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Introduction 

Good morning, Chairman Espinal, Councilwoman Chin, Councilman 
Menchaca and other members of the Committee on Consumer Affairs. I 
am Lindsay Greene, Senior Advisor to the Deputy Mayor for Housing & 
Economic Development.  I work closely with several agencies that are 
involved with economic development, public space and business 
opportunity, including the Department of Consumer Affairs (“DCA”), 
and the New York City Economic Development Corporation (“EDC”) 
among others.  I am joined today by several colleagues from various 
city agencies that touch mobile vending, including DOHMH’s Corinne 
Schiff (Deputy Commissioner for Environmental Health), DCA’s Casey 
Adams (Director of City Legislative Affairs), and DOT’s Michelle Craven 
(Assistant Commissioner for Cityscape and Franchises), each of whom 
you will hear from in direct testimony and whom are joined by many of 
their esteemed colleagues for Q&A. Additionally, members from SBS 
and NYPD are on hand for Q&A as they also interact, albeit less directly, 
with mobile vending. We are pleased to be representing Mayor Bill de 
Blasio’s administration here today.  

Thank you for inviting us to testify on the Vending Reform proposal and 
for this opportunity to provide updates on our vending system since we 
last gathered on this topic in 2016.  
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These reforms specifically address mobile food vending, which has 
been a part of the New York City landscape for over 150 years.  We 
want to state upfront that the Administration believes that vending is 
an important part of New York City and should remain that way.  We 
would all agree that vending is important to the City in multiple ways.  
It is a colorful part of our cultural landscape, it is a major path to 
economic opportunity for veterans, immigrants and recent arrivals to 
New York, and its vibrancy, variety and entrepreneurial spirit 
contributes to our overall status as the food capital of the world. 

Currently, the City’s vending landscape includes several categories: 

 Food Carts – non-motorized carts selling various foods 

 Food Trucks – motorized and mobile trucks selling food 

 General Vendors – individuals who sell, or offer for sale, goods or 
services (e.g. handbags) 

 1st Amendment Vendors – non-motorized vendors (usually 
tables) who sell books, music and art (including paintings, prints, 
photographs and sculptures) 

 Veteran General Vendors – under state law, honorably discharged 
veterans who are New York residents can apply for a general 
vendor license notwithstanding the numerical cap. 

 Disabled Veteran Vendors – under state law, honorably 
discharged veterans who are New York residents and have a 
service-related disability can apply to DCA for a specialized 
vending license that allows them to vend in places that are 
otherwise restricted. 
 

General vendors are required to only have licenses, which are issued by 
DCA.  Food carts and food trucks receive licenses (for the person 
working the cart) and a permit (for the cart/truck itself) from the Health 
Department.   
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There is a cap on the number of health permits for food carts and 
trucks of 5,100 and a cap on general merchandise vendor licenses of 
853.  The non-green cart food permits are broken down in specific sub-
groups with a large chunk serving as citywide permits and other specific 
to boroughs and veteran vendors and seasonal vendors. 

There is a cap of 105 on the number of specialized general vending 
licenses that authorize vending in the midtown core, which are only 
issued to disabled veterans (per State General Business Law).  There is 
no cap on the number of citywide general vending licenses that may be 
issued to veterans.  It should be noted there is a substantial amount of 
vending that exists that isn’t the focus of this bill package, including 
general vending and 1st amendment vending, which includes artists 
selling their own or others’ art.   

The proposals under consideration today are focused on food vending, 
thus we will primarily focus our comments on this type of vending. 
However, we will also address issues related to other types of vending 
in the context of potential regulatory reforms.  

Current Vending Regulatory Framework 

As previously mentioned, DOHMH is responsible for permitting of food 
vending units as well as health and safety inspections, and issuance of 
licenses for food vendors.  DOHMH also permits and inspects food 
vending commissaries (of which there are currently approximately 100 
throughout the City).  Commissaries are the physical spaces where all 
food carts and trucks are required to be taken for 
cleaning, maintenance and storage when not in use.  

DCA licenses general vendors and accepts applications for food vendors 
on behalf of DOHMH at its licensing center.  The Police Department 
enforces vending on a day-to-day, non-inspection basis, and issues 
violations to both food and general vendors.  The Parks Department 
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also does day-to-day vending enforcement specifically in parks across 
the City. 

These are the core agencies interacting with mobile food vending, but 
there are many more touch points and a vast expanse of underlying 
laws and rules governing street vending.  

In totality, there are multiple City Agencies directly involved in some 
aspect of vending regulation in addition to DOHMH and DCA – including 
NYPD, DEP, Parks and DSNY, and still others who make important policy 
contributions, including FDNY, DOT and several mayoral offices, 
including those focused on immigrant affairs.  The direct regulatory 
framework involves multiple sections of the Administrative Code, the 
Health Code, the Rules of the City of New York and also the NY State 
Sanitary Code and NY State General Business Law.   

UPDATES   

Since we last gathered in 2016, the City has taken strides to better 
understand and improve the vending ecosystem. We have undergone 
two distinct mobile vending counts and now have a better 
understanding of the environmental and administrative conditions 
vendors face while conducting business in our city.   

The Mayor’s Office has led two surveys to develop a useful snapshot of 
all street vendors across the five boroughs. The first survey endeavored 
to determine the total number of vendors, both food and general, by 
location and found that the majority of food vendors (79%) are located 
in Manhattan. 

Reflecting on feedback and input from several stakeholders, including 
the Street Vendor Project, the second count adopted a different 
methodology and measured activity during different times of day, 
larger range of days, and a slightly broader range of vendors.  Key 
findings from this survey captured the variation in timing based on the 
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type of cart, for instance, general vending is much more present during 
evenings and weekends, where the inverse is true for food carts.  

Both surveys provide an increased understanding on the numbers of 
vendors and where they congregate.  The majority of vendors operate 
on blockfaces with other vendors, and many areas have several vendors 
per blockface.  We also affirmed that there are several key vending hot 
spots, many of which are in the places you would expect.  This includes 
a large swath of Manhattan south of 96th Street, as well as major 
commercial corridors throughout the boroughs including Sunset Park 
Brooklyn (4th & 5th Ave’s), Bushwick Brooklyn (Knickerbocker & 
Wyckoff Ave’s),  Jackson Heights Roosevelt Ave and Flushing Main 
Street in Queens, and Fordham Road in the Bronx, all of which we 
noted in 2016.  

The biggest insight from the counts was that the number of vendors 
working at any point in time is disconnected from the concept of the 
cap.  We are happy to provide more details on these counts in follow-
up conversations. 

In addition to the vendor counts, the Administration – led primarily by 
DOHMH- has implemented a number of new improvements in recent 
years that we think add value for the vending community.  These 
include the implementation of the mobile food vending grading 
program, and the roll-out of multi-lingual, user-focused guidebooks and 
reference materials for vendors.  

GENERAL 

Generally speaking, the Administration agrees that the current system 
for vending regulation could benefit from reforms.  While that has long 
been the case, the work of the broad community gathered for these 
hearings in the past few years has created an atmosphere of 
compromise and solution-oriented policy discussion that did not fully 
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exist previously.  We agree that there is an opportunity to affect real 
and positive change here for everyone.   

We support the Council’s efforts with this legislation to examine this 
important issue and look forward to working with the various 
stakeholders to discuss our thoughts on the best way to set vendors up 
for success in a system where they can thrive.  

We feel that the Council’s proposal is the first step in that direction, but 
could benefit from some changes to achieve its stated goals.  I will 
address the recent learnings from the past several vendor counts 
including the existing enforcement challenges, the proposal, and 
additional solutions in improving our current system. My agency 
colleagues will then testify to offer additional feedback per their areas 
of expertise. 

 

CONSIDERATIONS OF CURRENT PROPOSAL 

That said, it is worth highlighting that much of the debate thus far has 
focused on the number of permits and the cap structure, which we 
have increasingly come to feel is the wrong debate.  We fully support 
the idea that every vendor on the street should be legitimate and 
shouldn’t have to acquire a right to do business from an illegal market.   

But for context, as you know, the City, with its thriving economy, has 
attracted more visitors, workers, and residents than ever before.  Since 
1990, we have added more than 1.2 million people to our population—
the equivalent of a city nearly the size of Dallas. Last year we welcomed 
over 65 million tourists, an increase of over 70 percent since 2000. The 
number of jobs in the city has swelled to over 4.3 million, up more than 
half a million since the pre-recession peak of 2008.  And development is 
everywhere: in recent years the city has added tens of thousands of 
new housing units and millions of square feet of new office space, while 
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also making upgrades to our utility infrastructure, and dealing with the 
street disruptions that come along with such work.   

 

So our streets, curbs, and sidewalks are busier than ever, and increased 
deliveries, driven by the growing population and economy and 
burgeoning e-commerce, have added even more to the mix. New York 
City’s nearly 6,000 miles of streets and 12,000 miles of sidewalks 
facilitate the movement of pedestrians, transit riders, cyclists and 
motorists and the delivery of goods and services throughout the city. 
The streets themselves also serve as public spaces, fostering social, 
economic and recreational activities. So with greater demands than 
ever placed on our streets, including our sidewalks, we need to reform 
our street vending system and get this right in a way that works for 
everybody. Getting it right is not necessarily about managing the 
number of vendors that have licenses or permits but about managing, 
very specifically, how, when and where that vending is taking place.  

It does not seem to set vendors or their customers or the proposed 
new enforcement unit up for success to put new vendors and new 
officers on the street when we do not have a predictable and easy to 
understand way to know when and where vendors can do business.   

The current proposal recommends creating a new license structure that 
maximizes flexibility for vendors. While the proposed license structure 
is beneficial for addressing economic opportunity and flexibility for 
vendors it does not do anything to improve the conditions in which 
these businesses must operate. Additionally, the proposal does not 
take into account when and where a vendor can operate – two 
variables that fluctuate greatly and have a major impact based on 
location. Thus, it doesn’t solve for basic physical challenges including 
the feeling of a congested commercial thoroughfare with 4-5 vendors in 
one blockface or the interruption of bus stops, fire hydrants and areas 
where people tend to congregate. The reforms we make moving 
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forward must take these factors into consideration before we allow for 
additional licenses to enter the market.  The best way to identify areas 
for reform here is to review key pain points and try new fixes in the 
context of the proposed pilot zones.  It will take a little time to research 
and agree upon the right set of things to try in those proposed pilot 
areas, but the concept of test and evaluation is one we strongly 
support.   

ENFORCEMENT 

We recognize that regulation and enforcement of vending activity is 
incredibly important.  Enforcement and regulation topics in particular 
matter a lot to a wide range of stakeholders, including vendors 
themselves, and also local Community Boards, Business Improvement 
Districts, local property and business owners, and of course elected 
officials.  Vending is a vital part of the New York City landscape and we 
must make sure that it is legal, safe and works well for everyone. 

We strongly support the concept of enhanced enforcement and of 
more proactive enforcement. We do both proactive and complaint-
based enforcement currently. Any new enforcement scheme needs to 
honor the current areas of expertise the various agencies involved in 
vending enforcement and generally, we want to make sure to not dilute 
the expertise and resources of these agencies.  The precise structure of 
more enhanced enforcement is something we need to evaluate more 
closely and look forward to discussing that with all relevant 
stakeholders. 

Drawing from our most recent studies, we must first consider the 
existing enforcement challenges.  

We need to ensure that any regulatory and enforcement system is 
sufficient to motivate compliance, control and reduce unlicensed 
activity and deter other illegal vending behaviors. Our experience 
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suggests that many fines and penalties are currently viewed as a cost of 
business to be absorbed. 

It’s important to note the common misconception that congested areas 
including 42nd Street in Times Square are overrun with illegal vendor 
activity. In that area, however, the majority of vendors are 
appropriately located and are fully licensed and permitted. All of this 
suggests that the conditions we have in place do not allow the 
accommodation for more vendors before resolving the existing 
challenges.  

SUMMARY OF CONCERNS WITH CURRENT PROPOSAL:  

As it stands, the current proposal provides a new license structure that 
maximizes flexibility for vendors. While we share this goal, the proposal 
does not address when and where a vendor can operate. We should 
not implement a new license structure before we first understand and 
improve both the environmental and administrative conditions in which 
these businesses operate.  

Furthermore, the addition of a new dedicated enforcement resource 
unit will be beneficial for the long-term, but we must first solve the 
existing enforcement challenges.  

We agree with the solutions in the proposal, however, our 
recommendation is to reverse the order of operations. We agree in the 
long-term to allow more licenses, however, we must first institute a 
system-wide reform so the licenses are operating within a more 
effective and functional system.  

RECOMMENDATIONS & NEXT STEPS:  

In order to accurately and effectively improve our current system, we 
should undertake an effort, similar to the one suggested in this 
proposal, to comprehensively review our vending regulatory system 
and identify areas for improvement and most importantly some 
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potential solutions.  This will be a long and methodical process that will 
need to involve many different stakeholders, but it is the best way to 
help produce a system that supports success for all participants in this 
industry.  We are aware of, and you all will no doubt hear testimony 
today about other municipalities who have recently implemented 
vending reforms. With all due appreciation and respect for those 
places, it is important to note that no city has the scale and scope, or 
the breadth and diversity of types of vending we see here in New York 
City.  There are certainly things we can and should learn from the 
efforts of other cities and there are likely elements of other proposals 
that might merit study in the context of the proposed pilot zones.  
However, it would be ill advised to assume that we can simply copy and 
paste other templates and apply them citywide in New York in short 
order.  By conducting a thorough study, we can then evaluate, tailor 
and test these practices in order to find a compatible structure that 
works for everyone. The current proposal separates the tracks of 
studying and recommending system changes, and does not include the 
necessary fixes of existing structural challenges. In order to avoid 
aggravating an already chaotic situation, we must reverse the order of 
operations to ensure vendors especially, but also enforcement agents, 
are set up for success.   

CONCLUSION: 

In conclusion, I’d like to reiterate that we support the goal of increasing 
economic opportunity, legitimacy and dignity for vendors.  We know 
that vending is an important aspect of New York City and we share the 
goal that it should be a mature, compliant and vibrant industry like 
many others. We know we are not there yet. The current state of 
mobile vending is complex and imperfect in many ways and we look 
forward to working with everyone to help create a system that works 
for everyone and allows vendors a more hospitable environment to 
work.  You’ll hear next from several of our Agency partners, first from 
DOHMH, followed by DCA and DOT.   
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Executive Summary
Street food, long a part of American 

life, has boomed in popularity in recent 

years.  Yet an idea persists that food 

from trucks and sidewalk carts is unclean 

and unsafe.  This report tests that com-

mon, but unsubstantiated claim by 

reviewing more than 260,000 food-safety 

inspection reports from seven large 

American cities.  In each of those cities, 

mobile vendors are covered by the same 

health codes and inspection regimes as 

restaurants and other brick-and-mortar 

businesses, allowing an apples-to-apples 

comparison.  The report finds:

• In every city examined—Boston, Las 

Vegas, Los Angeles, Louisville, Miami, 

Seattle and Washington, D.C.—food 

trucks and carts did as well as or better 

than restaurants.

• In six out of seven cities—Boston, Las 

Vegas, Los Angeles, Louisville, Miami 
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and Washington, D.C.—food trucks and 

carts averaged fewer sanitation viola-

tions than restaurants, and the differ-

ences were statistically significant.

• In Seattle, mobile vendors also aver-

aged fewer violations, but the differ-

ence was not statistically significant, 

meaning mobile vendors and restau-

rants performed about the same.

The results suggest that the notion 

that street food is unsafe is a myth.  

They also suggest that the recipe for 

clean and safe food trucks is sim-

ple—inspections.  Just as sanitation 

inspections help assure the public that 

restaurants are clean and safe, they 

can do the same for mobile vendors.  

More burdensome regulations proposed 

in the name of food safety, such as 

outright bans and limits on when and 

where mobile vendors may work, do 

not make street food safer—they just 

make it harder to get.
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The Institute for Justice analyzed thousands of 
inspection reports covering mobile vendors, restaurants 

and other purveyors of food from seven of America’s 
largest cities–Boston, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Louisville, 

Miami, Seattle and Washington, D.C.
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Introduction

America loves food trucks.  These 

new mobile vendors are creating jobs, 

satisfying hunger and making downtowns 

cool again.  But they are not an entirely 

new concept.  Street vending has long 

been an entry point for entrepreneurship 

in America.  During the Great Depres-

sion, Americans pushed carts in the 

street to sell five cent apples.1  Waves of 

immigrants sold oysters, pickles, kabobs, 

halal and more.  

Despite this country’s deeply rooted 

history with street food and America’s 

growing love for food trucks, some peo-

ple have claimed that food trucks and 

food carts are unsanitary and nothing 

more than “roach coaches.”  Take, for 

example, a recent news story by Eric 

Flack, a reporter for Louisville’s WAVE3, 

who asked if food trucks are “really all 

that clean?”  In an apparent “gotcha” 

moment, Flack asked Connie Mendel—

head of the local office in charge of food 

inspections—if she ate at food trucks.  

Mendel chortled at such an idea and said, 

“That’s funny.”2

But “all that clean” compared to 

what?  How do food trucks stack up to 

restaurants?  Flack does not ask these 

questions or compare food trucks to any 

other food source except for this opinion 

from Mendel: “We feel you can operate 

safer from an actual building.”3  

Unfortunately, city officials often rely 

on such claims that brick-and-mortar 

restaurants are safer to justify restric-

tions on both food trucks and carts, 

including outright bans on mobile vend-

ing as well as limits on when and where 

vendors may sell.  These laws not only 

push food trucks and carts out of cities, 

they also stifle entrepreneurship, destroy 

jobs and hurt consumers.4

As American culture shifts towards 

re-embracing street food, this report 

tests the claim—common but unsub-

stantiated—that food trucks and carts 

are unsafe.  The Institute analyzed 

thousands of inspection reports covering 

mobile vendors, restaurants and other 

purveyors of food from seven of Amer-

ica’s largest cities—Boston, Las Vegas, 

Los Angeles, Louisville, Miami, Seattle 

and Washington, D.C.5  In each city, 

mobile vendors are covered by the same 

health codes and inspection regimes as 

restaurants, allowing an apples-to-apples 

comparison of sanitation practices.6  The 

results show that mobile food vendors, 

including food trucks and carts, are just 

as safe and sanitary as restaurants—

often more so.
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Methods

To examine differences between 

food trucks, carts and other types of 

food establishments—particularly restau-

rants—this report relies on inspection 

data collected from government agen-

cies in Boston, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, 

Louisville, Miami, Seattle and Washing-

ton, D.C.  The Institute requested data 

going back to 2008 or the first year with 

accessible data that included mobile ven-

dors.  Data were collected through part 

or all of 2012 or, in the cases of Boston 

and Louisville, through July 2013.  In all, 

the Institute reviewed 263,395 inspec-

tion reports across the seven cities.  

During the inspections, officials count 

the number of food-safety violations 

they observe.7  For example, inspectors 

look for minor things like clean counters 

and proper labeling, bigger concerns like 

proper food storage and hand-washing 

facilities, and serious issues such as sick 

employees and spoiled foods.

For each city, the Institute calcu-

lated the average number of violations 

per establishment for each category of 
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food service—food trucks, restaurants 

and so on.  These raw numbers are 

useful, but not sufficient for determin-

ing how mobile vendors compare to 

brick-and-mortar establishments.  Other 

factors, such as variations in traffic or 

greater frequency of inspections, could 

be driving any differences.  Addition-

ally, any differences in the raw numbers 

could be simple random chance—it just 

so happens that during a given period of 

time when a random group of establish-

ments was inspected, one category of 

food service received fewer violations—

instead of a genuine distinction.

To control for factors that could 

muddy comparisons and to deter-

mine whether the differences between 

mobile vendors and brick-and-mortar 

restaurants are genuine or mere ran-

dom chance, this report relies on two 

types of statistical analyses.  The first, 

fixed-effects OLS regression, provides 

the average number of violations for 

each food-service category compared 

to mobile vendors.  In other words, the 

first type of analysis estimates how many 

more or fewer violations restaurants 

would receive, on average, than mobile 

vendors, after controlling for various 

factors.8  The second type of analysis, 

Poisson regression, provides a rate esti-

mating how many times more or fewer 

violations each food-service category 

would receive, on average, compared to 

mobile vendors.9  

When looking at the rate of viola-

tions, keep in mind that the average 

numbers of violations were low for all 

types of food service in all cities.  Thus, 

some eye-popping comparisons are not 

as dramatic as they may appear.  For 

example, it may be startling to see the 

Boston results below (Table 2) suggest-

ing that restaurants received 385 percent 

more violations than food carts, but food 

carts averaged just one violation per 

cart, so 385 percent more is only about 

four violations per restaurant.

In some cities, the data did not 

make it possible to distinguish between 

food trucks and food carts, so they were 

lumped together in one “mobile vendor” 

category.  In others, trucks and carts are 

separate categories, so separate anal-

yses compared each of them to restau-

rants, grocery stores and so on.

Further details about the analysis can 

be found in Appendix A, and Appendix B 

provides full regression results.10
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Results

Across the seven cities, findings were consistent:  Food trucks and carts are every 

bit as clean and safe as restaurants and other types of brick-and-mortar food estab-

lishments.  As Figure 1 shows, in recent years, violations per establishment were few, 

regardless of the category of food service.  In six of the seven cities, violations by food 

trucks and carts ranged from just one to four violations per truck or cart, while restau-

rants averaged just four to eight.  The exception, Seattle, appears to have had more 

frequent violations for both mobile vendors (nearly 14 per vendor) and restaurants 

(almost 17 per restaurant), because the city’s inspection regime weights each violation 

more than the other cities.

Across the seven cities, findings were consistent:   
Food trucks and carts are every bit as clean and safe as 

restaurants and other types of  
brick-and-mortar food establishments.
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Not only were violations infrequent, but mobile vendors compared well to their 

brick-and-mortar counterparts, as shown in Figure 1, and this was confirmed by 

statistical analysis.  In analyses for six of seven cities, food trucks and carts had 

fewer violations than restaurants, and the differences were statistically significant.  

In Seattle, even though mobile vendors had fewer violations on average than restau-

rants, upon statistical analysis, the difference was not statistically significant.  This 

means mobile vendors and restaurants in Seattle performed about the same.
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Figure 1: Average Food-safety Violations by Category of Food Service

Notes:  In Louisville, Miami, Seattle and Washington, D.C., the “food truck” category includes both  
trucks and carts.  Due to differing inspection regimes, comparisons across cities are not valid.
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Boston
The Boston Inspectional Services 

Department, which inspects all food 

establishments for potential violations, 

provided inspection data for 2011 

through July 2013.  In that time, the 

department conducted 29,898 inspec-

tions of food establishments, including 

trucks, carts, restaurants and other 

establishments such as grocery stores, 

cafeterias and caterers.  Table 1 provides 

the average number of violations by 

establishment type.  It also breaks out 

different types of violations as classified 

by Boston—critical foodborne, critical, 

non-critical and total.  

A critical foodborne violation refers 

to activities that are the most prevalent 

contributing factors to foodborne illness 

as identified by the Center for Disease 

Control—such as not posting consumer 

advisories and improper labeling of ingre-

dients.  A critical violation is one that is 

more likely than other violations to affect 

the public health—such as unclean food 

contact surfaces and improper sewage 

and waste water disposal.  Non-critical 

violations will not seriously affect the 

public health; these are things such as 

adequate lighting and hair restraints.

As Table 1 shows, violations were 

uncommon across all categories of food 

service, and both Boston’s food trucks 

and carts outperformed restaurants, 

as trucks averaged 2.7 total violations, 

mobile food carts—hot dog stands and 

other sidewalk carts—just one, and 

restaurants 4.6.  

The story is similar when looking at 

different types of violations.  Trucks and 

carts received fewer critical and non-crit-

ical violations than restaurants.  For 

critical foodborne violations, trucks and 

restaurants were comparable and carts 

received fewer violations, but all averaged 

less than one violation per establishment.

These differences held up under 

statistical analysis, as shown in Table 2.  

Results show that Boston’s food trucks 

averaged fewer total violations, critical 

violations and non-critical violations than 

its restaurants, and the differences were 

statistically significant.  On critical food-

borne violations, the difference between 

trucks and restaurants was not statistically 

significant, meaning they were essentially 

the same.  Boston’s food carts averaged 

fewer total violations, critical foodborne 

violations, critical violations and non-criti-

cal violations than its restaurants, and the 

differences all were statistically significant. 
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Table 1: Boston Food-safety Violations,  
2011-July 2013*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum

Total Violations

Food Trucks 2.68 2.90 0 18

Restaurants 4.56 4.46 0 41

Carts 0.98 1.53 0 10

Other 2.67 3.36 0 30

Critical Foodborne Violations

Food Trucks 0.87 1.25 0 6

Restaurants 0.84 1.33 0 12

Carts 0.36 0.75 0 6

Other 0.47 0.93 0 9

Critical Violations

Food Trucks 0.11 0.32 0 2

Restaurants 0.30 0.55 0 4

Carts 0.04 0.21 0 2

Other 0.17 0.43 0 4

Non-critical Violations

Food Trucks 1.70 1.94 0 11

Restaurants 3.42 3.37 0 30

Carts 0.57 1.08 0 8

Other 2.03 2.60 0 23

*Data provided by Boston Inspectional Services Department and based on 296 inspections of 76 food  
trucks, 17,634 inspections of 2,813 restaurants, 1,447 inspections of 497 carts and 10,521 inspections  
of other food establishments.

11



Table 2: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Boston,  
2011-July 2013 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average 
Violations 

Compared to 
Food Trucks

Rate of 
Violations

Compared to 
Food Trucks

Average 
Violations 

Compared to 
Food Carts

Rate of 
Violations

Compared to 
Food Carts

Total Violations

Restaurants 1.87 more 69% more 3.39 more 386% more

Other 0.19 fewer 2% fewer 1.33 more 181% more

Critical Foodborne Violations

Restaurants 0.03 more 4% fewer 0.45 more 136% more

Other 0.37 fewer 48% fewer 0.06 more 28% more

Critical Violations

Restaurants 0.18 more 156% more 0.25 more 568% more

Other 0.03 more 37% more 0.10 more 258% more

Non-critical Violations

Restaurants 1.65 more 101% more 2.70 more 535% more

Other 0.14 more 19% more 1.19 more 275% more

*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Because of the use of two different statistical 
analyses, the direction and significance for average violations and rate of violations may differ where the 
differences between trucks or carts and restaurants are small.  Full regression results for total violations can 
be found in Appendix B. 11
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It makes no more sense to shut down or burden 
food trucks or carts with anti-competitive 

regulations under the guise of food safety than it 
would to shut down or burden restaurants,  

hotels or grocery stores.
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Las Vegas
The Southern Nevada Health District, 

which inspects all food establishments in 

Las Vegas, provided inspection data from 

2009 through July 2012.  In that time, 

the agency conducted 84,816 inspections 

of food establishments in Las Vegas, 

including trucks, carts, restaurants and 

other establishments such as grocery 

stores, cafeterias and food processors.

Table 3 provides the average number 

of violations by establishment type.12  As 

the table shows, all categories of food 

service had few violations, and both Las 

Vegas’ food trucks and carts outper-

formed restaurants, as trucks averaged 

3.3 violations, mobile food carts—hot dog 

stands and other sidewalk carts—two, 

and restaurants seven.

Statistical analysis confirms these 

differences, as shown in Table 4.  Results 

show that Las Vegas’ food trucks and 

carts averaged fewer violations than its 

restaurants, and the differences were 

statistically significant.

Table 3: Las Vegas Food-safety Violations, 2009-July 2012*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum

Food Trucks 3.27 4.88 0 31

Restaurants 6.99 6.78 0 89

Carts 2.05 3.62 0 46

Other 4.39 5.08 0 100

*Data provided by the Southern Nevada Health District and based on 494 inspections of 163 food trucks, 42,611 
inspections of 8,670 restaurants, 1,993 inspections of 602 carts and 39,718 inspections of other food establishments.

Table 4: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Las Vegas,  
2009-July 2012 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average 
Violations 

Compared to  
Food Trucks

Rate of Violations
Compared to  
Food Trucks

Average 
Violations 

Compared to  
Food Carts

Rate of Violations
Compared to  
Food Carts

Restaurants 3.58 more 108% more 4.71 more 237% more

Other 1.09 more 31% more 2.22 more 111% more

*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results can be found in Appendix B. 
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Unfortunately, city officials often rely on claims 
that brick-and-mortar restaurants are safer to justify 

outright bans on mobile vending as well as limits on 
when and where vendors may sell.  These laws not only 

push food trucks and carts out of cities, they also stifle 
entrepreneurship, destroy jobs and hurt consumers.
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For those policymakers concerned about health and 
safety, they should ensure–through inspections–that mobile 

food vendors are held to the same sanitation standards as 
restaurants. In this way, the public can enjoy food from 
vendors that is both delicious and safe while allowing 

entrepreneurship and economic growth to thrive.
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Los Angeles
The Los Angeles County Depart-

ment of Public Health, which inspects 

all food establishments for potential 

violations, provided inspection data 

for 2009 through July 2012.  In that 

time, the department conducted 45,611 

inspections of Los Angeles’ food estab-

lishments, including trucks, carts and 

restaurants.  

Table 5 provides the average 

number of violations, showing that 

violations were uncommon across all 

categories of food service.13  Both Los 

Angeles’ trucks and carts outperformed 

restaurants, as trucks averaged 3.6 

violations, mobile food carts—hot dog 

stands and other sidewalk carts—2.4, 

and restaurants 7.8.

These differences held up under 

statistical analysis, as shown in Table 

6.  Results show that both Los Angeles’ 

food trucks and food carts had fewer 

violations than its restaurants, and the 

differences were statistically significant.

Table 5: Los Angeles Food-safety Violations,  
2009-July 2012*

Average (Mean) Violations Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

Food Trucks 3.59 6.40 0 100

Restaurants 7.82 5.25 0 100

Carts 2.37 5.74 0 36
 
*Data provided by Los Angeles County Department of Public Health and based on 2,928 inspections of 601 food 
trucks, 42,089 inspections of 7,542 restaurants and 594 inspections of 236 carts.

Table 6: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Los Angeles,  
2009-July 2012 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average Restaurant 
Violations 

Compared to Food Trucks

Rate of Restaurant 
Violations

Compared to  
Food Trucks

Average Restaurant 
Violations 

Compared to  
Food Carts

Rate of Restaurant 
Violations

Compared to  
Food Carts

4.48 more 120% more 5.65 more 237% more
 
*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results can be found in Appendix B.
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Louisville
The Metro Health and Wellness 

Department in Louisville, which inspects 

all food establishments for potential vio-

lations, provided inspection data for 2010 

through July 2013.  In that time, the 

department conducted 34,500 inspections 

of food establishments, including mobile 

food vendors, restaurants and other 

establishments such as grocery stores, 

caterers and cafeterias. The department 

does not distinguish between food trucks 

and mobile carts, so they were analyzed 

together as mobile vendors.

Table 7 provides the average number 

of violations by establishment type.14  As 

the table shows, violations were rare 

across all categories of food service, and 

Louisville’s mobile vendors outperformed 

restaurants, as vendors averaged 1.9 

total violations and restaurants 4.4.

Statistical analysis confirms the 

difference, as shown in Table 8.  Results 

show that Louisville’s mobile vendors 

averaged fewer violations than its restau-

rants, and the differences were statisti-

cally significant.

18



Table 7: Louisville Food-safety Violations, 2010-July 2013*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

Mobile Vendors 1.87 3.11 0 35

Restaurants 4.39 4.51 0 42

Other 3.44 4.08 0 40
 
*Data provided by Metro Health and Wellness Department and based on 648 inspections of 117 mobile vendors, 
16,958 inspections of 2,540 restaurants and 16,894 inspections of other food establishments.

Table 8: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Louisville,  
2010-July 2013 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average Violations 
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Rate of Violations
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Restaurants 2.44 more 128% more

Other 1.35 more 82% more
 
*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results can be found in Appendix B.
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Miami
The Florida Department of Busi-

ness and Professional Regulation, which 

inspects Miami food establishments 

for potential critical and non-critical 

violations of the food code, provided 

inspection data covering 2008 through 

July 2012.  In that time, the depart-

ment conducted 25,463 inspections of 

food establishments in Miami, including 

mobile vendors (the department groups 

together food trucks and carts) and 

restaurants. 

Table 9 provides the average number 

of violations by establishment type.  It 

also breaks out different types of viola-

tions as classified by the department—

critical, non-critical and total.  Critical 

violations refer to both foodborne illness 

risk factors (such as foods improperly 

cooked and toxic substances stored 

improperly) and violations pertaining 

to safety and good business practices 

(such as an unsafe water source and not 

displaying a current license).  Non-critical 

violations, such as poor maintenance of 

surface areas and improper storage of 

cleaning equipment, are generally target-

ing preventive measures.

As Table 9 shows, both categories 

of food service saw few violations and 

Miami’s mobile vendors outperformed 

restaurants, as vendors averaged 3.7 

total violations and restaurants 8.2.  The 

story is similar when looking at differ-

ent types of violations.  Food trucks and 

carts received fewer critical and non-crit-

ical violations than restaurants.

These differences held up under 

statistical analysis, as shown in Table 

10.  Results show that Miami’s mobile 

vendors averaged fewer total viola-

tions, critical violations and non-critical 

violations than its restaurants, and the 

differences were statistically significant.
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Table 9: Miami Food-safety Violations, 2008-July 2012*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum 

Total Violations

Mobile Vendors 3.71 3.62 0 31

Restaurants 8.15 7.97 0 69

Critical Violations

Mobile Vendors 3.31 3.15 0 26

Restaurants 5.43 5.39 0 47

Non-Critical Violations

Mobile Vendors .40 .94 0 10

Restaurants 2.72 3.25 0 36
 
*Data provided by Florida Department of Business and Professional Regulation and based on 1,627 inspections of 
730 mobile vendors and 23,836 inspections of 3,959 restaurants.

Table 10: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Miami,  
2008-July 2012 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average Restaurant Violations 
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Rate of Restaurant Violations
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Total Violations 4.19 more 117% more

Critical Violations 1.96 more 61%  more

Non-critical Violations 2.24 more 597% more
 
*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results for total violations can be found 
in Appendix B. 15
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Seattle
The King County Board of Health, 

which inspects all food establishments in 

Seattle for potential violations, provided 

inspection data for 2009 through July 

2012.  In that time, the board conducted 

34,122 inspections of Seattle food estab-

lishments, including mobile vendors, 

restaurants and hotels.  The board uses 

mobile food service as a classification 

and does not separate trucks from carts, 

so they were analyzed together.

Table 11 displays the average num-

ber of violations by establishment type.16  

As the table shows, Seattle’s mobile 

vendors outperformed restaurants, as 

vendors averaged 13.6 total violations 

and restaurants 16.9.  

However, these differences disap-

peared under statistical analysis, as 

shown in Table 12.  Results show that the 

difference between Seattle’s mobile ven-

dors and restaurants was not statistically 

significant, meaning that mobile vendors 

and restaurants performed essentially 

the same.

It is worth noting that Seattle’s higher 

levels of violations, compared to other 

cities, likely result from an inspection 

regime that counts each violation based 

on the severity.  For example a non-criti-

cal violation may count as two, whereas a 

critical violation may count as 15.
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Table 11: Seattle Food-safety Violations by Establishment Type,  
2009-July 2012*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

Mobile Vendors 13.59 21.05 0 95

Restaurants 16.91 20.37 0 155

Hotels 7.06 11.47 0 65
 
*Data provided by King County Board of Health and based on 1,143 inspections of 139 mobile vendors, 32,230 
inspections of 2,762 restaurants and 749 inspections of 63 hotels.

Table 12: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Seattle,  
2009-July 2012 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average Violations 
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Rate of Violations
Compared to Mobile Vendors

Restaurants 1.51 fewer 9% fewer

Hotels 6.89 fewer 60% fewer
 
*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results can be found in Appendix B.

23



Washington, D.C.
The Washington, D.C., Department of 

Health, which inspects all food establish-

ments for potential violations, provided 

inspection reports for 2011 and 2012.  

In that time, the department conducted 

8,985 inspections of food establishments, 

including mobile vendors, restaurants 

and other establishments such as grocery 

stores and wholesalers.  The Department 

does distinguish between food trucks and 

carts; however, the populations were too 

small to analyze separately and so were 

combined into one category.

Table 13 provides the average num-

ber of violations by establishment type.  

It also breaks out different types of 

violations as classified by D.C.—critical, 

non-critical and total.  Critical violations 

refer to both foodborne illness risk fac-

tors and public health interventions, such 

as foods cooked improperly and failure to 

display consumer advisories.  Non-critical 

violations refer to good retail practices, 

such as the presence of insects and 

rodents and improper disposal of sewage 

and waste water.

As Table 13 shows, violations were 

uncommon across all categories of food 

service, and D.C. mobile food vendors 

outperformed restaurants, as vendors 

averaged 1.8 total violations and restau-

rants 4.3.  The story is similar when 

looking at different types of violations.  

Mobile vendors received fewer critical and 

non-critical violations than restaurants.

Statistical analysis confirms these 

differences, as shown in Table 14.  

Results show that D.C.’s mobile vendors 

averaged fewer total violations, critical 

violations and non-critical violations than 

its restaurants, and the differences were 

statistically significant.  Note that while 

restaurants and other brick-and-mortar 

establishments received an estimated 

10 times as many critical violations as 

vendors, this difference is not as large in 

reality as it may appear.  Mobile vendors 

received a tiny fraction of a violation per 

vendor, and the other categories received 

fewer than two per establishment.
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Table 13: Washington, D.C., Food-safety Violations, 2011-2012*

Average (Mean) 
Violations

Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum

Total Violations

Mobile Vendors 1.81 1.31 0 7

Restaurants 4.27 4.74 0 40

Other 3.83 3.84 0 22

Critical Violations

Mobile Vendors 0.12 0.41 0 2

Restaurants 1.80 1.97 0 14

Other 1.45 1.63 0 10

Non-Critical Violations

Mobile Vendors 1.69 1.14 0 6

Restaurants 2.47 3.26 0 26

Other 2.38 2.75 0 16
 
*Data provided by Washington, D.C., Department of Health and based on 133 inspections of 102 mobile vendors, 
7,749 inspections of 2,762 restaurants and 1,103 inspections of other food establishments.

Table 14: Estimated Differences in Food-safety Violations, Washington, D.C., 
2011-2012 (Statistically Significant Results in Italics)*

Average Violations 
Compared to  

Mobile Vendors

Rate of Violations
Compared to  

Mobile Vendors

Total Violations

Restaurants 1.63 more 94% more

Other 1.55 more 89% more

Critical Violations

Restaurants 1.30 more 1,066%  more

Other 1.12 more 934% more

Non-critical Violations

Restaurants .34 more 23% more

Other .44 more 28% more
 
*Results listed derived from OLS and Poisson regressions.  Full regression results for total violations can be found in 
Appendix B. 17
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Conclusion

Thanks to low start-up costs, street 

vending is an ideal opportunity for entre-

preneurs with big ideas but little capital.  

Not surprisingly, following the recession, 

the number of food trucks on the streets 

exploded, with vendors selling everything 

from ice cream and hot dogs to crème 

brûlée and sushi.  Consumers appreciate 

the diverse menus, low prices and conve-

nience of mobile vendors. 

In the seven cities studied here, 

street food is every bit as safe as food 

from a restaurant.  In each of these 

cities, food trucks, carts and restaurants 

are held to the same sanitation stan-

dards, and trucks and carts did just as 

well if not slightly better during sanita-

tion inspections than restaurants—and 

violations by all types of food businesses 

were rare.  The notion that food trucks 

and carts are unsafe is simply a myth.

Sensationalist news reports like 

the WAVE3 story misinform both the 

public and policymakers.  The WAVE3 

report caused an uproar, with custom-

ers who bought tickets to an upcoming 

food-truck festival asking for refunds 

and some vendors saying new custom-

ers are now more reticent to try their 

products.18  Such misinformation has 

also been offered to justify laws that 

unfairly restrict mobile vendors’ ability 

to compete.  But this report shows that 

it makes no more sense to shut down 

or burden food trucks or carts with 

anti-competitive regulations under the 

guise of food safety than it would to 

shut down or burden restaurants, hotels 

or grocery stores.

It shouldn’t be surprising that food 

trucks and carts are just as clean and 

sanitary as restaurants.  Both business 

models rely on repeat customers, and few 

people are going to eat twice at a place 

that made them ill.  With the rise of social 

media like Yelp, word of mouth about a 

business—whether good or bad—spreads 

further and more quickly than ever 

before.  And one advantage of food trucks 

and carts is that it is easier to watch as 

your food is being prepared—something 

you simply cannot do at most restaurants.  

So consumers can rest assured that food 

trucks and carts are as clean as restau-

rants, and in fact are often more so.  

For those policymakers concerned 

about health and safety, they should 

ensure—through inspections—that mobile 

food vendors are held to the same sani-

tation standards as restaurants.19  In this 

way, the public can enjoy food from ven-

dors that is both delicious and safe while 

allowing entrepreneurship and economic 

growth to thrive.
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In the seven cities studied here, street food is every bit 
as safe as food from a restaurant. The notion that food 

trucks and carts are unsafe is simply a myth.
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Appendix A: Methods

To isolate the influence of establishment types (β) on the inspection scores (Y) 

received, these analyses measured differences using OLS regression with fixed-ef-

fects.  Inspection scores were regressed on establishment types and dummy variables 

representing day of the week (Θ), month (X) and year (Ω).  Weekday, month and year 

reveal variability of inspections across time.  

Seattle and Washington, D.C., include a risk variable (Ψ), which those cities use to 

identify the potential risk associated with an establishment dependent on the manner in 

which it prepares and serves food.  For example, high-risk categories include establish-

ments that handle raw ingredients extensively, like most sit-down restaurants; moder-

ate-risk categories include establishments that have limited preparation, like a deli or 

coffee shop; and low-risk categories include establishments such as hot dog stands and 

convenience stores that primarily serve prepackaged or limited preparation foods.

An establishment can be inspected once or multiple times in one year with little 

consistency across establishments.  Additionally, the type of food served at or from an 

establishment determines the level of detail required during a health inspection, which 

means not all the inspection categories apply to every establishment.  The establish-

ment fixed effect (Φ) isolates and eliminates the individual specific differences.20

Because sanitation scores are a count of the number of violations during an 

inspection and most inspections have few violations, a Poisson regression was also 

used.  As with the OLS, inspection scores were regressed on establishment types 

and the time dummy variables.  Standard errors were clustered by establishment to 

account for multiple inspections per business.

The following is the OLS model for Boston:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω

“Y” represents inspection demerits with zero or no demerits being the best score. The 
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reference year is 2011 with the analysis covering 2011 through July 2013.  β1 represents 

the coefficient for restaurants, and β2 represents the coefficient for grocery stores, cafete-

rias, caterers, etc.  The models were run separately for food trucks and carts.

The OLS model for Las Vegas is:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω

“Y” represents inspection demerits with zero or no demerits being the best score 

and up to 100 demerits being the worst score.  The reference year is 2009 with the 

analysis covering 2009 through July 2012.  β1 represents the coefficient for restau-

rants, and β2 represents the coefficient for grocery stores, processors, cafeterias, etc.  

The models were run separately for food trucks and carts.

The OLS model for Los Angeles is:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+Θ+X+Ω+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+Θ+X+Ω

“Y” represents inspection demerits where zero is the best possible score.21  The 

analysis is from 2009 (the reference year) through July 2012.  β1 represents the coef-

ficient for restaurants.  The models were run separately for food trucks and carts.

The following is the OLS model for Louisville:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω

“Y” represents inspection demerits.22  The reference year is 2010 with the analysis 

covering 2010 through July 2013.  β1 represents the coefficient for restaurants, and β2 
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represents the coefficient for grocery stores, cafeterias, caterers, etc. 

The OLS model for Miami is:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+Θ+X+Ω+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+Θ+X+Ω

“Y” is the number of violations coded consistent with the other cities above, and 

β1 represents the coefficient for restaurants.  The analysis is from 2008 (the reference 

year) through July 2012.  

The OLS model for Seattle is: 

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (hotels)+Θ+X+Ω+Ψ+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (hotels)+Θ+X+Ω+Ψ
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“Y” is the number of inspection demerits with zero being the best possible score.  

The reference year is 2009 with the analysis covering 2009 through July 2012.  β1 

represents the coefficient for restaurants, and β2 represents the coefficient for hotels.  

Seattle also has a risk rank fixed effect (Ψ).  Seattle ranks establishments that sell 

pre-packaged food with limited preparation as the lowest, one, and establishments 

with complex food preparation and storage as the highest, three.

The OLS model for Washington, D.C. is:

Y=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω+Ψ+Φ+Є

The Poisson model is:

ln (Y)=β0+β1 (restaurants)+β2 (other)+Θ+X+Ω+Ψ

“Y” is the number of violations.  The analysis was run for 2011 and 2012.  β1 

represents the coefficient for restaurants, caterers, cafeterias and hotels, and β2 rep-

resents the coefficient for grocery stores, corner stores and wholesalers.  Like Seattle, 

Washington, D.C. has a risk rank fixed effect (Ψ) based on the District’s ranking of 

establishments, where one is the least risky and five is the riskiest.
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Appendix B: Regression Output
Table 15.

Boston Food Trucks  

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 1.872 0.253 0.00 0.527 0.107 0.00

Other -0.187 0.251 0.46 -0.020 0.109 0.86

Weekday  

Tuesday -1.399 0.909 0.12 -0.261 0.287 0.36

Wednesday -1.514 0.906 0.10 -0.284 0.287 0.32

Thursday -1.523 0.907 0.09 -0.298 0.287 0.30

Friday -1.413 0.908 0.12 -0.240 0.287 0.40

Saturday -1.447 0.907 0.11 -0.253 0.287 0.38

Sunday -2.507 0.944 0.01 -0.867 0.324 0.01

Month  

February -0.046 0.117 0.69 -0.094 0.040 0.02

March 0.329 0.126 0.01 0.095 0.039 0.02

April 0.088 0.135 0.51 0.058 0.041 0.16

May 0.284 0.126 0.02 0.138 0.037 0.00

June -0.077 0.133 0.57 0.006 0.040 0.89

July -0.517 0.130 0.00 -0.111 0.042 0.01

August -0.140 0.132 0.29 -0.021 0.042 0.62

September -0.402 0.123 0.00 -0.151 0.043 0.00

October -0.153 0.128 0.23 -0.027 0.041 0.51

November -0.341 0.141 0.02 -0.027 0.044 0.54

December -0.273 0.152 0.07 0.009 0.048 0.85

Year  

2012 0.461 0.095 0.00 0.148 0.028 0.00

2013 0.335 0.116 0.00 0.129 0.034 0.00

Intercept 3.529 0.978 0.00 1.178 0.315 0.00

sigma_u 2.471

sigma_e 3.012

rho 0.402
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Table 16.
Boston Carts 

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 3.391 0.092 0.00 1.580 0.079 0.00

Other 1.334 0.087 0.00 1.033 0.082 0.00

Weekday  

Tuesday 0.231 0.149 0.12 0.438 0.171 0.01

Wednesday 0.123 0.147 0.40 0.415 0.171 0.02

Thursday 0.118 0.147 0.42 0.404 0.171 0.02

Friday 0.226 0.147 0.13 0.462 0.171 0.01

Saturday 0.181 0.148 0.22 0.447 0.171 0.01

Sunday -0.353 0.222 0.11 -0.099 0.235 0.67

Month  

February -0.032 0.115 0.78 -0.090 0.040 0.03

March 0.358 0.126 0.00 0.101 0.039 0.01

April 0.102 0.131 0.44 0.058 0.041 0.16

May 0.269 0.122 0.03 0.135 0.037 0.00

June -0.058 0.129 0.65 0.012 0.040 0.76

July -0.492 0.126 0.00 -0.111 0.042 0.01

August -0.145 0.127 0.25 -0.031 0.042 0.47

September -0.393 0.122 0.00 -0.150 0.043 0.00

October -0.160 0.127 0.21 -0.027 0.041 0.50

November -0.330 0.138 0.02 -0.033 0.044 0.45

December -0.231 0.150 0.12 0.017 0.048 0.73

Year  

2012 0.450 0.092 0.00 0.145 0.028 0.00

2013 0.318 0.113 0.01 0.124 0.034 0.00

Intercept 0.387 0.182 0.03 -0.573 0.165 0.00

sigma_u 2.324

sigma_e 2.970

rho 0.380
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Table 17.
Las Vegas Food Trucks 

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 3.575 0.287 0.00 0.732 0.096 0.00

Other 1.085 0.286 0.00 0.267 0.096 0.01

Weekday  

Tuesday 0.375 0.291 0.20 0.113 0.055 0.04

Wednesday 0.191 0.291 0.51 0.078 0.055 0.15

Thursday 0.123 0.290 0.67 0.064 0.055 0.24

Friday 0.048 0.290 0.87 0.051 0.055 0.35

Saturday -0.371 0.289 0.20 -0.026 0.055 0.63

Sunday -0.239 0.310 0.44 -0.051 0.060 0.39

Month  

February -0.064 0.079 0.42 -0.006 0.015 0.68

March -0.161 0.079 0.04 -0.022 0.015 0.15

April -0.105 0.085 0.22 -0.015 0.016 0.37

May 0.030 0.088 0.74 0.015 0.016 0.36

June -0.055 0.082 0.50 0.003 0.016 0.83

July 0.166 0.087 0.06 0.040 0.016 0.01

August 0.322 0.095 0.00 0.076 0.018 0.00

September 0.028 0.086 0.74 0.013 0.017 0.44

October -0.176 0.087 0.04 -0.020 0.017 0.25

November 0.100 0.102 0.33 0.035 0.019 0.07

December -0.124 0.104 0.23 -0.007 0.020 0.72

Year  

2010 0.107 0.039 0.01 0.021 0.008 0.01

2011 0.544 0.045 0.00 0.100 0.009 0.00

2012 1.306 0.060 0.00 0.231 0.011 0.00

Intercept 2.758 0.409 0.00 1.073 0.111 0.00

sigma_u 1.578

sigma_e 5.558

rho 0.075
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Table 18.
Las Vegas Carts 

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 4.711 0.112 0.00 1.214 0.054 0.00

Other 2.221 0.110 0.00 0.748 0.055 0.00

Weekday  

Tuesday 0.359 0.276 0.19 0.110 0.054 0.04

Wednesday 0.181 0.275 0.51 0.076 0.054 0.16

Thursday 0.118 0.275 0.67 0.063 0.054 0.24

Friday 0.038 0.275 0.89 0.049 0.054 0.36

Saturday -0.362 0.274 0.19 -0.026 0.054 0.62

Sunday -0.204 0.295 0.49 -0.044 0.059 0.46

Month  

February -0.061 0.078 0.43 -0.005 0.015 0.71

March -0.160 0.078 0.04 -0.022 0.015 0.14

April -0.106 0.084 0.20 -0.015 0.016 0.34

May 0.038 0.087 0.67 0.016 0.016 0.32

June -0.049 0.081 0.54 0.004 0.015 0.82

July 0.176 0.086 0.04 0.042 0.016 0.01

August 0.340 0.094 0.00 0.080 0.018 0.00

September 0.059 0.085 0.49 0.019 0.017 0.25

October -0.170 0.087 0.05 -0.019 0.017 0.26

November 0.130 0.100 0.19 0.041 0.019 0.03

December -0.107 0.103 0.30 -0.003 0.020 0.88

Year  

2010 0.107 0.038 0.01 0.021 0.008 0.01

2011 0.549 0.044 0.00 0.103 0.009 0.00

2012 1.300 0.059 0.00 0.233 0.011 0.00

Intercept 1.618 0.294 0.00 0.591 0.076 0.00

sigma_u 1.569

sigma_e 5.524

rho 0.075

35



Table 19.
Los Angeles Food Trucks 

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 4.484 0.143 0.00 0.786 0.049 0.00

Weekday  

Tuesday -0.313 0.424 0.46 0.145 0.074 0.05

Wednesday -0.233 0.421 0.58 0.145 0.074 0.05

Thursday -0.187 0.420 0.66 0.144 0.074 0.05

Friday -0.242 0.421 0.57 0.133 0.074 0.07

Saturday -0.206 0.426 0.63 0.122 0.074 0.10

Sunday 1.110 0.516 0.03 0.248 0.089 0.01

Month  

February 0.124 0.115 0.28 0.012 0.017 0.45

March 0.101 0.097 0.30 0.018 0.015 0.23

April 0.041 0.102 0.69 0.006 0.015 0.71

May -0.021 0.097 0.83 -0.006 0.014 0.70

June 0.081 0.110 0.46 0.018 0.016 0.26

July 0.251 0.128 0.05 0.030 0.018 0.10

August 0.326 0.123 0.01 0.033 0.018 0.06

September 0.533 0.121 0.00 0.069 0.017 0.00

October 0.282 0.135 0.04 0.025 0.019 0.19

November 0.104 0.132 0.43 0.011 0.019 0.55

December -0.141 0.120 0.24 -0.004 0.018 0.81

Year  

2010 -0.402 0.067 0.00 -0.056 0.009 0.00

2011 -0.701 0.070 0.00 -0.094 0.010 0.00

2012 -0.829 0.090 0.00 -0.102 0.013 0.00

Intercept 3.721 0.450 0.00 1.178 0.091 0.00

sigma_u 2.430

sigma_e 4.633

rho 0.216
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Table 20.
Los Angeles Carts 

OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 5.648 0.237 0.00 1.214 0.105 0.00

Weekday  

Tuesday 0.254 0.393 0.52 0.264 0.074 0.00

Wednesday 0.440 0.391 0.26 0.275 0.073 0.00

Thursday 0.436 0.391 0.26 0.268 0.073 0.00

Friday 0.443 0.390 0.26 0.265 0.073 0.00

Saturday 0.402 0.394 0.31 0.245 0.074 0.00

Sunday 0.843 0.492 0.09 0.265 0.091 0.00

Month  

February 0.130 0.116 0.26 0.013 0.016 0.43

March 0.131 0.097 0.18 0.020 0.015 0.16

April 0.040 0.101 0.69 0.005 0.015 0.74

May 0.024 0.097 0.80 0.000 0.014 0.98

June 0.232 0.111 0.04 0.037 0.016 0.02

July 0.321 0.132 0.02 0.036 0.018 0.05

August 0.342 0.126 0.01 0.032 0.018 0.07

September 0.452 0.119 0.00 0.058 0.017 0.00

October 0.289 0.138 0.04 0.025 0.019 0.20

November 0.034 0.123 0.79 0.003 0.017 0.85

December -0.155 0.121 0.20 -0.004 0.018 0.84

Year  

2010 -0.468 0.069 0.00 -0.064 0.009 0.00

2011 -0.849 0.070 0.00 -0.113 0.010 0.00

2012 -0.958 0.091 0.00 -0.118 0.012 0.00

Intercept 1.996 0.458 0.00 0.635 0.127 0.00

sigma_u 2.454

sigma_e 4.520

rho 0.228
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Table 21.
Louisville Mobile Vendors (Trucks and Carts) 

 OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 2.441 0.164 0.00 0.826 0.076 0.00

Other 1.354 0.166 0.00 0.596 0.077 0.00

Weekday

Tuesday 0.200 0.243 0.41 0.030 0.112 0.79

Wednesday 0.177 0.247 0.47 0.024 0.113 0.83

Thursday 0.102 0.246 0.68 0.016 0.112 0.89

Friday 0.095 0.256 0.71 -0.017 0.114 0.88

Saturday -0.019 0.273 0.94 -0.051 0.117 0.67

Sunday -0.044 0.215 0.84 -0.101 0.116 0.39

Month

February 0.000 0.101 1.00 0.023 0.032 0.46

March -0.158 0.095 0.10 -0.058 0.032 0.07

April 0.151 0.141 0.28 0.069 0.035 0.05

May 0.208 0.188 0.27 0.067 0.043 0.12

June 0.060 0.113 0.60 0.027 0.030 0.37

July 0.009 0.097 0.93 0.009 0.029 0.75

August -0.356 0.222 0.11 -0.090 0.079 0.26

September 0.201 0.117 0.09 0.107 0.033 0.00

October 0.070 0.112 0.53 -0.009 0.034 0.80

November -0.099 0.103 0.34 -0.040 0.032 0.21

December -0.060 0.106 0.58 0.005 0.033 0.88

Year

2010 0.719 0.073 0.00 0.201 0.026 0.00

2011 0.606 0.113 0.00 0.160 0.037 0.00

2012 0.282 0.068 0.00 0.062 0.025 0.01

Intercept 1.352 0.346 0.00 0.523 0.137 0.00

sigma_u 1.913

sigma_e 3.729

rho 0.208
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Table 22.
Miami Mobile Vendors (Trucks and Carts) 

 OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 4.191 0.126 0.00 0.773 0.032 0.00

Weekday

Tuesday 2.922 0.378 0.00 0.868 0.105 0.00

Wednesday 2.524 0.371 0.00 0.826 0.105 0.00

Thursday 2.606 0.372 0.00 0.841 0.105 0.00

Friday 2.529 0.377 0.00 0.826 0.105 0.00

Saturday 2.205 0.374 0.00 0.775 0.105 0.00

Sunday 0.732 0.515 0.16 0.354 0.136 0.01

Month

February 0.308 0.211 0.15 0.060 0.029 0.04

March 0.228 0.218 0.29 0.052 0.029 0.07

April -0.482 0.212 0.02 -0.042 0.031 0.18

May -1.080 0.213 0.00 -0.106 0.031 0.00

June -1.730 0.201 0.00 -0.255 0.031 0.00

July -0.215 0.231 0.35 -0.011 0.030 0.72

August -0.391 0.241 0.11 -0.023 0.032 0.47

September -0.565 0.239 0.02 -0.054 0.032 0.09

October -0.522 0.242 0.03 -0.053 0.032 0.10

November -0.598 0.272 0.03 -0.049 0.036 0.17

December -0.852 0.257 0.00 -0.107 0.035 0.00

Year

2009 -1.368 0.151 0.00 -0.154 0.017 0.00

2010 -1.487 0.225 0.00 -0.175 0.027 0.00

2011 -3.323 0.150 0.00 -0.435 0.019 0.00

2012 -3.495 0.213 0.00 -0.466 0.027 0.00

Intercept 3.533 0.438 0.00 0.761 0.112 0.00

sigma_u 2.877

sigma_e 6.570

rho 0.161
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Table 23.
Seattle Mobile Vendors (Trucks and Carts) 

 OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants -1.505 1.368 0.27 -0.094 0.111 0.40

Hotels -6.893 1.589 0.00 -0.915 0.191 0.00

Weekday

Tuesday 0.103 2.951 0.97 0.292 0.256 0.25

Wednesday -0.849 2.963 0.77 0.264 0.256 0.30

Thursday -0.251 2.980 0.93 0.270 0.257 0.29

Friday 0.741 2.964 0.80 0.387 0.257 0.13

Saturday -0.596 3.003 0.84 0.279 0.257 0.28

Sunday -0.315 3.358 0.93 0.120 0.283 0.67

Month

February -1.626 0.934 0.08 -0.085 0.070 0.22

March 0.898 0.932 0.34 0.102 0.078 0.19

April -2.009 0.894 0.03 -0.113 0.067 0.09

May -3.274 0.893 0.00 -0.286 0.072 0.00

June -2.652 1.026 0.01 -0.158 0.073 0.03

July -0.298 1.232 0.81 0.011 0.099 0.92

August -1.090 1.257 0.39 -0.028 0.090 0.76

September -5.733 1.042 0.00 -0.400 0.083 0.00

October -6.436 1.009 0.00 -0.522 0.093 0.00

November -5.098 0.976 0.00 -0.428 0.083 0.00

December -5.743 0.982 0.00 -0.409 0.084 0.00

Year

2010 -0.135 0.621 0.83 0.007 0.056 0.90

2011 -0.801 0.585 0.17 -0.006 0.054 0.91

2012 -0.318 0.745 0.67 0.061 0.060 0.31

Risk Rank

2 -3.243 0.822 0.00 -0.567 0.140 0.00

2/3 -8.459 1.727 0.00 -1.243 0.347 0.00

3 5.419 0.760 0.00 0.506 0.104 0.00

Intercept 12.828 3.140 0.00 2.313 0.267 0.00

sigma_u 8.730

sigma_e 15.340

rho 0.245
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Table 24.
Washington, D.C., Mobile Vendors (Trucks and Carts) 

 OLS Poisson

 Coefficient Robust SE p Coefficient Robust SE p

Restaurants 1.630 0.151 0.00 0.661 0.088 0.00

Other 1.550 0.169 0.00 0.636 0.092 0.00

Weekday

Tuesday 0.732 0.918 0.43 0.224 0.305 0.46

Wednesday 0.837 0.913 0.36 0.325 0.148 0.03

Thursday 0.641 0.912 0.48 0.370 0.148 0.01

Friday 0.945 0.917 0.30 0.329 0.148 0.03

Saturday 0.739 0.919 0.42 0.399 0.148 0.01

Sunday 0.859 1.575 0.59 0.327 0.148 0.03

Month

February 0.113 0.258 0.66 0.248 0.182 0.17

March -0.024 0.248 0.92 -0.006 0.059 0.93

April 0.021 0.255 0.94 0.025 0.034 0.45

May 0.061 0.233 0.79 -0.013 0.032 0.67

June -0.142 0.241 0.56 -0.017 0.033 0.60

July 0.337 0.263 0.20 -0.006 0.032 0.85

August 0.396 0.246 0.11 -0.021 0.034 0.53

September -0.287 0.243 0.24 0.069 0.033 0.04

October -0.349 0.230 0.13 0.065 0.031 0.04

November -0.418 0.230 0.07 -0.089 0.033 0.01

December -0.524 0.252 0.04 -0.104 0.032 0.00

Year

2012 -0.586 0.088 0.00 -0.147 0.033 0.00

Risk Rank

2 0.489 0.192 0.01 -0.174 0.035 0.00

3 1.344 0.193 0.00 0.374 0.063 0.00

4 2.051 0.273 0.00 -0.164 0.012 0.00

5 -0.162 0.472 0.73 -0.046 0.168 0.78

Intercept 1.110 0.934 0.23 0.168 0.055 0.00

sigma_u 0.000

sigma_e 4.719

rho 0.000
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guish by establishment type.  Later both 
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news reports suggested that food trucks 
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during inspections.
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and storage, food temperatures and 

employee health and knowledge.  They 
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protection, utensils and equipment.  

Additionally, the seven municipalities 

studied all require food-truck and cart 

owners to work out of a commissary—

shared commercial kitchen—where they 

must store food, containers and supplies 

as well as prepare food, clean utensils 

and dispose of liquid and solid waste.  

The commissaries, like restaurants and 

mobile vendors, must pass periodic 

health inspections to remain open.

7 In Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Louisville 

and Seattle, violations are given demerit 

values depending on the severity of the 

violation.  For example, a foodborne 

violation may have a demerit of five 

whereas a business practice violation 

may have a demerit of one.  In these 

cities, the sum of the demerits is the 

number provided by the agencies and is 

reported here as number of violations.

8 Analyses controlled for when an 

establishment was inspected—day of 
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the week, month and year—because 

variations may occur with higher traffic 

and lower traffic days and with sea-

sonal and yearly fluctuations in demand, 

weather, foods, pests and other fac-

tors.  The analyses also controlled for 

each individual establishment because 

some businesses may be inspected 

more often or have consistent issues 

based on something other than the type 

of food establishment they are.  The 

analyses for Seattle and Washington, 

D.C., also controlled for risk categories 

assigned by the cities.  These categories 

are assigned based on establishments’ 

methods of food preparation and deliv-

ery—pre-packaged versus fresh food, 

ice cream versus warm lunch entrees 

and so forth.  Analyses controlled for 

these categories so that an abundance 

of high-risk, and therefore potentially 

high-violation, establishments in one 

category would not skew results.

9 The Poisson regression is commonly 

used for analyzing count data, which 

we have here (i.e., counts of viola-

tions). However, the results of OLS 

regression tend to be easier to under-

stand and are included here for ease of 

interpretation. 

10 The full regression output for mod-

els in Boston, Miami and Washington, 

D.C., using the numbers of critical and 

non-critical violations can be supplied 

upon request.

11 The full regression output for the models 

using the number of critical foodborne, 

critical and non-critical violations sepa-

rately can be supplied upon request.

12 The number of violations here is 

actually the number of reported demer-

its, where more severe violations 

receive more demerits.

13 The number of violations here is actu-

ally the number of reported demerits, 

where more severe violations receive 

more demerits.

14 The number of violations here is actu-

ally the number of reported demerits, 

where more severe violations receive 

more demerits.

15 The full regression output for the 

models using the number of critical and 

non-critical violations separately can be 

supplied upon request.

16 The number of violations here is actu-

ally the number of reported demerits, 

where more severe violations receive 

more demerits.
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17 The full regression output for the 
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truck laws see: Frommer, R. & Gall, B. 

(November 2012) “Food-truck freedom: 

How to build better food-truck laws in 

your city.” Institute for Justice: Arling-

ton, VA; http://ij.org/vending. 

20 The OLS models were also run with-

out the establishment fixed effects 

and the Poisson models were run with 

establishment fixed effects. The results 

of these models were not appreciably 

different from the ones used in this 

report. These results can be provided 

upon request.

21 These values were transformed from 

the original grade that removes demer-

its from 100.
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from 100.
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Executive Summary

As old as the country itself,  
American street vending has  
never been more prominent. 

It’s the subject of television shows, think pieces and—less 

happily—burdensome regulations in cities coast to coast. De-

spite vending’s popularity both with the public and as a target 

for regulation, data about vendors and their economic contribu-

tions have been hard to come by. Until now. 

To help remedy this dearth of information, the Institute for 

Justice surveyed 763 licensed vendors in the 50 largest cities 

in the United States. This report presents the findings of that 

survey as well as an in-depth economic case study of New 

York City’s vending industry. It also tells the stories of a diverse 

group of vendors and their struggles to make a living and grow 

their businesses. These are real-life examples of how city regula-

tions can get in the way of budding entrepreneurs.
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Key findings include:

Vending offers an accessible avenue to 
entrepreneurship, especially for immigrants, 
minorities and those with less formal 
education.

• 96% of vendors own their own businesses.

• 51% of vendors are immigrants, and the average immigrant vendor has 

been in the United States 22 years.

• Like the cities they serve, vendors are diverse: 62% are persons of color, 

including 35% who are Hispanic. 

• 28% of vendors didn’t complete high school, and 63% completed no spe-

cialized training before becoming vendors.

Vendors are hard-working business owners 
and job creators—just the people cities 
should welcome with open arms.

• Full-time vendors work, on average, more than 11 hours a day, five 

and a half days a week, and three out of four part-time vendors hold a 

second job.

• 39% of vendors are employers, averaging 2.3 full-time and 2.7 part-

time workers. 

• One out of three vending business owners plans to expand.

Through their economic activity, vending 
businesses can make sizable contributions to 
their local economy. 

• In 2012, vendors’ contributions to the New York City economy totaled 

an estimated 17,960 jobs, $192.3 million in wages and $292.7 million in 

value added. 

• New York City vendors contributed an estimated $71.2 million to local, 

state and federal tax coffers.

New York’s vending industry generates considerable economic activity—

but it could do even more if not for the city’s artificial cap on licenses and per-

mits. This cap has kept countless would-be vendors out of business and forced 

others to operate illegally. Many other cities, including Los Angeles, Miami 

and Chicago, likewise dampen vending’s economic potential through outright 

bans and arbitrary limits on when, where and how vendors may work.

Not only do such regulations cost cities economic activity, jobs and taxes, 

but they also close off an otherwise viable path to entrepreneurship and 

upward mobility. Cities would do better to open their streets and sidewalks to 

hard-working vendors who are just trying to build their American Dream. 
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Introduction

After hundreds of years on America’s urban 

streets, vending is an “overnight” success—most 

especially street food. Suddenly, multiple television 

shows feature food trucks and their innovative fare.1 

In 2010, New York Times food columnist John T. Edge 

declared, “Street food is hip,”2 and a 2009 Washington 

Post story observed, “Street carts are the year’s hottest 

food trend.”3 And the trend shows no signs of slow-

ing down: Celebrity chef and street food aficionado 

Anthony Bourdain announced plans in 2014 for a New 

York City market hall that will feature “a dream list of 

chefs, operators, street food and hawker legends from 

around the world.”4 Since 2008, the sector has grown 

an average of 8.4% a year, and revenue, which in 2012 

reached $650 million, is expected to quadruple to $2.7 

billion by 2017.5 

For much of our nation’s history, street vending—or 

“peddling”—has been a way for lower-income workers, 

particularly new immigrants, to make a living and climb 

the economic ladder.6 The industry still holds the same 

economic promise, but it now attracts a more diverse 

crop of workers: immigrants, yes, but also ex-profes-

sionals, retirees and young entrepreneurs.7 In cities 

around the country, vendors sell a dizzying array of 

goods—both food and merchandise—from trucks, carts, 

tables, stands and kiosks.8  

The allure of street vending lies in its low startup 

and overhead costs. Vending provides an accessible 

avenue into entrepreneurship—a way to be one’s own 

boss and to start something that can grow into a bigger 

enterprise. Among food vendors, for example, it’s com-

mon to find young, creative chefs using a cart or truck to 

test-market ideas, build a customer base and capital and 

take the first steps toward opening a restaurant.9 

Particularly during the recent recession, street vend-

ing has also been seen as an escape from unemployment. 

Michael Wells, co-director of New York City’s Street 

Vendor Project, reported a surge of calls from people try-

ing to find a new way to make a living after losing their 

jobs.10 Asociación de Vendedores Ambulantes, a vendor 

association in Chicago, also works with aspiring vendors 

who wish to start new businesses after struggling to find 

work elsewhere.11  

This report provides a first-of-its-kind look at the peo-

ple making a living as entrepreneurs on America’s streets 

and sidewalks. The Institute for Justice surveyed licensed 

vendors in the 50 largest U.S. cities. By far the broadest 

survey ever done of the industry, it reveals that today’s 

street vendors are bootstraps entrepreneurs: Despite 

having little formal training, they have built long-lasting 

businesses and created jobs, often through long hours 
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and hard work. And an in-depth case study of vendors in 

New York City shows the economic benefits—including 

jobs and taxes—street vendors can bring to a city.

To date, hard data about street vendors have been 

scarce, but facts about the industry are increasingly 

important as cities across the country consider how to 

regulate vending—and as vendors push back against 

onerous rules. New York City, despite its storied history 

of vending, arbitrarily caps food permits and vending li-

censes, keeping would-be vendors out of work or forcing 

them to operate illegally12—and fostering a flourishing 

black market for permits.13 Although home to a thriving 

food-truck scene, Los Angeles completely bans sidewalk 

vending, exposing the thousands of Angelenos who vend 

anyway to citations, fines and even jail time.14 Chicago 

won’t allow food trucks to sell within 200 feet of any 

brick-and-mortar establishment that serves food, effec-

tively making much of its downtown off-limits.15 Miami 

bans vendors from public parking lots and street parking 

spaces and forbids them from staying in one place any 

longer than it takes to make a sale.16 

Many cities are simply imposing old, ill-fitting 

regulations on a rejuvenated industry, while others are 

bending to pressure from businesses in traditional store-

fronts that fear upstart competition.17 Either way, a better 

understanding of who vendors are, what they do and 

how they contribute to local economies is crucial to dispel 

myths and lead to better policymaking. This report sheds 

light on the industry not only through survey and eco-

nomic data but also through stories of men and women 

in the business and their struggles to survive and thrive.

Surveying Street Vendors

To learn more about the street vending industry, the 
Institute for Justice surveyed 763 vendors in the 50 largest 
U.S. cities. The sample was drawn from lists of licensed 
vendors in each city, and the survey was conducted by 
telephone in the fall of 2013 by Technometrica, a New 
Jersey-based polling company. For further details on 
methods, see the Appendix. 

The complete survey and full results are available online at

www.ij.org/upwardly-mobile 
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Laura Pekarik
Chicago

Laura Pekarik is probably not who most people 

envision when they hear “street vendor.” She is never-

theless exemplary of today’s new class of vendors. With 

an associate’s degree in business, she is among the 24% 

of vendors with some college (see Figure 4, p. 12). And 

like most vendors (see Figure 6, p. 15), she had a work-

ing life before vending: a successful management career 

in marketing. Then came an announcement from her 

sister—cancer. 

Diagnosed in 2010, Kathryn Pekarik, Laura’s sister, is 

one of more than 330,000 Americans18 with non-Hodgkin 

lymphoma, a type of blood cancer. Laura and her mother 

quit their jobs to take care of her. During a benefit to help 

defray the costs of Kathryn’s medical care, Laura hosted a 

bake sale, selling 250 of her homemade cupcakes. Friends 

and family couldn’t get enough of the sweet treats and 

requested more. 

After Kathryn recovered, Laura considered return-

ing to her job but chose instead to go into business for 

herself. Like many new entrepreneurs, Laura lacked 

money for a storefront, so she used her entire savings to 

open the Cupcakes for Courage food truck in 2011. Now, 

at 3:30 a.m. every weekday and many weekends, Laura 

begins a long workday that includes not only baking 

200 cupcakes to sell from her truck but also overseeing a 

growing business,19 from which she donates 10 percent 

of sales to cancer charities.20 

Like many vendors (see Figure 2, p. 9), Laura is an 

employer: Her business employs a dozen staff members. 

Laura has also branched out to other baked goods and 

now offers catering and pre-ordering, which requires 

her to bake up to 500 cupcakes at a time.21 In addition, 

she purchased another truck and opened a brick-and-

mortar location in 2012. The store, Courageous Bakery, 

also serves as a new home for Laura’s food trucks, 

which continue to operate in Chicago—though not in all 

of Chicago. 

City laws make it illegal for Laura and other food-

truck operators to vend within 200 feet of any fixed busi-

ness that serves food. Because restaurants tend to cluster 

together on streets and blocks, this “proximity restric-

tion” has made entire swaths of Chicago inaccessible to 

food trucks. The fine for violating the 200-foot rule goes 

up to $2,000—10 times greater than the fine for blocking 

a fire hydrant. To enforce this rule, the city is forcing food 

trucks to install GPS tracking devices that broadcast their 

every move. 

Seeing the regulations as unjust, Laura joined with 

the Institute for Justice to sue the city of Chicago in late 

2012. IJ argues that in existing primarily to protect restau-

rants—and not the public at large—the 200-foot rule vi-

olates Laura’s and other vendors’ right to earn an honest 

living under the Illinois Constitution.22 IJ also argues that 

the Windy City’s use of GPS devices for enforcement vio-

lates the state Constitution because of its anticompetitive 

purpose and the lack of limitations on the access or use of 

any data collected.23

Small-Business 
Ownership

Street vendors are overwhelmingly 
small-business owners: 96% of large-city 
vendors own their own business, and 
90% of those also own the truck, cart, 
stand or other structure from which 
they sell.a Most vendors own only one 
structure, but some have grown into 
larger businesses with 10, 20 or even 50 
vending units. Figure 1: Vendor Business and Structure 

Ownership in Large U.S. Cities

Own their own 
business

Own business 
and structure
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Job Creation

Street vending creates jobs not only for vendors but often 
also for others: 39% of vendors employ full- or part-time 
workers. The average vendor-employer has 2.3 full-time 
and 2.7 part-time workers.b

Employ workers

Figure 2: Vendors as Employers in 
Large U.S. Cities
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Greg Burke 
Chicago

Laura’s company has survived despite the city’s in-

trusions, but Chicago has managed to destroy other busi-

nesses, like Greg Burke’s. An engineer by training, Greg 

built a flourishing career in the construction industry. 

And then came the Great Recession. Along with millions 

of other Americans, Greg found himself unemployed in 

2010. As the recession lingered, he struggled to find work 

in an industry hard hit and slow to recover. With few 

prospects, Greg took matters into his own hands.

For years at Chicago Bears games, Greg had been 

frying schnitzel (a hand-breaded and fried pork or chick-

en cutlet), putting it between two pieces of bread and 

topping it with grilled onions and peppers. People loved 

Greg’s sandwiches and told him he should sell them for 

a living. In 2011, he started to do just that. He bought a 

vintage 1970s Jeep with his life savings, converted it into 

a food truck and became the Chicago Schnitzel King. 

In so doing, he joined the ranks of tens of thousands of 

street vendors, most of whom sell food (see Wide Variety 

of Food & Merchandise, p. 18). 

Greg and his wife, Kristin, built a popular business, 

but the city’s draconian laws drove them away. “We had 

a strong, loyal following,” Kristin said. “Unfortunately, 

because of the restrictive food-truck laws we couldn’t 

make enough money to survive and support our growing 

family.”24 The Burkes moved to North Dakota in 2014—

the Chicago Schnitzel King is no more.

Longevity & Future Plans

Street vendors are successful, averaging eight years 
in business with plans to continue for at least anoth-
er 10 years. More than one-third of vendor-owners 
plan to expand, mostly by growing their current 
business, though nearly one-quarter of this group 
hope to open a brick-and-mortar storefront. Half 
of vendors’ employees also hope to start their own 
vending business.

Figure 3: Aspirations of Large-City Vending 
Business Owners Who Plan to Expand

Expand

Not Sure Yet

Unique (i.e., 
online, overseas)

63%

4% 9%

23% Brick and
Mortar
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Yvonne Castaneda 
El Paso, Texas

A similar fate almost befell Yvonne Castaneda of El 

Paso, Texas. 

On a typical day, Yvonne awakens at 5:00 a.m. to 

begin preparing food for her business. She buys ingre-

dients from a local supplier and then takes them to a 

commercial kitchen where she prepares delicious, low-

cost burritos greatly in demand by her regular customers. 

From there, she loads the burritos into her food truck and 

begins her route. Yvonne’s business, like most vendors’ 

(see Figure 12, p. 20), is mobile. Most days, she will stop 

at parks, construction sites and a local plasma center. 

Before the end of the day, she’ll sell more than 50 burritos 

and an assortment of soda, candy, potato chips and other 

prepackaged items.25 Mexican food is a staple among 

food vendors in the United States, though today’s ven-

dors offer a variety of foods and other goods (see Wide 

Variety of Food & Merchandise, p. 18). 

Although Yvonne stops vending at around 4:00 

p.m., her workday won’t end until about 6:00 p.m., when 

she has finished unloading and cleaning her truck and 

preparing for the next day. On weekends, she orders food 

and supplies for her business and completes hours of pa-

perwork and accounting. Yvonne’s workdays and weeks 

are long, but such commitment is typical among vendors 

(see Figure 9, p. 17). 

Like most vendors (see Figure 5, p. 13), Yvonne has 

had no formal training in the industry, other than a food 

handling course required by the city and an optional 

business management course offered by the health de-

partment, but she learned quickly and her business grew 

steadily. She is proud of the business that she started in 

1996, proud that on 50 burritos a day she can cover all 

of her expenses and still support herself, her husband, 

Hector, who was put out of work by a severe on-the-job 

injury, and their daughter, Destiny. As it has for countless 

other mobile vendors across the country, owning a food 

truck has offered Yvonne a gateway to self-sufficiency 

and entrepreneurship.26 But this path was very nearly 

closed to her and other El Pasoans.

In 2009, city leaders effectively turned El Paso into a 

no-vending zone with the adoption of a new food-truck 

law.27 The core of the law was a proximity restriction 

prohibiting mobile food vendors from selling food within 

1,000 feet of a brick-and-mortar restaurant. Making 

matters worse, the law also prohibited mobile vendors 

from stopping and waiting for customers, meaning they 

weren’t allowed to park in one spot during the lunch 

hour and serve food steadily to customers. Instead, 

vendors had to keep driving constantly unless a customer 

happened to see them and flag them down; once finished 

with a transaction, vendors had to get back on the move 

immediately.28   

For any vendor, but particularly for a food vendor, 

successfully operating under these kinds of parking re-

strictions is utterly unrealistic. Even with prepreparation 

completed prior to driving a route, serving food from a 

truck or cart requires equipment setup, last-minute food 

preparation and packaging, cleanup and other related 

Low Education & Training 
Demands

Street vending is a way for people with less education 
and little specialized training to open their own busi-
nesses. Fewer large-city vendors have completed high 
school compared to other workers—28% of vendors 
have less than a high-school education versus 18% of 
city residents.

Figure 4: Vendor Education Compared to Other 
Workers in Large U.S. Citiesc
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Figure 5: Vendors’ Training in Large U.S. Citiesd 

activities that make a constant motion model of vending 

impossible. This logic was, however, lost on city inspec-

tors, who enforced the new law with hefty fines.29 

As a result, Yvonne was pushed out of locations 

where she had vended for years. As it is for many busi-

ness owners, particularly retailers, location is a key factor 

in a vendor’s success. Vendors like Yvonne typically 

choose to operate in business districts (see Figure 13, p. 

21)—the very spot in El Paso that was now off-limits. 

Yvonne sought solutions, like paying to park in a private 

lot, but nothing she tried effectively attracted custom-

ers.30 Her sales, previously enough to support her family, 

deflated to half their normal volume. Before the new law, 

Yvonne’s daily take was approximately $450, which left 

her with about $300 after expenses. Slashing that in half 

left her struggling to make ends meet.31 

For almost two years, Yvonne tried to work within 

the new law, but, facing the real prospect of losing the 

ability to provide for her family, she partnered with IJ to 

sue the city of El Paso in early 2011. Just a few months 

later, city officials voted unanimously to lift most of the 

2009 restrictions on mobile food vendors, including the 

1,000-foot proximity restriction.32 

Fortunately for Yvonne, attempts at economic protec-

tionism by city leaders did not cast her out of work, but 

Atlanta vendors would not be so lucky.

Nearly two-thirds (63%) of vendors completed no special-
ized training prior to opening shop. Most vendors who 
did undergo training did so to meet municipal licensing 
requirements. These programs, which typically include 
hygiene classes, took, according to the vendors surveyed, 
an average of five months to complete.

63%
No Training28%

Training 
Required for 

License

9% Voluntary Schooling,
On-the-Job Training,etc.
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Larry Miller 
Atlanta

For almost 30 years, Larry Miller had been a fixture 

at Atlanta Braves games, not as a player or a spectator but 

as a vendor selling shirts, hats, jerseys and snacks to fans. 

On Opening Day 2013, however, Larry and other vendors 

arrived only to be run off by police with threats of fines or 

arrest,33 all thanks to Mayor Kasim Reed. 

Larry began vending in 1985, selling T-shirts at the 

old Atlanta Stadium. He expanded with a table and ad-

ditional merchandise—all the while paying the required 

fees and taxes.34 Larry’s 30-year tenure is more than triple 

the average of eight years in the vending business (see 

Longevity & Future Plans, p. 10). 

Game days are long for Larry—usually about 14 

hours. He arrives at the stadium four hours before game 

time and stays until everyone has left, usually three hours 

after the game has ended. Preparations add several more 

hours: The truck must be loaded, ice and water picked up 

from a wholesaler and peanuts cooked the night before. 

Post-game, he cleans and restocks. 

Larry’s small business allowed him to purchase a 

home, raise a family and create employment opportu-

nities for others.35 As he put it, “For generations, street 

vending has been a way for people in Atlanta to work 

hard and climb the economic ladder.”36 Unfortunately, 

city officials seemed intent on cutting off this path to 

upward mobility.

The dust-up leading to Larry’s banishment from 

Turner Field began in 2009, when the city gave a street 

vending monopoly to a multi-billion-dollar Chica-

go-based company, General Growth Properties. GGP’s 

plan included building metal kiosks adorned with paid 

advertising throughout Atlanta, evicting vendors who 

already worked at those locations, and then renting the 

kiosks to vendors for up to $20,000 per year.37 This is a 

vast sum, especially given that the average full-time, 

year-round street vending business generates a modest 

$35,000 in annual profits (see Table 1, p. 17). 

Arguing that Atlanta’s actions violated the Georgia 

Constitution, Larry worked with IJ to sue the city. The 

court agreed with Larry in a December 2012 decision,38 

but victory was short-lived. The following spring, Mayor 

Reed cracked down on most of the city’s vendors, refus-

ing to let them operate.39  Dozens of thriving businesses 

were shuttered overnight.

Although Larry was able to find a private lot near 

Turner Field from which to vend, the location was 

terrible. “Where I normally saw thousands at my old 

location, I saw only a few hundred,” Larry recalls. “I lost 

90 percent of my business. I could not make my house 

payments, and my house went into foreclosure.”40

Larry and IJ sued again to force Atlanta to let people 

work under the city’s original vending law, which the 

court’s earlier decision had restored. They won again, 

with the judge ordering Reed to fulfill his duties,41 but the 

mayor still refused. Within minutes of a 2013 contempt 

hearing prompted by IJ’s requests, the City Council 

Prior Work Experience

Unlike “peddlers” of earlier eras who often lacked other 
employment skills or opportunities, most of today’s 
vendors have prior work experience: Approximately 
73% of large-city vendors held other jobs before vend-
ing. Of those, 29% have backgrounds in various profes-
sions, and 28% have experience in service industries.e

29%
Professional

15%
General

8%
Government

14%
Manual

28%

5% 1%

Service

Social welfare
Vending

Figure 6: Types of Jobs Previously 
Held by Vendors in Large U.S. Cities
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Figure 7: Full-Time vs. 
Part-Time Street Vending 
in Large U.S. Cities

Full-Time, Part-Time 
& Seasonal Work

Most large-city street vendors (67%) 
work full time, but sizable minorities 
vend part time (33%) or seasonally 
(40%).f Most part-time and seasonal 
vendors supplement their incomes 
with second jobs.g For some part-
time and seasonal vendors, street 
vending may fill gaps in income 
when full-time, year-round jobs are 
unavailable; others may see vending 
as an opportunity to own a business 
but need additional employment to 
make ends meet.

approved a new vending law. It was not until early 2015, 

however, that the city adopted an ordinance enabling 

Turner Field vendors to return to work. In 2017, vendors’ 

livelihoods will again be disrupted as the Braves move 

to a new stadium in nearby Cobb County.42 It remains 

unknown whether vending will be permitted at the new 

stadium and, if so, under what conditions.

Now aged 65—a senior member of an industry that 

already skews older than the general workforce (see Fig-

ure 17, p. 24)—Larry could retire, but he has other ideas. 

Like many vendors who own their businesses, Larry is 

planning for his business’s future (see Figure 3, p. 10). 

Given the coming changes to Turner Field, Larry 

may opt to spend summers at Falcon Stadium, where a 

new professional soccer team will be kicking off in 2017.43 

“I will have to get creative. I don’t know anything about 

soccer,” he laughs, “but I am learning. They are probably 

going to have one famous player that will mean good 

jersey sales.”

Full time

Part time

Part timers holding 
other jobs

Year round

Seasonal

Seasonal holding other jobs

Figure 8: Year-Round  
vs. Seasonal Vending  
in Large U.S. Cities
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Modest Earnings

Street vendors in America’s largest cities are bootstraps entrepreneurs, 
running modest businesses that average about $145,000 in annual receipts 
for those operating full time and year round and considerably less for those 
operating part time and seasonally. After paying for fuel, supplies, wages, 
insurance, taxes, fees and other costs, full-time and year-round vendors gen-
erate profits of about $35,000 per business and take home less than $18,000 in 
personal income.

Table 1: Average (Mean) Annual Sales, Profit and Income for Large-
City Vending Businesses, 2012

Full time Part time Year round Seasonal

Sales $146,896 $23,578 $144,620 $26,535

Profit $36,044 $5,891 $34,794 $9,462

Income $14,408 $15,768* $17,796 $10,355*

*Includes income from non-vending sources

Long Workdays

Full-time vendors work five and a half days a week, on average,h and put in 
long hours, averaging 11 to 12 hours a day spent preparing to sell (food prep, 
packaging, etc.), serving customers and performing general business tasks 
such as bookkeeping and purchasing.i

Figure 9: Average Work Week for Full-Time Street Vendors in 
Large U.S. Cities

Sun Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat

Preparing 
to Sell

3 hours

Serving Customers

7 hours

1–2 
hours

General 
Business

Figure 10: Average Work Day 
for Full-Time Street Vendors in 
Large U.S. Cities
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Jeri Wingo 
Los Angeles

Atlanta’s tumultuous history of regulatory fits and 

starts and capricious enforcement is not unique. More 

than 2,000 miles west, Los Angeles, too, has been the 

scene of a decades-long struggle over the freedom to 

work in public spaces, a struggle Jeri Wingo has wit-

nessed first-hand.  

Jeri creates and sells custom buttons. Around her 

community, buttons are worn widely to make political 

and cultural statements and facilitate conversation about 

current events. Using her skills as a graphic artist, Jeri 

designs buttons tied to significant people or incidents, 

community celebrations or vigils held in the park where 

she most commonly vends. She also creates buttons for 

regular customers by special request. “When I see some-

one wearing a button, I know instantly if it’s mine,” she 

says. “No one makes buttons like I do.”

Every Sunday, Jeri wakes early to load her car with 

her wares and drive to Leimert Plaza Park, where she sets 

up a table and canopy to serve the plaza’s many visitors. 

A major hub of black culture in Los Angeles, the Leimert 

Park neighborhood attracts artists and performers with 

its galleries, museums, performance venues and other 

arts-related establishments. The plaza itself serves as a 

place for people to meet up, play chess, participate in 

drum circles and watch children play Double Dutch.44 Its 

iconic status draws visitors from all over the country and 

even the world—it’s the perfect setting for a vendor like 

Jeri to sell her products. 

Jeri also vends at special events, holiday celebrations, 

vigils and other gatherings, but she works part time so 

she can also pursue acting—the reason she originally 

moved from Grand Rapids, Mich., to Los Angeles with 

her two daughters in 1985. When show business prevent-

ed her from fulfilling her family responsibilities, Jeri put 

acting on hold. In the meantime, she worked other jobs 

and took some graphic arts classes, which she used to 

begin making and selling buttons in 1990. 

Jeri’s vending was intermittent until 2010, when 

she began working weekends regularly. By then, her 

daughters were grown and she could refocus her efforts 

on acting. Regular vending enables her to support herself 

while also providing the flexibility to take auditions and 

accept jobs. Although most vendors work full time, Jeri is 

one of about a third who vend part time. Of these, many 

work other jobs (see Figure 7, p. 16). 

Acting is a difficult business to break into, but vend-

ing is not without challenges of its own. As Jeri notes, “I 

would vend more often, but it’s so much trouble. I set up 

Wide Variety of Food & 
Merchandise

Most large-city street vendors sell food (78%) or mer-
chandise (21%); about 1% offer services such as cutting 
hair. Vendors’ offerings are quite diverse and include a 
wide variety of ethnic foods—Mexican, Korean, Thai, 
Lebanese, Greek, Philippine, German, Peruvian, Colum-
bian, Ecuadorian and many more—as well as all sorts of 
merchandise, such as apparel, cosmetics, crafts, artwork, 
glass light fixtures and even emu oil.  

Figure 11: Food 
Offerings of 
Street Vendors in 
Large U.S. Cities
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somewhere and police come and shut me down. Business 

owners run me off because they don’t want me in front of 

their building.” She has not been arrested, but not every 

vendor is so fortunate.  

Los Angeles is home to thousands of sidewalk ven-

dors selling fruit, pupusas (tortillas stuffed with cheese, 

pork and beans), bacon-wrapped hot dogs and goods like 

cell phone accessories and T-shirts.45 One city report esti-

mates that 50,000 vendors work on city sidewalks, with 

10,000 of them selling food.46 Altogether, they generate an 

estimated $504 million in annual sales.47 Yet, and some-

what surprisingly given Los Angeles’ exemplary food-

truck laws,48 vending on city sidewalks is illegal, punish-

able by misdemeanor charges and $1,000 penalties—and 

the L.A. City Council voted in July 2015 to reinstate a ban 

on park and beach vending.49 In 2013, more than 1,200 

vendors were arrested and close to 300 citations were 

issued by the Los Angeles Police Department and Bureau 

of Street Services.50 

City officials have tried many times over the years to 

legalize and regulate sidewalk vending, never with any 

success.51 In 2014, however, a new effort began following 

a motion by City Council members Curren Price and José 

Huizar52 and with support from the Los Angeles Street 

Vendor Campaign.53 Early plans included a permitting 
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scheme requiring training devised by the city’s Eco-

nomic and Workforce Development Department; a food 

vendor certification offered by the county Department of 

Public Health; city business tax registration; an EWDD 

assessment; and location and time assignments from the 

departments of Public Works and Recreation and Parks.54

Committee meetings at which early plan versions 

have been discussed have drawn hundreds of people—

vendors, including Jeri, community members and interest 

group leaders—all asking questions, making arguments 

for or against and monitoring the progress of the effort.55 

Whereas the pro-street vending camp argues that ven-

dors’ rights are being infringed, reform opponents protest 

that vendors pose unfair competition to brick-and-mortar 

shops and restaurants and predict enforcement problems 

for any legal vending program.56

As of this writing, no ordinance has been adopted, 

and so the ubiquitous yet often illegal vending continues. 

But in Leimert Plaza Park, for now at least, Jeri and other 

vendors work with little interference. Jeri continues to 

sell her buttons each weekend—paying local homeless 

men to set up her table and canopy—and interact with 

the scores of visitors who crowd the plaza. “Vending is 

fun to do,” Jeri says. “I like to talk to people, and from 

the money I make from visitors I buy food from other 

vendors to give to the homeless in the area. The money 

kind of circulates around the park.” 

  

Mostly Mobile

Most large-city vendors are mobile: 83% sell from trucks, 
carts or temporary stands such as tables. Only 7% work 
at permanent stands like kiosks, market booths or desig-
nated areas at sporting venues.j

Figure 12: 
Structures 
Used by 
Street 
Vendors in 
Large U.S. 
Cities 
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Popular in Business 
Districts

Business districts are the most pop-
ular location for mobile vendors, the 
top choice for 43%.k For the rest, lo-
cation preferences vary widely: 24% 
of large-city mobile vendors fall into 
the “other” category, which includes 
festivals, craft shows, universities, 
amusement parks, construction 
sites and more. More than one-fifth 
of mobile vendors primarily work 
street fairs and events.l

Figure 13: Locations 
Mobile Vendors Work 
the Most in Large U.S. 
Cities

Racial and Ethnic Diversity

Like the cities they work in and serve, large-city street 
vendors are racially and ethnically diverse. Nearly two-
thirds—62%—are persons of color, and more than one-
third—35%—are Hispanic.

Figure 14: Vendor Race 
and Ethnicity in Large 
U.S. Cities
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Figure 15: Vendor Race and Ethnicity Compared to 
Other Workers in Large U.S. Cities
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Silvio Membreno 
Hialeah, FLa.

Although the statistics in this report come from 

America’s 50 largest cities, many findings likely apply 

also to vendors in other cities. For example, Hialeah, 

Fla., a city in Miami-Dade County, is home to a robust 

vendor community offering goods including churros 

(fried dough pastries), produce, bottled water, guarapo 

(a sugarcane drink) and—Silvio Membreno’s specialty 

for the past 16 years—flowers. Silvio prepares bouquets 

of flowers and sells them from the back of his van in a 

private parking lot. He specializes in roses but also sells 

sunflowers, orchids and other varieties.57 He has built up 

a clientele that values the quality flowers he provides at 

reasonable prices. 

Like countless immigrants before him, Silvio came 

to the United States in search of better opportunities for 

his young family. Silvio, who arrived from Nicaragua in 

1998 at the age of 36, never imagined he would abandon 

his native country, but after years of war, corruption, 

dictatorship and economic turmoil,58 he knew he could 

not raise his family there. Silvio’s immigrant status means 

he is in the majority of vendors (see Figure 16, p. 23); his 

Hispanic ethnicity puts him in the second largest racial or 

ethnic group among vendors (see Figure 15, p. 21).
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Immigrant Entrepreneurs

Street vending is especially attractive to immigrant entre-
preneurs: 51% of vendors are immigrants, compared to 
23% of other workers in large cities. The average immi-
grant vendor has lived in the United States for 22 years.

After arriving in Hialeah, Silvio worked in construc-

tion but found it difficult to balance work against his chil-

dren’s needs. He saw in Hialeah’s active street vending 

scene a way to provide for his family while enjoying the 

flexibility he needed as a single father. He also identified 

a gap in the market for quick-service, fresh-cut flowers. 

Soon, he began vending on the side, and eventually he 

left construction altogether. 

Seven days a week, Silvio is up at 5:00 a.m., ar-

ranging flowers in bundles of six or 12. The half-dozen 

bouquet goes for $5, the dozen for $10. By 7:00 a.m., he 

is selling flowers to drivers who wave him over while 

stopped at a red light or to customers who pull into the 

parking lot. He remains until 10:00 p.m., except for short 

trips to purchase flowers for the next day.

Street vending has been the path to success for Silvio, 

but Hialeah, like other cities in South Florida, including 

Miami, has continually erected road blocks to slow him 

and other entrepreneurs down. In 1994, Hialeah adopted 

a vending ordinance, later amending it to protect brick-

and-mortar businesses from competition. The centerpiece 

of these regulations was a proximity restriction that made 

it illegal for vendors to work within 300 feet of any store 

selling “the same or similar” merchandise.59 In other 

words, street vendors like Silvio had to stay a football 

field away from any store with which they might com-

pete—not to protect public health or safety, but to shield 

entrenched businesses from entrepreneurs who might 

offer consumers lower prices or better products. 

The ordinance also prohibited vendors from stand-

ing still: Except during a transaction, street vendors had 

to keep moving. It banned vendors from displaying their 

goods anywhere on public or private property. And the 

ordinance forbade vendors from placing merchandise, 

supplies or equipment on the ground—even when vend-

ing on private property with the owner’s permission. 

Violating the ordinance could mean fines of $500 per 

infraction per day.60 

Although he believes in the rule of law, Silvio 

saw the city’s ordinance as not only onerous but also 

unjust. So in 2011, he joined with IJ to sue Hialeah for 

violating his right to earn a living free from unneces-

sary government intrusion.  

Eager to see the lawsuit go away, the City Council 

changed its statutes in early 2013,61 but these alterations 

accomplished little. The proximity restriction was elim-

inated, but all other rules were left in place. The council 

also added regulations prohibiting remaining in one place 

while selling prepared foods, effectively banning food 

trucks and carts. 

Silvio persisted, but 18 months later Miami-Dade 

civil court Judge Jorge Cueto upheld the city’s regula-

tions.62 Undeterred, Silvio appealed to the Third District 

Court of Appeals in Florida. As he awaits the court’s 

decision, Silvio stands seven days a week on the corner 

of 49th and 4th, West, in sunny Hialeah, selling roses to 

passersby, just as he has for 16 years. 

Twelve hundred miles away, in New York City, 

another immigrant keeps the same hours as Silvio and 

sells similarly priced products. Her plans for her business 

may mean people in Hialeah and elsewhere will be able 

to enjoy her food without having to visit the Big Apple. 

Figure 16: Immigrant Status of Street Vendors 
Compared to Other Workers in Large U.S. Cities 

Vendors Other Workers

23%

51%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

23

Upwardly Mobile
Upwardly Mobile



Doris Yao
New York City

In some ways, Doris Yao, the owner of A-Pou’s Taste, 

a New York City food vending business, defies gener-

alizations. Most of her competitors sell halal chicken on 

rice; Doris sells Taiwanese pot stickers.63 She’s a woman 

in a mostly male industry (see Figure 18, p. 25). Her edu-

cational attainment—she’s a college graduate—outpaces 

that of most vendors (see Figure 4, p. 12). 

In other ways, Doris is the quintessential street ven-

dor. To run her successful fleet of food carts, Doris works 

grueling 15-hour days, typically beginning at 6:00 a.m. 

at a commissary where she loads the carts, moving them 

out by 6:30 a.m. to beat the snarl of Manhattan traffic. At 

9:00 a.m., her three carts stationed around Manhattan, 

Doris and her employees start cooking, propping open 

the cart windows at 11:00 a.m. to begin lunch service. 

They keep at it until 5:00 p.m., when they pack up for the 

return trip. Back at the commissary by 8:00 p.m., the carts 

are cleaned and food is prepped for the following day, a 

process that lasts past 10:00 p.m. 

Like most vendors, Doris is an immigrant and has 

prior non-vending work experience (see Figure 6, p. 15). 

She came to the United States from Taiwan in 1981.64 Her 

30-odd years in the United States put her above the aver-

age for immigrant vendors (see Immigrant Entrepreneurs, 

p. 23). In Taiwan she worked in fashion.65 Upon arriving 

in the United States, she worked in a garment factory, 

but after a few years she started her own line of accesso-

ries, eventually building a thriving business. Although 

Older Entrepreneurs

Street vendors tend to be older than other 
workers in large cities: Nearly two-thirds 
of vendors are ages 25 to 54, and one-
third are older than 55.

Figure 17: Age of Street Vendors Compared to 
Other Workers in Large U.S. Cities
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Other Demographic 
Characteristics

Compared to other workers in large U.S. cities, street 
vendors are substantially more likely to be veterans. And 
those veterans are more likely to be disabled: 32% of ven-
dor veterans are disabled, compared to 17% of veterans 
in large-city workforces. This is likely because many state 
and municipal vending laws make special accommo-
dations for them.m Vendors are also substantially more 
likely to be married and male.

lucrative, it was stressful, eventually causing Doris health 

problems that led to her returning to Taiwan in 2006 to 

recover and care for family. 

In 2010, Doris returned to America and bought an 

existing food cart that served dishes based on ones from 

her native Taiwan.66 Before she bought it, the cart was 

a finalist at the Vendy Awards,67 unofficially known as 

the “Oscars of Street Food.”68 But when taking over the 

business, she improved the recipes by eliminating artifi-

cial flavoring and MSG, substituting natural ingredients 

and making everything by hand.69 Doris’ improvements 

were a hit. 

A-Pou’s Taste has since expanded into three loca-

tions throughout Manhattan, and Doris now employs a 

dozen people. She insists that they all have vendor and 

food preparation licenses. She also pushes employees to 

strike out on their own, which some have done. As sur-

vey data indicate, this is not uncommon (see Longevity 

& Future Plans, p. 10).

Like that of any small business owner, Doris’ 

success is a testament to her perseverance through 

adversity. Working outdoors puts vendors like Doris at 

the mercy of the weather, but perhaps more daunting 

are the manmade challenges they face. After complet-

ing sanitation training and obtaining the paperwork 

necessary to serve food, would-be New York City street 

vendors can apply for permits to work in a park, on 

private property or at a street fair or market.70 Getting 

permission to sell on public property like sidewalks, 

however, is nearly impossible, as the city has capped the 

number of unrestricted, year-round, citywide mobile 

food vending unit (MFV) permits at just 2,800.71 

Last raised in 1981,72 this artificially and arbitrarily 

low cap fuels a booming black-market trade in permits, 

as individuals lucky enough to have once received per-

mits continually renew and then illegally rent them out 

to desperate entrepreneurs. MFV permits, which cost just 

$200 to renew every two years,73 can fetch up to $25,000 

on the black market.74

Not surprisingly, permit holders rarely give them up. 

And although the city keeps waiting lists for its various 

MFV permit categories, it can take a while to get through 

them. The lists, which themselves have caps,75 were last 

opened in 2007.76 Buying a black-market permit, or chanc-

ing it without any permit at all, is many New York City 

vendors’ only option.

Other city decisions can dramatically affect vendors’ 

day-to-day operations. In 2013, bike racks sprang up 

around New York City as part of a new bike-sharing pro-

gram, forcing businesses like Doris’ out of their familiar 

vending locations. At her new spot, Doris saw her daily 

patrons dwindle from 100 to 30,77 resulting in losses of 

hundreds of dollars a day.78 Most vendors won’t get rich 

from their businesses (see Table 1, p. 17), so such seem-

ingly small decisions by city officials can have oversized 

implications for these hard-working individuals.

Unbowed, Doris plans to expand her business into a 

line of frozen foods based on her food-cart menu, while 

maintaining the carts for advertising. When her frozen 

food business gets off the ground, it will be yet another 

example of how street vending is a launching pad to 

expanded opportunities, all to the benefit of the local 

economy and beyond. Yet, all by itself, New York City’s 

street vending industry makes a significant contribution 

to the Empire City.  

Figure 18: Street Vendors’ Veteran and Marital 
Statuses and Gender Compared to Other Workers 
in Large U.S. Cities
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6:30 AM
After grabbing coffee 
and breakfast, Doris Yao 
arrives at her commis-
sary in Brooklyn to 
check her supplies.

7:00 AM
She goes to a nearby 
restaurant depot to buy 
ice for the carts.

7:45 AM
She takes produce from 
the refrigerator  
in the commissary...

7:45 AM
...and loads it into 
a cart.

8:00 AM
An employee hitch-
es one of the three 
carts to the back of 
Doris’ van.

9:15 AM
An employee guides 
Doris as she backs the 
cart onto the sidewalk, 
and they unhitch it. 

8:15 AM
Doris drives the cart to 
its spot in Astor Place.

9:15 AM 
Doris and her 
employee push the 
1,000-pound cart into 
place.

9:45 AM
The employee starts 
to cut tomatoes, cu-
cumbers and lettuce. 

10:20 AM
The employee cooks 
noodles and steams 
dumplings.

10:30 AM
Doris visits several 
warehouses in Brook-
lyn and Queens to 
pick up meat, vegeta-
bles and dry goods.

A Day in the Life of a Vendor
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12:00 PM
Doris purchases 
more ingredients and 
supplies. One of her 
employees calls to ask 
for more bread for the 
halal cart, so she stops 
to buy some.

12:30 PM
Her van filled to 
capacity, Doris stops 
at her commissary to 
unload. 

1:00 PM
Doris braves more 
traffic on the Queens-
boro Bridge.

2:00 PM
After restocking the 
halal cart with pita 
bread, Doris eats 
lunch (a wrap from 
the cart).

3:30 PM
She makes her weekly 
visit to a wholesale 
grocer in Brooklyn.

4:30 PM
She packs the back of 
her van with boxes of 
takeout containers and 
bags of rice.

7:00 PM
Doris arrives at the ha-
lal cart as her employ-
ee is serving the last 
dinner customers and 
closing. They hitch the 
cart to her van.

7:45 PM
She returns to the 
commissary and puts 
the carts away for the 
night.

10:00 PM
Doris starts all over, 
preparing food for the 
next day.
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Street Vending and 
the Local Economy: 
A Case Study of New 
York City

Walking the streets of New York City, it is easy to see 

signs of the economic activity generated by vendors like 

Doris Yao. Doris’ delicious and convenient dishes are the 

visible results of her carefully honed recipes and culinary 

techniques—and the long hours she and her employ-

ees put in every day. In turn, Doris’ grateful customers 

provide incomes for her and her employees. Harder to 

see, but no less important, are the businesses that supply 

fresh food, paper products and more to A-Pou’s Taste. 

Also less evident are the grocery stores, clothing shops 

and other outlets that Doris and her employees, as well 

as her suppliers’ employees, patronize with their hard-

earned wages. Yet all this economic activity starts with 

Doris. And it is multiplied many times over by New York 

City’s thousands of vendors.

The direct and secondary “ripple” effects that ven-

dors have on a local economy can be estimated using 

what is known as economic contribution analysis. New 

York City makes a good case study because it has by far 

the largest list of licensed vendors among large cities, 

providing ample data for such an analysis.79 (Some esti-

mate as many as 10,000 vendors work in the city, though 

not all are required to be licensed.80) IJ started by asking 

a random sample of 209 food and non-food vendors 

for their business expenses for one year—2012. These 

figures were extrapolated to all the city’s vendors and 

used to estimate the industry’s local economic effects 

with IMPLAN, specialized software and datasets used 

for economic contribution analysis (see Appendix for 

details, p. 36).

The economic contributions of street vendors to 

New York City’s economy in 2012 are illustrated on the 

next page. First are direct effects, the most visible fruits 

of vending businesses, which account for the people 

they hire and the products and services they offer. In one 

year, New York City’s vendors employed an estimated 

16,332 full- and part-time people, including proprietors, 

and generated more than $78.5 million in wages.81 And 

vending businesses produced an estimated $82 million 

in unique value—or “value added.” Value added, similar 

to gross domestic product, measures the value business-

es create beyond the raw or intermediate goods they 

purchase. 

For example, Doris’ value added is everything that 

goes into transforming pork, cabbage, spices and other 

ingredients—as well as a host of other intermediate 

goods—into a hot lunch served up where hungry office 

workers can easily buy it. That includes the labor of Doris 

and her employees to buy, transport and prepare ingredi-

ents, sell finished dishes and clean up after a day’s work; 

the recipes and techniques she has developed; and the 

fees and taxes (like sales taxes) she pays on the business. 

All that adds up to the unique, visible and edible value 

Doris’ business directly offers New York City consumers.

Street vendors also contribute to New York City’s 

economy in less obvious ways, such as by purchasing 

supplies. An industry’s spending on intermediate goods 
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Street Vendors’ 
Contributions to NYC’s Economy

Direct Effects from 
Street Vendors

478 jobs
$33.5 million wages
$55.7 million value added

Total 
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and services generates indirect effects: Doris’ purchases 

of food, fuel, cleaning supplies and other things, like 

rented storage space, she needs to run her business have 

a ripple effect, supporting jobs and production at her 

suppliers. In 2012, suppliers employed an estimated 1,150 

people and paid $80.3 million in wages to provide goods 

and services to the city’s vendors. Those goods and 

services contributed an estimated $155 million in value 

added to the local economy.

Finally, the vending industry contributes to New 

York City’s economy through induced effects. Another 

kind of unseen ripple effect, induced effects come from 

household spending by employees—both those of the 

vending industry and those of its suppliers.82 Doris’ 

business enables her and her employees, as well as her 

suppliers’ employees, to pay for housing, food, entertain-

ment and more. Their spending in turn supports more 

jobs and economic activity at the retail outlets and other 

businesses they patronize.83 Personal spending by New 

York City vendors’ employees and suppliers’ employees 

supported an estimated 478 jobs, $33.5 million in wages 

and $55.7 million in added value in 2012.

Altogether, in 2012, the seen and unseen econom-

ic contributions of street vendors to New York City’s 

economy totaled an estimated 17,960 jobs, $192.3 million 

in wages and $292.7 million in value added. And through 

their economic activity, vendors contributed an estimated 

$71.2 million to local, state and federal tax coffers. 

 
Tax Contributions from Vending

State and Local $35.5 million 

Federal $35.7 million 

Total $71.2 million
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Conclusion

New York’s vending industry makes sizable con-

tributions to the city’s economy, but it could contribute 

more if the city lifted or eliminated its permit caps to 

allow more vendors on its streets legally. Thousands of 

New Yorkers languish on waiting lists. Others would like 

to join a waiting list, if only it were open.

Meanwhile, tired of paying black-market prices for 

bootleg permits and despairing of ever obtaining legal 

ones of their own, some vendors are closing up shop. 

Adam Sobel, the chef-owner of Cinnamon Snail, one of 

New York’s most celebrated food trucks, announced in 

February 2015 that he would stop vending in the city 

because of permitting problems.84

New York City’s destructive permit caps frustrate 

the efforts of energetic, entrepreneurial people like Adam 

and funnel huge sums of money away from value-creat-

ing activities, like business expansion and job creation, 

and into a black market that enriches a few.

Other cities can learn from New York City’s ex-

ample, both good and bad. Although the Big Apple’s 

vending population, like its economy and overall 

population, is far larger than that of most other cities, 

the New York City case study illustrates how economic 

effects from one industry can ripple through a commu-

nity, supporting jobs and economic activity that, while 

unseen, are nonetheless real. For cities looking to ex-

pand economic opportunities, facilitate job growth and 

realize greater tax revenue, welcoming street vendors 

is a low-cost and potentially high-reward option. Yet 

too often, in New York City and elsewhere, burden-

some regulation remains the rule.

In 2011, the Institute for Justice catalogued com-

mon vending regulations in the 50 largest U.S. cities 

and found that nearly all large cities had erected major 

impediments to street vending.85 Like Chicago, 19 other 

cities enforced blatantly anticompetitive rules barring 

mobile vendors from operating near brick-and-mortar 

establishments selling similar products. Eleven cities 

simply banned vending or certain types of vending 

on public property. Those bans included Los Angeles’ 

complete prohibition on sidewalk vending and Chicago 

regulations that forbade vendors from selling flowers 

or any prepared food other than ice cream from a cart. 

A handful of cities prohibited vendors from staying in 

a single spot any longer than necessary to make a sale, 
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as in Hialeah, Miami and much of the 

rest of South Florida. Most common 

among large cities were restricted 

zones where vending was disal-

lowed—often covering the very com-

mercial, entertainment and sporting 

areas that are so attractive to vendors.

Large cities impose other types 

of restrictions, too, and countless smaller cities have 

regulations of their own. The city planning commission 

in Turlock, Calif. (pop. 70,000), for example, voted—at 

the request of the Turlock Downtown Property Owners 

Association—to ban food vendors from the downtown 

area.86 And when Noblesville, Ind. (pop. 50,000), ad-

opted a $1,000 licensing fee for food trucks—almost 10 

times what nearby Indianapolis requires—the effect was 

as good as a ban. A year and a half later, zero permits 

had been filed. City planning director Christy Langley 

remarked, with Midwestern understatement, “It hasn’t 

been very popular.”87

Such hurdles to street vending can close off an other-

wise accessible avenue to entrepreneurship. The survey 

reveals that the vast majority of vendors own their own 

businesses, as well as the trucks, carts, stands or other 

structures from which they sell, and 

many have grown businesses large 

enough to employ others. The survey 

results also indicate that vending 

provides a means of upward mobility 

for people who might not otherwise 

be able to break into business: entre-

preneurs with less education, those of 

lesser means and others who may lack ready access to 

capital, including immigrants and minorities.

The survey findings also suggest that vendors are 

exactly the types of entrepreneurs cities should want to 

encourage. Vendors are hard workers and risk takers. 

Full-time vendors work long days and long weeks, and 

part-time vendors typically work a second job to make 

ends meet. Most vendors have other work experience 

yet take a chance on a new venture, often with hopes of 

growing a startup into something bigger. Vendors perse-

vere through bad weather, unpredictable foot traffic and 

regulatory hurdles. Despite such challenges, the average 

vendor has so far lasted eight years in business. 

Some cities have seen the potential that entrepre-

neurs like these hold. The East Liberty neighborhood in 

Pittsburgh has worked to increase the number of vendors 

The survey findings 
suggest that vendors 
are exactly the types 

of entrepreneurs 
cities should want to 

encourage.
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on its streets. According to Cherrie Russell, a spokesper-

son for the nonprofit East Liberty Development Inc., the 

idea to encourage more vending came after she “noticed 

that there always seemed to be a lot of activity and life on 

the blocks where the vendors were set up.” She wasn’t 

alone. Tony Moquin, district manager for a clothing store 

in the area, observed, “We’ve noticed that a lot of cus-

tomers come into our store after they’ve stopped to look 

at what the street vendors are selling. We definitely like 

having them out here.” ELDI encouraged more vending 

by offering grants to vendors to offset licensing fees and 

teaching workshops to vendors on local codes, theft 

prevention, basic bookkeeping and marketing. ELDI also 

asked vendors to operate at least three days a week.88 

Similarly, when Harbor Springs, Mich., invited 

food trucks to town, city officials discovered something 

quite unexpected: “Food trucks actually bring people 

downtown as opposed to just taking away from existing 

restaurants,” observed Tom Richards, Harbor Springs’ 

city manager. “They become an attraction and increase 

the number of people in your downtown.”89 

And with more people comes increased business for 

brick-and-mortar establishments, as people who come 

downtown for the food trucks stumble upon shops and 

restaurants they’ve never seen before and bring friends 

and family back for return visits. 

When Lakeland, Fla., began holding once-a-month 

food-truck rallies downtown, restaurant owners feared 

a significant loss of business. But the opposite occurred. 

Every time a food-truck rally kicked off, restaurants grew 

busier. One restaurant owner estimated the first rally pro-

duced a 30 percent increase in his business, an increase 

that remained even after the rally ended.90 

Another Lakeland restaurant owner—originally a 

food-truck skeptic—was so impressed, he identified a 

gap in the local market and built his own food truck to fill 

it. “The concept is that it has a brick oven on the truck,” 

the owner, Giovanni Moriello, said. “It was custom made 

by a friend of mine who put [it] in the truck. Lakeland 

doesn’t have a brick oven pizza right now.”91

With the increase in traffic at his brick-and-mortar 

restaurant and the addition of his food truck, this owner 

will do more business with suppliers, and he may hire 

more employees to man his truck. His employees and his 

suppliers’ employees will spend their wages on goods 

and services in Lakeland. And perhaps in a few years, 

the employees hired to run the new food truck will be in-

spired to go into business with a truck of their own. Oth-

er cities can likewise unleash such economic potential. 

It’s as simple as clearing away outmoded and anticom-

petitive regulations and opening streets and sidewalks to 

vending entrepreneurs pursuing their American Dream.
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Appendix: 
Study Methods

The study of street vendors has largely been domi-

nated by ethnographic research,92 although at least one 

study of vendors has used survey methods.93 The scope 

of this project—a study of street vendors in the 50 largest 

cities in the United States—necessitated the use of survey 

methods, described in greater detail here. 

Survey

Sample 
The survey sample included 763 street vendors 

across all 50 cities listed in Table A1. The sample was 

constructed by securing a list of all licensed vendors from 

each city. This facilitated the creation of a population of 

licensed vendors. There are, of course, an unknown num-

ber of people who vend in these cities illegally. There are 

also certain categories of vendors that can work without 

government permission, therefore resulting in no lists of 

vendors. By definition, identifying them for inclusion in 

the population was impossible, which means the findings 

in this study can be generalized only to licensed vendors. 

The sample was constructed as a stratified random 

sample. The number of participants in the sample from 

each city was proportional to each city’s percentage of 

vendors in the 50-city (licensed) vendor population. After 

proportional quota frequencies were set for each city, ven-

dors from the respective city lists were called randomly 

until quotas were filled. 

Table A1: 50 Largest Cities in the U.S.

Albuquerque, N.M. Louisville, Ky.

Arlington, Texas Memphis, Tenn.

Atlanta Mesa, Ariz.

Austin, Texas Miami

Baltimore Milwaukee

Boston Minneapolis

Charlotte, N.C. Nashville, Tenn.

Chicago New York

Cleveland Oakland, Calif.

Colorado Springs, Colo. Oklahoma City

Columbus, Ohio Omaha, Neb.

Dallas Philadelphia

Denver Phoenix

Detroit Portland, Ore.

El Paso, Texas Raleigh, N.C.

Fort Worth, Texas Sacramento, Calif.

Fresno, Calif. San Antonio

Honolulu San Diego

Houston San Francisco

Indianapolis San Jose, Calif.
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Data Collection 
Survey data collection by Technometrica, a New Jer-

sey-based polling company, occurred over a three-month 

period during the fall of 2013. All surveys were complet-

ed by telephone. Because of the comparably greater rep-

resentation of immigrants in the vendor industry, survey 

questions were translated into multiple languages, and 

multilingual speakers were used in data collection. Prior 

to data collection, the survey was pre-tested on a small 

sample of vendors. Results from the pre-test were used to 

refine questions for the sake of clarity and precision. The 

full survey, including basic results, can be found online at 

www.ij.org/upwardly-mobile. 

Analyses
The analysis of all closed-ended variables, except 

expenditure variables among New York City vendors, 

was completed using descriptive statistics. All analyses 

were completed using probability and sample weights 

to reflect the unequal probabilities of participants to end 

up in the sample and the over- or underrepresentation of 

vendors in certain cities due to response biases.          

Economic Contribution

The economic contribution analysis of vendors in 

New York City was completed using input-output anal-

ysis. The purpose of this type of analysis is to estimate 

the broader economic benefits an area receives94 from 

a given event or industry by measuring patterns of 

spending and re-spending within an economy.95 It does 

so by tracing linkages (i.e., the amount of spending and 

re-spending) among sectors of an economy and calculat-

ing the total business activity resulting from a particular 

sector or industry. 

Most often, this type of analysis is used to measure 

the impact of a new industry, business, product or event 

in a region. For example, it can be used to predict the 

amount of production, labor income and taxes gener-

ated and the number of new jobs created as a result of 

building a new factory in a community. However, it is 

also used in economic significance or economic contri-

bution analysis,96 which measures the significance or 

contribution of a project, program or industry within 

a local economy.97 Examples include studies of the 

economic contributions of sunflower farms,98 petroleum 

production,99 agriculture100 and others.101 Like these and 

other studies,102 this analysis of the vending industry 

in New York City was completed using the IMPLAN 

system.103 This widely used and nationally recognized 

tool enables one to input various economic data for 

an industry or event. Using the linkages between the 

particular industry and more than 500 other sectors in 

a region’s economy, it determines the resulting total 

output, income, jobs, taxes and other effects. 

Estimating these metrics requires identifying 

primary activities involved in the industry and estimat-

ing expenditures for those activities.104 One of the most 

common methods for doing so is to survey consumers or 

business owners105 and ask participants to identify expen-

ditures across various categories. Business owners, for ex-

ample, would list expenditures for supplies, advertising, 

payroll and benefits, maintenance and other expenses.106 

In this expenditure-based approach, the “ripple effect” 

of an industry’s spending patterns is then calculated as 

the spending and re-spending works its way through the 

economy of a study area.107 

In the present study, vendors in New York City were 

asked to identify their expenditures across 16 different 

sectors: office, storage and kitchen rental, vending unit 

rental/mortgage, vending unit maintenance, gas/diesel, 

propane/kerosene, employee wages, employee bene-

fits, proprietor income, insurance, permits/fees, food 

and non-food supplies and merchandise, advertising, 

accounting services, legal services and communications 

technology. These categories were identified from prior 

research and through consultation with working vendors. 

New York City was used as the study area for sever-

al reasons. First, it has a long tradition of street vendors. 

Second, among the 50 cities used for the survey, it has 

the largest population of licensed vendors. Third, the 

geographic borders of the city are easily defined. Fourth, 

the area approximates a self-contained local trade area 

(i.e., local residents typically fulfill most of their routine 

household needs within the area).108 Finally, the study 
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area includes the locations where most of the spending 

associated with the industry occurs.109 The use of cities 

as study areas is quite common, as is the use of metro-

politan statistical areas110 and states.111 

The specific sample used for the analysis included 

209 food and non-food vendors.112 New York City has 

three general categories of licensed vendors—general 

merchandise vendors, food vendors and those who 

are licensed but lack certain permits. The sample was 

proportionally stratified by these categories and quotas 

met through random selection. For the economic contri-

bution analyses, participant responses were weighted so 

that all expenditure totals were inferred to represent the 

population of 10,000 vendors in the city. 

The economic impact or contribution results of 

this type of analysis are usually reported in several 

categories: employment, value added, labor income 

and taxes.113 Employment measures the number of jobs 

in New York City due to the vending industry. Value 

added measures the value of goods and services less the 

intermediary goods required to create products sold to 

consumers. Labor income is payroll paid to employees 

plus proprietors’ income. Taxes include federal, state 

and local tax revenues associated with the industry.114 

Each of the categories, except for taxes, is a sum-

mation of direct, indirect and induced contributions 

or impacts. Direct is the value of goods and services 

purchased by consumers in the industry, typically mea-

sured through sales. Indirect measures the jobs and pro-

duction needed to manufacture the goods and services 

vendors sell to consumers. These supplier industries 

purchase additional supplies to meet vendors’ needs, 

with this cycle continuing until all additional indirect 

effects are purchased from outside the region under 

study.115 Payments for goods and services produced 

outside the study area (i.e., outside New York City) 

are excluded because these effects impact businesses 

located in other regions.116 Induced includes spending of 

local households due to income received through their 

work in vending and with its suppliers.117 

Ordinarily, economic contributions or impacts are 

determined through the use of sales data modeled as 

direct effects, from which secondary effects are calcu-

lated. Unfortunately, sales data gathered on the survey 

were not deemed reliable enough for use in the analy-

sis, although another type of direct effect—wages and 

income118—was reliable and included in the analysis as 

such. Instead, the results reported above were derived 

by using the aforementioned vendor expenditures in an 

“analysis by parts.”119 In this type of analysis, vendor 

expenditures were modeled as indirect effects and other 

effects (induced, taxes, etc.) were estimated from there.   
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Survey Endnotes

a The remainder of business owners rent a vending 

unit from someone else.

b The median number of both full-time and part-time 

employees is one; the means are skewed upward by 

a few dozen vendors with anywhere from five to 98 

employees.

c Data on other workers drawn from the 2012 

American Community Survey.

d Voluntary training includes general business 

courses as well as specialized training, such 

as blacksmithing, leather works, photography 

and cooking classes. Some vendors reported 

receiving on-the-job training from other vendors, 

parent companies/franchisors or other relevant 

businesses, such as restaurants. And some sought 

training on an ad hoc basis, such as through online 

resources, personal instruction (e.g., art or music 

lessons) or friends.
e Differences in response to this question 

were examined by different demographic 

characteristics. Only one proved to be significant. 

Immigrant vendors were more likely to have had a 

job prior to working as a vendor compared to non-

immigrant ones.

f Forty-eight percent vend full time throughout the 

year, 20% vend full time seasonally, another 20% 

vend part time seasonally and just 13% vend part 

time year round.

g Part-time vendors report holding second jobs in 

the following categories: 31% services, 11% social 

welfare or government, 11% professions, 10% 

manual labor and 9% general, with 28% reporting 

no other employment. Seasonal vendors report 

holding second jobs in the following categories: 

20% services, 21% general, 8% professions, 7% 

social welfare or government and 8% manual, with 

37% reporting no other employment.
h Part-time vendors work about four days per week.

i As would be expected, full-time vendors spend 

more hours per day working, and vendor-owners 

spend more time preparing to serve customers 

compared to non-owners.

j Those who sell from something “other” than these 

four categories (trucks, carts, temporary stands 

and permanent stands) most often do so from 

trailers pulled behind a vehicle, but the diversity 

of operations also includes tables, designated areas 

within other businesses, suitcases, personal vehicles 

(e.g., cars, SUVs, pickup trucks) and even off their 

persons (e.g., tickets held in a bag). 
k Most vendors—70%—choose locations to 

reach a critical mass of people, but others select 

locations for their convenience or due to personal 

connections. For 4% of vendors, city rules and 

restrictions primarily determined their locations. 

For full results, see  

www.ij.org/upwardly-mobile.

l Mobile vendors are not, of course, confined to a 

single location. On average, they operate in three 

different locations on a typical weekday, spending 

about six hours in the location they vend the most. 

On weekends or for special events, they add two 

locations to their typical weekday locales. For 

locations of vendors operating permanent stands, 

see www.ij.org/upwardly-mobile.
m For example, under New York law, cities are 

barred from interfering with hawkers and peddlers 

“without the use of any but a hand driven 

vehicle, in any street, avenue, alley, lane or park 

of a municipal corporation,” who are veterans 

honorably discharged as disabled (N.Y. Gen. Bus. 

Law § 35 (Consol. 2015)). Accordingly, New York 

City exempts such veterans from its cap on general 

merchandise vendors and reserves 100 year-round 

citywide mobile food vending unit permits—the 

most coveted type—exclusively for disabled 

veterans, disabled persons and non-disabled 

veterans (NYC Business Solutions. (n.d.). Street 

vending. Retrieved from http://www.nyc.gov/

html/sbs/nycbiz/downloads/pdf/educational/

sector_guides/street_vending.pdf). Georgia law 

also stipulates that disabled veterans be exempt 

from any “occupation tax, administrative fee, or 

regulatory fee for the privilege” of peddling (Ga. 

Code Ann. § 43-12-1 (2015)).
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TESTIMONY PRESENTED AT THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL HEARING ON 

APRIL 11, 2019 HELD BY THE COMMITTEE ON CONSUMER AFFAIRS AND 

BUSINESS LICENSING 

My name is Barbara Morris, I am the widow of John Morris and have been granted his 

vending privileges under state law.  I vend both food and general merchandise 

independently and am not represented by any group at this hearing. 

Intro #0832:  All surviving spouse should obtain the vending privileges of their deceased 

partner whether or not they were veterans. 

Intro # 0287:  Right now, a food cart can be placed eighteen inches from the curb.  By 

increasing the distance to thirty inches, the pedestrian pathway on a 12-foot sidewalk is 

reduced from sixty-six inches to fifty-four inches which leaves at least one foot less of 

pedestrian sidewalk space.  This proposal and 

Intro 0288 to allow food vendors to vend twenty-five feet from a bus or taxi stand 

creates a more dangerous situation for pedestrians by reducing the pathway and 

obstructing access in and out of vehicles, tour buses, municipal buses and school 

buses. The Street Vendor Advisory Board could then use those very same conditions to 

claim congestion and close streets.  

Intro 1479:  The streets in the financial district were closed by the street vendor review 

panel.  I’d like to know who decided that these streets should now be open and how it 

was determined.  Opening a street means that the entire demographics has changed 

and that every street previously closed by the panel should be assessed for 

reopening.    

Intro #1116-a.  It’s so obvious to anyone who knows the industry that this proposal was 

not only written for the black market it was written by the black market. Ms. Chin, your 

proposal that is still being pushed by former Speaker Mark-Viverito and her cohorts who 

lease permits -- has the face of opportunity – and the soul of a black market 

syndicate. Mr. Lander, I’d doubt you fully understand the implications of this bill – and 

Ms. Kozlowitz, I’m afraid I know your interest all too well as the sponsor of Local Law 15 

in 1995 that created this black market mess. The other sponsors on this bill, I ask you to 

read it very carefully as it absolutely will not help minorities or immigrants. 

Currently, ninety percent of the issued permits are being leased, there are more 

companies today controlling multiple permits illegally than prior to 1995 when it was 

legal to hold multiple permits.  Some companies that lease permits like Nathan’s, The 

Halel Guys, Nuts4uts, Rafiqui and others – are bold and advertise it.  Others like the 

fellow who controls 5 carts at the high line keep a low profile.  How do you think these 

companies get permits?   



Don’t be fooled into thinking that this bill will help minorities and immigrants!  Vending is 

very hard and most can’t do it.  It’s delusional to think that someone will turn in a 

permit.  Instead, they will lease them – its easy money.  Ask the health department how 

many permits are actually returned.  Most land squarely in the hands of the black 

market cartel.  As if this isn’t bad enough, now you are expanding the black market to 

actually legitimize the leasing of permits and allow the holder to maintain his/her 

supervisory license – you’ve just created a new category called “rent-a-supervisor”.   A 

new permit owner can lease the permit and “supervise” another cart, or maybe even five 

carts or more.  Look at the disabled veterans.  Of the 150 or so permits issued to them, 

no more than ten actually own and operate their carts -- the rest all leased their permits 

to a syndicate of operators who have absolutely no legal connection to the veteran who 

then double-dips by hiring himself out as  rent-a-vet to cover other carts for the same 

operators.  Now you want to further legitimize the black market to allow shadow 

operating companies that answer to no one to control the entire vending industry.  Ask 

yourselves, where does all the money go?  These thugs who operate multiple carts -- 

including those with ties to big companies like Nathans -- are vicious.  I can tell you first 

hand that right now, disabled veterans who are legitimately trying to operate their own 

businesses are being muscled out by these same people who are behind this 

proposal.  They bully, intimidate, threaten and actually buy off vulnerable veterans and 

others who simply do not have the means to defend themselves.  Your proposal is 

disguised to help minorities and immigrants but it is written exactly for this very ruthless, 

well-organized syndicate – and you know it. 

The Street Vendor Advisory Board you propose is a mask to allow the closure of streets 

based on nebulous complaints of excessive congestion rather than authentically reliable 

studies.  The intent should be to open streets for vending opportunities – not close them 

on pretense.  

  
 
Barbara Morris 
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 RE:  Intro Nos. 0187-2018, 0288-2018, 0292-2018 

0832-2018, 1116-2018, and 1479-2019 
(the “Vendor Reform Bills”) 

 
 
Thank you Council Members for holding this important public hearing today and inviting our 
testimony.  My name is Patrick Kennel and I am a founding member and the President of the 
Financial District Neighborhood Association, a non-profit organization that seeks to improve the 
quality of life in the Financial District, which is New York City’s oldest and now fastest-growing 
residential neighborhood.. 
 
With Council Member Chin’s help, for many years now, the FiDi Neighborhood Association has 
sought and advocated for short- and long-term interventions to alleviate dangerous pedestrian 
congestion on the sidewalks of Lower Manhattan by rethinking how we manage our streets.  One 
of the biggest symptoms of pedestrian congestion in Lower Manhattan is the varying kinds of 
sidewalk obstacles, including food and non-food street vendors among many others, all of which 
compete for precious space with the tens of thousands of people who live here, the 350,000-plus 
people who work here every day, and the millions who walk our sidewalks every year from one 
tourist attraction to the next. 
 
We can all agree, New York City is busy and it’s crowded.  That’s a fact of life.  But the 
streetscape of the Financial District is different because of its old Colonial topography and 
layout.  Roadways and sidewalks here are generally narrower than in other parts of the City, 
which means we have to think about and treat this neighborhood differently than other parts of 
the City. 
 
A June 2016 study published by Manhattan Community Board 1, called “Streetscape Study of 
Lower Manhattan: An Analysis of Sidewalk Features and Public Space of Manhattan 
Community District 1,”1 confirms the inordinate amount of permanent obstacles on the 
                                                 
1 See, http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/manhattancb1/downloads/pdf/studies-and-reports/streetscape-
study-final-report-6-21.pdf. 

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/manhattancb1/downloads/pdf/studies-and-reports/streetscape-study-final-report-6-21.pdf
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/manhattancb1/downloads/pdf/studies-and-reports/streetscape-study-final-report-6-21.pdf
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sidewalks of Lower Manhattan.  And that study didn’t even take into account the number of food 
and non-food vendors on our sidewalks, which only add to the number of features existing on 
our sidewalks at any one moment.  One observable consequence is pedestrians who are forced to 
step off the sidewalk and walk in the roadway in order to avoid of all these obstacles, especially 
on streets where there is no management or indication for motorists of how they should share the 
street space with pedestrians.  It is not hyperbolic to say we’re flirting with disaster on these 
narrowest of New York City streets by allowing the number of sidewalk obstacles to continue 
unabated. 
 
Without major changes, the Vendor Reform Bills you are currently considering would 
exacerbate our congestion problem.  The 600 additional vendors contemplated by the law would 
add to an already dangerous situation in the Financial District.  It would be contrary to the City’s 
successful and heralded Vision Zero laws and would go against all the hard work leaders in this 
neighborhood – including Council Member Chin – have put in. 
 
We are encouraged by language that seeks to increase enforcement of existing regulations, but 
without changes to those regulations additional enforcement will not suffice.  Existing 
regulations do not go far enough and do not recognize the unique street grid of Lower 
Manhattan.  For instance, Subchapter 2 of Chapter 3 of Title 17 of the New York City 
Administrative Code restricts the placement of vehicles and pushcarts and vending in certain 
areas: 
 
§ 17-315 Restrictions on the placement of vehicles and pushcarts; vending in certain areas  
restricted or prohibited.  

a. No pushcart shall be placed upon any sidewalk unless said sidewalk has at least a twelve 
foot clear pedestrian path to be measured from the boundary of any private property to 
any obstruction in or on the sidewalk, or if there are no obstructions, to the curb. In no 
event shall any pushcart be placed on any part of a sidewalk other than that which abuts 
the curb. 

***** 
e. No food vendor shall vend within any bus stop, taxi stand, within the portion of the 

sidewalk abutting any no standing zone adjacent to a hospital as defined in subdivision 
one of section  2801 of the New York state public health law, within ten feet of any 
driveway, any subway entrance or exit, or any crosswalk at any intersection 

 
Due to the narrow sidewalk in the Financial District, sidewalk food vendors rarely provide the 
required twelve foot clear pedestrian path, routinely push their carts away from the curb to 
account for scaffolding and sidewalk bridges, and routinely block intersections to gain maximum 
exposure to pedestrian traffic.  This has to stop.  We appreciate that locating the carts on the curb 
can be dangerous for the vendor, but the solution isn’t to move the cart deeper into the sidewalk, 
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forcing pedestrians into the street!   
 
The current rules were written for the uniform street grid of upper Manhattan and the 
outer Boroughs – not for the Financial District.  Few of our streets have sidewalk that 
exceed 12 feet.  Most of our sidewalks are routinely subject to scaffolding, which prohibits 
the vendors from abutting the curb today.  There simply isn’t enough room. 
 
The truth is, the people of the City of New York are the only parties entitled to the public street.  
For commercial enterprise, it is a privilege which should be strictly regulated.  There is no reason 
why pushcarts cannot be relegated to the other side of the curb, where other similar commercial 
activity occurs.  Street vendors must be restricted to the roadway – NOT THE SIDWALK.  If the 
roadway isn’t safe for the carts, the solution is to make it safe, not push the carts further into the 
sidewalk.  Any increase in vendors in the Financial District must include this basic protection 
for our neighborhood.  We cannot support the bills without it. 
 
Otherwise, any increase in vendors would make sidewalks in the Financial District even more 
difficult to navigate and more dangerous to traverse for the ever-increasing number of 
pedestrians.  We need sensible management of very narrow sidewalks to keep residents, workers 
and tourists safe.  That is something the FiDi Neighborhood Association believes in deeply, and 
it is for that important reason that we urge the Committee and the Council to oppose the Vendor 
Reform Bills, in current form, unless and until the vendor rules can be adopted to push such 
commercial activity to the curb. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
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Good Morning. Thank you Chair Espinal and members of the Committee on Consumer Affairs 

and Business Licensing for the opportunity to testify.  

 

My name is Armando Moritz-Chapelliquen and I am the Senior Economic Development 

Organizer at the Association for Neighborhood and Housing Development (ANHD). ANHD is a 

membership organization of NYC- neighborhood based housing and economic development 

groups- CDCs, affordable housing developers, supportive housing providers, community 

organizers, and economic development service providers. We build community power to ensure 

the right to affordable housing and thriving, equitable neighborhoods for all New Yorkers.  

 

ANHD is committed to strengthening the needs of communities citywide and sees small 

businesses, including street vendors, as integral to the fabric of New York's neighborhoods. 

United for Small Business NYC (USBNYC), a coalition convened by ANHD, includes 

community organizations from across New York City fighting to protect New York’s small 

businesses and non-residential tenants from the threat of displacement, with a particular focus on 

owner-operated, low-income, minority and immigrant-run businesses that serve low-income, 

immigrant, and minority communities.  

At a time when gentrification and displacement threaten the cultural identity of New York, it is 

vital for city government to focus policy, protections, and programs for the most vulnerable. 

Particularly at this moment, when public attention is on brick-and-mortar businesses in the midst 

of a displacement crisis, it is crucial that the vulnerability of street vendors is also recognized and 

addressed. Small business displacement is cultural displacement, regardless of whether that 

business is in a storefront or on the sidewalk.  

ANHD is proud to support the advocacy of Street Vendor Project and all of the bills (Intros 

0287, 0288, 0292, 0832, 1116, 1479) before the Committee today. ANHD and its members 

across the city recognize that street vendors are the smallest of our small businesses. Street 

vendors are as much a part of community as their brick-and-mortar counterparts; in fact, both are 

integral to a vibrant neighborhood. When considering their contributions through a community 

development perspective, street vendors encourage foot traffic and more broadly bring vitality to 

commercial corridors.  

Just like many entrepreneurs in the city, street vendors are working to afford their place in the 

city. However, the challenges they face are distinct. The lack of clarity of vendor regulations, as 

well as an outdated cap on vendor permits, has enabled harassment and intimidation of vendors. 

In the absence of comprehensive reform, vendors have been left to navigate an underground 
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market in order to pursue their vision of economic opportunity. Because many vendors come 

from working class immigrant and minority communities, addressing these challenges is 

crucial not only from an economic development perspective, but from a racial justice 

perspective as well.  

The proposed bills before the Committee today tackle many of these overdue challenges head-

on. They reflect the long-standing need to modernize rules for street vendors. Most notably, 

Councilmember Chin’s Intro 1116 lays the necessary foundation for future street vending policy 

through the Office of Street Vendor Enforcement and the Street Vendor Advisory Board. 

Establishing such bodies to be accountable to street vendors and responsive to their 

ongoing needs is crucial to the long-term viability of street vendors across the city. 

We applaud the leadership of Councilmembers Rodriguez and Chin in tackling this vital issue. 

We look forward to working with the Committee to support street vendors and small businesses 

are more broadly. Thank you again for the opportunity to testify.  
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