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Carbs on every curb
Bogotanos choose to 

eat food to go, on 

the go. With street 

smarts all around 

what does curbside 

grilling tell us about 

Colombian culture? 
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Something that amazes me when 
I walk around Bogotá is street 
food. Now, I don’t mean just any 

street food, but food that shows the in-
genuity and creativity of the Colombian 
people. Here, foods that really should 
only be made in a restaurant are taken 
to the street, made right in front of the 
client, taste good, and as a bonus, are 
really cheap. 

But how many people truly eat this 
fast food? Street food is often consid-
ered unsafe, unhealthy or of bad quality. 
But whatever our gastronomical choic-
es, we have to agree that street food is 
a part of people’s lives.  The Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the U.N as-
serts that over 2.5 billion people around 
the world eat street food every day, pri-
marily because it’s easily accessible and 
affordable. The street food industry also 
provides employment for millions of 
people with limited education or skills.  

On May 10, 2012 McCann Latin 
America conducted “The Truth about 
Street” study, in which over two thou-
sand employees in 25 Latin American 
cities (including Bogotá) interviewed 
12,000 consumers to find out their 

eating preferences. Up to 46% of those 
interviewed eat street food at least once 
a week.

Can street food be safe? The World 
Health Organization states that street 
food consumed piping hot poses little 
or no health risk, regardless of environ-
mental sanitary conditions. Of course, 
food handlers should be careful to keep 
their work area clean, wear aprons and 
hair caps if they have long hair, prepare 
food in small quantities to reduce left-
overs, and protect food from insects, dirt 
and direct sun.

Street food is popular for many Latin 
Americans, and an important source of 
income for many families that have been 
surviving tough economic times for de-
cades. So what is notable about food on 
the streets of Bogotá? Let’s look at five 
examples showing how inventive Co-
lombians make their living.

PizzA 
In the late afternoon throughout the 

city, mobile pizza carts appear, equipped 
with a working table to assemble the 
pizza, a three deck oven, and a pro-
pane tank. 

 I talked with Carlos, who has been 
making pizza for seven  years. He bought 
his oven downtown, and prepares all 
the ingredients himself. Why did he 
choose this type of work? Because it 
allows him to support his 10 member 
family, something he would never ac-
complish by working full time making 
minimum wage.

In five minutes, the mushroom, 
chicken and cheese pizza was ready. 
At about a dollar a slice, it certainly is 
a quick and inexpensive way to enjoy 
some hot pizza.

ArePAs
Every morning all over Bogotá we 

see grills with eggs and corn arepas for 
an on-the-go breakfast. Over these clever 
charcoal grills eggs are cooked in little 
individual pans in just minutes, and the 
grilled arepas have a special flavor. 

The arepa makers I spoke with 
work six hours daily and sell anywhere 
from 80 to100 arepas. That means a 
worker can earn in one week what 
would take a month to earn at a mini-
mum wage job.

I watch as one of those cooks, David, 

serves an arepa he terms “con todos los 
super poderes” (with all the super pow-
ers; in other words, filled with cheese, 
chicken, meat, eggs and ham) in a tin-
foil baggie. For about $1.70 US, it’s not 
a bad deal.

CrePes
Colombians love crêpes, and we 

see crêperies all over Bogotá. But how 
about making them on the street? Some 
creative cooks are making the delicate 
treat right on the busy streets of Bogotá.

These little carts are equipped with 
the same type of griddle used in fancy 
crêperies. In just a few minutes, they pro-
duce what might be one of the healthi-
est hot street foods available, filled with 
cheese, mushrooms, chicken or meat 
cooked on the spot. 

Luis operates one of the most imagi-
native businesses I have ever seen. Buy-
ing a locally made bicycle outfitted with 
a rack over each wheel, he adapted a 
charcoal grill onto the front rack, while 
the other supports a large plastic basket 
containing all the essentials. Every af-
ternoon, Luis rides to his favorite spot 
near a busy intersection and sets up 
shop. He lights the charcoal, and from 
the green basket he takes out the pre-
viously prepared cheese filled arepas, 
sausages, shredded meat and chicken. 
A board set up over the seat serves as 
a small table to hold napkins and vari-
ous sauces, and a large beach umbrella 
is opened over the bicycle in case of in-
clement weather.

Luis sells about 80 arepas each week-
day, working from 4 until 11pm, mak-
ing several times what he would make 
at a minimum wage job. As the office 
workday ends, professionals line up to 
pay less than a dollar for a fast food din-
ner that tastes of home. 

All of these unusual micro-busi-
nesses show how Colombians are 
adept at working hard, being creative, 
and making the best of any situation - 
surely good lessons in these hard eco-
nomic times.

Finding a good burger in Bogotá 
can be a challenge even on the 
best of days and with the choic-

es out there. Burgers in the city cover 
the range with prices from “reason-
able” ($14,000-$20,000) to high-end, 
expensive grub ($30,000 and rising). 
And over the last couple of years, the 

Barrio burgers
trend in burger prices has been similar 
to the city’s real estate: it always goes up! 
So much to my surprise, I came across 
a small venue on the busy Quinta Ave-
nida, (Fifth Avenue) and corner of Calle 
72, operating under the sign: “ Sierra 
Nevada Shakes and Burgers.”

Now being a regular fan of some of 

the best burgers in town – the Bogotá 
Beer Company’s blue cheese patty and 
fries, for example- I decided to test the 
standards of our new barrio burger mas-
ters. I ordered one traditional cheese 
Sierra Nevada ($12,900) which came 
accompanied with a can of Coke and 
a plain box of fries. The 100% pure 
beef patty weighed in with 175 grs and 
was cooked just right for my take away.  
On another of my “I don’t know what 

to cook” trips up the street, I went 
for the “all terrain” Sierra Nevada 
($16,500) and chose chocolate milk-
shake over soda can. The burger once 
again scored very high on the burger 
graph, though the shake turned out 
to be a lump of chocolate ice. Over-
all, Sierra Nevada is great value. The 
shakes need some help though. 
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