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Foreword

Mobile vending has seen a monumental shift in the past three years. What was an underground and unseen industry has become one of the fastest growing trends in food service. I have tried to do my part in advocating for the industry both in Los Angeles and on the national scene. However, mobile vending and the advocacy that supports it must be done locally. David Weber has been exceedingly good at running a successful food truck business while diligently advocating for the rights of all mobile vendors in the largest city in the United States. David’s solid restaurant background and inventive style is the reason for Rickshaw Dumpling Truck’s success. Even in one of the most competitive cities in the United States, the Rickshaw Dumpling Truck continues to be a leader in the industry both in quality and business practice. David is also the founder of the New York City Food Truck Association (NYCFTA), an advocacy organization that has led the charge against unfair and overly restrictive regulations. Juggling his time between running a successful food truck business and an advocacy organization in the largest US market makes David one of the premier experts in the food truck field.

The new food truck industry is suffering from a lack of resources when it comes to the new gourmet food truck trend. This book will help prospective mobile vendors understand what it takes to start a mobile food business that will get the attention of customers, turn a profit, and stand the test of time. A large part of running a successful food truck is being able to serve a desirable product quickly while still making a profit. David’s experience with food service in both restaurants and food trucks provides the reader with real world service solutions for day-to-day food truck operations. These solutions are imperative for running a successful food truck business.

Starting a food truck business is no small feat. Menu selection, truck wrap design, cost outs, market research, and dealing with the various regulations all seem daunting to the new food truck operator. A common complaint from veteran food truck operators is that there were no resources available to them before they first launched. Much of their day-to-day operations in the first few months were learning the business on the go. This lack of resources led to a high failure rate in some areas of the country, especially in the more competitive cities. Prospective mobile vendors will find this book a wellspring of information in a new industry with very few resources. The step-by-step layout takes mobile vendors through issues that they will have to deal with while launching their trucks and through the life of their businesses.

As the mobile food industry grows, it is imperative that the resources that support it can provide accurate and up-to-date information about the issues that will have an effect on all vendors. This book takes a step in the right direction by laying the groundwork for a more professional industry. A more professional industry will lead to more respect for vendors and more legitimacy for the industry as a whole. The strong following from customers will continue to extend to local communities if the industry continues to grow responsibly and professionally.

—Matthew Geller

Chief Executive Officer

Southern California Mobile Food Vendors’ Association (SoCalMFVA)





Preface

I first discovered the enormous, life-changing power of entrepreneurship 1,000 kilometers east of Madagascar in the middle of the Indian Ocean. I spent the summer of 2003 in Mauritius, working as a consultant for the World Bank and assessing potential technology investments to support local businesses. I was meant to help five women entrepreneurs with their businesses, but they ended up helping me discover the transformative power of entrepreneurship.

I was amazed at the resourcefulness, ingenuity, and passion of these women. While most of them had started with very little, each of them had become an expert in her field. One woman manufactured stuffed animals for export to Germany; another ran a manufacturing company that sold clothes to France; one had a gourmet food company that made all-natural honeys and jams that were favored by the prince of Morocco; another ran a tourism company that brought visitors to Mauritius from India; and the last had a furniture manufacturing plant. Each of them had taken a risk to open her own business. Each had started small and had grown her business into something larger that was a positive force in her community, family, and personal development.

My experiences in Mauritius lit an entrepreneurial spark in me that I’d like to share with you. The mobile food industry and food trucks, in particular, are exciting because they make entrepreneurship accessible. Everyone has some experience with food, a passion for a special dish, or a family recipe that has been handed down to him or her. However, not everyone has the knowledge or expertise to translate that experience into a successful business. This book is an effort to help build that expertise and make the mobile food industry even more accessible.

I’ve spent the past five years obsessing on the critical success factors in starting and growing mobile food businesses. In addition to running a business that operates four food trucks in one of the most competitive hospitality markets in the United States, I’ve also worked as an advocate to improve the industry to provide safe, healthy choices for consumers, growth opportunity for hospitality professionals, revenue for local government, and a fair market for the local hospitality industry.

This book concisely summarizes much of what I’ve learned and offers practical advice to aspiring entrepreneurs on thoroughly thinking through what it is to own and operate a food truck.

While a truck seems like a much more manageable undertaking than a restaurant, the strict constraints on size mean that each decision made about the design or operation matters more. Consequently, it is extremely important to plan ahead. If you don’t fully consider small details as you’re planning your operation, the consequences can cause a lot of problems in the future. And while operating a food truck can be extremely rewarding in a number of ways, food truck operations are often romanticized by the media. This book aims to cut through much of the hype about the industry and offers an accurate portrayal of life on the street so that potential entrepreneurs can make informed decisions about jumping into the industry.

My goal is to provide a rigorous foundation in the details you’ll most need to consider when planning and operating a food truck business. The book touches on a wide variety of issues, from choosing a concept; to developing a business plan; to picking a vehicle; and to designing the build, branding, marketing, purchasing, hiring, and management strategies for mobile trucks. While this book is aimed at an aspiring food truck entrepreneur, there are lessons to be learned both by mobile food novices and professionals. The book offers food truck fans “insider” info on the real life of food truck operators and provides individuals inside and outside of the food industry with important business advice and insight.

The book is organized into four major sections: Plan, Start, Succeed, and Grow.


1. Plan: This section examines the research and planning that is required before opening a food truck. Chapters focus on key aspects of a mobile food business, such as local regulations, menu, format, branding, and finances, all of which will ultimately be incorporated into the business plan.

2. Start: This section walks you through some of the key decisions you’ll need to make as you are building your first food truck. Chapters highlight truck procurement, kitchen layout, menu design, and choosing vending locations.

3. Succeed: This section walks you through important areas to focus on to ensure that your truck is being run as effectively as possible. Chapters discuss efficient operations, the importance of brand, and the ways in which food trucks can connect with customers. Special emphasis is given to the role of social media.

4. Grow: This section discusses ways to scale and grow a mobile food business. Food truck entrepreneurs have successfully grown their businesses from one truck to multiple trucks. Other options explored are brick-and-mortar restaurants, wholesaling, and franchising.



Interwoven throughout is a series of interviews to provide some advice directly from operators working on the streets, who share their thoughts on each of the particular issues that pertain to food truck operations.

Writing this book was both thrilling and daunting. The one thing that kept me going was the confidence that it might help you succeed with your entrepreneurial endeavors.

I hope that this book helps you to pave your path toward becoming a successful entrepreneur.

—David Weber
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Introduction

The food truck phenomenon has taken the country by storm. From New York to Los Angeles, the number, the variety, and the quality of food trucks are on the rise. In 2011, the mobile food industry in the United States was estimated to be at $630 million.1 I think this sum dramatically underestimates the size of the industry. I believe that the mobile food industry in New York City alone is at least $450 million. The National Restaurant Association stated in 2011 that food trucks are the single fastest growing sector of the restaurant industry.3

If you have any doubts, you can see this for yourself on the streets. Fans are queuing up across the country for tasty food from local trucks. According to an American Express survey, the percentage of respondents that had visited a food truck doubled from 13 percent in August 2009 to 26 percent in July 2010.4

From Food Network’s The Great Food Truck Race (a cross-country food truck trek) to the Cooking Channel’s Eat Street, media coverage on popular television shows reflects the food truck phenomenon. Zagat’s inclusion of food truck for the first time in its 2011 New York City Restaurants guide has helped make food trucks an integral part of contemporary city life.

Food Truck Fundamentals

The food truck industry has grown rapidly, from 2007 to the present, while the hospitality industry in general has been flagging in the weak economic environment. The rise of the food truck in the public’s imagination is driven by a number of factors including:


	The economic downturn made capital more scarce and the low start-up costs of a food truck more tempting.

	Developments in social media make it easier to track trucks over space and time and have expanded their appeal to broader audiences.

	Relatively rapid improvement can be found in the overall quality and variety of foods now served on trucks.

	The predominant factor, however, may be that customers are looking for more value for their food dollar. Limited by the constraints of operating out of a limited space, today’s food truck entrepreneurs are almost exclusively specialists. They do one thing, and they do it very, very well. The limited overhead keeps costs down, and by focusing on a few menu items, food truck operators can focus on getting good pricing and delivering high-quality food for just a few items, which often results in a product that is above average in quality and below average in price.



Food Truck History

Mobile vendors date back hundreds of years and were present with the growth of most major urban or trade areas throughout the United States. These include what we would consider today to be “pushcarts” or “food carts” that sell premade items.5


1690s: In New York City, street food dates back to 1691, emerging with the entrance of Dutch settlers.6

1860s: American “chuck wagons” emerged to feed cattle hands crossing the United States in the late 1860s and early 1870s. These chuck wagons were created by Colonel Charles Goodnight, who ran the Goodnight-Loving Trail, a cattle drive in Texas. He needed a way to feed his cowboys on the long drive and the “mobile kitchen” was created.7, 8, 9

1870s: As far back as the 1870s, tamaleros (tamale carts) were extremely popular in Los Angeles, and by 1901 more than 100 tamale wagons roamed LA, some even creating mobile kitchens by tapping into city gas and water lines. These wagons were the precursor to the lonchero, or the “taco truck,” which dominated Los Angeles for most of the twentieth century.


What is thought to be the first traditional “food truck,” similar to what we see now, was opened by Walter Scott in Providence, RI in 1872. His wagon sold breakfast sandwiches and pies to workers at nearby establishments. Charles Palmer patented the “lunch wagon” design in 1891.10



1900s: By the early 1900s, food carts and “mobile vendors” were extremely popular, with thousands estimated to have worked the streets of New York. It is thought that the rise in street carts around this time was due to the rise in people working outside the home (i.e., not in agriculture) and the growth of urban environments. Food carts and wagons also began operating at night in bigger cities (Boston, New York) to accommodate the nightlife of those going to the theater.11


Lunch wagons transformed into food trucks with advances in technology. In the early 1900s to the 1930s, street vendors (trucks and carts) in New York were subject to many regulations, but these typically were not enforced in the immigrant-saturated areas of the city. Thus, immigrants ran much of the mobile food scene, and the food choices reflected that.5

Street food gained a reputation for being both unhealthy and unsanitary, possibly because the horses who pulled the wagons also defecated close by on the streets.12



1950s: The association with immigrant culture and unfamiliar ethnic food created a decline in popularity throughout the mid-twentieth century.


The phrase “roach coach” began to be used mid-century to refer to the unsanitary conditions of the trucks. Trucks were associated mainly with blue-collar society, as they tended to serve their cheap lunches around construction sites and military bases.13



2000s: The rise of the modern food truck. The declining economy in 2007 and 2008 resulted in fewer construction projects and therefore fewer construction sites and fewer customers for the standard “roach coach” food truck. At the same time, many high-end chefs were out of work and looking for a new way to use their skills. Thus, the “high-end” or “gourmet” food truck came into being.13



Recent Food Truck Milestones


2007: Armenco, a food truck manufacturer in Los Angeles, began to shift business from traditional lunch trucks to custom “gourmet” food trucks.3

2008: The opening and subsequent success of KogiBBQ in LA, one of the original gourmet trucks, signals the shift in the food truck landscape.14

2010: The annual National Restaurant Association (NRA) Show featured mobile food-related exhibitions for the first time.15


The Food Network broadcasted their new reality competition show, The Great Food Truck Race.15



2011: In April another show on the mobile food industry premiered, this time on the Cooking Channel, called Eat Street and featured different street foods from across the country.


Zagat added a Food Truck section to their restaurant reviews in some cities.14

Culinary schools in some states began to add mobile food cooking classes to their curriculum.3





The Future of Food Trucks

Food trucks are far from hitting their peak. The market is still developing, and there are many opportunities for new operators who want to open trucks to sell food that they are passionate about. Technomic, a food industry consulting firm, reported in July 2011 that 91 percent of customers polled believe that food trucks are not a passing fad, but rather a trend with “staying power.”3 Growth in food trucks is driven by two major forces: the growth of a mobile food culture in new municipalities across the United States and the improved access to food that the trucks offer in these markets as well as established markets. Customers appreciate the value and quality of mobile food and will continue to embrace the industry so long as operators deliver clean, tasty, and interesting products at a fair price.

Food trucks are great for cities. They get customers out on the street and create a sense of community. As local municipalities learn the value of what food trucks have to offer in terms of tax revenues, job growth, tourism, activating public space, and fostering entrepreneurship, local regulations will improve. One of the most compelling aspects of food trucks is their ability to act as an incubator for entrepreneurs to start a viable, cash flow–positive business that they can grow into a brick-and-mortar establishment to become a more stable part of the community.

In addition to opportunities for food truck entrepreneurs, there is also a wide variety of opportunities in supporting industries that will develop as the food truck market matures. Food truck operators are looking for better trucks, more eco-friendly power supplies, quieter generators, small-run food manufacturers, more customizable insurance resources, more robust financing tools, marketing partners, and information technology resources.

It is an exciting time for mobile food in America. The industry is big and growing fast. I look forward to seeing what you will bring to the streets.
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Plan: Preparing for Success

While planning isn’t the most exciting thing in the world, it is an absolute necessity before jumping into the mobile food-vending industry. Right now, there is a lot of dynamism and energy in the industry, which makes it exciting and attractive, but it is also extremely chaotic. Regulations, competitors, and vending locations are changing daily. The following chapters will help give you the foundation of knowledge and expertise you need to form the initial shape of your business and develop a robust plan to help make the food truck of your dreams a reality.





Is the Trucker’s Life for Me?

I get about three to four e-mails a day from people looking to open food trucks. People who are passionate about food and weighed down by the routine of an office job are often attracted to the promise of freedom that owning a food truck seems to convey. While the experience of eating at a brightly colored and well-designed food truck is fun, and the concept of owning a food truck looks like a carefree way to cruise around the city and make a lot of cash on a sunny day, the reality is much different. There are some amazing advantages to operating a food truck, but also some big challenges. It is definitely an exciting opportunity, but it is good to embrace this lifestyle with a complete knowledge of the pros and cons of this career.

A Day in the Life

In order to get a better sense of what life is like as a food truck operator, I thought I’d share with you a typical day. Food truck entrepreneurs often work on their trucks on a daily or near-daily basis. Some entrepreneurs aspire to grow their businesses and move out of the daily operations as they build a fleet of trucks or settle into a brick-and-mortar establishment. It helps to begin with the end in mind, but regardless of your goals, you’ll definitely be spending a lot of time on your truck.

The length of a typical day can vary, depending on the type of food you serve. To service just the lunch shift could easily require a 10-hour day, from 8 am to 6 pm, including prep and end-of-day cleaning. To make ends meet, some trucks run breakfast, lunch, and dinner, with load-in starting at 4 am and not ending until 2 am. In this example, let’s assume that you are a savory food truck serving the lunch crowd.

At the Commissary

The day begins at the commissary. It’s the home of your truck, your tools, and your food: everything you need to run the operation. Your commissary is probably in an industrial district outside of town, where the rent is cheaper. Because it is an out-of-the-way location, the commute may be inconvenient for you and your employees.

You’ll need to arrive at the commissary two to four hours before you plan to serve, depending on where your food is prepared, the length of your commute, and traffic in your city. If you’re hoping to serve lunch at 11 am, your team will likely have to be at the commissary by 8 am at the latest to have enough time to prep, and you’ll likely want to arrive before that to get administrative work done before the beginning of the day.

Once there, the first thing you’ll need to do is prep any food that you’ll be bringing that day. Food trucks generally have small kitchens, so anything you can do ahead of time that can speed up your service and allow you to carry more should be done before you hit the road. You might spend some time making special sauces, cutting vegetables, or baking cookies. The time you spend prepping really depends on the type of truck. It could be a few minutes of assembling a hot sauce or hours of slowly braising barbecued ribs. Many trucks employ a prep team that just prepares food.

Once your food is in order, you need to check out the truck and see if it’s ready for the day’s shift. You run through a checklist to ensure that nothing unexpected has happened overnight. You check that the truck is plugged in and that any refrigeration units onboard have been working, and you also check for any food that might have spoiled.

You’ll need to consider the location where you’ll be going for the day and what the sales might be before you load up. No use bringing food you cannot sell, because it will go bad and cost you money. At the same time, you don’t want to bring too little, because you’ll miss out on potential sales. Pull everything onboard as quickly as you can. It helps if you have an employee so you can divide the work: someone grabs supplies while the other stows them. Because you’ve been doing this for weeks it goes quickly: You refill all the essentials first, fresh water, ice, and propane. Cold products go in the coolers, frozen products go in the freezer, dry products get stowed in cabinets, and paper products are refilled.

It’s time to head out. Check the fuel gauge and don’t forget to unplug the truck before you pull out.

Setting Up on the Street

Some days you can breeze directly to your vending location, but other times it can take hours. Most trucks have a set of spots that they frequent, be it on the street, in food truck lots, or in private properties.

If you are vending on the street, allow extra time in your morning routine. Vending on the street is hard, because you need to find a place for your truck to vend daily. In any city, there is always a lot of competition for street parking, but there is even more competition for good street-vending locations. Often, a number of trucks might be vying for the same spot, which can cause conflict. It is extremely bad form to roll up on another vendor’s established spot and can lead to conflict that can escalate very quickly. There are all sorts of examples of physical violence between vendors. Don’t let this be you. If you cannot find your first choice, keep looking. If time is running low until lunch, you’ll have to gamble and drive to other spots you use during the rest of the week. In the worst-case scenario, the whole day can be lost due to lack of a parking spot, so it is important to scout a number of possible vending spots in advance.

Once you’re parked, it’s prep time. Hopefully, you found a spot by 10 am, which will give you an hour to prep before lunch. Turn off the truck, turn on the generator, and start heating up your equipment. Make sure to count the cash in the register before the start of the shift, and be ready to run to the bank if you need smaller bills.

Before opening your awning, run one last check to make sure every machine is running and all your food is fresh and ready to serve. Once you have a first batch of food ready, you’re ready to serve.

Open for Business

By 11 am you should be ready to open and begin serving your customers. Once open, you have to be ready for anything. Get a rhythm going between you and your partner. Know who is working the register, and who is prepping the food. Be ready to improvise if the situation arises. All kinds of problems can, and will, flare up during your shift.

It’s not hard to fall behind on orders, have machines malfunction, run out of smaller bills and have to run to the bank, and encounter other unforeseen dilemmas. All of these are problems that are easily dealt with, as long as you and your team keep your cool.

Once the lunch rush is over and the shift starts winding down around 3 pm, it’s time to clean up. Even while you are waiting on the last few customers, start wiping down and cleaning everything up. Once everything is organized and packed away, head back to the commissary, stopping for gas if the truck needs a refill.

Closing

The lunch crowd winds down by 3 pm, so try to make it back to the commissary around 5 pm so that you are not caught in rush-hour traffic. At the commissary, drain all the wastewater into an approved drain and discard all your trash. Then do a thorough cleaning of the truck. Scrub the floors and the walls. Be sure to leave a note for yourself about what food has been left on the truck to save you or your partner some time the next morning. Plug the truck in for the night to keep the fridges running, and you’re good until the next shift.

The Best Parts of Operating a Truck

Food truck entrepreneurs come from all walks of life and open trucks for a number of different reasons. Here are some of the best aspects of being in the food truck business.

Happy Customers!

There is nothing like the thrill you’ll get from a customer who leaves the truck happy, having eaten a dish that you’ve made. Satisfied guests are the best.

Personal Expression

Owning a food truck allows you to express your culinary creativity and have control over every aspect of the business, so you can run it the way you want to. If you care deeply about the environment, you can run it environmentally responsibly, or if you care deeply about locally sourced ingredients, you can buy only local food. It’s your truck, your rules.

Building a Brand

Food trucks are an ideal platform to build a brand. If you have an idea for a concept that you think could be a great restaurant chain, but you do not have the resources or funding to build out a brick-and-mortar restaurant, a food truck could be the way to go. For a lot less capital, you can get a proof of concept and demonstrate to potential investors that there is demand for your idea and that it would translate well into a restaurant. If you already have an existing restaurant, a food truck is a great way to extend the brand and reach new customers.

Get Out of the Cubicle!

If the movie Office Space were written today, you could be sure that the protagonist, Peter Gibbons (played by Ron Livingston), would open his own food truck, rather than getting a job in construction. Food trucks offer the promise of freedom and flexibility, getting you away from the nine-to-five office doldrums and from the administrative challenges and protocols that come with working in a big company. Food trucks are outdoors and mobile. If things aren’t working out well, you can always move along to the next great opportunity.

Accessible Entrepreneurship

Running your own business has all sorts of emotional and psychological perks. You will have control over your own schedule. You will have the ability to be involved in every aspect of your business and can make your own arrangements concerning who you do business with. And you’ll also have the satisfaction of creating jobs for other people.

The Worst Parts of Operating a Truck

While trucks might look bright and shiny and fun, owning a truck isn’t all excitement and smiles. There is a lot of blood, sweat, and tears that go into a successful food truck operation (and even more blood, sweat, and tears can be caused by an unsuccessful food truck operation).

The Tip of the Iceberg

The busy lunch shift for a popular food truck is just a fraction of the operation. Prior to the great two hours of sales that a customer witnesses from noon to 2 pm are hours of training, preparation, lifting, cleaning, and transportation. One thing that cannot be stressed enough is that operating a food truck is extremely hard work. Running a food truck means long days of waking up early to oversee food prep at the commissary in the morning and late nights checking on the cleanliness of the truck after a shift.

Endless Repairs

Food trucks break down a lot. And when they break down, everything stops. Besides the cost of these repairs, waiting a week for the fix while you cannot work (and therefore lose income) is unbearably stressful. Add to that the stress of your employees calling and being upset that their shifts have been cancelled and the fact that all the food in the commissary’s fridge is going to go bad while your truck is in the shop. Repairs that take down the truck are inevitable and are bad not only for business but also for morale.

Trucks Don’t Scale Well

One of the most challenging aspects of food trucks is that the business is not easily scalable. Trucks are generally pretty small operations with one to three people on board at a time. They don’t generate enough revenue to support managers, so they require very well-trained and competent employees. Also, because so much of the business is done in cash, “shrinkage” is always a concern. It is very easy for employees to run creative schemes to divert revenue from the legitimate operation into their own pockets.

Conflict

While many consumers love food trucks, they aren’t universally appreciated. Unfortunately, conflict with other members of the community can occur, sometimes quite frequently, depending on where you live. Many retail shops, especially restaurant and deli owners, see food trucks only as competitors and not as an opportunity or as collaborators. Also, conflict with other street vendors isn’t uncommon. There is often friction between older, more-established street vendors and newer vendors. The best policy is to be cool, be respectful, and stay connected with the community.

Are You a Peddler?

As a food truck entrepreneur, you need to be ready to embrace the life of a peddler, which requires a level of dedication that many underestimate from the onset. The quickest road to success is by operating the truck yourself. The lower revenues of food trucks usually means that they cannot financially support an on-site manager, so as a food truck owner, you are making a full-time commitment to oversee the operations of this business. Being on the truck will also give you the opportunity to define and articulate the brand personally to your customers.

Deal Breakers . . .

There are life’s little unhappy accidents that inevitably happen and that can make life on the streets trying, at best.


	Engine stall: It can happen at any time: in the middle of a left-hand turn, in the middle of traffic, even while crossing a bridge. It can cause a few moments’ delay or shut down a whole shift. Always know where your hand brake is. It can save you from serious trouble.

	Broken equipment: If any steamers, cookers, fryers, or freezers are broken, they can ruin an entire shift. Either you’re unable to cook anything, or your food has been spoiled.

	Generator problems: If the generator doesn’t start at all, your shift can be over before it even gets started.

	Running out of small bills and no bank in sight: A simple one, but if you don’t have small bills, it can impede your ability to sell. No money, no sales. Plan ahead, especially for big events on the weekends.

	Out of materials: If you’re missing napkins, utensils, or bags, things get especially tough. If you run out of containers for food, you won’t be able to sell anything.

	No parking: This doesn’t seem like a shift-killer, but it can easily stop the day from even starting. If you have to spend most of your time looking for a spot, you’ll either miss the lunch rush, be unable to find a spot at all, or open where none of your clientele can find you.

	Police: Especially in cities with contention over food trucks, this can be a real problem, depending on the neighborhood. If the police keep forcing you to move, you won’t have time to prep or cook, meaning you will not be able to sell during prime meal times and your prospects of earning revenue for the day are ruined.

	Food spoiled: If anything has thawed accidently or gone bad, you’ll be in trouble. You’re either going to be out of an item, or you’re going to be hearing some serious complaints from customers.

	Fender-benders and accidents: It may or may not be your fault, but a bad enough accident can put your truck out of commission for the foreseeable future.

	Electrical issues: Problems with wiring can cause all sorts of problems and lead to overheating, undercooked food, and/or burnouts. In the worst-case scenario, electrical issues could lead to a fire and cause a lot of damage and close your truck for weeks.

	Propane explosion: Handle propane extremely carefully. It is very combustible. Never drive with your propane tanks open. If a propane tank is damaged and explodes, it could cause an enormous amount of damage to your staff, your truck, and anyone or anything nearby.

	Ruining food: If you’re not focused, it’s easy to overcook your food. Leaving anything unattended, or forgetting how long you’ve been cooking it, is a surefire way to do damage to a shift and your reputation. Too many mistakes like this, and you risk running out of food early or not having enough to serve customers on time.



Getting Rich Quick!?

There is money to be made in mobile food, but food trucks are not a get-rich-quick scheme. Food trucks offer lower capital costs, so it is easier to get started as a food truck entrepreneur than as a brick-and-mortar restaurant owner. However, the core economic foundations of the business need to be in place. We will explore the core financial details of operating a food truck in a later chapter. If making a million dollars is your goal, food trucks might not be the best route to achieve your dreams.

Scared?

If this chapter puts some fear into the pit of your stomach, that’s okay—it is meant to. Some apprehension is healthy. Opening a food truck business is a major and difficult undertaking, and you should go into it as you would any new venture, with your eyes open to all of the potential hardships and challenges. If you’re still optimistic about starting a food truck business, knowing all the challenges that are in store for you, that is a good thing. Now we can move on to the nuts and bolts of planning your business.





Foundations for Success

Success is a slippery word, but in my book, a successful entrepreneur is someone who can build and sustain a viable business.

Beginning with the End in Mind

Every entrepreneur has his or her own ambitions and goals. Some entrepreneurs are looking for a small business where they can support themselves and have the flexibility to work when they want to. Others are looking to start and grow the next fast food chain to sweep the country. Knowing where you want to go will be a big help as you plan your business. You should be able to answer the following things: How big do I want to grow? What do I want to be doing on a daily basis? How much time do I want to put into this business? Where you want to take this business and what you are willing to commit to it has a big impact on the type of business you should develop and how you should operate it.

The Fundamentals: Passion, Cash, and Expertise

While there are a number of things that can contribute to the success of an entrepreneur, the three most important are passion, cash, and expertise.

Passion

Passion is essential because it provides the spark of inspiration that ignites the entire undertaking. Passion is what sustains you during the long, demanding days of street vending. For me, it is the pleasure of watching customers walk away smiling, satisfied with a great meal. Whenever things start to get stressful, I try to get back to what I love and spend an afternoon cashiering and chatting with customers. Passion can also be very important from a marketing perspective. You should think about how your passion for food and hospitality creates a story that ties into the concept of your mobile food business. Compelling stories help you create a brand that customers can relate to and believe in. Passion is the starting point, but passion alone isn’t enough to sustain a viable business.

Cash

As they say, “cash is king.” Being well capitalized in a new venture is extremely important. Cash gives you time to work out the kinks in your business model and flexibility to make changes if things are going awry. Without a sufficient cash cushion, you are taking a huge gamble in opening a business. There is a reason they call our economic system capitalism. With capital, you can play. Without it, you are out of business. Be smart and raise as much money as you can when times are good and when you have a strong proof of concept. Get a line of credit from your bank: even if you don’t need it in the near term, it may prove useful in the long term. The winter could be unseasonably cold. Someone could open a competing truck and take away your business. Having resources to call upon in tough times could make the difference between the success and failure of your business.

Expertise

The number one thing you can do to succeed in this business is to learn as much as you can about it before you start. While many business skills are transferable, it is really how the details are handled that determines the winners and losers in a particular field. The food truck business isn’t any different. Knowing how to run a food truck, where to park, how much to prepare each day, where to source ingredients at a fair price, and how to connect with customers comes with time and experience. Buying this book is a good start, but you should be prepared to do your own research and to build your expertise and skill set before set out on your own business.

Building Expertise

At this point, the primary success factor under your control is expertise. Do whatever you can to build your knowledge about business, entrepreneurship, hospitality, and mobile vending.

Get a Job on a Food Truck

If you have the time and the ability, I would strongly encourage you to get a job in the industry. If you haven’t worked in hospitality before, get a job in a restaurant or, even better, on a food truck. Be honest with your employers about how you are planning on starting a business someday. Most companies will appreciate your passion and your candor. By working in the industry, you will learn two things: (1) whether a food truck is a good fit for your personality and (2) a lot of the ins and outs of how a hospitality business is run. You’ll undoubtedly be thinking of all the ways you could run the business better, and that is great, because hopefully you soon will be putting your ideas to the test! Keep a list. Once you start working on your truck, you’ll be so busy you may not have time to deliberate on all the improvements that could be made, so it will be helpful to go back to a time when you were an employee and had less on your plate to examine the business from another perspective.

Read Good Books

When you aren’t working on the truck, bone up on business and management skills by reading books on the topic. Here are some books that have provided me with insight into my own business and that I’d recommend you take a look at to get ideas and perspective on how to better run your own venture:


The Definitive Book of Body Language by Allan and Barbara Pease. Dedicated to revealing the “secrets of nonverbal communication,” this book provides invaluable insight into interpersonal relationships. Having a strong understanding of body language helps you better judge who to approach on the street and how to do so effectively so that you can build lasting relationships with customers.

The Checklist Manifesto by Atul Gawande. This guide helps you manage and track your daily to-dos. Tracking business protocols on checklists is an important skill to hone, as these lists are integral in keeping your business running smoothly and consistently.

The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs. Heralded as one of the most influential writers on urban planning in the twentieth century, Jacobs discusses in this book how individuals can provide “eyes on the street” or natural surveillance within a community. This concept is applicable in considering the role food trucks play within society, how they can add to street culture, give back to their neighbors, and improve the life of the community.

Good to Great: Why Some Companies Leap . . . and Others Don’t by Jim Collins. A must-read for all business managers that frames the key criteria and discusses the building blocks needed in order to run a successful company and grow it into something larger.

Influence: Science and Practice by Robert Cialdini. An examination of the “psychology of compliance,” this book provides useful insight into how to present yourself and how to brand your business in order to connect to customers.

Menu Pricing and Strategy by Jack Miller and David Pavesic. A straightforward guide to how to design a menu, which takes into consideration customer decision making, from creating the layout to assigning price points to organizing content.

Multi-Unit Leadership: The 7 Stages of Building High-Performing Partnerships and Teams by Jim Sullivan. If you plan to grow your mobile food vending business beyond the operation of one truck, this book provides a thorough overview of the core attributes needed to lead and develop a concept into a multi-unit concept or franchise.

Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness by Robert Greenleaf. A highly influential work on management and power, which is grounded in the philosophy that great leaders trust, collaborate, listen, and empower their team for the betterment of both the employee and the larger company.

Setting the Table by Danny Meyer. Specific to the hospitality industry, and a must-read for anyone opening a new food venture, this book provides behind-the-scenes advice and anecdotes that help hospitality professionals tackle the challenges of how to not only meet but consistently exceed customer expectations.

Why Employees Don’t Do What They’re Supposed to Do and What to Do about It by Ferdinand Fournies. An essential guide to management that provides proven strategies and tactics on how to manage a team and increase employee performance.

Why We Buy: The Science of Shopping by Paco Underhill. A rigorous anthropological study of contemporary consumer culture. This book will help you consider customer perspective and think through where to locate your truck for best business.

Winning by Jack Welch with Suzy Welch. The former CEO of General Electric, Jack Welch provides business leaders with step-by-step advice for succeeding in the corporate world. For food truck operators, I find his chapters on interviewing and hiring particularly useful, especially when screening for higher-level employees.



Track What Is Going on in the Industry

Here are some additional resources that can help you stay abreast of what is happening in the industry.




	Cornell Hospitality Quarterly:
	hotelschool.cornell.edu/research/chr/pubs



	Fast Casual magazine:
	fastcasual.com



	Harvard Business Review:
	hbr.org



	Mobile Cuisine magazine:
	mobile-cuisine.com



	National Restaurant Association:
	restaurant.org



	Nation’s Restaurant News:
	nrn.com



	QSR magazine:
	qsrmagazine.com





Skills and Attributes That Can’t Hurt

Personal attributes and skills that lend themselves well to operating a food truck include a ready smile, grace under pressure, customer service skills, culinary know-how, marketing, negotiation, and number crunching.


	Smiling: Yes, smiling is that important. Do it. Hire for it.

	Customer service: Great customer service is pretty much nonnegotiable in the hospitality industry. Connecting with guests is especially important on the street. People who have innate caring and concern for others will do well as truck owners.

	Culinary know-how: Since food trucks are in the business of selling food, being able to cook pays off in spades. However, to work well on trucks, great recipes need to be not only tasty but fast to prep and easy to eat on the go. If you aren’t comfortable in a commercial kitchen, it might be helpful to take a few cooking classes or hire a consulting chef to get you started.

	Marketing: Promotion and marketing savvy is very important. Building a brand 140 characters at a time on Twitter or developing a menu that projects a specific brand identity isn’t something that comes naturally to everyone. Some trucks are made on personality alone.

	Negotiation: Because so much is often ambiguous on the street, there is a lot of negotiation that will happen on a daily basis, especially with other vendors. Being affable, open-minded, and creative about possible alternatives is very important to finding parking spots.

	Number crunching: Even if you aren’t a numbers whiz, or maybe especially if you aren’t, you should get comfortable with a spreadsheet program, like Microsoft Excel. Spreadsheets can be extremely helpful for managing schedules, calculating breakevens, determining food costs, and all sorts of off-the-cuff calculations that can help you run your business better.

	Self-knowledge: Know that you are doing what you want to be doing. Taking the plunge to be an entrepreneur for anyone other than yourself is going to result in problems. Also, be sure to get the support of friends and family. If your spouse resents that you are taking away time from him or her to open your food truck, it is going to be even harder to accomplish your dreams.



Staying Organized

Have a rock-solid method to manage your to-do list. You need to develop something that works for you. Forgetting to do something basic, like changing the oil on your generator, can cost you a lot of time and effort. You’ll need a system where to-do list items don’t slip through the cracks. My business partner swears by his yellow legal pad, and I prefer to track my to-do list in my iPhone. If you’re looking for some advice for how to stay on top, take a look at David Allen’s Getting Things Done.





Playing by the Rules

Before you buy the step van you’ve been keeping track of on eBay™, you need to learn all the local laws and regulations that pertain to food truck vending in your hometown. Local regulations play an essential role in determining several key elements of your business. Regulations can affect how your truck will be constructed, how you can operate your business, and how you can staff your business. Before you do anything else, you—and every aspiring food truck entrepreneur—should thoroughly research local regulations to make sure that your mobile business is in compliance with the rules and regulations of your local municipality.

When you research local rules, you should be as rigorous as possible. Don’t just ask other vendors the rules or look at a summary of the rules online, dig deep into the regulations and read the rules yourself. Go to your local department of health to learn the details of the local regulations for yourself. If there is ambiguity, ask for clarifications in writing. Also, take the time to meet the person in charge of mobile food for the health department and whatever department manages acceptable vending locations for that municipality, be it parks, transportation, or city planning. Having a relationship with a decision maker in these departments will help as you confront future issues or questions about regulations.

If the police ever come to shut you down for violation of a local rule, you’re not going to get out of trouble and save the shift by saying, “My friend on the taco truck said it was okay,” or “Mary down at City Hall thought it was fine.” You need the actual regulations.

As an entrepreneur operating in the mobile food service industry, it is your responsibility to know and understand the local regulations. Once you learn them, you should laminate them and keep them with you all the time.

Food Truck Regulations

Food truck regulations are going through lots of changes, and the information in this book could be out of date quickly. As the food truck trend grows, cities that have never regulated street food before are suddenly finding themselves generating new laws for food trucks.

Appendix B includes snapshots of the regulatory framework in several markets across the United States. This provides an overview to the rules and regulations that need to be followed by a food truck operator. Before opening a business, be sure to research and read up on the local rules of your municipality thoroughly, as regulations change frequently.

Typical Paradigms of Food Truck Regulation

Like the restaurant industry, food trucks are also heavily regulated. Regulations pertain to two key areas: truck construction and vending regulations. It is essential to thoroughly understand the regulatory rules in your municipality as they will impact every aspect of your business from start to finish.

Truck Types

One way in which food trucks are regulated pertains to the type of food that is served from a food truck. The common breakdown is between processing trucks, which serve food that has been prepared on the truck, like tacos, burgers, or waffles, and nonprocessing trucks, which serve prepackaged food that has been prepared off-site. The major distinguishing factor is that since processing trucks prepare foods with a risk for food-borne pathogens, they pose a greater risk to public health. With modern manufacturing processes, it is entirely possible to build trucks that can vend processed food safely. In time, local regulations will catch up with the reality.

Vending Locations

Some markets allow street vending on public streets. This is usually restricted in some way by hours or locations that are available. Usually trucks are required to vend a set distance away from other businesses selling similar products. While street vending can give you access to more vending locations, it is also challenging because there is often competition for the best locations.

Some municipalities allow food trucks or carts only in private lots. Lot vending has been very successful in markets like Portland and Austin. Lots have also been a very successful alternative even in markets where street vending is allowed, like New York City and Los Angeles.

Best Practices in Food Truck Regulation

Food trucks are great for cities. They get customers out on the street and create a sense of community. In addition to activating public space, food trucks offer local municipalities tax revenues and they stimulate job growth, tourism, and entrepreneurship. Most economists agree that small businesses are the major driver of job growth. Food trucks are hyper-local small businesses that develop the communities they vend in. They buy from local vendors, hire local employees, and sell to local customers. One of the most exciting aspects of food trucks is their ability to act as an incubator for entrepreneurs to start a viable, cash-flow positive business that can grow into a restaurant to become an even more stable part of the community from which they came. Food truck regulations are at their best when they promote public safety, avoid overcrowding of trucks, allow for competition, stimulate innovation, and are enforceable.

Food Trucks versus Restaurants

Food trucks and restaurants have a lot more in common than not. Senior vice president of the National Restaurant Association Hudson Riehle referred to food trucks as “mobile restaurant unit[s].”17

“Mobile restaurants” is an accurate representation of how most food trucks are operated. The word restaurant comes from the French verb restaurer, “to restore.” Whether hospitality entrepreneurs operate as a restaurant, a deli, a kiosk, a cart, or a truck, all hospitality businesses are focused on the same core issues: to restore guests with great service and great food.

Competition is the nature of all business, including the hospitality business. There are restaurants, delis, grocery stores, and pharmacies all catering to the same customers. Food trucks and brick-and-mortar restaurants are two different business models that each have different strengths and weaknesses.


Interview 1: Matt Geller of SoCalMFVA on Food Truck Advocacy

Matt Geller is the founder and CEO of the Southern California Mobile Food Vendors’ Association (SoCalMFVA). Matt is one of the foremost figures in food truck advocacy in the United States and has visited a number of cities across the country to promote mobile vending. For more information on SoCalMFVA please visit its website at: socalmfva.com.

Q: What trends have you noticed in mobile food legislation?

The biggest trend is acceptance. Cities around the country are starting to look at their regulations and make amendments. For years the industry was underground and very little attention was paid to operators and the rules that governed them. Now citizens are demanding access to food trucks, and cities must respond.

Q: What are the most common challenges food trucks face from a regulatory perspective across the country?

Arbitrary regulations are the biggest challenge. These are regulations that have no connection with any public safety concern or legitimate state (or city) interest. The regulations are usually created by established businesses that don’t want to compete with the mobile food industry.

It’s important for trucks to control the message. It’s not an issue of unfair competition; it’s an issue of consumer choice. We believe in competition in the United States, and it should be an important part of our message.

Q: Do you think that good rules lead to better food trucks for customers?

Limiting health permits or vending permits for food trucks has the most detrimental effect on the industry for customers. The market will work out winners and losers. If cities or counties cap the amount of permits issued, it allows the ones with permits to stop competing. It raises prices, lowers quality, and creates a black market for permits.

Good rules make good food trucks. Regulations should always have a public safety component. Arbitrary, anticompetitive rules restrict consumer choice and kill innovation.

Good Rules: Food safety, trash pickup, no smoking in truck, commissary cleanliness, distance from schools if applicable, water and restroom access.

Bad Rules: Permit caps, distance from brick-and-mortar businesses, time limitations (other than the posted signs), bans, bans from particular parts of town, and restrictions on private property use.

Q: What are the top three food truck cities from an operator’s perspective? (In other words, where it is easy to operate?)

1. Los Angeles: There is an established industry in Los Angeles started by the traditional loncheros trucks. There are commissaries, truck builders and renters, and plenty of spaces to vend. The health department can be draconian, but SoCalMFVA has started to push back and get them to act responsibly. California doesn’t allow regulations that are not in the interest of public safety, so bans and truck-specific regulations are nonexistent in most of the LA County cities. There is also no limit on the number of health permits that can be issued, so the market decides the winners and losers. Food truck lots and festivals are the norm now, and it makes vending a lot easier, because you know what to expect. Additionally, food trucks are now part of the mainstream. Health department inspection grades have helped overcome naysayers and change the old “roach coach” stereotypes.

Competition is an issue with over 230 gourmet trucks, but there are 88 cities and 66 unincorporated areas in Los Angeles County with a population of over 10 million. Eighty five of the cities and all of the unincorporated areas use LA County as their health department, so there are numerous places that trucks can go. Another issue is that all new trucks have to conform with very strict NSF standards.

2. Washington, DC: There are some serious restrictions on the size of a truck, 18.5 feet long, in Washington, DC. However, their building standards are not as crazy as those in Los Angeles, and their regulatory body falls under the District Consumer and Regulatory Affairs agency. While their regulations are still in flux, Sam Williams, who heads the vending enforcement, is way ahead of the pack when it comes to providing a fair and equitable regulatory environment. The foodie scene coupled with the high-density population makes many places an attractive place to vend. The DC Food Truck Association is starting to do more events and find more lots to make the environment even better.

3. Denver (tied with Miami): Denver has lenient building standards and a population that loves the outdoors, even when it’s cold. The city is still amending laws for mobile vending, but it is moving in the right direction. Additionally, many of the trucks on the road are connected to restaurants. This helps alleviate the complaints of unfair competition from restaurants.

4. Miami (tied with Denver): Regulations are light, and the industry is new. Residents of Miami and North Miami are loving the trucks. There is enough land to set up lots and festivals as well as amazing weather that allows a food truck to operate year-round. The truck building regulations are fair and appropriate for the industry.



The Importance of Advocacy

The nature of street vending has changed, and the rules that have been on the books since the turn of the century should change with it. As Matt has described, food trucks operators want to follow the rules: they just need fair and equitable laws to follow.

If there is an advocacy group in your city or town, consider joining to help them promote the industry. However, more than just paying dues, see what you can do to contribute to moving the advocacy effort forward.

If there isn’t an advocacy group in your city, you might want to consider starting one. In markets that have a sizeable group of food trucks that are committed to innovation in hospitality, high-quality food, and community development, it is worthwhile working together to advocate for better laws. You’ll need a core group of at least 15 to 20 vendors who are committed to the cause and who will contribute time and resources toward your shared goals.

Notes

16. http://mobile-cuisine.com/off-the-wire/the-knot-unveils-top-11-wedding-trends-for-2011-food-trucks-included/

17. www.nytimes.com/2011/07/17/sunday-review/17foodtrucks.html?_r=1
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Mon. Tues. Wed. Thurs. Fri. Sat. Sun. Total
Off 100 100 150 200 200 100 850

850 covers x $7.50 = $6,375 per week
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Costs)/1-COG






OEBPS/images/f194-01.jpg
g

youn
ey prap
Kopung Sopamars Kol Sopang L Sepsup, KopnL Sepuoy wontsod s

10 Yaap A[NpAYPS





OEBPS/images/f048-01.jpg
Revenue (Breakeven)





OEBPS/images/f193-01.jpg
Kitchen Equipment Repairs

Company _ Description Name  Position  Contact _ Notes
Manufacturer
Truck Repairs
Company  Description Name Position  Contact Notes
“Auto Repair
Glas Repair
Roadside Repair
Step Van Parts
Tire Repair
Towing Service
Transmision
Specialists
Fellow Vendors
Company Description Name  Position  Contact Notes
Goverment Offices
Department  Description  Name  Position  Contact Notes






OEBPS/images/f061-01.jpg
$500/day => $160,000 in revenue = $16,000 in net income
$1000/day = $320,000 in revenue = $32,000 in net income
$2000/day = $640,000 in revenue = $64,000 in net income
$3000/day = $960,000 in revenue = $96,000 in net income
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Wages: $10 per hour

Payroll tax: 12%

Labor costs per day = 12 hours per day
X $10 hours x (1.12)

Labor costs per day = $134.40

If expected sales per day = $500

Labor %

abor/Sales = 26.9%
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Net Contribution ales Price — COGS

Weighted Net Contribution = #Sold x (Sales Price — COGS)
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COGS = Food + Paper

%COGS = COGS/Sales Price
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Labor = Sum ot (Hours x Wages) tor Each Employee x 1.12
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HANDBOOK |

DAVID WEBER

Founder and President of the NYC Food Truck Association
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COGS

Opening Inventory + Purchases — Ending Inventory

COGS/Weekly Revenue
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Revenue (Breakeven to Contribute to Fixed costs) = (Labor
+ Costs/Shift)[COGS
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Revenue (Breakeven to Be Profitable) = (Labor + Costs/Shitt
+ Fixed Costs)/COGS
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Truck Asset Costs Low  Medium High
Step Van $5,000 520000 $120000
Mechanic Inspection $100 $400 $500
Fabricator Fees $20000  §25000  $50,000
Kirchen Equipment $5,000  $10000  $20000
Generator $2,000 $6,000  $12,000
Painting $1,500 $2,000 $3,000
Truck Wrap $2,000 $2,500 $3,500
Misc
Truck Subtotal $35,600 65900 $200,000
Preopening Expenses Low  Medium High
Smallwares $400 3500 $800
$200 $1,000 $2,000
$300 3500 $1,000
Phone/Internet $100 $200 $250
Music $100 $200 $300
Payroll Setup 50 $100 $150
Office Setup $100 $400 $300
Website $2,000 $3,000 $3,000
Photography $500 $1,000 $1,500
Menu Printing $500 $750 $1,000
TShirs 0 $250 $500
Fuel $200 $250 $300
Ingredients (Iwk/training) $800 $1,000 $1,500
Paper Products (1wk/training) $200 $250 $1,500
Labor (1wk/training) $1,000 $1,500 $2,000
Misc
Preopening Subtotal $6400 310900 $21,600
Misc Low  Medium High
Deposits $500 $1,000 $2,000
Misc
Misc Subrotal $500 $1,000 $2,000
TOTAL $42,500 $77,800  $232,600
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