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A synthesis of changing patterns in the demographic profiles
of urban street vendors in Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe
Abstract
Street vending is a phenomenon that has been in existence for hundreds of years. It has since increased owing to
economic challenges experienced, especially in developing countries. This article sought to highlight changing patterns
in the demographic profiles of urban street vendors in Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe through a desk research
study. The aim was to sensitize local governments, particularly in Zimbabwe, to develop appropriate policies in line
with changing patterns in the demographic profiles of urban street vendors. Findings revealed that there has been an
increase in the number of single and married women in urban street vending; more young people have joined this
practice and more educated people are also part of urban street vendors. The study concluded that street vending is a
dynamic phenomenon with changes having been noticed in gender, marital status, age and level of education of urban
street vendors. Recommendations were that local governments need to re-visit policies pertaining to planning for urban
street vending in line with the changing circumstances.
Keywords: changing patterns, urban street vending, dynamic phenomenon, qualitative analysis.
JEL Classification: P25, C13.

Introduction
Street vending, a self-employment and income
generating activity, is perceived by some people to
be detrimental to city life, unhygienic, noisy and an
obstruction to the smooth flow of commuters,
pedestrians and traffic (Joseph, 2011; Adhikari,
2011). Street vendors have been blamed for
crowding sidewalks, plazas and parks, coming too
close on the subway, or selling too close to local
businesses (Abbot and Shah, 2014). Despite these
negative connotations, it is worth noting that there
have been changes in the demographic profiles of
urban street vendors which warrant recognition.
These demographic profiles include gender, marital
status, age and level of education (Research and
Advocacy Unit, 2015; Tambo, 2015; Joseph, 2011,
Masonganye, 2010; Njaya, 2014).
Questions that need immediate answers are ‘What is
street vending?’ and ‘Who is a street vendor?’
Bromley (2001) defines street vending as the retail or
wholesale trading of goods or services on streets and in
other related public places such as alleyways, avenues
and boulevards. Joseph (2011) views street vending
from a different perspective by asserting that the
phenomenon falls within the category of economic
activities generally referred to as the informal sector.
Although there is no universal definition of this sector,
the informal sector into which street vending falls, is
generally referred to as legal and ethical sound
economic and commercial activities that take place
outside government’s licensing and regulatory
framework. Therefore, street vending is unregulated
trading that takes place in public spaces such as streets,
sidewalks, bridges and pavements among others. This
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researcher is of the view that this definition excludes
licensed urban street vendors for there are some who
are licensed, especially those who operate in
designated places. Njaya (2014) concurs that street
vending is illegal in Harare, Zimbabwe, except in
designated areas such as flea markets. According to
Bhowmik and Saha (2012), a street vendor is someone
who offers goods to the public at large without having
a permanent built-up structure from which to sell.
Njaya (2014) contends that street vendors sell
everything from fresh food and medical drugs to
mobile phones, mobile recharge cards, electrical
gadgets, bricks and sand. For the purpose of this
article, the definition of street vending incorporated all
the afore-said and included regulated and unregulated
street vendors providing products or services in urban
areas. The study, however, excluded urban street
vendors involved in criminal activities in terms of the
laws of the countries under review.
1. Background to the study
Joseph (2011) asserts that urban planning policies
and models based on the modernist thinking are
geared towards creating cities and towns constituted
entirely of formal settlements. Any activity regarded
as informal is excluded from the urban landscape
through the execution of rigid and restrictive
planning and development control mechanisms.
Akers (2013) concurs that even in Asia the struggle
for the use of limited space is an urgent problem that
urban planners and designers have to confront. The
contribution by Akers (2013) shows that this
challenge is not unique to Africa. Joseph (2011)
further posits that, in Botswana, there were no
definite statutes which addressed issues on the
informal sector activities in general. Street vending
and other informal sector activities in the country
were and are managed using clauses found in
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legislations drawn to address different issues such as
public health, food control and environmental
management. Legislation appears to be one sided in
its attempt to address street vending. Legislations
are concerned only with penalties to those people
who contravene the provisions of the clauses. These
laws are insufficient in addressing the nature and
manifestation of street vending activities, as they
tend to be used in a process of excluding street
vendors in urban areas. According to Njaya (2014),
a similar scenario prevails in Zimbabwe. At
metropolitan level, neoliberal by-laws and
regulations continue to exclude street vendors from
participating in the economic activities of the
country. Njaya (2014) further opines that those bylaws had failed to adapt to the changing
circumstances.
This is why the researcher felt that with the increased
numbers of urban street vendors, it was important to
review literature on changing patterns in urban street
vending in sub-Saharan Africa with a focus on
Zimbabwe. According to the Research and Advocacy
Unit (2015), the growth in vendors openly engaging
in street vending, contrary to the municipal laws that
regulate street vending was worrying and was a
symptom of an underlying economic problem. Street
vendors seem to be everywhere and they do not seem
to be reporting to anyone, but themselves. Even in
Bulawayo, the second largest city of Zimbabwe, there
has been an escalation in the number of street
vendors due to the underperformance of the economy
(Bhebhe, 2012; Dube, 2013; Tshili, 2014).
Unfortunately, most governments resort to the use of
force to try and handle the challenge of urban street
vending which has not yielded any permanent
solutions (Bromley, 2000; Chenga, 2013; Hansen,
2004; Ndhlovu, 2011).
Joseph (2011) argues that despite urban planning
efforts to exclude street vending in Gaborone, the
capital city of Botswana, these activities have over
the years experienced vigorous growth and have
become diverse in nature. It is now acknowledged
that urban street vending in developing countries
will continue to grow and, thus, require detailed
understanding beyond the modernist approach. The
implication from the aforesaid is that urban planners
and designers did not envisage a situation where
there would be competition and conflict over urban
space, but street vending has brought about that
reality. Therefore, urban planners and designers
cannot remain rigid and hope that rigidity and
inflexibility will work. Hence, the aim of this article
was to conscentize government authorities that
based on the information gathered; the challenge of
urban street vending was actually escalating and
needed to be addressed.
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2. Statement of the problem
Street vending, which is regarded as a public nuisance
by some people and has in the past been considered to
be an activity for the less educated and old people, is
now a source of income for the many unemployed
people of various demographic profiles. Despite the
abundant literature on global urban street vending,
there is a dearth of studies on the synthesis of changing
patterns in the demographic profiles of urban street
vendors in Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe.
Limited emphasis on this subject serves as a
foundation for this study. A synthesis on the changing
patterns in the demographic profiles of urban street
vendors would enable policy makers to contextualize
the phenomenon in its entirety and develop relevant
policies to handle challenges that may arise. This
study, therefore, sought to expose changing patterns in
urban street vending in sub-Saharan Africa with a
focus on Zimbabwe to draw attention of the
Government of Zimbabwe that the challenge of
urban street vending is not retreating; hence, the
need to re-visit urban plans and craft policies that
reflect
the
changing
circumstances
and
accommodate various stakeholders. The choice of
countries was motivated by the similarities in the
vending patterns. For about a decade, Zimbabwe,
like some other developing countries, had been
going through a depressed economy that has led to
massive company closures which left scores of
people unemployed. The unemployed people have
had to turn to urban street vending to sustain
themselves (RAU, 2015; Njaya, 2014).
3. Aim of the study
There have been notable changes in the demographic
profiles of urban street vendors in both developed and
developing countries (Abbot and Shah, 2014; Joseph,
2011; RAU, 2015; Njaya, 2014). Despite research
efforts on urban street vending in both developed and
developing countries, the researcher did not access any
study on the synthesis of changing patterns in
demographic profiles of urban street vendors in subSaharan Africa, specifically Botswana, South Africa
and Zimbabwe. A focus on the demographic profile of
a people enables researchers to understand the people
in question. Knowing what has caused changes in
urban street vending, how the changes have affected
stakeholders and what capabilities are required in
managing these changes will enable policy makers to
be proactive. Remaining in denial, being rigid and
using force to mitigate the challenges will not help in
any human dynamic environment.
4. Research objective
This article assesses the changing patterns in the
demographic profiles of urban street vendors in
selected Sub-Saharan African countries, with a focus
on urban Zimbabwe.
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5. Literature review
The variables that were explored included:
 gender and marital status;
 age; and
 level of education.
Bhowmik and Saha (2012) assert that street vending
had increased in major cities around the world,
especially in developing nations such as Asia, Latin
America and Africa. The increase was brought about
by lack of gainful employment and poverty in rural
areas that pushed people to migrate to cities in search
of better lives. Indira (2014) concurs that there had
been an increase in street vending in Asia and
attributed the increase in the Asian cities to the Asian
financial crisis of 1998. Akers (2013) contends that
Baguio, a once ecologically affluent summer capital of
Philippines was now experiencing an incessant
struggle for the use of public spaces. Many workers
who had lost their jobs had taken street vending as a
source of livelihood. Sub-Saharan states have also
witnessed increases in urban street vending and these
include Botswana as reported by Jimu (2004);
Nakisani and Ongori; (2013); Joseph (2013); South
Africa (Willemse, 2011; Masonganye, 2010) and
Zambia (Ndhlovu, 2011).
According to a study by Joseph (2011), in Gaborone,
results revealed that street vending was the only
alternative source of income left after failing to secure
wage employment. Some of the people who were
previously employed stated that they had become
street vendors due to insufficient incomes,
underpayment and fear of exploitation from their
former employers. In Zimbabwe, early studies on
vending began in the 1990s with the increase in this
activity as a consequence of the Economic Structural
Adjustment Program (ESAP), but as the economy
declined, the informal sector became the major source
of livelihood. The Central Business Districts (CBDs)
are inundated with vendors stationed at street corners,
traffic lights, street pavements and some in parking
lots at shopping centres (RAU, 2015). Njaya (2014)
confirms this assertion through a study of 145 street
vendors in Harare Metropolitan City in Zimbabwe,
where 88.3 percent of the vendors indicated that street
vending was their sole source of income.
What is clear is that many people now depend on street
vending for their livelihood. This scenario reveals a
changing pattern in that street vending which falls
within an informal sector is now a major employer
instead of formal employment which people have
always been used to. One would have expected formal
employment to be more lucrative than street vending,
but these changes are a pointer to the contrary.
However, Joseph (2011) asserts that what has emerged
from his studies on street vending in Botswana is the

positive attitude on street vending that was now being
shown by policymakers in Botswana. Policymakers
appear to adhere to the fact that street vending
activities have become an inseparable part of every
city’s lifestyle. According to Mitullah (2003), South
Africa too had initiated processes through its
Constitution that have potential for improving the
business environment for micro and small businesses,
especially in Durban. This scenario exemplifies
another changing pattern in street vending, as some
local governments have now realized that they have to
incorporate street vending in their urban plans.
Zimbabwe has also reported high increases in urban
street vending evidenced in the studies by Changa
(2013); Njaya (2014) and Research and Advocacy
Unit (RAU) (2015). However, despite the increase in
the number of street vendors, policies and regulations
are not appropriate for street vendors, as street vendors
are hardly consulted in the development of by-laws
and in the planning of the vending sites. Dasgupta
cited in Joseph (2011) argues that such policies reflect
the anti-vending attitude and sector activities,
particularly street vending. The reality is that formal
employment cannot absorb all the graduates.
6. Research methodology
In answering the research question, the study
employed a desk approach where literature
pertaining to the topic was reviewed, analyzed and
synthesized. Empirical and secondary sources on
three selected sub-Saharan African countries,
namely Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe,
were consulted with a bias towards Zimbabwe. The
main sources of literature were journals, abstracts,
newspapers and some government publications on
the topic under study. Data were analyzed
qualitatively. The demographic profile included
gender, marital status, age and level of education.
7. Discussion of findings
Joseph (2011) argues that while urban planners were
still firmly devoted to the notion of modernity by
getting rid of street vending activities, the actual
demand for vending sites was on the increase. Street
vending activities are not only currently experiencing
rapid growth, but they are also becoming diverse
despite urban planning interventions to curtail them. It
is in the context of these changing patterns that this
particular study sought to assess changing patterns in
the demographic profiles of urban street vendors in
Sub-Saharan Africa with a focus on urban Zimbabwe.
7.1. Changing patterns in gender and marital
status. According to Mitullah (2003), women
dominated street vending although there was also a
large number of men and children. Reasons for this
increase in women street vendors were limited
economic opportunities for women in both rural and
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urban areas, gender bias in education, and to augment
husbands’ incomes. Women engaged in street vending
due to its flexibility, as they could easily combine
street vending with other household duties such as
taking care of children. Njaya (2014)’s study of street
food entrepreneurs in Harare, Zimbabwe, also showed
women dominating in street food vending. This was
due to a number of socio-economic factors such as
failure to secure formal employment due to lower
education and skills levels. According to Nesvag
(2000) cited by Joseph (2011), despite the
enactment of repressive apartheid planning
legislation to stop street vending in South African
cities, there was defiance and resistance led mainly
by African women who dominated in the sector and
survived through it. From a gender perspective,
literature indicates that street vending activities have
become an important domain of women in almost
all sub-Saharan African countries (Awah, 1997;
Tinker, 1997; Pick, Ross and Dada, 2002).
Results of a study by Cyprian (2011) revealed that the
number of single women street vendors in South
Africa was lower than that of married women. Most
street vendors were married and supported large
families with a high percentage of women being sole
bread winners. These findings could be an indication
of the increased need by married women to augment
their husbands’ incomes and sustain themselves and
their children. This changing pattern is significant,
because most societies in human history have largely
been patriarchal where men serve as heads of families
and are considered to be breadwinners. Tasks have
always been allocated on a gender basis. Gendered
division of labor meant that, in general, women
possessed less economic power than men (Post,
Frederick and Weber, 1996). These views were also
revealed by Njaya (2014) that there was perception
amongst the participants in his study that in
historical and cultural terms men possess certain
powers which women do not have. It emerged that
the participants regardless of age and/or sex
symbolically defined and positioned men as ideal
heads and/or breadwinners of households.
Furthermore, in most patriarchal societies, the place
of the woman has always been the kitchen and the
major roles have largely been that of child bearing
and family sustenance (Chirwa, 2008; Khumalo,
2008). However, by participating in street vending,
women have financially empowered themselves,
thus, reducing their economic dependence on men.
It is also a changing pattern in that men now accept
women to engage in informal employment in order to
supplement their incomes. Taken from a different
perspective, some men have gone into street vending
as a result of pressure from having working wives,
while they lie idle. Although street vending impacts
negatively on the man’s ego, some men would
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rather be street vendors than to be wholly dependent
on their wives. Njaya (2014) posits that traditionally
street vending was associated with women,
particularly housewives, but had become open to
both sexes in all age groups.
Regarding the issue of single women participating in
street vending, Joseph (2011)’s study on urban street
vendors in Gaborone, Botswana showed that single
women made up the majority of street vendors (69.2
percent). By comparison, single male street vendors
constituted (62.5 percent). These findings are
indications that gone are the days when women would
solely look up to men for financial sustenance. Single
women have found street vending to be another way of
financially sustaining themselves.
Another notable changing pattern related to the
increase in urban women street vendors is the rearing
of children in the streets. Tambo (2015) asserts that
female vendors have to contend with rearing their
children especially babies and toddlers on the streets,
because most of them cannot afford the expensive
services of a maid or day care centre, while they sell
their wares on the streets of most cities and towns.
This sad reality of children growing up on the streets
can have far-reaching social consequences, as children
are vulnerable to bad weather, disease, malnutrition
and even heinous occurrences as rape and physical
molestation by other older children and delinquent
adults. The norm has always been that women
remain at home to look after their children, but
because of poverty they find themselves rearing
their children in the streets. In addition, bringing
children to vending places can limit the performance
of these urban women street vendors.
7.2. Changing patterns in the age of urban street
vendors. In a study by Joseph (2011), the dominant
age groups of respondents were people in the 21-40
year age bracket. According to Cyprian (2011), the age
of the street vendors was between 18 and 56 years with
an average of about 32 years. More than half of the
street vendors were 30 years and above. There was a
contrasting pattern when considering age and
gender. From the survey, female street vendors were
younger at all ages than men in the sample. There
were 36.5 percent females and 63.5 percent males
(almost double the number of men).
In a survey by RAU (2015), in the Harare Central
Business District (CBD), Zimbabwe, males were more
represented in the lower age groups, while women
were more predominant in the older age groups, 30
years and above. Most of those that took part in the
survey were in the 31-40 age groups (39 percent) and
the over 40 age group (percent). These age groups in
street vending were young people who were expected
to be formally employed, but again street vending
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seems to be the main employer, a sign that the
economy of Zimbabwe is underperforming. According
to the 2012 Census in Zimbabwe, only 30 percent of
Zimbabwe’s potential workforce was in full-time
employment, so vending has become one of the very
few avenues for earning a decent living and supporting
oneself and one’s family in Zimbabwe. Based on these
findings, the changing pattern is that there has been a
shift by youth from formal employment to street
vending, an informal employment. A study by
Njaya (2014) reveals that the majority of street
vendors in the Harare Metropolitan Province were
in the economically active groups of 21-30 and 3140 years, respectively. Njaya (2014) acknowledges
that this groups’ participation in the street vending
sector reflected the high unemployment levels in
Zimbabwe.
7.3. Changing patterns in the level of education.
Street vending has most commonly been regarded as
an economic activity for the less educated. Results of a
study by Joseph (2011) shows that the majority of
street vendors in Gaborone, Botswana, had low levels
of formal education, evidenced by 86.3 percent who
had only gone up to primary school and junior
secondary school levels, respectively. The study
further revealed that women had attained lower levels
of education than their male counterparts. Only 11.5
percent of the female street vendors had gone to senior
secondary school and tertiary level. In contrast, male
street vendors who had reached the same levels of
education constituted 17.8 percent. According to
Cyprian (2011), in many cases, street vendors are often
regarded as illiterate or lack vital educational
qualifications and skills for formal employment.
In a study of Kenya, Cote D’Ivorie, Ghana, South
Africa, Uganda and Zimbabwe most street vendors
had primary and below levels of education (Mitullah,
2003). A few had secondary education, while very few
had professional training. However, the younger street
vendors tended to have higher levels of education than
the older street vendors. Male street vendors seemed to
have more professional training compared to women
street vendors. This researcher is of the view that
women had a lower level of education, because
traditionally girls had less opportunities to education
compared to boys.
Contrary to the aforesaid, findings by Masekesa (2014)
portray a different scenario about Zimbabwe now.
Some of the graduates churned out by schools,
colleges and universities every year, are now selling
airtime and tomatoes on the streets due to
unemployment. Tambo (2015) concurs that it is
estimated that more than 300 000 students are churned
out of schools, colleges and universities every year in
Zimbabwe to join millions of the already unemployed.

These are perhaps some of the graduates that turn to
street vending for a living. Njaya (2014)
acknowledges that the increase in the number of
university graduates in street vending was worrisome,
as it signified a waste of informed human capital. The
interviewed graduate respondents in his study
indicated that street vending was a refuge occupation
where they could earn subsistence income. Another
study conducted by Nakisani and Ongori (2013)
reveals that graduates were also engaged in street
vending due to lack of employment opportunities
after graduation. These findings portray a worrisome
changing pattern regarding the educational level of
street vendors where now even graduates are seeking
refuge in street vending.
According to Mituallah (2003), although it has been
argued that vending attracts those who have limited
opportunities for obtaining formal employment and/
or prestigious business, and minimizes chances of
social exclusion and marginalization; street vending
is increasingly becoming an option for many citizens.
It is no longer limited to lower social groups.
Conclusions
What has clearly emerged from this literature review is
that street vending is on the increase and it is now the
alternative to formal employment. There is no way
governments can deny this fact. Based on the findings
in this study, the following conclusions can be drawn:
 The number of women urban street vendors in
sub-Saharan Africa has increased in recent years.
 Both married and single women have joined in
urban street vending to fend for their families.
 Men are no longer the sole bread winners, as
there are single women who have also joined in
street vending to sustain themselves and their
families.
 The number of youth engaged in urban street
vending has also increased as a result of
unemployment.
 Highly educated people have also joined in urban
street vending.
Recommendations
Joseph (2011) argues that it is worthwhile to respond
to the proliferation of street vending beyond the
modernist planning approach and consider meanings
people construct about their livelihoods. Masonganye
(2010) asserts that while the streets might offer
temporary relief to the unemployed, unless stop gap
measures are taken to cater for the increased numbers
of urban street vendors, streets will eventually be
choked with street vendors. Based on the aforesaid,
the following recommendations are made in the order
of the interrogated demographic variables.
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Gender and marital status. Governments need to
craft user friendly policies that will embrace the
operations of street vendors, particularly the increased
number of urban women street vendors who take their
children along with them. Facilities should be created
where women street vendors can safely vend; where
young babies are not subjected to physical abuse
taking into cognisance the increased number of urban
women street vendors. In addition, policymakers
should get onto the ground and study prevailing
circumstances and come up with informed policies that
suit changing times. Policymakers cannot be distanced
from reality and hope to come up with policies, whilst
they spend all the time in their offices. They must go
out, network and dig deeper into social concerns so
that they craft relevant vending policies.
Age. There is a need for governments to engage
investors to revive economies to accommodate the
increasing number of youth street vendors. Some of
the youth might have brilliant ideas, but are not given
the chance to expose their potential. Even if all
unemployed youth would be encouraged to start
businesses, not everyone can be an entrepreneur. Even
if everyone had to be an entrepreneur who would buy
from the other person? Therefore, there is a need to
resuscitate formal employment that has almost
collapsed to create some form of stability. What has
led to these high increases in street vendors is the
underperformance of economies. Governments should,
therefore, come up with ways of reviving economies to
absorb some of these job seekers. Youths too,
irrespective of age and gender, should not continue to
moan about lack of employment. They should think
outside the box and see how they can legally make the
street a source of employment, as the barriers to entry
in street vending are minimal.
Level of education. There is a need for governments
to revive the formal economy and make use of the
educated human capital. The government cannot

afford to heavily invest in education and at the end of
the day throw the talent to waste. Alternatively, the
youth can be funded and trained on how to start and
run self employment projects.
In addition to the aforesaid, it would appear as if urban
designers and planners never envisaged this dramatic
increase in street vending. There is a need, therefore, to
go back to the drawing board, re-visit their plans to
accommodate the increased number of street vendors,
and at the same time cater for different other street
users. Gone are the days of rigid planning. There is
now a need to incorporate the changing social and
economic activities. Plans have to be made to cater for
increased numbers of street vendors, increased number
of cars, pedestrians and at the same time cater for the
ambience of cities. Strategies such as pedestrianisation,
reconfiguring public transportation and urban design
strategies are some of the solutions that have worked
in other countries and can be tried.
Local governments should capture the statistics of
street vendors for planning purposes. Once they know,
for example, the different age groups involved in street
vending, it will be easier for the local authorities to
plan for them and to account for their contribution to
the economy. It is also essential that street vendors are
invited to participate in important issues such as
planning and management of urban development.
There is a need for increased and improved
communication between urban authorities, street
vendors and street vendors’ associations.
Areas for further study
This study focused on reviewing literature on urban
street vendors in selected sub-Saharan African
countries. Perhaps a literature review that focuses on
changing patterns in the demographic profiles of
rural street vendors in the same selected subSaharan African countries can be conducted for
comparative purposes.
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