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ARTICLE I.  MOBILE FOOD VENDING 
 

Sec. 67-1.  Definitions.  
Mobile Food Vending shall mean vending, serving, or offering for sale prepared food 
and/or beverages intended for immediate consumption from a mobile food vending 
unit; this does not include the sale of other non-food related merchandise or services. 
 
Mobile Food Vending Unit shall mean any motorized or non-motorized vehicle, trailer, 
cart or other device designed to be portable and not permanently attached to the 
ground which is used for mobile food vending. 
 
Vendor shall mean any individual engaged in the business of Mobile Food Vending; if 
more than one individual is operating a single stand, cart or other means of conveyance, 
then Vendor shall mean all individuals operating a single stand, cart or other means or 
conveyance. 
 
Operate shall mean all activities associated with the conduct of business, including set 
up and take down and/or actual hours where the Mobile Food Vending Unit is open for 
business. 
 
Community Event shall mean a gathering that occurs in a certain place during a specific 
interval of time in which the general public is able to attend. 
 
Operating Restaurant shall mean a brick and mortar food establishment that is open to 
the general public at least five (5) days a week on a regular basis. 
 
Sec. 67-2.  Exemptions. 
Mobile Food Vendors associated with community events and operated by locally based 
non-profit organizations are exempt from the provisions of this ordinance. 
 
Sec. 67-3.  Permit Required. 
No vendor shall engage in Mobile Food Vending without an annual permit from the City 
authorizing such vending.  No vending through a Mobile Food Vending Unit of food 
and/or other human consumables shall be permitted unless it meets the definition of 
Mobile Food Vending as defined by this code.  
 
Sec. 67-4.  Duration; Non-transferability. 
Permits are effective May 1st of each calendar year and must be renewed annually. Any 
Mobile Food Vending permit issued by the City is non-transferable. 
 
Sec. 67-5.  Application. 
Every vendor desiring to engage in Mobile Food Vending shall make a written 
application to the City for a Mobile Food Vending Permit.  The applicant shall truthfully 
state, in full, all information requested in the application and be accompanied by the 
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fees established by the City Commission.  Additionally, the applicant shall provide all 
documentation, such as insurance, as required by the City.  An application fee shall be 
charged to each applicant. 
 
Sec. 67-6.  Fees. 
There shall be no pro-rating of fees.  Fees are non-refundable once a permit has been 
issued.  If operating on non-city property, no license fee shall be charged to a business 
which is on the city’s tax rolls whose normal business includes the sale of food and/or 
beverages.  No one shall hire or subcontract such vendors in an attempt to evade the 
provisions of this code. 
 
Sec. 67-7.  Location. 
Mobile Food Vending will be allowed on private property in the Central Business District 
(CBD), the General Commercial District (GCD), and the Waterfront Marina District 
(WMD).   
 
No mobile food vending unit shall be located within 50 feet from the property line of an 
operating restaurant in the designated private property areas.   
 
Mobile Food Vending Units may be allowed in designated public locations as 
determined by the City Commission.  
 
Sec. 67-8.  Requirements. 
Any vendor engaging in Mobile Food Vending shall comply with the following 
requirements: 

1) Provide appropriate waste receptacles at the site of the unit and remove all 
litter, debris and other waste attributable to the vendor on a daily basis. 

2) If operating on city-owned or controlled property, may only locate on such 
property as approved by the City Commission.  If parked on public streets, 
vendors shall conform to all applicable parking regulations. 

3) Not use any flashing or blinking lights or strobe lights. 
4) Not use music, amplification devices or “crying out” or any other audible 

methods to gain attention. 
5) Not have signs other than what is affixed to the mobile food vending unit; no 

sandwich boards or other signs will be allowed. 
6) Shall not utilize any electricity, water or other utilities without the prior written 

authorization of the power customer; no cable, hoses or similar devices shall be 
extended across any city street, alley, or sidewalk unless approved in advance by 
the City.   

7) Within the designated Mobile Food Vending Areas, a mobile food vendor may 
only operate between the hours of 7:30 a.m. and 10:30 p.m.   

8) In public property locations within the designated Mobile Food Vending Areas, 
no mobile food vending unit may be left unattended for more than 2 hours; and 
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any mobile food vending unit not in operation shall be removed between the 
hours of 10:30 p.m. and 7:30 a.m. 

9) Prior to the commencement of operations on public property the mobile food 
vendor shall provide to the City proof of general liability insurance in the amount 
of $1,000,000 naming the City as an additional insured. 

10) The mobile food vending unit must comply with all applicable City codes and 
ordinances. 

11) The mobile food vending unit must comply with all applicable federal, state and 
county regulations. 

 
Sec. 67-09.  Impoundment. 
Any equipment associated with food vending that are not in compliance with this code 
and left on public property may be impounded at the owner’s expense. 
 
Sec. 67-10.  Other Permits. 
A permit obtained under this code shall not relieve any vendor of the responsibility for 
obtaining any other permit, license, or authorization required by any other ordinance, 
statute or administrative rule. 
 
Sec. 67-11.  Revocation. 
The City shall revoke the permit of any vendor engaged in Mobile Food Vending who 
ceases to meet any requirement of this code or violates any other federal, state, or local 
regulation, makes a false statement on their application, or conducts activity in a 
manner that is adverse to the protection of the public health, safety and welfare. 
 
Immediately upon such revocation, the City shall provide written notice to the permit 
holder by certified mail to their place of business or residence as indicated on the 
application.  Immediately upon such revocation, the permit shall become null and void. 
 
Sec. 67-12.  Civil Infraction. 
A vendor who violates this code is responsible for a civil infraction and subject to a find 
of $500 per day. 
 



(CORRECTED) 
 

ORDINANCE NO. (2011) 941 TC 341 
TC-5-11 

 
AN ORDINANCE TO AMEND THE ZONING CODE TO PERMIT FOOD TRUCKS TO 
LOCATE ON DEVELOPED LOTS COMMERCIALLY-ZONED SUBJECT TO 
CONDITIONS 
 
BE IT ORDAINED BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF RALEIGH, NORTH 
CAROLINA that: 
 

Section 1.  Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2002(b), DEFINITIONS, to include 
the following new definition in its proper alphabetical order: 
 
“Retail sales – food truck.  A licensed, motorized vehicle or mobile food unit which is 
temporarily stored on a premise where food items are sold to the general public all in accordance 
with the standards of §10-2072, Retail sales – food trucks.”.   
 

Section 2.  Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2071, SCHEDULE OF 
PERMITTED LAND USES IN ZONING DISTRICTS, within the COMMERCIAL 
category, under the “Retail sales” heading, by inserting a new sublisting immediately following 
the “Convenience” sublisting to read as follows: 

 
 “Food Truck”. 
 

Furthermore, within this new land use listing, place a conditional use symbol (open circle) within 
the SC, NB, Bus Zone, TD, I-1 and I-2 columns. 

 
Section 3.  Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2072 by including the following new 

conditional use listing in alphabetical order: 
 
“- Food truck (see Retail sales – food truck)”.  

  
 Section 4.   Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2072(b), Uses enumerated, to include 
the following new conditional use listing in alphabetical order: 
 
“Retail sales – food truck. 
 
A retail sales – food truck in the Shopping Center, Neighborhood Business, Business, 
Thoroughfare, Industrial-1 or Industrial-2 zoning district shall meet all of the following: 
 
(1) Retail sales - food trucks shall only be located on a lot containing a principal building(s) or 

use and the maximum number of retail sales - food trucks per lot shall be limited as 
follows: 
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a. maximum of one (1) retail sales - food trucks on lots of one-half (1/2) acre or less; 
 

b. maximum of two (2) retail sales - food trucks on lots between one-half (1/2) acre and 
one (1) acre; and 
 

c. maximum of three (3) retail sales - food trucks on lots greater than one acre 
 
(2) Retail sales - food trucks shall be located a minimum of one hundred (100) feet from the 

main entrance to any eating establishment or similar food service business, one hundred 
(100) feet from any outdoor dining area and fifty (50) feet from any permitted food vending 
cart location, as measured from the designated location on the lot accommodating the retail 
sales - food truck.  In the event that one or more of the aforementioned uses locates within 
the minimum separation requirement subsequent to a retail sales – food truck location 
being approved, nothing herein shall prohibit the property owner from continuing to 
operate at the approved location until the food truck permit has expired.   

 
(3) Retail sales - food trucks shall be located a minimum distance of five (5) feet from the edge 

of any driveway or public sidewalk, utility boxes and vaults, handicapped ramp, building 
entrances, exits or emergency access/ exit ways, or emergency call box and shall not locate 
within any area of the lot that impedes, endangers, or interferes with pedestrian or vehicular 
traffic.  Retail sales – food trucks shall be located a minimum distance of fifteen (15) feet 
in all directions of a fire hydrant. 

 
(4) Retail sales - food trucks and its associated seating, if any, shall not occupy parking spaces 

required to fulfill the minimum requirements of the principal use per §10-2081 of this 
Code, unless the principal use’s hours of operation do not coincide with those of the food 
truck business.  Nor shall any retail sales - food truck and its associated seating, if any, 
occupy parking spaces which may be leased to other businesses and uses to fulfill its 
minimum parking requirements. Retail Sales – food trucks shall not occupy any handicap 
accessible parking space as specified in G.S. § 20-37.6.     

 
(5) No free-standing signage or audio amplification shall be permitted as part of the retail 

sales - food trucks vending operation.  Outdoor seating areas associated with a retail sales - 
food trucks vending operation shall only be permitted on lots two (2) acres or greater in 
size.  

 
(6) Hours of operation of retail sales - food trucks shall be limited to the hours between 6:00 

a.m. and 3:00 a.m. unless the designated location on the lot accommodating the retail sales 
- food truck is located within one hundred fifty (150) feet of the property line of a single 
family or duplex dwelling in which case the hours of operation shall be limited to the hours 
between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m.   

 
(7) The retail sales - food trucks operator or his/her designee must be present at all times 

except in cases of an emergency. 
 



Ordinance No. (2011) 941 TC 341 Page 3  
Adopted: 9/6/11 Effective: 10/1/11 
 

(8) Retail sales - food trucks and associated outdoor seating shall be removed from all 
permitted locations during impermissible hours of operation and shall not be stored, 
parked, or left overnight on any public street or sidewalk. 

 
(9) The retail sales - food trucks vendor is responsible for the proper disposal of waste and 

trash associated with the operation.  City trash receptacles are not to be used for this 
purpose.  Vendors shall remove all waste and trash from their approved location at the end 
of each day or as needed to maintain the health and safety of the public.  The vendor shall 
keep all areas within five (5) feet of the truck and any associated seating area clean of 
grease, trash, paper, cups or cans associated with the vending operation.  No liquid waste or 
grease is to be disposed in tree pits, storm drains or onto the sidewalks, streets, or other 
public space.  Under no circumstances shall grease be released or disposed of in the City’s 
sanitary sewer system.    

 
(10) With the exception of allowable outdoor seating areas, all equipment required for the 

operation shall be contained within, attached to or within three (3) feet of the retail sales - 
food trucks and all food preparation, storage, and sales/distribution shall be in compliance 
with all applicable County, State and Federal Health Department sanitary regulations.   

 
(11) That a City of Raleigh zoning permit shall be obtained by the property owner (as listed in 

the Wake County tax records) for any lot proposed to accommodate one or more retail 
sales – food truck businesses.  If at any time evidence is provided that the lot is being used 
other than in compliance with these regulations such as number of food trucks allowed on 
the lot, outdoor seating or hours of operation, the zoning permit shall be rendered null and 
void, and the owner shall be punished for the violation.  This zoning permit shall be 
required to be renewed annually. 

 
(12) That a City of Raleigh food truck permit shall be obtained for the retail sales - food truck 

business and all required Wake County and City of Raleigh permits and licenses shall be 
clearly displayed on the food truck. A copy of the approved food truck permit and zoning 
permit shall be kept in the food truck. The approved retail sales – food truck as shown on 
the food truck permit shall be clearly delineated on the improved surface. Prior to the 
issuance of the food truck permit, the vendor shall provide evidence of having obtained a 
City of Raleigh Business License, NC Sales and Use Certificate for collecting and paying 
the proper sales taxes and prepared meals taxes, a Wake County Environmental Services – 
Vending Permit and a means for the disposal of grease within an approved grease disposal 
facility.  This food truck permit shall be required to be renewed annually.  If at any time 
evidence of the improper disposal of liquid waste or grease is discovered, the food truck 
permit for the retail sales - food truck business shall be rendered null and void and the 
retail sales - food truck business shall be required to cease operation immediately.  The 
operator of the retail sales - food truck business shall be punished for the violation.  

 
(13) If at any time, the Wake County Environmental Services revokes or suspends the issued 

food vending permit, the City permit for the retail sales - food truck business is revoked or 
suspended simultaneously.   
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Section 5.   Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2072(b), Uses enumerated, within the 
“Retail sales – outdoor mobile vending cart” listing, to add the following new sentence to the 
end of subsection (5): 

 
“This zoning permit shall be required to be renewed annually.”. 
 

Section 6.   Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-2088 relating to number of principal 
buildings or uses on a lot to include the following new listing in alphabetical order: 

 
“- Retail sales – food truck approved in accordance with §10-2072(b)”. 

 
 Section 7.   Amend Raleigh City Code Section 10-6039(e) relating to permit fees to 
include the language “retail sales - food truck,” between the words “retail sales – outdoor mobile 
vending cart, “ and “fence”. 
  

Section 8.  All laws and clauses of laws in conflict herewith are hereby repealed to the 
extent of said conflict. 
 

Section 9. If this ordinance or application thereof to any person or circumstance is held 
invalid, such invalidity shall not affect other provisions or applications of the ordinance which 
can be given separate effect and to the end the provisions of this ordinance are declared to be 
severable. 
 

Section 10. This ordinance has been adopted following a duly advertised joint public 
hearing of the Raleigh City Council and the City Planning Commission following a 
recommendation of the Planning Commission. 
 

Section 11. This ordinance has been provided to the North Carolina Capital Commission 
as required by law.  
 

Section 12. This ordinance shall be enforced by law as provided in N.C.G.S. 160A-175 
or as provided in the Raleigh City Code. All criminal sanctions shall be up to the fifty dollar 
limit in G.S. 14-4(a) or similar limitations. 

 
Section 13. The penalty for violating this ordinance shall be as follows: For the first 

offense, the fine shall be $100.00. For the second offense, the fine shall be $300.00. The permit 
shall be revoked after the third offense. 
 

Section 14. This ordinance shall become effective on October 1, 2011. 
 
Adopted: September 6, 2011   
 
Effective: October 1, 2011  
 
Distribution: DEPARTMENT HEADS 
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Executive Summary

Mobile food vending generates approximately $650 million in revenue annually.1 The industry is pro-
jected to account for approximately $2.7 billion in food revenue over the next five years, but unfortu-
nately, most cities are legally ill-equipped to harness this expansion. Many city ordinances were written 
decades ago, with a different type of mobile food supplier in mind, like ice cream trucks, hot dog carts, 
sidewalk peddlers, and similar operators. Modern mobile vending is a substantial departure from the 
vending typically assumed in outdated local regulations. Vendors utilize large vehicles packed with 
high-tech cooking equipment and sanitation devices to provide sophisticated, safe food usually pre-
pared to order.  

Increasingly, city leaders are recognizing that food trucks are here to stay. They also recognize that there 
is no “one size fits all” prescription for how to most effectively incorporate food trucks into the fabric 
of a community. With the intent of helping city leaders with this task, this guide examines the follow-
ing questions: What policy options do local governments have to regulate food trucks? What is the 
best way to incorporate food trucks into the fabric of a city, taking into account the preferences of all 
stakeholders?

Thirteen cities of varying size and geographic location were analyzed for this study. Information on 
vending regulations within each of these cities was collected and analyzed, and supplemented with 
semi-structured interviews with city staff and food truck vendors.

Based on recurring themes and commonalities, regulations are grouped into four policy areas:

•  Economic activity: this policy area provides insight into aspects of food truck regulation that 
could potentially enhance economic development, and looks at specific processes that can be 
barriers to market entry. Two areas of regulation that impact economic activity - streamlining 
and permit costs – are examined, with recommendations provided for each.

•  Public space: mobile vending takes place on both public and private property, but public 
property presents a unique set of challenges. With the rapid expansion of food trucks, there is 
increased demand for limited space, which increases the likelihood of conflicting interests and 
encroaches upon the ability of stakeholders to maximize the advantages that public space can 
offer. Time constraints, proximity rules, and geographic limitations related to density are exam-
ined here, with recommendations provided for each.   

•  Public health: this is one of the most basic concerns regarding mobile vending. All stakeholders 
realize the need for comprehensive regulations around sanitation and food safety. These issues 
should be addressed within a regulatory framework that is cost-efficient, thorough, and results 
in a streamlined process for all stakeholders.

•  Public safety: public safety is a key reason why many cities began regulating food trucks. Regu-
lations examined here include private property, vending near schools, and pedestrian safety, 
with recommendations provided for each. 
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All of the recommendations in this guide include regulatory best practices that are currently in place 
in the selected cities. These best practices provide a balance of the concerns and interests of the four 
stakeholder groups identified in this report: (1) mobile vendors (this term is used interchangeably with 
‘food truck’ throughout the guide) and food truck/industry associations, (2) restaurants and restaurant 
associations, (3) the community, and (4) city government. 

In addition, five overall recommendations for cities looking to update their regulations for mobile 
vending are also included:

1. Hold Town Hall Forums and Private Meetings with Core Stakeholders. 

2.  Encourage Dialogue and the Building of Relationships Among Competing Stakeholders.

3. Implement Pilot Programs to Determine What Regulations to Adopt. 

4. Use Targeted Practices as a Way to Address Underserved Areas of the City.

5.  Identify Private Vacant Lots and Create Partnerships for Mobile Vendors to Gather and 
Vend in the Same Location. 

The recommendations included here are intended to be flexible enough to accommodate different cir-
cumstances, but logical enough to provide useful guidance to local leaders interested in integrating food 
trucks into city life for the benefit of both their residents and existing businesses.
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Introduction

Mobile vending has grown considerably in recent years, generating approximately $650 million in 
revenue annually.2 The rapid expansion of mobile vending, or food trucks, is attributed to residents’ 
desire for quality, value, and speed; an appreciation for fresh, local food; and a preference for small 
and sustainable business. As such, mobile vending is also commonly used as a means to expand eco-
nomic opportunity, and enrich communities by improving access to goods and produce not otherwise 
available through area merchants. The recent recession has also made food trucks an appealing option 
for hopeful restaurateurs, as they are an easier and more cost-friendly alternative to opening a brick 
and mortar restaurant. Many entrepreneurs have capitalized on the mobile vending industry, creating 
opportunities for self-sufficiency and upward mobility.3 

The mobile vending industry is on pace to quadruple its revenue stream over the next five years, but 
unfortunately, most cities are legally ill-equipped to harness this expansion. Many city ordinances were 
written decades ago, with a different type of mobile food supplier in mind, like ice cream trucks, hot 
dog carts, sidewalk peddlers, and similar operators. 

Modern mobile vending is a substantial departure from the vending typically assumed in outdated 
local regulations. Vendors utilize large vehicles packed with high-tech cooking equipment and sanita-
tion devices to provide sophisticated, safe food usually prepared to order. Food trucks also take up a 
significant amount of space, require more safety and health oversight, cater to a different customer than 
the aforementioned types of mobile vendors, and have a more challenging relationship with brick and 
mortar restaurants and other vendors. 

Advocates of stricter regulations generally assert that mobile vending congests sidewalks and streets, 
are unsanitary, and diminish urban quality of life. Regulations that currently impede mobile vending 
operations in U.S. cities commonly include public property bans, restricted zones, proximity bans, and 
duration restrictions. Supporters tend to argue that food trucks provide affordable, high quality food, 
rejuvenate public space, and fairly compete with size and open-air limitations. City officials have to bal-
ance these interests by regulating food and traffic safety without impeding the creativity and innovation 
of this popular market, but because the industry is so new, there are few examples of the best ways to 
amend existing provisions or adopt new laws.

The purpose of this guide is to offer best practices and recommendations to city leaders about how they 
can most effectively take advantage of the benefits of food trucks, while balancing the need to regulate 
growth and account for the concerns of key stakeholders: food trucks, restaurants, residents, and city 
government. It includes an analysis of food truck policies and regulations, specifically as they relate to 
four policy areas: 

•  Economic activity 

•  Public space 

•  Public health

•  Public safety
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The guide also includes recommendations on 
mobile vending policy and regulatory devel-
opment for cities of all sizes. Using this guide, 
local leaders will be able to better understand 
the policy options local governments have for 
regulating food trucks, and determine the best 
way to incorporate food trucks into the fabric of 
a city while taking into account the preferences 
of all stakeholders. 

Selection of Cities 
This guide analyzes mobile vending regulations 
across 13 cities, based on population density, 
presence of local food truck industry, and avail-
ability of mobile vending regulations. Figure 1 
shows the cities that are included in the guide. 

Very large cities like New York City and San Fran-
cisco were not included on the basis that conclu-
sions drawn from analyzing their regulations 
would not be generalizable to most other cities. 

Figure 1: Selection of cities

Stakeholders and 
Stakeholder Values
Stakeholders are identified as: (1) mobile vendors (this term 
is used interchangeably with food trucks here) and food truck/
industry associations, (2) restaurants and restaurant associa-
tions, (3) the community at large, and (4) city government.  
For food truck vendors, it is assumed they would prefer an 
approach of looser regulations, clear, narrowly tailored laws, 
and streamlined procedures.  For restaurants, it is assumed they 
favor stricter regulations that limit competition from food truck 
vendors.  Although values are likely to vary among different 
community groups, it is assumed that — in general — com-
munity members hold quality of life concerns, including fear 
of negative spillovers (congestion, noise, pollution, etc.) as 
primary concerns, but also harbor a strong desire for community 
vibrancy.  At the same time, community members generally pre-
fer more food options to fewer.  For city government, balancing 
the interests of stakeholders is a key priority, but so is a desire 
for economic vibrancy and revitalization, administrative ease, 
effective enforcement through regulatory clarity, and options 
that are budget friendly and cost-effective.

LOW POPULATION DENSITY  
 Durham, NC
  New Orleans, LA
  Indianapolis, IN
  Atlanta, GA 
 Austin, TX

MODERATE POPULATION DENSITY  
 Cincinnati, OH
 Denver, CO
 Las Vegas, NV
 Portland, OR
 St. Louis, MO

HIGH POPULATION DENSITY  
 Oakland, CA
 Washington, DC
 Boston, MA

Cities (population density)
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Economic Activity

This policy area provides insight into aspects of food truck regulation that could potentially enhance 
economic development, and specific processes that can be barriers to market entry. This section cov-
ers two topics that impact economic activity - streamlining and cost of permits for food trucks - and 
explores how these issues impact the various stakeholder groups.

Streamlining 
Regulations that dictate how centralized the mobile vending permitting process is can greatly impact 
mobile vendors’ level of access to a city’s economic activity, as they determine how easy or difficult it is 
to gain permits and licenses. 

Stakeholder Concerns
For food trucks, one of the key objectives is to earn revenue. For brick and mortar restaurants, their goal 
is the same, and the level of competition food trucks create or are perceived to create can be of concern. 
For the community and city, creating opportunities for economic development is a key priority because 
it raises tax revenue, vibrancy, and creates a level of attractiveness for business and residents as well as 
for the city as a whole. 

Having a more centralized process for permitting generally allows vendors greater ease in entering the 
mobile vending arena by reducing the number of city departments they must interact with and receive 
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approval from. Centralizing the process also reduces the number of intra-department communications. 
A streamlined process benefits both the mobile vendors and city staff directly, as it diminishes the 
amount of work for each. Although to be fair, it increases the level of work for whichever department is 
tasked with overseeing mobile vending permitting process. For the community, a centralized process is 
in their best interest as it helps to create more efficiency, a greater potential for economic development 
and ultimately, raise more revenue for the city. 

Regulatory Trends
The majority of the cities included here do not have a centralized permitting process in place; they use 
multiple city departments to permit and license various aspects of the mobile vending business. For 
instance, mobile vendors must apply for and receive a health permit that inspects the sanitation and food 
safety of a mobile vending vehicle, a traditional business license, and at times a zoning license and a safety 
permit. Although the number of permits and departments involved may vary, there is a trend of three to 
five departments and three to five permits that are typically involved in the permitting process for mobile 
vendors. Three cities use three departments, four use four or more. Only three cities have centralized the 
process into one city department for all city permits. Although these cities have centralized the part of 
the permitting process they control, there is still a need for a county health permit. 

Recommendation
Making the permitting process more streamlined has positive impacts on both mobile vendors and city 
staff. Austin and Cincinnati’s streamlined permitting processes can be used as models by other cities 
looking to implement a more centralized mobile vending permitting process. Austin’s comprehensive 
set of requirements can be found on the city’s official government website, and contains everything the 
vendor needs, including: 

•  Mobile Food Vendor Permit form, including the cost of the permit, 

•  Checklist of additional permit requirements for mobile vendors (with exact descriptions of 
what is expected and who to contact if there are any questions), 

•  Mobile Vending Unit Physical Inspection Checklist (includes 14 requirements ranging from a 
current license plate to the specifications of the sinks), 

•  List of mobile food vendor responsibilities, including the signature of the certified food man-
ager/food handler, the responsibilities of the central preparation facility (the commissary), and 
the restroom facility agreement. 4

Austin’s webpage is clear and concise. It has detachable forms and blank spots for the necessary sig-
natures, with instructions regarding who to contact to obtain those signatures, specifics about the 
actual schematics of the truck components required for food preparation and handling safety, and 
perhaps best of all, nowhere does it suggest the reader refer to a subsection of some code or statute 
not included in the document.

As of January 2013, the Cincinnati Department of Health is solely responsible for the city’s permitting 
process, application process, and payments associated with the city’s mobile food vending.5 This change 
was an effort to streamline the permitting process and give food truck owners a one-stop shop for all 
their licensing needs.
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Cost of Permitting
The actual cost of permitting plays a role in would-be mobile vendors’ decision-making process about 
whether or not to start a business. One of the most basic barriers to entry for many potential entrepre-
neurs is start-up costs, which include permitting fees.

Stakeholder Concerns
This issue impacts all stakeholder groups. On the vendor side, high permitting costs can serve as a bar-
rier to entry. On the city government and community side, it can mean either an increase in revenue 
(from the actual permit) or a decrease in revenue (if cost deters some vendors from applying for a 
permit[s]). For mobile vendors, their self-interest is to keep the costs of permitting low so that there is 
an ease of entry into the market. For brick and mortar restaurants that believe mobile vendors are their 
competition, their interests lie in keeping the costs high enough to keep the number of mobile vendors 
low. City staff want to keep costs high enough to raise revenue, but low enough to keep the amount 
of mobile vendors growing. For the community, their interests are much the same as city staff - to find 
the balance between raising costs enough to maximize fees while not increasing them to the extent that 
they become a deterrent for mobile vendors. 

Regulatory Trends
For the cities included in this guide, the cost of permitting fees ranged from $110 - $1,500 annually. 
Although the amount of permits required and the cost for each vary depending on the city, the majority 
of cities fall within either the $150-$400 (five cities) or $1,000+ range (five cities). 
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Recommendation
Permit fees should be high enough to generate revenue that off-sets at least some of the costs produced 
by the presence of food trucks, but not so high that they discourage potential business owners from 
entering the market. The actual amount is contextually determined, as budgets and administrative 
expenses vary depending on the city.    

Below are examples of permitting costs in three cities:

•  Durham: $75 for a yearly permit (not including health permit costs).

•  New Orleans: Annual mobile vending permit fee - $305.25, Occupational license - $150.00, 
Mayoralty permit - $100.25, Sales tax deposit - $50.00, and Identification card - $5.00, total-
ing $610.50. 

•  St. Louis: $500 mobile vending permit fee to the Director of Streets, a $200 licensing fee (and 
$20 for each employee) to the License Collector, and $130-$310 (depending on type of food 
served) for a health permit to the Director of Health. 
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Public Space 

Mobile vending takes place on both public and private property, but public property presents a unique 
set of challenges. Flexible access can lead to over-utilization, which in turn can produce unwanted con-
gestion, pollution, and conflicts between different stakeholders trying to use the space at the same time.6 

With the rapid expansion of the food truck scene, there is increased demand for limited space, which 
increases the likelihood of unwanted externalities and encroaches upon the ability of other stakeholders 
to maximize the advantages that public space can offer. In most cases, cities are tasked with managing 
this property, which includes balancing the needs of all interested parties, diminishing negative exter-
nalities, and otherwise preserving the integrity of the space.  They are also trying to find appropriate 
ways to address the higher demand.    

This section looks at three issues related to public space: time constraints, proximity rules, and geo-
graphic limitations related to density.  A variety of approaches are recommended for dealing with these 
issues that balance stakeholder needs and take into account context and other practicalities.   

Time Constraints
One set of regulations that impacts the use of public space for mobile vendors is how much time food 
trucks are allowed to park and vend in one location. 
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Stakeholder Concerns
Shorter time limits translate to less time for vendors to sell in one spot, which favors competing stake-
holders like restaurants, since less time means less competition. Time limitations have both advantages 
and disadvantages for members of the public - less time means fewer choices for consumers but it also 
means less congestion and more parking options. For the city, the issue is also a mixed bag. Longer 
time limits mean vendors are easier to track down, since they are in fewer spots throughout the day. At 
the same time, longer time limits have the potential to reduce patronage at area restaurants.  Moderate 
time limits, such as four to five hours, are often be the preferred approach for cities, since they usually 
produce the most balanced results (from a stakeholder perspective).  

Regulatory Trends
Most of the cities included in this guide favor moderate or less restrictive parking durations. Five cities 
have no time limits, while three currently have durations of 45 minutes or less. The rest have provisions 
of four or five hours. It is worth noting that cities with more restrictive limits often have lax enforce-
ment of these regulations.    

Recommendations
Time limits of four hours or longer are recommended. Vendors need approximately one hour to set-up 
and pack-up once they are done with selling. As a result, anything less than four hours leaves vendors 
with only one to two hours of actual vending time. Moreover, it is more difficult for city staff to track 
food trucks for safety or health purposes when they are in several locations throughout the day.  How-
ever, an unlimited approach may not be feasible in denser regions, where restaurants and other estab-
lished businesses, pedestrian traffic, and congestion are more significant factors. This four hour or more 
time limit is included in regulatory amendments and council suggestions of various cities, including 
Oakland and Durham.  

Oakland has a five hour time limit. Originally, the city had a two hour limit for one location. This left 
little time to actually sell food before having to move again. Vendors complained about the restric-
tion, and were successful in getting it changed to five hours.7 Originally, Durham had a regulation on 
the books that required mobile vendors to move 60 feet every 15 minutes. The police did not enforce 
this provision because the number of trucks was not large enough to create much conflict with other 
stakeholders. As the number of trucks started to increase in 2010, push back began, particularly among 
restaurants that insisted the police enforce the 15-minute rule. This prompted the city to consider 
amending the rules to more effectively address modern vending. The Town Hall meetings on the topic 
were well attended, not only by key stakeholders but also by members of the public. Durham is a town 
with strong public support for small businesses, and regulations that would make vending easier were 
favored. In late 2012, the rules were amended, and included a repeal of the 15-minute provision. No 
additional time constraints were adopted, and as a result, food trucks can vend in one location for an 
unlimited amount of time.8

Unlike Durham and Oakland, Atlanta’s provision of 30 minutes in no more than two locations per day 
has not been successfully challenged. Since the 2013 NCAA Final Four basketball game, vending on 
public property is completely prohibited. Before this, vending in public space was very limited, based 
on history that dates back to the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta and the more recent contracting 
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out to a private company the responsibility of mobile vendor management.9 Virtually all mobile vend-
ing takes place on private property, where the 30-minute rule does not apply. 

Proximity Restrictions
This refers to regulations that designate a certain amount of distance that must be maintained between 
food trucks and other establishments, people, or infrastructure. This section is primarily concerned 
with the distance restrictions between food trucks and restaurants that impact the use of public space. 
The limits that concern distance from pedestrians or infrastructure are addressed in other parts of this 
guide. The cities included here have adopted a variety of proximity requirements. 

Stakeholder Concerns 
Greater distance requirements favor restaurants and other established businesses, and are a mixed bag 
for residents for the same reasons discussed under time constraints. Larger proximity rules disadvantage 
mobile vendors because it reduces the number of places to sell, particularly where clusters of restaurants 
exist, which are often denser areas with more pedestrian traffic. Many cities prefer a moderate approach 
in regards to proximity restrictions, since such regulations usually balance competing stakeholder needs 
most effectively. Unlike parking, there are no tracking advantages related to distance requirements, but 
such regulations do impact where vendors conduct their business, which means the city still has to deal 
with congestion and other spillover concerns, particularly in denser regions. 

Regulatory Trends 
Similar to time constraints, the cities included here have largely moderate or lenient proximity restric-
tions. Six or seven have either no restrictions or relatively short distances, and four of the cities occupy 
the middle ground, with 150-200 foot requirements. Only one, New Orleans, has a restriction of 600 
feet. New Orleans has a proposal to shorten the distance to 50 feet, but there has been resistance to this 
proposal from some city council members and the Louisiana Restaurant Association.10 

Recommendations
Proximity restrictions should be no more than 200 feet at the high end. Density issues may call for a 
tiered structure, or for abandoning proximity altogether. One of the problems with adopting an explicit 
distance rule is that a “one size fits all” approach ignores context. Three hundred feet may make sense 
in less dense areas of a city, but such a distance is impractical in very dense neighborhoods. A city right-
of-way, with multiple restaurants on both sides of the street where the distance between each side may 
be less than 300 feet, makes the area entirely off limits to mobile vending. As such, cities may want 
to loosen or abandon proximity rules in dense neighborhoods with a great deal of commercial and 
residential activity. A tiered model, where the distance requirements are shortened for denser neighbor-
hoods and widened for others is also an option.

As the food truck scene has expanded within the last few years in St. Louis, conflicts between restau-
rants and food trucks have surfaced. In order to quell the rising tension, the St. Louis Department of 
Streets enacted a 200 foot rule.11 Durham has adopted a 50 foot rule.12 
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Geographic Limitations Associated with Density
Another set of regulations relate to whether vending is permitted in particular segments of public space. 
Like proximity restrictions, these provisions concern access to fixed locations. 

Stakeholder Concerns
Like the above issues, the more restrictive provisions advantage established businesses like restaurants, 
while working against the interests of food trucks. Constraints on the number of places open for selling 
tend to be more prevalent in denser areas of cites due to the much greater number of players utiliz-
ing the space at the same time. These are usually core downtowns where a large number and variety 
of established businesses and residences are located in close proximity to each other within a relatively 
limited area. Again, for cities, moderate approaches are generally the best at balancing stakeholder inter-
ests. Like parking durations, tracking issues come up here as well. Limiting vending to certain locations 
makes it easier for cities to find vendors, but might hinder economic growth and opportunity.  

Regulatory Trends
Of the cities included here, most currently embrace a patchwork approach, wherein vending is lim-
ited to certain zones, districts, parking spaces, or limits on operation in the Central Business District 
(CBD). Three have lenient provisions, where few public spaces are off limits, while another three are on 
the more restrictive side, with outright bans on public space or CBD vending. 
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Recommendations
The greater the density of the area, the greater the case for more restrictions, but an outright ban on 
all mobile vending is not suggested unless the circumstances are exceptional. For a city like Durham, 
heavy-handed zoning constraints make little sense, as the interests of other stakeholders are only mod-
estly compromised compared to denser areas, there are fewer negative spillover threats, city residents are 
given more choice without substantively higher safety concerns, and vendors are given more flexibility 
to choose where to operate. As a result, street right-of-ways and core downtown parks are open for 
vending.13 In denser cities, the compromises that other stakeholders must make and the risk of negative 
externalities are increased, suggesting a more moderate regulatory framework should be implemented 
that requires all parties to relinquish some freedoms without entirely excluding them from the space. 
One option is the approach taken by Denver, where only the densest section of downtown is off limits to 
food trucks. Vendors are barred from selling in a section of the southwestern corner of downtown, which 
is roughly seven by nine blocks. Vendors must also maintain a 300 foot distance from all public parks, 
unless a special event is taking place, and then they must obtain permission from the city to participate. 

Another approach is a lottery or first-come, first-serve system that allows a restricted number of park-
ing spaces or sections of right-of-way to be set aside for mobile vending. Las Vegas currently has a pilot 
program that adopts a version of this (three spaces are being set aside downtown for food trucks only).14 

Washington, DC is also in the process of establishing a lottery system to increase efficiency and safety, 
and to balance the competing needs of residents. There could also be higher permit or parking fees 
associated with more heavily trafficked areas. 

Areas where vending is allowed must be clearly delineated and easy to decipher. Several cities have 
regulations that make it difficult to easily discern permitted regions from unpermitted ones. Regula-
tions that clearly define permitted areas are needed. Distinctions between public and private regulations 
should also be clear and transparent. A map that explicitly labels the areas where vendors are allowed to 
operate would be a helpful tool for all stakeholders.     

If the political climate or density issues make it difficult to relax restrictions on public space, cities could 
consider making private space in less dense areas easier for vendors to access. Atlanta has a unique his-
tory that has produced provisions that greatly restrict vending on public property, and most recently, 
an outright ban by the Mayor Kasim Reed. To alleviate the impact of this restriction on mobile vend-
ing, Councilmember Kwanza Hall and others have worked to make vending on private property easier. 
A provision that originally required food trucks to maintain a distance of 1,500 feet from restaurants 
when at least two mobile vendors are selling on private property was amended to shorten the distance 
to 200 feet.15 Trucks have adapted to the ban on public property by moving into private space, and this 
has kept mobile vending alive in Atlanta. 
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Public Health 

One of the most intrinsic and logical concerns regarding food trucks, and one that has been a  
basic consideration since their inception, is public health. All stakeholders realize the need to address 
sanitation and food safety. The role of health departments and commissaries should be continually 
reevaluated to address these concerns within a regulatory framework that is cost-efficient, thorough 
but not onerous, and results in a streamlined process with outcomes that provide for the wellbeing of 
all stakeholders.

Sanitation
Sanitation refers to food trucks’ proper cleaning of preparation utensils and disposal of garbage, 
wastewater (gray water) and remnants of grease traps. Unlike the variety of procedural approaches 
taken by cities within the sphere of public space, the guidelines adopted for sanitation tend to be 
similar across cities.  

Atlanta’s rules provide a typical example of the sanitation provisions that exist in most cities. Mobile 
food units must have a trashcan that is at least 30 gallons, and it must be emptied at the commissary. 
Two sinks are required - a three-compartment equipment sink (for washing dishes, etc.) and another 
sink for washing hands. A wastewater tank that has a 15 percent larger capacity than the potable water 
tank is also required. To prevent contamination, the connections for each must be distinguishable, and 
the wastewater tank must be lower than the potable tank.16 Atlanta is also typical of many cities in that 
the health code is state law. As such, cities are unable to craft law; they can only enforce provisions 
established at the state level.   

Recommendation
Cities looking to adopt sanitation regulations for mobile vendors should adhere to the standard require-
ments in cities with an already established food truck industry. These regulations can be found on 
almost any city government website; Austin has particularly clear processes.17 Since many cities are 
unable to enact their own sanitation laws, they may want to articulate their need and concerns to the 
state legislature when appropriate. 

Food Safety
Not surprisingly, the specifics of food safety do not vary that much from city to city. The guidelines for 
the cities profiled in this guide are common sense and fairly straightforward. 

For example, in Atlanta, mobile vendors are mandated to have a “Certified Food Safety Manager” 
(CFSM). The CFSM could be the owner or an operator; whoever is selected must complete a food 
safety-training program and pass a “professionally validated” CFSM exam. The mobile unit must 
always have a designated Person in Charge (PIC). This will be the CFSM when present. When absent, 
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the CFSM must designate someone else as the PIC. During Health Authority inspections, the PIC may 
be asked to demonstrate their “knowledge of foodborne disease prevention,” for example. The Food 
Code lists a variety of ways this can be shown, such as demonstrating knowledge of how to properly 
handle food, among other things.18

Recommendation
State laws often require mobile vendors to adhere to the same food safety regulations that are applied 
to brick and mortar restaurants. This is an effective way to promote proper food handling and 
accountability. Many vendors report that they actually appreciate the standards because they serve 
to combat the “roach coach” stereotype. Brian Bottger, a food truck vendor in Durham, is one of 
these operators. He likes that he can confidently tell patrons that his truck is held to the same health 
standards as restaurants.19 

Role of Commissaries
One of the most promising and more diversified aspects of mobile food vending is the commissary, a 
food truck “home base” of sorts. Commissaries are fixed location kitchens where food must be prepped 
before being loaded onto the truck for cooking and selling. They often operate as storage for various 
ingredients as well.  
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Stakeholder Concerns 
All stakeholders can benefit from the appropriate utilization of commissaries. If more than one truck 
may operate out of a commissary, city employees, whether collecting licensing and permit documents 
and fees, or performing routine inspections for maintaining sanitation and public health standards, 
have fewer places to visit and can more easily streamline their permit review and inspection process. 

Food truck owners can reap the benefits of the economies of scale that commissaries provide. Compli-
ance with many of the regulatory burdens food trucks face are less expensive when shared by several 
owners. Mobile vendors can also be assured that they are doing their due diligence with regards to 
regulations, which if not properly followed could mean large fines and even the possibility of being shut 
down. Commissaries provide new vendors with a central facility to get all the information they need to 
operate. This can save a significant amount of time and cost, especially when city business codes are dif-
ficult to track down. They may also benefit by not having to shoulder the full responsibility for compli-
ance; if they sign a contract with a commissary, it may become the commissary operator’s responsibility 
to see that compliance is achieved.

Commissaries provide brick and mortar restaurant owners with the assurance that food trucks are being 
held to the same standards and inspections as they are. Lastly, the general public can rest easy knowing 
that commissaries cut down on the number of unregulated mobile vendors and that health concerns 
are addressed in a thorough and efficient manner (when considering taxpayer monies spent on health 
departments).

Regulatory Trends
All of the cities included in this guide have a commissary requirement. Boston requires proof that food 
trucks are serviced by a mobile food vending commissary and that mobile venders keep accurate logs 
indicating that the food truck is serviced at least twice daily by a mobile food commissary for all food, 
water and supplies, and for all cleaning and servicing operations. In Washington, D.C., all vendors 
must maintain access to an approved depot location. A copy of the license for the service support facil-
ity and/or a recent inspection report is required to be presented. In St. Louis and Denver, trucks must 
operate from a commissary and report there once a day to clean all supplies and servicing operations. 

Recommendations
Mobile vendors should embrace the use of commissaries. It is recommended that cities adopt an 
approach similar to the ones employed in Austin and Durham, where all food trucks must have a con-
tract with a commissary, but more than one food truck may be associated with a single commissary.20 
Food trucks may also negotiate with restaurants to utilize (and pay) them as places to dispose of waste. 
These contracts foster a sense of community and keep conflicts to a minimum. In Durham, multiple 
mobile vendors are also able to use a single commissary.

This approach best satisfies the concerns of all stakeholders. The regulation is not terribly onerous to 
the food truck operators, but still ensures food safety, which the public and the city may be concerned 
about. It helps give the impression that food trucks are being held to the same standards, which restau-
rants appreciate, and makes it easier for local food safety enforcement officials to do their job.
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Public Safety 

Public safety is a key reason why many cities began regulating food trucks. Issues around public safety 
include private property, vending near schools, and pedestrian safety. 

Private Property
Private property options for mobile vendors create opportunities for businesses to extend their market 
reach, particularly for denser cities or those with very little public space (consider the Atlanta case 
discussed under public space). The cities included here have adopted a variety of regulatory models to 
address private space. In some cases, they practice a more informal approach, allowing food truck oper-
ators to gain a private space permit and conduct business without further regulatory strings attached. 
Others restrict mobile vending operations solely to private property. Equally important are existing 
zoning codes applied to private property that may or may not be zoned for vending. 

Stakeholder Concerns 
Standard public safety practices used in other city regulatory affairs (within the realm of private prop-
erty) ought to lead the dialogue and development of relevant rules that empower proprietors to observe 
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and enforce appropriate safety measures on their property, and communicate those measures with 
mobile vendors. For cities, responsibility of property maintenance is lessened and is likely to fall on the 
shoulders of vendors and property owners, who will determine ways to address sanitation, safety, and 
property upkeep. Mobile vendors generally appreciate the flexibility that private space has to offer, e.g. 
fewer time restrictions and less government involvement in their daily operations. 

Regulatory Trends
When examined through the lens of public safety, the cities selected have adopted a variety of regula-
tory models to deal with private property. Seven cities had rules regarding private property. Two cities 
lacked specifics on the issue, perhaps because they do not allow vendors to operate in private space in 
general. Cities that allow the use of private property for mobile vending have designated specific private 
zones where food trucks can operate to ensure public safety. 

Recommendations
The adoption of more lenient regulatory language is generally the preferred approach for food trucks 
on private property, with the exception of denser regions. Owners of private property have the power 
to control what takes place on their land, including the ability to exclude whomever they choose. The 
issue at stake is not how to best balance the needs of various parties that have access to the land, as 
it is with public space. Instead, the emphasis shifts to reducing any negative externalities that might 
spillover onto adjacent or neighboring properties, particularly if an owner grants permission to mul-
tiple vendors. 
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As such, a regulatory framework that is generally less restrictive than for public property is appropriate 
as long as the owners grant permission for their land to be used by mobile vendors. However, since there 
is a greater danger of negative externalities when private property is located in denser areas, a modestly 
more regulated structure may be called for within these regions. 

In Indianapolis, few regulations limit mobile vending business on private property. While the time-
frame for vending on public space is limited to between 10am and 6pm, a business can get a permit for 
operating on private property and simply park at parking meters for the same rate as personal vehicles.21 
The majority of Portland’s mobile vending occurs on private property, particularly surface parking 
lots.22 A zoning permit may be required for development associated with a mobile vending cart, such 
as changes to an existing parking area, landscaping, and drive-through facilities. Vending carts over 16 
feet in length, with or without wheels, are considered Heavy Trucks by the zoning code, and are not 
allowed in certain zones.23

Vending Near Schools
Mobile vendors encounter several public safety issues when deciding to operate near schools. Issues 
of concern include traffic-related safety, increased chances of interaction with predators that may be 
waiting for children to step off public property, and whether the food offered by mobile vendors meets 
school food safety standards.24 

Stakeholders
Mobile vendors are beginning to recognize the potential opportunity to expand the food options avail-
able to local secondary schools and simultaneously capture a new, steady stream of customers, but they 
may be met with opposition from school administrators and parents who see their presence as a threat 
to safety and may view their menu options as potentially unhealthy. Cities looking to regulate vending 
near schools must determine the best precautionary measures in terms of distance requirements that 
mobile vendors must abide by.

Regulatory Trends 
Five of the cities included in the guide have regulations around vending near schools. The regulations 
emphasized specific distances from schools that are intended to keep students from venturing off cam-
pus to patronize mobile vendors, and maintain safety standards for neighboring schools and commu-
nities. All other cities have no specific rules around this, perhaps indicating that this is not an issue in 
their jurisdictions. 

Recommendations
Restrictions on operating during school hours are recommended, and mobile vendors should be 
required to maintain farther proximity from schools compared to restaurants, keeping density in mind. 
The time restriction is mostly a health-related issue, while the proximity suggestion is largely motivated 
by safety concerns. The framing of regulations surrounding mobile vendors and schools should be 
focused on protecting children during school operating hours. This approach keeps vendors from sell-
ing to students without adult supervision, but still allows them to benefit from afterschool activities 
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such as games, competitions, and concerts, where adults are more likely to influence food consumption 
decisions. However, proximity requirements should not handicap vendors in denser areas from selling 
in viable spaces that happen to be closer to schools. 

In Indianapolis, vendors are prohibited from operating within a distance of 1,000 feet (roughly 0.2 
miles) of any part of a public or private grade or junior high school grounds while school is in session. 
In Durham, a special temporary permit can be obtained for mobile vendors to operate at non-profit or 
civic events held on public property such as a school. 

School districts that want to expand their food options, but wish to do so with minimal budgetary 
impact should work with city officials to create school vending permits for a limited number of vendors. 
Designated curb-side parking (which is not adjacent to a main road) could reduce many public safety 
concerns, particularly if students are generally allowed to roam the school parking lot where the trucks 
would operate. As long as they continue to comply with the city’s food safety standards, this could be a 
viable option for city and school officials. 

Pedestrian Safety
Mobile vendors move from location to location, coming in close contact with pedestrians at intersec-
tions and street corners every day. While some city ordinances have distance-from-pedestrian/sidewalk 
requirements (e.g. Durham has a 4-foot rule), the majority of the cities examined here have no such 
language in their regulations. Pedestrian safety may be part of a broader regulatory approach in many 
cities, but that focus often lacks emphasis or enforcement for mobile vendors (although it may be taken 
up in other sections of city ordinances). Pedestrian and intersection safety measures be included in food 
truck regulations, as they affect all potential food truck patrons.
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Additional Recommendations

In addition to the recommendations included under each policy area, there are other, more general 
recommendations to help cities adopt new vending policies, amend existing policies, build stakeholder 
collaboration, and harness the potential for economic growth through the mobile food industry. Five 
of these recommendations are discussed in detail below: 

1. Hold Town Hall Forums and Private Meetings with Core Stakeholders. 

Durham decided to embrace a very inclusive approach to their ordinance restructuring. The city brain-
stormed initial ideas internally then presented the draft suggestions to the public for feedback. They 
also had private meetings with individual stakeholders to allow them to speak freely without fear of 
backlash. This tactic was particularly useful for restaurants in a food truck friendly city like Durham. 
Any fears they may have been afraid to share in Town Hall meetings could still be articulated to 
decision-makers. The weight of opinion worked against restaurants in this context, but they were still 
brought to the table. 

2. Encourage Dialogue and the Building of Relationships Among Competing Stakeholders. 

Cities should look for ways to encourage relationships between the various stakeholders. At the heart 
of proximity rules are concerns that restaurants (and other established businesses) have about unfair 
competition. They pay expensive monthly rents and property taxes, but they are also engaged with the 
community. Because they are stationary, most restaurants see themselves as part of the community fab-
ric. They create employment opportunities and care about neighborhood safety and aesthetics. Some 
view mobile vendors as profit-driven, fly-by-night operators with few or no ties to the community. 
Conversely, mobile vendors often feel that restaurateurs are fearful of innovation in food culture.

Collaboration between these stakeholders is something to strive toward, and cities can play an impor-
tant role in spearheading dialogue between these groups. Conferences, forums, or meetings could be 
called with stakeholders from both sides invited to the table in a spirit of cooperation, with the intent 
of encouraging them to see each other as collaborators rather than competitors more often than they 
currently do. It could also encourage voluntary compromise help craft solutions that balance the needs 
and concerns of both parties. Cincinnati has achieved this, to some degree. Food Truck Alliance Presi-
dent Matt Kornmeyer explained that food trucks in the city, voluntarily maintain a 100-foot distance 
from neighboring restaurants as a sign of respect to brick and mortars, and as a preparatory measure. 25 

3. Implement Pilot Programs to Determine What Regulations to Adopt. 

Pilot programs are flexible, encourage innovation, and can help uncover and address issues unique to 
particular communities. They are usually implemented on a small scale, so they do not create a sudden, 
large burden on an already existing network, and they provide insight that can inform the decision-
making process before regulations are made into law. Their flexibility and emphasis on experimentation 
make them an especially useful tool for new industries. Pilot programs are being used in a variety of 
cities, including Oakland, and are recommended for cities with a relatively new food truck scene or a 
rapidly expanding one.
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In 2001, the Oakland City Council created the Pushcart and Vehicular Food Vending Pilot Programs.26 

The pilot program was created to promote the health, safety, comfort, convenience, prosperity, and gen-
eral welfare by requiring that new and existing pushcart food vendors provide residents and customers 
with a minimum level of cleanliness, quality and safety. 27 This program issued 60 permits and required 
a 10-step validation process, including a complete application, proof of Business Tax Certificate, and 
a photocopy of a valid driver’s license.28 The program restricted the use of these permits to centralized 
districts because of the added desire to infuse economic development into the city. 29 This pilot program 
is still active.

 4. Use Targeted Practices as a Way to Address Underserved Areas of the City.

The issue of food accessibility has been linked to poverty, decreased public health, and quality of life.30 
Moreover, in recent years, food deserts have become an issue of public concern. Although the cities 
included here are not directly using mobile vending to combat food deserts, some are employing a tar-
geted strategy to get food trucks into various areas of their cities, outside of the core downtown districts, 
some of which are underserved by brick and mortar restaurants. 

Initially, the 2012 Cincinnati City Council approved an ordinance that declared a mobile vendor could 
not sell food on the curbside or right-of-way. Now, seven zones exist in strategic places around the city, 
up from four in 2011 per the recommendation of the Department of Community Development.31  
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Denver has actively considered several issues that might impact or encourage economic development. 
These include whether food truck clustering could be used to combat food deserts, the ability of food 
trucks to activate underutilized space (like surface parking lots), and food trucks as restaurant incuba-
tors in underserved areas. 32 

5.  Identify Private Vacant Lots and Create Partnerships for Mobile Vendors to Gather and 
Vend in the Same Location. 

 The use of private space has been used to create several food truck centers that increase economic activ-
ity in various West Coast cities. For example, Portland is known as the food truck capital of the world.  
This type of clustering can create hot spots for loyal customers, as well as an opportunity for mobile 
vendors to gain new clients. For city government, it can create an ease of regulation and enforcement 
by focusing attention and resources on specific parts of the city. 

While Portland has a number of the more traditional mobile food trucks around the city, the majority 
of their mobile vending occurs on private property, particularly surface parking lots and vacant lots.33 
Portland uses food truck centers to create economic vibrancy within various parts of the city. In 2009, 
the city proposed the use of vacant lots as pods, or areas for food trucks to cluster. The idea was to use 
vacant lots as catalysts for economic development, deterring blight and encouraging vibrancy in the 
process. It is important to note that while many of the food trucks (what they refer to as food carts ) 
are mobile, the city has several stationary mobile units.  These units are moveable, but primarily remain 
on private property.34 Many of the pods are hosts to more permanent vending units, particularly in 
downtown. They are still classified as mobile though because as long as the food carts are on wheels, 
they are considered vehicles in the eyes of the law, and are therefore exempt from the building code.35 

Atlanta often uses private surface parking lots to encourage mobile selling. Atlanta has also had a very 
active and successful food truck association, the Atlanta Street Food Coalition, which does an admi-
rable job mobilizing vendors and keeping public and private partners informed. 
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Conclusion

Mobile vending is not just a passing fad. However, it is important to recognize that there is no one size 
fits all prescription for how best to incorporate food trucks into the fabric of a community. Many char-
acteristics contribute to the complexity and vibrancy of a city, including political climate, state laws, 
demographics, and the existing restaurant industry. With this in mind, the recommendations included 
here are intended to be flexible enough to accommodate different circumstances, but logical enough 
to provide useful guidance. They can serve as a road map that will help cities establish a regulatory 
framework best suited to their unique circumstances and that takes into account the whole spectrum 
of stakeholder needs and concerns.
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Appendix 

Selection of Cities 
This report analyzes mobile vending regulations across a range of cities. First, cities with existing food 
truck industries (51 in total) were identified, based on information from the Washington, DC Depart-
ment of Transportation (DDOT). Each city’s context and food truck policy/regulatory environment 
was reviewed, and data was gathered on each city’s region, population density, level of the local food 
truck industry, and availability of mobile vending regulations. The 51 cities were stratified into three 
groups based on population density. Specifically, we developed a three-tiered density structure in which 
cities were classified as: 

•  Low density (cities as those with a density range of 3,500 persons per square mile  
(ppsm) and below)

• Moderate density, (cities with 3,501-7000 ppsm)

• High population densities (cities with 7,001 ppsm and above)

Ultimately, the sample of cities drawn ranges in population size from 279,641 (Durham) to 827,609 
(Indianapolis), in density from 936 ppsm (Durham) to 12,793 ppsm (Boston). Very large cities like 
New York City (27,000 ppsm) and San Francisco (17,000 ppsm) were not included on the basis that 
conclusions drawn from analyzing their regulations would not be generalizable to most other cities. 

Between three and five cities from each population density tier were selected for a total of 13 cities. The 
selection process focused on cities with a food truck presence, then cities were divided into geographic 
regions, and several cities were chosen from those regions. Context and background were also taken 
into account. That is, cities with mobile vending regulations and histories that insufficiently high-
lighted particularly noteworthy regulatory conflicts or solutions were ruled out in favor of those that 
lent themselves better to examination of recurring themes and common pitfalls.

With such an approach, it is possible that a city regulation that was uniquely innovative or informa-
tive in was in some way was overlooked. The low, medium and high density methodological structure, 
paired with the regional breakdown, is an attempt to minimize this risk.
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Chapter 865 
Mobile Food Vending 

 
865.01  Intent      865.09  Parking Beyond Limits  
865.02  Definitions        Allowed by City Ordinance 
865.03  Permit Required      and Order 
865.04  Duration; Non-Transferability  865.10  Impoundment    
865.05  Application    865.11  Other Permits  
865.06  Fees      865.12  Revocation  
865.07  Investigation by the Chief  865.13  Complaints; Appeals  
  Of Police     865.14  Appearance Tickets  
865.08  Requirements     865.15  Civil Infraction  
         
865.01   INTENT. 
In the interest of encouraging mobile food vendors who add to the vibrancy and desirability of 
Traverse City, while providing a framework under which such businesses operate, this ordinance 
is established. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.02   DEFINITIONS. 
 

(a) Mobile Food Vending shall mean vending, serving, or offering for sale food and/or 
beverages from a mobile food vending unit which meets the definition of a Food Service 
Establishment under Public Act 92 of 2000, which may include the ancillary sales of 
branded items consistent with the food, such as a tee shirt that bears the name of the 
organization engaged in Mobile Food Vending.    

 
(b) Mobile Food Vending unit shall mean any motorized or non-motorized vehicle, trailer, or 

other device designed to be portable and not permanently attached to the ground from 
which food is vended, served, or offered for sale.  

 
(c) Vendor shall mean any individual engaged in the business of Mobile Food Vending; if 

more than one individual is operating a single stand, cart or other means of conveyance, 
then Vendor shall mean all individuals operating such single stand, cart or other means of 
conveyance. 
 

(d) Operate shall mean all activities associated with the conduct of business, including set up 
and take down and/or actual hours where the mobile food vending unit is open for 
business. 

(Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.03   PERMIT REQUIRED. 
No vendor shall engage in Mobile Food Vending without a permit from the City Clerk 
authorizing such vending.  The City Clerk shall prescribe the form of such permits and 
application for such permit.   All permits shall be prominently displayed on the mobile food 
vending unit. No vending through a Mobile Food Vending Unit of food and/or other human 
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consumables shall be permitted unless it meets the definition of Mobile Food Vending as defined 
by this ordinance.   (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.04  DURATION; NON-TRANSFERABILITY. 
Permits may be issued by the City Clerk for a calendar year from the date of issuance.   Any 
permit issued under this Chapter is non-transferable.   (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.05   APPLICATION. 
Every vendor desiring to engage in Mobile Food Vending shall make a written application to the 
City Clerk for a permit under this Chapter.   The applicant shall truthfully state, in full, all 
information requested by the City Clerk and be accompanied by a fee established by resolution 
of the City Commission.  Additionally, the applicant shall provide all documentation, such as 
insurance, as required by the city. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.06   FEES. 
An application for a permit under this Chapter shall be accompanied by a fee in the amount 
established by resolution of the City Commission.  There shall be no proration of fees.  Fees are 
non-refundable once a permit has been issued by the City Clerk.   No fee shall be charged to any 
honorably discharged veteran of the United States Military who is a resident of the State of 
Michigan and submits official documentation evidencing such to the City Clerk.  If operating on 
non-city property, no fee shall be charged to a business which is on the city’s tax rolls whose 
normal business includes the sale of food and/or beverages.  No one shall hire or subcontract 
such vendors in an attempt to evade the provisions of this Chapter. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.07  INVESTIGATION BY THE CHIEF OF POLICE.   
For Mobile Food Vending within residential areas, approval must be given by the Chief of Police 
prior to issuance of a permit by the City Clerk. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.08  REQUIREMENTS. 
Any vendor engaging in Mobile Food Vending shall comply with the following requirements:  
 

1. Provide appropriate waste receptacles at the site of the unit and remove all litter, 
debris and other waste attributable to the vendor on a daily basis.   

2. If operating on city-owned or controlled property, may only locate on such property 
as established in a resolution adopted by the City Commission.   If parked on public 
streets, vendors shall conform to all applicable parking regulations.  

3. Not operate on public property within one block of a city-authorized street fair, 
public festival, farmers market or event being conducted without authorization from 
the event sponsor. 

4. Not use any flashing or blinking lights or strobe lights; all exterior lights over 60 
watts shall contain opaque, hood shields to direct the illumination downward. 

5. Not use loud music, amplification devices or “crying out” or any other audible    
methods to gain attention which causes a disruption or safety hazard as determined 
by the City. 

6. Comply with the city’s Noise Ordinance, Sign Ordinance and all other City 
ordinances. 
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7. Comply with all applicable federal, state and county regulations.   
8. May have one portable sign that is six square feet, with no dimension greater than 3   

feet and no height (with legs) greater than 4 feet, located within five feet of the unit;  
and under no circumstances shall such sign be placed upon the sidewalk or impede        
pedestrian and/or vehicle safety. 

9. Within residential areas, a mobile food vendor may only operate between the hours 
of 9 a.m. and 9 p.m.; and in commercial areas, a mobile food vendor may only 
operate between the hours of 7 a.m. and 11 p.m.  On private property within 
Commercial Area, a mobile food vendor may only operate between the hours of 
6:00 a.m. and 3 a.m. Other restrictions regarding hours of operation may be 
established by resolution of the City Commission.   

10. No Mobile Food Vending Unit may be left unattended for more than 2 hours; and 
any Mobile Food Vending Unit not in operation shall be removed between the 
hours of 11 p.m. and 7 a.m. in commercial areas and 9 p.m. to 9 a.m. in residential 
areas. This subsection applies to Mobile Food Vending Units operating on city-
controlled property only.  

11. Not represent the granting of a permit under this Chapter as an endorsement by the 
city. 

12. Shall not utilize any electricity or power without the prior written authorization of 
the power customer; no power cable or similar device shall be extended at or across 
any city street, alley, or sidewalk except in a safe manner.  

(Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13, Ord. 988. Passed 1-21-14)  
 
865.09 PARKING BEYOND LIMITS ALLOWED BY CITY ORDINANCE AND 

ORDER. 
Any Mobile Food Vending Unit with a valid Mobile Food Vending License may park in a city-
controlled parking space for durations as authorized by the permit; and such Mobile Food 
Vending Unit shall not be restricted to the hours where parking would otherwise be allowed in 
the particular parking space.   Provided, however, that no Mobile Food Vending Unit shall park 
in a city-controlled parking space if parking is prohibited altogether.   Any Mobile Food Vending 
Unit parked in a metered parking space with a valid Mobile Food Vending License shall activate 
the meter at all times while parked by depositing the appropriate sum of money into the parking 
meter.  (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.10   IMPOUNDMENT. 
Any equipment associated with food vending that are not in compliance with this Chapter and 
left on public property may be impounded at the owner’s expense.    (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.11   OTHER PERMITS. 
A permit obtained under this Chapter shall not relieve any vendor of the responsibility for 
obtaining any other permit, or authorization required by any other ordinance, statute or 
administrative rule.   (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.12  REVOCATION 
The City Clerk shall revoke the permit of any vendor engaged in Mobile Food Vending who 
ceases to meet any requirement of this Chapter or violates any other federal, state or local 
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regulation, makes a false statement on their application, or conducts activity in a manner that is 
adverse to the protection of the public health, safety and welfare.    
 
Immediately upon such revocation, the City Clerk shall provide written notice to the permit 
holder by certified mail to their place of business or residence as indicated on the application.  
Immediately upon such revocation, the permit shall become null and void. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-
13)   
 
865.13  COMPLAINTS; APPEALS. 
If a written complaint is filed with the City Clerk alleging a Food Vendor has violated the 
provisions of this Chapter, the City Clerk shall promptly send a copy of the written complaint to 
the vendor together with a notice that an investigation will be made as to the truth of the 
complaint.   The vendor shall be invited to respond to the complaint and present evidence and 
respond to evidence produced by the investigation.   If the City Clerk, after reviewing all relevant 
material, finds the complaint to be supported by a preponderance of the evidence, the complaint 
shall be certified.   If a permit is denied or revoked by the City Clerk, or if a written complaint is 
certified pursuant to this Chapter, the applicant or holder of a permit may appeal to and have a 
hearing before the City Manager.   The City Manager shall make a written determination, after 
presentation by the applicant and investigation by the City Clerk, as to whether or not the 
grounds for denial, revocation or complaint are true. If the City Manager determines that such 
grounds are supported by a preponderance of the evidence, the action of City Clerk or filing of 
the complaint shall be sustained and the applicant may appeal the City Manager’s decision to a 
court of competent jurisdiction. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13)       
 
865.14  APPEARANCE TICKETS. 
The Police Chief and sworn officers of the Police Department, or such other officials as 
designated by the City Manager are authorized to issue and serve appearance tickets with respect 
to a violation of this Chapter pursuant to Michigan law.   Appearance tickets shall be in such 
form as determined by the City Attorney and shall be in conformity with all statutory 
requirements. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13) 
 
865.15   CIVIL INFRACTION. 
A vendor who violates this Chapter is responsible for a civil infraction and subject to a fine of 
$500 per day Provided, however, that the fine for parking violations shall be those as outlined in 
Chapter 488 of these codified ordinances. (Ord. 963. Passed 5-6-13. Ord. 970. Passed 6-3-13) 
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Chapter 75 
VENDORS AND SOLICITORS 

 
75.100 [Acts Constituting Nuisances.  The 
practice and act of going in and upon public or 
private property (including private residences) 
within the City for the purpose of selling, or 
soliciting orders for the sale of, food, goods, 
wares or merchandise, or for soliciting funds, 
whether such practices and acts be by peddling 
or hawking same, or by door to door solicitation 
or by telephone or other means of securing the 
consent of the owner or occupant of property to 
entry thereon for the aforesaid purposes, without 
first having secured a license as provided by 
Chapter 70 of this Code is hereby declared to be 
a nuisance. 

 
75.101 Commission of Nuisance Prohibited.  
No person shall commit a nuisance as defined 
and set forth in Section 75.100. 

 
75.102 Exemptions.  The provisions of this 
Chapter shall not apply to the sale, or solicitation 
of orders for the sale of, milk, other dairy 
products, farm produce, or to the sale of, or 
solicitation of orders for the sale of, newspapers.   
Notwithstanding the foregoing, nothing in this 
Section shall be deemed to waive any other 
provision of state law or this Code of 
Ordinances regulating such activity.  

 
75.103 Fees and Term of License.  The license 
fee for each such license shall be based on a 
daily or monthly basis only which shall be the 
only periods for which licenses shall be issued, 
and the fees therefor shall be set from time to 
time by the Council, by resolution.  The Council 
may, in its sole discretion, upon appropriate 
motion, waive the license fee.2, 7 

 
75.104 Waiting Period for License.  A license 
for practices and acts coming within the scope of 
this Chapter shall not be issued prior to five (5) 
days from the date an application therefor is 
submitted. 

 
75.105 Requirements Specific to Vendors. In 
addition to the license requirement set out 
above, and such other requirements as are 

specified elsewhere in this Code, the following 
specific provisions shall apply to licenses to be 
issued to persons proposing to sell food and/or 
beverages on or adjacent to public property  
("Food or Beverage Vendors"): 

 
(1) Food or Beverage Vendors’ licenses 
shall be issued only for the areas specified 
below, and only for the purposes specified 
below: 

 
District:  That part of Zorn Park lying south of 
Bay Street, including the City beach  

  
Authorized:  Sale of approved food items only 
from a wheeled and portable chassis as provided 
in Section (3) below (a “Portable Vendor”); 

- and - 
Sale of approved food and beverage items from 
a Concession Facility located on private 
property, as provided in Section (4) below: 

 
District:  That part of the City owned waterfront 
area south of Bay Street between the City dock 
and the Harbor Master building. 
 
Authorized: Sale of approved food and 
beverages from a wheeled and portable chassis 
as provided in Section (3) below (a “Portable 
Vendor”). 

 
District:  Ford Park 

 
Authorized: Sale of approved food items only 
from a wheeled and portable chassis (a “Portable 
Vendor”) as provided in Section (3) below; 

- and - 
Sale of approved food and beverage items from 
a Concession Facility located on private 
property, as provided in Section (4) below.36 

 
(2) Due to the greater supervision necessary 
to regulate such Food or Beverage Vendors, no 
more than one Food or Beverage Vendor’s 
License shall be issued in any one of the above 
districts, and no more than a total of 2 of such 
licenses shall be issued for all of said districts, 
cumulated. Upon appropriate motion, but in its 
sole discretion, City Council may authorize 
more than one such Food or Beverage Vendors' 
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license in a district if, in the City Council's 
discretion, the welfare, safety and health of the 
citizens of Harbor Springs can be preserved and 
protected. 

 
(3) All Portable Vendors' equipment must 
be contained on a wheeled and portable chassis, 
which shall not be motorized, and must be 
moveable by one person.  The chassis shall not 
exceed three feet in depth by 10 feet in length 
and shall be subject to the continuing approval 
of the City Manager.  Any advertising or signs 
must be permanently affixed to the Portable 
Vendor's equipment and no free-standing signs 
of any kind shall be permitted.  Portable 
Vendors must provide waste containers for all 
disposable materials dispensed, and such 
containers must be self-contained on the 
Vendor's equipment.  The application for a 
Portable Vendors’ license must state specifically 
the type of foods, and or beverages proposed to 
be sold. 

 
(4) A Concession Facility must be located 
in its entirety on private property, and may have 
tables and chairs for use by the public, but such 
tables and chairs must be located on private 
property. A Concession Facility must keep any 
signs on private property, and no signs or other 
forms of advertising shall be permitted on public 
property.  Total signage shall not exceed 6 
square feet.  The dates and hours of operation of 
such Concession Facility shall be subject to 
approval of the City Council.  A Concession 
Facility shall provide waste containers for all 
disposable materials dispensed, and such 
containers must be located on private property.  
The application for a Concession Facility license 
must state specifically the type of foods, and or 
beverages proposed to be sold, and must include 
a site plan depicting the location, a floor plan of 
the proposed Concession Facility and a proposal 
for policing trash generated by the Concession 
Facility in adjacent public areas. 

 
(5) The City Manager and/or City Council 
may impose additional requirements from time 
to time in order to maintain good order, and to 
ensure the health, safety and welfare of the 
community. 

 
(6) Any decision of the City Manager 
related to the permitting of a Food and Beverage 
Vendor's license may be appealed to the City 
Council, whose decision on the granting of a 
license shall be final. 32  
 
75.106 Applicability of Chapter 70.  Except as 
expressly modified by this Chapter, all the 
provisions of Chapter 70, which apply to 
licenses, shall apply to the application, granting, 
suspension and revocation of licenses under this 
Chapter.52 
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Food Truck Feeding Frenzy: 
Making Sense of Mobile Food Vending
By Rodney Arroyo, aicp, and Jill Bahm, aicp

According to research done by Emergent for the 

National Restaurant Association, the growth 

of mobile food trucks will soar in the next five 

years, generating up to $2.7 billion in revenue 

nationally by 2017—up from $650 million in 

2012 (Emergent Research 2012). All across the 

country, cities, small towns, and suburbs are 

seeing food trucks popping up, some in unex-

pected places like office and industrial parks, 

where zoning ordinances typically preclude res-

Recent economic and cultural trends show an explosion in the popularity of food 

trucks, or mobile vendors, over the past several years.

taurants. Amplifying the push for food trucks 

are the twin trends of “buying local” and “food 

as entertainment” that are enhanced by pro-

grams such as the Great Food Truck Race on the 

Food Network. While ice cream trucks and job-

site lunch wagons haven’t disappeared, they 

are increasingly being joined by gourmet trucks 

and trucks specializing in ethnic offerings. 

All across the United States, people are 

exploring how mobile food vending might 

make a difference in their lives and their com-

munities. More resources are starting to be-

come available for potential business owners. 

Networks for mobile food vendors are grow-

ing; the Southern California Mobile Food Ven-

dors Association was formed in 2010 as one 

of the first associations dedicated to helping 

vendors break down barriers to business 

(www.socalmfva.com). And this fall, Roam—a 

first-ever industry conference for mobile food 

One of the hallmarks of the current food truck boom is an increased focus on “in-truck” preparation over preparation 

at a central commissary. 

Jill B
ahm

/Clearzoning
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suppliers and owners—will take place in Port-

land, Oregon.

On the worldwide stage, the World Street 

Food Congress is the first of its kind to connect 

and open up fresh ideas and thought leadership 

in the massive and growing street-food culture 

and industry throughout the world. This 10-day 

street-food festival was hosted in Singapore in 

January 2013 and featured well-known leaders 

in the food industry (www.wsfcongress.com).

Faced with inquiries from food vendors, 

many communities turn to their zoning codes, 

only to discover that mobile food vending isn’t 

really defined and may not be permitted in the 

way vendors might like. With the approach to 

regulating mobile vending varying widely in 

communities, it can be hard to know where to 

begin when considering if and how to accom-

modate food trucks. 

WHAT IS MOBILE FOOD VENDING? 
Regulatory codes for many communities rec-

ognize transient merchants—those goods and 

services provided by a traveling vendor. The 

typical ice cream truck would be a good example 

of a transient merchant who is mobile most of 

the time, stopping only when requested for a 

few short minutes. Many operators of today’s 

food trucks or carts, however, are seeking more 

than a few minutes on the street, sidewalk, or 

parking lot, staying in place for a few hours to 

serve breakfast, lunch, or dinner. In fact, when 

they are located on private property, some food 

trucks may be in one location for days, weeks, 

or even months. It is important to make a dis-

tinction between the food vendors that are more 

transient in nature, like an ice cream truck, and 

those that seek to move about less frequently. 

Both types of uses can offer benefits to the com-

munity, and they will each have different poten-

tial issues to regulate. 

Many mobile food vendors utilize 

self-driven vehicles that permit easy reloca-

tion throughout the community. However, 

mobile food vending also includes trailers, 

food kiosks, and food carts. Food kiosks are 

temporary stands or booths that are typically 

intended to sell prepared foods, including ice 

cream, pretzels, and the like. Food kiosks may 

be found inside a large office building or shop-

ping mall, but may also be secured for outside 

use. Some communities, like Maui County, 

Hawaii, allow a variety of products to be sold 

at a kiosk, provided certain standards are met 

(§30.08.030). While temporary in structure, 

food kiosks are often stationary with a defined 

location. Food carts allow the vendor to sell 

from outside the moveable unit and are often 

used to sell fresh fruits and vegetables. Typi-

cally, the food in kiosks and carts is prepared 

elsewhere and kept cold or hot in the unit. 

The city of New York encourages “green carts” 

that offer fresh produce in certain areas of the 

city and has special regulations for these uses 

(www.nyc.gov/greencarts).

In communities across the U.S., mobile 

food vendors are seeking permits to start these 

innovative businesses. They often run into road-

blocks at city hall, because while many zoning 

ordinances include provisions for temporary 

uses, most do not contain current definitions 

for mobile food vending nor do they include any 

standards that specifically relate to vending and 

the issues that may arise. The net result in many 

communities, intentional or unintentional, is a 

prohibition on mobile food vending.

THE PROS AND CONS OF MOBILE 
FOOD VENDING
Over the past few years, most of the economy 

has been struggling and the workforce has been 

challenged to adapt. With laid-off workers try-

ing to reinvent themselves and new immigrants 

looking for opportunities, the number of people 

starting new businesses is rising. Mobile food 

vending seems, for some, like a low-cost way to 

wade into the pool of business ownership. There 

are a number of reasons why communities may 

elect to sanction mobile food vending: 

•  It provides an opportunity to increase jobs 
and businesses. The cost of starting a food truck 

business can start at $25,000, where a tradition-

al bricks-and-mortar establishment may start at 

$300,000, according to the National Restaurant 

Association (Emergent Research 2012). 

•  It offers opportunities to provide food choic-
es where zoning precludes restaurants. Tradi-

tional zoning codes tend to restrict the uses 

permitted in office and industrial districts, only 

allowing uses that narrowly meet the intent of 

those districts. Office and industrial parks, in 

particular, are often isolated from the rest of 

the community, requiring employees to drive to 

retail and restaurant areas. In addition, some 

communities may not have access to variety of 
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healthy, fresh foods, and therefore decide to 

encourage such food vendors in certain neigh-

borhoods by relaxing requirements. New York’s 

green carts initiative allows additional permits 

to be issued over the city’s defined limit to 

mobile food vendors that offer fresh produce in 

underserved neighborhoods, and Kansas City, 

Missouri, offers reduced permit fees for mobile 

food vendors in city parks that meet certain 

nutritional standards (Parks and Recreation 

Vending Policy 4.7.08). 

•  It can increase activity in struggling busi-
ness districts by creating a dynamic environ-

ment where people gather around the avail-

ability of new and fresh food. The economy has 

taken a toll on businesses over the past several 

years. Those that are hanging on in some 

areas find that their neighboring buildings or 

businesses are vacant. Food trucks can be a 

way to enliven an area, generating traffic for 

existing businesses and possibly spinning off 

new business activity. The restaurant industry 

is evolving to meet the demands of patrons 

who are looking for locally grown, sustainable, 

healthy, and fast options for dining. When food 

trucks use social media to communicate about 

their location schedules, it can build up a cer-

tain level of excitement and anticipation that 

can make a positive social impact. In addition, 

the rising trend of “cart pods” and “food truck 

rallies” brings multiple mobile food vendors to 

one location, creating a festive atmosphere in 

an area for a short time.

•  They signal to other potential businesses 
that the community is adapting to the evolving 
economy and supporting entrepreneurship. 
Mobile food trucks are a new way of doing 

business; in these early years, communities 

that anticipate the demand from businesses 

and consumers may also find that this flexibil-

ity signals receptivity to new business models.

•  They are a way for restaurateurs to test the 
local market for future bricks-and-mortar facili-
ties. Mobile food trucks offer opportunities to 

interact with a potential market, to test recipes 

and pricing, and see if the restaurant fits with 

the community. All across the United States 

there are examples of food truck businesses 

evolving into permanent establishments, includ-

ing El Camion (“the truck”) in northwest Seattle 

that has recently opened a restaurant and bar in 

the Ballard neighborhood after several years of 

experience with its two mobile food units. Tor-

chy’s Tacos in Austin, Texas, started with a food 

truck and now has eight bricks-and-mortar res-

taurants in Austin, Dallas, Fort Worth, and Hous-

ton—and two more opening this year. The Lunch 

Room in Ann Arbor, Michigan, plans to open its 

bricks-and-mortar location soon, using social 

media to solicit fans of its existing “Mark’s 

Carts” to become investors in the restaurant. 

Along with these potential benefits can 

come community impacts and possible con-

flicts. Some of the challenges associated with 

went through an extensive research and public 

input process, surveying their local chamber 

of commerce and meeting with prospective 

mobile food vendors, residents groups, and 

restaurant owners. Their resulting ordinance 

language responds to the needs and concerns 

of the community (Longmont 2011).

ADDRESSING AREAS OF 
CONCERN THROUGH ZONING
Many communities are up-

dating their codes to accom-

modate or regulate mobile 

vending. In June 2012 Grand 

Rapids, Michigan, included the 

following statement of intent in 

a new set of mobile food vend-

ing provisions:

Employment and small busi-
ness growth in the city can 
occur while providing a broad 
range of food choices to the 
public through careful allow-
ances for temporary conces-
sion sales. The provisions of 
this section are intended to 
prevent predatory practices on 
bricks-and-mortar restaurants 
while allowing for new food 
vending opportunities that can 
add vitality to vacant parking 
lots and underutilized sites . . . 
(§5.9.32.K).

Other cities, including 

Phoenix, Arizona (§624.D.87); 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina 

(§§10-66–74); and Fort Worth, 

Texas (§5.406)—just to name 

a few—adopted regulations in 

2012 to allow mobile vending 

or food trucks. Chapel Hill’s 

provisions note that allowing food trucks will 

“promote diversification of the town’s economy 

and employment opportunities and support 

the incubation and growth of entrepreneurial/

start-up businesses” but also that food trucks 

pose “unique regulation challenges.” 

While specific approaches vary from place 

to place, communities interested in adding or 

updating regulations for mobile food vending 

should start by defining the uses and then 

consider each of the following questions:

•  Where in the community should such uses 

be permitted? 

•  How long should a food truck be permitted  

to stay in one location?

Ru
ss

 H
er

sc
hl

er

mobile food trucks might include problems 

with maintenance, trash, parking, noise, and 

vehicular and pedestrian circulation. In addi-

tion, some restaurateurs may be threatened 

by this new competition and try to prevent 

mobile food vending. Food trucks also have 

their own operational challenges, includ-

ing dealing with unpredictable weather and 

maintaining an appropriate inventory despite 

limited storage. 

The best way to understand and manage 

the pros and cons of food trucks in individual 

communities is to solicit public input and 

dialogue about the needs and wants of the 

community. For example, Longmont, Colorado, 

Food truck gatherings are increasingly common in 

communities with extensive food truck offerings.
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•  Are these mobile units just for food sales, or 

can other goods be sold as well?

•  Does the community want to increase activity?

•  How can the zoning ordinance address up-

keep and maintenance?

•  When can food trucks operate?

•  How are visitor parking and circulation ac-

commodated?

•  How are these uses reviewed and permitted?

•  What do vendors and their customers want 

or need?

•  How is signage for the mobile unit regulated?

•  How is the site lit to ensure safety?

Location 
It is common to allow mobile food vending in 

commercial districts, but some communities 

add industrial districts or specify mixed use 

districts. Start with the community’s comprehen-

sive plan—is there a need or desire to increase 

activities in specific parts of the community? Are 

there concerns about the impact of single-pur-

pose districts (especially office and industrial) 

on connectivity, traffic congestion, and business 

In consideration for existing facilities, 

some communities decide that there should be 

a minimum distance between mobile units and 

bricks-and-mortar restaurants. Some communi-

ties try to limit the impact on adjacent residen-

tial uses through a distance requirement or by 

restrictions on hours of operation. Planners 

should test these locational restrictions to 

ensure that realistic business opportunities 

exist. El Paso, Texas, repealed its locational 

requirement of 1,000 feet from bricks-and-mor-

tar establishments following a 2011 lawsuit to 

provide sufficient opportunities for mobile food 

vendors (Berk and Leib 2012). Attorneys Robert 

Frommer and Bert Gall argue that separation 

from other establishments is not necessary and 

that food truck regulations should be narrowly 

tailored to legitimate health, safety, and wel-

fare concerns, not regulate competition (2012).

The American Heart Association has also 

looked at location issues related to mobile 

food vending. They report that several commu-

nities across the country prohibit mobile food 

vending within a certain distance of schools (or 

nity and often is related to where mobile food 

vending is permitted. Some communities allow 

food trucks on public property but prohibit 

overnight parking. Where on-street parking is at 

a premium, communities may consider allow-

ing food trucks to utilize public parking spaces 

for the same duration as other parked vehicles. 

Chicago requires food trucks to follow posted 

meter time restrictions, with no more than two 

hours in one location. In addition, the city also 

limits mobile food vending to two hours on 

private property (§4-8). 

In contrast, some communities allow food 

trucks on private property for up to 30 days or 

more at one location. For example, Grand Rapids 

allows concession sales for up to 200 consecu-

tive days over 12 calendar months (§5.9.32.K.6). 

Regulations like this may impact vendors 

in terms of the types of food that can be sold 

and the manner in which they are prepared, 

especially when preparation is done on-site. 

Communities may wish to consider whether the 

allowed duration is reasonable for food ven-

dors as well as adjacent property owners.

retention and recruitment? Are there any areas 

in the community where the population is un-

derserved by food choices? Planners can take 

these concerns to the community and invite 

residents and business owners to share their 

thoughts on where mobile food vending might 

be appropriate and desirable. 

Some communities make a distinction 

between vending on public property, which 

often requires a license but is not regulated by 

zoning, and private property, which often re-

quires a temporary use permit and is regulated 

by the zoning ordinance. When permitted on 

private property, zoning standards should re-

quire evidence of property owner approval. 

at school release times) to limit the sometimes 

nutritionally challenged food choices avail-

able (2012). Woodland, California, prohibits 

mobile food vending within 300 feet of a 

public or private school, but will allow them on 

school property when approved by the school 

(§14-15). It a different twist, the Minneapolis 

Public School System introduced a food truck 

program this year to offer free nutritious meals 

to students during the summer months at four 

different sites in Minneapolis (Martinson 2013).

Duration
The length of time food trucks are permitted 

to stay in one place varies widely by commu-

Goods Available for Sale
Some communities, like College Station, Texas, 

are very specific that the goods sold from mo-

bile vending to be food related (§4-20). This 

is often borne of a desire to start with mobile 

vending on a limited basis to gauge its impact. 

As mobile food trucks become more prevalent, 

surely people will explore the ideas of start-

ing other types of businesses in this format. 

Communities may wish to consider the ques-

tions raised earlier about location and assess 

whether or not it makes sense to allow other 

goods in addition to food to be sold in desig-

nated areas. For example, Ferndale, Michigan, 

allows a variety of wares to be sold by a mobile 

This food truck rally in Royal Oak, Michigan, illustrates how a gathering of food trucks can activate an otherwise 

underutilized space.

Rodney A
rroyo/Clearzoning
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vendor, including apparel, jewelry, household 

goods, and furnishings (§§7-73–82). That 

might be just the place for book publisher 

Penguin Group (USA) to take its recently intro-

duced first mobile bookstore, which aims to 

make books accessible where big box retailers 

aren’t located (Edsall 2013).

Number of Units in One Location 
Some communities that are getting on board 

with mobile food vending have started allow-

ing them to congregate for certain events and 

activities. For example, Royal Oak, Michigan, 

started a food truck “rally” at their indoor farm-

ers market during colder months. It is a good 

way to utilize the facility as well as provide 

entertaining food options for city residents. 

It has now become a great family event every 

month year-round, with musical entertainment, 

bouncy houses, and face painting. The city lim-

its the rally to no more than 10 different trucks 

with a variety of cuisine for the whole family. 

units to function on private property as a 

single business. To address potential negative 

impacts, each mobile food court must have its 

own on-site manager, who is responsible for 

the maintenance of the area (§5.406).

Trash 
The type of standards for trash removal and 

upkeep will vary depending on the location and 

duration of the vending. Most communities 

require waste receptacles for every mobile food 

vending unit and some further require waste to 

be removed from a site daily. Keep in mind that 

where communities allow seating along with 

the mobile food unit, people will generate more 

trash on-site than in situations where there is 

no seating provided and people take their food 

(and trash) to go.

Hours of Operation 
Some communities limit hours of operation to 

around lunchtime (e.g., 10:30 a.m. until 3:30 

trucks on private property, communities typi-

cally require the vendor to ensure that there 

is sufficient parking available for its use and 

any other uses on the site, including the space 

taken up by the unit itself. Some cities allow 

public parking areas to be utilized for food 

trucks, and may even allow metered parking 

spaces to be used provided the related meter 

fees are paid. For example, Minneapolis al-

lows a mobile vendor to park at no more than 

two metered spaces, as long as they are not 

short-term spaces and are not located within 

100 feet of an existing restaurant or sidewalk 

cafe—unless the restaurant owner gives con-

sent (§188.485.c.7).

Licenses and Permits
Most communities require permits or licenses 

regardless of whether the trucks operate on 

public or private property. It is also common 

for the community to reference compliance 

with other codes, particularly state or local 

health codes. These other codes can impact 

how trucks operate. For example, California’s 

Health and Safety Code re-

quires trucks to have hand-

washing stations if food is 

prepared in the truck, but 

does not require them on 

trucks selling only prepack-

aged foods like frozen des-

serts (§114311).

Some communities 

cap the number of licenses 

available for food trucks to 

limit their impact, but many 

others do not. Grand Rapids 

requires a temporary use permit, subject to 

planning commission approval, and gives 

standards for consideration (§5.9.32.K.18), 

including an assessment asking “[w]ill the 

proposed stand, trailer, wagon or vehicle 

contribute  

to the general aesthetic of the business dis-

trict and include high quality materials and 

finishes?” 

Site Amenities 
Some communities specify that no tables 

or chairs are permitted, or if they are, then 

sanitary facilities are also required. There 

may be flexibility in the permitted arrange-

ments for such facilities (for example, hav-

ing permission to use such facilities within 

a reasonable distance of the mobile unit). 

Frisco, Texas, prohibits connections to po-

According to Market Master Shelly Mazur, “It’s 

nice to be able to offer a family-friendly event 

in a climate-controlled building with renovated 

bathrooms and seating.” 

On the other hand, in its 2010 ordinance, 

the city of Zillah, Washington, banned mobile 

food vending altogether, declaring it a “nui-

sance,” and finding that “when mobile ven-

dors congregate in the same area, the height-

ened intensity of use negatively impacts the 

surrounding area, particularly by increased 

trash” (§8.32). Fort Worth tackled this issue 

head-on, defining a group of food trucks as a 

“mobile food court” when two or more mobile 

vending units congregate. They allow these 

p.m.), and others allow sales from early in the 

morning to late in the evening (e.g., 7 a.m. until 

10 p.m.). Some communities place no time 

limits on these operations in the zoning regula-

tions. Again, consider where these units will 

be permitted and the potential conflicts with 

adjacent uses. 

Parking and Circulation 
Given the mobility of these vendors, they by 

necessity are typically located in parking areas. 

Whether in public spaces or a private parking 

lot, it is important to ensure sufficient parking 

for existing uses to prevent an undue burden 

on bricks-and-mortar establishments. For food 

Site amenities like 

tables and chairs 

are often easier to 

accommodate on 

private property 

than in a public 

right-of-way.

Jil
l B
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Lighting 
Lighting is not as commonly addressed as other 

issues, especially if a mobile food vending unit 

is located in an existing developed area, but it 

is likely presumed that other applicable lighting 

requirements appropriate to the location are 

to be followed. Consider adjacent uses and the 

impact of light trespass and glare. For example, 

Grand Blanc Township requires mobile food 

vending units to be lit with available site light-

ing. No additional exterior lighting is allowed 

unless permitted by the zoning board of appeals 

upon finding that proposed exterior lighting 

mounted to the mobile vending unit will not spill 

over on to adjacent residential uses as mea-

sured at the property line (§7.4.9.F.10).

TESTING, FOLLOW-UP, AND ENFORCEMENT
One of the nice things about mobile food vending 

is that it is really easy for a community to put a toe 

in the water and test the impact of regulations on 

mobile food vendors, other community business-

es, and the public, and to adjust the regulations 

as appropriate. The Metropolitan Government of 

Nashville-Davidson County, Tennessee, initiated a 

test phase beginning April 2012 that will provide 

evaluative data for a successful mobile food ven-

dor program. The program will initially be operated 

under a temporary permit issued by the Metro 

Public Works Permit Office for two specified zones, 

the downtown core and outside of it. Oakland, 

California, has a pilot program for “Food Vending 

Group Sites,” defined as “the stationary operation 

of three (3) or more ‘mobile food vendors’ clus-

tered together on a single private property site, 

public property site, or within a specific section of 

public right-of-way” (§5.51).

Before embarking on extensive zoning re-

writes, review the suggested considerations with 

the community to anticipate and plan for appropri-

ate ways to incorporate this use in a reasonable 

way. Mobile food vending is on the rise all over the 

country, from urban sites to the suburbs. When 

regulated appropriately, mobile food vending can 

bring real benefits to a community, including jobs, 

new businesses, fresh food, and vitality.
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ISSUE NUMBER 9

PRACTICE FOOD TRUCKS

HOW DOES YOUR COMMUNITY 
REGULATE FOOD TRUCKS AND 
OTHER MOBILE VENDORS? 9

ZONING PRACTICE SEPTEMBER 2013

 AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION 

9




