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I
n a special session on Monday, Athens City 
Council voted 6–1 to adopt an ordinance that 
steeply increases the penalties for illegally 

vending on the street.
The new ordinance, introduced by council 

member Jeffrey Risner, would increase the penal-
ties for vendors who are found guilty of vending 
without a license or in places not designated for 
street vending.

Under the new ordinance, the penalty for 
a second offense of vending without a license 
includes jail time — starting at a maximum of 30 
days in jail — and increases with each subsequent 
offense. The maximum sentence for repeated 
offenses is up to 90 days in jail and a maximum 
$750 fine.

Currently, city code enforcers can issue 
repeated minor misdemeanor penalty, which car-
ries a fine of up to $150.

Risner said the ordinance is intended to com-
pel vendors to abide by city code.

“It’s just a matter of following the law and if 
council feels the laws are inadequate to cover 
such situations — we are constitutionally obli-
gated to change it,” Risner said.

Council member Ben Ziff cast the only no 
vote, citing concerns about the steepness of the 
penalty for multiple infractions.

Ziff said after the meeting that he voted 
against the ordinance because he does not believe 
the infraction merits the possibility of jail time 
for successive offenses.

“I don’t feel it’s right to potentially put some-
one in jail for 30 days, simply for selling goods 
where they aren’t supposed to, twice in a two year 
period,” Ziff said in a message.

Access to customers

The vote comes after weeks of deliberation 
between the city and a food truck operator who 
said the city was trying to punish his business. 
At the Nov. 1 council meeting, food truck owner 
and operator James Wanke voiced his concerns 
about what he said was an effort by city adminis-
tration to target his business and run the remain-
ing food trucks out of business.

Wanke, whose family also owns Silver Serpent 
Exotic Gifts and several other businesses, said the

COVID-19 pandemic has hit his food truck busi-
ness hard. The city’s attitude toward food trucks 
is restrictive and has run the industry out of 
town, he said. The downfall of local food vending 
is not from a lack of business, he said, but a “lack 
of access” to vending spaces where customers are.

Mayor Steve Patterson said after the Nov. 
1 council meeting that the city has designated 
vending spaces on Union Street by the College 
Green; Armory Street, at the far north end of 
Court Street; and on South Congress Street. 
Chapter 11.04.13 of the city code, however, states 
that the only designated vending spaces are those 
on “East Union Street between Court Street and 
College Street” and that “no vending shall take 
place anywhere else on the public streets in the 
City of Athens.”

Desperate to reach customers, Wanke said, 
he began setting his food truck up in front of 
Casa Nueva on West State Street at night to gain 
more business, with the consent of Casa Nueva 
(operating only when Casa is not serving food) 
and the landlord of the building.

“It’s clear the community in this part of Ath-
ens doesn’t have an issue with this and I would 
question the motivation of anyone who does,” 
Wanke said.

Wanke has accumulated multiple citations in 
the past two months for operating the Hot Shots 
Food Truck without a license. According to the 
Athens County Municipal Court docket, Wanke 
received 14 street vending citations in October 
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Food truck owner and operator James Wanke sets up his truck in the food truck space on Union Street.


