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MOBILE FOOD FACILITY OPERATION GUIDE 
 
The Mobile Food Facility (MFF) Operational Guide is intended to help you set up and operate your mobile food 
facility in a sanitary and safe manner.  By focusing on critical food safety practices, you will reduce the 
possibility of foodborne illness.  While this guide provides some detailed information about operating a mobile 
food facility, it does not contain all the requirements for your facility. Retail food facilities, which include MFFs, 
are required to comply with the most recent version of the FDA Food Code which can be found on the 
Department’s website under the Retail Food Program at https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety.  
 

What is a Mobile Food Facility?  
Mobile food facilities are a type of restaurant that can move from place to place and prepare, process, 
distribute, or sell food to customers. This can include mobile trucks, carts, trailers, or stick stands. The entire 
set-up, including any required hand sinks and ware-washing must be able to move and stay with the unit and 
be operational at each location. Each MFF can vary in equipment and design, depending upon the type of 
food and service intended by the operator.    
 

Types of MFFs 
There are four types of mobile food facilities. The mobile food facility types are based on the menu using the 
highest risk level of food/beverage proposed to be produced during operation.  
 
MFF Type 1 
• Only non-TCS (Time/Temperature Controlled for Safety) food or otherwise known as shelf stable food that is 

prepackaged 
• No preparation, assembly, or repacking is taking place 
• Only bottled or canned drinks, no fountains or other dispensers 
• Examples: chips, canned soda, cookies, candy 
 
MFF Type 2  
• Commercially pre-packaged refrigerated/TCS  food only (Receive-Store-Hold) 
• No preparation, assembly, or repacking is taking place 
• Examples of food offered: Packaged ice cream, single serving size packaged snacks, frozen packaged meat, packaged 

milk. 
 
MFF Type 3  
• Any unpackaged food (TCS or non-TCS)Food Preparation with no cook step (Store-Prepare-Serve) 
• Food Preparation with cooking for same day service only (Store-Prepare-Cook-Serve).  
• Reheating of a commercially processed food item (Store-Reheat-Hold-Serve).  
• May be required to return to a Commissary* and may operate in conjunction with a Permanent Food Facility that 

may or may not have a Commissary on-site. A commissary is always required if  
o TCS food is opened and required to be date marked for later use. 
o Food preparation takes place off of the MFF 

• Examples of food offered: Hot dogs, grilled sandwiches, salads, shaved ice, kettle corn, nut roasting, lemonade, coffee 
 

MFF Type 4 
• Food that is cooked and cooled  (Store-Prepare-Cook-Cool-Store-Reheat-Serve) 
• Commissary always required if storing food that has been cooled (from ambient or hot). Ex: keeping cooked food 

for the next service day and/or making cooked food in advance 
• Examples of food offered: cold brew coffee, pulled pork, brisket, chicken salad from scratch, soups, any food that is 

cooked and cooled  
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Mobile Food Facility General Requirements and Limitations 
Requirements MFF Type 1 MFF Type 2 MFF Type 3 MFF Type 4 

Plan Review YES YES YES YES 

Commissary **YES or NO **YES or NO **YES or NO **YES or NO 

FEC NO NO YES 
No, if all non-TCS YES 

Assembly or preparation 
allowed NO NO YES YES 

Cooking allowed NO NO  YES YES 

Cold holding facilities NO YES YES YES 

Hot holding facilities NO YES YES YES 

Water supply 
required hot & cold NO* NO* YES YES 

Wastewater tank NO NO YES YES 

Handwashing sink required NO* NO ***YES ***YES 

Dish washing sinks required NO NO YES YES 

Stove hood or vent fan NO NO YES, IF REQUIRED YES, IF REQUIRED 

Examples 
Chips, candy 
canned soda, 
cookies 

Packaged ice cream, 
single serving size 
packaged snacks, 
frozen packaged meat, 

k d ilk 

Hot dogs, grilled 
sandwiches, salads, 
shaved ice, kettle corn, 
nut roasting, 
l d  ff  

No menu 
limitations 

*Exempt from hand and ware-washing. Towelettes are required and hand sanitizer should be available.  
** Self-contained facilities may not require a commissary based upon the Inspector’s plan review assessment. Residential properties 
can only be used for unopened pre-packaged food/beverages, must be segregation from personal items, and no pets may be present.  
***The hand washing sink must provide hot (85°F) and cold running water. 
 

Commissary Requirements 
A commissary is a facility to which a mobile food facility returns daily for such things as vehicle and 
equipment cleaning, discharging liquid or solid wastes, refilling water tanks and ice bins, and where food is 
kept, handled, prepared, packaged, or stored.  
 
There are various commissary options available based on your MFF type and your food and operational 
needs. Self-contained mobile food facilities may have the ability to operate without a commissary if the unit 
is determined to be equipped with the necessary equipment by the assigned inspector during the plan 
review.  
 
All food must come from a licensed facility such as a wholesaler or grocery store. All food preparation must 
occur either on the MFF, a commercial commissary, or a pre-approved limited food establishment for shelf 
stable foods. Home canned or home processed foods are not allowed to be served to the public unless the 
home operation is under inspection as a Limited Food Establishment with the Department. 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety.html
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HOME STORAGE AND FOOD PREPARATION 
A storage area in a residential property may be accepted if only commercially pre-packaged foods and/or 
single use items are being stored. This storage area is subject to inspection. The storage area including dry, 
refrigerated, or frozen must be completely segregated from personal space.  Once food is opened it shall be 
used on the MFF that day. If food will be re-used, opened packages will be stored or the menu/operation 
type changes, a commercial commissary will then be required.  
  
A Limited Food Establishment (LFE) Registration may be obtained for preparation of non-TCS (shelf stable) 
food items in a personal home. The limited food establishment license must be obtained prior to any food 
preparation. The application for a limited food establishment license can be found on PDA’s website under 
Food Manufacturing, Packing, Holding, and Distribution (Limited Food Establishment) or at 
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/limited-food-establishment-.  
 
What can be done at a home for MFF and subject to inspection*:  

1. Storage of unopened commercially pre-packaged food (TCS and non-TCS)  
2. Storage of single use items (ex: paper cups) 
3. Preparing shelf stable foods (ex: baked goods, candy) with a LFE license (application must be 

submitted separately!) 
What cannot be done at home for MFFs and requires a commercial commissary: 

1. Food preparation or cooking that is not approved as an LFE (food that is not shelf stable)  
2. Packaged ready to eat refrigerated food that is opened 
3. Keeping any leftovers for later use 
4. Ware-washing 

 
*Pets and/or lack of segregated sanitary space would exclude the option to use a personal home 
 
COMMERCIAL STORAGE AND FOOD PREPARATION 
 
All mobile food facilities that require a commercial commissary for either food storage or food preparation 
will be required to have a Food Establishment registration at the commissary location. This application can 
be found on PDA’s website under Food Manufacturing, Packing, Holding, and Distribution (Commercial Food 
Establishments) or at https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/food-manufacturing-packing-
holding-and-distribution/commercial-food-establishments. The commissary will be inspected and registered 
at a pre-determined frequency based off the type of operational activities and associated risk level.  
 
Options for commercial commissaries: 
1. Your own licensed restaurant or retail food facility 
2. A commercial kitchen that meets food code requirements (hand sinks, 3 compartment sinks, mechanical 

hood (if needed), etc.) 
3. Another licensed facility with a Shared Facility Agreement. A Food Establishment Registration will be 

required at this location to serve as the commissary for the MFF operation. The shared facility will be 
inspected separately from the existing business specific for the use under the MFF owner. Shared 
facilities cannot operate at the same time as the other business using the same space unless equipment 
and space allow for such operations to co-operate.  
 
Examples of common shared facilities may include churches, fire halls, commercial operations equipped 
with multiple stations for individual operators to simultaneously work.  

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety.html
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Water Source Requirements  
• An approved water source is required for all MFF types 3 and 4. An approved water source can be 

supplied from a public water source (PWS) regulated by the Department of Environmental Protection 
(DEP) as a or a private source under monitoring by PDA. 

• A commercial commissary, residential home, or shared facility agreement may be used as an approved 
water source with proof as a PWS from DEP or submission of water test results for private sources under 
PDA.   

• A facility that serves an average of 25 individuals daily for 60 days of the year OR has 15 service 
connections, qualifies as a PSW. This may include well sources and is to be verified with DEP prior to use 
of the source. Written documentation from DEP shall be provided with your application either 
determining your qualifications as a PWS or exemption.  

• If your unit does not qualify as a PWS, PDA will regulate the water source. Current water tests for Total 
Coliform (4 initial samples in 24 hours) and 1 initial sample for Nitrate/Nitrite shall be provided with your 
application.   

 
ADDITIONAL WATER SOURCES 
• Commercially bottled water may NOT be used as a permanent water source but may be used in 

ADDITION to a permanent water source.  For example, permanent water source  to fill sink tanks but 
bottled water may be used to make lemonade.  

• Water supplied at an event or location may be used in ADDITION to a permanent water source, but not 
as the sole source of water to support a permanently licensed MFF. 

 
WATER MATERIALS 
The materials that are used in the construction of a mobile food facility water tank and accessories shall be 
safe, durable, corrosion resistant, nonabsorbent, and finished to have a smooth and easily cleanable surface. 
Only food grade hoses, water tanks, and containers may be used.  
 
WASTEWATER 
A wastewater holding tank in a mobile food facility shall be sized 15% larger in capacity than the water supply 
tank and sloped to a drain that is 1 inch in inner diameter or greater and equipped with a shut off valve. Refer 
to the Food Code for additional regulation information in regard to water and waste water tanks, back flow 
prevention, and grease trap requirements. 
 

Sink requirements 
HAND-WASHING FACILITIES (WHEN REQUIRED)  
• Hand sinks must have warm running water (85°F) on demand, dispensed soap, paper towels, a hand 

washing sign, and wastebasket. Hot water will require a generator within the hand sink unit.  
• Permanently licensed MFFs CANNOT utilize the gravity fed spigots/coffee pots dispensers for hand 

washing. Those setups are approved for temporary licenses only.  
 
MFF Type 1 and 2 can utilize moist towelettes/hand sanitizer 
MFF Types 3 and 4 must have a conveniently located and accessible handwash sink to provide hot (85°F 
minimum) and cold running water. 
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WARE-WASHING 
Residential kitchens CANNOT be used for any MFF ware-washing. 
• A three-compartment sink (wash, rinse, sanitize) with adequate areas to air dry equipment and utensils and or 

an approved compliant dishwasher is required for MFF Type 3 and 4.   
• Ware-washing sinks must be large enough to fit the largest piece of equipment that needs cleaned.  
• Ware-washing sinks must meet a minimum temperature of 110°F. Chlorine or quaternary ammonium (quat) 

sanitizer must be used and available at all times with proper sanitizer test strips.  
• A two-compartment sink for cleaning may only be used if approved by the Food Inspector following the 

provisions within the Food Code. (ex: pair of tongs for a hot dog roller) 
• A shared facility agreement and/or commissary is needed for any ware-washing completed off-site from the 

mobile unit.  
o A shared facility or commissary may be used for ware-washing if you can conveniently come back to wash 

dishes within 24 hours of operation or any time the ware-wash sink in the mobile unit does not fit the 
largest piece of equipment. 

 
TOILET FACILITIES 
• Toilet and handwashing facilities must be available for employees along their route of service if not directly on 

the unit itself.  
• The toilet facilities must be conveniently located to the food preparation and ware-washing areas and meet all 

applicable sections of the Food Code and applicable regulations. 
 

Equipment and Structural Requirements 
CEILING 
• All MFFs must have overhead protection such as truck roof, umbrella, canvas, canopy. 
 
WALLS 
• Walls of enclosed MFFs must be smooth, non-absorbent, easily cleanable 
 
PEST CONTROL 
• Screens are required for windows and doors on MFFs if intended to be kept open. 
• Stick stands require netting to available in times of need (ex: infestation of flies, bees, etc.) 
 
FLOORS 
• Floors of enclosed mobile units must be clean, smooth, non-absorbent materials 
• Mats must be available for sticks stands when ground is not hard-top (ex: dirt, grass) 
 
EQUIPMENT 
• Construction, maintenance, and cleaning of all EQUIPMENT shall be in accordance with Chapter 4 of the 

Food Code and with the manufacturer's instructions. 
 

LIGHTING 
• Adequate lighting by artificial or natural means is required. 
• Adequate lighting must be provided in an enclosed MFF. Lighting intensity shall be in accordance with Section 

6-303.11 of the Food Code and lights shall be adequately shielded according to Section 6-202.11. 
 
VENTILATION AND FIRE CODES 
• Local regulations shall govern ventilation and fire protection requirements in a MFF. 
• Enclosed MFFs must comply with Section 6-304.11 of the Food Code, in which adequate ventilation shall be 

provided to keep the MFF free of excessive heat, steam, condensation, vapors, odors, smoke and fumes. 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety.html
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Temporary Licenses 

PDA issues Temporary Event Licenses and Temporary Food Facility Licenses based on the following:   
 
Temporary Event License 

• Retail food facility operating no more than 14 days, whether consecutive or not, at a fixed location 
for an event or celebration. 

• Temporary events may include fairs, carnivals, festivals, or other similar temporary events. 
• Temporary event licenses are specific to an event and valid only for the duration of the event. 

Operating at multiple events will require multiple event licenses. There is no limit to the number of 
Temporary Event Licenses one operator may apply for in a year. 
 

Temporary Food Facility License 
• Retail Food Facility operating no more than 14 days a year, and not with an event or celebration. 
• Temporary food facilities may include churches, firehalls, or sportsman clubs. 
• Temporary Food Facility Licenses are renewed yearly. They are valid for operation up to 14 days per 

calendar year. Only one Temporary Food Facility License per year may be issued to a retail food 
facility. 
 

Exemption – A retail food facility that operates no more than three (3) days each calendar year is exempt 
from licensing; however, operation at multiple 3-day events (or less) or locations throughout the year is 
subject to licensure.  
 
All temporary licensed food facilities will use the “Application Packet- Temporary Food Facilities” that can be 
found on PDA’s website under Mobile Food Facilities, Fairs and Temporary Events or at 
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/retail-food/fairs-and-other-temporary-events. 
 
A temporary license must comply with the FDA Food Code and guidelines noted above under mobile 
operations; however, provisions are in place to allow for temporary handwashing, warewashing, water 
supply and wastewater disposal in a different manner than a permanently licensed MFF Types 3 and 4.    
These items should be addressed on your Floor Plans that are submitted with your application.  
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Water Supply for Temporary Licenses: 
MFF types 1 and 2 are pre-packaged foods only and do not require 
water.  
 
TFF Type 3 and 4 require water supply 

• Water must come from an approved source 
• Only temporary licenses may utilize an approved event water 

source without an additional permanent water source linked to 
the license.  

 
Handwashing for Temporary Licenses:  
TFF Type 3 and 4:  

• Each TFF must supply a sink  for handwashing. 
• Water jugs/coffee pot dispensers that have a flip top/free flowing water spigot is acceptable for 

temporary hand sinks only (no push buttons) 
• Each sink must have a sign indicating, “Employees must wash hands”. 
• Each sink or basin must be supplied with clean, potable, warm (~85˚F) water for employee 

handwashing. 
• Each handwashing station must include soap, single use paper towels, and a waste receptacle. 
• Each handwashing station must have an acceptable water supply and wastewater collection 

container.  
 
Ware-washing using a 3-compartment method for Temporary Licenses:  
TFF Type 3 and 4 
• Single service articles must be used unless adequate dishwashing facilities are available and used.  
• Adequate facilities include sinks, containers or buckets (separate from handwashing sinks) set up for 

accomplishing a three-step method of dishwashing.  
• A one or two sink set up may be approved by the Sanitarian when only spatulas, tongs or other similar 

serving utensils are used AND the facility can accomplish the 3-step method of washing, rinsing and 
sanitizing using the approved number of sinks OR a two-compartment method of cleaning is approved by 
the Sanitarian (requires detergent/sanitizer combo chemicals).   

• A TFF may use a commissary or shared facility agreement as long as suitable numbers of utensils and 
equipment are provided at the TFF in case of accidental contamination.   

• Sanitizers (Quaternary Ammonia, Chlorine) used in the 3-step cleaning method or for any food contact 
surface cleaning must be available at all times, approved and used appropriately.   

• Appropriate sanitizer testing devices (strips, titration kits) must be available in the TLF at all time.   
 

Waste Water Collection and Disposal for Temporary Licenses: 
TFF Type 3 and 4 
a. Each TFF not supplied with built-in waste collection systems must provide a minimum of 15% greater 

capacity then the fresh water supply container (plastic, galvanized, etc.) with a tight-fitting lid for 
retention of ALL waste-water prior to final disposal.  

b. All waste-water must be disposed of in a sanitary sewage system outlet (not on the ground or into a 
storm drain). 
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PERMANENT LICENSES VS. TEMPORARY LICENSES 
HANDWASHING AND WARE-WASHING SINK SET UPS 

  
TEMPORARY LICENSE                                            PERMANENT LICENSE 
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Permanent vs Temporary license comparisons 
Temporary Licenses VS. Permanent Licenses Handwashing and Warewashing Stations 

 Temporary License Permanent License 

HANDWASH SINKS 
Where to wash Convenient, accessible and with overhead 

protection 
Convenient, accessible and with overhead protection 

Water Supply*** Must be an approved source Must be an approved source 
Water connections and/or holding 
containers*** 

May be direct connection to a provided flowing 
water supply or may be an approved water holding 
container, tank, or other approved holding unit. 

May be direct connection to a provided flowing water 
supply or may be an approved water holding container, 
tank or other approved holding unit. 

Connection to sink*** If a portable container, may be placed above the 
basin and may simply gravity drop into 
basin/bucket. If direct connected to a constant 
water supply, must be attached so no 
contamination occurs to the water supply. 

If a portable container, may gravity drop into the sink. 
Buckets may not be used. If direct connected to a constant 
water supply at an event, must be connected so no 
contamination occurs to the water supply. 

Faucets*** Water must flow freely; therefore, dispensing 
spouts are required. No push buttons. 

Water must flow freely; therefore, dispensing spouts are 
required. No push buttons. 

Water temperature Must be 85°F or above. Hot water may be used 
to fill the potable water supply. 

Must be 85°F or above. Hot water must be plumbed to the 
sinks or otherwise supplied to the water holding tanks. 

Type of Sink/Basin Sinks or basins/buckets may be used No basins or buckets. Proper sinks must be supplied. 
Drain*** No drain from the basin is required A drain must be supplied & plumbed from the sink to an 

approved waste container/ retention tank. 
Plumbing*** Plumbing is not required from water holding 

containers to the basin/bucket and to waste 
container 

Plumbing is required from water holding tank (if not gravity 
fed) to sink and from the sink to the waste container 

Connection to waste*** Wastewater collected in the basins or buckets must 
be emptied regularly and placed directly into the 
sanitary sewer or a waste retention container. 
Wastewater collected in an approved waste 
retention container must be disposed of in an 
approved sanitary sewer 

Waste shall be conveyed to the container/retention tank 
via approved plumbing. Retention tanks must be emptied 
as necessary into an approved sanitary sewer system. 

Waste Container & Retention Tanks*** Shall have a tight fitting, vented lid. Any waste 
retention tanks/collection buckets shall be 15% 
greater than the water supply for those facilities 
with fixed water holding tanks. For those facilities 
directly connected to the water supply, the waste 
containers must be closely monitored and disposed 
of into an approved waste water disposal area as 
necessary. 

Shall be connected to the sink via approved plumbing. Any 
waste retention tanks shall be 15% greater than the water 
supply for those facilities with fixed water holding tanks. 
For those facilities directly connected to the water supply, 
the waste containers must be closely monitored and 
disposed of into an approved wastewater disposal area as 
necessary. 

Direct Connections to the Sanitary 
Sewer*** 

Tight fitting plumbing and hoses. Connected in a 
manner not to contaminate the grounds or other 
potable water systems 

Tight fitting plumbing and hoses. Connected in a manner 
not to contaminate the grounds or other potable water 
systems 

Other Signage, soap, paper towels, waste receptacle Signage, soap, paper towels, waste receptacle 
WAREWASHING SINKS 
Types of sinks/basins Basins and/or buckets with free-flowing water 

supply is approved. 3- compartment method (or 2 if 
approved) 

No bucket/basins. Must be a proper 3-comp sink (or 2- 
comp if approved). 

Water Temperature 110°F 110°F 
Process Must wash, rinse, sanitize and air dry Must wash, rinse, sanitize and air dry 

Where to wash Protected area with overhead protection. Nearby 
depot is allowed but must be inspected 

Protected area with overhead protection. Nearby depot is 
allowed but must be inspected 
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Licensing Your Mobile Food Facility 
Before a Mobile Food Facility is licensed to operate, it must go through a plan review. There may be other 
agencies from which you will be required to obtain approval. These include, but are not limited to planning 
(zoning), building codes, Fire Marshall, and other City authorities.  
 
All new applicants need to fill out and submit the appropriate application pack.  
 
Mobile food facilities, which includes food trucks, stick stands, carts and other similar structures that are 
mobile by design need to fill out the Application Packet - Mobile Food Facilities (PDF).  
 
Temporary and non-mobile food facilities, such as churches, firehalls, and other structures with permanent 
water and sewage connections need to fill out the Application Packet - Temporary Food (PDF). 
 
Both applications can be found on PDA’s website under Retail Food facilities, Mobile Food Facilities, Fairs and 
Temporary Events at https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/retail-food/fairs-and-other-
temporary-events.  
 
All material must be submitted at least 60 days prior to the preparation/sale of food from a retail food 
facility. Failure to provide all required information can delay and/or deny your plan review. Email is the 
preferred method of plan review submission. 
 
Licenses are issued to the location where the unit is returning to daily. This can be a residential property or a 
commissary.  
 
Licenses are not transferable from owner to owner or business to business.  
 
Where to submit application: 
Submit completed applications and requested documentation to: 
RA-AGPLANREVIEW@pa.gov 
or mail / fax to: 
Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture 
Bureau of Food Safety and Laboratory Services 
Attn: Plan Review 
2301 N. Cameron St, Room 112 
Harrisburg, PA 17110 
 
Fax: 717-787-1873 
 
Important: Not all retail food licenses are issued by the Pa Department of Agriculture. In some cases, a 
Local or County Health Department will issue your license. You will need to know where the local health 
departments are in Pennsylvania. You will need to contact each local health department separately if you 
wish to sell/service food in their jurisdiction and if your base of operation/ commissary is in a local health 
department. In some situations, the Department will honor a local health retail food facility license. This 
should be discussed with your PDA Regional Office prior to operating. Visit the Local Health Department link 
on the bureau’s main website to determine which jurisdiction your facility will fall under. 
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety.html
https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/pda/documents/consumer_protection/foodsafety/retail-food/documents/mobile%20food%20facilities%20application%20packet%20_%207.25.pdf
https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/pda/documents/consumer_protection/foodsafety/retail-food/documents/temporary%20food%20facilities%20application%20packet%20_%207.25.pdf
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/retail-food/fairs-and-other-temporary-events
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety/retail-food/fairs-and-other-temporary-events
mailto:RA-AGPLANREVIEWS@pa.gov
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/pda/food/food-safety

	What is a Mobile Food Facility?
	Types of MFFs
	MFF Type 1
	MFF Type 2
	MFF Type 3
	MFF Type 4
	Mobile Food Facility General Requirements and Limitations

	Commissary Requirements
	Water Source Requirements
	WASTEWATER
	HAND-WASHING FACILITIES (WHEN REQUIRED)
	WARE-WASHING


