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Madam Chair Ernst, Ranking Member Markey, Senator Hickenlooper, and distinguished 
members of the Committee:  
 
Thank you for inviting me today. My name is Lorena Cantarovici, founder of Maria Empanada. I 
was born and raised in Argentina by a single mother. For many years, life was terribly difficult… 
but my mother moved mountains so I could be educated. I studied accounting and became a 
banker in Buenos Aires. I was proud to bring home a small, steady salary because my mother 
could not find work. But it was not enough. For a time, my mom and I were essentially 
homeless… I was an accountant with a job, but without a secure place to sleep. I grew tired of 
constant instability. I wanted the chance to build a future. So, with one backpack, three hundred 
dollars, and no English, I came to the United States.  
 
Like many immigrants, my first job was in a restaurant. And I fell in love - with the energy, the 
people, and the feeling that every day began again. A restaurant is much more than food. It is a 
collection of systems. As a former bank auditor, I understood systems, and in the restaurant 
business, I found a new way to use that strength. 
 
I learned how to make empanadas from my mother, Maria. Years later, I began making them in 
my home kitchen and selling them to friends. I took a class through an SBA-supported program 
to learn how to write a business plan and turn an idea into a company. I borrowed four thousand 
dollars and opened my first location…. In that moment, I felt that perhaps the American Dream 
was not only something I had heard about. Perhaps it could belong to me, too. 
 
Then, I did what entrepreneurs are told to do: I went to the banks. Twelve banks rejected me. I 
was considered “un-bankable.” One banker joked, “We like lending money to people who do not 
need it.” It turns out that was not really a joke. That was the root of the problem. 
 
Eventually, community lenders gave me a chance. Then came an SBA loan, and later venture 
capital. In 2017, I became only the thirteenth minority woman in the country, in history, to receive 
an investment of that size. Now, after years of pouring myself into Maria Empanada, we have 
expanded to seven locations, including the Denver International Airport, and employ over fifty 
people in Colorado. The business does much more than just providing food to people - we 
provide community, culture, and a place to connect.  
 
And my success has provided the privilege to talk to you today about the barriers that still exist 
for the many entrepreneurs that are hoping to walk down this path. The first is access to capital. 
Only one-half of one percent of venture capital goes to minority women. Being one of the few is 
an honor. Remaining one of the few is a problem.  
 
Another barrier is the current approach to immigration. Immigration is complex, difficult, and 
emotional.  As a small business owner, I’ll leave immigration policy to you all. But I do want to 
paint you a picture of how immigration policy affects businesses on the ground.  Fear has 
entered everyday life for many people. People are afraid to go out because of their skin color, 
their face, their accent, or because they may be mistaken for someone else. Guests stay home 
instead of dining out. Employees miss work or avoid applying for jobs. People make themselves 
smaller and communities shrink. This fear affects people regardless of their legal status. 



 
I am a new American, but I will always be an immigrant. There is an advantage to seeing this 
country through immigrant eyes: sometimes, you must come from somewhere else to 
appreciate how extraordinary its opportunities truly are. This country gave me the opportunity to 
become an entrepreneur. It gave me the opportunity to create something of my own, something 
for my community. But entrepreneurs do not only create companies. We create other 
entrepreneurs. Success is contagious. Someone sees what we built and begins to believe: 
“Maybe I can do it too.” 
 
Restaurants are struggling and they are a small piece of a much larger ecosystem that includes 
farmers, ranchers, drivers, suppliers, builders, customers and many others.  
 
Restaurants are where people laugh, gather, and celebrate. We bring life and joy to 
neighborhoods and cities. I came to this country looking for better possibilities. As an 
entrepreneur, this country gave them to me. I hope together we can create a future where other 
entrepreneurs can do the same.  
 
Thank you. 
 


