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Preface

If you enjoy cooking, or simply dining out, it is likely that you have dreamed of owning your own restaurant. Even non-entrepreneurial types have had the fantasy. I’ve always loved dining out and fantasized about a unique restaurant where people order ethnic foods in advance that are flown in from all over the world and prepared for special occasions. Obviously this would be quite an undertaking, and a very high-end dining experience. Because it’s my fantasy restaurant, I need not worry about the particulars or the costs. If your fantasy involves serving lots of great food to hungry customers but without the high overhead of a restaurant lease, then a food cart, kiosk, trailer, truck, or bustaurant may be for you. These colorful vehicles with their great food, social contact, and audience looking for low-cost eats have made the mobile food industry the latest craze among a new generation of foodies.

The following chapters provide an overview of the mobile food industry and what it takes to start a business here. While the modes of transportation vary, the concept behind the idea of good food and “takin’ it to the streets” remains. There is also information about being a business owner. If you embrace this new culture and don’t mind the hard work, you could have a marvelous time earning a living as a mobile food entrepreneur.


CHAPTER 1

From Hot Dog Wagons to Bustaurants

Today, a new generation of street food lovers are lining up at food trucks and food carts like never before. Little do they know that neither food trucks nor food carts are new to the streets of American cities. Like so many other popular trends, they are the latest version of a long-standing part of American and world culture. Yet the street food industry has never enjoyed so much publicity or notoriety. It is booming—to the delight of some foodies and the chagrin of others, especially those who own restaurants that are not witnessing the same long lines as their mobile counterparts.

But before taking a look at this burgeoning industry and giving you the lowdown on how to get started, here’s a brief lesson in mobile food history. After all, even the modern carmaker knows a little bit about Henry Ford and the growth of the auto industry.

The History of Mobile Food
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The concept of mobile food actually began centuries ago when carts brought food to armies at war in Europe and other parts of the world. Farmers also used carts to bring their foods to nearby towns, often stopping to sell goods along the way. In the United States in cities such as New York, immigrants who landed at Ellis Island took jobs selling food from carts. In fact, street food vendors as far back as the 17th century helped New York City’s rapid growth, because foods were readily available to merchants, business owners, and inhabitants of the growing city. These foods were mostly taken home to be cooked, rather than eaten straight from the cart. However, not unlike the growing battles between restaurant owners and food truck owners today, public market owners and street food vendors had their share of disputes. In 1691, an ordinance was passed that said food vendors could not open until two hours after the public markets were open.

While carts were around for years, the forerunner of the food truck in the United States was the chuckwagon, which carried food and cooking equipment for the wagon trains as they headed west. In 1866, Charles Goodnight, a Texas rancher, gathered foods in a wagon to accompany long cattle drives. The chuckwagons were especially strong so they could carry a Dutch oven, a cast iron pot with legs, plus a cook’s worktable, utensils, and the food, which was known as chuck. Hence the term “chuckwagon.” Stew, roast beef, grits, boiled potatoes, beans, and fruit pies were typically on the chuckwagon menus.

Shortly thereafter, in 1872, the first diner was established. It was in a trailer. Diners—complete with service counters dominating the interior, a food preparation area against the back wall, and floor-mounted stools for the customers—were a means of bringing restaurants to new locations in the 1920s and ’30s. Many were modeled after railroad dining cars. Some took on the art deco design of the time, and most were pulled on flat back trucks.

The next significant mobile food vehicles were World War I mobile canteens, also known as field kitchens. Often field kitchens were made up of two pieces: the supply section and the rear oven area. These original trailers, typically pulled by horses, evolved into mobile canteen trucks of World War II, providing food and drinks for soldiers as they returned from overseas. When the war ended, the idea of mobile food continued. The proliferation of highways led to the growing suburbs, and as a result, offices and factories also began to spread out, moving away from the big cities. As a result, early snack trucks became common at factories and construction sites.

It was also in the postwar years of the early 1950s that ice cream trucks began cruising the suburbs, to the delight of children in both the United States and Canada. On the early ice cream trucks, the driver would turn a crank to sound the chimes and let it be known that the ice cream truck was on the way. The ice cream was kept cold by blocks of dry ice. Of course by the 1950s, food carts had already become a staple at amusement parks and other venues where people gathered for fun. In fact, it was in 1936 that Oscar Mayer rolled out the first portable hot dog cart and called it the Wiener mobile. It was a big hit.

From the 1960s and ’70s on, sandwich trucks and lunch wagons, as they were called, became a staple in all parts of America. Meanwhile, urban areas, tight for space, were able to squeeze in numerous hot dog, ice cream, soda, and pretzel carts wherever foot traffic was heavy. By the late 20th century, there was enough modern technology available to make it more feasible to keep a wider range of foods fresh cooked and served from a mobile vehicle. As a result, today’s food truck owner and mobile caterer have more options than ever before.

The Industry Is Booming
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There is still no official count of food trucks in the United States, with estimates ranging from 20,000 to 3 million, depending on which statistics you find. The actual number probably falls in the 30,000 to 50,000 range. The problem is that no national records are kept in conjunction with the local licensing. In addition, there are a growing number of food carts as well as kiosks which are a fixture in malls as well as at train and bus stations, airports, stadiums, conference centers, resorts, and other locations in recent years.


 




       tip
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       While the mobility of a cart, trailer, or truck sounds appealing and even liberating as one drives from place to place, most successful mobile food vehicles find they spend the vast majority of time in a few regular locations.




 



Food industry observers claim that the food truck business is increasing in recent years largely in response to the slow-growing economy. People are seeking inexpensive breakfasts and/or lunches. Also, employees today are often pressed for time, with more work and shorter lunch hours. These factors make the mobile food concept more appealing than ever.

From an entrepreneurial standpoint, kiosks, carts, trailers, and food trucks have a lower overhead than restaurants and can be moved if one location does not generate enough business. Rather than having to determine where to open a restaurant and worry about the old real estate adage “location, location, location,” the owner can actually drive to a new location, location, location if business is doing poorly.

The Benefits of Mobile Food

[image: ]

Because food is a necessity and you add the convenience of having food favorites right outside a particular location—or inside with a kiosk—you meet several needs by serving mobile food. First, you offer food that is cost friendly because you need not pay wait people or busboys. You also offer the convenience of quick service. In many cases you provide food choices that can save those on a busy schedule from the need to sit down. Typically they can eat street foods while en route to their next destination. Finally, mobile food is often fun to eat and (if it’s good) great to talk about.

The Increase in Mobile Food Businesses
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In a slow economy, many people want to try other skills that they were not using at those desk jobs from which they were let go. For others, it’s a chance to take on a second way of making money. Then there are restaurant owners who want to make up for falling profits, while also using mobile vehicles to market their brick-and-mortar businesses.

The boom is partly the result of new technology that allows for safer, cost-effective food preparation inside a mobile vehicle. From freezers to ovens to grills, the latest innovations offer more possibilities. Additionally, cleaning products have made it easier to keep a vehicle sanitary and up to code—a long-time concern and major criticism of food trucks.

There are also well-known food companies—from food chains like Johnny Rockets, Sizzler, or White Castle to food manufacturers such as Taste D-Lite or Colorado’s organic burrito makers, EVOL, that were brave pioneers when they took trucks to the streets to increase sales and/or market their brands to new customers.

Yes, there are many reasons why the mobile truck industry is going bananas, so to speak. Although there aren’t many banana-themed food trucks . . . yet.


 




       tip
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       It’s important to serve ready-to-eat foods. More than 91 percent of revenue for street vendors comes from the sale of take-away food and drink for immediate consumption rather than for later consumption at another location, according to IBIS World a national publisher of industry research reports.




 







      Can Food Trucks Be Profitable?

                   The National Restaurant Association estimates that food trucks generate $650 million in annual revenue, roughly 1 percent of U.S. restaurant sales. Intuit expects that market share to jump to 3 or 4 percent in the next five years.

             Among the reasons why food trucks can be profitable is that they can hit a slightly higher price point than their fast food counterparts. In addition they have lower startup costs than restaurants, coming in between $55,000 to $75,000, compared to $250,000 to $500,000 for a restaurant. As for profits, in a 2013 review of food truck economics from Priceonomics, it was estimated that a successful food truck could bring in $500,000-plus per year, with one food truck owner quoting $200,000 as the break-even point.

             Mathematically, it is estimated that if a three-hour lunch or dinner window can bring in $1,000 over five lunches/dinners per week that would be $5,000 per week or $250,000 per year. Trucks bringing in $2,000 per day could top that $500,000 total. Of course, this does not factor in special events that may bring in more per day and inclement weather that might shut down food trucks for days or weeks at a time.

             The answer to the question about profitability, however, is “yes” and as food truck owners learn the tricks of the trade to minimize expenses and maximize potential revenues through prime locations, marketing efforts, and most effective pricing, they can enjoy profits for the fruits of their labor.






Goin’ Mobile: Your Options
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Even before you decide what foods to sell, you’ll want to consider how you want to sell them. We will talk later in greater detail about these mobile possibilities, but for now it’s a good idea to familiarize yourself with the most popular options, which include food kiosks, carts, trucks, and buses. Yes, you could probably use a motorcycle or bicycle to your advantage, but we’ll leave those to your creative ability.

Clearly, your decision on how to sell your foods will depend on:

       •  Your startup money, budget, and potential for returns

       •  Your commitment to the business: part time, full time, etc.

       •  Your creative ideas and what it will take to fulfill them

       •  Your experience at running a business

       •  The size of the business you want to start

       •  Your ideal demographic (Obviously if you plan to work inside of local shopping malls, a kiosk is a better plan than a food truck.)

These are a few of the considerations you will look at as you proceed, but for now, let’s introduce the common mobile food entities.

Food Kiosks

While the word kiosk is still fairly new to most Westerners, it actually dates back to the 13th century when they were set up in places such as India, Persia, and Pakistan to sell goods.

In modern times, electronic information kiosks have become popular as a means of pushing buttons to gather data. However, food kiosks, not unlike those used seven centuries ago, are essentially booths or food stands that are temporary or mobile facilities used to prepare and sell food. Malls and stadiums are popular locations for food kiosks, which sell anything from pretzels to ice cream to hot dogs to more elaborate fare.

Although kiosks may have wheels, they are not mobile under their own power and in most cases need to be assembled. Most kiosks are rectangular and have room for two people to work within or stand behind, preparing and serving the food. They also have counter space and overhead signage.

The low overhead, flexibility, and ease by which a kiosk can be opened and closed are among the reasons why they’re so popular. They are also an excellent choice in areas where your outdoor selling season would be limited by cold or nasty weather. Of course, the size of the kiosk limits the inventory, so it’s important for a kiosk owner to carry as much as possible and price accordingly so that she can make money off of what is on hand each day. Because they are usually operating indoors, kiosk owners typically sign licensing agreements at malls, stadiums, movie theaters, or other locations. Many major food businesses such as Ben & Jerry’s and Baskin-Robbins franchise express kiosks.

Food Carts and Concession Trailers

The food cart and the concession trailer have been around for decades and combined are a multibillion-dollar industry today. The best known have always been hot dog and ice cream carts. They are among the most cost-effective ways to start a mobile food business because the carts are typically pulled by your car, truck, van, or pushed by hand. Food is either prepared in advance, purchased ready to sell—like ice cream pops or cups of Italian ices—then stored, and either heated up or pulled from the freezer. Carts are also fairly easy to maintain and in many counties and communities require less licensing than the full-sized food trucks. It is also cost effective if you choose to own several carts and hire friends, family, or outside employees to help run them for you.

Unlike kiosks, which are typically found indoors (although they can be outdoors), food carts are typically outdoor businesses. An advantage of a food cart is easy mobility. Because food carts do not take up much room, it is easy to change locations.

There are two basic types of food carts. One has room for the vendor to sit or stand inside and serve food through a window. The other utilizes all the space in the cart for food storage and cooking equipment, which is typically a grill. The precise type of cart is determined largely by the food being offered. Espresso and coffee carts, for example, are made specifically with hot beverages in mind.

Modern day food cart owners have cleaned up the somewhat greasy reputation of street food vendors. They have also expanded their menus. Kebobs and gyros came on the cart scene awhile ago, and vegetarian and Mediterranean salads have also caught on, as well as fish and chips. Some are offering interesting breakfast choices, such as the Asada Food Cart in Denver, which is getting rave reviews for their breakfast burrito with steak, eggs, green chili, and potatoes. Trailers, like carts, do not move under their own power, limiting their potential locations. Food trailers are often found at fairs, carnivals, sporting events, or other places where they can be unhitched and sit for awhile. Unlike most carts, trailers allow for cooking and have room for two or three people inside. Skillet Street Food in Seattle operates from an Airstream trailer with a full kitchen within. In short, a trailer can provide more options than a cart but is still less expensive than a truck.

Food Trucks

The food truck can carry any number of foods, and in some cases more sophisticated equipment for storing, serving, cooking, and preparing foods. Of course how much actual cooking you can do onboard the truck will vary from city to city or county to county.


 




       tip
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       It is recommended that you start with a few items that you know how to prepare well and expand as you grow. Carts and kiosks typically sell a couple of items. Food truck owners should follow suit. It makes starting and running your business much easier.




 



The traditional food trucks were known for providing lunches, typically stocking sandwiches, kebobs, tacos, burgers, and other standard fare for the lunch crowd. Many have expanded to include healthier vegetarian and vegan offerings, as well as the not-so-healthy barbecue ribs. They do big business in corporate parks and places that have limited access to restaurants. Most food trucks are stocked from concessionaires, but there is a growing number that are associated with fast food and mid-level restaurants. Sizzler and California Pizza Kitchen, for example, are putting together their own food trucks as are other chains.

Larger than carts, trucks can carry more food and handle more business. However, food trucks need more space to park both when doing business and when “off-duty.”

Essentially, there are two types of food trucks. One is the mobile food preparation vehicle (MFPV) where food is prepared as customers wait, hopefully not very long. The other is the industrial catering vehicle (ICV), which sells only prepackaged foods. An MFPV costs more than an ICV, and both cost more than a food cart. For example, a used hotdog cart may cost under $2,500, while a retrofitted used food truck would typically cost $40,000 or more. A newly designed food truck retrofitted MFPV with new all equipment could cost you upwards of $100,000.

Complying with additional health department rules and regulations can also drive up food truck costs. Clearly, a smaller truck, a used truck, and/or a truck with limited equipment costs less. Therefore, it is up to you to determine whether you’ll be cooking in the truck, preparing food off-site and serving from the vehicle, or selling prepared and prepackaged foods.

[image: The Border Grill Truck serves up gourmet tacos, quesadillas, ceviches, and other Mexican favorites in and around the Los Angeles area.]

The Border Grill Truck serves up gourmet tacos, quesadillas, ceviches, and other Mexican favorites in and around the Los Angeles area.

Gourmet Food Trucks

Basically the same as a food truck, the gourmet food truck takes food quality to a higher level. Of the numerous food trucks licensed to do business in the Los Angeles area, only about 200 are considered “gourmet.” They are run by ambitious young chefs who offer cuisine not typically found in food trucks, such as Rajas fries topped with fire-roasted poblano chiles, caramelized onions, and shawarma-marinated steak with Jack cheese found at Frysmith in Los Angeles. Many gourmet trucks have specialties and themes. In addition, they let their clientele know where they’ll be parked through their websites and social media sites such as Twitter as well as through mobile apps. While food trucks need not have kitchens, gourmet trucks are more likely to have food prepared on the spot—and high-end food at that.

At the start of the new gourmet food truck craze, Los Angeles was clearly the place to find such high-end dining. Now, however, New York had gained its share of such fancy food vehicles, such as the Rickshaw Dumpling Bar and The Dessert Truck, founded by a former Le Cirque pastry chef. And as the concept of serving fine food rolls along, other cities from Portland, Oregon, to St Louis and on down to Miami’s South Beach are jumping on the foodie bandwagon with their own regional favorites. Food Network chef Ingrid Hoffmann’s black and pink Latin Burger and Taco Truck, for example, has become quite the rage in Miami.

The Mobile Catering Business

Mobile catering trucks can be defined in a variety of ways and can overlap with mobile food trucks. For my purposes here, I’ll highlight three differences. First, a catering truck is hired for a specific event such as a picnic, party, or fair. Secondly, the person hiring the catering vehicle can select from a catering menu. Third, a catering vehicle can be used to transport the foods, which are then handed out from inside the truck or set up at the event or gathering, typically on trays or buffet style.


 




      Price Value

                   According to a survey by Emergent Research of customers in San Francisco, one of the hot spots for food trucks, more than 90 percent of lunchtime customers surveyed rated food truck quality as either excellent (43 percent) or good (48 percent). About 50 percent characterized dinner cuisine as excellent.

             The survey also found that most patrons felt they were getting good, not great value. The average customer spent $9.80 for lunch and $14.99 for dinner (per person). And while only a few (8 percent) spend less than $8 (per person), nearly half (45 percent) spent less than $10.




 



This can mean providing the food to be served outdoors or parking and serving from the truck as the food trucks do. The differences are primarily in the manner of doing business. Nonetheless, the need for a reliable vehicle, licensing, permits, sanitary conditions, a business plan, and startup money are quite similar to the requirements of a mobile food business.


 




       tip
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       Have you heard of the 80–20 rule in sales? This is a long-standing business principle that says that 80 percent of your business will come from repeat customers and 20 percent from new customers. For caterers or mobile food vendors, this means, as the Simon and Garfunkel song says, “Keep the Customer Satisfied.”




 



One of the advantages of a mobile catering business is that you are not risking as much in inventory because you are cooking and bringing food as ordered for the upcoming party or special event. Therefore, you are covered for your food costs. You also have a specific destination, so you need not worry whether or not your favorite destinations will be busy or not. Typically, you are less dependent on good weather because many catered functions will be indoors. As long as you can get there with the food, you are usually OK. Of course, you do need to line up enough work to support your business. The difference between a mobile catering business and other catering businesses is that you are using the mobility of the truck to show up rather than having a catering hall or venue.

The mobile catering business affords you flexibility as to when you take jobs and where. Still, the more available you are, the better off you will be.

Bustaurants

As the name implies, a bustaurant is not a truck but a bus, often a double-decker with the lower level for the kitchen and the upper level for customers to sit and eat. They are new. Some boast gourmet foods, while others have more standard fare. The idea is to provide seating and be a restaurant on wheels. The idea started primarily in San Francisco and Los Angeles, with Londoners also watching some of their famed double decker buses transformed into restaurants on wheels. Now, you’ll find bustaurants in various towns and cities around the country such as the Food Fighters bustaurant in Hartsville, Alabama servin’ rockin’ tacos out of an old school bus. Needless to say, they require more room to park and additional licensing in most counties, and are more costly to start because the buses need to be fully refurbished to include grills, refrigerators, vents, and so on. Many food trucks, on the other hand, are designed and built with both cooking and serving food in mind.

Some bustaurants, take diners on a private mobile eating adventure. Others park and serve customers as they board at a specific location. Some of the buses cook the food while parked—it all depends on what is or is not legal in your jurisdiction. Because they are very new, more and more innovative bustaurants will literally be rolling out as you read this book. Yet because they are so new, the jury is still out on whether they are a passing fad (pun intended) or they will catch on. Much of what is discussed here as necessary for food trucks is also necessary for bustaurants, including marketing, costs, permits, menus, etc.

Your Customers
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It is estimated, not surprisingly, that the largest demographic group for the food truck industry are the 18 to 34 year olds, with strong numbers from college campuses and 9 to 5ers. However, as the Baby Boomer generation (50+) now tops 76 million people, that is also becoming a growing demographical for seniors on a budget and those looking to try something new . . . or old, depending on whether they enjoyed the hot dog carts of previous generations.

There are several demographic groups that can provide potential customers. Who you focus on influences your menu, locations, and daily schedule of food preparation.

The Breakfast Club

First you want to be ready for the morning crowd. Coffee is your number-one priority, so make sure you are making it fresh and good. Your customers want a good cup of coffee on their way to work, with maybe a Danish, bagel, or croissant. You’ll get some juice lovers, so be prepared. Fruit is also a new, healthy, morning favorite. If you’re parked by office parks or on streets lined with office buildings, expect a lot of people on their way into the office. This breakfast club does not usually stop for an elaborate breakfast, so keep it simple. Be ready with easy-to-serve foods, and give them their shot of caffeine with a friendly smile to start their day. More than any other group, these customers operate from force of habit. If they like your food, coffee, prices, and quickness, they’ll come back again and again without even thinking about it.

The Lunch Bunch

This is the bread-and-butter group for many truck and cart owners, no pun intended (well, maybe). Here you can be more diverse in your offerings because the lunch crowd has more time to decide what they want than the breakfast club, whose members are often on the run.

However, whether you are parked by a construction site or the corporate offices of a Fortune 500 company, there is still a time element to contend with. You need to be able to serve and move on to the next customer quickly. Typically, if someone has 45 minutes to an hour for lunch (and in today’s overworked corporate culture, many people have just 15 minutes to grab the food to eat at their desks), you want to minimize the lines by being ready to take orders and serve. After all, if customers have time to wait around, they can sit in a restaurant.

Your other advantage is prices below those in restaurants, so keep them down. Zach Brooks of midtownlunch.com says $10 is the typical cutoff point for most street foods.

Much of today’s lunch bunch is also looking for creative and healthy choices, although many will still go with the standard hot dog or taco and soda. If you can, mix it up a little between standard fare and your creative ideas. Lunchers usually travel in pairs (or more), and they may not all have the sophisticated tastes. Ethnic cuisine is a favorite, but again, consider milder and more mainstream options for a wider lunch crowd. Keep the menu manageable because the more you offer, the more you need to have in stock—and space is limited.

Tastes for Tourists and Attendees

Tourists, business travelers, and attendees at conferences and special events are around for a reason. Know your customers. The crowd at a NASCAR event probably has different tastes than the attendees at an environmental convention. Stock up accordingly. Tourists are often anxious to taste something that epitomizes your city. If you’re at a tourist location, such as Central Park in Manhattan or Coney Island, a New York City hot dog would be a tourist-style treat, as would jambalaya on Bourbon Street in New Orleans.


 




      No Training Necessary

                   Cody Fields was a mechanical engineer building water treatment plants in South America. He spent five years working, traveling, and eating a lot of empanadas. Finally, the Texas native returned home, settled in Austin, and went back to school. He wanted to do something different but didn’t know quite what that new career was going to be. While in school, he met Kristen, who would eventually become his wife. Both Cody and Kristen enjoyed cooking, but neither had any formal training. Cody took a job in a bank and knew it wasn’t for him. “The first day at the bank I was seated in a cubical. I immediately knew from day one that I needed to get out of there,” says Cody. So, one night in 2007, while attending the opening of a new neighborhood bar, Cody and Kristen cooked six-dozen gourmet empanadas as a grand opening gift to welcome the new bar owners. “They loved the empanadas,” recalls Cody, and the bar owner immediately asked how they could get more. “Give me two weeks and I’ll get back to you,” replied an ambitious Cody. In those two weeks, he rented a commercial kitchen, got his food-manufacturing license, and secured all the necessary permits to start cooking.

             Together Cody and Kristen brainstormed ideas for recipes and fillings and after two weeks they were ready to start selling empanadas. Over the next three months the cooking couple picked up a few more clients. The food truck craze had yet to begin in Austin. “There was a cupcake truck and a crepe truck, plus some of the old taco trucks that went to construction sites,” he explains.

             Cody bought an old pizza truck on eBay for about $20,000 and a generator for another $10,000. He fixed up the truck and got the necessary licenses. He also painted the truck bright red. The truck stood out, and Mmmpanadas was officially on the road. Over the years the Austin Mmmpanadas truck has been written up in GQ and twice in Southern Living. Cody has long since left that bank job, and the empanadas that he and Kristen continue to make are now sold not only from the truck but also in stores all over Austin, including Whole Foods. They are still looking to expand their retail business. And it all started by cooking 72 gourmet empanadas (mmmpanadas.com).

[image: The bright red Mmmpanadas truck services the night crowd in Austin, Texas.][image: The bright red Mmmpanadas truck services the night crowd in Austin, Texas.]

       The bright red Mmmpanadas truck services the night crowd in Austin, Texas.




 



If you are centered around a theme, such as cupcakes, you’ll need to plan your locations accordingly. Of course, products like cupcakes have a wide appeal, so unless other dessert trucks are in an area, you can always find your way into the mix.

The Late Nighters

When the clubs or nighttime sporting events let out, people are hungry. Knowing where to find the late night crowd means knowing the nightlife in your city and being prepared to satisfy their appetites for food or munchies, as the case may be. Typically this crowd is looking for simple snacks. Those who are inebriated and cannot pronounce elaborate dishes, don’t usually want them at 2 A.M. Coffee is always a mainstay as are snack foods and hand-held favorites like pizza and tacos.


CHAPTER 2

Planning a Business

As exciting as it may seem to jump into a new business, it doesn’t happen without significant planning, at least if you want to have a good chance of success. To start, you need to have the right mind-set and the skills to go into the business of your dreams. You also need to understand what it takes to be an entrepreneur. It usually starts with a great idea or an opportunity that presents itself, such as buying into an existing business or a franchise.

In this chapter we take a look at the first part of the business equation—you, the business owner. Then we look at some of the planning that you will want to do before venturing out into the field, or in this case, hitting the streets.

Are You Hungry?
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Starting a business means being your own boss. It also means getting ready to roll up your sleeves and get greasy if necessary. The mobile food business is going strong. You’ll want to act fast, before too many players get into the game. There is only so much room on the streets. In fact, many city governments are aware that a limit on licenses may be necessary, if it’s not already on the books (such as in New York City). Nonetheless, you cannot take too many shortcuts. Learning about the business inside and out is key to starting any venture.


 




       warning
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       While food carts and trucks are competitive among themselves, they do share one commonality. Neither is particularly well liked by many brick-and-mortar business owners, especially restaurateurs and food shop owners. Reports of such business owners calling the cops on food trucks abound. Other incidents from slashed tires to harassed customers have also been reported. Because you are the newcomer, you need to be aware and respectful of existing business owners and do your best to avoid ruffling their feathers.




 



To earn money in mobile food service means being hungry. It means having menu items your competitors don’t have (or at least making your own unique versions of popular favorites) and finding locations that aren’t already teeming with competitors. Mobile lunch trucks have long been based upon the simple concept of bringing quality food to people in areas where there are not many other food choices. Now it is also about bringing cost-friendly options to places where there are other food choices. Faster service and lower prices allow you to compete with brick-and-mortar eateries. However, to succeed you need to serve good food and maintain the highest levels of cleanliness.

Not only a can-do attitude, but also an eye for detail is important because there are numerous details involved. You also need to be organized, able to set up and follow a working routine, and be ready to make changes if your routine isn’t working. You don’t need to be a chef, but knowing how to cook is a big plus. You can, however, simply know quality food, and/or have great marketing abilities. And finally you also need a little bit of daring because running a food truck isn’t a standard office job or restaurant position. It means running a mobile enterprise where you may be in several locations each week, some for better and some for worse.

Do You Have the Drive?
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While it may look easy, the food truck industry takes a lot of hard work. For Scott Baitinger and partner Steve Mai, who run the famous Streetza pizza truck in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, a typical day starts three or four hours before taking the truck out on the road. “First we’ll stop at Sam’s Club or Restaurant Depot and pick up fresh ingredients. Then we go to our off-site commissary kitchen where we do all the prep work, which includes rolling the dough, making sauces, cutting the vegetables, and all of the things you really can’t do in a 10-by-10 truck,” explains Baitinger, who still works a day job as a marketing manager for a major mattress company while handling the truck on nights and weekends. Mai runs the weekday shifts except at times in the winter when nobody in Milwaukee wants to trek outside in three feet of snow—not even for pizza.

Then the Streetza team, which also includes a small staff on various shifts, park at well-selected locations and prepare and sell foods. “We put on the toppings and assemble and bake the food in the truck, but because of the size of pizzas, it’s not the kind of thing you can make on the truck.” Some vendors sell food that can be cooked on their trucks, notes Baitinger. Some cities allow cooking on a vehicle, while others require a separate, off-site commercial kitchen be used. This requirement differs from city to city.


 




       tip
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       By hand or on your computer, map out your day. Having your schedule on paper allows you to look closely and possibly find ways to improve it. A printed version also lets you hire employees and plug them into the routine more easily. Most importantly, your daily or weekly schedule helps you not forget to do something.




 



At the end of a day, which is typically when they run out of food or the crowds have dissipated, comes the cleanup. “It’s a lot like a restaurant cleanup with stainless steel cleaners, scrubbing, mopping, and making sure everything is in perfect shape to start again tomorrow,” adds Baitinger.

Most mobile food business owners follow a similar set routine, whether it includes running the kiosk, cart, or truck themselves or having employees run it. The routine may include very early morning food shopping a few days a week, if not everyday. Then there is stocking the kiosk or vehicle and heading to your destination(s). There is also a need to take some time during the day for marketing, usually via Twitter or another social media. Most mobile food vendors work roughly ten hours a day. There are also days in which a business owner needs to sit down in a quiet office space, preferably at home with his feet up, and do all of the bookkeeping: paying taxes and bills, renewing licenses, and handling other fun paperwork responsibilities.

The work is tiring and the day is long. Can you handle such a day on a regular basis?

Do You Have the Skills?
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What skills do you need to run a mobile food business? Some degree of experience owning, running, or working in a restaurant environment can be helpful. However, while many food truck owners come from a food background, many others come from marketing, teaching, and other professions. Foodies and entrepreneurs come from many backgrounds, but they do need certain skills to excel in this business.

Marketing

“One of the most important skills is marketing,” explains Baitinger, adding that about 25 percent of the people who start food trucks come from the marketing end and hire chefs and people who know about the food industry. “It’s a very important part of the equation. You need to have a menu targeted to potential customers, and today you need to know how to use social media tools that are out there to your advantage,” adds Baitinger. For Cody Fields it was a matter of having a bright red truck for his empanadas in a town that, at that time, only had boring white food trucks. “We stood out and generated a lot of attention,” says Fields of the Mmmpanadas truck he and his wife have run for the past six years.

Customer Service

There are constant interactions with customers, whether you are waiting on them or have staffers to heat up and serve them food. Either way, such customer interaction is a key aspect of your business. Interaction includes knowing how to engage customers, have patience with them, answer their questions, and always provide polite service.

Multitasking

You need to be good at multitasking to run a mobile food business. Preparing and/or heating food, taking orders, collecting money, and giving correct change while also cleaning up spills or other minor hazards at the same time may be required. Even if you are not in the truck but in your off-site kitchen, you’ll need to cook and prepare various foods at once, manage your kitchen help, handle your marketing, and stay on top of the clean-up process that is such a vital part of the business.

Food Knowledge

You don’t have to be an expert chef to know what tastes good and what you believe others will like. You do have to understand food, good quality, good prices in your part of the country, good food combinations, and how foods complement one another. You also need to become very astute at knowing how foods are best prepared, and the best ways to serve them and keep them fresh. From cookbooks to the Food Channel to websites galore, there are many ways to enhance your food knowledge and find recipes and cooking tips.

The Ability to Try New Things (and Be Creative)

“We experimented for six months with various pizza topping,” says Scott Baitinger. In time, he and his partner created a menu based on what they found tasty and original. They also got creative. One of the most popular Streetza pizzas featured fresh blue corn, a mix of cheeses, and a king crab leg on every slice. Of course, when you have some hits like the crab leg pizza, you will inevitably also have some misses. “We tried pickled herring pizza—not very good at all,” says Baitinger of one of their many culinary experiments that never reached the customers. In any competitive business, it’s important to be ready to think out of the box to create new innovative products to sell.

Repair Skills

When you’re driving a truck around, no matter how well you think everything is tied or bolted down, there will still be things that go wrong. “In any kitchen there will be things that break down,” says Cody Fields, adding that it helps if you are good at repairing things. Of course, there are also repairs needed on the vehicle. Food truck owners generally agree that while being out and about, you need to be somewhat resilient and ready to deal with any number of daily challenges—from a broken generator to a fryer that isn’t frying to a flat tire. There is no maintenance staff or IT specialist to call, so you’re on your own. Being handy is a big plus. “Kitchens have their own issues and trucks can also have a host of issues. When you put those two together, you can get some exciting times,” says Cody.

New Media Skills

One of the reasons that food trucks have become so popular is that they are using new media to their advantage. From Twitter to smartphone applications, truck owners are in regular communication with their customers, letting them know where they will be and when. Learning how to tweet and use the other popular social media tools is very important for marketing and building up your brand in this new street food culture. In many cases, mobile communication builds a loyal following. Streetza is among the vast majority of food trucks that interact regularly with its loyal following via Twitter. This helps you find great locations and receive suggestions for menu items. The fans even named the Streetza truck. Twitter, social media sites, and apps, helps food trucks draw a crowd much like the jingle of the Mister Softee truck brought kids running for ice cream.

Stamina

It may not be a skill, but being in shape helps in the mobile food business. Consider the lifting, standing, and movement involved in a typical day. Adria Shimada who owns the Parfait Ice Cream truck and recently opened her own Parfait ice cream shop, both in Seattle, noted that when she started out in the business she didn’t realize how exhausting it could be. “You’ve got to be in fairly good shape,” says Adria, who, with help, loads vats of ice cream in and out of freezers, and serves fans ice cream for hours.

Number Skills

You need not be a math major, but having a good head for number is a big plus. From recipes and measurements in the kitchen to bookkeeping, pricing, calculating profit margins, and keeping an eye on your budget, you will use plenty of numbers every day. Your calculator can help, but you need to be able to make determinations about whether the numbers it gives you look good or not.

Can You Compete?
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Because the mobile food business is growing quickly, you need to have a competitive nature to succeed, especially in Los Angeles where food trucks are lining the streets. You need a keen eye for finding a competitive edge, that special something that sets you apart from the other trucks, trailers, buses, carts, or kiosks. The same goes for mobile catering businesses.

While competition is discussed in greater detail in the marketing section, it is important that you go into business with the idea that you are not just another fish in a giant pond, or you will get swallowed up. To be competitive:

       •  You need to approach the business with an eye for what your competitors are doing.

       •  You need to see which food trucks are generating the longest lines and why.

       •  You need to know your competitors’ prices.

       •  You need to find out which mobile catering company is at the top of people’s lists and figure out what it offers.

       •  You need to approach business with the keen eye of a detective, looking for clues that tell you why one company is succeeding and another is not.

Part of your pre-business acumen should be due diligence. If you don’t do your homework, you will likely fail in a competitive business. Market research is one of the first steps in starting any business. Scoping out the competition in this case is imperative because the competition may be five miles away one day and parked right across the street the next.


 




       tip
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       Get into social media, and read what the foodies are saying about their favorite mobile food vendors and local restaurants. Get a feel for their favorite ideas from food to promotional items. Find out what the culture is all about, read reviews of food trucks on Yelp, visit some of the popular food truck locations. Besides tasting the food of your competitors, you’ll want to get a feel for the buzz. Talk to customers, and when you’re on your own jot down notes on what you have learned.






Business Goals
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Mobile food success falls into several categories depending largely on what the owners are seeking from the business. Your goals will be based on your own situation, including your lifestyle, desired income, and other business endeavors.

Starting a business means you have the opportunity to take a new direction, or even many directions since you are mobile. Running a business provides an opportunity to follow your own dreams. It allows you to express yourself as well as make a living on your own schedule. Yes, you will need persistence and hard work to make a go of a new business. Yes, there will be times you question whether or not it will be worth it. And yes, there will be times when you may need to shift gears and make some major changes. A positive aspect is that as a business owner you are in control and everything comes back to you. Of course the negative aspect is that as a business owner you are in control and everything comes back to you. Clearly, there are two sides to taking on such responsibility. You get the glory and to enjoy the profits when all goes well. You get blame and have to deal with the losses when all goes poorly.

So, why start a business?

       •  To be in charge

       •  To have greater flexibility

       •  For personal expression

       •  To utilize specific skills (often those not used when working for someone else)

       •  To better control your own destiny

       •  To have an opportunity to do better financially

       •  To be socially and environmentally responsible

       •  To interact with your community

       •  To create jobs for other people

       •  To work with family, friends, and people you actually like

These are among the reasons to start any new business. Hopefully some are among your reasons for starting a mobile food business.

Part-Time Business
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For some people, running a mobile food business on the weekends and/or at night can provide an extra source of income. However, as Cody Fields of Mmmpanadas found out after a year of having a desk job by day and driving the food truck by night, it can become quite exhausting. In addition, the cost of buying and maintaining a full-sized truck may not be offset by part-time usage. Some truck owners keep their full-time day jobs while having a partner who and staff running the truck on a full-time schedule. Other owners have enough money to hire people to run the truck while others use business partners, taking a behind-the-scenes role. Most food truck owners dive into the commitment head first and make it their number-one priority.

As for kiosk and food cart owners, some find that working weekends at special events can supplement a full-time income. It’s still a lot of work, but overhead is lower than with a truck and there are profits to be made if the location is good.

Weekend mobile caterers have found that running their business on the side can be productive only if they take on what they can handle and have an inexpensive vehicle for transport. Remember, the more money you put into the vehicle, the more you need to recoup. If you keep expenses low, you can make money on a part-time basis with good marketing, a good product, and a schedule that is manageable. But don’t book more than you can handle.


 




       tip
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       Set a weekly time to handle bookkeeping, paying taxes, paying bills, etc. It’s very easy in your busy schedule to forget about these simple, yet vital, business requirements. Select a time and a place and enter it on your online calendar, Google Calendar app, smartphone, wall calendar, or any place else that helps you remember to take care of these business needs regularly.






Full-Time Business
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Full time means making the “big” commitment. You need enough volume to make this work and that comes from:

       •  Scouting the competition

       •  Learning the business

       •  Making sure you adhere to every city, town, and local ordinance

       •  Having all necessary permits and licenses and updating them regularly

       •  Having a good product that you’ve tested again and again

       •  Knowing your territory well

       •  Knowing your demographics

       •  Budgeting time and money wisely

       •  Setting up a daily and weekly routine and re-working it until it runs like clockwork

       •  Marketing, marketing, and marketing some more

       •  Rolling up your sleeves and working hard

       •  Hiring people you can count on and training them well

       •  Remembering to do your bookkeeping


 




      Food Trucks Converge

                   If you want to get the lowdown on a business, any business, attend their major events. In this case, the premier industry event is the annual Roam Mobile Food Conference, a must for staying on top of everything from food trucks to carts, to kiosks, and beyond. Started in 2013, this is an ideal event to attend if you are planning to join the mobile food industry.

             Roam includes established business owners, up and coming entrepreneurs, food educators, suppliers, media, and government policy makers for a day and a half of learning, networking and fun. It’s a place to learn about best practices, new trends, and technology and network with so many people from all aspects of the mobile food industry.

             Roam is the first North American-wide industry conference serving the specific needs of mobile vendors. For more information go to roamconference.com or call 972-885-ROAM.




 



Like most brick-and-mortar businesses, you need to have enough sales with a sufficient profit margin to make this endeavor worthwhile. Your advantages are that you will have a lower overhead than most brick-and-mortar businesses and you can change locations far more easily. Your disadvantages are that you can only charge so much for street food and your hours of operation are limited by various factors, including parking restrictions, the weather, and your inventory.

Extension of a Current Business
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If you own a restaurant or if you are a food manufacturer, you may now be joining the many entrepreneurs taking their businesses to the streets. For many existing restaurant owners or food manufacturers the outside of the truck is a giant billboard. It helps spread the word about their food products and/or restaurant, while also bringing in some money and providing samples of what you make and/or sell. It is essentially a tasty way of getting your product in the mouths of more people.

Restaurant owners in several cities are giving out samples to draw customers to their establishments. The mobility allows them to reach different demographic audiences and, get their foods and their brand to places where the people are from sporting events to street fairs to local concerts and community gatherings.

Inroads to a Restaurant

Some food truck owners are restauranteur wannabes. Josh Lanahan and Michelle Lozuaway were owners of the popular Fresh Local truck in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. After a few excellent years with healthy food on wheels, they decided to open a restaurant called Street, serving the healthy items that were originally served from the truck, and more. They have since added a second eatery in Portsmouth called the Cemita Shack.

Erin and Dave Emmons, owners of the popular Lucky Taco food truck, in Manchester, Connecticut, moved from making food and serving it from their truck to cooking and serving from their new Lucky Taco Cantina on Main Street. Like their New England comrades in New Hampshire, they also opened a second restaurant just three weeks later called the Tap Room.

Another food truck transition, that is not all that uncommon, is using your wheels after hours to start a catering business. The Skillet Street Food truck in Seattle became so popular that it led to the Skillet Catering with 100 talented people running the show. Of course the gang at Skillet Street also runs the Skillet Diners.

Streetza has also made a triumphant transition into the catering world. “Roughly 75 percent of our sales now come from catering corporate events for clients ranging from car dealerships to Google,” says Baitinger, who adds that being part of the food truck community is more important than fighting over issues like parking spots. “We call other truck owners that we are friendly with when we are asking to cater events and we are already booked,” adds the Streetza co-founder.

Supported by an outstanding team of almost 100 talented people, Skillet Catering handles weddings, private parties, and corporate events throughout the Pacific Northwest. They also distribute their very own signature Bacon Jam product through retailers across the U.S. and Canada.

A growing number of food truck owners cater events on weekends or during the weeks in cold climates that they are otherwise shut down.

The Business Plan
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Regardless of your entrepreneurial vision, a business plan is important in any endeavor, especially if you are hoping to attract some backers to help you foot the bill for that $100,000 specially refurbished truck you have your eye on. A well thought out business plan tells the story of your entrepreneurial dream and details your vision in a way that it can help you generate the necessary funding.

Even if you are not seeking backers, a business plan can help guide you through the process of gathering all the key information to keep you on track as you proceed.

There are books, articles, websites, and software packages designed to take you through the steps necessary to build a business plan. They usually come complete with templates to follow so you need not recreate the wheel. The inclusion of some business plan basics here is designed to get you to start thinking about possibilities, which you can fill in as you read through this book and decide on what kind of food(s) you’ll be serving, the size of your vehicle, and your startup and operational costs.

A business plan is a way of organizing on paper all of the pieces of the puzzle, from your equipment needs to your various locations to ordering and shopping for food. Finally, it is a living, breathing document that can not only serve as a benchmark and also can be altered and expanded as your business grows and changes over the years.

Included in a typical business plan are the following:

       1.  Executive summary. This is a short, broad yet enticing summary of the business. What is the business all about, and why are you excited about it? Although it usually appears first, this section is often written last, after you have put all the pieces in place.

       2.  Products and/or services. Here you can include specific items that you will sell or services you will offer. Include foods and/or drinks that will be on your menu and other possibilities that you anticipate adding down the road. Explain their popularity and why they will be sought by your customers. Also explain what goes into making these culinary delights.

       3.  Industry analysis. Here you paint a picture of the mobile food industry in which your business will be a player. From your research, talk about the big picture and the growing popularity of mobile foods and/or catering. Back up your statements with facts and numbers. By researching and writing a few paragraphs on the mobile food business, you will also learn more about the industry.

       4.  Competitive analysis. This is huge! Do your research carefully and know whom you are up against. Be realistic. Listing the strengths and weaknesses of your direct competitors helps you determine where you will fit into the local market. Then see if you can provide something that your competitors do not offer. Do you have more menu options? Perhaps you have a combo with a drink that is cheaper than your competitor’s prices. Maybe you’ve even created a new food combination like the Pirito, a flat rectangular cross between a panini and a burrito (golden crispy pita bread on outside and any number of foods inside) created a few years back by Josh Lanahan and Michelle Lozuaway when they owned the Fresh Local truck in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Know your competition well and seek a competitive edge.


 




       tip
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       Review your business plan first to make sure it tells the story of the business you envision. Next make sure it covers all of the key areas and leaves no stone unturned when it comes to running your business in a smooth manner. Finally, if you are planning to show your business plan to prospective backers, make sure to proofread it very carefully.




 



       5.  Marketing and sales. Once you have the details in place, you need to explain how you will let the world know you are in business. In this section, you discuss your plans for marketing and promoting your mobile food business as well as your plans for selling your products and services. Will you be setting up a website? Do you plan to use social media to get the word out about your business and your location? Are you planning to list your truck in directories and on websites and apps? Where will you be selling? Street locations? Festival and events? Do you do mobile theme catering? Parties? Outdoor events? Office parties?

                 This is where to define your plan of attack. If you are seeking funding, this section is extremely important because backers want to know that you have thought about what you will be selling, to whom, and how you will reach your audience and build a following. Also include your pricing in conjunction with competitive pricing in your area.

       6.  Management. Another important section is management. Here you let readers know who is running the business. Potential financial backers are particularly interested in this information because they want to know to whom they are lending their money. Include all of the key people involved in making your business happen. If this is a solo venture, use a bio that features applicable experiences in your career or personal life that apply to this venture. It is very important that backers believe in you, so don’t sell yourself short.

       7.  Operations. Are you cooking off-truck and bringing the food onboard to be heated? Are you cooking on-truck? As a mobile caterer, will you bring burners and other equipment that must be moved to each location? If you have a trailer or cart, where will you be set up and how often will you change locations? Do you shop for your ingredients? When? Where?

                 Carefully think through this section. Much of it depends on what foods you sell, the size of your mobile vehicle, and whether or not you have (or are required to have) an off-site commissary kitchen. Walk yourself through the entire operation step by step to see if it works smoothly. Then write it down.

       8.  Financial. The goal here, with help from your accountant, is to make realistic projections based on researching similar businesses. Here you show the numbers and see where you will make profits—or not. This is a must-do section whether or not you seek a backer. You need to know your profit potential and how long it will take to start showing a profit after purchasing the vehicle and equipment. Also include a cash and balance sheet for a year to show a cash flow. Hint: Be conservative in your financial estimates.

       9.  Financial requirements. If you are seeking funding, include the amount of financing needed, based on the previous sections, to reach your goals. Detail how you will be spending the money you receive from investors. Again, be realistic, research costs carefully, and indicate how much money you anticipate putting into the business venture yourself. Hint: You stand a much greater chance of getting investors interested or bank loan approval if you have invested your own money into the business.

Add any supporting documentation, which may include various financial reports, culinary awards, diplomas, or anything else that highlights your story and a business plan. You also want to make sure to have copies of the licenses necessary to run your mobile food vehicle. Do not try to dazzle prospective readers with hype; provide the real story of the business so that it is clear on paper how it will operate and when you anticipate making money.

Of course, this is a very basic business plan outline. Before you sit down to start writing, you need to do research and look at other business plans in books or online. Websites such as Bplans.com or a computer program such as Biz Plan Pro from Palo Alto software (paloalto.com) can be very helpful.


 




       tip
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       Most cities, and many towns, now have apps that curate information about food trucks. Find the ones in your area and make sure you are listed with your menu, location, specials and so on. Many of these apps are free and allow you to update your listing as often as you want. Take advantage of this marvelous marketing tool and remain active by updating often.







CHAPTER 3

What’s On the Menu?

If you look at the food trucks, trailers, carts, and kiosks on the streets and at mobile catering menus, you’ll find that almost anything edible can be served up street side. Of course the big question is: How practical is it? This may account for the lack of baked Alaska carts out there, but rest assured, someone is probably selling it on some street corner.

Planning Your Mobile Menu
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Determining what to serve can be fun. But there are a lot of factors to consider when it comes to menu planning in the mobile food world. Here are a few:

       •  What do you know how to cook?

       •  What foods do you enjoy cooking?

       •  What foods are popular in your town, county, city, or region?

       •  What ingredients are easy to get from wholesalers, markets, or farms in your area?

       •  What foods are easy to transport to and from an off-site commercial kitchen?

       •  What can you prepare and/or heat up without much difficulty?

       •  What food(s) are ideally suited for your culinary expertise or allow you to try creative new recipes?

       •  What foods can customers easily carry around with them?

       •  What food(s) are potentially cost effective for you to sell?

       •  What foods are not being sold at 100 other food trucks, carts, kiosks, or mobile caterers in your area?

       •  What times of day will you be open for business? Breakfast? Lunch? Dinner? Late night? All of the above?

       •  Are you going to specialize in one or two foods with several variations such as pizza, tacos, or ice cream? Are you going to have a larger menu? Remember, a larger menu typically requires more space and may move you from a kiosk or cart to a truck or bus.


 




       tip
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       As of 2014, there is a steadily increasing demand for cheap, freshly prepared food among 18- to 44-year-olds, according to the National Restaurant Association.






The Next Step
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Unless you are buying prepared foods or have a chef providing you with foods, you’ll want to plan your own recipes, work on them, re-work them, and have some taste tests. Consider your family and friends as your very own guinea pigs. Have parties, make a fun time of it, but get them to taste your foods and give you honest critiques. Don’t be afraid of some criticism—better to receive it from friends and family than from food critics and customers.


 




       warning
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       Don’t start out with foods you have not thoroughly tested. This means you need to perfect each recipe to be sure it has the following qualities:

       1.  It is easy to make repeatedly in large quantities.

       2.  It tastes consistently good.

       3.  It is easy to serve.

       4.  It travels well.




 



Once you’ve found a few favorites, make sure you can master the recipes. Write them down for future reference. Next, try some variations on a theme. Most mobile food entrepreneurs spend several months, often while waiting for their truck to be retrofitted and their backers to fork over some startup money, experimenting with various menu items.

Another important consideration is the culture of the town in which you will be serving your foods. You may want to gear your menu to a younger audience in a college town or to a specific ethnic culture in a neighborhood made up of immigrants. In big cities, you may be able to select the neighborhoods that suit your style. You’ll find neighborhoods where the gourmet foodies hang out as well as places where there are sports fans or the nightclubbers. Some areas are just right for tacos, and other areas have plenty of kids (and adults) looking for ice cream and cupcakes.


 




       tip
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       Know the zoning ordinances in your area. If, for example, you want to sell ice cream but cannot park anywhere near local schools or playgrounds you may lose a chunk of your demographic audience. See if your planned food ideas can be sold in areas where your customers are found or take the alternative approach by looking at areas which are underserved by food trucks and consider what foods the demographic audience might most enjoy.






Menu Ideas

[image: ]

Now it’s time to put on your thinking cap or chef’s hat as the case may be. Below are some of the basics that foodies are finding at their favorite mobile food services. No, we don’t want you to steal these culinary goodies, simply get some ideas for your own unique slant on popular menu items.

The Basics

       •  Sandwiches

       •  Wraps

       •  Salads

       •  Hot dogs

       •  Hamburgers

       •  Pizza

       •  Tacos

       •  Tortillas

       •  Gyros

It’s hard to go wrong with basic food truck and food cart staples, especially if you put your own spin on them. The possibilities for sandwiches, hot dogs, burgers, pizza toppings, and salads are mind-boggling. How about Pulled Pork Mac and Cheese, a favorite of the college crowd who frequent Big Blue, the food truck at the University at Buffalo? You could think along the same lines as the MIHO Gastrotruck in San Diego, which featured a famous Stuffed Pork Loin Sandwich with all natural Duroc pork loin stuffed with bacon, local wild mushrooms, local braised greens, and walnuts, cranberry orange relish, Dijon aioli, gouda, and local rosemary focaccia.

If you prefer the more standard dog cart or burger wagon, why not opt for a hot dog with some flare like the We Be Weiners Chili Dog in Portland, Oregon, with chili, chopped onions, and grated jack cheese, topped with yellow mustard, ketchup, and relish. Or think along the lines of Seattle’s Skillet Street Food with a burger of grass fed beef, plus arugula, bacon jam, and cambozola served on a soft roll.

If you want to stand out from your competitors, you’ll want to try various slants on flavorful favorites. You can mix it up a little, but always serve some basic basics for the less adventurous crowd. Scout your competition, know your demographics, and get a feel for how innovative you can get. And remember, there’s nothing wrong with a standard hot dog cart. They have been a staple on the street corners of New York City for generations. In fact, the Coney Island hot dog carts are still legendary. It works if your food tastes good!

One of the best things about going with the basics is that they are usually easy to purchase in quantity and easy to find. Food like hot dogs, gyros, and tacos are easy on-the-go foods that are especially popular with those looking to grab a quick lunch while being mobile themselves. Also consider buying from organic food vendors.

And don’t forget breakfast. You can go with the more standard eggs on a roll, English muffins, blueberry muffins, and waffles, or be creative like Los Angeles’s Buttermilk Truck with its red velvet chocolate chip pancakes or Hawaiian Bread Breakfast Sliders.


 




       tip
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       Shop around for the paper goods you will need and find plenty of storage space. Because they are not perishable, load up in quantity to get the good bulk rate on things like napkins, straws, and coffee stirrers. If you buy enough from a nearby warehouse, you should be able to have them delivered.






Gourmet Delights

       •  Lamb and beef specialties

       •  Designer potatoes

       •  Duck delights

       •  Designer crêpes

       •  Escargot

       •  Crème brûlée

       •  Maine lobster rolls

       •  Shrimp sandwiches

One of the primarily reasons for the latest mobile food craze is that some of today’s vehicles are serving up restaurant quality fine foods. While these eclectic dishes may not suit everyone’s preference for a simple lunch, they do offer some upscale culinary delights at reasonable prices. In some cases, the trucks actually provide mobile tasting menus for established fine dining restaurants.

The keys to a gourmet food truck are having a gourmet chef and a means of transporting more temperamental flavors without stirring up trouble. A well-known chef can make a difference because she likely has a following. Jody Maroni’s Sausage Kingdom was the first Kitchen Kingdom to serve gourmet sausages, including the Yucatan sausage with cilantro and chicken apple sausage. Jody was well known in the Southern California area long before gourmet food trucks hit the streets. So, when her truck emerged, she had an instant following. Likewise, when well-known chef Biagio Barone (who owns Biagio’s Osteria, Zagats’ top-rated Italian Restaurant in Connecticut), decided to open his gourmet food truck, GotChef, in Milford, Connecticut, people took notice. GotChef serves dishes like Sirloin Pinwheels (aka steak rolled with gorgonzola cheese and wild mushrooms) as well as Osso Bucco Milanese. Unfortunately GotChef may have gotten a little bit overly ambitious in a small market and, as a result, closed in 2012. Business is a numbers game and while the number of “gourmet” foodies in New York City, Chicago, or Los Angeles might provide a large enough market, it was not the case in Milford. Also, remember, gourmet food is a gamble since it typically appeals to a more sit down-fine dining crowd and doesn’t present a strong potential for frequent visitors, where a taco truck may have people coming back for more two or three times a week.

As for taking foods on the road, sure, hot dogs, tacos and gyros travel well, while foods like flank steak marinated in lime, garlic, cilantro, and beer from Roy Choi’s Match Truck may require a little more planning. But rest assured that nearly anything you or your gourmet chef can cook can be transported with enough due diligence on your part. The tricks are to find the right equipment and make sure you have the proper temperature to keep your foods at their best.

One of the keys to the success of the gourmet trucks has been touting a specialty that is fairly universal and draws attention. Fishlips Sushi truck in Los Angeles obviously has a specialty with plenty of choices as does Crepes Bonaparte, also in Los Angeles, where you can start your day with the California Sunrise featuring avocado, crisp slices of bacon, sliced roma tomato, cheddar, and a fresh cracked egg or stop by later for a Spicy Apple Bottoms crepe with cinnamon apples, caramel, and whipped cream. Meanwhile, Sam’s ChowderMobile in San Francisco serves incredible clam chowder and also offers things like Maine lobster rolls. Not a bad lunch choice. The size of your operation and the popularity of your specialty determines how much you can put on your menu. It’s not about quantity; it’s about quality. Many trucks, like Los Angeles’s famous Grilled Cheese Truck, stick with a basic specialty and do it very well. This also holds true for running a cart or kiosk. You can be very creative within your setting.

A smaller venture only means thinking of unique ways to serve custom cuisine in a tighter space. Yes, you can certainly sell sushi from a cart or your own shrimp rolls from a kiosk. Keep in mind that while the food trucks are getting the press, the cart owners are keeping their costs way down. So don’t be intimidated; there are plenty of options in the new street world of gourmet foods.

Ethnic Favorites

       •  Falafels

       •  Empanadas

       •  Egg Rolls

       •  Sushi

       •  Souvlaki

       •  Quesadillas

       •  Steamed Dumplings

       •  Kebobs

From Portland, Maine, down to Austin, Texas, and back up to Boston, ethnic food has changed the mobile food culture. Large markets are embracing authentic ethnic favorites while smaller markets are being introduced to new cuisines previously found in only a few establishments. “I had traveled a lot and missed things like the falafels and the street foods I had experienced in Europe. Selling falafels and kebobs in Market Square in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, was something new and they became very popular,” says Michelle Lozuaway, who ran the Fresh Local truck in the small coastal town before becoming a restaurateur.

Much of the success found in ethnic fare emanates from the passion of the entrepreneurs. For example, the reason Curry Up Now went from one to five trucks in a few years, not to mention three restaurants and a catering business, in San Francisco is largely because the owners serve native foods from various parts of India, including a chicken tikka masala burrito. Another reason why Curry Up Now has long lines and may serve over 140 people an hour is because it changes its menu every day—not an easy task in the mobile food world. It is, however, a testament to the owners’ desire to introduce native foods from all parts of India. If you’re thinking Indian food and doing research, check out the India Jones Chow Trucks in and around the Los Angeles are, which serves what it calls the Frankie, an Indian Roti (flat bread), egg washed and rolled up like a burrito with chopped onions, tamarind chutney and a choice of lamb, chicken, beef, shrimp, or veggies. Again, the owners are passionate about their foods.

Sometimes, it’s all in the fillings, as in the Chairman Truck in San Francisco that serves Chinese buns with fillings such as Muscovy Duck Confit Terrine or Mmmpanadas in Austin offering eggs, cheese, bacon, or chorizo fillings for breakfast. Variations on a simple theme can sell very well. Then there are the mixed ethnic options such as the famous Korean Mexican mix that made Kogi BBQ in Los Angeles the king of all food trucks and chef Roy Choi a foodie rock star. With some 130,000+ Twitter followers, the famed vehicle serves Calamari Tacos, Sweet Chili Chicken Quesadillas, and other ethnic blends that combine Korean barbecue with homemade tortillas and other wrappings that have tastefully paved the way for the food truck revolution.

And if you can bring a new ethnic flavor to your town or city, by all means go for it. Yvonne’s Jamaican Food Truck in Manhattan is doing just that with Jamaican favorites like curried goat or brown stew chicken for only $6 to $9.

Desserts

       •  Ice Cream

       •  Cupcakes

       •  Donuts

       •  Brownies

       •  Cookies

Dessert trucks and carts carry those edible delights that make people smile. Whether it’s cupcakes like the classic Devil in Disguise, a red velvet cupcake with cream cheese frosting, from the Flirty Cupcakes truck in Chicago or a Brussels Wafel from Wafels & Dinges in New York City good dessert trucks or carts can create a brand name very quickly. Freshly made cupcakes, cookies, and brownies are easy to sell from a cart or a kiosk because customers can easily carry one or a bag of several. They are also easy to transport. In this case, your success is based largely on the freshness of your products, even more than on original flavors. Donuts may be a slightly tougher to market because Dunkin’ Donuts or Krispy Kreme are everywhere and hard to compete against.

Of course, ice cream is the definitive mobile dessert. We’ve seen the trucks for years, and hearing the music playing harkens most of us back to our childhood. In fact, Adria Shimada, who opened the Parfait Ice Cream truck in Seattle in 2009 as the first organic ice cream maker in the state, recalled that one of her reasons for opening an ice cream truck was to capture the good feelings from her youth. “I thought about America’s inherent cultural nostalgia for the ice cream truck. Then I recalled my own fond memories of hearing the bells and whistles of the Good Humor man down the street, then getting this lovely treat. It was a warm and fuzzy experience,” explains Shimada, who was determined to make homemade ice cream from scratch and now has a following of over 3,000+ followers on Twitter for flavors like her Butter Toffee Crunch and fresh Mint Stracciatella.

[image: Adria Shimada peers out from her popular Parfait Ice Cream truck in Seattle, Washington.]

Adria Shimada peers out from her popular Parfait Ice Cream truck in Seattle, Washington.





       tip
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       Toppings: Because ice cream sales are very competitive, one way to stand out from the crowd is through innovative toppings. Creative toppings have included Pumpkin Butter, mochi and Captain Crunch, Ginger Syrup, Key Lime Curd, Fresh Berries and Saba, Nutella, and even Wasabi Pea Dust. Try getting that from Mister Softee!




 



Like many dessert makers, Shimada has found that trying new and inventive flavors attracts a crowd, while simply making marvelous versions of standard favorites provides a mass audience.

While ice cream is certainly a fun food, the business needs to be taken just as seriously as that involving any other food. If you opt to make your own ice cream, understand that making it is a two-day, or more, process that needs to be repeated regularly and done very carefully. If you master it, you’re past the first step to serving homemade ice cream. If not, buy manufactured ice cream and find creative and cost-effective ways of serving it—again, and think toppings. It’s also to your advantage to offer various sizes, choices of cones or cups, sundaes, and other options.

Because ice cream is scooped and then served, and scoop size can vary, you need to be extra careful when determining your costs. Your profit will be based on how many scoops you sell and what you need to charge per scoop and per topping. If you are serving homemade, organic fresh ice cream, you may need to charge more. After all, you have to buy each ingredient.

Along with scoopers and other equipment, your most important onboard item is your freezer. You’ll want a chest freezer with an adjustable thermometer. Whether you are making ice cream or serving known brands and all sorts of popular pops for the kids, you will want to serve high-quality products and find good locations.


 




       tip
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       Don’t Overdo It

       “I make more than 20 flavors of ice cream, but only offer about six at any given time,” says Adria Shimada. The idea is to make life simple so that you only need to make a few flavors at a time. Then you can provide your customers with some choices but not so many that they stand there causing long lines to form while making a decision. Remember, unlike an ice cream shop, your counter space is very limited.




 



In many parts of the country, ice cream business drops off significantly between November and March. If you can plan carefully, you might be able to shift gears from a cart or truck to an indoor kiosk at a mall, hotel, or in a theater lobby by renting one well in advance for a few months. However, such locations may already be occupied. Another option is to cater kids’ parties during the cold months or sell your ice cream in pints or larger quantities and deliver in your area. Adria of the Parfait Ice Cream truck is doing just that in Seattle. When it’s too cold to take the truck out, and she’s not in her shop’s she fills orders and delivers her homemade ice cream.

When selling ice cream, also consider selling gelato, sorbet, and other ice cream variations for the carb-conscious crowd.

Beverages

       •  Soda

       •  Coffee

       •  Tea

       •  Hot Chocolate

       •  Bottled Water

       •  Juices

       •  Lemonade


 




       tip
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       If you are buying coffee from wholesalers, consider major players such as, Specialty Java, or Caribu Coffee among other known favorites. Because coffee is so immensely popular, smaller companies do pop up, but they often disappear, putting the consistency of your product at risk. Popular brands such as Eight O’Clock Coffee and Safeway are also good bets. Look for a tried-and-true brand and, perhaps, also offer it with a twist.




 



Typically bottled water, soda, and popular fruit drinks are easy enough to buy in quantity and make a profit. Hint: buy both regular and diet soda, tea, and fruit drinks.

The one variable is, of course, coffee. It can be an important item, so much so that many truck owners leave it to the nearby Starbucks to handle it or to those cart owners who sell just coffee or espresso.

If you sell coffee, you need to make sure it is freshly brewed on a regular basis. Bad coffee can be disastrous. You also need to offer various sizes, plus decaf and all of the necessary accouterments: milk, sugar, sweeteners, cream, creamers, and stirrers. Tea can be easier because it’s hot water and a variety of tea bags, which may be herbal or regular. Hot chocolate is also relatively simple and inexpensive to carry. But java is still the king of hot beverages. You will have to scout around very carefully when looking for locations because Starbucks seems to be everywhere. Fortunately a coffee or an espresso cart has wheels. If you turn the corner and come face to face with a green Starbucks sign, you can relocate quickly. However, If you’re near a college campus, you may also come up against competition from Starbucks’ new coffee trucks. As of 2105, the coffee giant has begun making those overnight cram sessions a little easier for students by sending out Starbucks trucks to campus locations with most of the company’s usual menu.


 




       warning
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       Fruits are perishable. Therefore if you are selling fruit juices, you’ll need to buy the right quantities so you will not be wasting too much fruit and cutting into your profits. Keep a close watch on how much you buy and sell until you become very good at estimating your daily fruit needs.




 



When it comes to coffee, espresso, or other hot beverages, the bar has been raised very high so you will need to work long and hard to match or top the coffee elite. There are some coffeemakers that have made the grade in the mobile world such as the New York’s famous Mudtruck featuring a blend drip coffee, a strong brew with notes of cocoa and cherry.


 




       tip
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       Taste before you purchase foods. Everyone will try to sell you on quality, but you’re the one putting your reputation on the line. Find the brands you like or the growers whose foods are the freshest. Also make sure to read all labels very carefully and save at least one label from everything you sell. Customers today often ask if certain ingredients are in what they are buying, and you need to have the correct answers. If someone gets sick because of an ingredient in your food, you could get sued. Therefore, you need to know exactly what you are selling!




 



Cold beverages such a Hot Pink Lemonade with beet, lime, cucumber, and apple from the Green Pirate Juice Truck, also in New York, can be a welcome refresher, especially during the summer heat. And, if you can’t afford a juice truck quite yet, for very few dollars, you can open a fresh juice cart.

As more and more people have begun focusing on healthier drinks, fruit juices have become a very popular alternative to soda. All you need to do is come up with a few recipes for fresh fruit juices, original or not, or buy concentrated juices at affordable prices. The more unique your juices, the more likely your cart can develop a following, especially if you are using farm fresh products. And don’t forget that smoothies are also very popular.

Buying Your Foods and Ingredients
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Sourcing, as they call it in the food business, is the process of getting your foods and other ingredients. Like a restaurant, you need to determine your potential volume and buy accordingly. You always need to be planning in advance to shop or receive orders so that you are never out of necessities. If you are cooking, make a detailed shopping list of ingredients. If you are buying food from wholesalers, know how much you need, how much you can safely keep fresh, and how much you can sell before any food goes bad. You are better running out of food on a busy day than selling something that isn’t fresh. Determining the right quantities to purchase is usually trial and error.

Where to source your food, can be a factor in planning your purchases, schedule, and offerings.


 




       tip
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       Don’t take the first price offered, negotiate with distributors. Also, always punch up the numbers to make sure you can make a profit before striking a deal.






Wholesale Food Distributors

You can find plenty of food choices on the internet at sites like fooddirectories.com, foodprocessing.com or wholesalegrocersdirectory.com, which offer directories of food and beverage suppliers. You can look up food wholesalers in your area or go directly to major ones such as Sysco (sysco.com) or Performance Food Group (pfgc.com).

One of the leading places to find local food is Agrilicious, a comprehensive Washington state based resource from Social Purpose Corporation, builds the farmer to family connection and encourages food buyers (from food trucks to caterers to restaurants) to support local food sources. From recipes to blogs to the background of organic farming to the local sources nationwide, there is a lot to learn from Agrilicious.


 




       tip
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       Some wholesalers may ask to see your licenses. Have copies handy to show that you are indeed a licensed food seller when buying in bulk. It also helps to build good relationships with sellers that you like because they will know you will be back to buy again.






Manufacturers

Most major food manufacturers should be easily reachable and in many cases will sell you what you need or point you in the right direction so you can find their products nearby. Start with their websites. There are thousands of big companies to consider. There are also numerous small companies and niche providers that can supply you with a tremendous number of tasty options. From apples to zucchini, someone is ready with the food you need. As is the case when buying anything, compare prices along with quality as you shop.

Local and Regional Suppliers

If you start looking locally, you will find food distributors in your area.

Regional suppliers like Cheney Brothers in the southeast (Cheneybrothers.com) and Smart & Final (smartandfinal.com) handling the West Coast can also be very helpful if you are in their area of distribution.

Greenmarkets and Farmers Markets

A very popular option for some of the new food carts and trucks hitting the streets is to sell the healthiest versions of the basic food truck favorites by seeking organic farms and greenmarkets. You’ll have to charge a little more to cover the slightly higher costs, but you’ll attract the health-conscious crowd, and that’s a big demographic in some areas.

Food shopping is a huge endeavor for Adria Shimada, who looks for all organic products to use when making homemade ice cream for her Seattle food truck and restaurants. “I get everything from a different distributor. Milk and cream come from a local certified organic dairy farm about 80 miles away, and I get eggs in another nearby town from another organic farm. All of my produce is real fresh produce, I don’t use flavors or extracts. For my mint ice cream, I use real spearmint from a farm in Carnation, Washington,” explains Shimada who scouted and tasted the food from many farms before finding her sources. Some deliver to her commercial kitchen, and others are found at farmer’s markets in Seattle where farmers bring the wholesale quantities she needs.

Get to know area growers, talk to farmers and vendors at farmers’ markets, and scout around carefully for whatever you need.

Food Cooperatives

When restaurateurs and/or mobile food owners order foods together in bulk quantities, they can save money. The larger the order, the better the discount. So if you can find some noncompetitive entrepreneurs, you can ask if they want to team up and place orders with you, which is how a food co-op is formed. A coop is simply a group of individuals who come together for their mutual benefit, not unlike a credit union. You can look in your neighborhood for others interested in forming a co-op or, if you are interested in natural food co-ops (as well as finding plenty of information on co-ops), you can visit the Coop Directory (coopdirectory.org).


 




       tip
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       If you have an iPhone or Android you can use the Locavore App to help you find fresh, local, farm-to-table ingredients from a growing network of farmers’ markets. The application also lets you know about foods in season in your area. HarvestMark Traceability, NRDC’s Eat Local, iFarmMarket, and Farmstand, with its international reach, are all free apps to help you find fresh foods. Urban Farming Assistant Start will even help you grow your own vegetables—can’t get much fresher than that.






Shopping Clubs

BJ’s Wholesale Club, Sam’s Club, Costco, and other shopping clubs have become very popular in recent years as the idea of buying quality food in bulk has caught on. Restaurant owners shop at these clubs and so can you. Each requires a membership with an annual fee. You can then stock up on many items you need at good prices. Of course, you can also shop where the restaurant owners and their chefs shop—in places like Restaurant Depot and Jetro, which offer numerous choices at good prices.


CHAPTER 4

What’s Off the Menu?

While it’s true that the food is what lures most people into this particular industry, your truck, cart, trailer, bus, or kiosk is a key part of your business equation. In essence, it’s your partner. It is also what separates you from those brick-and-mortar restaurants, cafes, and snack bars that always seem to be nearby.

Along with mobility, the latest in technology provides you with a marvelous opportunity to compete with brick-and-mortar eateries. Smaller ovens, speedy convection ovens, mini-freezers, the latest in mobile generators, and a host of portable appliances make it possible to transport, cook, and serve foods almost anywhere. In addition, stainless steel counters and work stations, plus heavy duty cleaning products make it easier to meet health codes. You’ll also find a wide selection of vehicles that are either built or retrofitted to your specifications. Gone are the days of struggling with a cart or truck that barely meets the needs of the food vendor. Today, you can hit the streets with the vehicle of your choice, or set up a state-of-the art kiosk in the busiest mall in town. You can also offer greater variety in food choices and grow a steady customer base thanks to mobile communication tools.

There are advantages to being mobile. For example, besides not having to pay the high startup costs and monthly rent, you also do not need as many people on your payroll. And if a restaurant is not drawing a crowd, it is stuck in its location. You, on the other hand, can always pick up and move. Being mobile means finding locations you like. As for caterers, being mobile means you are not sitting with an empty catering hall during the slower months. Instead you can always create new themes and focus on holiday parties (for any occasion) rather than worrying about how you are going to pay your rent.

Of course the downside of mobility is the many local rules and regulations that can limit your opportunity to sell. In most regions of the United States and Canada, your sales success is also limited by inclement weather.

Sure there are pros and cons to going mobile, but if you are considering taking the plunge, then you need to focus on a vehicle (or kiosk) that meets your needs. Vehicle choice depend primarily on:

       •  Size and scope of your projected business endeavor

       •  Food or foods you plan to serve

       •  How much you are planning to invest in the business

       •  The area(s) in which you will be operating

       •  Your financial goals and expectations

Carts
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“Carts are like cars, you can build a VW or a Mercedes Benz,” says Mike Boyd from Cart-King (cart-king.com), a major food cart seller that works with buyers to create the best cart for their individual needs. “The features you decide to include will depend on your needs and the state rules and regulations,” adds Boyd.

Hot dog carts are typically pushcarts. They will have a grill, splashguard, hot and cold running water, two-basin sink, waste tank, plus a storage area for supplies and possibly an insulated storage area in which you can keep cold soda or bottled water.

Ice cream carts are typically pushcarts designed to hold ice cream vats, with a dipper well with running water, stainless steel pans or trays for toppings, display area, and storage compartments for cups, cones, etc. The latest in cold trays have replaced dry ice and remain cold during your sales day. They can be electrically charged during the off-hours.

“Food carts in the right locations can do $500 to $1,200 in business a day,” notes Boyd, of the more successful cart owners.

Depending on your needs (and the local licensing requirements), you have carts that include:

       •  Stainless steel burners

       •  Propane tanks (and hook up) for power

       •  Power cord for indoor use or at fairs and other venues where electricity is available

       •  Display area(s)

       •  A stainless steel cooling compartment

       •  Three- (and even four) basin stainless steel sink: for running water, for food preparation, for washing your hands, and for cleaning utensils

       •  Hot and cold running water: uses a self-contained pump system with one tank for clean water tank and one for gray (or dirty) water

       •  Hot water heater for coffee or espresso (or tea)

       •  Various (locking) storage areas

       •  A removable hitch for pulling by car or van

       •  Rear lights and blinker lights for towing

       •  Stainless steel counter, including a small cash register or cash box

       •  A heavy-duty canopy

       •  Heavy-duty handles for pushing

       •  Space for signage

       •  Large-capacity ice bin for holding cases of soda with ice or other cold products

       •  Display oven for pizza, pretzels, and knishes

       •  Grill for heating foods

       •  Cold trays for ice cream

       •  Serving shelves

       •  Mechanical refrigeration

       •  Water softening system

       •  Water filtration system

       •  LCD advertising screen options

       •  Locking caster wheels


 




       tip
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       Get a flattop grill. “Many carts today have flattop grills,” says Mike Boyd of Cart-King. “They make it easier for people to branch out and try new things like stir fry foods using a wok. They are also easy to heat and can be used to make multiple dishes like breakfast foods or hamburgers.”




 







      Ten Things to Consider When Buying a Cart

             1.  What features are included—do they meet your specific needs or not?

             2.  Ease of handling and comfort of handles or ease of hitching to your vehicle.

             3.  The weight of the cart. Is it too heavy to push? To tow?

             4.  How easy is it to secure everything so that nothing falls or breaks when moving.

             5.  Does the cart require assembly when you buy it? How easy/difficult is it to assemble?

             6.  The wheels. Do they lock? Make sure they are sturdy and not worn.

             7.  The height and width. A narrower cart can squeeze in tight spaces—but may not have enough space to meet your needs.

             8.  Can you set it up and break it down easily?

             9.  Does the cart feel sturdy and well constructed?

           10.  And finally, consider the style and design. You want it to represent the theme of your business.




 



Used Carts

A new six-by-three-foot food cart typically starts at about $4,000, but they can run up to $20,000 depending on the size, features, and quality. You can save a lot of money on a used cart. Just remember, you are putting your business on this vehicle, so make sure that it is in good condition. Like a used car, take it out for a spin or push, and make sure it is to your liking. Try shopping around. You can find used carts for $1,000 to $ 3,500, depending on wear and tear, size, and features. Look for a cart that was used to sell similar foods to those that you will be selling. After all, why convert a former ice cream cart to sell hot dogs? There are plenty of used hot dog carts available.

Kiosks
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Food kiosks are generally used indoors in rented or leased spaces in malls, arenas, conference centers, hotels, airports, and similar locations. Larger, outdoor kiosks can be used at amusement parks. The kiosks themselves can run anywhere from $3,000 to $50,000 or more depending on the size and how elaborate they are. But the fees for a location can run you as much as $100,000 depending on where are doing business. Success for kiosks, like carts and trucks, is largely about location, location, location but in this case, getting one within a prime location can be costly.

It is important that you not only know the health codes and municipal requirements for food preparation and sales, but also the rules, regulations, and restrictions of the venue in which you will be selling. While kiosks generally do not have to deal with the limitations of the weather, you will probably have limitations imposed by the indoor location, especially hours of operation. If the mall stays open until 9 P.M., you obviously cannot stay open until 10 P.M. The same holds true if you are part of a food court. In addition, malls may specify that you have a design that fits in with their décor. They will also let you know what signage is and is not permitted, so make sure you meet the needs of the location before you buy, build, and/or retrofit a kiosk.


 




       warning
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       Unlike carts, trucks, and buses, you are unable to pick up and move if business is slow. Therefore, it is important that you do not let yourself be lured into a lease or a “discount” rental price in a bad location. Make sure you scout carefully to see how much foot traffic the area actually has. Also see if you have any competition. Even if you are the only pretzel kiosk in the airline terminal or local mall, you should ask about having a clause in the lease that no other pretzel kiosk can open up while you are in there, at least not on the same floor.




 



A stand-alone kiosk is typically good for serving simple offerings such as pretzels, donuts, cupcakes, and other items that need not be heated. Coffee is the one hot product frequently sold in kiosks. To cook in a kiosk, you need a ventilation system so you do not have smoke billowing into an indoor facility. For this reason, kiosks serving cooked foods tend to be restricted to foods court where both ventilation and electricity are available. While your costs will be higher (because you are renting space in the venue), you can make upwards of $2,000 a day at a kiosk in a busy location. You may also consider franchising an express kiosk from one of many major food chains. (See Chapter 11 on franchising.)

Along with many of the features found in food carts (listed above), a kiosk may include:

       •  Extended, often lighted, counter space

       •  More display space

       •  Larger and lighted signage

       •  Refrigerated cases

       •  Actual roofs rather than canopies

       •  More cabinets and areas for supplies

       •  More elaborate design

Food Trucks
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When buying a food truck, you have two specific issues to consider:

       1.  The truck itself

       2.  The food preparation portion of the truck

Despite the urge to start retrofitting a truck before you even test drive it, the need to have a vehicle that can serve you over the long haul is very important. No matter how good your food is, nobody gets to taste it if your truck is broken down somewhere in a tunnel.

Depending on the size of the truck, the equipment necessary, the retrofitting, and whether you are buying new or used, truck costs can run from $15,000 to more than $100,000. They can also take anywhere from a few weeks to six months (or more) to retrofit properly. Try to get a good estimate of time required from whomever you hire to design your truck, then add a month to the timeframe.

Obviously, the advantage to a new truck is that you get a warranty, have it designed to your liking, and built to meet local regulations from the start. Also, everything is brand new. Of course, the other side to the equation is that it will cost you a lot of money. If you do not have financial backers, this can delay making a profit.

As a result, many food truck owners work from used retrofitted trucks. If you decide to buy a used truck, you should have a mechanic that you trust inspect the vehicle carefully. Before even thinking about food, you want to make sure the truck is in good shape to travel and carry your equipment on a daily basis. Kim Ima, owner of the Treats Truck of New York, which sells cookies, brownies, and other baked goods, found a used vehicle for sale on eBay in the fall 2006 and bought it for less than $20,000. Laurent Katgely, who owns the San Francisco French restaurant Chez Spencer, opened a food-truck business called Spencer on the Go! after buying a former burrito truck for $15,000. In fact, most of the food truck owners interviewed for this book purchased used trucks to start their businesses.

When buying a truck, you will need to consider typical truck issues, such as how well the truck handles, how easy it is to maneuver and whether it can accommodate the weight of the necessary equipment. Keep in mind that a heavier truck (typically over 26,000 pounds) will also require the driver to have a commercial truck driver’s license.


 




      Three Key Concerns for Used Truck Buyers

       1.  The Engine. Have it checked out by a licensed mechanic.

       2.  Space Issues. Measure to make sure not only your equipment will fit, but that there will be sufficient room for one or two people to work comfortably.

       3.  Is it Cost-Effective? A used truck, retrofitted to meet you needs and health code regulations, should cost significantly less than a new truck.




 



Used trucks may come with some wear and tear, so you will need to check the truck out carefully. Make sure that everything works, from the sinks and freezers to the headlights and sound system, if there is one.

What to consider when buying a food truck:

       •  Does the truck handle well? Make sure the truck does not overwhelm you and that it is easy to maneuver.

       •  Is it easy to see behind you and alongside of you from the mirrors?

       •  Is there enough room to fit the equipment you want into the truck and still maneuver comfortably inside?

       •  Is the price within your budget? Are there financing options?

       •  What is the weight of the truck? A heavier truck (typically over 26,000 pounds) will usually require a commercial (truck) drivers license.

When buying a used truck:

       •  Check the year, model, and make of the vehicle as well as the mileage. You want to make sure you can find parts if necessary. You also don’t want a truck that has significant mileage.

       •  Make sure the engine and all parts are in good condition.

       •  Determine if the truck is retrofitted to meet your needs and how much will need to be changed.

       •  What is the condition of the equipment? How much needs to be replaced? (Hint: Check to see that everything works, from the headlights and the radio to the sinks and food warmers.)

       •  Is there enough room to meet your specific equipment needs?

In addition to many of the features found in food carts, trucks may also include:

       •  Larger refrigerators and/or freezers

       •  More power through propane or a generator

       •  Additional food service or preparation equipment

       •  Additional cabinet and supply space

       •  Side serving windows and countertops

When searching for a truck, you might consider buying an inexpensive van, former postal truck, or a similar nonfood-related vehicle. A number of food truck owners have done this. The truck is retrofitted, which typically means removing any seats except those in the front, changing the flooring to something that is very easy to clean (and not slippery), and building a counter and window in the side of the vehicle. You will also need to install power via propane tanks or a generator.


 




       tip
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       Whether you plan to cook on your truck, bus, or attached trailer, you must have a hood/fan system with a fire suppression device. If you are using gas, you must also include an automatic gas shutoff with the hood system. This equipment can be costly to install and maintain, so an off-site commercial kitchen, which comes with such equipment, can be a better choice. In fact, some cities require you to cook in an off-site commercial kitchen.






Mobile Catering Trucks
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Mobile catering trucks are those hired to provide food for a party or gathering at a location of the client’s choice. If your catering business is primarily transporting food and not serving it, you face less stringent requirements then if you are preparing and serving food. Along with the concerns about purchasing a good quality vehicle, you need to purchase the right truck for what you do. If transporting food from your kitchen to the location of the party or event is your number-one concern, then you need to focus on square footage, shelving, and ability to secure everything you are carrying. Of course you may need refrigerators, freezers, and/or warmers. If you are not serving from the truck, sinks and serving areas are not necessary, minimizing some costs.


 




       tip
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       Measure all equipment carefully. You only have so much room in any vehicle or kiosk. Your designer can help you determine what fits, but you may need to add equipment or make changes. Measure, measure, measure.




 



Conversely, if you are actually cooking on site, you will need food preparation permits and licensing. Again, you have to determine if legally you can cook on board your vehicle in your town or city. If you cannot, your other option is to bring grills and other equipment and cook in designated areas, such as places where barbecuing is allowed. More on mobile catering is found in Chapter 8.

A typical mobile kitchen includes:

       •  Cooking equipment with an exhaust hood

       •  Refrigerator

       •  Utensil and hand-washing sinks with hot and cold running water

       •  Service windows

       •  Stainless steel counters

       •  Roof windows with aluminum screens

       •  Prep tables and/or counters

       •  Multiple storage counters/sinks

       •  Propane tanks

       •  Emergency exit


 




       warning
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       One of the biggest mistakes food truck owners make is overloading their vehicle. Trucks can only carry so much weight before they start having maintenance problems. Look for a truck that can accommodate all that you require. Your truck should be able to handle at least 15,000 pounds as the gross vehicle weight.






Bustaurants
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Bustaurants are still fairly new. World Fare and Le Truc were the originals, breaking new ground and ruffling some feathers. Unfortunately both have since closed. Nonetheless, bustaurants, although rare, do continue. One of the hottest Bustaurants today, Food Fighters in even serves up a roast beef on Cuban bread with dipping sauce called the Dippitadydoo. To buy a Greyhound or a double-decker bus and retrofit it as a restaurant can cost upwards of $250,000. One must consider that to buy and retrofit the Food Fighters school bus had to cost a bit of money as well.

The concept of using the upper deck or part of the vehicle as a dining area is unknown in most towns, cities, and counties, forcing legislators to write new rules. Meanwhile, you will be subject to the same health department licensing rules and regulations of food trucks.

The novelty of the bustaurant is eating onboard. To accentuate that novelty, themes are also part of the “charm” of this new dining experience. Essentially anything you could put in a cart or truck can fit into a bus—and more—depending on local rules and regulations. You need to calculate and measure the space for actual dining, which means tables and chairs, but the number of diners you can have may be dictated by fire department regulations.

While those with a lot of capital can consider the bustaurant as an exciting venture, there are some issues you have to deal with.

       •  Their success is still somewhat unproven. Because they are new, it is still not clear if they are a passing fad (literally) or here to stay.

       •  They require a driver or drivers that are comfortable handling a vehicle of this size and licensed to do so.

       •  There will certainly be parking issues. San Francisco’s Le Truc was met with protests. Local authorities tend not to want buses parking all over town.

       •  The cost of maintaining a bus is significant.

       •  While some are greener than others, running on bio diesel, many environmentalists are not thrilled with the idea of having more buses on their city streets.

In high tourist areas, bustaurants seem to be popular thus far. They may become the next generation of mobile dining or remain as a novelty—time will tell. Most newcomers to the industry would be advised to follow them (literally if possible) to see how they do before jumping on board.

On the bright side, in many cities you would be among the first to have such a large mobile dining facility. While municipalities typically frown upon food preparation and even serving food while on the move, you can plot out an itinerary that has a different course at each of a few locations. You can also pick up customers and drive around before and after the dinner is served. Why not have your customers transported from the hustle and bustle of downtown to a romantic location, serve a romantic dinner, and then bring them back? With the right theme, atmosphere, and promotion, a bustaurant can be a unique and profitable business. But, be forewarned, it is a costly adventure.

Retrofitting
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Adria’s Parfait Ice Cream truck in Seattle was bought used from someone in Michigan who ran it as a traditional ice cream truck, selling packaged products. Adria makes homemade ice cream and had to customize the truck to meet Seattle health codes because she was actually scooping the ice cream herself, which is considered food preparation. “An ice cream truck or a cart selling packaged products doesn’t need the same equipment, such as a hand sink on the truck, so my truck had to have sinks installed to meet the regulations,” explains Adria.

Like most entrepreneurs, she carefully considered what she would need for her small truck and made a list. Designers typically work from the list you provide for retrofitting and make recommendations based on what you need in order to meet health codes. They can also help you with size and space issues, which are trickier than you might think.

Plan Carefully—Have a Design in Mind

Wouldn’t you like to design your kitchen from scratch? Well here’s your chance, sort of. The larger the vehicle and/or the more foods you are selling, the more carefully you will have to create, and review, your floor plan. Rule of thumb says keep it simple when starting out by serving only a few items or make one item (i.e., cupcakes or ice cream) with variations on the theme.

Your plan, whether created by hand or on a computer program, should outline the specific equipment you need and the easiest way to move around efficiently. For example, if you are selling pizza, you need a pizza oven, three-compartment sink, hot water system, beverage cooler, freezer, and prep fridges all mounted properly. You want sufficient counterpace, a multi-tiered heated display case, room for your cash register, a place for toppings, and storage for paper goods, cleaning supplies, and anything else you need to bring along, plus a propane fuel system to power most of the above. You also need proper ventilation, a serving window, and a fire extinguisher.

Clearly a coffee truck and a pizza truck will be designed differently, so you need to commit to a rough menu in advance. List the types of food you will sell and where you will need to store them, heat them, prepare them, and so forth. Include each item on your list (i.e., freezer, deep fryer, heat lamp, etc.). Then start deciding where each item would fit best keeping in mind work flow. You need room for food prep and then a place to plate and serve. If you are planning to do the job yourself, you need to first do the grunt work of cleaning out the truck thoroughly before you can even consider retrofitting. Next you’ll have a litany of considerations to address which includes:


 




      Food Trucks Go Hollywood

                   In 2014, food trucks went Hollywood with the feature film Chef, starring Jon Favreau and Sofia Veraga. The film zeroed in on a famed chef who had a major falling out with the restaurant owner (played by Dustin Hoffman) over what direction the restaurant would take and what they should serve a leading L.A. Food Critic (Robert Downey Jr.). After a melt down with the critic the chef (Favreau) leaves in a huff and ends up back in his hometown of Miami, where he discovers cubanos and decides to sell the popular sandwiches with yucca fries from a food truck. The film takes viewers through the hard work of retrofitting a truck and starting a food business. Favreau, his son, and his assistant (and close friend played by John Leguizamo) then take off across the country selling the sandwiches while incorporating local ingredients in cities such as New Orleans and Austin. His son, savvy on social media, spreads the word that they are coming to the various cities where they are a hit. While, somewhat Hollywood-ized for the screen, the movie successfully brought the food truck experience to a new audience while generating $45 million in sales and critical acclaim.




 



       •  Measuring everything and marking where it should go.

       •  Finding an electrician to help make sure wiring is adequate.

       •  Framing the walls with aluminum.

       •  Cutting out your serving window.

       •  Installing your air conditioning unit.

       •  Insulating your vehicle for safety and to meet fire codes.

       •  Safely installing a propane tank complying to state or city regulations.

       •  Installing your generator in a ventilated area.

       •  Adding the interior hood to ventilate the vehicle.

       •  Having a plumber help you install your sinks.

       •  And, making sure that everything works!


 




       tip
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       There are many cart, truck, and kiosk designers. Asking other mobile food vendors, doing a search on Google, or checking the resources in the back of this book can provide names of places. Many outfitters will take care of permits, insurance, and maintenance; and some include POS technology. Ask what is offered before selecting someone to be your designer.




 







      Buying or Renting

                   Depending on the equipment and the size, a new food truck could cost you more than $100,000. Conversely, renting a truck will cost you about $3,000 a month (depending on the size and condition of the vehicle.) The obvious advantage of renting is the cost saving. As is typically the case, the downside of renting is that you cannot sell the truck one day. You are also held to the terms of the rental agreement. Another option is to start a business with a rented vehicle, see how it goes, and possibly buy the vehicle once you are familiar with it and have determined that you like being part of the mobile food business. Look for rentals with an option to buy.




 



Clearly, this is a very rough list of what goes into retrofitting a food truck. You can find more detailed retrofitting information by googling “retrofitting a food truck” online. Of course there are always a number of personal touches you can add and equipment that suits your needs.

Once you have worked with a designer to retrofit the truck, or you’ve done the job yourself, you will need to map out how someone will take a slice from a heated display, add toppings, heat a slice or individual pizza, get the customer’s drink, serve the customer, and collect the money all in a fluid motion. Take your time to make sure the process works. It can be very costly to redo the infrastructure of your retrofitted vehicle once it is completed.

If you are buying an existing vehicle for the same usage, perhaps selling espresso just like the previous owner, it is advantageous to study how he or she ran the show. Of course, you may still want to make some minor changes to suit your needs.

Where Do Food Trucks and Carts Sleep?
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Food kiosks typically stay at one location for the duration of the lease. As an owner, you need to make sure everything is carefully shut down at the end of the day. Often trailers shut down and remain at a location if it is permitted. For carts, trucks, and buses, however, the situation is usually different. Many cities require that a mobile food vehicle be parked in a health department–approved commissary parking location for both health and safety reasons. You will, therefore, have to find such a facility in your area. Rates vary from several hundred dollars per month to upwards of $1,000, depending on the local authority, the size of the vehicle, and what else is included besides just the parking. Facilities vary significantly. Some parking locations wash vehicles and sell fuel or propane. Many will let you use electricity to charge your equipment. Ask if there is a fee or it is included in your rental agreement.


 




      Electrical Equipment

                   According to West Coast Catering, a company that sells catering trucks, electrical equipment in a food truck or mobile catering truck may include:

             [image: ][image: ]  Interior fluorescent light fixtures with approved covers

             [image: ][image: ]  Exterior light fixtures installed on service doors

             [image: ][image: ]  Two-speed electrical fans in the exhaust hood

             [image: ][image: ]  Electric water heater

             [image: ][image: ]  48-, 60-, 72-inch refrigerator

             [image: ][image: ]  110v electrical outlets

             [image: ][image: ]  Electric generator: 2000 or 3000 watt output (quiet model)

             [image: ][image: ]  12-volt battery back-up system with battery charger

             [image: ][image: ]  15 amp. fuse block for fans and light fixtures




 



It is also important to find parking that you consider safe. Many commissaries have security cameras and even someone on duty 24/7. You also want to know about the access if you plan to bring your vehicle back at off-hours. such as after serving the late night crowd leaving a ballgame at midnight or the nightclub crowd leaving the local hot spot at 3 A.M. A commissary that is not far from your commercial kitchen, if you are using one, is also a plus. Sometimes the same company provides both a kitchen and vehicle parking, though typically not in the same location.

Once again, bustaurants are charting a new course. Indoor commissaries often do not have the room for parking large vehicles. You may need to find outdoor parking lots that are deemed satisfactory by the Department of Health, so this issue is important to investigate before starting a bustaurant.

Taking Care of Your Vehicle
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Nobody wants to miss a day of work because of a flat tire or engine trouble, especially if you are in the mobile food industry where your inventory is also at risk of being wasted.

Because your wheels are almost as important as your menu, although less tasty, you need to have regular check-ups scheduled for your vehicle. If not for your own good, you will need to do this to appease the people handing out your permits and renewing your licenses. Remember, vehicle inspection counts for a lot in this business.

Routine maintenance not withstanding, it is to your advantage to take a course in vehicle maintenance. It is also your responsibility to keep the owner’s manual that comes with a new vehicle or at least check the manufacturer’s website for additional information about a used vehicle. Chevy, for example, has troubleshooting information online, as do most other vehicle manufacturers.

To play it safe, you or your driver must be aware of the condition of the truck. The wear and tear of carrying heavy equipment on a daily basis can take its toll on your vehicle. Many food and mobile catering truck owners are so concerned about the food end of the business that they neglect their vehicles. Plenty of stories abound of those bad days when truck owners learned that the alternator did not work, the battery died (never depend on the battery to power food equipment), or the gas gauge was on empty or a bit below before you almost reached your destination.

Therefore, you must:

       •  Check recall announcements. Some recalls are more critical than others for keeping the truck in service. You can visit www.AutoRecalls.us for recall information.

       •  Pay attention to all engine warning lights on the dashboard and never ignore one that is lit.

       •  Keep an eye on the gas gauge.

       •  Check the engine oil frequently.

       •  Make sure all lights are working.

       •  Make sure the fuel tank is not leaking.

       •  Make sure your spark plugs are not worn.

       •  Make sure all connections in the engine are not loose or eroding.

       •  Check your tire pressure often.

       •  Make sure windshield wipers are working, and change the blades if they are getting worn down.

       •  If you hear a noise while driving and all food equipment is off, pull over, stop, and shut the vehicle off. When you start up again (assuming you can start up again), check under the hood if the sound continues to see if you can tell where it is coming from. Unless you have taken a troubleshooting course and know what to do, have the engine looked at by a mechanic as soon as possible.


 




      It Started with Artisan Ice Cream Trucks in New York City

                   In 2008 the first two Van Leeuwen Artisan Ice Cream trucks hit the streets of New York City. Today there are six trucks selling everything from finest quality chocolate and vanilla ice cream to mint chip, cinnamon, hazelnut, and red currents blended with fresh cream.

             The Van Leeuwen’s have worked long and hard to modernize their business and expand. They have now added stores in Boerum Hill, Greenpoint, and Williamsburgh in Brooklyn, as well as in the East and West Village in lower Manhattan. They’ve even gone cross-country with trucks and new stores in Los Angeles proving that food trucks can lead to much more if give the customers what they want.




 



Your commissary may offer some help with an available mechanic. If not, find someone you can trust. Also keep in mind that some national parts chains offer free diagnostic testing. Such testing can identify a problem.

Cart owners should not think this section is only for larger vehicles. While you will not have engine problems to worry about, wheels need to be in good shape at all times. Lights on the back of a vehicle being pulled are also supposed to work. In short, take the time to examine the cart carefully and make sure that all working parts are in good order. You will also very likely be required to park your cart in a specified area. In some cities, like New York, there are trucks that can be rented which take several carts at the end of a working day and transport all of them to a garage where they will be safe and sound overnight. Remember, your business is riding on your cart, so take good care of it.


CHAPTER 5

Can I Park Here?

Licenses, Regulations, and Points of Sales

Before you finish putting your menu together, building your perfectly retrofitted cart or truck, setting up your kiosk or hitting the road on a fabulous bustaurant, you need to get your licensing in order. While that’s not one of the more exciting aspects of your entrepreneurial pursuit, it’s one of the most important. It is, in fact, the overall commitment to more stringent health codes and sanitary regulations that have paved the way for food vehicles to generate such a mass following. The knock against food carts and trucks has long been that they were neither clean nor sanitary. Now, as that widespread perception changes, foodies and nonfoodies alike can enjoy their fare with confidence that those running the business are doing their utmost to meet, and surpass, sanitary requirements.

Licenses and Permits
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It would probably take several volumes to list and explain the numerous permits and licensing requirements because each state as well as most cities and even counties have their own. However, there are many universal concerns that need to be addressed. Typically, your local department of health will have the information you need. Therefore, you can get started by looking up the local health department online or in your local Yellow Pages and calling to inquire about the necessary requirements.

The state or city will have specific requirements that must be met depending on your mode of operation. If you are selling prepackaged foods, you are not considered a food handler and may have less stringent requirements than if you are actually preparing foods or even scooping ice cream. As long as food is unwrapped, you are typically considered to be a food handler and must meet specific regulations. While your cart or truck designer will not know the nuances of each city’s requirements, they can usually help you meet health standards. Before you can hit the road, health inspectors will inspect your vehicle. What are inspectors actually looking for? In Washington, DC, for example, an inspection is conducted to verify the following:

       •  Proof of ownership, proper identification, and license (of the vehicle)

       •  Proof of District-issued Food Manager Identification Card

       •  Food purchase record storage and record keeping

       •  Depot, commissary, or service support facility meets vending unit operation needs

       •  Copy of license for the service support facility and/or a recent inspection report be presented


 




       tip
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       There are nearly 20,000 separate licensing jurisdictions in the United States. Each has its own particular licensing requirements. Getting in touch with the right one(s) and finding out exactly what forms you need and how to submit them can be time consuming and tedious—but, it’s part of business. Dedicate at least three days to locating and filling out forms.




 



Food vehicles are typically inspected at least once a year by a health department inspector, sometimes randomly. The inspector checks to see how food is stored so that it does not spoil and that it is kept at the proper temperature. All food equipment as well as sinks and water supplies are checked. Commercial kitchens and garages in which food vehicles are kept are also inspected frequently and can be given high fines if they do not meet health and fire codes. Some have been shut down because of too many violations. Likewise, trucks and carts have lost their licenses over repeated violations.

Take New York City

One of the owners or partners of the intended food vehicle must have a mobile food-vending license with a photo ID badge. Once that is received, a Mobile Food Vending (MFV) Unit Permit is issued to the individual or business that wants to prepare and sell food from a mobile vehicle. After an inspector from the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) conducts an inspection of the vehicle and it passes, the permit is affixed to the vehicle.

According to the NYC DOHMH, the number of MFV Unit Permits that may be issued for use on public space is limited by law. At present there is a very long waiting list, so getting a permit can take years. Those interested in obtaining a public space permit may only apply for one when DOHMH notifies them that their name has come up.

To work at street fairs or special events, people need to apply for a Temporary Food Service Establishment permit. A Restricted Area MFV unit permit can also be obtained to operate on private property or in a commercially zoned area.


 




      Upgrading the Rules and Regulations

                   Keeping abreast of the latest changes in the rules and regulations in your city and/or state is very important. In New York City, the DHOMH, in recent years, has made changes to rules to improve sanitary practices in an effort to decrease the possibility of food-born illnesses. There is also an increased effort to clamp down on black market permits and the hiring of illegal immigrants. In New York City, not unlike other cities, there are also ongoing rule changes regarding the length and width of trucks and carts.

             Whether it’s a matter of keeping up with new rules and regulations or forgetting to adhere to the current ones, the New York City Courts still deal with nearly 60,000 vending cases every year with average annual fines totaling $433 per vehicle.




 



Keep in mind that permits need to be renewed. Renewal applications are mailed to the last known address of the permit holder as the permit nears expiration, so remember to update your address should you move.

One way entrepreneurs have gotten around the problem of being unable to get a license from the city is by teaming up with those who already have licenses and including them in their business. They also may rent vehicles from those with licenses, which is technically illegal. Buying a license on the black market can get you arrested. Needless to say, nobody talks very much about licenses in the Big Apple.

Playing It Safe
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To be on the safe side, it is highly recommended that you check with the proper regulating agencies in your area regarding specific requirements for your vehicle. You should also get into the habit of being as sanitary as possible from the planning stages forward. For example, food preparers today are required to wear disposable food preparation gloves—you can buy a box of 1,000 for less than $15 on Amazon.com. Foods should be wrapped or kept in sealed containers unless they are being heated or served. Sauces should be served in individual portions in disposable containers or in pour squeeze bottles. All foods that require refrigeration should be stored at proper temperatures. Proper refrigeration is extremely important because the last thing you want is to serve food that has gone bad. A bad reputation and/or lawsuit can ruin your business. Your freezer should be enclosed with an approved thermometer readable from outside the unit. In a truck or trailer, you are also required to have an adequate ventilation and/or air conditioning system that is able to maintain the interior ambient temperature within the proper temperature range of the refrigeration equipment.


 




       tip
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       Don’t leave cracks or crevices when outlining your truck design. The more you can streamline the truck so that insects or vermin have no dark areas in which to hide, the better off you will be. Counters should be continuous. and storage should go to the floor. In fact, light colors are advised, and in some cities/counties they are mandatory.




 



As for retrofitting your vehicle, you’ll want to start with the must-haves to meet inspection requirements in your municipality. You’ll want to make sure that everything retrofitted into your vehicle is easily washable, from the floors to the walls to the preparation and serving areas. Use smooth, easily cleanable surfaces. This is why stainless steel is popular for equipment and commercial grade linoleum for floors. Also, doors and garbage can covers (all covers, for that matter) need to be tight fitting. Trash receptacles need to be lined with proper trash bags. From major food preparation equipment down to proper dispensers for napkins, stirrers, and plastic utensils, you need to address everything in the vehicle or kiosk from the safest, most sanitary perspective possible. The department of health in your area will spell all of this out in detail.

Other things health departments frown upon include:

       •  Rust

       •  Wood surfaces

       •  Jagged or sharp edges

       •  Anything that is obstructed from cleaning

       •  Uncovered plastic utensils for customers

       •  Lack of splash guards around hand-washing sinks

If you are operating a full kitchen on your vehicle, you will have additional state and/or local requirements. Most retrofitters and kiosk, cart, and truck sellers can help you through the process. Bustaurants essentially follow the rules for trucks and will very likely have new health regulations as they become more popular.

Application Process Prerequisites
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Of course, before you can even apply for most licenses, you need to have your own information readily available. While local authorities vary in what they require, you will typically need to provide your:

       •  Mailing address and proof of address

       •  LLC, partnership, or a stamped copy of corporation papers

       •  Social Security number or tax identification number

       •  Valid photo ID

       •  Valid driver’s license (for at least one person involved in the business)

       •  A list of all operators of the vehicle

       •  State certificate of sales tax

       •  Business license(s) and/or certificates as required by state, city, or county

These are some of the basics that may be required. Double- and triple-check with the licensing authority before showing up without one of the many necessary documents. In some areas, you may need to get a license or permit from other agencies, such as environmental agencies or local fire inspectors, particularly if you are operating a mobile kitchen.

Business Permits
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Don’t forget that with all the food service permits and meeting the stringent health requirements, you may also need to get the necessary business licenses in your city or county. City hall or the county clerk’s office can usually point you in the right direction. Fees for business licenses are generally under $100. You can also go to your local city hall website to get appropriate licensing information. Licenses usually have renewal dates and there are late fees, so keep renewal dates on your calendar.


 




       warning
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       It is of the utmost importance that if you have any employees, you keep records of them on the books and stick to the schedule of tax withholding payments. After all the time and effort you have put into opening your food business, you would hate to be shut down because the IRS finds out that you are hiring people and not following the tax laws for your employees.




 



If you are doing business under the name of the truck or company, you will need a DBA (Doing Business As) certificate. This indicates that legally you are doing business under a fictitious name.

In addition, in most states business owners are required to register their business with a state tax agency and apply for certain tax permits as a seller. You may need to apply for a state sales tax permit. Consult your local tax office or check the IRS website (irs.gov). And if you are hiring employees, make sure to get an Employer Identification Number or EIN (aka a federal tax ID). The nine-digit EIN is important because it allows you to identify your business on government forms and official documents. Your federal tax ID not only makes the folks at the IRS happy when you file tax returns but also can be used in place of your personal Social Security number when you need to show business identification, thus keeping your Social Security number off of a lot of forms. Even if you are not hiring employees, you will need an EIN number if you have incorporated. The IRS makes it very easy to apply for EIN numbers and explains what you need to do on its website, irs.gov.

While most mobile food businesses are not incorporated, one reason to consider incorporating is to protect yourself personally from liability. If someone gets sick or injured and decides to sue you, she can sue the corporation and not go after your personal assets. While you may not be completely protected, it does put a layer of separation between you and your business. Incorporation primarily means filing a lot of papers and maintaining more stringent records. USA.gov has plenty of information on incorporating (usa.gov/Business/Incorporate.shtml) as does Nolo.com (nolo.com) and Learning Center at the Company Corporation (incorporate.com). Of course you should first consult with your attorney to see if such a move, or forming a LLC (limited liability company), is right for your business.

Vehicle Licensing
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Don’t forget that vehicle permits and inspections are vital to your business. Food not withstanding, if you’re driving a vehicle you will need to have proper vehicle registration. Carts and trailers may also need to be registered. Make sure you check with the Department of Motor Vehicles in your state to find out exactly what you need in your area, and stay on top of renewals. In addition, broken tail lights and other such problems need to be addressed prior to an inspection.

You need to have commercial plates on your vehicle. In most cities and states you also need a commercial driver’s license if you are operating a vehicle over 26,000 pounds. Check the vehicle weight requirements in your state. Visit the Federal Motor Carrier Safety License Administration (fmcsa.dot.gov) for more information.

Zoning, Parking, and Other Considerations
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Towns, cities, and counties have zoning restrictions, designating commercial and noncommercial zones. While you may be mobile, you can’t park just anywhere. Most areas limit food trucks, trailers, buses, and carts to specific locations. A list of where you can and cannot park should be available from the county clerk—be persistent because you want to avoid parking tickets. In some places, you may also have to adhere to two-hour parking restrictions and (believe it or not) pay for parking meters—yes, even carts. Having to adhere to strict parking rules and being subject to parking violations is one headache kiosk owners can avoid.

Try not to dodge the local police because they will catch on and make your life more difficult. It’s advisable to stay within the guidelines and befriend local authorities (give a cop a donut—just kidding!). However, if you play fair and establish a good rapport, when you do accidentally park in the wrong place or overstay your welcome, they may be more lenient.

Also be careful to park as close to the curb as possible—and never double park. You should also find out about other, lesser-known parking restrictions. Contact your local Department of Motor Vehicles or look for a local website online with city or town ordinances. For example, some municipalities have laws stating that a food truck or cart cannot park within a school zone or within X blocks from a school during school hours.


 




      Alcohol or No Alcohol? That Is the Question!

                   You cannot sell alcohol from a mobile food vehicle. If you try to do so, you can lose your license. What you can do is look for a location for food sales within a reasonable (and allowable) distance of a neighborhood bar selling alcohol and promote each other.

             As for an indoor kiosk, you’ll have to consult your local laws as they may allow the sale of alcohol in some counties. In Pennsylvania, for example, automated wine kiosks drew a lot of attention when introduced in the summer of 2010. A year later, the Turkish Taco Truck was New York City’s first food truck to serve alcohol and other trucks were quick to follow suit. Little by little laws are changing in some states but not others. As of 2014, mobile food vehicles in California and Texas could not sell alcohol. That being said, in California, catering trucks hired to work an event, not unlike a caterer for an indoor party could sell alcohol. Study the laws carefully in your state and/or community.




 



Then there are the store and restaurant owners that do not like your presence and will call the cops on you if you get too close to their businesses. At local town meetings these business owners (paying property taxes) are often heard from before food truck owners. In fact, Raleigh, North Carolina, banned food trucks from parking on the city’s streets!

On the flip side, however, Eric Weiner of FoodTrucksin.com points out that the new founded popularity of food trucks, in many cases, has drawn business to local stores. In fact, some truck owners work out deals with stores to hand out coupons to customers waiting on line for food. Retailers can reciprocate by also letting customers know when the food truck will be in front of their location. Food and shopping, it’s a combination that can benefit both parties.


 




       tip
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       If you team up with a noncompetitive business owner, you can both benefit by drawing business to each other. Look for someone who would benefit from your demographic audience and visa versa. Then come up with a cooperative marketing idea.




 



Restaurant owners obviously do not want competition in front of their establishment. Of course, most food truck drivers get it and don’t want to make trouble. Scott Baitinger of the Streetza pizza truck, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, notes that there are not many stringent parking requirements in that city for food trucks, but says he simply would not park within 500 feet of a pizza parlor. Other food truck owners have made similar statements. Of course, the battles continue. In Chicago, Holly Sjo, owner of the Cupcake Counter, a small brick-and-mortar shop, called the police when she spotted the popular Flirty Cupcakes truck parked too close to her business. Chicago city ordinances prohibit parking within “200 feet of a restaurant and 100 feet of a business offering a similar service.” It can lead to a ticket. Some business owners complain that food trucks accumulate parking tickets and just write them off as a business expense. While this is not the norm, trucks that are piling up tickets can make more trouble for everyone as city officials and business owners then work for stricter laws. In fact, it has been proposed in some areas that a certain number of tickets could result in the truck owner having his or her license suspended.

On the other hand, as Baitinger points out, his truck has gained a following and owners of some businesses such as nightclubs want the truck nearby to draw business to their establishment. Since food trucks have gained their own following, business owners have continued their love hate relationship with them. A popular, well-placed food truck can be useful by drawing customers to the right establishment. One of the ways in which the famous Kogi BBQ truck in Los Angeles gained such a huge following was by giving out free food samples to bouncers at the nightclubs who would in turn let the patrons know about the great food right outside.

Location, Location, Location
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Your locations will play a major factor in your success. Your decisions on where to park for business purposes will depend on several key factors. First, you have to consider where you are allowed to park by law. Next, you want to ask yourself where in those areas can you find the customers that would like your foods and/or beverages. You also want to consider the prime hours for each potential location and, of course, the competition. Keep in mind that even if you’ve found the perfect lunch location on the map and you are allowed to park there, you may also find 19 other food carts and trucks lining the streets. As more food trucks appear on the streets of major cities like New York, Los Angles, and San Francisco, it becomes much more difficult to find prime locations.

Twitter has become a very useful tool for communicating with your foodie fans. They can guide you to where they are waiting and you can let them know where you will be. Twitter has been most effective at letting foodies know that their favorite truck is in its usual place and Instagram has added food photos to whet the appetite of the fans. And yes, Facebook is still a great place to keep in touch with your fans. Your goal should be, as it is for most mobile food vendors, to find a few regular locations, or in the case of some vehicles such as Mmmpanadas in Texas, one prime location. However, this is not as easy as it sounds. So what are food cart and truck drivers to do?

Some places to consider parking are:

       •  Office parks. Find out if food trucks are allowed to park and during what hours. If you are lucky enough to find an office park without much competition, stake a claim, or get a permit (if necessary) from the renting or leasing company to park there regularly. Breakfast and lunch hours should be your primary time slots.

       •  Empty lots. If you can find out who owns the property, make an offer to pay to park there on a regular basis. You can propose a flat daily rate, a percentage of your sales, or both. Such an agreement can benefit both parties and give you a chance to establish yourself. Of course you need to find a lot where there is enough foot traffic to make it worthwhile.

       •  Shopping districts or malls. You may or may not be allowed to park on a public street alongside the stores. Public streets are governed by local traffic laws. That being said, storeowners have a lot of say. Know your local ordinances. You may, however, be able to park near the parking lots or on an adjacent corner to a mall entrance. Malls will likely require you to have a permit to park on their property—inquire within the mall. Established shopping areas may have little room for you to park, but newer areas, recently opened for business, may give you an opportunity. You may, however, have some growing pains along with the storeowners.

       •  Popular tourist locations. The tourist crowd is often a great demographic. However, the competition can be fierce near well-known attractions. Sure, you will find food carts around Central Park in New York City, but many have established themselves in specific locations, making it nearly impossible to break into their territory. In some cases, you may need to pay for the privilege of parking at a prime tourist attraction, and it can be pricey.
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