
 
 

 
How can my city streamline food 
business licensing and regulation? 

Local food entrepreneurs have quickly pivoted to address the current crisis, with local restaurants 

operating as small grocers, selling difficult-to-find home essentials like toilet paper and flour, and 

grocery stores offering curbside service. Some cities have been flexible in allowing creative food 

entrepreneurs to alter their business models so that their businesses and their customers can make 

it through an unpredictable time. 

But in many cities, complicated, outdated, and duplicative regulations can make it difficult for creative 

entrepreneurs to adapt and serve the needs of their communities. Red tape stifles food businesses 

like restaurants and grocery stores, oftentimes in neighborhoods that struggle most with food access. 

Many cities impose expensive licensing fees on food businesses, a tough burden to bear during an 

economic downturn. 

Government-imposed barriers like these keep local entrepreneurs without a lot of startup capital 

from serving their own communities. Cities should strive to make it easier for entrepreneurs to set up 

shop. 

How can cities support food businesses?  

To increase food access and security, cities should support local businesses that contribute to food 

access and create jobs—like grocery stores, farmers’ markets, food trucks, and restaurants—to 

ensure that people can start and expand these businesses where customers need them. 

To increase access to food and jobs, cities should: 

✓ Allow greater flexibility for food businesses trying to meet demand safely. Ease restrictions that 

do not impact public health—such as allowing outdoor seating, increased signage, and delivery 

and carry-out. During COVID, some cities have allowed restaurants to operate as grocery 

stores or otherwise change their business models without having to obtain new licenses. Read 

more about how cities are increasing flexibility for food businesses. 

 

✓ Simplify or fast-track steps for starting restaurants, grocery stores and other food businesses. 

Most food businesses must complete similar paperwork and inspection requirements, so 

processes and rules for different types of food businesses can be consolidated. For example, 

in San Antonio, a single license category covers all retail food establishments—and because 

these businesses are inspected by local health officials, they avoid state requirements. 

 

https://2021initiative.com/local-economic-opportunity/cut-red-tape-and-streamline-requirements-for-starting-a-business/increase-flexibility-for-local-businesses-trying-to-reopen/
https://2021initiative.com/local-economic-opportunity/cut-red-tape-and-streamline-requirements-for-starting-a-business/increase-flexibility-for-local-businesses-trying-to-reopen/
https://www.sanantonio.gov/Health/FoodLicensing
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✓ Create easy-to-understand checklists for requirements so that entrepreneurs can clearly 

understand costs, requirements, and deadlines. Chicago created guides to help aspiring 

restaurateurs navigate the process. 

 

✓ Allow food entrepreneurs to reach customers closer to home. Relax restrictions on 

where mobile vendors can sell and simplify the farmers’ market permitting process to allow 

local producers to sell in more areas of the city. 

 

✓ Use space wisely. Streamline permitting processes for business to use sidewalks, street parking 

spots, and other outdoor space to expand capacity and serve customers safely. Many cities 

across the country, such as Tampa, closed streets in key commercial areas and converted 

them into open space for outdoor dining and retail shopping. 

 

City leaders can be a force for entrepreneurs by removing regulatory obstacles, and the Institute for 

Justice (IJ) can help. We work alongside city officials to:   

 

• Research requirements: We research what it takes to start a business in cities, including all of 

the steps and costs. We can also share best practices for how other cities dealt with similar 

policy issues. 

• Conduct surveys: We host roundtables and compile feedback from entrepreneurs with first-

hand experience navigating the licensing process.  

• Advocate: We work with agencies and councilmembers to enact regulatory and legislative 

changes that truly make a difference for entrepreneurs. 

Contact us to discuss tailored recommendations for how your city can allow food 

businesses to thrive and feed our communities during this difficult time. 

IJ is a nonprofit law firm that works with city officials, entrepreneurs, and advocates to 

remove regulatory barriers to entrepreneurship. For more information, visit 

https://2021initiative.com. 

 

https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bacp/sbc/restaurantguiesandforms.html
https://www.tampagov.net/emergency-management/LiftUpLocal#:~:text=In%20concert%20with%20the%20Governor's,facilities%20without%20meeting%20certain%20City
https://2021initiative.com/local-economic-opportunity/increase-access-to-food-and-create-jobs/streamline-food-business-licensing-and-regulation/
https://2021initiative.com/

