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Street vendors have historically provided culturally-appropriate and affordable foods to urban 
communities. In light of recent findings of “food deserts” in several low-income and ethnic 
neighborhoods across the nation, municipalities are using policy to promote the consumption of 
healthy foods through mobile food retailers. Local governments in cities such as Kansas City, MO; 
San Jose, CA; Chicago, IL; and New York City, NY have provided incentives for healthy mobile food 
options to assist in reducing health disparities and encourage a more nutritious diet among residents. 
 
What Communities Are Regulating: 
There are several aspects of mobile food vending that municipalities can control such as: 

 Health and Safety Protocols 
Most communities require that mobile food retailers obtain a state license that certifies they are 
following health and safety standards before they apply for any other permits. Retailers will 
typically need a commissary to prepare foods and to store any carts or vehicles. Some 
communities waive this requirement if retailers are only selling certain foods. 

 Healthy Food Guidelines 
A few communities establish a set of guidelines that determine what foods qualify as “healthy”. 

 Permit Fees 
Some communities offer waived or reduced permit fees to incentivize the sale of fruits and 
vegetables. Mobile food retailers that sell healthy foods may sometimes pay less for a permit 
than those who do not sell these types of foods. 

 Location 
Mobile food retailers can be restricted to selling in certain areas or at certain times during the 
week under local ordinances. Some communities prohibit any vendors that sell within a 
specified distance of schools or commercial areas. Others may allow only vendors that sell 
fruits and vegetables to sell in select public spaces. 

 Consent from Businesses 
Mobile food retailers that sell in locations with high commercial activity, such as downtown 
areas, are often required to get consent from a certain number of businesses that are near the 
point of sales. This regulation might be burdensome for the mobile operator and should be 
carefully considered. 

 Cart Aesthetics 
Many communities have a set of criteria that establishes how pushcarts, trailers, or stands 
must look. Umbrellas that meet certain height requirements are usually needed. 

 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 
What are mobile food retailers? 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) describes mobile food retailers as “a variety 
of vendors who sell food out of a moveable vehicle, such as a truck, cart, trailer, kiosk, or stand” 
(CDC 2012, p.88). This can include “mobile markets”, which are vehicles or carts that typically sell 
produce from a community garden or local farm.  
 



   
  

What makes mobile food vending unique? 
Mobile food retailers often sell culturally-appropriate foods at affordable prices. They can travel to 
specific areas in neighborhoods that are unlikely to attract new grocery stores and lack reliable 
transportation services. Many retailers can be equipped with machines that accept SNAP (i.e. food 
stamp or EBT) benefits to sell in low-income areas.  
 
What kinds of foods do they offer? 
Some mobile food retailers sell unhealthy foods such as hot dogs, ice cream, or candy. Others sell 
healthier foods such as fruits and vegetables, low-calorie snacks, non-fat or light yogurts, 100% juice, 
or water. 
 
Are these foods safe for consumption? 
Mobile food retailers need to obtain a license that ensures they will be preparing or selling food that 
meets established health and safety protocols. Most local health departments are required to perform 
routine inspections on these retailers. 
 
What times of the day do most mobile food retailers sell their merchandise? 
Hours may vary according to the routes and schedules of individual retailers and under different 
ordinances.  
 
Can mobile food retailers actually increase the consumption of healthy foods? 
Only a few studies have examined how effective these retailers can be in increasing the amount of 
fruits and vegetables consumed. Most of the findings suggest that mobile food retailers that sell 
healthy foods can positively change dietary behaviors. One study has suggested that healthy mobile 
food retailers can out-compete other retailers that sell unhealthier items.  
 
Are there recommendations for communities that want to implement healthy mobile food policies? 
Regulators can establish healthy food guidelines, create special permits or reduce fees for mobile 
food retailers who sell healthy foods, provide more locations where retailers may sell, and secure 
funding to provide retailers with machines that accept SNAP benefits. 
 
How do communities fund healthy mobile food policies? 
Successful policies are often funded through public/private partnerships. Federal agencies also 
provide funding for “mobile markets.” 
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http://www.michigan.gov/mdard/0,1607,7-125-1569_16958_16977-174008--,00.html
http://www.michigan.gov/mdard/0,4610,7-125-50772_45851_61711_61736-286372--,00.html
http://www.oseh.umich.edu/pdf/guideline/guidfood.pdf
http://www.ewashtenaw.org/government/departments/environmental_health/food_safety/mobile-food-establishment-licenses
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpao/state-local-programs/pdf/healthier-food-retail-guide-full.pdf
http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/permitproduce-
http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/mobile-vending-10-cities
http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/permitproduce-
http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/living/greencarts.shtml

