Chapel Hill Food Truck Report
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Purpose
As the Town has engaged stakeholders on the topic of how to improve the downtown area, food
trucks have been identified as an area of interest to further explore. This executive summary and
subsequent report is an evaluation of food truck activity in Chapel Hill; a specific focus to
providing information on current food truck ordinances and policies throughout the Triangle
area.

Background
Food trucks are regulated by the State of North Carolina. Specifically, the North Carolina Food
Rules (15A NCAC 18A 2600) and the North Carolina Food Code Manuel. These regulations are
enforced by all North Carolina counties. If a food truck is registered in one county they may
operate throughout North Carolina. Any additional food truck related regulations are created by
individual municipalities in North Carolina. It is also important to note that food trucks also have
to adhere to state and municipal rules governing businesses which were not analyzed in this
report.

Significant Finding
Chapel Hill’s zoning ordinances limit the space available for food truck operations downtown to
the extent that (see Figure 5 in The Food Truck Activity Report) there are only two locations in
which to operate food trucks.

Additional Findings
Below is a bulleted list of additional findings of this report:




Carrboro and Durham have more food trucks in operation than Chapel Hill (See Figures 1
and 2)
Food trucks can only operate on or near the property of a restaurant after hours. This is a
limitation due to the frequent late hours of restaurants downtown. (See Figures 6 and 7)
Application and permit requirements in Chapel Hill are higher than surrounding
jurisdictions when it comes to food truck approval.

Recommendations
If the goal of town is to increase food truck activity, the following options could help achieve
this goal. This report recommends the following to increase food truck activity:






Eliminate the requirement for property owners to pay a zoning fee to have a food truck.
Simplify the application for both the vendor and owner to apply for food trucks.
Update and streamline information on the town’s website about food trucks.
Reduce restaurant buffer to 50 feet.
Eliminate or reduce buffer restrictions around vegetation.
 Eliminate or simplify noise ordinance and lighting plan requirements.
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 Create/update communication materials to simplify and organize the process
The recommendations above will reduce many of the administrative hurdles that food trucks
currently face in entering the Chapel Hill market. However, the largest hurdle in my analysis will
remain the lack of options for food trucks to operate in the downtown due to the zoning
requirement limiting the area in which food trucks can operate. The solution would be to allow
food trucks to operate in the right of way parking spots. This approach could be tested with a
pilot program where one designated space of on street parking is for a food truck. This space can
be occupied at various different time slots during the week. The time slots will be given to the
highest bidding food truck owner for one year.

3|Food Truck Report

Food Truck Activity
The first step to analyze food truck activity in the Triangle area was to ascertain the number of
active food trucks in each jurisdiction. Figures 1 and 2 below show food truck activity in
Carrboro and Durham over the last several years.

Figure 1. Durham Street Vendor Registration since FY 2012

# of Street Vendor
Registration
FY 2012 – 13
FY 2013 – 14
FY 2014 – 15
FY 2015 – 16
FY 2016 – 17
FY 2017 – 18*

New Registration

Renewal

Grand Total

38
66
65
38
111
53

20
36
44
65
92

38
86
101
82
177
145

Figure 2. Carrboro Food Truck Permits since FY 2009

Year of Issued Permit

Number of Permits

2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
Total

2
3
4
2
7
4
4
1
27

As of today, Durham has 145 active street vendors based on FY 2017-2018 renewals and new
registrations. In Carrboro, once a mobile food vendor has been granted a permit, no renewal is
required; the granted permit is valid in perpetuity unless it is revoked. As of 2009, Carrboro has
issued a total of 27 food truck permits.
Chapel Hill has two active food trucks, Pantana Bob’s and Monterrey. Chapel Hill has received
three food truck applications since the town’s new food truck ordinances passed.

4|Food Truck Report

Ordinance Distinctions
Municipal ordinances that govern food trucks can be another factor to food truck activity. All
mobile food units are subject to the North Carolina Food Rules (15A NCAC 18A 2600) and
North Carolina Food Code Manual. The following section will only focus on the jurisdictional
differences of local food truck ordinances between Chapel Hill, Carrboro, and Durham.

Zoning
Chapel Hill: Food trucks can conduct business in the following locations:





Privately owned non-residential property in districts TC-1, TC-2, TC-3 and subject to the
approval of the property owner.
On privately owned commercially zoned properties and in a mixed use planned
development subject to the approval of the property owner.
Any zoning lot when performing solely a catering function for the owner and not selling
food to the general public.
On any property, authorized by the owner, when participating in a special event or
specialty market when it is authorized as an accessory use to the property’s current use.

Carrboro: Food trucks can conduct business in the following locations:



On lots where an existing nonresidential use operates in a permanent building.
In zoning districts B-1(C), B-1(G), and M-1. Also on lots R-10 where there is a
nonconforming retail business located in the permanent building.

Durham: Food trucks can conduct business in the following locations:


There are no zoning restrictions for mobile food units in the city of Durham. Instead,
mobile food units are not allowed to conduct business in solicitation-restricted right of
way areas.

Space Requirements
Chapel Hill: Food trucks are subject to the following location and space requirements:





Food trucks are not allowed to operate in any public right of way.
A designated parking space that does not block driver aisles, access to loading/service
areas, emergency access and fire lanes.
100 feet from the customer entrance of an existing restaurant during hours of operation,
unless there is documentation the restaurant owner supports a closer proximity.
15 feet away from fire hydrants, any fire department connection, driveway entrances,
alleys, handicapped parking spaces, tree trunks, and vegetation.
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Carrboro: Food trucks are subject to the following location and space requirements:






Food vendors are not allowed to operate in the public right of way.
Shall not be located in a vehicle accommodation area where such location would prevent
the use of required parking spaces during operating hours of the primary business on the
lot, or otherwise interfere in a significant way with the movement of motor vehicles using
such area.
Must be 30 feet away from the street centerline in zoning districts B-1(C) and B-1(G).
Must be 25 feet from street right of way line in zoning district R-10 or 55 feet from the
street centerline.

Durham: Food trucks are subject to the following location and space requirements:






Food vendors are allowed to operate in the public right of way.
50 feet of separation from the entrance to restaurants and any outdoor dining areas during
operating hours, unless permission has been granted by the restaurant owner to be closer
than 50 feet.
20 feet of separation from any entrance and exit to banks and ATMs.
10 feet of separation from intersections, crosswalks, bus shelters, taxi stands, building
entrances and exits, fire stations, police stations, and fire hydrants.

Figure 3 is a chart of ordinance distinctions between the three jurisdictions above. This chart
does not contain all of the distinctions and the categories themselves.
Figure 3: Ordinance and Space Restriction Distinctions

Public Safety
Buffers
Zoning Restriction
Right of Way
Restriction
Restaurant Buffer
Permit Fees
Designated Parking
Space
Noise Ordinance
Lighting Plan

Chapel Hill

Carrboro

Durham

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

100 feet
$240*

50 feet
$10 per truck

X
X
X

* indicates food truck owner will presumably pay the cost of the property owner’s application fee.
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Transaction Costs
Food trucks also have to application requirements to set up and maintain their business in a
jurisdiction. This section will focus on the application requirements of municipalities in the
Triangle area. It is important to note that there are additional transaction costs for food trucks at
the County level. However, because county rules are dictated by North Carolina statute, these
application forms and requirements are not drastically different from each other. Instead, it has
been determined that major application differences occur at the municipal level.
Chapel Hill: The following are the requirements a food truck must fulfill either in fees or
information to provide on the permit form:




Application Form for Vendor
o Applicant information
o Property and Property owner information
o Site Plan
o Lighting Plan
o Noise Compliance plan
o Photos of food truck
o Copy of vehicle registration
o Fire extinguisher affidavit
o Copy of county health department approval documents
o Receipt of related fees.
o Permissions, waivers and signatures of property owner where vending will occur.
o Permissions, waivers, and signatures of owner of property with nearby off-site
restaurant
o Annual $120 zoning compliance fee
Application Form for Property Owner
o Property information
o Business information
o Site plan for the food truck
o Permission, waivers, and signature of owner where vending will occur.
o One-time $120 zoning compliance fee

Durham: the following are the requirements a food truck must fulfill either in fees or
information to provide on the permit form:


Application Form for Vendor
o Applicant information
o Applicant signature
o $10 registration fee per mobile food unit
7|Food Truck Report

Raleigh: The following are the requirements a food truck must fulfill either in fees or
information to provide on the permit form:






Application Form for Vendor
o Applicant Information
o Business information
o Home Occupation permit
o Proof of storage (if within Raleigh city limits & ETJ)
o Proof of commercial business location
o Wake County vending permit
o NC department of agriculture permit (if needed)
o N.C. sales and use certificate
o Copy of vehicle registration
o Location of commissary
o Permit fee $150 each for private property and streetside vending
Streetside Vending (in addition to the above)
o Zoning permit
o Certificate of insurance and additional insured endorsement
o Indemnity agreement
o Twitter handle
Application Form for Property Owner
o Applicant Information
o Business information
o Property information
o Zoning permit fee of $255*

At the time of this report, I was unable to attain the permit requirements for Carrboro to operate a
food truck, so I included Raleigh as a third point of reference.

Viable Downtown Locations
Chapel Hill ordinances have several space restrictions on where food trucks are allowed to
operate as a general business function. Below are the most impactful space restrictions.





Must operate in downtown Chapel Hill (essentially Franklin and Rosemary street
between Carrboro and UNC)
Must be on private property in a parking space.
Can’t operate in the right of way.
Can’t operate during business hours of the private property.
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Can’t operate within 100 feet of a restaurant entrance without permission of said
restaurant.

Several maps have been produced to visualize where food trucks can and cannot operate in
Chapel Hill based on the information above.

Figure 4 shows parking lot uses in the downtown area and the location of all food serving
establishments.

Figure 4: Food Serving Establishments and Parking Lot Uses Downtown

Most of downtown Chapel Hill’s parking lots are privately owned, followed by public, and UNC
owned parking.
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Figure 5 shows the same map, but with a100 foot buffer around the food serving establishments
in Figure 4 established by Chapel Hill ordinance.

Figure 5: 100 foot Buffers around Restaurants in Downtown Chapel Hill

Figure 5 shows that on Franklin Street, there are two parking outside of a 100 foot restaurant
buffer, SunTrust Bank parking lot, and Chapel Hill Tire parking lot. Chapel Hill Tire parking lot
is home to the Monterrey Food Truck.
Figure 5 shows that there are many potential possibilities for food trucks to operate in parking
lots on Rosemary Street. However, on closer inspection of these lots, many are reserved for
private parking or are not ideal locations. It is important to note that this map does not account
for the Chapel Hill ordinances stating food trucks must also operate 15 feet away from fire
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hydrants, fire department connections, driveway entrances, alleys, handicapped parking spaces,
tree trunks, and vegetation. This requirement would make the SunTrust bank parking lot and
many of the parking lots on Rosemary Street more complex to navigate.
It is possible for food trucks to operate within a 100 foot buffer if they get permission from that
restaurant. In addition, restaurant owners may be more amenable to food trucks operating after
their own operating hours. Figure 6 below shows the closing times of food serving
establishments in downtown Chapel Hill.

Figure 6: Closing Hours of Downtown Restaurants

Figure 6 shows that restaurants in downtown Chapel Hill close at two distinct times, before
midnight or 2am and later. This is important to note because food trucks are not allowed to
operate on private property during business hours of that property or within the 100 buffer of a
restaurant during their hours of operation. Figure 7 shows the same map as Figure 5, but
restaurants that are open “late” are given a red dot, while restaurants that close before midnight
are given a blue dot.
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Figure 7: Restaurant Closing in Downtown Chapel Hill with Buffer Zone

Figure 7 shows that the majority of restaurants open 2am or later are concentrated near UNC.
This makes sense given the student population these restaurants are most likely to cater to. As
restaurants close in the West Franklin Street area, there will be more potential opportunities for
food trucks to operate. However, it is important to note that most of these restaurants will still
close between 10pm and midnight.
It would be easy to conclude that a combination of the restaurant buffers and the operating hours
of restaurants are the two primary factors for food trucks to consider when operating in Chapel
Hill. However, Figure 8 depicts a map with the restaurant buffers reduced to 50 feet.
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Figure 8: Downtown Restaurant Buffers at 50 feet

Figure 8 does make it appear that there are more parking lots now available to food trucks with
the reduction of the restaurant buffer. Many rear portions of parking lots are now outside of the
buffer. Most likely, food trucks will want to operate in parking spaces closest to the street to
attract maximum visibility. These spaces are still not available with a 50 foot buffer. However,
property owners could be hesitant to allow a food truck on their property if it is conflicting with
the business of a long term tenant.
It is important to note that a reduction of the restaurant buffer to 50 feet does open up areas for
right of way parking for food trucks on Franklin Street. If food trucks were allowed to operate in
right of way spaces, then restaurant buffer reduction could provide opportunities for food trucks
in Chapel Hill.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, there are many policies that food trucks need to consider when choosing a
jurisdiction to operate in. As Chapel Hill thrives, opportunities to incorporate food trucks will be
discussed. Food trucks will continue to generate interest from residents, Chapel Hill will
continue to research how town ordinances can contribute to a more livable community.
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