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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2025-0209 would acknowledge receipt of a report on streamlining the food business permitting process in response to a budget proviso included in the 2025 Annual Budget.

SUMMARY

In the 2025 Annual Budget, the Council included a proviso that withholds $100,000 from the Environmental Health Services Division’s budget until the Executive transmits a report regarding streamlining the food business permitting process by July 1, 2025, and an accompanying motion acknowledging receipt of the report is adopted by the Council. The proviso required the report to describe the current food permitting process, provide data on the current timelines for food permits, generate options for improving the process and reducing barriers for small food businesses to get their permits, and develop a workplan for selected options to implement. 

Proposed Motion 2025-0209 would acknowledge receipt of the Streamlining Food Business Permitting Report (Report), which was transmitted on June 30, 2025. The Report provides detail on the food business permitting process for three permit types. The plan review wait time has been reduced to 20 days as of February 2025. The Report also describes five actions to reduce barriers in the food permitting process, which are all currently being implemented or planned to be implemented in the next year. 

The transmitted report, which is Attachment A to Proposed Motion 2025-0209, appears to address the requirements of the proviso.  Council passage of the proposed motion would acknowledge receipt of the report and release the withheld $100,000 in appropriation authority.

BACKGROUND 

Food Business Permits. Public Health – Seattle and King County’s (PHSKC) Food Safety Program within the Environmental Health Services Division issues food business permits for local businesses and community feeding programs. This may include permanent restaurants, mobile food trucks, temporary food businesses that operate at festivals, caterers, and many other business types.[footnoteRef:1] In 2024, there was a notable increase in the number of unpermitted mobile food vendors in King County.[footnoteRef:2],[footnoteRef:3] [1:  King County Food Permit Website kingcounty.gov/foodpermit]  [2:  PHSCK Public Health Blog https://publichealthinsider.com/2024/09/06/how-to-reduce-your-risk-of-foodborne-illness-and-support-permitted-food-vendors/ ]  [3:  Seattle Times https://www.seattletimes.com/life/food-drink/unpermitted-food-vendor-violations-have-exploded-in-seattle-in-2024/ ] 


BOH 24-03. In 2024, the Board of Health passed a Rule and Regulation[footnoteRef:4] to expand the food safety rating and placard requirements, previously only used at permanent restaurants and other food service establishments, to mobile food businesses, meat/fish shops, and caterers. The expansion became effective in January 2025. PHSKC's blog noted that the expansion is intended to help people more easily get food safety information about local businesses.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Board of Health R&R No. 24-03]  [5:  PHSKC Public Health Blog https://publichealthinsider.com/2024/12/16/public-healths-food-safety-rating-system-is-expanding-heres-what-to-expect/ ] 


2025 Environmental Health Services Budget. In the 2025 Annual Budget, the Environmental Health Division budget included funding for three full time equivalent positions for food program staffing. According to the adopted budget book, the new positions would be food inspection staff to improve customer service and address a higher volume of risk-based inspections.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  2025 Adopted Budget https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/council/budget/2025-adopted-budget-book.pdf?rev=15f3ddcf104349948fbc36a12f05f10f&hash=E5CB21E4C98851EB45FC44EA3251906F ] 


2025 Budget Proviso. The 2025 Adopted Budget included a proviso[footnoteRef:7] that withheld $100,000 in appropriation authority from the Environmental Health budget: [7:  Ordinance 19861, Section 104, Proviso P1] 


"P1 PROVIDED THAT:
Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a report on streamlining and otherwise improving the food business permitting process to reduce barriers for small food businesses seeking permits, and a motion that should acknowledge receipt of the report, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the report is passed by the council.  The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section, and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion.
	The report shall include, but not be limited to:
	A.  Description of current food business permitting processes;
	B.  Data on current food business permitting timelines;
	C.  Options for streamlining and otherwise improving the food business permitting process to reduce barriers for small food businesses seeking permits, including resources necessary for or barriers to implementing each option;
	D.  A recommendation on whether to implement each option required in subsection C. of this proviso;
	E.  A workplan, including, but not limited to, a timeline of key milestones for implementing each option recommended in accordance with subsection D. of this proviso.
	The executive should electronically file the report and a motion required by this proviso by July 1, 2025, with the clerk of the council, who shall retain an electronic copy and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff, and the lead staff for the health and human services committee or its successor."

ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2025-0209 was transmitted on June 30, 2025, in response to Proviso P1, Section 104, in the 2025 Annual Budget. In addition to acknowledging receipt of the Streamlining Food Business Permitting Report (Report), Council passage of the proposed motion would release the $100,000 in restricted appropriation.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
The transmitted report, which is Attachment A to Proposed Motion 2025-0209, appears to address the requirements of the proviso.

Methodology. The Food Safety Program staff used information from community outreach activities to collect feedback on permitting barriers for vendors. The staff hosted quarterly business community meetings, deployed surveys, held meetings with business advocacy groups, collected feedback from agency partners, and several other activities. According to Executive staff, the Food Safety Program received 729 responses to the food safety rating expansion survey and 47 responses to the mobile food units survey (30 in English; 17 in Spanish). The Food Safety Program also created an internal departmental workgroup focused on addressing community feedback on the challenges they experience in the food permitting process. 

A. Description of current food business permitting processes. The Report describes the process for establishing new food permits for the following types of businesses:
· Permanent food permits for businesses that retail out of brick-and-mortar places
· Permanent food permits for mobile food units that retail out of a food truck or cart
· Temporary food permits including Farmers Market that retail out of a temporary setup for a short duration

Each type of food permit has slight variations on the permitting process, as shown in Table 1. 



Table 1. Permitting Process for New Food Businesses

	Permit Type
	Permitting Process

	Permanent food permits for businesses that retail out of brick-and-mortar places 
	(1) Applicant submits final business plans[footnoteRef:8] and plan review application before construction/remodeling begins, along with supporting documents (e.g., site plan, menu, floor plan, equipment list) along with the plan review fee.  [8:  According to Executive staff, this includes utility information (water system verification), sewer/septic verification, plumbing, customer seating, and other details. More information available here.] 

(2) Plan reviewer reviews the submitted application and communicates with the applicant if changes are needed and if plans are approved. If not approved, applicant is given instructions for making corrections so that they can turn the application in to be reconsidered for approval. 
(3) Once plans are approved, a Plan review provides an approval letter and supporting documents to the applicant. If additional review/approval is needed by other regulatory agencies, the applicant is instructed to contact other agencies for their approval. 
(4) Applicant builds/remodels the facility. 
(5) Applicant obtains the final plumbing inspection/permit approval.
(6) Applicant pays for the operating permit. 
(7) Applicant contacts the plan reviewer to schedule a pre-operational inspection before opening for business or once the remodel has been completed. One-week advance notice is needed. 
(8) A preoperational inspection is conducted, and if approved, an operating permit is issued by mail or email to the applicant. 
(9) If food establishment fails a pre-operational inspection because of deviation from approved plans, a return pre-operational inspection is scheduled, and the applicant is charged for return inspection. 

	Permanent food permits for mobile food units that retail out of a food truck or a cart 
	(1) Applicant completes final business plans[footnoteRef:9] and plan review application, including copy of mobile food unit plans, commissary and restroom agreements, food preparation flow chart, menu, mobile food unit contact information or route or site location, and mobile questionnaire about operational procedures along with the plan review fee.  [9:  More information available here] 

(2) Plan reviewer reviews the submitted application and communicates with the applicant if changes are needed and if plan was approved. If not approved, applicant is given instructions for making corrections. 
(3) When the plan is approved, applicant applies for an operating permit to operate the mobile food unit. 
(4) Applicant schedules a pre-operational inspection. 
(5) A preoperational inspection is conducted, and if passed, an operating permit is issued. 
(6) A mobile food unit applicant may be required to obtain an additional approval from Labor and Industry, before it receives an approval from Public Health to open for business. 

	Temporary food permits including Farmers Market that retail out of a temporary setup for a short duration 
	(1) Depending on the menu, an applicant submits one of the three temporary applications (minimal food service application, moderate or complex food service application, or blanket permit application).[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Executive staff noted that all three temporary application types require identifying a commercial kitchen as part of the application process] 

(2) Applicant pays a temporary event permit fee
(3) After office plan review is completed by an inspector, operating permit is approved and issued to the applicant. 
(4) Applicants obtaining multiple or unlimited permits for moderate and complex menus, they are required to obtain a Certified Booth Operator training before or soon after operating permits are issued. 



For existing businesses, plans and specifications may need to be submitted if there has been a significant change to the menu or the establishment’s methods of operations.

B. Data on current food business permitting timelines. According to the Report, the number of plan review applications received by the Food Safety Program in 2024 was higher than in 2019 (943 plans received in 2024; 920 plans received in 2019). 

Table 2 below shows two key metrics: average time in queue and wait time. “Average time in queue” refers to the time between when a plan was assigned to a reviewer and when payment was made.  “Wait time” refers to the length of time that the oldest plan was in the queue at a single point in time (typically the last day of the quarter). As shown in Table 2, in the first quarter of 2024, the average time in queue was 45 days, the wait time was 74 days. The goal is to reduce and maintain a wait time under 21 days; in February 2025, the wait time was 20 days. A trend of the wait time metric decreasing may indicate that the overall length of time it takes to receive a permit is decreasing.

Table 2. Food Safety Program Plan Review Response Time

	Quarter
	Date Range
	Average Time in Queue
	Wait Time
	Plans in Queue

	Quarter 1
	1/1/24 – 3/26/24
	45 days
	74 days
	160

	Quarter 2
	4/1/24 – 7/2/24  
	46 days
	55 days
	112

	Quarter 3
	7/1/24 – 9/30/24 
	32 days
	24 days
	39

	Quarter 4
	10/1/24 – 12/31/24
	17 days
	26 days
	48

	Quarter 1
	1/1/25 – 3/31/25
	17 days
	26 days
	65




C. Options for streamlining and otherwise improving the food business permitting process to reduce barriers for small food businesses seeking permits, including resources necessary for or barriers to implementing each option. The report identified the following barriers in the food permitting process: knowledge gaps, limited access to commissary kitchens, limited permitting options, uniform permitting requirements, and financial challenges. To address these challenges, five options are proposed in the report to help food vendors overcome permitting barriers, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Options for Streamlining and Improving the Food Business Permitting Process

	Action
	Resources Needed

	Action 1: Contract with CBOs to conduct outreach to unpermitted street food vendors, to encourage them to apply for a permit and provide them with support in submitting an application.
	· A program manager to provide oversight to the CBOs 
· Staff capacity to develop training materials 
· Staff capacity to train CBOs 
· Funding to pay CBOs for performing the work 

	Action 2: Reduce new vendor fees for permanent food businesses by offering a one-time 50 percent reduced fee for new street food vendors with carts for their first year. The reduced fee includes 50 percent off plan review and annual permit fees for new street food vendors.

	· Staff capacity to develop and manage administrative processes to issue one-time reduced permit fees for new vendors. 
· Staff capacity to assess cost recovery and determine whether cost of program is offset by reduced time/effort spent on enforcement related to unpermitted vending. 

	Action 3: Offer six-month pilot commercial kitchen vouchers to support new and unpermitted street food vendors with temporary permit applications.
	· Staff capacity to set up a Request for Applications and establish a contract with commercial kitchens. 
· Staff capacity to manage accounting and reimbursement for the contracts. 
· Funding for commercial kitchen contracts. 

	Action 4: Pilot seasonal or additional temporary permitting options for “pop-up” vendors (currently booths/stands are only allowed as part of temporary events/farmers markets).
	· Staff capacity to work additional evenings/weekends to coordinate and cover inspections. 
· Staff capacity to develop a comprehensive operational plan, and conduct a pilot and evaluation before implementing the changes at a larger scale. 


	Action 5: Lower start-up costs by offering a modified plan review for vendors using a pre-approved cart design for specific low-risk menu items.
	· Staff capacity to explore feasibility with cart builders and assess the costs 
· Staff capacity to set up a Request for Applications and establish and manage contracts. 



D. A recommendation on whether to implement each option required in subsection C. of this proviso. The Report states that the Food Safety Program is planning to implement each of the actions described in Table 3. Actions 1 through 4 are being implemented in 2025 and Action 5 is planned to begin implementation in 2026.

E. A workplan, including, but not limited to, a timeline of key milestones for implementing each option recommended in accordance with subsection D. of this proviso. The Report provides the milestones, task details to achieve that milestone, and the deadline for each milestone that are anticipated to achieve each proposed action. 

· Status of Action 1 (improving permit navigation by contracting with community-based organization (CBOs) support street vendors): initiated.
· To date, the Food Safety Program has published a request for applications to CBOs, selected the CBOs that will be funded, and began trainings. The CBOs’ work will continue to be monitored and reports from the CBOs will be collected in the second quarter of 2026.

· Status of Action 2 (50 percent reduced fee for new food vendors with carts): initiated. 
· The evaluation criteria to aid in determining which vendors will receive the fee reduction has been established. The Food Safety Program will work on a communications plan for outreach, provide trainings to staff and CBOs, and establish and develop an evaluation plan to access the success of the action. It is expected that the evaluation will be completed by the end of the year.

· Status of Action 3 (six-month vouchers for a commercial kitchen use by new and unpermitted street food vendors): initiated. 
· The Food Safety Program has collaborated with CBOs, community centers, faith-based organizations, schools, and Donated Food Distribution Organizations to identify locations that can offer affordable rates for renting commercial food preparation space. The applications for organizations with commercial space are due in July 2025 and contracts are expected to be finalized in August 2025. Executive staff expect businesses to begin using the commercial kitchen space in October 2025 and will sign a one-year contract with food vendors, of which six months (approximately $2,200 to $4,000) will be paid for by the Food Safety Program. Executive staff stated that an evaluation will be completed at the conclusion of the contracts.

· Status of Action 4 (additional temporary permitting options for “pop-up” vendors):  Launch at end of 2025 or early 2026. 
· The Food Safety Program will establish a workgroup of staff and permitted vendors to develop permitting category definitions for temporary events and create a new definition for a “pop-up” vendor. New operational plans, training materials, application materials, and evaluation metrics will be determined. The Food Safety Program will request a Board of Health Rule and Regulation to modify Title 5 Food Code to codify the changed definitions upon successful completion of the pilot program. 

· Status of Action 5 (pre-approved cart design): Launch in 2026. 
· This work will include drafting a call for proposals to manufacturers, conducting outreach to invite applicants to submit designs, and reviewing proposed designs. In 2027, it is expected that the Board of Health will need to approve reduced rates for the application and plan review for the pre-approved carts. Additionally, the Food Safety Program would need to modify other policies and procedures to include the approved card designs and rate changes.

The Executive Summary of the Report notes that Actions 1 through 3 of the actions are funded by revenue from the Food Handler Card. Actions 4 and 5 don’t have additional fees associated with them and the work is covered by permit fees.
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