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INTRODUCTION

	You have a dream of opening your own food truck and cooking amazing food for everyone in your city to enjoy. What foodie doesn’t dream about turning their passion into a business and a career?

	There’s a lot more to running a successful food truck than serving great food. A food truck is a small business, and like all new businesses, it’s going to take over your life at least for the first few years. Food truck owners work long hours, so it’s important to love what you do.

	This book will take you through all of the steps you have to go through to get to your grand opening and beyond. In reality, you’re going to be working on several of these steps at the same time: for example, you really can’t make a financial plan unless you’ve given some thought to the entire process of setting up the business. 

	Do some preliminary research about all of the steps before you start working on your project in earnest. There may be some local regulation in your city that is a deal breaker for you, and it’s better to find out about it sooner than later. 

	Once you’ve decided to go ahead with your project, the first step is to make sure you’ve got a great product to sell.


CHAPTER 1 – PLAN YOUR MENU

	Some people say that the food itself is the easiest part of the food truck business. However, the menu is going to be your inspiration and your business’s entire reason for being, so you need to know what kind of food you plan to serve before you start. 

	Food trucks used to be all about fries, burgers and hot dogs, but in urban centers today there’s a much bigger emphasis on gourmet, exotic and healthy foods.

	In order to have a recognizable brand, it’s important to find a niche. It’s a good idea to build your menu around a theme, or even around a signature dish or two, especially since food storage and preparation space is going to be limited. 

	Maybe you inherited your grandmother’s amazing samosa recipe and live in a city where authentic samosas are hard to find. Add a few more snacks and some killer chai and you’ve got a working menu.

	It’s important to be unique, to a point: there’s probably a good reason why nobody is selling blueberry lobster strudel in your town. But it’s also a good idea to learn from the successful food truck operators in your target area. When you look at what’s on offer, is there anything that you wish was available but isn’t? 

	Maybe you’ve got some new ideas for what to do with waffles or bacon. Maybe there’s not enough vegetarian food available. Or maybe everything’s gotten so gourmet that nobody is doing basic hand-made burgers and fries anymore.

	You also need to consider whether you will be selling in the presence of other food trucks or on a street more or less by yourself. This may be counterintuitive, but if you’ve got a lot of competition you should focus on a narrower menu with unique items in order to stand out. If there’s not much competition, you’ll probably benefit more from offering a wider range of choices.

	The next thing to think about is where you will buy your ingredients. You will need to be able to find good quality, fresh and unique ingredients at an affordable enough price to turn a decent profit. 

	Some ingredients can come from places like Costco that specialize in bulk and wholesale. Look into other wholesale food distributors in your area and see what they have on offer.

	Farmers’ markets are another great source of fresh, local ingredients. In some cases – for example if you want to sell ostrich burgers or some other unusual product – buying directly from the farm might be the way to go.

	There’s not much storage space on a food truck, so you will need careful planning to determine how much of each ingredient to buy. Renting storage space in a commissary may end up costing you more than buying in smaller quantities.

	Once you’ve got your menu and you know where you’ll be getting your ingredients, it’s time to open your test kitchen. Invite as many friends and family over as you can and cook them up a sample menu. Be sure to include people who will give you honest opinions!

	It’s important to use the same ingredients that you plan to use when you open your business, because you’re trying to get an authentic sense of what the end product will be like. You will figure out how big the portions need to be and how much each item will cost to make. See how your test subjects react to the prices you plan to charge. 

	As a general rule, if you’re serving an unusual fusion of cuisines or an unfamiliar ingredient, people should love it the first time they try it. Sure, coffee is both a lucrative product and an acquired taste, but plenty of people have already acquired it, and you’re not solely responsible for creating the demand. Customers may be willing to try a weird-sounding food combination once, but they won’t come back unless it’s love at first bite.

	Serve everything up the same way you will when you’re selling from your truck. If the plastic forks you’ve chosen don’t work with the dish, you’ll find out. You will also learn how to present your food so that it looks as delicious as it tastes. It’s much easier to make food look good on real dishes than it in take-out containers.

	Now that you’ve got a product to sell, it’s time to tackle some of the nitty gritty details.


CHAPTER 2 – LICENSING, PERMITS AND LAWS

	This is probably the least enjoyable part of the process for everybody, but it’s important to research this thoroughly. The state, county and municipal levels of government each have their own rules and regulations that you have to follow in order to sell food. 

	Different types of vehicles and venues also require different authorizations, so you may still be applying for permits even after you open your business. And don’t forget to trademark your business name!

	Every municipality in the country has its own rules, and some of them can be deal breakers. For example, New York City has a quota and will only issue a limited number of permits at any given time. 

	Other cities will not allow you to set up in a metered parking space even if you keep putting money in the meter all day. In Los Angeles you need to be located near public toilet facilities if you plan to stay in a single location for more than one hour.

	As well as business permits, you will also have to learn about and comply with health regulations. Your truck and your kitchen (if you have a separate food preparation area) will be subject to inspection. If you are going to be crossing state or county lines with your food truck, you will need permits in all the areas where you do business.

	Unfortunately, there is no single place you can go that will tell you everything you need to know about licensing and permits. Start with your local government offices: the Health Department, the Chamber of Commerce, and your city’s chapter of the Small Business Administration. 

	These offices may have all you need available online, or you may have to visit in person. There may be a food truck association in your city if you’re lucky; this would be a great resource for you to use. Otherwise, there are lots of online resources available. As with most things in life, there’s even a subreddit for that.

	This process is a slog, but if you know you’ve got great products you can keep drawing inspiration from the enthusiasm your test subjects had for the food you served them.
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