
L.A. CITY COUNCIL

Before 1994, street vending in Los Angeles was generally 
disallowed, as stated in Section 42.00 B of  the Los Angeles 
Municipal Code. That year, the L.A. city council passed a 
Sidewalk Vending Ordinance (see back of  map), which amends 
this section of  the Los Angeles Municipal Code, to allow the 
creation of  special districts where street vending would be 
legalized. Together with this ordinance, the city council created 
an administrative function to oversee this process: this is the 
Sidewalk Vending Program managed by the Community Devel-
opment Department of  L.A.

Currently, there are two official vending districts: the MacAr-
thur Park district and the San Pedro district. These districts 
however, are only created in principle, and their operation 
depends on: 1. An organization that is able to manage the 
district, and 2. The necessary funding sources. Currently, none 
of  the two official districts is operational and there are no legal 
vendors in the city. In principle anyone can propose the 
creation of  a new vending district, but in reality, it a lengthy 
and difficult the process which requires securing additional 
funding. 

   Sidewalk Vending Program
   Contact Person: Maggie Calderon
   The Garland Building
   1200 W. 7th St., Floors 4 & 6
   Los Angeles CA90017
   Phone: (213) 744-9338.
   Email: MCaldero@cdd.lacity.org
   Web: www.lacity.org/cdd/bus_side.html

L.A. CITY COUNCIL – DISTRICT 1

This district, characterized by a prominence of  street vending 
and also serving as the home base of  the Street Vending 
Association, has been particularly involved with the political 
efforts to legalize vending. After the new vending ordinance 
passed in 1994 (see back of  map), its administration has 
created the first legal vending district at MacArthur Park. The 
idea was this district would serve as a model to be repeated in 
other places across the city. In the 1990s, Mike Hernandez has 
been particularly active in trying to create the district, which 
ultimately led to its establishment in 1999. After funding 
problems, the district was forced to stop operating. It is as yet 
uncertain if  and how it will be address by current councilmem-
ber Ed Reyes.

   City Council – District 1
   Councilmember Ed P. Reyes
   Contact Person: Arturo Chavez
   City Hall
   200 N. Spring Street, Rm 410
   Los Angeles, CA90012
   Phone: (213) 485 3451
   Fax: (213) 485 8907
   Email: achavez@council.lacity.org

L.A. COUNTY HEALTH DEPARTMENT

The L.A. County Health Department is responsible for the 
legislation concerning mobile food units. This is registered in 
the CURFFL, or California Uniform Retail Food Facilities Law 
(see back of  map), which describes the requirements concern-
ing the construction and operation of  the vehicles. Each owner 
is required to have a legitimate cart and a personal permit. For 
a cart to be legitimate, it needs to be stored at night at a 
commissary, where it is also checked for cleanliness. The cart 
is then marked accordingly with a sticker. In L.A. County (which 
contains 85 cities), there are registered approximately 2000 
carts (which includes ice cream cart), 2500 trucks, 800 
produce vehicles, and 500 ice cream trucks.

The Health Department supplies personal permits for operat-
ing a vehicle for $240, but does not prescribe nor control where 
vending can take place. Consequently, many vendors – not 
knowing that such a permit is useless unless they have been 
able to secure a private vending spot – encounter a huge 
surprise when police harass them despite their health permit. 
The Health Department nevertheless refrains from warning the 
vendors about this situation.

   County of  Los Angeles
   Department of  Health Services
   Vehicle Inspection Program
   Contact Person: Bob Tamgeed
   5050 Commerce Drive 
   Baldwin Park, CA91706
   Phone: (626) 430-5500
   Email: eh@ladhs.org
   Web: http://lapublichealth.org/
   eh/progs/consumer/vip.html

STATE OF CALIFORNIA 
BOARD OF EQUALIZATION

The Board of  Equalization issues sales permits. These are 
generally required in order to “sell or lease merchandise, 
vehicles, or other tangible personal property in California”. 
This however, allows one merely to pay taxes. Many vendors 
apply for a state sales permit, not realizing this does not at all 
allow them to sell on the street.

   California State 
   Board of  Equalization
   Phone: 1-800-400-7115
   Email: see www.boe.ca.gov/
   info/email.html
   Web: www.boe.ca.gov/

L.A. CITY COUNCIL 
BUREAU OF STREET SERVICES

The Bureau of  Street Services mainly enforces LAMC 42.00 B, 
the section of  the Municipal Code that prohibits vending on the 
street. The Bureau is mainly what is called ‘complaint referral’, 
reacting after complaints from residents and from L.A. city 
council.

Within the whole Bureau of  Street Services (34 people), there 
are about 15 employees on the “Task Force Operations” team. 
These investigators go out into the city to enforce, and street 
vending is one of  the violations on their task description. There 
are a number of  maintenance districts, each of  which is 
assigned one investigator, who goes around to spot violations. 
The districts tend to be prioritized, and MacArthur Park is in 
such a prioritized area. In general, the investigators first give 
administrative notices to violators, after which they will be 
cited and subsequently taken to court.

   Bureau of  Street Services
   Investigation and Enforcement Division
   Contact Person: Rodney Lucas
   600 S. Spring Street
   Los Angeles, CA90013
   Phone: (213) 485-3711
   Email: boss@bss.lacity.org
   Web: http://www.lacity.org/boss/
   StreetUseInspection/index.htm
l

L.A. CITY COUNCIL
DEPARTMENT OF BUILDING AND SAFETY

The Department of  Building and Safety enforces mostly on 
private property and only after specific complaints. However, 
within the department, there is a small task force that pro-
actively enforces against street vending and other violations. 
This program is called PACE (Pro-Active Code Enforcement) 
and is funded by the Community Development Block Grant 
(CDBG). The program operates full time on a pro-active or 
survey basis and targets specific code enforcement problems 
in specific areas of  the City. The task force consists of  7 inspec-
tors who go out to enforce all over the city. 

In the MacArthur Park area, the PACE team coordinates a 
specific operation that targets street vending, in collaboration 
with the District 1 City Council, the Bureau of  Street Services 
and the County Health Department.

   Department of  Building and Safety 
   Pro-active code enforcement
   Contact Person: Frank Lara
   3550 Wilshire Boulevard, 18th Floor
   Los Angeles, CA90010
   Phone: (213) 252-3346
   Fax: (213) 252-3913
   Email: fhlara@ladbs.lacity.org
   Web: www.lacity.org/LADBS/code_
   enforcement/code_enforcement.htm

L.A. POLICE DEPARTMENT

For L.A.P.D., street vending is only a minor issue in a multitude 
of  more important tasks, for which it tends to be understaffed. 
The enforcement of  regulations against street vending is a 
labor intensive and thus expensive operation. Vendors can only 
be cited one at a time, and to the process taking them into 
custody and booking evidence, is a lengthy one that requires 
between 4 and 8 hours of  police work. Occasionally however, 
L.A.P.D. collaborates in pro-active enforcement targeting street 
vending, working together with other city agencies (such as 
PACE, L.A. County Health etc).

The MacArthur Park area is subject of  a focus project by the 
L.A.P.D – the “Alvarado Corridor Project” – and is elected by the 
Chief  of  Police as part of  the “Safer City Initiative”. This 
legitimates the investment of  more police forces in the area, 
and the more intense enforcement of  vending regulations.

   L.A.P.D. Office of  the Chief  of  Police 
   150 North Los Angeles St, Rm 619?
   Los Angeles, CA  90012?
   Phone: (213) 485-3202
   Email: lapdonline@earthlink.net

   L.A.P.D. Rampart Division
   Alvarado Corridor Project
   Contact Person: Lieutenant Saint-Pierre
   West Temple Street
   Los Angeles, CA90026
   Phone: (213) 384-7446

L.A. COUNTY HEALTH DEPARTMENT

The Health Department enforces the legislation concerning 
mobile food facilities: lunch trucks, carts, ice cream trucks, 
bakery vehicles, etc (see back of  map). The Department 
conducts sweeps of  illegal street vendors, in collaboration with 
PACE (L.A. City Council, Bureau of  Street Services).

   County of  Los Angeles
   Department of  Health Services
   Vehicle Inspection Program
   Contact Person: Bob Tamgeed
   5050 Commerce Drive
   Baldwin Park, CA91706
   Phone: (626) 430-5500
   Email: eh@ladhs.org
   Web: http://lapublichealth.org/
   eh/progs/consumer/vip.html

I.U.R.D. – MAMA’S HOT TAMALES

The Institute for Urban Research and Development is the non-
profit organization that has been elected by the City Council to 
manage the legal street vending district at MacArthur Park, 
created through the city’s new vending ordinance (see back of  
map). As a response to this, I.U.R.D. has established Mama’s 
Hot Tamales, a café and community center at MacArthur Park. 
The center contains a café/restaurant, a storage space for the 
park’s vending carts, and some office space. The organization 
managed the legal vending district, which had space for around 
20 vendors, from 1999 to 2005.

After the program’s funding by the city council’s Community 
Development Department was ceased in 2005, I.U.R.D. was 
forced to stop the program due to high maintenance and 
insurance costs. It has now shifted its focus from managing the 
legal vending district to a ‘small business initiative’: Mama’s 
Hot Tamales Café now functions mainly as a job-training 
restaurant for street vendors to start their own small business. 
Some of  the district’s official vendors now make their tamales 
in the restaurant’s kitchen, but many more have gone out to 
vend (illegally) on the street again. 

The manager of  Mama’s Hot Tamales café is Sandi Romero, 
who has been involved with the vending program since 1999. 
IURD itself  was established in 1995 and currently employs 
about 10 people. Its manager is Joseph Colletti, and has links 
with the Episcopal Diocese, who have been a main support for 
the organization. Apart from Mama’s Hot Tamales Café, the 
organization is also involved with other projects in the area, 
such as “Rediscover MacArthur Park”, an initiative that focuses 
on the revitalization of  MacArthur Park (see: www.rediscover-
macarthur-park.com)

   I.U.R.D. Main Office
   Contact Person: Joseph Colletti
   840 Echo Park Avenue
   Los Angeles, CA 90026
   Phone: (213) 482-9300
   Fax: (213) 482-9301
   Web: www.iurd.org

   Mama’s Hot Tamales
   Contact Person: Sandi Romero
   2124 W. Seventh Street
   Los Angeles, CA 90057
   Phone: (213) 487-4300
   Fax: (213) 487-8475
   Email: tamales@iurd.org
   Web: www.mamas-hot-tamales.com

M.T.A.

The Metropolitan Transport Authority, which runs L.A.’s public 
transport, has established a program for vending on its 
privately owned property around subway stations. This 
initiative started in 1994 with a collaboration between the 
Street Vending Association and the M.T.A. The goal of  the 
program was a mix of  offering opportunities to low-income 
communities and enlivening the spaces around MTA subway 
stops. Around 2000, when the program had been fully estab-
lished, its management shifted from the Planning Department 
to the Real Estate Department, which is mainly involved with 
leasing MTA property for commercial enterprise. The program 
is now called ‘entrepreneurial program for start-up 
businesses’. 

There is a whole range of  requirements for the vendors to enter 
into the program. The vendors need a current sales permit 
(which is obtainable from California State), an L.A. County 
Health personal permit and sticker for the cart. Food vendors 
need to have a food handler’s certificate, which one can obtain 
after training in a certified training school at the expense of  the 
vendor. The vendors also need to attend a safety training class 
run by MTA free of  cost. The vendors sign a contract with MTA 
and pay a yearly administration fee of  $3000. They also need 
an ID card or driver’s license, and an insurance certificate for 
general liability. Finally, the vendors are all selected by MTA, 
who take into account previous experience, and they cannot 
move once assigned a space by MTA.

Altogether, the start-up fees amount to a total of  around 
$5000. As a result of  the high threshold to enter the program, 
there are no recent immigrants in the program at the moment. 
In 2005, at the time of  my research, there were 11 locations at 
MTA subway stops and a total of  21 vendors. All of  the vendors 
set up in the morning with their own tables and remove 
everything at night. MTA provides no utilities.

   Current Management:
   Real Estate Department
   Contact Person: Diana Dominguez
   1 Gateway Plaza
   Los Angeles, CA90012
   Phone: (213) 922-5253

   Information about the early project:
   Central Area Planning Team
   Contact Person: Diego Cardoso
   1 Gateway Plaza
   Los Angeles, CA90012
   Phone: (213) 922-3076
   Email: cardosod@mta.net

L.A. DEPARTMENT OF RECREATION & PARKS
VENICE BEACH RECREATION

The Department of  Recreation and Parks is responsible for the 
maintenance of  the Oceanfront Park along the Venice board-
walk. In 2004 a new ordinance has been created to regulate 
vending activities on this boardwalk through a bureaucratic 
lottery system of  designated spaces on the boardwalk (see p.). 
The Department of  Recreation and Parks has been appointed 
to coordinate this lottery system.

In order to join this lottery system, the vendors are required to 
purchase a lifetime permit for $25. Currently more than 600 
persons have signed up for a permit. There are 118 spots for 
‘general expression’ and an additional 36 reserved for ‘perfor-
mance use only’. The former are around 10’ by 8’, the latter 
double that size. The spaces are allotted on a weekly basis, and 
there are separate lotteries for weekday and weekend use. The 
lottery takes place on Tuesday mornings at 8.30 am, in the 
presence of  the permit holders interested in a designated 
space for the following week. To avoid sabotage by residents 
and business owners on the other side of  the boardwalk, any 
designated spaces that are not occupied by noon can be appro-
priated by the other permit holders who are on the waiting list. 
The Department only enforces the rules on permit holders. 
General enforcement on the boardwalk is performed by the 
L.A.P.D. 

The Department employs around 4-6 officers to manage this 
lottery system. So far, the lottery system has aroused a fair 
amount of  contestation and resistance from the part of  the 
permit holders and the non-permit-holders. 

   Venice Beach Recreation Center
   Contact Person: Victor Jauregui
   1800 Oceanfront Walk
   Venice, CA90291
   Phone: (310) 399-2775
   Phone: (310) 396-6764
   Fax: (310) 577-1046
   Web: www.laparks.org/dos/reccenter/
   facility/veniceBeachRC.htm

L.A. CITY COUNCIL
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT

The Community Development Department is the division of  the 
City Council that provided the funding for the legal vending 
district at MacArthur Park in 1999. This was a 5-year grant 
donated to the Institute of  Urban Research and Development 
for the management of  the program. The intention was that the 
operation of  the legal vending district would become self-
sufficient over that time. However, it did not, and after the 
funding was discontinued in 2005, the legal vending district 
ceased to operate.

   L.A. City Council
   Community Development Department
   The Garland Building
   1200 W. 7th St., Floors 4 & 6
   Los Angeles CA90017
   Phone: (213) 744-7100
   Email: MCaldero@cdd.lacity.org
   Web: http://www.lacity.org/cdd/

STREET VENDING ASSOCIATION

In the late 1980s, street vendors began organizing to legalize 
street vending in Los Angeles, the only major U.S. city that had 
outlawed such practices. Due to a rise in Latin American 
immigration in the 1980s, the street vending in Los Angeles 
increased, as many immigrants struggled to make a daily living 
through street vending. Thousands of  vendors risked arrest 
since vending in Los Angeles is a misdemeanor punishable by 
up to six months in jail and a $1000 fine. Vendors also risked 
having their goods confiscated by police and would often 
experience police abuse and harassment. As a result, some 
vendors organized a vendor’s rights movement, which fought to 
legalize vending in Los Angeles. The group had about 200 
members in 1990, and about 500 in 1992. Their goal was to 
pass a street vending ordinance, but they also helped individual 
vendors by providing them with loans and educational 
resources.

The group was successful in mobilizing the city government to 
pass an ordinance in 1994, but due to a complex internal 
struggle, the association ultimately dissolved in 1995. The 
Southern California Library holds the archive of  the associa-
tion: 4 boxes containing minutes, correspondence, flyers, 
testimonies, reports, articles, clippings, notes, newsletters, 
financial statements and proposals.

   A.V.A. Archives (1986-1995)
   Southern California Library
   for Social Studies and Research
   6120 South Vermont Avenue
   Los Angeles, CA90044
   Phone: (323) 759-6063
   Fax: (323) 759-2252
   Email: archives@socallib.org
   Web: www.socallib.org

COMMISSARIES

Commissaries are commercial enterprises that provide storage 
space and cleaning services for cart owners. The monthly cost 
to rent a storage space for a regular-sized cart is about $100-
150. Some commissaries also produce and sell carts, usually 
in stainless steel, for about $2000-3000. They exist mainly 
because it is a legal requirement for cart owners that they store 
the cart at night and have it cleaned daily. This requirement is 
regulated and controlled by the L.A. County Health Depart-
ment. There are about 15 commissaries in L.A. County, with a 
large concentration in Downtown and East L.A. For a list of  
commissaries in L.A. County, see back of  map.

ICE CREAM CART COMPANIES

Ice cream cart companies or ‘Paleterias’ are private companies 
that rent out ice cream carts on a daily basis. Individuals, 
usually men who have a weekday job but need to make some 
extra money, come to take out a cart when they want to, but 
usually in the weekends, when more families are on the street. 
They sell pre-packaged popsicles that are provided by the 
company, which buys them in bulk. The vendors return the cart 
the same day and keep around 40- 50% of  the money they 
made. The name, address and contact information of  these 
companies can be found on the actual ice cream carts.

PRIVATE VENDING COMPANIES

On certain parking lots at the entrance of  big malls, outdoor 
food vending is organized by larger companies that have official 
contracts with the property owner or management. Since this 
kind of  vending takes place on private property, rule enforce-
ment is done by the Department of  Building and Safety, as well 
as the L.A. County Health Department. 

An example I spotted was at Home Depot on Wishire Boulevard, 
where hot dog vending is organized by a company that as a 
month-to-month contract with the mall chain, and that pays 
around $1000 to $3000 monthly rent per location. The 
company manages such vending on a large scale, and operates 
at 15 different malls in L.A and O.C. The company has its own 
commissary.

CHIRLA

The Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of  Los Angeles 
(CHIRLA) is a non-profit organization founded in 1986 to 
advance the human and civil rights of  immigrants and refugees 
in Los Angeles. In the early 1990s, CHIRLA has been involved 
with the Street Vendor Association and the MTA, in their efforts 
to legalize street vending. Since the former’s dissolution in 
1995, CHIRLA has ceased its support for the political organiza-
tion of  street vending, while continuing its programs for 
supporting individual immigrants, including vendors. 

   CHIRLA
   2533 W. Third St., Ste. 101
   Los Angeles, CA  90057
   Phone: (213) 353-1333
   Fax: (213) 353-1344
   Email: info@chirla.org 
   Web: www.chirla.org

UCLA LABOR CENTER

The UCLA Labor Center has been involved in setting up day 
labor sites all over Los Angeles, and continues to manage them. 
Victor Narro, the main organizer of  the day labor program, is 
interested in a legalized organization of  street vending, but so 
far (summer 2005) no official support program has been set 
up.

   UCLA Downtown Labor Center
   Contact Person: Victor Narro
   675 S. Park View St. 1st Floor
   Los Angeles, CA 90057
   Phone: (213) 480-4155 ext. 209
   Fax: (213) 480-4160
   Email: vnarro@iir.ucla.edu

   Web: http://www.labor.ucla.edu/

LATINO URBAN FORUM

Latino Urban Forum is an activist organization concerned with 
Latino issues in Los Angeles. It has around 80 members, 30 of  
which are core members. Their agenda is discussed at weekly 
meetings. 

They are involved with a project “Custom Mobile Commerce” in 
collaboration with LATTC – Mapping L.A. and Special Service 
for Groups. This project gathers street vendor stories, by ethno-
graphic research of  street vending in East LA. It involves local 
high school and college students (from L.A. Trade Tech and 
Roosevelt High School) in conducting interviews, documenting 
the stories and producing the final work. The project is exhib-
ited at Gallery 727, an art gallery managed by James Rojas in 
downtown LA, in December 2005.

   Latino Urban Forum
   Contact person: James Rojas
   727 S. Spring St.
   Los Angeles, CA90014
   Phone: (213) 629-9122, (213) 627-9563
   Email: latinourbanforum@yahoo.com
   Web: http://groups-yahoo.com/
   group/latinourbanforum

VENICE BEACH BOARDWALK ASSOCIATION

The organization is about 15 years old, and consists for two 
thirds of  property owners of  the real estate on the boardwalk. 
It is a marketing organization that promotes tourism on the 
boardwalk, and is concerned with the overall identity of  the 
area. The organization heavily supports all the entertainers and 
artists on the boardwalk, but is strongly opposed to commer-
cial vending. The organization has lobbied with the local 
council over the past 5 years to discourage commercial 
vending.

   Contact Person: Kate Briski
   8 Horizon Avenue
   Venice, CA90291
   Phone: (310) 392-4687 ext. 6

CARECEN

CARECEN, or Central American resource Center, is a non-profit 
organization, established in 1983, to help Central American 
refugees and immigrants. It runs three programs: 1. immigra-
tion legal services and advocacy, 2. youth and family educa-
tion, and 3. civic participation and economic integration. In the 
early 1990, it has been involved with the Street Vendor Associa-
tion and the MTA, in their efforts to legalize street vending. 
Since A.V.A.’s dissolution in 1995, it has ceased its support for 
the political organization of  street vending, while continuing its 
programs for supporting individual immigrants, including 
vendors.

   CARECEN
   Contact Person: Angela Sanbrano
   2845 W 7th St
   Los Angeles, CA90005
   Phone: (213) 385-7800 ext. 154?
   Fax: (213) 385-1094
   Email: angela@carecen-la.org
   Web: www.carecen-la.org

MAPPING L.A. (LATTC) &
SPECIAL SERVICES FOR GROUPS

For the past 10-15 years, L.A. Trade Tech College’s Department 
of  Architecture and Environmental Design, has been running a 
program called ‘Mapping L.A.’, which investigates and stimu-
lates community empowerment through design and technol-
ogy.

In collaboration with Special Services for Groups and Latino 
Urban Forum, Marcela Oliva from LATTC has been involved with 
the project “Custom Mobile Commerce” in collaboration with 
Special Service for Groups and Latino Urban Forum. This 
project gathers street vendor stories, by ethnographic research 
of  street vending in East LA. It involves local high school and 
college students (from L.A. Trade Tech and Roosevelt High 
School) in conducting interviews, documenting the stories and 
producing the final work. In the framework of  this project, 
Marcela Oliva, Michael Blockstein and Eric Wat have taught a 
summer class at LATTC in 2005 that serves as a part of  the 
wider project. It combines ethnographic research on street 
vending with GIS mapping and a design proposal. The final 
project is exhibited at Gallery 727, an art gallery managed by 
James Rojas in downtown LA, in December 2005.

   L.A. Trade Tech College (LATTC)
   Contact Person: Marcela Oliva
   400 West Washington Blvd. ?
   Los Angeles, CA 90015-4108
   Phone: (213) 763-7000
   Email: olivam@lattc.edu, 
   Web: www.lattc.edu

   Special Service for Groups
   Contact Person: Michael Blockstein
   mblock@concentric.net

ACADEMIC RESEARCH

A number of  studies have been made over the last 15 years, 
documenting the political efforts to legalize vending in L.A., 
suggesting future policies, or researching the practice of  street 
vending itself. Below is some of  the work specifically in street 
vending in Los Angeles. For related academic studies on street 
vending and the informal economy, see back.

DYRNESS, Grace Roberts. Policy on the Streets – A Handbook for the Establishment 
of  Sidewalk-Vending Programs. University of  Southern California, PhD Thesis, June 
2001
(for more information, please contact: dyrness@usc.edu)

CAMBON, Elsa Casillas. Masters thesis at ULCA Planning Department, 2005
(for more information, please contact: elsacasillascambon@yahoo.com)

CORNEJO, Jackelyn. Streetvendors in the Westlake and Pico-Union Communities, 
2005
(for more information, please contact: pupusahead@sbcglobal.net)

ROJAS, James. The Enacted Environment: The Creation of  “Place” by Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans in East Los Angeles.  MIT Thesis, 1991
(for more information, please contact: latinourbanforum@yahoo.com)

SIROLA, Paula. “Beyond survival: Latino immigrant street vendors in the Los Angeles 
informal sector”, paper prepared for the XVII International Congress Latin American 
Association, L.A., 1992.

BUSINESS IMPROVEMENT DISTRICTS

Business Improvement Districts (e.g. Sunset Strip, Downtown 
L.A., Fashion District) have their own private security force, who 
also enforce on street vending.  An example is the Fashion 
District in downtown L.A., where manufacturing generated a 
large amount of  low-income workers. Because there are very 
few affordable restaurants in the area, it is a popular street 
vending place. However, since the area has been made into a 
BID in 1996, there has been considerably more enforcement of  
street vendors.

Street vending is an important part of  the every-
day landscape of  Los Angeles. Over the last 20 
years, the city has seen an increasing number of  
vendors on its streets, largely fuelled by Latino 
immigration. On their daily commute, Angelinos 
buy fresh seasonal fruit from their car seats, at 
the city’s ever-busy intersections. With their eye-
catching parasols fruit cart vendors offer royally 
sized bags of  freshly cut fruit, while the city’s 
favorite street food is without doubt the amazing 
variety of  tamales, corn dough pasties with spicy 
meat filling wrapped in banana leaves. Street 
vendors in Los Angeles present the best options 
for a cheap and healthy lunch. On weekends, An-

gelinos and tourists alike to Venice Beach, to 
experience the funky atmosphere of  the board-
walk, where artists sell their art, political mes-
sages, and merchandise. Los Angeles is a thriv-
ing city and the ambiance of  street vending 
expresses this most vividly.

No legal vending
Yet, up to this day, the city government does not officially allow these 
activities. Whereas New York has more than 10,000 legal vendors on 
its streets, Los Angeles – despite 20 years of  effort to establish a 
legal framework regulating vending – still outlaws vending. It is 
thereby the only major U.S. city to do so. Despite the many attempts 
over the last decades, by non-profit organizations, activist groups 
and other advocates, the importance of  vending for the city is still 
not acknowledged. Only in two particular areas of  the city, street 
vending has become a limited motive for official urban politics: at 
MacArthur Park and on the Venice Beach boardwalk.

MacArthur Park
Around MacArthur Park, an area with a large Latino immigrant popu-
lation, vending has been particularly prominent. In the late 1980s, 
police and criminal harassment of  the vendors instigated efforts to 
legalize vending. After years of  political organization and activism, 
these efforts resulted in a new city ordinance and the establishment 
of  a small street-vending district with a capacity of  about 30 vendors, 
funded by the city’s Community Development Department and man-
aged by the Institute for Urban Research and Development, a private 
non-profit organization. However, due to funding problems, this initia-
tive has been discontinued in 2005. The official participant vendors 
have been forced to search for alternative ways to earn a living, and 
most of  them continue to vend on the city’s streets.

Venice Beach
At Venice Beach, vending is connected to the ‘free speech zone’ that 
was instituted on the ocean boardwalk about 30 years ago. Over the 
last years, under pressure from property owners on the boardwalk, 
the city council has attempted to regulate these practices: its goal 

became to maintain the boardwalk as a free speech zone – well 
protected by the First Amendment – while discouraging unlicensed 
commercial vending. This has resulted in a bureaucratic lottery 
system whereby the vendors were forced to buy a permit and partici-
pate in a weekly lottery that assigns them to a designated spot on 
the boardwalk. Currently, there is a limited number of  less than 200 
marked spots.

What this map is about
The situation at MacArthur Park and Venice Beach illustrate how 
vending, despite its massive prominence in urban life, has so far 
been discouraged by official urban politics. This map is an attempt 
to address this situation. It is part of  an academic research project, 
directed by Prof. Margaret Crawford at Harvard University (Graduate 
School of  Design) that focuses on the everyday qualities of  urban 
life in Los Angeles. As fieldwork researcher during the summer of  
2005, I have been studying the politics of  street vending through 
many interviews with vendors, city officials, business owners and 
advocates. I have been able to understand some of  the issues and 
difficulties involved with regulating street vending, and have also 

gained some insights into the personal situation of  street vendors. 
This map is a way to pass on these these insights. As suggested by its 
title, the intention is to clarify the complicated structure of  institu-
tions involved with legislating, enforcing, and supporting street vend-
ing. There are a lot of  agencies, organizations and institutions that in 
one way or another operate on the urban practice of  street vending, 
but there is as yet no initiative that deals coherently with all these 
forces.

Change L.A.
The goal of  this map is to build networks and to 
bring together the institutions involved with street 
vending: to create a platform for discussion that 
allows us to ultimately change the unfortunate 
situation of  street vending in Los Angeles. Aware 
of  the challenges of  regularizing street vending, I 
advocate for the enormous potential of  street 

A GRAPHICAL GUIDE TO LOCAL POLITICS AND ORGANIZATION
vending in Los Angeles, and hope to stimulate 
recognition of  street vending as a valuable asset 
to urban life. Let us take this opportunity to make 
Angelinos aware of  the importance and joys of  
street vending for urban life in their city! So that 
Los Angeles is no longer the only major city in 
this country that outlaws street vending. So that 
it can thrive and be proud of  itself, its excellent 
street food and its exciting urban atmosphere!

Project funded by Harvard University, Graduate School of  Design. Supervisor: by Margaret 
Crawford, Professor in Urban Design and Planning Theory. Research and Project Management: 
Kenny Cupers. Distribution in collaboration with Latino Urban Forum. This map is anti-copyright: it 
may be freely used and quoted for non-commercial purposes. In making this map, every attempt 
has been made to ensure the information contained is correct and valid at the time of  publication. 
We are very interested in any comments and suggestions you might have about it. Please contact 
Kenny Cupers by email: cupers@fas.harvard.edu.
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L.A. CITY COUNCIL – DISTRICT 11

District 11 has been involved with governing the public 
activities on the Venice Beach boardwalk. Street vending 
on this famous boardwalk is connected to the ‘free 
speech zone’ that was instituted there about 30 years 
ago. The zone is legislated by Section 42.15 of  the Los 
Angeles Municipal Code (LAMC). Recently, under 
pressure from property owners and other interest 
groups, the city government has attempted to adjust the 
regulation of  these practices. In 2004, a new amend-
ment to the municipal code was made, which tries to 
discourage unlicensed commercial vending without 
hampering the area’s free speech character (see back of  
map). 

To prohibit commercial vending and avoid ‘free speech’ 
to be used as excuse for commercial business, the 2004 
ordinance prescribes the merchandise that can be sold: 
its ‘ideological message’ needs to be ‘inextricably 
linked’ to the product itself. The ordinance further 
regulates vending activities through a bureaucratic 
lottery system of  designated spaces on the boardwalk.

   City Council – District 11
   Councilmember Bill Rosendahl
   Contact Person: Mike Bonin
   City Hall, 200 N. Spring St., Rm 415
   Los Angeles, CA90012
   Phone: (213) 473-7011
   Fax: (213) 473-6926
   Email: mike.bonin@lacity.org
   Web: www.lacity.org/council/cd11/


