
Devarier Smith & Samuel Hopper
Texas Lyceum Policy Fellows

APRIL 2026

HOW STATEWIDE FOOD 
TRUCK REFORM RESHAPES 
CULTURE, POWER, 
AND OPPORTUNITY IN TEXAS



Agenda

2

1. Importance of the Moment

2. Research Question

3. Methodology

4. Landscape

5. Case Studies & Interviews 

6. Key Findings & Recommendations

7. Final Takeaways



IMPORTANCE OF THE 

MOMENT
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Texas is about to implement a major statewide reform that could 
fundamentally reshape how the food truck industry operates.



Four forces explain why food truck reform matters
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In cities like New York, 
complex permitting 
acts as a regressive 
tax, favoring well-

funded operators over 
small vendors. 

After the 2008 financial 
crisis, food trucks 

expanded as a low-
cost alternative to 

traditional restaurants. 

Mobile vendors turn 
underused spaces—
like parking lots—into 

active community 
hubs. 

Food trucks help 
immigrant and minority 
communities preserve 

and share cultural 
identity. 

Regulatory Barriers Economic Resilience Spatial Agency Cultural Sovereignty

Sources: Agyeman, Matthews & Sobel, Food Trucks, Cultural Identity, and Social Justice (MIT Press, 2017); Wessel, Mobilizing Food Vending (Routledge, 2024); Ferguson, “Food Trucks as a 
Force for Social Justice,” Tufts Now, 2018.



Fees pile up and hit small vendors the hardest
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Food truck operators 

faced a patchwork of 
local permits and 

inspections across 
cities. 

One Bryan–College 

Station operator paid 
$650 locally, but over 

$1,000 more when 
traveling for events. 

Dallas permitting costs 

alone can reach 
$1,225 per truck. 

These costs scale with 

mobility, hitting small 
and first-time 

operators the hardest. 

Sources: KBTX News (Bryan-College Station data) and Texas Tribune (Dallas permitting costs) 



One statewide permit, starting July 1
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House Bill 2844 (The Mobile Food Vendor Regulatory Consistency Act) was 
authored by TX State Rep. Brooks Landgraf (R-Odessa)

HB 2844 passed during Texas's 89th Legislative Session (Alongside SB 
1008, which reinforces state preemption and consistent implementation.)

Takes effect July 1, 2026 

Creates a single statewide permit for food truck operators



HB 2844: Simpler licensing, open doors for small vendors
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Licensing authority 
now under the 

Texas Department 
of State Health 

Services (DSHS)

Eliminates 
mandatory 

commissary kitchen 
requirements.

Prohibits cities from 
enforcing proximity 
rules (e.g., distance 

from brick-and-
mortar restaurants).

Section 437.0063: 
Vendors under 

$1.5M revenue are 
exempt from certain 

local fees.



RESEARCH QUESTION
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A major policy shift raises a fundamental question about equity, 
control, and outcomes across Texas cities.



One question, three perspectives
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Does a uniform statewide permitting system work equally well 

for all Texas cities — or does one-size-fits-all regulation create 

different winners and losers depending on local context?

Regulation & Power Cultural Identity Economic Development



METHODOLOGY
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A mixed-methods approach combines policy analysis, data, and 
stakeholder perspectives across various Texas cities.



Methodology
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Policy Analysis 

Review of HB 2844 to 
understand shifts in 

permitting, 
enforcement, and 

state vs. local 
authority 

Comparative Case 
Study Approach 

Austin, Houston, and 
Brownsville examined 
to capture variation in 
size, market structure, 
and regulatory context 

Stakeholder 
Interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews with 

government officials, 
industry 

representatives, and 
food truck operators 
from the Case Study 

cities

Supporting Data 
Analysis 

Labor market and 
industry data used to 

establish baseline 
trends in growth and 

concentration



THE FOOD TRUCK 

ECONOMIC 

LANDSCAPE
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Texas ranks third nationally — but the industry's strength varies 

sharply from city to city



The food truck industry has outpaced nearly 

every peer sector

$2.8B industry (2025)

907% growth from 2000 - 2024

6.2% profit margin

Sources: IBIS World (2.8B), U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (907% growth), 
and The Restaurant HQ (6.2% profit margin)
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Percent Growth of Selected U.S. Industries, 2000–2024

907%

706%

641%

522%

513%

403%

389%

372%

20%

Mobile food services

Food crops grown under cover

Nail salons

Misc. health practitioners

Pet care services

Educational support services

Translation & interpretation

Mental health practitioners

Total, all private industry



Texas has the trucks. HB 2844 gives them 

room to grow.

1,332 (FL) and 1,291 (CA)

vs. 1,063 (TX) 

TX has third-largest U.S. food truck market  

Approx. 19,000 food truck businesses 

to be licensed statewide under HB 2844

Sources: Lightcast Q1, 2026 Dataset (State Rankings) and Texas Tribune (19,000 food 
trucks)
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Mobile Food Service Operations: Texas and Other Top States, 2024-2025
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Texas has a food truck gap: Houston 

thrives, others trail

17% (Houston) vs. 
15% (U.S.) 

All other Texas cities fall below the 
national rate 

7% (Austin) — less than half the 

national average 

Source: Lightcast Q1, 2026 (All figures) 15

Mobile Food Services Employment Change by MSA, 2022–2025

17%

15%

14%

12%

7%

7%

-11%

Houston MSA

United States

Dallas MSA

Brownsville MSA

Austin MSA

El Paso MSA

Lubbock MSA



Food truck density varies widely across Texas

Austin MSA: 1.66 LQ 

(Exceptionally Strong)

Lubbock MSA: 0.78 LQ (Well 

below the national average)

Houston (1.35) and Brownsville (1.27) 
also exceed the national average

Source: Lightcast Q1, 2026 (All figures) 16

Mobile Food Services Employment Concentration (Location Quotient), 2025

1.66

1.35

1.27

1.24

1.09

1

0.78

Austin MSA

Houston MSA

Brownsville MSA

El Paso MSA

Dallas MSA

United States

Lubbock MSA

Location Quotient (U.S. Average = 1)



Who owns food trucks? HB 2844's 
design has equity stakes
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Latino-owned 
businesses operate in 
food service at over 
2× that of white-

owned businesses 

Black and Latino 
entrepreneurs rely 
more on personal and 
family savings than 

bank loans 

30% vs. 21% — 
women own more 
food trucks than their 
share of chef roles 

Small firms dominate 
Texas food service 
employment with a 
57.9% share and 

671,000 workers 

Sources:  National Restaurant Association (30% vs. 21%), UCLA Latino Policy and Politics Institute / Tran 2022 (2x Latino concen tration), Robb / SBA (personal 
savingsreliance), and Lightcast Q1 2026 (671,000 workers, 57.9% share).



Food trucks offer a cheaper path — regulation was 

blocking it

~$55,000 vs. $250,000+ for restaurants 

$500–$1,200/month in commissary costs (pre-reform) 

Local permits can exceed $1,000+ across cities
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Sources: Austin operator interview and U.S. Chamber of Commerce (Startup cost figures); Operator Interviews (Commissary costs  and local permit costs)



CASE STUDIES 

& INTERVIEWS
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Three cities. Three different markets. Three different stakes in HB 2844



AUSTIN

20

"One permit... means that I'm 
not getting confused by county 
and I'm not having to keep up 
with all these different 
regulations and ordinances."

-Austin Food Trucker Owner



Austin 
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Mature, highly 

competitive market 
(~2,000 trucks)

Strong ecosystem with 
15–20 food truck parks

High failure rate (~65%) 

due to low barriers to 

entry

HB 2844 likely to 
increase competition, not 

opportunity

Sources: Interviews with Austin food truck operators and Austin Public Health, March 2026



BROWNSVILLE
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"The flexibility that 
a city had… won’t be 
there anymore"
-City of Brownsville Official



Brownsville
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Small, community-based
ecosystem 
(~68 trucks)

Strong ties to 
flea markets and

local routines

Frequent multi-
generational

ownership

Concern: 
loss of local control +
outside competition 

Source: Interview with City of Brownsville officials, March 2026



HOUSTON
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"There’s a lot (of food 
trucks) that are unregistered… 
that’s been the big challenge in 
our industry here."

-Houston Area TRA Representative



Houston
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Large, fast-growing, 
complex
market 

Significant number of
unregistered/unlicensed 

vendors

Enforcement already 
strained and
inconsistent 

HB 2844 may reduce local 
control further

Source: Interview with Texas Restaurant Association (Houston), March 2026



KEY FINDINGS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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The law reduces barriers — but implementation will determine whether those gains 
are real



Key findings
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HB 2844 reduces barriers and improves consistency 

One-size-fits-all policy can create uneven outcomes 

Success depends on state implementation capacity

Many localities have limited information about how these new changes will be implemented 
locally

HB 2844 is a net positive — but Austin, Houston, and Brownsville each face a different version of the 
implementation challenge.



Four statewide actions to make HB 2844 work
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1. 2. 3. 4.

Invest in 
enforcement 

capacity and 

staffing (DSHS) 

Build real-time 
state/city vendor 

database 

coordination

Provide clear 
guidance and 

outreach to 

vendors

Create grant 
support for small 

and heritage 

vendors 



Four local actions every Texas city should take
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1. 2. 3. 4.

Audit and 

update local 

codes to 

align with 

state law

Partner with

DSHS 

through

inspection

agreements

Invest in

food truck 

parks and

infrastructure

Tailor 

strategies to 

the local 

market



Local strategy must match market type
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Small cities Mid-sized cities Large cities 

• Anchor new park 

development to where the 

community already gathers.

• Connect vendors to business 

development resources 

(state and federal grants).

• Collapse the dual-agency 

permitting process into a 

single point of contact. 

(Austin Fire and APH)

• Create a restaurant 

incubator program for food 

trucks.

• Require DSHS to dedicate 
inspector capacity proportional 
to market size before the bill 
takes effect.

• Establish a non-punitive 
program to bring unlicensed 
operators into compliance.

• Use the collaborative agreement 
as leverage to set enforceable 
neighborhood-level operating 
standards.



Limitations
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Depth over breadth Pre-implementation Follow-up research 
needed

Findings are not 

applicable to all 

Texas cities

HB 2844 takes effect 

July 1st, interviews 

capture expectations, 

not outcomes

Actual effects of the 

law require 

evaluation once 

implementation is 

underway



FINAL TAKEAWAYS
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Key takeaways from research, analysis, and synthesis



Final takeaways

33

. The law reduces barriers and simplifies the system statewide  

Local market conditions shape how the policy plays out in 
practice 

Implementation challenges remain at both state and local levels  



THANK YOU
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We would love to hear any questions or thoughts about our project!



REFERENCES
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The research, reports, and voices that made this work possible
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