms. James explains. The hope 
is to one day open multiple Unique 
Café locations like this.
And next month, she is planning to 

start a series of livestreams on Insta-
gram where she and guest doctors 
will explain the benefits of healthy 
fresh juices and smoothies using a 
live Q+A format.
“I’m an entrepreneur and when I see 

stuff, I see the future and not what I’m 
going through right now,” she adds, 
noting the opening of Polar Park a 
couple blocks away from her restau-
rant. She says this forward thinking 
allowed her to persevere during the 
pandemic and recognize that the 
ballpark district would create con-
ditions where restaurants like hers 
could seriously thrive.
Ms. James runs Unique Café with 

her family, and says it is an intimate 
but safe setting in the restaurant. 
They currently have a Facebook (@
UniqueCafe) and Instagram page (@
UniqueCafeMA) and are available for 
pickup if you call them at 508-340-
3381. They are open from Tuesday to 
Saturday, 10 am to 7 pm. “Just come 
and check it out!” says Ms. James.
Unique Café has healthy, authentic 

Jamaican food with some American 
twists. 

- David Sullivan is Economic De-
velopment Fellow for the Worcester 

Regional Chamber of Commerce
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LEGAL MATTERS - Newest Stimulus Bill Helps Small Businesses
Since the inauguration of President 

Biden and Vice President Harris, 
lawmakers have been diligently 
working on the latest stimulus bill,
The American Rescue Plan Act of 
2021. In an effort to deliver financial 
relief to struggling families and ramp 
up vaccination distribution across 
the country, The House of Repre-
sentatives passed the $1.9 trillion 
American Rescue Plan on the last day 
of February. The bill now goes to the 
Senate, which will try to move this bill 
quickly in hopes of getting it to the 
President’s desk before March 14,
when the current unemployment aid 
programs are set to expire.
So, what is in the American Rescue 

Plan?
The bill, which largely follows the 

economic stimulus plan President 
Biden unveiled in January, includes 
funding for vaccine production and 
distribution, another round of stimu-
lus payments for many households, 
an extension of federal unemploy-
ment benefits and more.
Stimulus payments: The bill pro-

vides funding for a third economic 
impact payment, worth up to $1,400 
per individual and dependent.
This time around, individuals earn-

ing an adjusted gross income (AGI) 
up to $75,000 (and married couples 
earning up to $150,000) will receive 
$1,400 each, plus $1,400 for each 
dependent. Unlike previous stimulus 
payments, adult dependents qual-
ify for this round. That means many 
college students, disabled adults 
and elderly Americans will receive a 
check for the first time.
The payments phase out gradually, 

hitting $0 for individuals earning an 
AGI over $100,000 per year and cou-
ples earning over $200,000 per year. 
The payments are based on either 
2019 or 2020 income, depending on 
when a taxpayer files their 2020 tax 
return.
Unemployment Assistance: The 

bill also extends unemployment 
programs past their current March 
14 expiration date through Aug. 29.
In addition to extending benefits for 
gig workers and others who did not 
qualify for benefits before the pan-
demic, it also boosts the enhanced 
federal payments from an extra $300 
per week to $400 per week.

Small Business Assistance: The 
American Rescue Plan Act also con-
tains a number of provisions for small 
businesses. It allocates an additional 
$7.25 billion for Paycheck Protection 
Program (PPP) forgivable loans but 
otherwise relies more on targeted 
grants to small businesses in sectors 
of the economy hardest hit by pan-
demic-related economic slowdowns. 
Specifically, the bill provides: $15 

billion for targeted Economic Injury 
Disaster Loan (EIDL) advance pay-
ments; $25 billion for restaurants, 
bars, and other eligible providers of 
food and drink; $1.25 billion for shut-
tered venue operators; $175 million 
to create a “community navigator” 
pilot program to increase awareness 
of and participation in COVID-19 
relief programs for business owners 
currently lacking access, with priority 
for businesses owned by socially and 
economically disadvantaged individ-
uals, women, and veterans.
The bill also allocates $15 billion 

in grant money to the airline indus-
try, with $14 billion for eligible air 
carriers and $1 billion for eligible 
contractors. An additional $8 billion 
is provided for airports.
PPP funding: The program has dis-

bursed more than $662 billion in for-
givable loans in three iterations over 
the past 11 months. But with about 
half of the $284 billion in current 
funding available, the American Res-
cue Plan Act appropriates just $7.25 
billion in additional funding and does 
not extend the PPP’s current appli-
cation period, which is scheduled to 
close March 31.
Support for restaurants: Restau-

rants and bars have been among the 
businesses hardest hit by the stay-at-
home and social-distancing restric-
tions imposed to slow the spread of 
COVID-19. The $25 billion Restaurant 
Revitalization Fund (RRF) is intended 
to help businesses in the food ser-
vices sector.
In addition to restaurants and bars, 

other entities eligible for support 
from the RRF include food stands,
food trucks, food carts, caterers, sa-
loons, inns, taverns, lounges, brew-
pubs, tasting rooms, taprooms, and 
any licensed facility or premise of a 
beverage alcohol producer where 
the public may taste, sample, or 

purchase products, or other similar 
place of business in which the public 
or patrons assemble for the primary 
purpose of being served food or 
drink.
The act allows for grants equal to 

the pandemic-related revenue loss of
the eligible entity, up to $10 million 
per entity, or $5 million per physical 
location. The grants are calculated by 
subtracting 2020 revenue from 2019 
revenue. Entities are limited to 20 
locations.
The grant funds may be used to 

pay for the following eligible ex-
penses: Payroll costs, principal and 
interest payments on a mortgage, 
rent payments, utilities, maintenance 
expenses including construction to 
accommodate outdoor seating and 
walls, floods, deck surfaces, furniture, 
fixtures, and equipment; supplies 
including personal protective equip-
ment and cleaning materials, food 
and beverage expenses, covered 
supplier costs, operational expens-
es, paid sick leave, and any other 
expenses the SBA determines to be 
essential to maintaining the eligible 
entity. 
During the first 21 days of the 

grants, the SBA will prioritize appli-
cations from restaurants owned and 
operated or controlled by women,
veterans, or socially and economical-
ly disadvantaged individuals.
While this is a 30,000-foot overview 

of the bill as it stands just a few days 

after being passed by the U.S. House 
of Representatives, it seems as if 
there is a proverbial light at the end 
of this economic and health crisis 
tunnel.  Our businesses are slowly 
reopening, our positive COVID case 
numbers are trending in the right 
direction, and the vaccines are being 
rolled out at a steady pace and will 
accelerate as we begin to add a third 
vaccine to the distribution. While 
this bill does not have unanimous 
support in either the House or the 
Senate, it seems imminent and will 
help our most vulnerable survive this 
crisis.  It is time to get back to some 
sort of normalcy. 

- Alex Guardiola is Director of  
Government Affairs and Public Policy 

at the Worcester Regional
Chamber of  Commerce
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Nadine James (left) and her two daughters who help her run the business, Khaaliyah Watson (middle) and Kayanna James (right).
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