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ABSTRACT

Street food vending has become a central aspect of urban informality, which is a significant economic activity
in many countries, particularly in the Global South. Nevertheless, this sector receives limited attention from
policymakers, tourism practitioners, and destination managers, and its economic significance remains largely
unaccounted for. This study, therefore, aimed to explore the role of street food vending in urban tourism,
focusing specifically on a Global South city. In this qualitative study, which focused on Bulawayo, Zimbabwe's
second-largest city, semi-structured interviews were conducted with informal food vendors to gain insights
into the topic. Thematic analysis was employed to identify patterns and recurring issues in the interview data.
The findings reveal that street food vending plays a significant role in urban tourism development. This
economy contributes to urban growth by creating employment, empowering residents, and supporting
other businesses, an economic contribution that remains largely undocumented due to the marginalisation
of the informal sector.
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ABSZTRAKT

Az utcai ételdrusitds a varosi informalis gazdasdg kodzponti elemévé valt, amely szdmos orszagban -
kiilondsen a Globdlis Dél orszagaiban — jelent8s gazdasagi tevékenységnek szamit. Mindazondltal ez az
agazat gyakran csak korldtozott figyelmet kap a déntéshozdktdl, az idegenforgalmi szakemberektél és a
desztindcidmenedzsmenttdl, gazdasagi jelent6ségét pedig nagyrészt figyelmen kivil hagyjdk. Ezért e
tanulmany célja az volt, hogy feltdrja az utcai ételdrusitds szerepét a varosi idegenforgalomban, kiilonés
tekintettel egy, a Globdlis Délen taldlhatd varosra. Jelen kvalitativ tanulmdnyban, amely Zimbabwe masodik
legnagyobb varosdra, Bulawaydra Osszpontositott, félig strukturdlt interjukat készitettlink informalis
élelmiszerdrusokkal, hogy betekintést nyerjlink erre a teriiletre. Tematikus elemzéssel azonositottuk az
interjukban fellelheté mintazatokat és visszatéré tartalmakat. Az eredmények azt mutatjdk, hogy az utcai
élelmiszerdrusitds jelentds szerepet jatszik a varosi turizmus fejlédésében. Ez a gazdasdgi tevékenység
munkahelyteremtéssel, a lakossdg o6nalldsaganak erfsitésével és mds vallalkozdsok tamogatdsaval jarul
hozza a varosi névekedéshez; ez a gazdasagi hozzajarulds azonban az informdlis szektor marginalizaltsaga
miatt ez idaig nagyrészt dokumentalatlan maradt.
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1. Introduction

Street food vending (SFV) is the practice of selling food and beverages in public places,
open spaces, or by the wayside (Adaku et al., 2024). It is mostly done by informal food
vendors operating within the informal economy (Anand & Jagadeesh, 2022; McKay et al.,
2016; Nkosi & Tabit, 2021). Food vendors are responsible for meeting the immediate dietary
requirements of people by selling mostly ready-to-eat foods from carts, food stalls, food
trucks, and kiosks (Nkosi & Tabit, 2021; Pulliat et al., 2024; Swai, 2019). Various socio-
economic factors, such as limited time for food preparation, changing family structures,
and modern lifestyles, have led to increased demand for street-vended foods. Food
vending is a typical phenomenon in most urban areas, and it has grown to be a significant
business practice globally, especially in the Global South where it sustains the livelihoods
of low-income households (Abrahale et al., 2019; Marutha & Chelule, 2020). Africa, Asia,
and America have some of the leading cities in the SFV business (Czarniecka-Skubina et al.,
2018).

Many countries now recognise SFV as an important aspect of the tourism industry, as
it helps to showcase local and regional cuisines, promote urban renewal, and stimulate the
local economy (Huynh-Van et al., 2022). More importantly, it significantly impacts urban
spaces positively because it provides a unique foodscape, as well as affordable, fresh, and
healthy meal options to tourists and residents (Joassart-Marcelli et al., 2024; Pulliat et al.,
2024). In addition, it showcases cultural diversity, helps preserve indigenous foods, and
provides employment opportunities to the local community, thereby improving the overall
standard of living and quality of life in the city (Petersen et al., 2018). The informal food
economy not only sustains urban tourism but also promotes other informal sectors,
especially those that supply raw materials to food vendors (Petersen et al., 2018).

In Zimbabwe, SFV is regarded as the foundation of the city's market economy and
urban tourism, providing residents and tourists with cheap, convenient meals (Maphosa,
2026). SFV has become a distinctive part of the informal sector, as it provides
entrepreneurship opportunities for the city’s residents (Adaku et al., 2024; Peimani &
Kamalipour, 2022). Surprisingly, in most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa SFV is not widely
recognised or well developed, mainly due to strict regulatory frameworks that make it
difficult for street food vendors to operate (Swai, 2019). Despite the opportunities offered
by SFV, policymakers and the academic community in the Global South pay less attention
to this sector (Petersen & Charman, 2018). This study, therefore, seeks to examine the
threats and opportunities of SFV in the context of urban tourism in Zimbabwe with a
particular focus on Bulawayo.

For the purposes of this study, urban tourism refers to a range of leisure, cultural, and
economic activities that take place within a city and draw on its built environment and
everyday life to create unique visitor experiences (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021). Much of
the existing literature on urban tourismis based on capital cities and primary tourism hubs,
where tourism offerings such as attractions, accommodation, and transport nodes are well
developed (Ashworth & Page, 2011). Secondary cities such as Bulawayo, by contrast, attract
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visitors mainly through urban life and informal activities, with informal food vending as a
typical example. This study, therefore, extends the literature on urban tourism to a
secondary-city context, where informal activities such as SFV play a prominent role in
shaping tourists' experiences. The specific objectives for this study are as follows: to
examine the role of SFV in urban tourism developments, assess its socio-economic
impacts, and identify the challenges faced in developing SFV.

2. Literature review
2.1 Role of SFV in urban tourism developments

SFV plays a vital role in attracting tourists and enhancing their experience, as it provides an
authentic and local experience (Swai, 2019). It also offers tourists an opportunity to
experience the local culture of a city, as it represents the culinary and cultural traditions of
a place (Hill et al., 2019). Anand and Jagadeesh (2022) argue that the informal food
economy provides a direct connection to the local community, allowing tourists to taste
authentic dishes and interact with local vendors, enhancing their cultural experience. In
addition, street food is often considered an authentic part of a destination, offering a taste
of local cuisines and a glimpse into the daily life of the local community (Adaku et al., 2024).
Food vendors are often locally-owned businesses, offering tourists a more authentic
culinary experience than do large chain restaurants (Bourlessas et al., 2022; Swai, 2019).
Moreover, most food vendors sell traditional and ethnic foods, which helps preserve
cultural heritage and traditions (Adaku et al., 2024; Hill et al., 2019). Bourlessas et al. (2022)
further assert that street food serves as a gateway for tourists to authentically engage with
a destination's local cuisine and identity, offering a genuine, immersive experience that
contributes to the overall tourism experience. In the same vein, it is an integral part of
gastronomic tourism, offering tourists an encounter with local food and allowing them to
immerse themselves in local cuisines and lifestyles (Trafialek et al., 2018).

SFV contributes to the local economy of urban areas by creating employment
opportunities for the local community and helping them generate income (Adaku et al.,
2024; Nkosi & Tabit, 2021). It also supports other sectors in the economy, such as
agriculture, food production, and transportation (Swai, 2019). It has also been observed
that the informal food economy attracts tourists to specific areas, thereby increasing the
number of tourists in the city and boosting tourism revenues. Opportunities for social
interaction between tourists and the local community are also created as people gather
around food carts to eat and socialise, fostering a communal atmosphere (Caramaschi,
2024; Pulliat et al., 2024).

Food vending in urban areas can contribute to the uniqueness and distinctiveness of a
destination. Cities with vibrant street food scenes can differentiate themselves from other
tourist destinations and attract food enthusiasts and culinary travellers, boosting the city's
tourism. Street food markets, festivals, and tours can become part of a city’s identity and
contribute to its overall tourism uniqueness (Jimenez-Arpiza et al., 2026). For tourists
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visiting urban spaces, trying different types of cuisines can be a memorable and enjoyable
experience. There is no doubt that street food scenes contribute to the vibrancy and
competitiveness of an urban destination. A vibrant street food culture can attract
authentic-seeking food tourists and is considered a significant factor in destination choice.

2.2 The socio-economic impacts of SFV

SFV in urban areas has several socio-economic impacts that can positively influence local
communities and enhance social dynamics. By promoting and selling traditional dishes,
food vendors help preserve the community's cultural identity and foster local culinary
heritage. Informal food vending can provide economic opportunities and empowerment
for marginalised groups, such as immigrants, refugees, and low-income individuals
(Uwamahoro & Khoo, 2025). It offers a relatively low-cost entry point for starting a small
business, allowing these individuals to generate income and support themselves and their
families. SFV can contribute to the social inclusion and empowerment of these groups,
providing avenues for economic mobility and self-sufficiency. More importantly, food
vending in urban areas often relies on locally sourced ingredients, thereby supporting local
farmers and food producers. This ultimately strengthens local food systems by creating
demand for locally grown and produced ingredients and by promoting sustainable,
environmentally friendly practices.

Food vendors, especially in areas with high foot traffic and tourist activity, can earn a
sustainable income that improves their living conditions and overall quality of life. In the
same vein, it partially eases disparities in access to healthy food, contributing to poverty
alleviation by providing affordable food options in areas with limited access to nutritious
meals (Navarrete-Herndndez et al, 2023). SFV fosters entrepreneurship in local
communities and encourages individuals to develop their culinary skills, business acumen,
and customer service skills (Caramaschi, 2024). Food vendors are given opportunities to
develop culinary skills, food-preparation techniques, customer-service expertise, and
business-management knowledge. Many food vendors start small and gradually expand
their operations, creating opportunities for business growth and development. This
entrepreneurial mindset can have broader impacts on the local economy.

2.3 The challenges faced in developing SFV

SFV in urban tourism destinations faces numerous challenges that vary with local
regulations, market conditions, and the destination's specific context. For example, food
vendors often face hurdles related to obtaining the necessary licenses and permits to
operate legally (Koch, 2015). Regulatory requirements, such as health and safety
regulations, zoning restrictions, and compliance with food-handling standards, can be
complex and burdensome. Meeting all these requirements can be costly and time-
consuming for street food vendors, particularly those with limited resources and
knowledge of the regulations. Also, the lack of a clear, supportive regulatory framework
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can hinder the expansion and development of SFV within urban tourism, leading to
uncertainty and difficulty in navigating legal requirements (Caramaschi, 2024).

Urban tourism destinations often attract numerous street food vendors, leading to
increased competition, making it challenging for individual vendors to stand out and attract
customers. Market saturation results in price wars and reduced profit margins,
complicating vendors’ efforts to sustain their businesses. Furthermore, in Global South
tourist destinations where unemployment is prevalent, many people use SFV as a means
of self-employment, leading to market saturation (Peimani & Kamalipour, 2022).

Inadequate infrastructure, lack of proper sanitation facilities and storage space,
unavailability of proper waste management systems, and lack of access to clean water
facilities increase food safety hazards in SFV (Hossen et al., 2021). Inadequate infrastructure
also hampers the overall street food experience for both vendors and customers. In
addition, the lack of proper sanitation facilities makes it hard for the street food vendors
to comply with health and safety standards; this can impact the perception of hygiene and
food safety standards of street food, potentially affecting the overall tourism experience
(Marutha & Chelule, 2020).

As neighbourhoods undergo redevelopment and transformation, street food vendors
may face higher rents, eviction, and displacement. The changing character of a
neighbourhood due to urbanisation and urban development can also alter the street food
scene and affect the viability of existing vendors. Urban development projects, the
expansion of commercial establishments, and the increasing demand for public spaces can
result in the displacement of street food vendors and the reduction of available vending
areas (Uwamahoro & Khoo, 2025). Also, SFV faces negative perceptions and stereotypes,
particularly regarding hygiene and food safety (Hiamey & Hiamey, 2018). Some tourists and
locals perceive street food as unclean and unsafe, which can impact the reputation and
customer base of the food vendors. Negative perceptions about SFV, such as concerns
about hygiene and cleanliness, can deter potential customers, including tourists, from
engaging with street food offerings (Hiamey & Hiamey, 2018). This can impede their
economic viability and contribution to the urban tourism experience. In this regard,
stereotypes about SFV, such as assumptions about the quality and safety of their products,
can lead to cultural stigmatisation and affect the visibility and acceptance of SFV in the
urban landscape.

3. Study context

The Bulawayo Central Business District (CBD) covers approximately 5.4 square kilometres
and is laid out in a grid pattern, with 17 avenues and 11 streets. The city is known for its
vibrant street food, which adds cultural authenticity and enhances the overall travel
experience. SFV plays a significant role in urban tourism in Bulawayo, reflecting the city’s
rich cultural heritage and socio-economic dynamics. The vibrant SFV in Bulawayo offers a
variety of local dishes, which enhances the city’s appeal as a tourist destination. It has been
noted that the informal nature of SFV contributes to the livelihood of the residents,
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fostering community engagement and economic resilience. In addition, Bulawayo hosts
world-class cultural heritage attractions that can be used to leverage a vibrant SFV sector
(Shereni & Ndhlovu, 2024).

As Zimbabwe's second-largest city, Bulawayo is strategically positioned as the
commercial and cultural hub of the Matabeleland region (Figure 1). The city’s spatial layout
provides an ideal environment for analysing the spatial distribution of informal economic
activities, such as SFV.

Figure 1. Map of Zimbabwe showing the location of Matabeleland region and Bulawayo
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The spatial scope of this study focuses on the CBD, which serves as a gateway and a hub
for tourism, cultural exchange, and commerce. A transit and cultural gateway to both
Matabeleland North and South, Bulawayo is a critical centre for regional tourism flows.
Regarding culture, the city holds deep historical and symbolic significance as the epicentre
of Ndebele heritage. The street food economy in Bulawayo CBD prominently showcases
Ndebele cuisine, which sustains local livelihoods and is a form of cultural preservation and
transmission. The cuisine reflects local, indigenous knowledge and culinary traditions,
providing visitors with authentic experiences. Overall, Bulawayo represents a typical Global
South city where tradition and modernity coexist, with its street food reflecting this dual
identity by offering both modern fast-food and traditional Ndebele cuisine. Such a blend
augments the tourists' experiences through catering to diverse tastes and highlighting the
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living culture of the Matabeleland people. Therefore, street food in Bulawayo is both a
cultural bridge between locals and visitors and a significant economic activity.

From a regulatory perspective, the Bulawayo city council requires all informal traders,
including street food vendors, to obtain a vending license before they start operating.
Licensing fees vary by location: those operating within the CBD are required to pay an
annual fee of USD 23 and an additional monthly site rental fee of USD 11.50, while vendors
operating outside the CBD pay half of these amounts (Bulawayo City Council, 2024). Food
vendors are additionally required to undergo a health examination and food-handling
training with the City of Bulawayo Health Services Department. Vending space is allocated
by the city council rather than freely chosen by vendors, ensuring that vendors meet all
hygiene standards. Vendors operating outside designated places are classified as illegal
vendors and are subject to enforcement under the city's laws (Bulawayo City Council,
2024).

SFV in the Bulawayo CBD differs prominently from vending in the city’s residential
areas. Within the CBD, street food vendors are located in high-transit areas, targeting
commuters, visitors and shoppers looking for quick, affordable, and culturally distinct
culinary experiences. Its development is shaped by everyday commercial life in the city,
with tourism benefits emerging as a byproduct of that everyday vibrancy. However, food
vending outside the CBD primarily serves the needs of the working population and
individual households.

4. Methodology

This study adopted an exploratory qualitative research design to get the real-life
experiences of the research participants (Creswell, 2013) and to gain insight into the
relationship between SFV and urban tourism development in Bulawayo. Semi-structured
interviews were done with twenty-five street vendors in the Bulawayo CBD. Interviews
were conducted between March and April 2024, using an interview guide with questions
organised around the study's three objectives, the role of SFV in urban tourism
development, the socio-economic impacts of SFV, and the challenges faced in developing
SFV. Follow-up questions were used flexibly to allow the participants to elaborate onissues
raised. All interviews were audio-recorded with the participants' permission and
transcribed verbatim.

Given the limited research on this subject in the local context, an informal, flexible
design was used to facilitate the collection of authentic, grassroots data. The researchers
employed a convenience sampling technique to select study participants based on their
accessibility and availability during field visits. Such an approach helped the researchers
engage directly with the vendors in their natural work environment, collating spontaneous,
voluntary insights without the influence of institutional or formal gatekeeping structures.
The empirical findings presented in this study are thus based on the lived experiences of 25
street food vendors interviewed.
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Various ethical considerations were followed in the design and conduct of this study
to ensure adherence to the ethical requirements of academic research. Verbal informed
consent was obtained from all 25 participants prior to the interviews, during which the
purpose of the study, the voluntary nature, and their right to withdraw at any time were
explained. In addition, to maintain participant privacy and anonymity, no identifying
information was collected from the vendors. In the manuscript, participants are identified
using unique codes rather than their names. Data collected was stored securely and only
used for the purposes of this study.

Data analysis followed a manual inductive thematic approach. The process began with
an iterative reading of the interview transcripts to familiarise with the data. This was
followed by the generation of initial codes to capture ideas, expressions, and lived
experiences of the vendors. The codes were then combined to form broader themes
consolidated around the objectives of the study. This allowed the themes to emerge from
the vendors' lived experiences rather than being imposed on the data from existing
frameworks.

5. Results
5.1 Profile of street food vendors

SFV in the Global South is associated with the informal sector, where a cohort of vendors
ventures into city spaces that are highly unregulated and unaccounted for (Rogerson &
Rogerson, 2025). These vendors do so as a means of livelihood sustenance (Timothy &
Teye, 2005). An earlier study on South Africa identified this activity as an attractive income
venture, especially for socio-economically vulnerable populations (Motala, 2002). A similar
pattern is observed in post-COVID-19 South Africa, where Nyathi et al.’s (2024) case study
of informal food vendors in Johannesburg reveals that the sector is largely dominated by
economically vulnerable populations seeking livelihood opportunities within unregulated
urban spaces.

More specifically, as revealed by Tawodzera (2019a), the demographic characteristics
of street food vendors in the Global South show strong participation by women, youth, and
middle-aged individuals who depend on vending as either a primary or supplementary
source of income. Many of these vendors have been reported to have some form of
education, with secondary school completion being the most common (Nyathi et al., 2024;
Sepadi & Nkosi, 2023; Tawodzera, 2019b). Literature on this activity also reveals that other
demographic characteristics such as gender, age, and years of experience play a significant
role in determining the vending practises, food handling behaviours, income generation,
and entrepreneurial sustainability (Food & Agriculture Organisation, 2020; Magidi, 2019;
Magidi, 2025; Sepadi & Nkosi, 2023).

In the case of Bulawayo, street food vendors closely reflect the broader Global South
pattern in that vending is largely dominated by vulnerable socio-economic populations
seeking livelihood sustainability. The empirical findings show that the sector is dominated
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by women and youth who have been relying on this activity for at least three years as a
livelihood and income-generating activity (Table 1). Attention now shifts to these vendors’
lived experiences and reflections on the impact of SFV on tourism and socio-economic
dynamics in the city, as well as challenges that are experienced.

Table 1. Demographic profile of research participants

.. Number of years as
Participant .
i dentifiers* Age | Gender Level of education a street food
vendor
SFV1 34 | Male High school 3
SFV2 25 | Female | Tourism student 2
SFV3 - | Male Diploma in professional cookery 5
SFV4 24 | Female | High school 3
SFV5 25 | Female | High school 3
SFV6 37 | Female | National certificate in baking 6
SFV7 45 | Female | High school 10
SFV8 29 | Male High school 3
SFV9 24 | Female | High school 2
Diploma in finance and
SFV10 39 | Female | accounting 8
SFV11 49 | Female | Honours degree in marketing 8
SFV12 23 | Female | High school 2
SFV13 50 | Female | High school 14
SFV14 56 | Male - 17
SFV15 45 | Male Honours degree in accounting 11
National certificate in beauty
SFV16 31 | Female | therapy 12
SFV17 47 | Male High school 10
SFV18 29 | Female | High school 6
Honours degree in tourism and
SFV19 39 | Male hospitality management 6
SFV20 35 | Male High school
Diploma in food and professional
SFV21 27 | Female | cookery 4
SFV22 37 | Female | - 10
SFV23 45 | Female | - 19
SFV24 28 | Female | Undergraduate degree 8
SFV25 49 | Female | High school 10

*|dentifiers were used to maintain anonymity and satisfy the ethical requirements of research.
SFV = Street food vendor; 1 represents the number of the vendor. Source: Authors
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5.2 The role of SFV in urban tourism developments

SFV has largely been viewed in tourism scholarship as a vital element of urban tourism
systems, especially in the Global South, where the informal economy plays a significant
developmental role. A bibliometric analysis-based study on this phenomenon by Makoni
and Mearns (2025) reveals that this sector dominates the informal tourism economy in
major cities of the Global South. Nyathi et al. (2024) note that SFV aids destination image-
building, cultural preservation, the development of urban tourism offerings, and the
enhancement of tourists’ experiences. Sepadi and Nkosi (2023) state that street food
spaces in major cities are centres of an informal cultural landscape where tourists engage
not only in food purchase and consumption but also in everyday urban life, local identities,
and traditions through food consumption. In addition, the integration of informal SFV into
urban tourism economies is linked to broader socio-economic dynamics, such as
employment creation, entrepreneurship, and social capital (Rogerson & Mushawemhuka,
2015; Tawodzera, 20193, 2019b; ILO, 2020). These impacts are also evident in Bulawayo, as
participants identified various ways in which food vending aids urban tourism development
in the city. Some of the key responses in this regard included:

“...1 think it allows tourists to enhance the cultural experience, so here in Bulawayo we
sell traditional foods|[... ]I think it helps create social communities between locals and the
tourists hence the tourists can get an insight into the daily livelihoods of the local community
as well as the locals can learn about the tourists. | also think it plays a role in cultural exchange
because people can exchange their cultures and learn new recipes, allowing community
members to showcase and experience multicultural food and crafts” (SFV5s).

“Street food vending brings out the culture of a town, tourists get to experience the food
aspect of a city [...] Street food vending also enhances experience not just through food but
through the interaction with the locals as tourists buy the food, there is an exchange of
culture and appreciation of other cultures” (SFV11).

The findings position SFV as a significant aspect of cultural exchange within the city’s
urban tourism landscape. Participants consistently associated SFV with tourists’ activities.
Engagement in local culinary activities, indigenous cultural practices, and participation in
daily social life were among the key tourism activities mentioned by tourists, which they
pursue through food purchases and consumption within city spaces in Bulawayo. The
findings also suggest that the street food economy serves as an informal space for
interaction in which cultural knowledge and identities are exchanged between tourists and
locals. This supports the view that gastronomy tourism extends beyond eating to involve
social interaction, cultural exchange, and experiential authenticity (Motala, 2002; Nyoni et
al., 2025). Besides the cultural exchange, SFV was also seen as a mechanism for destination
image enhancement and competitiveness:

“Destinations become unique, it makes a destination sellable” (SFV9).

“It makes a city different from other destinations, making it unique and recognised by
different stakeholders, hence helping lure more tourists into the city”” (SFV7).
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“Street food vending contributes to infrastructural development; it makes the city
look nice and helps draw in more visitors into the city”” (SFV5).

The findings also reveal that SFV is perceived as a significant livelihood strategy
responsible for job-creation opportunities. In addition, the sector was viewed as a key
source of indirect employment creation across informal urban economies. Participants
linked food vending to household survival strategies and poverty alleviation, reinforcing
the developmental significance of informal economies amid high unemployment and
economic instability. Similarly, studies by Tawodzera (2019a), Makoni (2023), and Nyathi et
al. (2024) reveal that SFV serves dual roles, functioning as a livelihood strategy and
enhancing the urban tourism experience. The Bulawayo evidence from the 25 research
participants regarding these included statements, such as:

“It helps promote other local businesses such as agricultural-based businesses involved
in the farming of the ingredients used by street food vendors and the transport sector that
transports these products” (SFV12).

“From my understanding, | think street food vending helps boost businesses in a sense
that those people that travel for gastronomy purposes will need accommodation at the end
of the day, hence they come to us for those services, therefore increasing clientele in our
lodges” (SFV1).

Overall, these findings demonstrate that SFV involves more than a tourism-related
activity within the city’s urban landscape. This activity contributes significantly to
destination competitiveness, cultural preservation, and the enhancement of
interconnected local industries such as transport, accommodation, agriculture, and retail
businesses, thereby reinforcing its broader developmental value within Bulawayo’s
tourism economy. These dynamics underscore the extent to which SFV affects daily
livelihoods and local socio-economic structures beyond tourism consumption alone in a
typical Global South city.

5.3 Socio-economic impacts of SFV

Despite the limited scholarship on the informal sector in the Global South, existing research
reveals that the sector is a significant socio-economic activity that is at the forefront of
employment creation, social inclusion, livelihood diversification and entrepreneurship
development (FAO, 2020; ILO, 2020; Makoni & Mearns, 2025; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2025).
Further, the informal food economy is associated with the enhancement of local economic
networks through micro-enterprise activities, poverty alleviation, and informal skills
transfer (Tawodzera, 2019b; Magidi, 2025). In the context of tourism, SFV plays a vital role
in social interaction and community vibrancy by creating spaces where residents and
visitors engage in shared culinary experiences (Nyathi et al., 2024).

Similarly, the Bulawayo case demonstrates employment creation, entrepreneurship
development, skills development and social interactions as key socio-economic impacts of
SFV in the city. The findings position informal food vending as a significant livelihood
activity in Bulawayo’s informal economy. Participants consistently linked the sector with
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direct and indirect job creation, especially for economically marginalised population groups
who have limited access to formal employment opportunities. In addition, emphasis was
placed on household sustenance and income generation, suggesting that the sector serves
as a critical socio-economic coping mechanism amid economic uncertainty and urban
unemployment. Evidence of this is demonstrated in responses from the street food
vendors in Bulawayo:

““One person can employ 3 people, so when we have 10 people doing street food vending,
it means we have employed 30 people. What about if we have 100 people who can employ 3
people each, that means 300 people will be employed now”” (SFV1).

“It creates jobs, hence people can sustain themselves [...] of course, it is not formal,
maybe they could formalise it to make things better. We can take our children to school and
manage our households through food vending” (SFV10).

These findings reinforce the broader discourse and debates on the informal economy
literature that SFV plays a critical role in livelihood diversification and poverty alleviation
through providing income and employment opportunities across Global South cities.
Despite the limited scholarship on informality within Global South contexts, the Bulawayo
case study mirrors patterns observed in earlier studies dating back to the late 1980s. In this
regard, Rogerson (1989) observed that Harare mirrored many major African cities that had
become centres of economically related rural-urban migration, where migrants sought
economic refuge through income-generating activities, livelihood sustenance, and
employment opportunities in the informal sector.

Subsequently, Global South scholarship has increasingly shown that the socio-
economic importance of informal sector activities, such as SFV, is neither a recent concept
nor a phenomenon still in its infancy. Instead, despite decades of evidence highlighting the
sector’s role in livelihoods, employment, and urban survival strategies, the realities of the
informal sector have largely been overshadowed by dominant development trajectories
that constantly prioritise the ‘formal' sector’s development and modern urban economic
systems. In addition, this evolving conversation on informality has positioned the sector as
a significant incubator of entrepreneurship, especially in Global South cities where a wide
spectrum of informal economic activities, such as food vending, provide accessible entry
points into small business ventures, self-employment and micro-enterprise development.
The Bulawayo food vendors showed excitement regarding the sector’s entrepreneurial
prospects associated with informal food vending:

“...Food vending inspires us to open our own businesses” (SFV3).

“It promotes entrepreneurship and encourages locals to start businesses” (SFV5).

The results further demonstrated that SFV is a paramount contributor to social
vibrancy in urban centres by creating spaces for interaction between tourists and locals.
Vending spaces were viewed as platforms for social engagements through shared food
experiences:

“It promotes skill development, e.g., cooking and management skills, because you will be
doing some of the things alone. You got a shop, you are the manager, you are the director, you
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are the chef, so basically you do everything so that you can learn management skills from
there” (SFV6).

“It gives us an opportunity to directly interact with the guests. We can speak directly
with the clients, and then we give them our traditional food; in that way, there is cultural
exchange. We also get to learn about their culture as much as they learn about our culture”
(SFV9).

“I think it helps create social communities between locals and the tourists hence the
tourist can get an insight into the daily livelihood of the local community as well and the locals
can learn about the tourists. | think it plays a role in cultural exchange because people can
exchange their cultures and learn new recipes” (SFV7).

5.4 Challenges faced in developing SFV

Current scholarship on informality in the Global South indicates that SFV in urban
environments is frequently shaped by structural and operational challenges related to
informality, limited regulatory and policy support, inefficient urban planning, and scant
institutional support. Makoni (2023) identifies harassment by local authorities, increased
competition, and policy exclusion as key challenges faced by informal vendors in city
spaces. Safety concerns, particularly financial and goods security, were identified in the
case of Johannesburg street food vendors (Nyathi et al., 2024).

In the FAO (2020) report, health concerns, particularly food preparation and
consumption in unregulated spaces, are listed as critical challenges faced by street food
vendors, affecting their businesses and, more broadly, food security in African cities. Many
of these challenges have been observed to emerge from tensions between informal
activities and formal governance systems, which are known to exclude the informal
economy in rapidly urbanising cities (Makoni, 2023). Similar challenges were expressed by
the Bulawayo street food vendors:

“There is the harassment part, we are receiving unfair treatment from the city council,
these guys, when they come, they take our things just like that. In some cases, people get
injured as they run away from the city council, afraid that their things will be taken away. So
it becomes more of a disadvantage considering that we have low profits and we are expected
to pay a fine using that small money” (SFV11).

“Some people are operating in places where they are selling cooked food with no running
water, nearby toilets or mobile toilets and proper sewage, this raises serious health concerns”
(SFV10).

“I think the most challenge is that it requires licensing, street food vending requires a
license to operate and these licenses are very expensive which becomes hard for the street
food vendors to have licenses. The regulation issues such as food handler’s certificate, which
is also costly” (SFV13).

“...and there is a lot of competition as many people are now partaking in street food
vending”’ (SFV19).
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“We are not trained to interact with the tourists. There is a communication breakdown;
we can sell the wrong product to the tourist. We have never been trained to understand the
nature of tourists and how to carry ourselves around them”” (SFV16).

“We are not trained on the etiquette, we do not know how to carry ourselves around the
tourists” (SFV21).

Overall, if SFV is to generate meaningful benefits for urban informality, there is a need
for collaboration amongst regulators, destination planners, and informal vendors.

6. Conclusion

For more than three decades, the realities observed in the Bulawayo case study have
continued to unfold persistently within the shadows of rapidly urbanising Global South
urban centres (Rogerson, 1989; Timothy & Teye, 2005; Reddy et al., 2020; Makoni, 2023;
Makoni & Mearns, 2025; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2025). This study, therefore, concludes that
the informal economy in the Global South serves as a refuge for millions of livelihoods, yet
remains largely overlooked in mainstream urban planning and development, as well as in
tourism planning and policy conversations. The Bulawayo case study demonstrates that
SFV plays a far more important role in the urban landscape than is often acknowledged.
The sector was noted to operate as both an informal survivalist strategy for the
economically marginalised populace and a multifaceted urban tourism economic activity
that undoubtedly has a significant impact on cultural preservation, entrepreneurship,
social capital, job creation, and destination competitiveness.

It was also observed that the sector functions as a vital link between tourism and daily
urban life, in which street food practises are integrated into the broader socio-economic
fabric of the Global South, characterised by livelihood survival through participation in
informal activities. These findings reflect the broader patterns across major cities in the
Global South, where food economies continue to shape urban tourism experiences while
remaining structurally marginalised within formal policy systems (Makoni, 2023; Nyathi et
al., 2024). From a broader perspective, this study’s findings have significant implications for
the continued invisibility of the informal tourism sector in a rapidly urbanising Global South,
which is associated with the prioritisation of the formal sector. While informal SFV
continues to aid local economic development, cultural vibrancy, and tourism experiences,
the sector operates under various restrictions, including regulatory exclusion,
infrastructural deficiencies, limited institutional support, and several health and safety
challenges. The persistence of these conditions demands a rethinking of the
conceptualisation of the informal economy in the Global South, particularly within the
tourism and urban development frameworks.

As is, the sector remains positioned in a contradictory reality where it is treated as a
peripheral urban activity, yet its practical outputs equate it as the other half of the business
tourism economy in the Global South urbanscape (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021). There is,
therefore, a need to acknowledge and appreciate the sector as an unwavering aspect of
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urban tourism systems and a vital livelihood activity for many people. The tenacity of SFV
across major cities in the Global South reflects failed conventional tourism and urban
development models to comprehensively integrate the socio-economic realities of the
precipitously growing urban populations. Yet, besides functioning at the margins of policy
visibility and formal economic recognition, the informal sector has continued to shape
urban experiences, reproduce daily forms of economic resilience- particularly within the
food economy, and sustain livelihoods in contemporary Global South major cities.
Ultimately, this study positions itself as a thought-provoking contribution to the growing
scholarship on informality in the Global South, advocating for a broader context-sensitive,
inclusive and people-centred approach to urban tourism development.

Looking ahead, the Bulawayo case study suggests that formalisation of the SFV sector
through robust regulations, seasonal food festivals, and designated operating locations
could translate its current socio-economic contributions into a viable urban tourism
product. SFV is placed to integrate seamlessly into other activities within urban tourism.
Associated attractions such as Ndebele culture, colonial heritage, cultural festivals,
heritage trails, and accommodation offerings can be marketed alongside informal food
vending as a single, more compelling destination experience.

The study is not without limitations. First, the use of convenience sampling limits the
generalisability of the findings, even though it suits the exploratory and qualitative aims.
Second, the study was confined to informal food vendors operating in Bulawayo's CBD,
and the experiences reported may not reflect those of vendors elsewhere. Third, data were
collected over a short period of time (March-April 2024); as such, the findings represent a
cross-sectional snapshot that may not capture seasonal variations, changes in demand, or
regulatory enforcement. Fourth, the findings rely on self-reported accounts from the
informal food vendors without triangulation from council officials, tourists, or direct
observation. Future research can incorporate multiple stakeholders and use longitudinal
and mixed-methods approaches, building on the findings of this study.
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