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Executive Summary 

 
The South King County, Washington area is an extremely diverse area in terms of 
cultures, income and economic backgrounds, languages, and feelings of community 
belonging. South of the region’s major city, Seattle, South King County attracts 
individuals and families who are interested in living outside of a metropolitan area 
either due to affordability or personal priorities. As a result, South King County has a 
higher than average number of families living within incomes that are below a living 
wage. Added to this issue is that most of the county’s “food deserts” are concentrated 
in the neighborhoods and cities of South King County, and there are twice as many 
fast food restaurants and convenience stores as the number of supermarkets, small 
grocery stores, and produce vendors combined. This makes purchasing healthy, local 
food difficult. 
 
The Center for Inclusive Entrepreneurship (CIE) was funded in 2015 by the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Local Food Promotion Program (LFPP) to 
create a feasibility plan, market assessment, and business plan for the Green Cart 
Cooperative, a social enterprise cooperative of independent mobile produce cart 
operators bringing EBT/SNAP eligible local produce into LFPP priority census tracts in 
SeaTac, Tukwila and South Seattle.  
 
During this planning project, we conducted deep community engagement, including 
listening sessions, surveys, interviews and review of work that has already been 
accomplished around the issues of food security and economic development. As a 
result of these activities, the community helped us identify various business model 
concepts and create a business plan around the most feasible model: Pop-Up 
Grocery, a mobile grocery store that serves food desert areas of South King County.  
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Stakeholders reached 
through surveys and 
listening sessions: Over 175  

 

Of those 
individuals, 
over 42% live 
in food 
desert areas. 

 

 
These areas have 
an average of a 
19% poverty level, 
4% higher than the 
county average.  

 

51% would be 
"interested" or 
"somewhat interested" 
in running a mobile 
food with help from a 
program like CIE. 

 

King County families spend 
12.8% of their income on food.  

Individuals reported 
that they would like to 
shop at a mobile 
market if it offered 
affordable, healthy 
food and was run by 
community members.  

 

In 5 years: 

OOOOOOOOOOOO 12 direct jobs created 

New wages: $494K 

Income for local farmers: $2.6M 
 

Total community wealth created: $3.1M 
 Pounds of local, healthy 
groceries distributed to food 
desert communities: 88,000  

Pop 

Up 

Grocery 
Cooperative 
 

Summary of Findings 
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The Problem 

The South King County area is one of the nation's most diverse communities in terms of 
country-of-origin and socioeconomic circumstance. More than 70 distinct linguistic groups 
live in this geographic area. Many are longtime residents and business owners, while others 
are first-generation immigrants or political refugees seeking asylum. This area experiences 
great economic and health disparities. While King County is one of the wealthiest regions in 
the country, almost 20% of households in the south half of the county have incomes below 
the poverty level.1  Living wage jobs are scarce with an unemployment rate of 4.6%2 and 
many lack access to economic opportunities.  

Poverty, public health, and food security are connected. In a recent study by Group Health 
Cooperative, it was found that South King County residents are twice as likely to be 
overweight,3 while median income in these areas is around $53,000 vs. $73,0354 for King 
County as a whole. The same study found that lower income correlates with higher obesity 
rates and worse health overall.  

Obesity and diabetes are in part related to the quality of food that is consumed, education 
around preparation of healthy food, and of course access to healthy food. Low-income 
communities in South King County often lack access to healthy, local food. In addition, cities 
in South King County have over twice as many fast food restaurants and convenience stores 
as the number of supermarkets, small grocery stores, and produce vendors combined. 
Several parts of the area qualify as food deserts. It is clear that a high percentage of the low-
income community in South King County experiences food insecurity - defined by the USDA 
as a household-level economic and social condition of limited or uncertain access to 
adequate food.   

The correlation between poverty, poor health and food insecurity is clear. But, to understand 
the problem completely we must look at both the consumer and the supplier as well. 
Produce sales earn very thin margins, leading most grocery stores to carry higher earning 
processed foods to offset earnings. Local farmers who grow the highest quality food incur 
higher costs and generally do not offset produce sales with higher earning items. Therefore 
they need to charge premium prices on their produce to keep business afloat. At the same 

                                                   
1 ttp://www.census.gov/quickfacts 
2https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/economic-reports/monthly-
employment-report/map-of-county-unemployment-rates 
3 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3955743/ 
4 http://www.census.gov/quickfacts 
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time, for many food desert residents low prices are one of the most important factors in 
decision making when buying fruits and vegetables. Tension between the needs of local 
farmers and low-income consumers is obvious.  

We are looking for a solution that addresses the food whole system. The challenge of 
supporting local farmers while still meeting the need for affordability is paramount in our 
research and relates closely to our goal of finding a business model that increases food 
access and affordability, creates economic opportunity, and supports local farmers.  
 

What Has Been Done So Far 

Over the last several years, community engagement and other activities undertaken by 
Global to Local and its partners have confirmed great interest in starting food related 
businesses and building food sector skills among residents in SeaTac and Tukwila. Residents 
are in need of job-skill training, business counseling, financing opportunities, training and 
business incubation facilities, and support in accessing markets within and outside their 
communities.5 

The current food sector environment in South King County entails a large percentage of mid- 
to large-scale businesses – often not locally-owned – which have the necessary capital, 
industry knowledge and resources to be active in the area. This environment doesn’t 
necessarily sustain programs to address the issues we have defined above, including 
empowering people in low-income and underserved communities to start and grow 
profitable small businesses, create jobs, and build resilient, sustainable economy. Over the 
last several years, community engagement and other activities undertaken by Global to Local 
and its partners have confirmed great interest in starting food related businesses and 
building food sector skills among residents in SeaTac and Tukwila. Residents are in need of 
job-skill training, business counseling, financing opportunities, training and business 
incubation facilities, and support in accessing markets within and outside their communities.6 

Focusing on the fundamentals of business finance, marketing and management, CIE's 
CommunityEnterprise™ program offers accessible and affordable “first step” 
entrepreneurship training, one-on-one consulting and other support. CIE focuses exclusively 
on low-income adults in underserved communities, with specific emphasis on women, 
                                                   
5 Food Innovation Network of SeaTac and Tukwila (FIN). Food Business Incubator Phase 1 
Feasibility Study: Entrepreneurial Assessment and Market Study. November 2015.  
6 Food Innovation Network of SeaTac and Tukwila (FIN). Food Business Incubator Phase 1 
Feasibility Study: Entrepreneurial Assessment and Market Study. November 2015.  
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people of color, ESL immigrants, people with disabilities, and people in transition (e.g., 
returning vets, people in re-entry, people leaving homelessness, and people experiencing 
long-term unemployment). Over two-thirds of our participants make less than 50% of the 
area median income (very low income), and half make less than 30% of the area median 
income (extremely low income). Over two-thirds of our participants are people of color and 
over half are women. Over 20% of our participants are first generation ESL immigrants. 7 

With support from the U.S. Small Business Administration’s PRIME program, CIE has 
developed a worker cooperative development initiative, including a 90-minute introductory 
course, a four-week readiness course and an eight week launch academy.  
 

The Solution 

We propose mobilizing the benefits of mobile markets and cooperatively owned business to 
create a grocery business that increases food access and affordability, creates economic 
opportunity, and supports local farmers.   

Relative to traditional “brick and mortar” business models used by grocers and food 
cooperatives, a mobile grocery requires little capital to start and has a lower cost of 
operations and is therefore more accessible to someone with limited resources. Further, 
lower overhead costs associated with mobile markets may help business owners charge 
lower prices for fresh and local produce.   

A cooperative business is legally owned and democratically controlled by its members. 
Members are individuals who benefit from the activities of the cooperative—for example 
workers, producers or consumers. Common examples are REI, a consumer owned 
cooperative, Darigold, a producer owned cooperative, and Central Co-op, a worker and 
consumer owned cooperative. Cooperative businesses enable individual business owners 
join together to increase buying power, share administrative costs, and broaden market 
reach. Further, cooperatives do not require the same high profits as publicly held companies, 
as they are not required to support earnings for absentee shareholders. The cooperative 
model is known for fostering business growth in areas that may have previously experienced 
market failure. 

Combining the benefits of mobile grocery and cooperative business offers a compelling 
business solution to the systemic food access problems in South King County. Leveraging the 

                                                   
7 Internal data. 
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background of our Food Enterprise Development Program and Worker Cooperative 
Development Initiative, CIE has tested the feasibility of mobile grocery in South King County. 
The contents of our study are presented in this report.  

Outline of the Project 

Goals 

In this study CIE tested the feasibility of a cooperatively owned mobile grocery business in 
South King County. Our goal was to find a feasible business model that would: 

1. Increase food access and affordability; 
2. Create economic opportunity in low income communities; and 
3. Support local farmers. 

This research is intended to offer a better understanding of the feasibility of mobile grocery 
to business owners, municipality, non-profit organizations, and community members who 
are interested in finding market based solutions to food insecurity.  

 

Business Model 

After weighing the financial, technical, organizational, and market feasibility of several 
different business models, a worker-owned mobile grocery truck was selected as the best 
option for South King County. We call this model the Pop-Up Grocery or PUG.  

PUG would be a refrigerated delivery truck outfitted as a miniature grocery store. PUG would 
carry local produce, meats, grains, and dairy products, accept SNAP benefits, and travel a set 
route, stopping at 2-4 locations per day.  

The two other most viable business models researched included Green Carts - small, 
stationary, produce stands and Traveling Farmers Markets - pop up farmers markets open 
every day and changing location every few months. Based on city density, grocery purchase 
habits, logistics, and labor costs each of these models proved not feasible. These issues are 
explored in more depth later in this report.   

Location/Timeline 

The study is focused on South King County, putting the most focus on Delridge, Rainier 
Beach, SeaTac, and Tukwila. 
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This project was completed over six months between October 2015 and March 2016. 

October 2015 Planned, scheduled and organized materials for stakeholder input listening 
sessions. Created Mobile Grocery survey. Began recruitment of Pinchot 
students to assist with project.  

November 2015 Conducted listening sessions with Mercy Housing (consumer/potential 
entrepreneurs), and Lutheran Community Services (consumer/potential 
entrepreneurs). Tracked participation and created note documents, 
reached a total of 10 individuals who left the meeting interested in next 
steps and feeling satisfied about their participation. Launched online survey 
and began promoting participation. The survey eventually was completed 
by 114 community members. 

December 2015 Conducted listening sessions with a group of current vendors, including 
Pike Place Market, ROAR, Renton Farmers Market and students. Reached a 
total of 8 individuals who left the meeting interested in next steps and 
feeling satisfied about their participation. Students completed compiling 
listening session notes, competitive analysis, and began financial 
projections. 

January 2016 Conducted listening session with Seattle Tilth focused on logistics and 
Seattle Tilth’s Food HUB. Reached a total of 3 individuals who provided 
valuable information and left the meeting interested in next steps and 
feeling satisfied about their participation. 

February 2016 Held Business Model Design Session with Pinchot students. Held Business 
Model Feedback Open House, which included 8 participants who gave 
insight and feedback on the potential business models. Began work on final 
feasibility report and business plan, including financials.  

March 2016 A Pinchot student created a paper explaining cooperative business 
structures. Began business plan and feasibility report including outreach 
plan. 

April 2016 Distributed business plan and feasibility report to stakeholders through 
web site and direct email.   

Ongoing 
throughout project 

Community-wide online stakeholder survey launched and marketed. 
Updates posted to CIE website and social media platforms. Project 
information included in CIE’s and Pinchot’s newsletters. Project updates 
provided to the Food Innovation Network. Press releases distributed.  

Figure 1: Project timeline.  
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Methodology 

Summary 

Research for the Mobile Grocery Feasibility study occurred in two stages, beginning broad 
and narrowing. The approach aims to (1) create a sound business model that meets 
community needs as defined by community members, and (2) take advantage of creative 
visioning and sound business planning offered by Pinchot MBA students and food systems 
leaders.  

The first stage of our research looks at the food security landscape in South King County. This 
portion of the research employs listening sessions, a review of existing research, and an 
online survey.  The goal of this portion of research is to understand the current food access 
landscape in South King County from the perspective of community members and leaders in 
our local food system.  

Drawing from the base of knowledge established in the first stage of research, the second 
stage defines multiple business models that meet community-identified food access needs, 
create economic opportunity, and support the local food system. Further, it reflects on 
community listening sessions including initial reactions and feedback regarding the business 
models, and assessment of the financial, technical, and organizational feasibility of the 
highest impact business models.  

The activities of each stage of research are outlined below.  

 

Stage 1: Food Access Landscape 

LISTENING SESSIONS 

Using the Harwood Model, the team conducted listening sessions with potential consumers 
and current vendors. Listening sessions at this stage were pointedly broad, designed to 
encourage authentic feedback around the themes of grocery needs and potential business 
strategies to meet those needs.  
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It is important to note that significant research on grocery needs in Tukwila, Delridge, and 
Rainier Beach neighborhoods has been conducted recently. For this reason, community 
groups CIE attempted to partner with in these neighborhoods denied listening sessions, 
suggesting we utilize the existing reports.    

The topic, method, and participants of each listening session group is described below.  

SeaTac Grocery Needs Consumer Listening Sessions:  

CIE met with community members at Mercy Housing and Lutheran Community services in 
two separate meetings in SeaTac. Participants who already met in regular group meetings 
were invited to participate in a listening session about “Buying Healthy Foods”. Participants 
were given a brief outline of the project, but there was little to no focus on mobile grocery 
carts. The intention at this stage of research was not to focus on mobile food carts, but 
rather to understand community needs around buying healthy food.  

With the goal of minimizing guiding the group toward specific ends, we asked three pointedly 
broad questions, (1) What do you like about buying healthy food in your community? (2) 
What is difficult for you/what would you change about buying healthy food in your 
community? (3) What do you hope and dream for when buying healthy food in your 
community? Healthy food was defined as fresh fruits and vegetables. The conversation 
spiraled between these three questions, digging deeper and focusing as guided by the 
participants in the listening session.  

Attempted Grocery Needs Consumer Listening Sessions:  

Grocery Needs Consumer Listening Sessions were attempted in Delridge, Rainier Beach, and 
Tukwila. In each area significant research on grocery needs had been done by different 
community organizations and municipalities in recent years. In efforts to coordinate, it was 
clear that community members felt over surveyed and did not wish to be a part of more 
listening sessions on the same topic. Community groups instead suggested that we look to 
three different reports (Women’s Voices in the Green Economy, Seattle Women and Food 
Access, and the Tukwila Grocery Needs Assessment) to understand the needs of these 
communities.  
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Current Vendors Listening Session:  

CIE convened staff from Pike Place Market, Roots of All Roads, and the Seattle Neighborhood 
Farmers Market to learn about current efforts at alternative grocery in low income 
communities in Seattle. Participants were given a brief outline of the project and asked to 
consider mobile produce carts broadly, without narrowing to one specific business model.  

The focus of this listening session was to draw on participants experience managing food 
carts in low-income communities. We asked three broad questions (1) What has been 
exciting/successful in your work vending local produce to low income consumers? (2) What 
has been challenging about vending local produce to low-income consumers? (3) What do 
you hope and dream for in our local food system?  The conversation spiraled between these 
three questions, digging deeper and focusing as guided by the participants in the listening 
session.  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There has been significant research on food access in Seattle and New York City’s mobile 
Green Cart program, providing rich information to support our research. A literature review 
was performed to gather information from previous work to inform our survey and listening 
sessions.  

The following reports greatly informed our research.  

Green Cart Implementation Year 1:  

September 2010 report on the first year of NYC’s Green Cart Initiative. NYC Green Carts bring 
fresh, affordable fruits and vegetables to low income communities and are designed address 
issues of inadequate access and lack of proximity to healthy food. 

City of Seattle Food Action Plan: 

 A report prepared by the Seattle Office of Sustainability and Environment in partnership with 
the Seattle Food Interdepartmental Team that defines and outlines the importance of a 
healthy food system in Seattle and offers strategies to support a healthy food system in 
Seattle.   

Women’s Voices in the Green Economy:  
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A 2011 report of the finding of a community based survey developed and administered by 
Got Green, an advocacy group representing people of color and low income people in 
southeast Seattle. The report was created to amplify the voices of women in southeast 
Seattle and engage them in the front end of the green economy movement.  

Seattle Women and Food Access: 

A report prepared by the Seattle Women’s Commission, Seattle City Councilmember Mike 
O’Brien and the Office of Sustainability and Environment in March 2014 about food access 
issues for women in Delridge.  

Tukwila Grocery Needs Assessment:  

A 2014 report containing the research process of the City of Tukwila’s Grocery Store Project. 
It presents finding, and offers recommendations for growth of both the City’s main grocery 
store and City’s food system.  

 

SURVEY 

Between October 2015 and March 2016, we surveyed over 114 low-income individuals living 
in food desert neighborhoods. This survey was conducted online and in person. Findings are 
shown in Appendix C.  

 

INTERVIEWS 

Though we initially planned to rely heavily on listening sessions, we found interviews to be a 
more effective research method. Interviews enabled more flexibility around schedule and 
location, enabling meetings with broad stakeholder groups with disparate logistical needs. 
Further, interviews enabled more detailed and specific conversations.   

Organizations interviewed: 

Seattle Tilth Food Hub, Farm Works, Good Food Bag - Logistics  

City of Seattle - Seattle Food Access Landscape 

Food Innovation Network - Community Engagement  

Northwest University - Community Engagement  
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Chris Iberle - Seattle Food Access Landscape  

Healthy King County Coalition - Seattle Food Landscape  

Northwest Harvest - Logistics  

Lifelong Aids Alliance - Logistics  

South Eastside Effective Development - Logistics  

21 Acres Farm/ Puget Sounds Food Hub - Logistics  

WSDA - Farmers Perspective 

Roots of All Roads - Food Access Landscape/Operations/Mobile Food Cart Comparison 

NYC Green Cart Initiative - Mobile Food Cart Comparison 

My Street Grocery - Mobile Food Cart Comparison 

Healthy Cart Program - Mobile Food Cart Comparison 

Fresh to You - Mobile Food Cart Comparison  

Steel Wheel Farm (Owner)  - Pricing/Ordering 

Martin Family Orchard (CSA Manager) - Pricing/Ordering/Logistics 

 

Stage 2: Business Model Design and Planning 

BUSINESS MODEL DESIGN SESSION 

The CIE research team gathered a group of three Pinchot University MBA students to 
participate in a business model design session. MBA students were asked to review findings 
from the first stage of research before attending the design session.  

Upon arrival students shared initial thoughts and quickly dove into a 10 minute rapid 
business model ideation exercise. After brainstorming possible business models, students 
were asked to clump ideas together to identify existing patterns and groupings. In this 
exercise four business models and six supporting strategies were identified. Students then 
used a decision matrix, rating the ability of each business model to (1) increase food access, 
(2) create economic opportunity, and (3) support local food systems on a scale of 1-low to 5-
high. Models and strategies with the highest score were considered for further study. Using 
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this method, three business models - Green Carts, Pop-Up Grocery and Travelling Market- 
were identified as high impact and studied for financial, technical, and operational feasibility.  
 

Green Carts Small, stationary mobile markets such as those implemented by the 
New York City Green Cart Program and the Philadelphia Healthy Cart 
Program.  

Pop-Up Grocery A food-truck style grocery store that moves from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, with planned stops each day.  

Travelling Market A small scale, local, cooperatively owned grocery that pops-up in 
unused community spaces such as kiosks, vacant buildings, farmers 
market spaces during non-farmers market days, community centers 
and in low income housing developments. This “flash grocery” could be 
worker-owner run, member-and community-owned, providing a 
grocery option in a food desert area.  

Figure 2: Potential Business Models 

COMMUNITY FEEDBACK LISTENING SESSION 

After arriving at the three top business models, CIE hosted a community feedback session 
attended by twelve King County residents who are active in food justice issues in King 
County. In this feedback session CIE staff presented the research completed so far and the 
three most feasible business models, namely Green Carts, Traveling Markets, and Pop-Up 
Grocery. Presenters gave no preference to one business model over the other at this stage of 
the session.  

After hearing about findings and potential business models, attendees were asked to break 
into groups and rotate between three stations dedicated to each business model. At the each 
station the groups spend 15 minutes thinking about opportunities and challenges for each 
model, discussing their ideas with each other, and putting post-it notes notes at the station 
for the next group to read during the next round. After rotating between all three business 
models, the group reconvened and discussed which business model they favored most.  
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Market Feasibility 

SeaTac Grocery Needs Listening Sessions 

In the SeaTac grocery needs listening sessions attendees were primarily east African and 
Latina women, most were raising children. When asked how frequently families bought fruits 
and vegetables the response was at least once per week.  Most families drove or took the 
bus to buy fruits and veggies. The primary limitation to buying fruits and veggies for all 
attendees was cost. Transportation was the second most frequent limitation. When asked 
what people hope for when buying food in their community they said low cost, variety, and 
freshness.   

Food Access Reports  

The consistent unifying factors between all three local food access reports are:  

(1) Cost as a major factor in the decision to buy fresh, healthy food  

(2) The desire to buy fresh food is high 

 

Other major factors that were present throughout the reports are: 

 
• A strong focus on healthy food supporting healthy families 
• The desire for safety, cleanliness, and broad selection from grocery retailers 
• The desire for fun, friendly community gathering spaces around healthy food 
• Barrier of geographic accessibility for consumers in Rainier Beach and Delridge 
• Importance of increasing economic opportunity in order to increase food 

accessibility 
 

DELRIDGE - SEATTLE WOMEN AND FOOD ACCESS 

Findings in the Delridge report identified increasing economic opportunity, improving 
transportation options, and creating permanent, locally owned food retail as top priorities. 
The study reports that, in a city where the cost of living is increasing, working families are 
finding it difficult to find income for food. Residents in Delridge reported, that better jobs and 
lower food prices could help mitigate and remove barriers to accessing healthy food. 
Specifically, the report states: 
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Participants defined ‘Community Economic Opportunity’ as good jobs at a wide-range of skill-
levels in or near the community for current residents; affordable high quality and organic 
produce; opportunities to build social capital through learning about growing and cooking 
healthy food; and potential for developing healthy food income-generating opportunities in 
like a farm or community kitchen. Participants specified that better economic opportunities 
would increase access to healthy food for the neighborhood.” 

This finding supports our understanding of the strong correlation between economic 
opportunity and access to healthy food and encourages a solution that increases economic 
opportunity while providing more options to purchase healthy food.  
 
RAINIER BEACH - WOMEN’S VOICES IN THE GREEN ECONOMY 

Got Green’s 2011 report on Women in the Green Economy states that for low income women 
and women of color “going green means improving family health.” In a neighborhood survey, 
they found the following: 

“By nearly a 2:1 margin (40%), women chose Access to Healthy Foods as 
[participants] top priority for reaping the benefits of the green economy... 
[Further,] those who chose Access to Healthy Food as either first or second… 
said they made these choices because of their desire to improve their family’s 
health.”8   

The focus on family should be considered a top priority when developing a mobile grocery 
business.  

In addition to focusing on family, the report calls us to put more healthy food dollars in low-
income women’s pockets. The study shows that while healthy food is a top priority for low-
income women and women of color, cost and geographic inaccessibility make healthy food 
difficult to purchase. The below statement from the report supports this finding. 

“When asked ‘what is your main barrier to a healthy diet for you and your 
family?’ 67% had a simple answer: cost... Geographic inaccessibility of 
affordable, healthy foods was another barrier listed by women in the survey. 
23% said that the location of grocery stores or produce stands is a barrier; 
and 18% said that organics and other healthier options aren’t available where 
they live. While many pointed out that gentrification has increased the 

                                                   
8, 9 Got Green, Women’s Voices of the Green Economy, 2011 
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number of grocery stores in Southeast Seattle, some Rainier Valley 
neighborhoods and most of Skyway have been identified as “healthy food 
deserts” where residents have to travel more than 30 minutes on public 
transit to reach a major grocery store.“9 

This finding supports our understanding that costs and geographic accessibility are a 
problem for low income food consumers and encourages us toward a model that directly 
addresses these issues.  

TUKWILA - TUKWILA GROCERY NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

The Tukwila Grocery needs Assessment aims to gather information on consumers opinions 
about grocery stores in Tukwila. The study focuses on Saar’s Super Savers, the city’s main 
grocery store, and looks at the city’s food system.   

The study reports that that food quality & availability, store cleanliness, and prices are 
Tukwila residents’ most primary concerns in making grocery shopping decisions. Further, 
availability of ethnic food is a priority. In focus groups, participants reported that Saar’s 
gained its reputation by offering wide ethnic food choices, attracting customers from local as 
well as surrounding cities. Still, survey results show that residents are not satisfied with food 
quality and store cleanliness. Participants state,  

“It needs fresher vegetables/fruits/herbs. It needs a butcher in-store. Dairy 
products are dismally dated. Want to see more organic produce, on-shelf 
items, and meat/poultry/fish/dairy fresh items.” 

“We have a lower income living in Tukwila...I would like to see food prices be 
affordable for folks. I also am understanding that to bring in more choices 
costs would go up for some items...I am okay with that.”10 

Thought the study focuses on grocery stores, it recognizes that other grocery models are 
necessary to create a healthy food landscape in Tukwila and recommends a farmers market, 
mobile grocery truck, or a corner store that stresses healthy food.  The following 
characteristics are reported to be necessary for a farmers market to be successful in an 
underserved area: 

• A safe, accessible, and inviting public space 
• Bring together people from different ethnic groups and incomes 
• Give registration priority to local low-income residents 

                                                   
 
10 Got Green, Women’s Voices of the Green Economy, 2011 
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Finally, the study states that “farmers markets are playing an important role in providing 
healthy foods to underserved communities. [They are] also a great community gathering 
place where people from different cultural background can interact with each other and 
share their love towards food.  

The desire for a community gathering space, fresh and healthy food, quality of food, 
cleanliness, and prices found in the Tukwila Grocery Needs Study should be considered in a 
the development of a mobile grocery business.  

 

Comparison to Current Mobile Grocery Projects 

NYC GREEN CART PROGRAM 

NYC Green Carts started in 2008 and today there are more than 500 active Green Carts in 
New York City. The program is a city run permitting program that offers permits for 
individuals to sell produce in small carts on the street. They measure their success by the 
number of active carts operating at one time and are finding that the carts are having an 
increase on the number of EBT dollars spent on fresh fruits and vegetables. In this model 
cart owners are independent from each other and buy produce, operate stands, and set 
prices independently. NYC Green Carts serve diverse communities, there are a high number 
of Bangladeshi cart owners, though many other nationalities and US born owners are 
represented as well.  

This model streamlined the permitting process for selling local produce for street vendors, 
lowing barriers to enter the market. The Green Cart program worked with organizations 
already focused on entrepreneurship to find cart owners. Further, they contracted Karp 
Resources to aide with the launch, manage program partnerships, and provide start up 
support to vendors. Currently NYC Green Carts are considering how to incentivize cart 
owners to disperse more evenly. Many carts congregate around transit centers, but the 
program would like to see carts sell more in densely populated urban neighborhoods. 

MY STREET GROCERY 

My Street Grocery began in 2009 as a sole proprietorship and was later acquired by Whole 
Foods. It’s goal is to support access to food in food deserts in the Portland Metro area. My 
Street Grocery is one trolley converted to a mobile grocery store that sells food throughout 
the Portland Metro area. The Grocery measures its impact by volume of sales, self reported 
healthier lifestyle and weight loss, number of partnerships and number of communities 
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served (calculated by number of stops). Produce is sold by the each rather than by weight to 
make budgeting easier for price conscious consumers and the cart stocks Whole Foods 365 
everyday value products to make pricing more affordable. My Street serves a diverse 
community that changes based on the location of each stop.  

My Street Grocery partners very closely with anchoring institutions, primarily working with 
schools and health clinics. They have found that being able to accept SNAP benefits has 
greatly supported their business. Further, they offer classes to support shoppers who have 
little experience preparing fresh produce.  

ROOTS OF ALL ROADS 

Roots of All Roads (ROAR) is a produce stand serving low income communities that began in 
2014 in South Seattle. ROAR was shaped by the principle that a healthy and sustainable 
lifestyle is a basic human right, they strive to foster an environment of self reliance through 
reconnecting with the cultural wisdom abundant in each of our histories. The run small 
produce stands paired with at-market education with the goal of making fresh produce more 
readily available.  

ROAR is a non-profit organization. They operated one stand at four or more locations per 
week in summer of 2015 and have plans to increase the number of locations served in 2016. 
ROAR charges a 20% markup on its produce, a low margin in comparison with market 
standards, with the goal of increasing access for low income consumers. They sell local, 
naturally grown produce.  

HEALTHY CART PROGRAM 

The Healthy Cart Program began in 2010 in Philadelphia as a part of the Get Philly Healthy 
Initiative. The carts provided healthy, affordable produce to areas that showed demand and 
lack of food access. Seven pilot carts were run in communities with limited access to healthy 
food, high levels of poverty, and low car ownership. The City provided training and technical 
assistance to individual vendors on obtaining licenses and inspections, business planning, 
and financial management. Further, the city supported vendors in obtaining EBT machines 
for SNAP benefits, guidance for seeking appropriate locations, and marketing support.  

OTHER MOBILE GROCERY PROJECTS: 

• MoGro 

• Fresh Truck 

• Lowcountry Street Grocery 
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• Twin Cities Mobile Market 

• FoodShare Mobile Food Market 

• St. Louis MetroMarket 

• Good Eggs 

• Fresh Moves Mobile Market 

• West Philly Fresh Food HUB 

• Mobile Good Food Market 

 

Regional Demographic Analysis 

A significant amount of research has already been completed on local food systems and 
customer preferences in Western Washington, and in areas of South King County in 
particular. When studying the market opportunity for this business model, we reviewed that 
research, and combined those findings with our own feedback through surveys, interviews 
and listening sessions.  

Healthy and local are important criteria to customers: Nationally, 78% of shoppers report 
interest in reading nutrition labels, paying more for organic products, or looking for locally 
sourced products. Over 40% of consumers feel that health and wellness products are “worth 
spending a little more on” and sustainability is important to shoppers too. “Almost one-third 
of shoppers report that products’ environmental sustainability impacts their shopping 
decisions and just over one-fifth of shoppers consider retailers’ corporate sustainability 
practices when deciding whether to purchase from them.”11 Specifically in King County, 
residents stated that they think of local, healthy and sustainable foods when they think of 
farming in the area.12 Yet, individuals often feel disconnected from local agriculture.  

When asked, community members stated that when they think of farms and farming in the 
county, they thought of food crops first (44% fruits, vegetables and berries, 22% dairy 
products), followed by concerns around disappearing farms and farm lands. 15% mentioned 
“Fresh, local, sustainable products.” Only 3% stated that they didn’t know that there were 
farms in King County. When discussing how they interact with farms and farmlands in the 

                                                   
11 U.S. Grocery Shopper Trends 2012 
12 Appendix C: 2009 Farms Report, Survey on Agriculture in King County Research Report 
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county, 73% rated “purchasing fruit and vegetables farmed in King County 4-5 on a five-point 
scale where 5 means “extremely important.” High numbers (over 50%) rated purchasing eggs, 
plants, flowers, meat and dairy as important. Community members are putting their 
purchasing dollars behind their preferences, too: 62% said that they purchase food produced 
in King County more than once a month, with 27% purchasing local over once a week. 
Interestingly, rural and urban residents didn’t vary significantly in how often they purchase 
from local farms.13 

A survey published as part of the 2009 Farms Report showed that individuals are purchasing 
this food at farmer’s markets (89%), grocery stores (87%), roadside stands (63%), Pike Place 
Market (50%), directly at farms (45%), and through eating at restaurants (44%).14 A study 
conducted In Delridge, a neighborhood in South Seattle, showed that residents were not 
surprisingly most likely to get their food from a supermarket (42%) and food banks (31%). 
This result is slightly skewed given that the bulk of the surveys were given specifically to 
patrons of a food bank.  

                                                   
13 Appendix C: 2009 Farms Report, Survey on Agriculture in King County Research Report 
14 2009 Farms Report 
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In our data obtained through listening sessions and a community survey conducted from 
October 2015-March 2016, we did not limit our participants by geography, but instead 
attempted to get a more diverse set of responses. We surveyed over 114 individuals, and we 

found that over 34% shopped at least once week at farmer’s markets and over 92% shopped 
at least once a week at grocery stores. The CIE survey also found that 4% of individuals 
visited a food bank for their fruits and vegetables at least once a week, less than 1% 
patronized a convenience store, and 6% used personal or community gardens to obtain fresh 
produce.15  

 

 

                                                   
15 Internal Data 

Figure 3: Purchasing Frequency for South King County Mobile Grocery Survey Responders. 
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Figure 4: Sources of produce for South King County Mobile Grocery Survey Responders. 

During listening sessions, we learned that farmer’s markets were avoided often because of 
their distance from home; some expressed difficulty at getting to a farmer’s market with kids 
in tow and then having to carry items home on the bus. Over 30% of those surveyed said that 
they take the bus to go produce shopping, so this issue could be a real concern for them. 
Over 18% stated that they never use a car to go shopping. This could partially be because 
there are local options that do not require a car to travel to (individuals might walk short 
distances), but given that over 30% of those surveyed live in zip codes that qualify as “food 
deserts” according The USDA , it is more likely that individuals are not driving because of 
limited access to cars rather than local options. Individuals expressed interest in local, 
healthy food, as long as they could afford the cost of fresh produce and if transportation was 
easy.16 

Price seemed to be a main concern when making decisions about purchasing fresh produce. 
A common theme at listening sessions was that food at farmer’s markets was priced 
erratically: sometimes it was more expensive, and then shoppers would choose a chain 
grocery store or warehouse store instead, such as Costco. If price was the same, community 
members would choose the most local and fresh produce available.17 In general, shoppers 

                                                   
16 Listening Session conducted by Mieka Briejer and Kerrie Carbary, City of SeaTac, 2015 
17 Listening Session 
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are willing to travel farther for lower prices and an assortment of items that match their 
needs (see Figure 5).18  

 

 

 
Figure 5: Are shoppers willing to travel for lower prices and better assortments? 

CIE Survey At-A-Glance 

As part of our market research, we conducted a survey online and in person at locations in 
South King County. The survey was promoted through partners such as Seattle Tilth, Skyway 
Solutions, Pinchot University, Got Green, and other community friends. We were able to 
reach 114 individuals. The complete list of questions is shown in Appendix C. Some major 
findings are shown below. 
 
 

                                                   
18 U.S. Grocery Shopper Trends 2012 
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“Sometimes it's a hard decision to pay high 
costs for organic and local produce, so I try 
to buy it in season when the costs are not 
that different. Sometimes I just think about 
how important it is to invest in local organic 
food and pay the higher costs knowing it is 
an investment in supporting the whole 
system including the farmers, local 
businesses and my family's health.”19 

 
 

 

Figure 6: Survey Results 

 

 

 

  

                                                   
19 CIE Mobile Grocery Survey conducted from October 2015-March 2016 
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How far away is your home from the nearest grocery store? 

 
Figure 7: Survey Results 

Target Market 

At least 24% of those living below poverty in the Seattle/King County area live over a mile 
from the closest supermarket. This is equivalent to approximately 166,000 individuals.20 By 
focusing on the “food desert” areas that a have higher percentages of low income families 
and individuals, Pop-Up Grocers uses a route that visits these neighborhoods located in 
South King County. In addition, PUG may visit areas outside of these food deserts, partially to 
subsidize being able to offer lower prices in food desert areas.  

The food desert areas that PUG gives priority to are: 
• Parts of Renton 98057, 98055, 98056 
• Parts of SeaTac 98188, 98198, 98168 
• Parts of Tukwila 98188 
• Burien/ West Seattle 98106, 98168, 98166, 98136 
• Parts of Des Moines 98198 
• Parts of South East Seattle 9811821 

 
                                                   
20 Jiao, J., Moudon, A. V., Ulmer, J., Hurvitz, P. M., & Drewnowski, A. (2012). HOW TO IDENTIFY 
FOOD DESERTS: MEASURING PHYSICAL AND ECONOMIC ACCESS TO SUPERMARKETS IN KING 
COUNTY, WASHINGTON. American Journal of Public Health, 102(10), e32–e39. 
http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300675 
21 Note that food desert boundaries do not coincide with zip codes in many cases. When part of a 
zip code is a food desert and part is not, we are assuming that the entire zip code is a food desert 
for the purpose of this market analysis. 
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Figure 8: Image by Communities Count, http://www.communitiescount.org/index.php?page=farm-desert-
map 
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Figure 9: Food Deserts: areas in King County that leave residents with limited grocery options within one 
mile of their homes.  

Although these areas are also populated by the most economically vulnerable of King County 
residents, they make up a target market that considers healthy, fresh and local food to be 
important enough to pay extra to obtain. In addition, these families often will do without 
other purchases to provide healthy food for their families.22 

It may be naturally assumed that a higher income will correlate to a higher amount of money 
spent on food. This is an argument used quite often when grocery stores and other 
businesses choose a neighborhood in which to locate. Lower income neighborhoods are also 
avoided because of higher development costs, higher employee turnover, higher rates of 
crime, inability to focus on the needs of a particular community, and inability to engage the 
community to build the relationships that will lead to a thriving business.23 Lower income 
neighborhoods are also sometimes seen as less stable: “the uncertainties presented by 

                                                   
22 Listening Sessions, November 2015. 
23 http://peoplescommunitymarket.com/faq/why-dont-supermarkets-open-stores-in-west-
oakland/ 
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depopulating neighborhoods, and the perceptions and realities of urban crime kept stores 
away.”24 

Every business has its own risks and opportunities, but the lack of a viable customer base of 
a business selling healthy groceries in a food desert is not as risky as is perceived by larger 
box supermarkets. While food spending does increase with income, food spending does not 
increase at the same rate as income increases. As early as the 19th Century, Ernst Engel 
found that “as income increases, food spending also increases but the proportion of income 
devoted to food declines.”25 The USDA found that when income rises, the amount of money 
that is spent on food increases slightly, but overall the percentage of income that goes 
toward food actually decreases significantly. (In one example, they show that the difference 
between families living in poverty and families that have an income that is eight times the 
poverty level the amount of income spent on food goes from 37% to 9% or $4400 to $9000.) 
The higher income family spends about twice as much while making eight times the 
income.26 More recent studies even show a smaller gap: in 2012 Gallup found that low 
income Americans spend an average of $151 a week on food, while higher income Americans 
spend $180.27 

Technical Feasibility 

Summary 

Technical feasibility for PUG presents the most opportunity of the top three potential 
models. The most significant factor in technical feasibility of PUG is labor hours. Other major 
technical factors to consider with this business model are acquisition of a refrigerated truck 
and adequate cold storage, strong relationships with drop-off points,, and coordination of 
transitions between drop off points. 
  

                                                   
24 Pothukuchi, K. “Attracting Supermarkets to Innder-City Neighborhoods: Economic Development 
Outside the Box.” Economic Development Quarterly (2005). Retrieved from 
http://clas.wayne.edu/Multimedia/clas.wayne.edu/Files/EDQ_AttractingSupermarkets2005.pdf 
 
25 Frazao, E, “Food Spending Patterns of Low-Income Households.” USDA Economic Information 
Bulletin Number 29-4 (2007). 
26 Frazao 
27 Galllup Press Release. August 2, 2012. Retrieved from 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/156416/americans-spend-151-week-high-income-180.aspx 
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The main technical feasibility challenges with alternate business models are as follows: 

Green Carts: In listening sessions attendees stated that they would feel unsafe operating a 
food stand independently. Labor required to operate small pop up stands with two staff each 
would be very high, increasing costs dramatically. In this model it would be nearly impossible 
to sell enough food at each stand to support adequate pay for workers while breaking even. 
Further, the labor and logistics required to drop off and pick up product increases the 
complexity and costs of this model.  

Traveling Market: Finding consistent locations to host a large, full day farmers market for 
weeks at a time presents the most significant difficulty. Issues of daily set-up, take-down, 
storage, and theft present further challenge. This in combination with the poor likelihood of 
achieving sales to support the necessary labor steered us away from this option.  

The following is a detailed assessment of PUG’s technical feasibility.  

Materials Needed 

• POS software & hardware 
• Tablet 
• Scale 
• EBT Compatible Bank Card Reader 
• Laptop 
• Cell Phones 
• Inventory Software 
• Delivery truck with options for refrigeration and/or added electricity 
• Second delivery truck - no refrigeration or electricity necessary 
• Generator and fuel storage, if not built into truck 
• Signs and miscellaneous marketing materials 
• Website 
• Food and Grocery fixtures, coolers, displays 
• Food service supplies 
• Retail sales supplies 
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Technology 

SNAP BENEFITS 

An important part of PUG’s business model is to accept SNAP benefits. To qualify to accept 
SNAP Benefits, PUG will need to: 

● stock three varieties of each of the following: meat/poultry/fish, bread and cereal, 
produce, and dairy products28 

● Obtain Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) system equipment and transaction services. 
This equipment can be combined with a debit/credit terminal. 

POINT OF SALES SYSTEM 

PUG will use a Point of Sale (POS) system that allows for inventory management, sales 
tracking, SNAP acceptance, and collecting other customer information that will assist in long-
term strategic planning. This will mostly likely be based on an iPad or set of iPads, linked to 
the debit/credit terminal or a debit/credit collection app.  

PREORDERS 

To save customer time and to streamline sales, PUG will offer pre-ordering as well. This will 
be especially useful for customers who have specific needs that might not normally be 
stocked by PUG, such culturally specific foods, foods that conform to religious or cultural 
traditions, or foods that are created especially for individuals with specific dietary needs.  

TRUCK 

PUG operates out of a specialized food truck that has been designed and built to meet the 
requirements of a mobile grocery. A mobile grocery business model has been successfully 
running in several communities across the United States, where vehicles vary from 
retrofitted school or transit busses to specialty built food trucks to many models in between. 
General operations are based on the final vehicles that PUG is able to purchase or lease at 
the time of need.  

Some samples of what the vehicles might look like are shown on the following pages: 

                                                   
28 http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailers-0 
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Figure 10: Fresh Moves Mobile Market, Chicago, IL. 
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Figure 11: West Philly Fresh Food HUB, Philadelphia, PA 

 
Figure 12: St. Louis MetroMarket, St. Louis, MO. 
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Labor 

When considering technical feasibility, labor hours is one of the most challenging factors. 
Ideally PUG would employ enough staff to successfully execute significant community 
engagement efforts, effectively manage inventory, maintain two staff members working at 
pop up sites at all times, and utilize a business experts to support business development and 
training in the early years. Without further study, it is difficult to know if PUG will be able to 
maintain high enough sales to support such ample staff. Still, of the three business models 
studied, PUG offers the highest percentage of staff time dedicated to sales. This increases the 
opportunity for high sales volumes to support ample support staff.  

There are many aspects of PUG that enable efficient use of staff time. By using a mobile 
grocery truck, set up and take down time is severely minimized in comparison to traditional 
food stands. This increases efficiency moving between locations, enabling sales at more 
locations per day and more labor hours dedicated to sales. We expect that by prioritizing 
labor hours dedicated to sales PUG will be able to support higher sales volume, thus earning 
sufficient revenue to support back office, training, and community engagement staff.  

Further, by prioritizing sales, training, and back office support, PUG can create  ample 
learning opportunities for workers. This is explored in more depth later in the report, see 
Training Plan. 

 
STAFFING MODELS:  

Calculating labor hours in relationship to sales, we looked at different staffing configurations 
that support a manageable rate of sales per hour, match our estimated number of 
independent sales per day, and meet break even revenue. To allow for easy comparison, the 
most feasible model is described in detail and a brief description of other models and their 
challenges follow.  

MODEL 1 (Most feasible staffing model):29 

This model appears to be the most feasible option in regard to the goals stated above. 
Further, it allows for the most reliable, regular work schedule for staff. It employs six full time 
staff. Two staff would be focused on back office support and training. Four staff would 
manage the PUG truck. 

Labor hours break down as follows: 

                                                   
29 This is the Worker Cooperative Model, shown in the companion document Pop-Up Grocery 
Business Plan.  
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1 FTE - Inventory Mgmt/ Training (Business Manager) 

1 FTE - Outreach 

4 FTE - Direct Sales 

Daily Sales Schedule:  

The PUG truck will stop at four locations per day, selling for two hours at each. There will be 
two sales shifts per day, the first will be from 8am-4pm and the second will be from 2pm-
10pm.  

To start the day, the two staff working the morning shift will arrive at the warehouse at 8am 
and load the PUG truck from cold storage. After loading, the team will have one hour to drive 
to and set up at the next location. Once set up, the truck will open for sales. After closing 
sales at the first location, the team will take down, drive to the next location, and set up for 
the next round of sales. Once finished selling at the second location staff will prepare for a 
shift change.  

At 2pm the two staff working the afternoon shift will arrive at the warehouse to load a 
second truck with products to refresh the main PUG truck. They will then drive to meet the 
morning team and transfer product into the main PUG truck. Once the main truck is stocked, 
the morning shift will take the second truck back the warehouse and end their day of work. 
The afternoon team will drive to the third location and repeat the process described above at 
the third and fourth locations.   
 

Weekly Sales Schedule:  

PUG will be open five days a week. This will likely include weekend days, as they are most 
common for shopping. More detail on the trucks weekly schedule would depend on drop off 
points availability.   
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Figure 13: Model 1 

Points to highlight in this model are transitions between sales locations and the shift change 
in the middle of the day. We allowed for one hour for each of these times. Based on 
conversations with farmers market vendors and efficiencies offered by the mobile truck, we 
are hopeful that this timing would be possible. Still, this timing allows for little delay in set up, 
transportation, or take down.  

MODEL 1.5: Incubation Phase 

This model allows for a ramp up of staffing, training time, and opportunities to join the 
worker cooperative at the ground level. It employs five full time staff. One business manager 
would be paid by an incubator host such as CIE, and would be focused on back office support 
and training. Four staff would manage the PUG truck. 

Labor hours break down as follows: 

1 FTE - Inventory Mgmt/ Training and Outreach (Business Manager) 

4 FTE - Direct Sales 
 

MODEL 2: 

In this model PUG sells at three locations a day three days a week and has just one sales shift 
per day. To make this work, sales shifts are 12 hours. We have two options for truck hours, 
either 10am-6pm or 1pm-9am.  

With this model we tried to find a way to decrease the number of staff dedicated to sales as 
well as labor hours dedicated to sales. Unfortunately, to make this model work we found we 
would need to make an unrealistically high amount of sales per hour.   
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Labor hours break down as follows:  

1 FTE: Inventory Mgmt/ Outreach 

1 FTE: Training/ Outreach 

2 FTE: Sales 

 

 
Figure 14: Model 2 

MODEL 3: 

In this model, PUG sells at two locations per day five days per week and has just one sales 
shift per day. The sales shift could rotate between morning and evening to make sales 
accessible for varied schedules.   

With this model we attempted to decrease labor hours not dedicated to sales, namely back 
office and training support, as well as sales hours. Unfortunately, even after decreasing labor 
hours not dedicated to sales and associated costs, to make this model work we found we 
would need to make an unrealistically high amount of sales per hour.  Further, we question 
the ability to run the business effectively with such little back office support and training 
available.  

Labor hours break down as follows:  

0.5 FTE - Inventory Management/ Outreach 

0.5 FTE - Training/ Outreach 

2 FTE - Sales 
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Figure 15: Model 3 

STAFF ROLES 

Each configuration includes the the following staff roles: 

Sales: 

Sales staff manage sales at each location, drive the PUG truck from one location to another, 
and load and unload the truck at the beginning and end of the day.   

It is important that two staff operate PUG trucks at all times for several reasons. First, two 
staff members working together are needed to manage the volume of sales necessary for 
the success of this business model. Second, two staff increase the efficiency with set-up and 
take-down between locations, increasing the number of locations the truck can stop at each 
day. Finally, in listening sessions we learned that people feel safer and more at ease working 
with another person.  

Inventory Management & Community Outreach: 

In this plan, we imagine a staff person working in the office to manage inventory, business 
administration, and community engagement.  

Having at least one staff member in the office during regular business hours will facilitate 
easy communication with suppliers and drop off points, increasing organization of inventory 
management. This person could also lead focused community engagement in the winter 
months when sales are slow and manage promotional materials during the high season.     

In conversations with Roots of All Roads, Seattle Tilth, Pike Place Market, and other food 
access focused organizations, the importance of community engagement became very clear. 
PUG’s feasibility relies heavily on high sales volume. Community engagement and promotion, 
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while important for a myriad of reasons, directly relates to sales. Unfortunately, it is difficult 
for PUG revenues to support dedicated community engagement staff.  

We are interested in utilizing strong partnerships or even the outreach capabilities of a larger 
parent organization to meet outreach needs. Still, how to best allocate staff hours to 
community engagement remains a question. This issue is explored in more depth in 
Recommendations and Conclusions.  

Training:  

In its initial years PUG will employ a business expert who will train staff in sales, inventory 
management, business administration and cooperative management. This person may 
phase out as the business progresses.  

 

HIRING PRACTICES 

To meet its goal to create economic opportunity, PUG will employ staff who are reflective of 
the communities it serves. It is important this project is of, by, and for underserved, low 
income eaters. A staff that reflects this value not only creates economic opportunity, but 
enables a grocery that clearly understands and meets of the needs of its customers.  

To accomplish these goals, PUG needs to collaborate closely with community partners who 
have strong cultural ties to our target customers.  

 

Seasonal Sales Cycles  

Based on conversations with Puget Sound farmers, farmers market managers, and other 
local food vendors, the high season for local produce sales begin in May and last through 
September. For some products sales may continue through the winter, but overall sales 
drops dramatically. PUG will source the majority of its food locally, and follow a similar 
seasonal sales cycle.  

For the purpose of this feasibility study, we assumed an average consistent level of sales 
year-round. Fluctuations in sales and wholesale/retail prices will naturally follow the seasons, 
but for simplicity we assumed standardized sales revenues and costs of good sold.  
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Further, the style of truck used for the mobile market will drastically affect its ability to sell 
the seasonal sales cycle. For example, using a large bus where sales can occur indoors will 
increase the ability to maintain consistent sales in Seattle’s often cold rainy climate.  

Market Sites 

PUG will focus on market sites where residents already gather in high density at specific 
times of day like churches, child care centers, elementary schools, clinics, transit stations, and 
low income housing communities.  

Staff will be prepared to serve high volumes of shoppers in a short period of time at each 
market site. Shopping at PUG will fit easily into residents existing day to day routines, 
increasing convenience.  

In beginning years PUG will test a range of market sites, testing which of those listed are 
most convenient and accessible for consumers.   

Location 

At least 24% of those living below poverty in the Seattle/King County area live over a mile 

from the closest supermarket. This is equivalent to approximately 166,000 individuals.30 PUG 

focuses on “food desert” areas of South King County that a have higher percentages of low 

income families and individuals, and so will use a route that visits these neighborhoods and 

cities: 

• Parts of Renton 98057, 98055, 98056 
• Parts of SeaTac 98188, 98198, 98168 
• Parts of Tukwila 98188 
• Burien/ West Seattle 98106, 98168, 98166, 98136 
• Parts of Des Moines 98198 
• Parts of South East Seattle 9811831 

                                                   
30 Jiao, J., Moudon, A. V., Ulmer, J., Hurvitz, P. M., & Drewnowski, A. (2012). HOW TO IDENTIFY 
FOOD DESERTS: MEASURING PHYSICAL AND ECONOMIC ACCESS TO SUPERMARKETS IN KING 
COUNTY, WASHINGTON. American Journal of Public Health, 102(10), e32–e39. 
http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300675 
31 Note that food desert boundaries do not coincide with zip codes in many cases. When part of a 
zip code is a food desert and part is not, we are assuming that the entire zip code is a food desert 
for the purpose of this market analysis. 
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In addition, PUG may visit higher income areas outside of these food deserts to subsidize 
lower prices in food desert areas. 

Inventory Management 

Vendors 

We have reached out to local food HUBs to create the beginnings of arrangements to supply 
PUG, including: 

 
● 21 Acres 
● Puget Sound Food Hub 
● LINC Foods 
● Other local independent farms.  

It will be essential for PUG to contract with a commercial kitchen and storage facility to 
receive shipments of products, store products, and stage the loading of the truck each 
morning. We have identified several commercial kitchen spaces in South King County that 
would be a good fit for operations, including Lifelong’s Chicken Soup Brigade Meal 
Preparation Facility. Lifelong’s facility has space for truck storage, dry storage, and 
refrigerated items, and would be willing to make space available to PUG for a below-market 
rate, which we have included in our financial projections. 

If PUG is able to form a formal partnership with a food security program such as Lifelong, we 
can assume that Lifelong would also gratefully accept any food products that are suitable for 
sales, but are still usable in their operations.  
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Organizational Feasibility 

Organizationally, there are several options for PUG organizational structure and 
management. With the help of Pinchot University students, we examined these different 
organizational structures: 

● Mobile Market Sole Proprietorships 
● Worker Cooperative 
● Non-Profit or Non-Profit/Worker Cooperative Hybrid 

 

Mobile Market Sole Proprietorships 

In a sole proprietorship, one person owns and controls the business. The owner assumes full 
responsibility for acquiring a truck, sourcing produce, identifying sales locations, managing 
the back office, and otherwise doing all that is necessary for sustaining profitable operations. 
The owner keeps all profits but assumes all risk of ownership and bears all the losses of the 
business. The owner is personally and exclusively responsible for the investment in the 
business, the direction and management of the business, and the growth or expansion of the 
business. If the owner dies or stops operating the business, the business ceases to exist. If 
the business is sold, the owner receives any appreciation or depreciation of any investment. 
The owner enjoys pass-through taxation, rather than double taxation; that is, all business 
income is reported on the owner’s personal tax return and taxed at the owner’s income tax 
rate.32 

 
● It is relatively easy and inexpensive to establish a sole proprietorship. No 

incorporation papers need to be prepared, no incorporation fees need to be paid, and 
no bylaws need to be adopted. 

● Owners are their own boss and the only decision-maker. No process is required for 
executive decisions about the direction  or day-to-day operation of the business. 

● Since the owner bears all the risk, the burden is on the owner alone to succeed. If the 
owner fails, only the owner bears the loss. The owner’s personal talent, skills and 
initiative are directly rewarded if the business is successful. 

  

                                                   
32 Zeuli, K.A. & Cropp, R. Cooperatives: Principles and practices in the 21st century (2002). 
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However: 

● Sole proprietorships often have very limited human resources.  

● The capital available for the business is limited to what the owner has or can borrow. 

We estimate that it would cost about $100,000 to launch a mobile produce business, 

which would be a lot for most low-income families. There might be some savings and 

other sources of capital, but startup would likely require some additional external 

capital. 

● Margins for retail produce are already thin.  

● The sole proprietor probably won’t be able to keep the business open more than 8-10 

hours per day and more than 5-6 days per week. In addition to serving customers, the 

sole proprietor needs time to manage finances, marketing and business 

development.  

● By operating as a single owner limited liability company or corporation, the sole 

proprietor can shield personal assets from business liability and limit business liability 

to business assets.  

● Isolation is a significant issue for emerging sole proprietors. 

 

Worker Cooperatives 

Another alternative for the mobile produce markets would be a worker owned cooperative.  

Cooperatives are a type of corporation. As such, they have perpetual life; members and other 
investors enjoy limited liability; they are controlled by member-elected boards of directors; 
and they generate profits to survive and grow. Unlike corporations, however, cooperatives 
have unique structural characteristics and a guiding body of principles. The cooperative 
exists for the benefit of its members, not for the profit of its investors. All or most of the 
profits are distributed back to member-users on the basis of use rather than amount of 
investment. Because of their member-orientation, cooperatives may provide goods and 
services that would not otherwise be provided by investor-oriented businesses and therefore 
are often used to address market failures. 
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There are several possible advantages to using the worker cooperative structure for the 
mobile produce markets: 

  
● Several worker owners can come together and pool their assets. In this manner, the 

startup costs of a business can be shared by several families rather than borne by a 
single family alone. This would lower the barriers to entry. Founder equity can be 
redeemed with new members bringing new equity and retained earnings. 

● Co-owners can coordinate schedules to maximize hours of operation and revenue-
generation - without the additional overhead and liability of employees.  

● Solidarity and peer support is built in to the worker cooperative model. By definition, 
co-owners need to work together to democratically govern the direction and day-to-
day operation of the business. 

● Ownership gives workers a stake in the outcome of their efforts. This provides an 
incentive for all workers to work harder and take more pride in their work. This can 
increase productivity and profits. 

However: 
● There are few models and support services available to help develop the business 

and governance model.  Finding developers, attorneys, and financial analysts who are 
familiar with the cooperative model may be challenging – and failure to understand 
cooperative complexities can lead to inappropriate assistance and advice. 

● Formation requires more time, effort, and leadership than the sole proprietorship. 
●  Decision-making can be slow and inefficient. This can hinder performance and 

competitiveness relative to a sole proprietorship. 
● The transparency required for democratic governance may decrease the ability to 

control private and confidential business information, such as business strategies and 
opportunities, and result in lost opportunities.  

● Each member must invest capital – and place that capital at the risk of group decision-
making processes. This requires a high level of trust among members, which may take 
some significant time to develop. 

● Bank financing may be difficult since banks don’t yet have a good understanding of 
the cooperative structure. A personal guaranty by a subset of members goes against 
the cooperative principle of collective liability. 

● Maintaining sufficient capital reserves and finding new capital for growth are 
perennial challenges for cooperatives. The requirement that a majority of the capital 
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be provided by the members is perhaps one of the biggest challenges to cooperatives 
– it’s a special challenge to members who are under-resourced. 

● Once in operation, continuous member education and ongoing communication is 
critical to keeping members involved and committed – especially if there are lots of 
members. This must also extend to members of the cooperative’s board. 

 

Non-Profit or Non-Profit/Worker Cooperative Hybrid 

The grocery industry traditionally operates with low margins, making it difficult for new start-
ups to enter the market. This is compounded by our three project goals and the difficulty in 
finding a strategy where those three goals meet and support a business startup: 

• Increase Food Access: Meeting this goal can take many forms. PUG plans to 
meet this goal by offering healthy, affordable, sustainable, local food through 
keeping prices as low as possible, serving markets that have otherwise been 
neglected, and by taking SNAP benefits. However, by keeping prices low, the 
local growers and food producers may suffer. We do not want to increase food 
security for some individuals and at the same time harm the economic viability 
of farmers. This is a risk that must be taken into account every step of the way.  

• Create Economic Opportunities: PUG does increase and create economic 
opportunities for farmers and food businesses, by meeting the needs of 
markets that have been otherwise ignored. Some subsidy may be required to 
be able to pay living wages to the worker owners of PUG, at least during the 
startup phase. This could come from a loan or investment, but we feel that the 
most viable solution is to offer PUG as a hybrid Non-Profit/For Profit Worker 
Cooperative. This allows PUG to be operated with a training mission, and 
introduce grant and donor funding into startup funds. Since a large part of 
PUG is socially mission aligned, this seems like a very good match, and has 
been done before in several of the mobile grocers that we studied, namely 
MoGro in New Mexico, Fresh Truck in Boston, Twin Cities Mobile Market, St. 
Louis Mobile Market, and Fresh Moves Mobile Market in Chicago. A hybrid 
model allows the business to take advantage of revenues from sales, that will 
support overall operations and outside funding that will keep it viable when 
sales are low.  

• Support Local Food Systems: Again, PUG must aim to support food systems at 
every level of the food value chain: from farm to consumer. No element of the 



 
 

South King County Mobile Grocery Feasibility Study ©2016 Center for Inclusive Entrepreneurship   
  

48 

food chain can be neglected in the service of another element; this is tricky 
when finding a pricing model that both supports farmers and low-income 
consumers.  

Through our studies, we have found that while a stand-alone business can be viable, most of 
the successful mobile markets around the United States are successful because they have 
multiple revenue streams, from both sales revenues and non-profit funding. In fact, it is our 
conclusion that businesses that do not have the support of both sectors seem to be more 
likely to fail. 

 

Financial Feasibility 

An important part of feasibility for this project is of course, the financial feasibility. At the 

same time that we were determining that PUG seemed the most feasible of operational 

models, we studied the financial feasibility of the various choices for operational model and 

determined that to meet all of PUG’s goals and to fulfill the mission and objectives, PUG will 

best operate as a hybrid Non-Profit/Social Enterprise Worker Cooperative.  

 

 

We estimate that potential gross PUG sales will be 

$364,940 in Year 1, $670,490 in Year 2 and $831,216 in 

Year 3. To arrive at these projections, we looked at the 

total population of each neighborhood or city in PUG’s 

target market (over 330,000 people), the average 

income per household ($52,626) the average individuals 

per household (2.6) and the overall average percentage 

that Washington State residents spend on food 

compared to their income (12.8%). Further, we assume that just 0.5% of the potential target 

market population would convert to a customer of PUG and that they would spend just 10% 

Figure 16: Spending Habits from South King 
County Mobile Grocery Survey.  
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of their grocery budget at PUG. There are sure to be variations due to weather and other 

risks, but we believe that this modest amount will prove to be the average over the year. In 

our own community survey, we found that South King County, individuals stated that they 

spent an average of $28 per week on fresh fruits and vegetables. Combining this data with a 

data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, we are assuming that on average, residents spend 

approximately 12.8% of their income on food. Of that, 59% is spent on food prepared at 

home (i.e. groceries).33 Using this percentage, we were able to calculate an approximate 

amount that is spent on grocery items in our target neighborhoods. 

 

Example: Burien, Washington 

	
	

Burien has a total population of 50,188 as of 2014. Burien has an average household size of 

2.6 (for a total of 19,303 households) and an average household income of $50,595. For this 

                                                   

33 Bureau of Labor Statistics Press Release. December 3, 2015 

Total	Number	of	Households:	19303,	and	97	will	become	PUG	customers.	

y j l Average	Household:	2.6	members.	

zj Average	Houshold	Income:	$50,595,	spending		$3671	per	year	
on	groceries.		

$ $ $ Percentage	in	poverty:	19.4%	

Amount	Spent	at	PUG	each	week,	per	household:	$7.06	
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example, we chose Burien because it has a poverty rate of 19.4%, which is around the 

average for the South King County areas we examined.  The entire county average is 14.8%.  

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Western Washington Households spend 

approximately 12.8% of their income on food, and of that amount, 56.7% is on food that is 

prepared at home (i.e. groceries). Using these percentages, we calculate that Burien 

households spend on average $6476 on food each year, of which $3671 is spent on 

groceries.  

If we assume that 0.5% of all households will become PUG customers, there will be a total of 

97 households in Burien. Further, we assume that households will change their habits and 

begin to spend approximately 10% of their grocery budget at PUG, which gives PUG monthly 

gross sales of $2952 in Burien. Each household that purchases from PUG will spend 

approximately $30.60 per month at PUG: 

Population: 50,188 

Average Household Size: 2.6 

 50,188/2.6 = Total Households: 19,303 

 0.5% will become PUG customers: 0.5% of 19,303 = 97 households 

 

Average Household Income: $50,595 

Average spent on Food: 12.8% of $50,595 = $6746 per Household 

Average spent on food consumed at home (groceries) = 56.7% of $6746 = $3672 

Total sales of groceries per year in our assumed market Renton: $3672 x 97 = $354,403 

Total sales at PUG each year in our assumed rate of 10% of total purchases: 10% of $354,403 
= $35,440.  

Which equals a total spent at PUG each month of  $2953. Or: $738 per week. 
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To check the feasibility of this number, it is equivalent to $30.60 per household per month, or 

$367 per household per year.  

 

	

 

 
Figure 17: Sample Income Spending Breakdown for Burien, Washington. 

We continue this calculation to determine an estimated sales figure for each of the potential 

markets addressed in this feasibility plan, as seen in our financial projections. Continuing this 

calculation we have estimated that weekly sales in each market per truck stop will be: 

• White Center: $162 
• Des Moines: $572 
• Burien: $738.34 
• Tukwila: $243.51 
• Renton: $1881.19 
• South East Seattle (Rainier Valley): $639.09 

 

PUG  

Market  

share per  

household  

per month: $30.60 

Spent on Groceries: 
$3672 

Spent on Food: $6476 

Total Income: 
$50,595 
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• Delridge: $307.91 
• Skyway: $466.52 

Total weekly sales when visiting each neighborhood only once: $5403. 

This is a conservative estimate, because in actuality households shop for groceries more than 

one time a week. For example, Renton’s total population of 98,402 doesn’t just shop once a 

month, as these calculations assume. In fact, 44% stated that they shop for groceries 6 times 

a month, and 33% stated that they shop 15 a month. While we have estimated that 0.5% will 

convert to PUG from their normal grocery shopping habits and that they will spend 10% of 

their budget at PUG, we theorize that each time that a potential customer is considering 

shopping there is a chance that they will choose to shop at PUG. That chance goes up when 

PUG is more convenient, less expensive, healthier, and more sustainable of an option.  

For the purpose of this feasibility study, that further quantitative analysis isn’t necessary at 

this time. It would be more beneficial for PUG to conduct market tests to determine the 

actual adaption and sales percentages that a mobile market would be able to gain over the 

more traditional grocery outlets.  
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34 Poverty information is included here to illustrate the financial vulnerability of these 
individuals and families. We were not able to find a large difference in food spending by 
those in poverty vs. those living above the poverty level, in fact spending on food has been 
found to not vary at the same levels as income. See Frazao, E, “Food Spending Patterns of 
Low-Income Households.” USDA Economic Information Bulletin Number 29-4 (2007). 
 

  City/Neighborhood 

  
White 
Center 

Des 
Moines Burien Tukwila Renton SeaTac 

SE 
Seattle  

Delridge 
(98106) 

Skyway 
(98178) 

Percentage in 
Poverty34  23.20% 14.40% 19.40% 24.30% 12.50% 22.70% 22.20% 16.90% 13.20% 

Total 
Population  13495 31011 50188 19920 98404 28126 42731 24939 24092 

Total 
individuals in 
poverty  3131 4466 9736 4841 12301 6385 9486 4215 3180 

Average 
income per 
household  41,433 60,989 50,595 43,335 64,482 49,414 53,415 40,815 69157 

Average spent 
on food 12.8% 5,303 7,806 6,476 5,546 8,253 6,324 6,837 5,224 8,852 

Prep at home 57% 3,007 4,426 3,671 3,145 4,679 3,586 3,876 2,962 5,019 

Prep away from 
home 43% 2,296 3,380 2,804 2,401 3,573 2,738 2,960 2,262 3,832 

Total spent on 
groceries, 
average per 
month  250 368 306 262 389 298 323 246.85 418 

Expected 
conversion of 
household 
population to 
customers  0.5% 26 62 97 37 193 52 79 50 45 

Expected 
amount of food 
budget to be 
spent at mobile 
grocery 10% 650 2287 2953 974 7524 1568 2556 1231 1866 
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Figure 18: Information from US Census, King County Mobile Grocery Survey, and Research Assumptions. 

Using our own survey results, we assumed that our responses were reflective of the current 

market in South King County. The average number of trips per household to shop for 

produce in each location, multiplied by the “expected conversion of population to customer” 

gave us an average number of trips per month. By multiplying that by the household total 

per month (see above) we were able to calculate a gross sales estimate. 

We assumed an average gross profit margin of 32%, based on a ratio we calculated from 

wholesale and retail prices in the region. Given that, in Year 1, we calculate a cost of goods 

sold of $246,650 and a loss of $65,114. However, by mid-year 3 PUG is making a profit, and 

will no longer be reliant on outside funding such as grants.  

  

Each household 
total, per 
month  $25.06 $36.89 $30.60 $26.21 $39.00 $29.89 $32.31 $24.68 $41.83 
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  Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 

Grocery Sales $364,940.02  $670,489.68   $831,216.32   $936,635.36  
 

$1,055,424.17  
COGS $246,649.61 $453,159.45 $561,788.70 $633,037.57 $713,322.58 
Gross Profit $118,290.41  $217,330.24   $269,427.62   $303,597.79   $342,101.58  
Expenses  $183,404.00   $244,513.94   $276,659.26   $297,743.07   $321,500.83  
Net Profit  $(65,113.59)  $(27,183.70)  $(7,231.64)  $5,854.71   $20,600.75  
            
            
Wages $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 
Income to 
Farmers/Food 
HUBs $246,649.61 $453,159.45 $561,788.70 $633,037.57 $713,322.58 
Total $ wealth 
into community $345,449.61 $551,959.45 $660,588.70 $731,837.57 $812,122.58 

Figure 19: Grocery Sales are gross sales at all locations. Income to Farmers/Food HUBs is assumed from 
COGS, as all products will be sourced locally. Total wealth into the community is COGS plus wages paid. 

To reach the amount of sales found in Figure 19, PUG would need to have nearly 641 

individual sales each month that average at least $33.92 per ticket (or sale). Based on the 

population of target neighborhoods, a modest percentage of households who would become 

customers (0.5%) and a small percentage of their grocery budget that we believe PUG would 

capture (10% of grocery purchases), this is feasible. Based on our survey results, we 

determined there is easily a potential to reach 641 visits each month (or 32 per day, or 4-5 

per hour). 

To determine whether a single truck would have sufficient physical capacity to achieve the 

projected sales, we need to convert the revenue into an estimate of volume and pounds. We 

estimate that the projected sales would translate to approximately 1474 pounds of groceries 

per month (or about 368 per week or 73 pounds per day).  

To calculate this, we assume that households (with 2-3 members35) consume approximately 

23 pounds of the kinds of products that PUG will stock each month. If 10% of those products 

are actually purchased from PUG, this translates to 2.3 pounds of groceries per household 

per month. We then multiply this by our total household customer base of 641 (0.5% of 

                                                   
35 US Census 
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population in target areas), we find that on average, we can expect to sell approximately 

1474 lbs of groceries each month.  

A sample sales breakdown of this could be: 

 

Product Average Purchased 
Quantity per 
Household (in 

pounds) per week 

10% of these purchases 
move to PUG 

Total per household Total pounds sold per 
week, assuming one 
visit per household 

per week 

Apples 1.5 10% .15 94 

Other Fruits 1.2 10% .12 78 

Potatoes 2.2 10% .22 143 

Other vegetables 1.5 10% .15 95 

Dairy (butter, yoghurt, 
cheese) 1.7 10% .17 107 

Milk 1.3 10% .13 81 

Meat 6.8 10% .68 435 

Flour 5.6 10% .56 360 

Bread .6 10% 0.3 39 

Eggs .6 10% 0.1 39 

     

Total Pounds 23  2.3 1471 

Figure 20: Sample Sales Breakdown by Product. 
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Start-up Costs 

Capital Needs for Startup 

 Truck: Purchase $50,000.00  

Extra Grocery Fixtures $5,000.00 

(refrigerators, cabinets, shelves, fixtures, 

baskets, etc.) 

 
 

 
Overhead pre-launch 

Advertising and Marketing  $500.00  

Business Licenses & Fees  $2,503.80  

Insurance (prepaid)  $1,000.00  

Internet  $100.00  

Legal & Professional Fees  $500.00  

Misc. Expenses  $50.00  

Supplies  $100.00  

Food Service Supplies  $500.00  

Telephone  $200.00  

Starting Inventory   $15,000  

Unexpected Expenses  $1,000.00  

  
Total Expenses  $26,150.00  
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Sources of Start-up Funds 

Since PUG will be operating as a hybrid Non-Profit/Social Enterprise Worker Cooperative, 

start-up funds are able to come from various sources, including grants, donations, 

crowdfunding, and investment. Three scenarios are shown below: 

1. Mostly non-profit resources 

• In-kind support and donations:  
• Truck: $50,000  
• Starting inventory: $15,000 
• Crowdfunding: Kickstarter $25,000 

 

2. USDA LFPP Grant support: 

Total Grant amount: $300,000 

 

3. Partnership with Worker Owners 

• In-kind support and donations:  
• Truck: $50,000  
• Starting inventory: $25,000 
• Worker Cooperative Buy-ins: $25,000 
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Appendix A: Sample Financial Projections for first five years: 

 

  Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 

Grocery Sales $364,940.02  $670,489.68   $831,216.32   $936,635.36   $1,055,424.17  
COGS $246,649.61 $453,159.45 $561,788.70 $633,037.57 $713,322.58 
Gross Profit $118,290.41  $217,330.24   $269,427.62   $303,597.79   $342,101.58  
Expenses  $183,404.00   $244,513.94   $276,659.26   $297,743.07   $321,500.83  
Net Profit  $(65,113.59)  $(27,183.70)  $(7,231.64)  $5,854.71   $20,600.75  
Wages $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 $98,800.00 
Income to Farmers/Food 
HUBs $246,649.61 $453,159.45 $561,788.70 $633,037.57 $713,322.58 
Total $ wealth into 
community $345,449.61 $551,959.45 $660,588.70 $731,837.57 $812,122.58 
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Appendix B: Listening Session Summaries 

Consumer Listening Session: SeaTac 
Angle Lake 11/18/15 
 
Demographic - Latina women, low income, SeaTac and Renton, 0-3 kids 
5 Attended  
 
Summary:  
Consumer Listening session 
 
The five women who attended this listening session were interested in low-cost, organic 
foods to feed their families. Some already have gardens during the summer and shop at 
farmers markets when they have vouchers. Most are familiar with cooking practices to make 
a few vegetables go a long way, but would like to have more to feed their families. Some said 
that they would be particularly interested in vegetables native to their home because those 
are more expensive in the grocery stores, and they would be glad to see a food cart selling a 
good variety of fresh vegetables at prices comparable to low-cost groceries in the area 
(Winco and Grocery Outlet); they are familiar with the idea of carts from similar ventures 
near family homes in Mexico. Some said they would be interested in owning and operating a 
food cart if it was going to be profitable, if they had knowledge that would allow them to 
effectively market their products, and if they could provide safe foods.  
 
Consumer Listening Session: Mercy Housing, SeaTac 
Windsor Heights, SeaTac 11/17/2015 
 
East African women, 0-3 children, 4 attendees 
 
Summary 
Consumer Listening Session 
 
The women at Mercy Housing are very familiar with the food cart idea as they have had 
examples of it from home. Families in the development are already pooling together to buy 
meat from a local farm, and they are interested in having more fresh vegetables closer to 
home. Currently, the nearest grocery stores require long walks and bus rides, so the women 
don’t like making the trip more than once a week, but then they end up carrying very heavy 
bags over the distance or shopping at the 7-11 which does not have fresh items. They are 
excited about the idea of someone selling food closer to home, they would like if the cart 
offered fresh food at lower prices than the grocery chains and if it was sold by someone who 
speaks the language and is already a part of their community. Then, they would know they 
could trust the person. 
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Major Food Items:  broccoli, grapes, organs, things that are green, cabbage, collard greens, 
onions, tomato, celery, ginger, spinach, beets, jalapeño, potato, no rice. To make bread at 
home – I need wheat, barley, milk, and eggs. I make juice at home.  Sometimes for me 
cranberry juice. 
 
 
Seattle Tilth Producers Listening Session 
Seattle Tilth 1/4/2016 
 
Attendees: 

• Chris Iberle - Seattle Tilth Food Hub Manager  
• Alex - Seattle Tilth Farm Works - Intern and Volunteer Coordinator  
• Emma - Vista/Americorps Intern with Seattle Tilth Good Food Bags, food access and 

EBT/Fresh Bucks  
• Selena and Mieka (CIE) 

 
Seattle Tilth Farm Works STFW- background  
 

• 5 months of classes providing on the farm training, technical support, farm business 
planning, crop rotations and planning. 

• Mostly underserved and refugee individuals 
• Provide subsidized land and equipment use, marketing, farm coordination, market 

channels, help with language barriers and job training. 
• Currently have around 20 farmers, 8-10 new members every year (been around for 5 

years but with seattle Tilth for 3 years)  
• Start on ⅛-¼ acres- farm and harvest themselves for CSA, farmers markets.  
• Grant Funded-USDA Farm Bill  
• Farmers get 75% of retail cost  
• Aggregator of farmers and Information  

 
Seattle Tilth Food Hub STFH- background  
 

• Started in 2013, as a way for the farmers at STFW to sell their produce and reach 
more markets, infrastructure, marketing and distribution.  

• Farmers market was too time consuming for farmers 
• Food Hub allowed for easier and more return for reaching customers-Farmers got to 

spend more time farming 
• Helped with the language barrier- many of the farmers are from Somalia, Kenya 
• CSA’s are main source of sales; started with around 40 in 2013 -> 100 in 2014 -> 300 in 

2015 
• STFW supplied 100% of produce in boxes in first year and then had to fill holes with 

other farms as CSA boxes increased: 75 % 2014, 60% 2015  
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• Good Food Bags provides discounted CSA shares to underserved individuals $10 box 
sold for $5 some grant funded and some through revenue of regular CSA and also 
through donations 

• Produce sold to CSA ->farmers market -> Good Food Bags -> restaurants -> anything 
left gets sold wholesale (prefer bulk buying)  

• 40-50% subsidized through USDA grants 
• Breakeven around 900-1000 CSA shares 

 
How do the relationship building happen? 

• STFW is an aggregator of produce and information, as the program grew and the CSA 
shares increased STFH had to fill the holes in the orders to have complete boxes. 
Reached out and made connections with other local-sometimes larger farms, 
eventually expanding to value added products such as kimchi, sauerkraut, and other 
products such as honey, coffee, pork, flowers, grains, etc.  

• They added more diversity to the boxes allowed for more reliable and consistent 
boxes for the consumers.  

• They have over 20 other farms they source from, 10 more consistently. 
• Rainier Beach Urban Farm and Wetland RBUFW supplies a lot of food as well and 

Seattle Youth Garden Works SYGW.  
• The STFW has 3 farm managers and 2-3 interns to help with the logistics and 

education.  
• STFH has Chris and a Vista/Americorps intern helping with the Good Food Bags along 

with Jess Bitting - Food Hub Coordinator  
• STFH collaborates/partners with many other farms and the Puget Sound Food Hub to 

help sell and buy the CSA boxes. 
 
Thoughts on Challenges, difficulties, barriers of a Mobile Food Cart/Market? 

• Could you create a subscription-CSA type business model to help with the difficulty of 
reliability of wholesale markets? 

• Where would you store the produce, need cold storage. 
• Who is transporting to the products to the Mobile Unit - farmers or staff of Mobile 

Unit? 
• Collaboratively, independently, or co-dependently model, who and how it runs?  
• How will you track and support the members of the Co-op Mobile Unit? 
• Progressive young farmers all want to reach underserved communities, but they can’t 

make a living on just selling reduced priced products- have to sell to higher incomes 
to survive. 

• Need to be in a high density, populated place if you have a mobile carts. If you have a 
truck that drives around there will be a lot more upfront marketing and higher startup 
costs associated.  

• EBT/Fresh bucks- helpful with reaching the underserved communities, but can’t pre-
purchase CSA shares, has to be used at time of purchase. 
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• You can’t please everyone, at some point will have to choose priorities-food access, 
job training and support small farmers. Can’t do everything with one company and 
make money-need to collaborate 

• Would the population you are trying to reach want to be part of a Co-op?  
 

What works? 
• GFB drops off CSA to community centers, childcare centers and group housing- 

transportation reduced and more accessible for people that are already at those 
locations on a regular basis to pick up the food.  

• Having an internal “champion”, someone that supports and passionate about the 
product/model within the locations or community.   

• Allowing the use of EBT or Freshbucks to help reach the underserved populations. 
• The mobile unit would help with access-reach more people by moving around and 

having more hours 
• Farmers market in Columbia City-only FM in South Seattle, open 4 hours Wednesday 

3-7pm-making it very difficult for working people to reach. 
• May need a schedule/route so the consumers know when it’s going to be around  

 
Next Steps, where is Seattle Tilth headed? 

• Plan on continue to grow, more CSAs and GFB 
• Expand partnership with PSFH, sourcing from more farms 

 
Random thoughts 

• Winter is the season planning time- both for the farmers and FH 
• Spring and summer is go time 
• CSAs are the best option for consistency, reliability and dependability for farmers and 

consumers for the STFH and STFW 
• STFW creates a crop draft to help plan out what the boxes will consist of to make sure 

there is different crops available every week and not too much of one type (Chard :)  
• Could you have a CSA that you then get to choose the produce you want at the mobile 

unit? 
• Wholesale markets are harder, lower margins and have to produce large quantities of 

each crop-harder to be consistent.  
• US Co-op model very different than other countries, more formal and structured. 
• Connect with Got Green-creative thinkers, know a lot about high density and 

populated areas in South Seattle  
• Utilize existing infrastructure/distribution outlets-collaborate with Food Banks or 

other large cold storage areas, other Food Hubs 
• Mobile Food Cart could provide an outlet for ST to reach more people 
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Vendor Listening Session 
Pike’s Place Market 12/17/15 
 
Attendees: 

• Selena Ligrano- Pinchot Student; ALP looking at food hub in Pierce County 
• Claire- ROAR 
• Elliott- ROAR Mobile Farm Stand; sourced from the hub  
• Sam 
• Leigh – Farm Coordinator 
• Currently focused on supporting Hmong Farmers in King County and other farmers who need 

help with value added products 
• Alisha Kissell- Farm Program Coordinator 
• Dana- Pike’s Place  
• Kerrie (CIE) 
• Mieka (CIE) 
• Trish (CIE) 

 
Broad overview of what’s coming up- explore what you’ve seen and how it has worked 
 
CIE Interests: Performance, Affordability, and farmers support 
 
Q. What is it about mobile markets that has been good? What do successes look like so 
far? 

• Farmers markets take a lot of effort to set up; also farmers might not have to take a 
whole day away from the farm 

• We’ll have to go in asking questions; what is the definition of low-income 
underserved?  

• Mobile carts are potentially a way to allow good things to sprout more easily- it is an 
initial way into a community to catalyze a revitalization 

 
Q. For those who have worked in Mobile Markets, what has worked really well? 

• Farmers’ markets: consistency access at the same community year round, regular 
days etc. mostly for consumers and that provides a consistent sales base for farmers 

• Healthy diversity of vendors- buy all groceries in one place 
 
Q. What has been successful in food retail for each of you? 

• ROAR: not primarily focused on selling produce; their main organization is an Arts 
Organization, this primary finder is interested in Climate Change 

• Connection to community partners- food banks who are willing to buy what they don’t 
sell. Movement building and culture are primary goals as opposed to business/entre 

• Pike Place: Relationships between customers and market and farmers and market- it’s 
how they make a profit 

• It has to be comprehensive in philosophical approach 
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Q. What is the most important part of building relationships? 
• Pike: Consistency, Grassroots- face time at the markets, making those connections in 

person, also connection to well-networked individuals within the community 
• ROAR: Networking was a lot through customers via social media  
• Being present at the Pea Patch, at the Mercy Housing meetings,  
• Communication 4 levels- site managers, farmers/vendors, customers, and among the 

team; all are important to make sure information is tricking down and out and around 
• Being a grant funded organization, very little mark-up 
• Very interested in food system change; supporting small farmers and putting more 

money into our economy 
• Good way to start a discussion about what’s included in the price of food 
• Farm incubator in Skagit County- there are big farmers in the area  

 
Q Is it more important to have food from a big farmer that is local or a smaller farmer 
further away? 

• Don’t think you can make that decision- example Nash Organic 
• Food is only one part of poverty; adding jobs is a big part of food security  
• False dichotomy 
• There is no stereotypical consumer  
• Education- train your customers to buy; scratch cooking at the farm stand? 
• NY food stand- example of why it is great to be a part of a larger system of food 

access 
• Ground cherries were a big hit- non native-born people from all over the world had 

their own stories  
 
Q. Are we crazy to think that a cooperative model for creative sourcing? 

• No!  
• ROAR: all local, use Puget Food Hub, interested in sliding scale pricing 
• Pikes: CSA sourcing- building relationship- you’re interested and going to continue to 

keep buying from them 
• Find out where the excess is and how to take advantage of deals from stuff that might 

be getting donated 
 
Q. What do you think about sourcing seconds? 

• Farmers Market- they always make seconds available to customers as bulk 
• ROAR: use it to create value-added product; creativity  
• Memberships? Not CSA, but memberships 
• Maybe if it is marketed differently, it wouldn’t be looked down upon. It is still good 
• Seconds from a grocery store is not the same as seconds from a farm (huge producer 

from CA or local producer) 
• Could just look funky but picked that morning, or could be something that didn’t sell 

the day before. (Day olds) 
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• Human instinct when buying food- they might say they’re interested in the lowest 
price, but then show up and buy the most beautiful, they want something special as 
well.  

 
Q. Anything that we should not forget; any potential red flags? 

• If you are concerned about making the business model work, it might mean going to 
different places; different price points 

• To make it economically viable in the long term, not to rely on grants; so important to 
value those relationships and create something with staying power 

• Support local farmers- economic opportunity has to mean local farmers as well; a 
family deserves food, but a farmer doesn’t deserve money? Have to buy local. 

• In the community- to be a truly community oriented project, they must be involved in 
every aspect, planning, every meeting. If we present ideas to community and ask, 
what do you think, we’ve already missed an opportunity to build relationships. 

 

Business Model Discussion Open House: Seattle 
2/24/2016 
 
Attendees: 
Mieka Briejer (CIE) 
Kerrie Carbary (CIE) 
Mike Skinner (CIE) 
Barb ZImmer 
Art Johnson (New World Communication) 
Michael Blumson (Impact Capital) 
Seth Schromen-Wawrin (Public Health Seattle King County) 
Selena Ligrano (Pinchot student) 
Kathryn Campbell (City of SeaTac Councilmember) 
Heather Chitty (CIE Member) 
 
 
(Notes are taken directly from sticky note feedback, and are reproduced here without editing 
for spelling and grammar.) 
 
Poster Feedback: 

• What do you want to see out of this project? 
• More diverse businesses of color financed and invested in 
• Equitable access to healthy sustainable local food 
• Access to cultural foods to families that are not concentrated near others of their 

ethnic groups 
• Bridging the gap between healthy food and access to it 
• Next step survey of food desert residents 
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• Define “grocery” fresh only? Frozen? Prepared? 
 
Would you pay more for your groceries if the extra money went toward making those 
groceries more affordable to those in need? 

• Yes (x4) 
• Hard to imagine paying more than I already do at PCC! 
• It is not necessary to pay more, no! 

 
How do we build excitement around this project in Seattle and South King County? 

• Enlist the kids to teach the adults 
• Religious Entities 
• Art groups 
• community centers 
• Hire African American program staff and other people of color 
• Put grass roots in the driver’s seat 

 
We want to collaborate, who are likely good strong partners for this project? 

• Tilth 
• Farmers Markets 
• Pike Place 
• Costco 
• Human Resource offices in South Sound cities 
• New World Communications - an African American owned and operated small 

business 
• libraries 
• religious settings 
• schools 
• County/City support and orgs 

 
Popular or “green”? Fruits like oranges are the most popular in western Washington, 
but have a big carbon footprint. What do you think is more important? 

• Both are important 
• Green: important continuously, non-local = treats 
• Fruit that is local, apples, pears, cherries, berries 
• It’s important to educate as you sell the exotic fruit as to the importance behind 

seasonal local food 
• Support companies that support local sourcing of exotic food 

 
 

Pop-Up 
Grocery 

• Trouble finding places to park 
the truck 

• Communications and learning! 
• Dry and warm for workers and 
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• Power access (card reader to 
take EBT and debit) 

• Might not be able to get to 
location when in community 
(Safeway is open 24x7x365) 

• Can you be at places long 
enough to have clients? 

• Most expensive overhead 
• Less flexibility of adjusting feel 

and presentation 
• Larger investment of “buying 

in” 
• Think about pedestrian traffic 

and consumer base 
• Finding food truck commissary 
• Need consistent route and 

extensive marketing to build 
base 

• Less gas, yes, but 0 gas! 
Biodiesel! 

• Only 1 truck vendor running 
truck? 

• Close to H20 and bathroom? 
• Will SNAP work if not brick & 

mortar? 
• Can a truck hold $5K worth of 

product? 
• Communities and learning 

customers 
• More possible hours of operations 
• Lots of different products/types of 

products, less refrigerated options 
• Might be able to adapt to market 

faster 
• Great marketing (novelty) 
• Try new foods 
• Better infrastructure for freshness 

and storage 
• Easy to set up and move 
• Move to potential customers easily 
• Selling food waste? 
• After dark options? 
• 200th Street Light Rail Plaza in 

SeaTac opens October 16th 

Green 
Cart 

• Communications and learning! 
• How many carts to sell $5K a 

day? 
• Weather challenges? 
• Transportation time becomes 

big cost 
• Space? Availability and 

location? 
• Food waste in hot weather 
• Restocking during the day if 

sales are good 
• Areas of need are less 

accessible and less dense 
• Size of each cart limits income 
• Fresh water 
• No electricity (EBT, debit card 

issue) 

• Communications and learning! The 
key! 

• Could have multiple carts within an 
area 

• Could scale up easily for volume 
• More employment opportunity 
• SIngle operators can have multiple 

carts = scale 
• Less startup 
• Lower overhead 
• Value added non-refrigerated 

products 
• Coolers? Electricity for lighting in 

winter? Solar? 
• Simplicity: independent cart 

operators get a permit and fend for 
themselves in a free market 
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• Redundant business 
infrastructure, lost opportunity 
to scale by sharking 

• Population not dense enough  

competitive way 
• Done all the time in developing 

countries, a huge resource 
• Make contact with someone 

different from you   

Travelling 
Market 

• Areas where needed and less 
accessible and dense, what will 
be their tipping point? 

• Communications and learning! 
• Perception of “second rate” 

option vs. wealthy 
communities 

• Higher costs: operating, 
permits, insurance 

• More permanent, more like a 
conventional farmer’s market 

• Hours could be complicated 
• Need to find viable space to 

open 
• May not have consistent 

volume over week 
• More set and take down 
• Less set up and take down 
• Inconsistent 
• Creates habits and 

expectations and then moves 
away 

• Not much security for the 
space 

• Consistency of products 
available from month to 
month 

• Community participation in 
production and distribution 

• Different amount of vendors 
per venue? 

• 21st Century communications and 
learning eg: You Tube, Smartphone, 
mobile streaming 

• Stakeholder-authored 
communications and learning 

• Ownership through adverse 
possession!!! “Squatters rights” - 7 
years 

• Storage options 
• Refrigeration 
• The chance for disparate cultures 

and communities to come together 
around FOOD! (You fear what you 
don’t know) 

• Re-vitalizing urban blight 
• Reduce crime 
• Grow into permanent location 
• Demonstrate economic and 

development possibilities 
• Opportunity for ad hoc vendors and 

cottage businesses 
• More accessible to other vendors 
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Appendix C: South King County Mobile Grocery Survey  
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Survey Questions 
Where do you currently get fruits and vegetables? 

• Grocery Store 
• convenience store 
• farmers market 
• specialty market 
• p-patch or garden 
• food bank 
• friends or family 
• other  

Do you or your children receive any of the following:  
• WIC 
• Food Stamps (SNAP) 
• School Meals 
• Regular food from food banks 
• other 

 
How frequently do you get fruits and vegetables? [Grocery Store] 
How frequently do you get fruits and vegetables? [Farmers Market] 
How frequently do you get fruits and vegetables? [Food Bank] 
How frequently do you get fruits and vegetables? [Convenient Store] 
How frequently do you get fruits and vegetables? [P-Patch/Garden] 
Every 1-2 days, Every 3-5 days, Once a Week, Rarely or Never 
 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Car] 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Bus] 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Walk] 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Car pool] 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Bike] 
What transportation do you use when getting fruits and vegetables? [Other] 
 
How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? [Grocery Store] 
How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? [Farmers Market] 
How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? [Food Bank] 
How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? [Convenient Store] 
How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? [P-Patch/Garden] 
 
How much do you spend a week on fruits and vegetables for your family? 

• $0 
• $1-10 
• $11-20 
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• $21-30 
• $31-50 
• $51 or more 

 
Gender 
What zip code do you live in? 
What is your race/ethnicity? 
How many people live in your household? 
How many children live in your household? 
How old are you? 
What is your annual household income? 
 
Please rank the following in order of importance to you when making 
produce buying decisions (1 is not important, and 5 is most important):  

• Locally grown 
• Organic 
• Healthy 
• Cost 

If you were given the opportunity, support and training to start a business 
selling fresh fruit and vegetables, would you be interested? 

• Very interested 
• Somewhat interested  
• Not interested at all 
• Not sure 

 
If you would be interested in starting a business, what type of training 
would help you most? 

• Pricing 
• Food safety/ sanitation 
• Management skills 
• Sales skills 
• Language (ESL) classes 
• Marketing 
• Other:  

 
What resources or support would help you most? 

• Child care 
• Transportation 
• Financial 
• Business Planning 
• Business coaching 
• Being part of a cooperative 
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• Classes and Workshops 
 
What ways are you able to access training, workshops, and business 
coaching? 

• Online (webinar, Skype or Google Hangout 
• In person during weekdays 
• In person on weekends 
• In person evenings 
• Books, websites and other written materials 

 
What do you think would make it easier for you to have better access to 
healthy fruits and vegetables? 

• Easier transportation 
• Safe space to garden 
• Closer grocery store 
• Produce delivered to my home 
• Affordable Farmers Market Nearby 
• Affordable produce cart within walking distance 
• Higher income for my family 

 
Which of the following do you think are true? 

• Sometimes is difficult for me to get fresh fruits and vegetables. 
• I am satisfied with the selection and price of fruits and vegetables in my 

neighborhood. 
• Fruits and vegetables improve health. 
• My family and I eat fruits and vegetables every day. 
• Sometimes my family and I do not eat fruits and vegetables every day 

because of cost or access. 
 
 

 Would you like us to contact you with the results of this survey, next steps, 
and more information? If so, please include your contact information below. 
Do you have any additional thoughts, comments, or information that you 
would like to share? 
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South King County Mobile Grocery Survey Major Findings 

	

Where do you currently get fruits 
and vegetables? 

Grocery Store 102 
Farmer's Market 61 
CSA 2 
P-Patch or Garden 26 
Specialty Market 26 
Friends and Family 12 
Food Bank 6 
Big Box Store 1 
Convenience Store 1 

 

What transportation methods  do you use when getting fresh produce? 

              
  Car Bus Walk Carpool Bike Other 
<1 mile 30 10 69 4 9 4 
1-4 miles 44 22 5 3 17 3 
≥5 miles 19 4 0 6 3 0 
  81.58% 31.58% 64.91% 11.40% 25.44% 6.14% 
  don't drive 18.42%         

 

How far is your nearest place to get fruits and vegetables? 
  Grocery Store Farmers 

Market 
Food 
Bank 

Convenience 
Store 

P-Patch/Garden 

Less than 
1 mile 

61 26 16 46 36 

1-4 miles 41 49 29 8 21 
5 miles or 
more 

7 19 6 2 8 
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How often do you shop?       
  Grocery Store Farmers 

Market 
Food Bank P-Patch or 

Garden 
Once a week 41 36 3 5 
Every 3-5 Days 48 3 1 2 
Every 1-2 Days 16 1 1 0 
Rarely or Never 2 34 41 37 
          
          
Percentages         
Once a week 35.96% 31.58% 2.63% 4.39% 
Every 3-5 Days 42.11% 2.63% 0.88% 1.75% 
Every 1-2 Days 14.04% 0.88% 0.88% 0.00% 
Rarely or Never 1.75% 29.82% 35.96% 32.46% 

 

Do you or your children receive any of the 
following? 

SNAP/Food Stamps 17 
School Meals 2 
Regular Food from Food Banks 3 
Seasonal Urban Foraging 1 
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Very 
Interested 

21% 

Somewhat 
Interested 

30% 

Not Interested 
at All 
49% 

If you were given the opportunity, support and 
training to start a business selling fresh fruit 

and vegetables, would you be interested?  

Management 
skills 
33% 

Pricing 
18% 

Food safety/ 
sanitation 

15% 

Marketing 
21% 

Sales skills 
8% How to start, 

Regulations, 
and Product 
Acquisition 

3% 

If you would be interested in starting a business, 
what type of training would help you most?  
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