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ABSTRACT Street vending provides a means of economic development and provides jobs which help alleviate
poverty. An advantage of street-food vending is that it may be a source of inexpensive nutritional food while it is
also a source of income for the poor. However, if this enterprise is not handled correctly it  may have dire
consequences in terms of health and hygiene. For instance, without proper guidance to food vendors this may result
in food poisoning for the consumers. This study was intended to recommend ways in which street-food vendors
could be assisted in order to understand the health aspects of handling food as well as business issues. To accomplish
this, focus group interviews were conducted amongst 29 respondents of whom 26 were Black female and 3 Black
males. The results revealed that mainly women use street-food vending as a means to earn a living to alleviate
poverty. Also, the street-food vendors identified issues related to health and hygiene, customer care as well as skills
for developing a business as important to them. It is recommended that the training of street-food vendors be a
priority for city officials. Furthermore, it is recommended that street-food vendors be trained on customer care.
Finally, it is recommended that street-food vendor should be trained in money management.

INTRODUCTION

As the twenty-first century progresses into
its second decade, the winds of social, econom-
ic and political change are evident throughout
the world. Global environmental change is ap-
parent and, daily, consumers and waste produc-
ers need to act with greater responsibility. Ern-
stzen (1993) is of the view that human poverty
and deprivation in the world are intertwined with
the worsening environmental conditions – in
other words, poverty has become a self-fulfill-
ing cycle. In poor countries sustainable devel-
opment means first and foremost addressing
these intertwined problems of human poverty,
deprivation and worsening environmental chal-
lenges which may be different to those faced by
modern economies. In poor countries the urgent
priorities focus on basic human necessities that
need to be addressed. Accordingly, economic
development that can alleviate poverty has to
be stimulated, while simultaneously conserving
natural resources essential for economic growth.
South Africa is not immune to environmental and
political change. An emerging environmental
consciousness is evident as people become
aware of the consequences of unchecked popu-
lations, uncontrolled waste disposal, and the
over-consumption of resources. Government and

city planners in South Africa should therefore
attend to sustainable development issues. To this
end, the education of citizens on environmental
matters is important. Referring to this very mat-
ter, Jai Prabhakar and Gangadhar (2011: 159) point-
ed out that a “… healthy population can lead the
nation better in all the frontiers.”

According to the mid-2011 estimates from
Statistics South Africa, the country’s population
stands at 50.5 million, up from the census 2001
whose count was 44.8 million. About 62% of the
South Africa’s population are currently living in
urban areas and it is estimated that by 2050 as
much as 80% of the population will be living in
urban areas. This estimate takes into account
the fact that the HIV/AIDS pandemic is still gain-
ing momentum and might reduce the South Afri-
can population by a significant margin. In South
Africa, most poor people live in areas with no
electricity supply (Capricorn District Integrated
Development Plan 2004). These people are
forced to use other energy sources, often coal,
for both cooking and heating in a city like Polok-
wane (Mukhola 2006). Street vendors often burn
coal, which is an environmental pollutant, as car-
bon dioxide, one of the by-products, contributes
to global warming when preparing food. Thus, it
is argued that air pollution may be associated
with poverty, and the problem is made worse by
street vendors who use coal as fuel to prepare
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food for their customers. The South African con-
stitution states that all citizens shall have the
right to an environment that is not harmful to
their health or wellbeing, and the right to have
the environment protected and economically
balanced (Republic of South Africa 1996). Prop-
er legislation which promotes co-operation be-
tween local people, the government, and other
agencies is needed. The success of legislation
can only become a reality if financial penalties,
linked to appropriate forms of reparations by
offenders, are in place for the damage caused to
the environment.

Harrison (1994) argues that there is a strong
relationship between people and their environ-
ment, and that this affects their personal health
and lifestyles. Education is an important means
to inform people of their rights and obligations
towards the environment. It is, therefore, impor-
tant, to educate the public, particularly street-
food vendors, to make them aware of the factors
that might lead to environmental degradation.
Sutton (1994) believes that environmental prob-
lems have an adverse effect on the standard of
living and quality of life and may, in fact, threat-
en the lives and livelihoods of people. In the
light of this, street vendors should be assisted
in gaining an understanding of ways in which
their industry can have an impact on both the
environment and the economy of the city. It is
important that they understand the causes of
environmental abuse, and how problems affect-
ing the environment can be tackled. Educating
street vendors will assist them to realise the im-
portance of protecting the environment they
work in. In a related study about environmental
education, staff of the Kruger National Trans-
frontier Park’s Environmental Education Unit de-
scribe the importance and impact of offering en-
vironmental education to children in local
schools. In this regard, the Environmental Edu-
cation Unit identifies children as appropriate
agents for communicating about environmental
issues to their parents and the local communi-
ties (Mukhola 2006). In essence, educational in-
tervention is critical in order to make people aware
of the importance of the environment. A spin-off
of educating communities is that their attitudes
and commitment towards solving environmental
issues change.

In this case study, the citizens referred to are
street-food vendors specifically operating in the
city of Polokwane, the capital of Limpopo Prov-

ince in South Africa. Street vending provides a
means of economic development and provides
jobs which alleviate poverty. An advantage of
street-food vending is that it may be a source of
inexpensive nutritional food (Bryan et al. 1998).
The objective of this study was two-fold. First,
to gather information regarding street-food vend-
ing from the people engaged in this enterprise.
Secondly to provide recommendations on how
they could be assisted in order for their busi-
nesses to be sustainable. In particular, the study
was intended to recommend ways in which street-
food vendors could be assisted for them to un-
derstand the health aspects of handling food as
well as business issues. The researcher felt that
an investigation of the subject itself and activi-
ties of street vendors is important in order to
contribute to the knowledge base related to this
enterprise.

METHODS

This study, first and foremost, examined the
knowledge gap about environmental issues
amongst street-food vendors. Investigating the
knowledge gap is consistent with the view that
“… in order to design effective training for food
handlers there is need to fully understand all the
factors underlying food hygiene behaviour in
the workplace” (Seaman and Eves 2010: 983). The
study focused on gaining insight that would
guide the researcher in drawing up guidelines
for vendors’ environmental education. In this
descriptive study the qualitative approach was
used. Initially it had been planned to conduct
individual interviews. Instead, the researcher
conducted focus group interviews because
street vendors indicated that they were more
comfortable and preferred to share their experi-
ences collectively. As a result of their request,
focus group interviews with street-food vendors
as well as municipal health officials were con-
ducted. Additionally, observations of street ven-
dors’ surroundings, disposal of waste and clean-
liness were conducted and recorded in the
researcher`s journal. Specifically, data was col-
lected from the 29 street vendors. The focus
group discussions were conducted with groups
of 5 participants. In asking questions research-
ers followed the guidelines that stipulate that
what is asked should stimulate responses (Meri-
um 1998).
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Participants were purposively selected as
they arrived at the selling points and only will-
ing participants were interviewed. This volun-
tary participation is in line with sample selection
procedures recommended by Leedy (2001). Fo-
cus group interviews were conducted in North-
ern Sotho - a language spoken by the street ven-
dors in the study area. This was found to be
ideal because it allowed the participants to pro-
vide their own understanding of the industry and
its relationship to environmental matters more
freely. Secondly, the researcher made use of an
audio tape recorder in combination with a video
tape recorder as all participants gave their con-
sent to the use of technology (Mukhola and Mji
2008). The use of these taped recordings as data-
collection methods ensured the capturing of as
much of what was discussed as possible. This
method also gave the researchers an opportuni-
ty to seek clarification on issues they did not
understand themselves.

Typical questions in the focus group inter-
views assumed a format such as ‘Talk to me about
your experience in this business of street food
vending’ were included. Twenty-four (24) ques-
tions in 9 categories were included. Categories
were, for example, personal details of street ven-
dors, academic qualifications of street-food ven-
dors, involvement in street-food vending, in-
volvement in street-food handling, facilities used
by street-food vendors, views of street-food sell-
ing by vendors, training in street-food handling,
ideas of a successful business venture, and last-
ly use of a picture of a person handling food
properly/ badly. Furthermore, in order to validate
what the vendors indicated three (3) city offi-
cials from Polokwane (one) and the city of Dur-
ban (two) were also interviewed. These munici-
pal officials are environmental health practitio-
ners working for the cities’ respective environ-
mental health services divisions and were includ-
ed in the research because of their involvement
with city street vendors. These officials were
asked questions regarding the experiences and
challenges of street-food control. All these ac-
tivities were carried out in order to give a voice
to street vendors and, based on that, to recom-
mend training programmes that would help im-
prove their situation.

Data Analysis

Discussions were conducted in the language
of the interviewees. This was done because it

was convenient to quickly verify with the partic-
ipants whether what was recorded indeed repre-
sented their opinions. This also allowed for the
researcher to internally validate the process by
ensuring that the information provided was ac-
curately captured, and correct. All the record-
ings were translated into English. The validity of
this process was ensured by asking a Language
Practitioner to transcribe and translate the re-
corded information. A constant comparative
method of data analysis developed by Glazer and
Strauss in 1967, further developed and refined
by Lincoln and Guba in 1995 was used to facili-
tate the data analysis process (USAID 1996). The
different responses were initially sorted, coded
and analysed for relevant and compatible themes
(Maykut and Morehouse 1994).

FINDINGS

The study included 29 respondents all of
whom were vendors of street food in Polokwane
City. The demographic data obtained from the
respondents revealed the following information:
there were 26 (90%) Black females and 3 (10%)
Black males. Their ages ranged between 16 years
and 52 years (M = 34.5 years; SD = 10.9).

Environmental Education Programme for
Vendors

The majority of participants (street vendors)
liked the notion of training for street-food ven-
dors. They indicated the need for training on the
following aspects: food preparation; customer
care; pricing and financial skills; stock control;
purchasing dynamics; budgeting; food catering
and the completion of tenders documents relat-
ed to such catering; health and security mea-
sures in relation to food. Participants were asked
to indicate the ideal time they would avail them-
selves for training. They identified Wednesday
afternoons and Saturdays as being the most fea-
sible times. This was also confirmed by the three
officials. About training, the officials felt that the
priority was for vendors to undergo training in
observing health, hygiene and sanitary mea-
sures. They also felt that the municipality should
intervene with the introduction of courses that
will assist vendors to understand the importance
of selling food in the closed sheds that were pro-
vided within the city streets. For instance, Offi-
cial 1 from Durban indicated:
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The cultural way of respecting food and the
people who must eat the food has somehow been
lost. I think the respect for healthy food should
be cultivated in those who are ready to contin-
ue in selling street food.

Grievances of Street-Food Vendors, and
Assistance Required

In addition to the concerns that participants
raised, they further indicated that they were al-
ways being harassed with evictions by owners
of the premises in which they conduct their busi-
nesses. These owners (landlords) insist on rent-
als despite the lack of facilities. In this regard,
one participant’s view was more succinct when
she stated the following:

… these White people want to terminate our
contracts for renting and for no reason. They
always walk tall and talk proudly that they are
the landlords. They always send us letters to
chase us away from these spots.

In some instances, landlords took the ven-
dors to court. According to vendors when a court
ruling was in their (vendors) favour that for in-
stance, the landlords should not evict vendors,
landlords tended to retaliate by increasing rental
amounts as a means of ‘revenge’. Thus rental
increments were meant as a way of kicking the
vendors out of the trading premises ‘officially’
because vendors could not afford such increas-
es. A further bone of contention was the fact
that vendors discovered that they were not pay-
ing the municipality the licence fee. In certain
instances some vendors were not paying any-
thing at all. One participant noted that in the
event of vendors not paying the municipality
their dues, they are victimised; where fines of up
to R500.00 (approximately US$69) are imposed
on them, and their goods confiscated without
anyone ever informing them later of their goods’
whereabouts. This participant further pointed out
that this happened regardless of whether they
had paid or not. Essentially the vendors indicat-
ed that there did not appear to be a structured
system of payment from the municipality’s side.

Some participants also indicated that the
municipality wanted them to move away from
areas where they were operating in. Their main
concern was that these decisions were not ne-
gotiated with them. In fact, it turns out from the
interviewed officials, that the municipality want-
ed vendors to relocate to another area where they

had built market shelters for them outside the
city centre. However, the participants felt that
for their trade to survive they should be where
their customers were. In essence, the vendors
were arguing that for them to move, the taxi rank
should then also be relocated adjacent to them.
The vendors’ argument was that business must
go to the people; it should not be the other way
round – a notion they claim the municipality sub-
scribes to. Participants also indicated that the
municipality has to demarcate the sites from
which they operate equally so as to quell confu-
sion among vendors, and that they have to es-
tablish a flat rate for rentals.

It was felt that criminal activities had declined
since street vendors started to operate in Polok-
wane centre. The presence of the street vendors
became a deterrent to petty criminals as the ven-
dors could report untoward activities to the po-
lice. Another view was that the municipality
should not deter people from coming to the cen-
tre for vending purposes. In fact the prevailing
view was that food vending should thrive. It was
indicated, however, that more conducive condi-
tions would prevail if mutual understanding and
cooperation existed among street vendors and
the municipality. In this regard one participant
who expressed this viewpoint motivated his opin-
ion thus,

... Our street vendors ... are adamant in the
sense that they do not want the municipality to
introduce any change whatsoever. They want
certain things from the municipality but, do not
expect the municipality to demand anything
from them ... Even if the municipality wants to
assist them they see that as a challenge and
start to rebuke whatever comes from the munic-
ipality.

Officials felt that if vendors could embrace
the municipality’s advice, more opportunities
could be created for them. Participants elaborat-
ed further in this regard by indicating that the
municipality could create schemes for funding
people who want to start their own businesses.
These can potentially be secured at reasonable
rates of return.

DISCUSSION

This article has outlined how mainly women
use street-food vending as a means to earn a
living to alleviate poverty. This finding is con-
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sistent with those reported in other African coun-
tries. For instance it is reported in Uganda too
that “… street food vending generates income
to households and majorly dominated by wom-
en” (Muyanja et al. 2011: 1511-1558). Important-
ly, the street-food vendors identified issues re-
lated to health and hygiene, customer care as
well as skills for developing a business as impor-
tant to them. The issue of health and hygiene is
critical because it has been shown that nutrition
education is useful in modulating “… the per-
ception of the factors that influence the partici-
pants’ food choices” (Anetor et al. 2013: 188).
The self-assessment by participants is important
because it highlights the vendors’ willingness
to change. About this issue, it is pointed out
that “… willingness to change behaviour is de-
termined by perceptions and beliefs … people
have to perceive that their current behaviour
endangers their health and that action has a
strong likelihood of reducing their risk” (Wilcock
et al. 2004: 61). Training related to health and
hygiene was also identified by the interviewed
officials. The officials felt that training in respect
of hygiene and sanitary measures should be a
priority for street-food vendors. A healthy envi-
ronment promotes good health and so an envi-
ronmental education programme for street ven-
dors should strive to promote the protection of
the environment in which they operate. People
involved in teaching environmental issues con-
sider experiential learning and behavioural
change to be directly related to teaching about
the environment.

What is clear is the fact that “Food safety is
a global issue” and “Governments all over the
world are working to decrease foodborne dis-
eases and illnesses” (Arendt et al. 2012: 125).
Ensuring that a clean healthy environment pre-
vails at all times where food is sold to the public
is critical. It is critical because if food is handled
in unhygienic conditions and is sold to the pub-
lic, this may result in an outbreak of food poi-
soning for instance. This is extremely important
because food poisoning is common in South
Africa and many people die unnecessarily (Drap-
er 1996). It is important therefore that the street-
food vendors should be trained about basic
cleanliness such as regularly washing their
hands. Regarding hygienic conditions, Seaman
and Eves (2010: 983) argue that it “… may be
critical for food handler to regularly carry out
different food safety actions, such as cleaning

correct food storage, and hand washing.” The
introduction of environmental education in a pro-
gramme for street vendors should emphasise the
relationship between social justice and a healthy
environment (Huan 2004). Crafting teaching re-
sources should be done with sensitivity and
consideration of the levels of education of most
street-food vendors. This is partly because
street-food vendors are largely illiterate (Mukho-
la 2000). For instance in the study area, the last
investigation in 2004 involving street food ven-
dors found that most were illiterate and about
33.4% had some form of primary education (Capri-
corn District Integrated Development Plan 2004).
The issue of illiteracy is similar to that reported
in India too where educational levels of street
vendors were reported to be low and 21% of them
illiterate (Chakravarty and Canet 1996).

The training of street-food vendors must in-
tegrate environmental protection into various
activities in each programme. Integrating envi-
ronmental education into courses would raise
the awareness of the learner (Huan 2004), and
high priority should be placed on maximising
environmental education opportunities, as well
as increasing the opportunities for street ven-
dors to be involved in environmental manage-
ment and the pursuit of sustainability. People
involved in the teaching of environmental edu-
cation must be aware and knowledgeable of the
importance of environmental protection. People
should also be familiar with environmental pro-
tection laws and the regulations and bylaws of
the city in which they operate. In this way, peo-
ple to whom assistance is being offered, such as
street vendors, will gain knowledge from the of-
ficers guiding them. Environmental education
needs to address the needs of street vendors
within their local context, the way they live and
the impact they have on the environment.

Effective environmental protection will ben-
efit street vendors financially, as customers will
prefer to buy their wares in a clean environment.
Mukhola (2000) found in his study in Polokwane
that consumers were able to influence the street-
food vending community by challenging the
vendors to provide healthy food. Environmental
education, according to the Environmental Edu-
cation and Training Partnership (1997), is a con-
tinuous learning process that evolves accord-
ing to human experiences and is informed by life
experience. As its ultimate goal, environmental
education envisages a change in human behav-
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iour as a result of the incorporation of experien-
tial learning. Furthermore it is argued that educa-
tion is an inherently value-laden endeavour (Jick-
ling 2003). This author also states that environ-
mental educators convey important implicit mes-
sages in the educational setting and the content
of the training programme, as well as what they
leave out of their instruction (Jickling 2003).
When environmental educators do not pay at-
tention to all messages related to the environ-
ment, they create situations that may negate their
declared intentions. For example, if a desired
outcome is to have street vendors participate
effectively in protecting the environment, yet the
trainers harass them as they go about their daily
business, implicitly the training programme
works against its aims, and much about real val-
ues is revealed. It is hard to imagine how anyone
can be made aware of a lack of environmental
awareness in such a hostile environment. Simi-
larly, if it is believed that an environmental ethos
is grounded in qualities such as concerned and
understanding care of the environment, then it
is necessary to create a context that incorpo-
rates these qualities. By educating street ven-
dors in environmental education issues, the pro-
gramme should focus on adding a sustainable
and environmentally friendly quality to life.

Some participants also indicated that the
municipality wanted them to move away from
certain areas where they were operating. While
the vendors may not see things on the same light,
municipalities are usually force by circumstanc-
es to relocate vendors. For example municipali-
ties are forced to relocate vendors because of
lack of suitable facilities for the handling and
vending of food. For instance, the issue of facil-
ities may involve the accumulation of rubbish
which leads to an infestation of flies and dogs,
which will render a site unhygienic (Bryan et al.
1997). On the other hand, municipalities relocate
vendors because they place a strain on services
too. About this, it is pointed out that just by
where vendors want to be, may affect city plans,
and resources like water and sewerage (Canet
and N’diaye 1996).

Regarding harassment by local police and
owners of business premises where vendors
operate illustrates the prejudicial views that still
exist between people from diverse backgrounds.
In this case vendors’ grievances against harass-
ment need to be looked at from the government
side. Such government intervention may assist

the different parties to reach common understand-
ing and work together. It is important therefore
that a solution be found, which will be accept-
able to both street vendors, business premises
owners and health officials. It is important to cre-
ate funding schemes for people who want to start
their business. This will open opportunities for
upcoming traders who may require capital for
starting the business. The success of any busi-
ness depends on start-up fund. Investing in this
industry will sustain the operation as food is an
important commodity for the survival of men and
women.

CONCLUSION

This paper has outlined the importance of
street-food vending in Polokwane City and fur-
ther provides evidence of the importance of trad-
ing in the city as a means of survival for women
in order to earn a living. Principally the impor-
tance of the training of street-food vendors on
health and hygiene, customer care as well as skills
for developing a business plan was also indicat-
ed. An overriding principle is that in training
street-food vendors the aim should be to foster
a clear awareness of the interdependence of, and
concern about, economic, social, political and
ecological issues. In addition, it should seek to
provide opportunities to individuals to acquire
the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitments
and skills needed to protect and improve the
environment in which they work. Furthermore,
food safety practices of educated and knowl-
edgeable street vendors will improve and the
food that is sold will effectively be reliable. Fi-
nally, overcoming the problems of street ven-
dors and the ill-treatment imposed on them needs
joint cooperation of government, consumers and
vendors themselves in order to improve and sus-
tain their economic activities.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Street-food vendors have a serious impact
on an environment in which they work. They
may affect the planning of a city, together with
its resources. It is recommended then that the
training of street-food vendors be a priority for
city officials. This is because if vendors are un-
trained in food hygiene and sanitation operate
and sell their wares then they may cause untold
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harm to others. For instance they may cause
outbreaks of food poisoning that may result in
the hospitalisation of large numbers of people.
The purpose of educational programmes should
be to make street-food vendors, and all con-
cerned with informally vended food, more aware
of food hygiene and sanitation, as well as tech-
nological aspects of street-food vending and
consumption. It is only through training and the
subsequent monitoring of the situation that
street-food vendors can be integrated into and
considered a responsible part of a city’s food-
supply system.

Customer care within street-food vending
remains a problem and multi-pronged strategies
are needed to address it. The potential of street
food customers to remain loyal to a particular
vendor has not yet been fully investigated. How-
ever it was established in this study that there is
a potential to maintain and retain loyal custom-
ers. For instance, taxi drivers were reported to be
come back repeatedly for the same service. It is
therefore recommended that street-food vendors
be trained on customer care, in the sense that
‘the customer is always right.’ Furthermore, the
vendors need to be trained in interpersonal rela-
tions as well as in recognising their loyal cus-
tomers. An important aspect of knowing loyal
customers is that sometimes they may be en-
ticed to remain through discounts and specials
at different times. So in essence, the implementa-
tion of strategies such as these will require an
integrated approach to address the needs of both
customers and street food vendors.

It is further recommended that street-food
vendor should be trained in money management.
Among the requirements here would be the need
for skills related to business planning. Given the
lack of information on this specific aspect, it is
recommended that (a) research be conducted
into all aspects of street food trade with regards
to skills for development of business plans. Such
studies may include investigating the impact
street-food vending makes into the socio-econ-
omy of the city; (b) a method should be found to
make sure that business principles and skills for
the vendors are enhanced. This is also critical
because it will ensure that food vending is a sus-
tainable enterprise for those who practice it.
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