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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Headline finding of this analysis of permits and requirements to open a restaurant:
building a new QSR runs near 535 USD per square foot (Walter Daniels, 2025) while buying
the space sits around 178 USD per square foot (FreshBooks, 2025), so every week the
permit file sits idle burns construction already paid for that has yet to sell a single plate.
The filing does not ruin anyone through its fee; it ruins through the CALENDAR it imposes
on sunk capital. The reading of Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant across the sources
gathered here is that permits belong on the critical path, with an owner, a date and a plan
B per location, never as a legal annex to the lease.

🔬  M a s t e r e s t a u r a n t  S t u d y  /  S e c t o r  S y n t h e s i s Expert synthesis · cited industry sources · 17 min read
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A group with three signed leases and a half-finished build does not fail over the price of a health license, which
barely moves the budget in almost any market; it fails because zoning arrived late, the hood failed inspection on
the first pass, and rent started running on an empty dining room. That pattern organizes this analysis.

We synthesize public data from FreshBooks (2025), Walter Daniels (2025), Toast (2025), FRANdata (2026),
Datassential (2025), ACODRES (2024) and ACOGA via Infobae (2025) to place the permits and requirements to
open a restaurant inside the one metric a hospitality group leader actually reads: how much capital sits frozen
while the file advances.

There is a genuine tension in this trade and it pays to resolve it early. The operator wants to open fast and start
covering break-even, while the regulator wants complete files before signing anything. The resolution is to invert
the usual order — permit due diligence closes BEFORE the lease is signed, not after — and that single move
separates a 90-day opening from a 210-day one.

The sector is in no shape for calendar experiments. More than 2,700 restaurants closed in Colombia during the
recent crisis, per ACOGA (via Infobae, 2025), against a 24% sales drop in the first half of 2024 reported by
ACODRES, while in the United States closures fell below 1,000 in spring 2025, a low in at least seven years,
according to Datassential (2025). Two markets, opposite cycles, one lesson: whoever opens with the file
resolved enters the cycle with cash.

This document is a SYNTHESIS of public sources with a consultant's reading. There is no primary data of ours,
no sample of our own, and no figure comes from the house: every number carries the organization and year that
published it.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

TRADITIONAL METHOD

(PERMIT AS PAPERWORK)

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(PERMIT AS CRITICAL PATH WITH AI)

Build cost exposed to the
calendar (new QSR)

✕ Lease signed and build
started on ~535 USD/sq ft
(Walter Daniels, 2025) with no
firm license date

✓ Those same ~535 USD/sq ft (Walter
Daniels, 2025) release by milestones tied to
real file approval

Buy-the-property alternative ✕ Dismissed on instinct without
comparing against the ~178
USD/sq ft purchase figure
(FreshBooks, 2025)

✓ Purchase at ~178 USD/sq ft
(FreshBooks, 2025) modeled against lease
with territory risk priced in

Ongoing fees when the vehicle
is a franchise

✕ Contract signed without
projecting royalty and marketing
at 8.5% to 11.2% of sales (Toast,
2025)

✓ The 8.5%-11.2% of sales (Toast, 2025)
enters break-even before any territory is
committed

Side-by-side comparison

www.masterestaurant.com · Original Study - Masterestaurant Analysis of Permits and Requirements to Open a Restaurant 2026: The License Is Not the Cost, the Calendar Is Page 2 of 14



TRADITIONAL METHOD

(PERMIT AS PAPERWORK)

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(PERMIT AS CRITICAL PATH WITH AI)

Expected five-year survival ✕ Independent without a
system: ~50% close within 5
years (U.S. Small Business
Administration, cited data)

✓ Format with system and standards: ~20-
25% close within 5 years (U.S. Small
Business Administration, cited data)

Territory risk in mature
markets

✕ Site picked on visible traffic,
ignoring that 19.3% of
franchisees control 58.8% of
units (FRANdata, 2026)

✓ The 19.3%/58.8% concentration
(FRANdata, 2026) is mapped before any
zone is committed

Local market closure context ✕ Opening proceeds blind to
the cycle: >2,700 closures in
Colombia (ACOGA via Infobae,
2025)

✓ Local cycle — under 1,000 U.S.
closures, spring 2025 (Datassential, 2025) —
is crossed against the opening plan

Expected check of the format
opened

✕ Flat check projected, no
digital levers designed into the
build

✓ Kiosk and digital offer designed from the
blueprint: +35% check (Future Ordering) and
+20% to +30% with full digital offer (Sunday,
2025)

Building a new QSR runs close to 535 USD per square foot according to Walter Daniels (2025), while buying an
existing space sits around 178 USD per square foot according to FreshBooks (2025), and that near-threefold
gap is what defines the real cost of a permit that arrives late. On a 2,000 square foot dining room, that means
over a million dollars in construction versus roughly 356,000 USD to purchase, and neither figure freezes be‐
cause zoning is under review. The file does not cost what the health license costs; it costs rent running, a crew
standing idle and a loan accruing interest on a kitchen that has yet to sell a single plate. That is the number a
group leader should keep on the first line of the dashboard. Regulatory due diligence closes BEFORE the lease
is signed, not after, and inverting that sequence is the difference between opening in 90 days and opening
in 210.

Signing first hands the operator all the calendar risk: rent starts running at signature while zoning, exhaust hood
approval and the health concept follow their own clock, which does not negotiate. With construction near 535
USD per square foot (Walter Daniels, 2025), four months of delay on a mid-sized space swallows an entire first
year of working capital. Diego F. Parra keeps pressing one point in the Masterestaurant framework that sounds
obvious and almost nobody applies: the letter of intent carries a regulatory condition clause, and rent begins to
accrue when the file reaches reasonable certainty, not when the broker is in a hurry. A permit file without
a named owner, a date and a dashboard moves at the outside expediter's pace, and that is exactly where
the 120 days separating an orderly opening from a cash disaster disappear. Governance weighs more than
bureaucracy here.

Finding 1 — How much capital sits idle while the permit file moves

Finding 2 — The right order: close permit due diligence before signing the lease
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FRANdata (2026) reports that 19.3% of franchisees control 58.8% of the units in the United States, and that
concentration is no accident: multi-unit operators run a development function that treats permits as a critical-path
line item, with a single accountable name and weekly review. FRANdata also counts more than 4,000 brands
and over 200,000 franchisees in its database, a population large enough for the pattern to be unmistakable. A
group that hands the whole file to an outside agent with no internal counterpart pays the gap in months of rent,
every time. More than 2,700 restaurants closed in Colombia during the recent crisis according to ACOGA
via Infobae (2025), with sales down 24% in the first half of 2024 as reported by ACODRES, while in the
United States closures fell below 1,000 in spring 2025, the lowest in at least seven years according to
Datassential (2025).

ACODRES also logged over 1,600 closures in 2023, meaning two straight years of bleeding. Opposite cycles
carrying the same operating lesson: whoever opens with the file resolved enters the cycle holding cash to fight
on price and turns, and whoever opens blind enters in debt, with no cushion for one bad quarter. The American
market sitting at its best survival mark in seven years does nothing to change the arithmetic of rent paid on an
empty dining room. If the exhaust hood fails its first inspection, the chain of consequences is predictable and ex‐
pensive: civil work stops because the duct crosses walls already closed, the contractor reschedules a crew two
or three weeks out, and against construction costs near 535 USD per square foot (Walter Daniels, 2025) every
reopened finish adds rework nobody budgeted. Add rent running and payroll for an opening team already hired. I
have watched groups with three signed locations halt the third one to plug the hole left by the second.

The lesson belongs to design, not paperwork: validate the extraction layout with the inspector at
schematic stage, with calculation notes and the duct route drawn over the structural plan, long before
the first mason walks into the space.

Operators want to open fast to start covering break-even and regulators want complete files before they sign;
the tension is real, and it resolves by working both clocks in parallel rather than picking one. While zoning is
filed, push everything no permit gates: service connections, rough work that leaves protected structure alone,
bar assembly. At the same time, the kitchen does not get purchased until the health concept is firm. Toast (2025)
puts combined ongoing royalty and marketing fees between 8.5% and 11.2% of sales in franchised QSR, a
fixed bite that only holds up with volume from month one. Opening with a half-finished file means starting that
meter without the operation running at the pace that justifies it, and that debt does not get recovered within the
fiscal year.

The regulatory advantage of a franchise lies not in permits, which are identical for everyone, but in owning an
opening procedure already debugged, and survival rates show it. Roughly 20% to 25% of franchises close within
five years against about 50% of independent businesses, according to figures cited from the U.S. Small
Business Administration. Technomic (2024) counted 30 chains that opened more than 100 units in a single year,
led by Starbucks, Jersey Mike's and Wingstop, and Chipotle opened unit number 4,000 in December 2025 per
its own press release. Nobody opens a hundred locations a year improvising zoning. An independent can copy
that asset without paying a royalty: document your first opening as though you were going to repeat it twenty

Finding 3 — A file with no internal owner moves at the outside expediter's pace

Finding 4 — Two markets, two cycles, one lesson about the calendar

Finding 5 — What happens if the exhaust hood fails its first inspection?

Finding 6 — A franchise does not buy permits, it buys a repeatable procedure
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times, with real dates, rejections included, and the name of every agency. A useful opening dashboard fits on
one page and carries four columns: procedure, agency, internal owner and reasonable-certainty date, that last
one meaning the day you would bet money the permit clears.

In the Masterestaurant framework, Diego F. Parra crosses it against the disbursement curve, because the ques‐
tion is not when the paper arrives but how much capital will be committed by then. With construction near 535
USD per square foot (Walter Daniels, 2025) against 178 USD per square foot to buy (FreshBooks, 2025),
choosing between a shell space to lease and a licensed unit to purchase reshapes the entire risk profile of the
project. Build that dashboard this week for your next location, flag the longest-lead procedure, and move the
lease signature behind it. The first difference is sequence, and it moves the most money: the traditional method
signs then files, while the Masterestaurant frame files up to reasonable certainty and only then signs, because
rent starts running at signature and a build at ~535 USD per square foot (Walter Daniels, 2025) does not pause
out of courtesy. The second is process ownership.

A file without an internal owner moves at the expediter's speed, and a file with an owner, a date and a board
moves at the group's speed; the gap between a 90-day and a 210-day opening is not bureaucratic, it is gover‐
nance. The third is market reading. That 19.3% of franchisees control 58.8% of U.S. units, per FRANdata
(2026), means that across much of the attractive real estate your real competitor is a multi-unit operator with an
expansion team and in-house counsel, not the corner restaurant. The fourth is accounting: ongoing royalty and
marketing fees in franchised QSR run 8.5% to 11.2% of sales per Toast (2025), and if that band is missing from
break-even in the initial model, the unit opens doomed to a contribution margin that never closes. The fifth is
survival. Cited U.S.

Small Business Administration data puts five-year franchise closure near 20-25% against roughly 50% for inde‐
pendents, and brand does not explain that gap: system, standards and the fact that someone has already
walked the permit file a hundred times do. The sixth is design: planning the kiosk and full digital offer from the
blueprint captures the +35% average check documented by Future Ordering and the +20% to +30% range re‐
ported by Sunday (2025), while retrofitting after sign-off usually means reopening electrical and health filings.

Finding 7 — The minimum dashboard Masterestaurant uses to order an opening

Finding 8 — The differences that move opening EBITDA

Finding 9 — The differences that move opening EBITDA — in practice

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Criterion by criterion: traditional versus the Masterestaurant frame

TIMING OF THE LEASE SIGNATURE

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

Sign first to secure the site, file afterwards

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T File up to

reasonable zoning certainty, then sign

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: with construction near 535 USD/sq ft (Walter Daniels,
2025), signing before knowing turns the file into daily debt.

PERMIT BUDGETING

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

Fees and stamps get budgeted

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Calendar cost

over committed capital gets budgeted

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins, because the fee is marginal and the calendar drains
cash while the dining room stays dark.

SITE SELECTION

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

Foot traffic and the operator's instinct

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Market

ownership structure and territory risk

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: with 19.3% of franchisees controlling 58.8% of units
(FRANdata, 2026), your neighbor is not a restaurant, it is an operator with an expansion team.
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BREAK-EVEN MODEL

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

Food cost, payroll and rent estimated
freehand

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Prime cost

closed, franchise load of 8.5%-11.2%
(Toast, 2025) included and food cost
capped at 32%

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: a break-even that ignores ongoing fees opens the
unit with margin already lost.

AVERAGE CHECK LEVERS

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

Installed later, once the unit already
operates

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Kiosk and digital

offer designed into electrical and health
drawings

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins: capturing +35% check (Future Ordering) or +20-30%
(Sunday, 2025) without reopening filings requires designing it into the build.

FILE CONTINGENCY PLAN

A ·  T R A D I T I O N A L M E T H O D  ( P E R M I T  A S
PA P E RW O R K )

None; if the permit collapses, the deposit
is lost

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T A second site

pre-diligenced up to the first one's point of
no return

Verdict: The Masterestaurant method wins, with an honest concession: keeping two candidates
alive costs team time and does not always pay off on a single opening.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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Traditional method: the permit as the lawyer's annex W H AT  M O S T  G R O U P S  D O

The lease gets signed first, and only then does anyone check whether zoning allows food handling
with facade exhaust.

✕

An outside expediter runs the file, with no committed date and no weekly report to the expansion
committee.

✕

The opening budget captures the license fee, which is marginal, and omits the financial cost of a build
stalled at ~535 USD/sq ft (Walter Daniels, 2025).

✕

There is no backup site: if the file collapses, the group loses the deposit and restarts the search.✕

Lease versus purchase gets decided without checking the ~178 USD/sq ft purchase benchmark
reported by FreshBooks (2025).

✕

Territory risk is judged by looking at the street, not at the ownership structure documented by
FRANdata (2026).

✕

Masterestaurant method: the permit as critical
path with a dashboard M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Permit due diligence closed BEFORE signing: zoning, health, fire, exhaust and operating hours, each
with an owner and a date.

✓

An expansion dashboard tracks the file per site with a weekly signal, and the tracking AI flags any
milestone running past its planned days.

✓

The budget separates fee (marginal) from calendar cost, which is what actually drains cash against
~535 USD/sq ft of build (Walter Daniels, 2025).

✓

Two candidate sites per opening, with the second pre-diligenced up to the first one's point of no return.✓

BOH/FOH automation and kiosk designed into the blueprint, because moving an electrical point after
sign-off reopens the filing.

✓

The investor pitch carries the permit calendar as quantified risk, not as a line of faith.✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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TRADITIONAL METHOD

(PERMIT AS PAPERWORK)

MASTERESTAURANT METHOD

(PERMIT AS CRITICAL PATH WITH AI)

Build cost exposed to the
calendar (new QSR)

✕ Lease signed and build
started on ~535 USD/sq ft
(Walter Daniels, 2025) with no
firm license date

✓ Those same ~535 USD/sq ft (Walter
Daniels, 2025) release by milestones tied to
real file approval

Buy-the-property alternative ✕ Dismissed on instinct without
comparing against the ~178
USD/sq ft purchase figure
(FreshBooks, 2025)

✓ Purchase at ~178 USD/sq ft
(FreshBooks, 2025) modeled against lease
with territory risk priced in

Ongoing fees when the vehicle
is a franchise

✕ Contract signed without
projecting royalty and marketing
at 8.5% to 11.2% of sales (Toast,
2025)

✓ The 8.5%-11.2% of sales (Toast, 2025)
enters break-even before any territory is
committed

Expected five-year survival ✕ Independent without a
system: ~50% close within 5
years (U.S. Small Business
Administration, cited data)

✓ Format with system and standards: ~20-
25% close within 5 years (U.S. Small
Business Administration, cited data)

Territory risk in mature
markets

✕ Site picked on visible traffic,
ignoring that 19.3% of
franchisees control 58.8% of
units (FRANdata, 2026)

✓ The 19.3%/58.8% concentration
(FRANdata, 2026) is mapped before any
zone is committed

Local market closure context ✕ Opening proceeds blind to
the cycle: >2,700 closures in
Colombia (ACOGA via Infobae,
2025)

✓ Local cycle — under 1,000 U.S.
closures, spring 2025 (Datassential, 2025) —
is crossed against the opening plan

Expected check of the format
opened

✕ Flat check projected, no
digital levers designed into the
build

✓ Kiosk and digital offer designed from the
blueprint: +35% check (Future Ordering) and
+20% to +30% with full digital offer (Sunday,
2025)

Side-by-side comparison

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

The 2026 scorecard: external figures that frame the decision to open

535 USD
New QSR construction cost per square foot
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178 USD
Restaurant space purchase cost per square foot

11.2%
Top of ongoing franchised QSR fees
(royalty + marketing), from 8.5%

58.8%
U.S. franchised units controlled
by 19.3% of franchisees

2700
Restaurants closed in Colombia
during the sector crisis

24%
Colombian foodservice sales decline, first half of 2024

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized
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New QSR construction cost per square foot

535USD

Restaurant space purchase cost per square foot

178USD

Top of ongoing franchised QSR fees (royalty + marketing), from 8.5%

11.2%

U.S. franchised units controlled by 19.3% of franchisees

58.8%

Restaurants closed in Colombia during the sector crisis

2700

Colombian foodservice sales decline, first half of 2024

24%

Sources: Walter Daniels 2025 · FreshBooks 2025 · Toast 2025 · FRANdata 2026 · ACOGA via Infobae 2025

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“We had two signed leases and a third site under construction when the real problem became obvious: the
license fee was trivial next to what it cost to hold a build budgeted near 535 USD per square foot, the figure
Walter Daniels publishes for 2025. We rebuilt the process around the Diego F. Parra and Masterestaurant
frame, put an owner and a date on every permit in a single board, and the fourth site opened in 94 days
against 187 for the previous one; the dead rent we stopped paying over those 93 days equals nearly a full
quarter of one unit's contribution margin.”

— Expansion director of a five-unit hospitality group, on redesigning their permit route

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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How to position your next opening in four moves

1 Put a date and an owner on every permit before signing anything
List the permits your jurisdiction actually requires — zoning, health, fire, exhaust, operating
hours, exterior signage — and assign each one an internal owner with a committed date. The
rule is simple and unpopular: no lease gets signed until zoning is confirmed in writing. With
construction near 535 USD per square foot per Walter Daniels (2025), every stalled week over
committed capital costs more than the entire filing.

2 Model break-even with the full load
If the vehicle is a franchise, put the 8.5% to 11.2% of sales royalty and marketing band reported
by Toast (2025) into the first model, alongside food cost, which under our frame must NEVER
exceed 32% per dish, plus payroll and rent, which belong in break-even and never get loaded
onto the plate. If break-even only closes on optimistic average-check assumptions, the problem
is not the permit: it is the model.

3 Read the territory with structural data, not foot traffic
Before committing to a zone, check who already operates there. With 19.3% of franchisees
controlling 58.8% of U.S. units per FRANdata (2026), and a base of more than 4,000 brands
and 200,000 franchisees documented by FRANdata (2026), the right question is not how many
people walk past the door, but what expansion capacity you will be competing against for the
next five years.

4 Design the digital levers into the blueprint, not afterwards
Leave the kiosk, the ordering point and the analytics stack planned in the electrical and health
drawings. Future Ordering documents +35% average check with self-service kiosks and Sunday
(2025) puts the lift from a full digital menu, ordering and payment offer at 20% to 30%. And if
your menu goes QR, keep the PHYSICAL menu as well: the printed menu controls service pace
and suggestive selling, while the QR adds delivery, accessibility and price updates. Both, each
with its own job.

FA Q
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What permits and requirements do you need to open a restaurant in 2026?

The base block is consistent across jurisdictions: business and tax registration, compatible zoning, health
clearance, fire certification, waste and grease handling, exhaust permission and operating hours. What varies
is local sequence and timing, and that is where the real cost lives. Confirm zoning in writing before signing
any lease.

How much do permits weigh against total opening cost?

Little in fees and a great deal in calendar. Against a new QSR build near 535 USD per square foot per Walter
Daniels (2025), license fees are marginal, yet every stalled week keeps that capital frozen and adds rent without
sales. Budget permits in days, not in dollars.

Does opening under a franchise reduce opening risk?

It lowers survival risk and raises fixed load. Cited U.S. Small Business Administration data places five-year
franchise closure at 20-25% against roughly 50% for independents, yet Toast (2025) reports ongoing fees of
8.5% to 11.2% of sales across royalty and marketing. Put that band into break-even from day one.

What should an investor pitch show about permits?

The quantified calendar: which permit is pending, who owns it, when it resolves and what each week of delay
costs against committed capital. An investor pitch that treats permits as a formality reveals weak due diligence;
one that presents them as risk with an owner and a date signals real operating control.

Frequently asked questions about permits
and requirements to open a restaurant

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Franquiciados propiedad de mujeres
24% de las franquicias muestreadas
son propiedad de mujeres

FRANdata

Tasa de incumplimiento de
préstamos SBA de franquicias

9,9% promedio entre 2010 y 2021 (casi 1
de cada 10)

U.S. Small Business
Administration (datos SBA)
2010-2021

Cierre de franquicias vs negocios
independientes

~20-25% de franquicias cierran en 5
años, frente a ~50% de independientes

U.S. Small Business
Administration (datos citados)

Sector data 2026 (official sources)
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Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Enseñas y establecimientos de
restauración franquiciada en España

390 enseñas y 7.967 establecimientos
franquiciados (2024)

Tormo Franquicias Consulting
2024

Empleo de la restauración
franquiciada en España

92.109 empleos directos, el 24% del
empleo del sistema de franquicia (2024)

Tormo Franquicias Consulting
2024

Facturación de la restauración
franquiciada en España

7.230 millones de euros en 2024
(inversión acumulada 2.956 M €)

Tormo Franquicias Consulting
2024
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Join our MASTERESTAURANT Community for FREE

Restaurant owners and teams from 43 countries sharing knowledge, tools and applied AI — straight to
your WhatsApp.
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