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SUMMARY: 
 
Mobile food vendors are a visible and growing presence throughout Kern County, operating from 
food trucks, trailers, booths, and sidewalk carts. These vendors serve at major community events 
such as the Kern County Fair, Lightning in a Bottle, and the Home & Garden Show, as well as at 
roadside locations, parking lots, and other public gathering areas.   
 
In California, mobile food vendors are regulated under the same health and safety regulations as 
other food service establishments.  All 58 counties are responsible for permitting, inspecting and 
enforcing compliance within their jurisdiction.  Food vendors must obtain appropriate permits and 
adhere to State and local health codes. (See Addendum) 
 
The regulatory landscape changed significantly with the passage of Senate Bill SB946 (2018), the 
“Safe Sidewalk Vending Act,” which decriminalized sidewalk vending and required local 
governments to allow vendors to operate with limited restrictions.  SB972 (2022), expanded this 
framework by creating Compact Mobile Food Operations (CMFOs), establishing health and safety 
requirements tailored to sidewalk vendors. While these laws promote economic opportunities for 
low-income communities, they have also created new enforcement challenges, including: 
 
 

 
The chuckwagon was invented 
by Charles Goodnight in 1866 
to feed cattlemen and wagon 
trains traversing the Old West.  
Thus, it became the first 
mobile food vending vehicle in 
the old West according to the 
National Cowboy & Western 
Heritage Museum. 

The picture shows a camp cook with an Army wagon fitted with drawers 
and cabinets, stocked with kitchenware and food supplies.   
Picture copied from Wikipedia. 
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• Public Space Conflicts – Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) access issues, 
pedestrian and traffic disruptions 

• Minimal Deterrents – Significantly reduced administrative fines 
• Organized Crime & Safety Risk – Some illegal vending operations are linked to 

criminal networks or trafficking 
• Public Health Concerns – Unsafe food handling and sanitation practices 
• Loss of Tax Revenue – Unpermitted vendors are not paying required sales tax  

 
Many counties, like Kern, face increased difficulty regulating this rapidly expanding enterprise.  
Environmental Health staff must balance enforcement with education while often encountering 
aggressive and/or non-compliant vendors.  Ensuring food safety prevents foodborne illnesses. This 
requires Mobile Food Preparation Units (MFPUs), also known as Food Trucks, to maintain access 
to hot water, proper handwashing facilities, and appropriate food storage. 
 
This report presents the findings and recommendations of the 2025-2026 Kern County Grand Jury 
(Grand Jury), regarding Kern County’s oversight of mobile food vendors, including permitting, 
inspection, enforcement, and public health protections.  The Grand Jury observed that the 
Department of Public Health’s (DPH) Environmental Health Division (EHD), is short on staffing 
for both permitted and unpermitted food vendor inspections.  
 
PURPOSE OF INQUIRY: 
 
California Penal Code §933 authorizes the Grand Jury to investigate and report on the operations, 
accounts, and records of the DPH-EHD, including its oversight of mobile food vendors.  Due to 
the rapid increase in mobile food operations across both urban and rural areas, the Grand Jury 
initiated this inquiry to evaluate the effectiveness of current regulatory practices for MFPUs and 
sidewalk vendors.  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Two pictures shown side-by-side.  The picture on the left shows the exterior of a white mobile food truck with an open 
side counter.  The picture on the right shows the interior of a fully equipped mobile kitchen.   
Pictures copied from www.unsplash.com 
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METHODOLOGY:  
 
The Grand Jury conducted: 
 

1. Interviews with DPH-EHD administrative and field staff involved in daily inspections and 
enforcement. 

2. Field observations while accompanying inspectors during MFPU and sidewalk vendor 
inspections. 

3. Document and website reviews of Kern County codes, regulatory materials, and 
enforcement procedures related to mobile and sidewalk food vending. 

 
DISCUSSION OF FACTS:  
 

A. With the rapid expansion of Mobile Food Preparation Units in Kern County, public demand 
for regulatory oversight has increased significantly. This growth requires additional 
resources, including more Environmental Health Specialist (Inspectors), to adequately 
monitor both permitted and unpermitted operations. This ensures compliance with public 
health and safety regulations. 
 

B. Operation of Mobile Food Preparation Units requires valid permits issued by the Kern 
County’s Environmental Health Division before any additional approvals required by the 
city in which the unit operates. 

 
C. Permits are issued upon completion of required documentation, including menu, itinerary, 

commissary1 authorization, restroom access, ServSafe® certification2, fire safety 
certifications, and MFPUs inspection. 
 

D. MFPUs Inspection requirements are: 
 

1. Low Risk – 1x year (selling only prepackaged food) 
2. Moderate Risk – 2x year (food having to be held at certain temperatures) 
3. High Risk - 3x year (cooking and serving of food from units, prepared in the 

commissary) 
 

E. Additional inspections occur in response to complaints received. 
 

F. MFPUs receive inspection stickers rather than letter grades.  
 

1A food commissary is a licensed, approved facility where mobile food units must return daily for: food storage, food 
preparation, cleaning and sanitizing equipment, potable water refilling, wastewater disposal, equipment storage and 
maintenance. It serves as the home base for food trucks, trailers, carts, and other MFPUs. Under California Retail 
Food Code, every MFPU must operate from an approved commissary, unless it is fully self‑contained and specifically 
exempted. 
 
2ServSafe is a nationally recognized food safety training and certification program created by the National Restaurant 
Association. It is widely used across the United States—including California—to ensure that food workers and 
managers understand essential food safety principles. A Food Handler Certificate is a basic food safety credential 
required for most frontline food workers in California. It verifies that the worker has completed an accredited food 
safety course and passed a short exam. 
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G. There are two types of permits: 
 

• Mobile Food Preparation Unit 
• Temporary Mobile Food Preparation Unit for one-time events (e.g., County Fair, 

parades, etc.) 
 

H. The manager/operator of an MFPU must have a ServSafe certificate posted, and a food 
worker must have a Food Handler’s certification. 
 

I. Public complaints can be submitted through Kern County Safe Diner Portal app3, DPH 
website, or calls to DPH-EHD.  

 
J. The Safe Diner Portal does not currently include MFPUs. 

 
K. MFPUs are required to prepare all food at a commissary. 

 
L. Food vendors must obtain Business Licenses from Kern County and each city listed on 

their itinerary. 
 

M. All non-prepackaged food must be prepared at a contracted food commissary. 
 

N. The EHD is self-supporting through permit fees. 
 

O. Unpermitted vendors do not provide revenue to the EHD. 
 

P. The EHD currently employs eleven Environmental Health Specialist (Inspectors); two are 
dedicated to unpermitted food vendors. 
 

Q. New food inspectors require approximately 18 months of training.   
 

R. The EHD has lost 32 Inspectors in two years.  
 

S. Kern County’s salary for food inspectors is lower than surrounding counties. 
 

T. Unpermitted food vendors may receive citations; food and/or equipment may be 
confiscated.  
 

U. Inspectors often need law-enforcement backup and have reported personal safety concerns 
during unpermitted vendor inspections. 
 

V. Inspectors performing field inspections do not have uniforms to set them apart from the 
public. 
 

W. Field Inspectors’ work schedule is primarily from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. 
 
 

3Access Safe Diner through Kern County Safe Diner mobile app (iOS or Android) and Kern County Environmental 
Health inspection portal (web‑based) or www.kernpublichealth.com. 
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FINDINGS:  
 
The Grand Jury finds: 
 
F1. MFPUs are not given inspection grades like restaurants.  
 
F2. Mobile food vendors are not found on the Safe Diner’s website portal.  
 
F3. Kern County’s online Safe Diner Portal is found to be difficult to locate. 
 
F4. Due to lack of funding from the Kern County Supervisors there is no revenue to hire 

additional Environmental Health Specialists for the unpermitted food vendors. 
 
F5. Due to pay inequities, the EHD is continuing to lose trained Environmental Health Specialists 

to other counties. 
 
F6. Normal work hours of the unpermitted food vendor Inspectors do not coincide with the 

customary operating hours of the unpermitted food vendors. 
 
F7. Unpermitted food vendor Inspectors do not wear professional uniform while performing their 

field inspections; this diminishes their ability to operate safely. 
 
F8. Law enforcement does not consistently provide priority service to EHD while conducting 

field inspections for unpermitted food vendors. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 
The Grand Jury recommends: 
 
R1. By July 31, 2026, the EHD should revise the Inspection Policy for the MFPUs to include 

publicly posted letter grades similar to “brick and mortar” restaurants.  (Finding F1) 
 
R2. By July 31, 2026, the EHD should increase expansion of the Kern County Safe Diner portal 

to include MFPUs and inspection infractions. (Finding F2) 
 
R3. By May 31, 2026, the EHD should increase outreach and marketing for the Safe Diner portal, 

such as adding it to www.kerncounty.com. (Finding F3) 
 
R4. By November 30, 2026, the Kern County Department of Health request the Board of 

Supervisors provide funding for additional unpermitted vendor inspectors/techs. (Findings 
F4 and F6) 

 
R5. By July 1, 2026, the EHD should mandate professional uniforms for the unpermitted food 

vendor inspectors.  (Finding F7) 
 
R6. By November 30, 2026, the Board of Supervisors open a pay inequity study of the 

Environmental Health Specialist/Tech pay scale and adjust accordingly. (Finding F5) 
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R7. By July 31, 2026, the EHD and law-enforcement agencies should prioritize coordination 
while conducting unpermitted vendor field inspections. (Finding F8)  
 

COMMENTS:  
 
The Grand Jury commends the Kern County Department of Public Health and the Environmental 
Health Division for their ongoing efforts to protect public health and ensure safe food practices.  
The Grand Jury also expresses appreciation to all staff who provided information and for their 
cooperation throughout this inquiry. 

 
RESPONSE DEADLINES: 

 
• REQUIRED WITHIN 90 DAYS FROM: 

 
Board of Supervisors 
Findings F4 and F5 
Recommendations R4 and R5 
 

• REQUESTED WITHIN 90 DAYS FROM: 
 

Department of Public Health 
Findings F1 through F8 
Recommendations R1 through R8 
 
Environmental Health Division 
Findings F1 through F8 
Recommendations R1 through R8 

 
• INVITED RESPONSE: 

 
Kern County Sheriff’s Office 
Finding F8 
Recommendation R7 
   
Bakersfield Police Department 
Finding F8   
Recommendation R7  
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RESPONSES ARE REQUIRED PURSUANT TO PENAL CODE §§933(c) 
AND 933.05: 
 
• PRESIDING JUDGE 

KERN COUNTY SUPERIOR COURT 
1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 212 
BAKERSFIELD, CA  93301 
 

• FOREMAN 
KERN COUNTY GRAND JURY 
1415 TRUXTUN AVENUE, SUITE 600 
BAKERSFIELD, CA  93301 

 
Reports issued by the Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Cal. Penal Code §929 requires that reports of the 
Grand Jury does not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to 
Grand Jury. 
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ADDENDUM 
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Addendum provided by Kern County Department of Public Health 
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