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1 BACKGROUND AND THE ROLE OF THESE GUIDELINES 
 
The SALGA: Guidelines for Public Space Trading consists of the Framework By-law: Informal 

Trading in Public Space; the Policy Guidelines for Enabling Governance of Informal Trading in 

Public Spaces; and the Guidelines for Health, Space and Infrastructure: Towards Safe and Viable 

Public Space Trading. These companion documents have been iteratively developed and should 

be read together, however they can also be used as stand-alones reference documents. They are 

intended as a tool to assist municipalities in the development of a more enabling environment, as 

well as an advocacy tool for traders and trader organisations, hopefully facilitating more trans-

disciplinary, cross-silo, and collaborative development of regulatory environments within their 

municipalities.  

 

Generally, there is a need to deepen the contextual understanding of informal work in public space 

(street vendors, market traders, informal recyclers, barrow-operators, etc.). This would include 

understanding their value, challenges, opportunities and solutions – i.e. the whole ecosystem – 

and creating space (in terms of budgets, planning, urban form, access, and other support 

mechanisms) to make this happen. At the same time, understanding the challenges within the 

local government and intergovernmental system are also required in order to make system wide 

improvements to the regulatory system and tools and particularly how this impacts on the use of 

public space for informal economic activity.  

 
The first informal economy policy in South Africa, formulated in 1999 and adopted by eThekwini 

in 2000, had to be developed from first principles because there was no precedent. Now, in the 

throes of a crisis, it is necessary to think from first principles again, to promote a supportive and 

enabling environment for the informal sector to thrive in public space even in a pandemic, and 

increase resilience in the face of other crises. This includes addressing occupational health and 

safety, space, infrastructure, and the institutional framework that governs how space is used and 

managed. 

 

The guidelines have been developed with Covid-19 in 

mind, but it is important to note that the pandemic has 

exacerbated existing fault-lines in the system, and has 

exposed underlying prejudices and attitudes that have 

always been a key barrier to unlocking and promoting 

the economic opportunities inherent in the informal 

sector. The current emergency is the economic crisis 

precipitated by the pandemic, as much as the virus 

itself; the pandemic has made the broader issues of 

Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
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poverty, unemployment and inequality even more urgent – and also more pressing for everyone, 

because the informal sector is both a potential health risk and an under-estimated economic 

opportunity to assist our recovery.  

 

Today’s ‘Covid moment’ is similar to South Africa’s ‘democracy moment’ of 1994 – except that this 

time, the whole world has changed. It is an opportunity to re-boot attitudes and perspectives, and 

provokes a necessary review.  

2 PROJECT STRATEGIC FOCUS AREAS 
 
The overall project is framed around four Strategic Focus Areas, which all of the work-streams 

together address in different ways.  

 
2.1 Broadening economic participation and mobility 
 
This is the driving focus of the overall project and is about supporting the right to livelihood, with 

a particular focus on public space trading. Recognising the opportunity presented by public space 

and the informal sector to respond quickly to the economic crisis, this guideline specifically 

addresses ways in which space can be made available for public space trading, and how a 

developmental approach to investment in appropriate infrastructure strengthens informal trading 

and provides pathways to growth and progression.  

 
2.2 Providing for social protection and Inclusion 
 
This guideline does not address the institutional aspects of social protection and inclusion. But the 

provision of adequate space and amenities to provide more opportunities facilitates inclusion; 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) facilities contribute to public health; and good public lighting 

and universal access to public space also play a significant role in public safety, especially for 

women, as well as for inclusion. This guideline also includes ideas for innovative provision of social 

infrastructure, such as childcare facilities.  

 

2.3 Strengthening governance 
 
The governance recommendations in this guideline focus specifically on planning tools and on 

governance of the space itself (urban management), both during a crisis such as the Covid-19 

pandemic and in general; and they are applicable mainly in the local sphere. Ideas for improving 

or achieving more collaborative governance of the informal sector are suggested. The 

recommendations in the separate Policy guideline address the broader governance, co-ordination 

and institutional issues across spheres.  
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2.4 Responding to Emergency: The Covid-19 pandemic 
 

This guideline is firstly a response to the Covid-19 pandemic, and thus addresses this focus area 

directly. The need to address the health challenges associated with allowing as many traders as 

possible to work safely in public space is urgent. As mentioned in the introduction, the pandemic 

has exacerbated existing issues as well as raising new challenges. Responding to the health and 

safety issues requires innovation and new ways of accommodating public space traders, who 

need more space to comply with physical distancing dictates. New entrants into the sector must 

also be accommodated. The spatial and infrastructure guidelines address this in particular. It is 

hoped that the tools, innovation and learning that result from emergency responses contribute to 

a review of policy and practice towards a more enabling environment for public sector trading in 

the longer term.  

 

3 UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM  
 

Covid-19 lockdown regulations drastically decimated incomes, and revealed the existing lack of 

support, social protection and resilience in the sector. Even now that traders may work again, 

changes in commuter patterns, and the impact of the pandemic on the economy at large, mean 

that customer numbers and spending power are down. Government initiatives in response to 

Covid-19 were ill-conceived for this sector, and have not reached many informal workers. Many 

municipalities continue to emphasise enforcement over support – now, with added regulations 

around health – to devastating effect. The Policy and Framework By-law guidelines address the 

policy approach and make legal provision for, however this guideline document focuses on health 

and safety, and the spatial dimensions of public-space trading.  

 

The very necessary health protocols are often impossible to adhere to in a context where basic 

infrastructure is inadequate or completely absent, and where trading space is tightly constrained; 

however, when health protocols can be observed, it is safe for people to work, which mitigates the 

severe impacts of poverty and hunger. There must be health protocols applicable to work carried 

out in public space, just as there are for formal workplaces; but at the same time, opportunities 

must be maximised. Health and safety guidelines are a tool for local government and traders to 

make safe trading possible. 

 

In most towns and cities there was already too little suitable public space to accommodate 

everyone wanting to take advantage of the economic opportunities there; and now, 

simultaneously, there is a health imperative to keep people physically distanced, while the 

economic imperative has dramatically increased demand for trading space. The spatial guidelines 
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are a tool to assist local government to identify, allocate and provide infrastructure for additional 

space for trading – both as a short-term emergency response, and to support the sustainable 

growth of the sector in the longer term.  

 

A significant increase in the number of informal traders operating in public space implies an 

increased urban management burden for municipalities. For municipalities, urban management 

challenges are the most common point of resistance to the expansion of the informal sector. 

Overly defensive techniques focused on enforcement are neither effective nor sustainable, and 

unfortunately the rigid, top-down administrative approach evidenced in South African towns and 

cities (described in the Background Research Paper developed in support of this project) has 

significantly eroded the social capital that could – and used to – allow the informal sector 

essentially to manage itself. In many instances, it has made way for gate-keeping, corruption, 

resistance, and the use of inappropriate force.  

 

These guidelines include suggestions intended to provide enough of a framework to facilitate a 

more collaborative developmental approach to the urban management of public space trading 

areas, which could be based on negotiated social compacts; with the aim of streamlining the urban 

management burden through a minimum-enforcement/maximum-compliance approach. This 

would also allow for flexibility, adaptation and resilience, for the sector and for local government.  

 

4 CRISIS RESPONSES VS SYSTEMIC RESPONSES 
 
Notwithstanding that the challenges that have now become a priority due to the Covid-19 

pandemic are mostly pre-existing challenges, it is useful to frame responses to the pandemic in a 

phased approach over time. The guidelines envisage phases, which may not be linear. Even the 

current pandemic will progress through peaks and troughs, second and third waves, and possible 

further lockdowns. The guidelines respond to issues during what we have termed the ‘Emergency 

phase’, as well as to the more systemic issues which persist outside of the emergency. The 

emergency in this case is the Covid-19 pandemic, and the economic crisis that it has precipitated. 

 

Adaptive responses to other potentially recurring disruptive events that may have significant 

impacts on public sector traders must also be considered, such as temporary or permanent 

displacement of traders due to public works or road infrastructure projects, climate change, natural 

disasters and macro-economic shocks, etc.  
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4.1 Emergency phase  
 
Managing the Covid-19 pandemic requires specific personal health responses, as well as degrees 

of lockdown. Given that when lockdown is imposed the consequences for informal workers who 

cannot trade are severe, it is imperative that periods of lockdown must be as short-lived as 

possible. During the first hard lockdown, the refrain that ‘hunger will kill us sooner than the virus’ 

was common. 

 

  
Brook Street Market, Warwick Junction, Durban: lockdown impact. 
Photographs: (left) by permission Asiye eTafuleni; (right) Xolani Dlamini by permission Asiye 
eTafuleni 
 

The imposition of severe restrictions and limiting mechanisms on public-space trading – even for 

essential services, and once lockdown regulations were progressively relaxed – resulted in 

inappropriate enforcement and penalties and damaging losses for traders, and this course of 

action is not recommended. In order to avoid this situation, flexible regulations (triggered by the 

emergency, and applicable to other crises or shocks too) must be put in place. This is 

recommended in the Policy Guidelines, and some proposals for how to do this are included in the 

By-Law Guidelines.  

 

Different ground rules and new systems should apply regarding access to space and trading 

opportunities, and temporary infrastructure provision may be needed as a short-term response. 

This is an opportunity for experimentation, mapping, documenting and learning, in order to inform 

the future. Specific proposals related to health and safety and the space itself are unpacked in 

more detail in the sections that follow in this guideline.  
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Figure 1 below shows a typical situation during lockdown. The pre-pandemic trading space (both 

physical, and metaphorical or opportunity space) is restricted by health dictates and reduced to 

the central circle. Many traders lose their livelihood altogether during this time.  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 1: Lockdown  

Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 
4.2 The future 
 
The ‘future phase’ refers to a post-pandemic state, which unfortunately will be characterised by 

‘new’ joblessness caused by dramatically shrinking formal employment opportunities, and the 

consequent new demand for informal sector opportunities. We are reluctant to use the term ‘new 

normal’: going back to what was previously regarded as ‘normal’ is not good enough. This has 

been clearly articulated in the Background Research Report for this study, which draw heavily on 

prior work done by SALGA and SERI, and is described more fully there. The limited uptake of the 

recommendations in that work has contributed to the now-obvious vulnerability of the informal 

sector, exposed by the pandemic crisis. The guidelines developed for this project are intended as 

tools to assist municipalities to make systemic changes that build on learnings from the 

emergency, and thus endure. 

 

Our future aspiration is for a post-emergency state where the governance environment (compared 

to the pre-emergency state) is improved, and where policy and regulation prioritises the informal 

sector so that it thrives and is more resilient to future crises. How this objective might be achieved 

is described in detail in the Policy and Framework By-Law Guideline documents. Additionally, 

health and safety protocols achieved through regulation during the emergency phase must be 
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adopted as standard behaviours, contributing to improved occupational health and safety going 

forward.  

It is important to take the wider impacts of informal activities in public space into account as well, 

as large numbers of formal workers and commuters pass through informal loci as they are usually 

concentrated around transport nodes, which could be conduits for infection. In this phase, the 

emphasis must shift from personal to community and institutional systemic responses. Tools for 

this are described later in this guideline. 

 

Ideally, in the imagined future state: 

• Municipalities embrace the informal economy as a socio-economic priority, and are 

inclusive in their planning and budgeting.  

• Investment in new and appropriate infrastructure is prioritised. 

• Local government demonstrates the qualities of a developmental state – evolving towards 

participatory strategies and collaborative governance of public space wherever possible. 

• Municipalities assign clear departmental mandates around managing informal trading in 

public space that align with the point above, and allow for flexibility and adaptation within 

broadly agreed parameters. 

• Officials responsible for managing informal trading and public space are trained in and 

have the capacity to support a developmental approach. 

• Health practices shift from prescribed to being adopted as ‘normal’, with the active 

engagement of community-based initiatives.  

 

Figure 2 below shows that through adoption and implementation of health, space and 

infrastructure guidelines, safe public space trading is increased and the environment is improved 

beyond the emergency.  
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Figure 2: Progressive recovery towards a more resilient future state 
Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 
 

5 STRUCTURE OF THE GUIDELINES 
 
Because health and safety guidelines must address physical distancing, a comprehensive enquiry 

into the spatial dimension is required; equally, one cannot anticipate an increase in the presence 

of informal workers in newly identified public spaces without definite urban management and 

spatial governance proposals. Therefore, this Guideline document is organised into two sections: 

 

1. Health and Safety guidelines 

• Ensuring safe livelihood opportunities in public space 

o during the pandemic 

o ongoing improved occupational health and safety 

2. Space, planning and infrastructure guidelines 

• Planning and design recommendations and ideas for optimising the economic benefits 

of public space 

o planning for physical distancing 

o planning for a more resilient sector going forward 

• Infrastructure provision and management  

o crisis response 

o systemic response 

• Sustainable urban management and spatial governance guidelines 

o Towards effective and efficient urban management of public space 



 

 13 

o Maximising compliance and minimising enforcement 

 

6 GUIDELINE 1: HEALTH AND SAFETY  
 
6.1 Objectives of the health and safety guidelines  
 
The first big objective for the health and safety guidelines is to enable as many informal workers 

as possible to get back to work, safely, as soon as possible. Despite the health risks of a pandemic, 

people still need to work. Research conducted during the first months of the pandemic1 clearly 

shows that the most profound consequences of Covid-19 were loss of livelihood and food 

insecurity.  

 

A secondary objective of these guidelines is to intentionally move from ‘instruction to adoption’ of 

the recognised infection-prevention protocols. In addition to isolating oneself if infected, the key 

health guidelines for preventing Covid-19 infection are mask wearing, frequent hand washing or 

hand sanitising, sanitising of surfaces, and physical distancing. These seem simple; yet in the 

context of informal work in public space, this is not at all the case. The Guideline is intended as a 

tool to assist in the achievement of this objective. 

 

Ideally, different types of informal work require specific guidelines; for example, protocols 

applicable to fresh-produce selling will be different from those for trading in second-hand clothes. 

However, developing specific guidelines for types of trading and different goods is beyond the 

scope of this project. 

 

The third important objective is the progressive improvement of public space infrastructure; 

addressing backlogs is now urgent. Appropriate infrastructure, especially in the context of the 

pandemic, is vital to ensure trading can be safely sustained during the crises and ultimately 

contributes to the long-term success of the informal sector.  

 
6.2 Domains of responsibility 
 
There are three domains of responsibility for the adoption of the health protocols: individual, 

community, and government. Many people cannot afford masks, although this is by far the easiest 

protocol to comply with. Hand sanitiser is expensive, and even soap is unaffordable for many. 

Water for hand washing is not available to everyone, as many informal traders live in informal 

 
1 WIEGO. 2020. Covid-19 and the Informal Economy: Durban 
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settlements where amenities are shared if they are available at all. WASH research2 published by 

Infrastructure for Cities and Economic Development (ICED) in July 2019 showed that public 

amenities are often the only WASH facilities available to people living in informal settlements, 

highlighting their importance.  

 

In general, public WASH amenities are grossly under-provided, even in a metro such as Durban. 

Traders in Durban report buying water in an attempt to curb infection, and complain that it is 

unreasonably expensive3. Infrastructure provision (appropriate public space and associated 

facilities) sits firmly in the government domain. This is another important existing challenge that 

has become much more urgent due to the pandemic, and will be even more pressing in the future, 

as more people seek livelihood opportunities in public spaces due to the contraction of the formal 

economy.  

 

6.2.1 Individual responsibility  
 

• Mask wearing is an individual and community responsibility – ’My mask protects you, your 

mask protects me’.  

• Sanitising or washing is an individual responsibility but is subject to availability of sanitiser 

(expensive and unsustainable in the long term), or soap and water.  

• Maintaining social and physical distancing is only possible for individuals to comply with to 

the extent that sufficient space exists. 

We know that public spaces that are desirable trading sites were already crowded before the 

pandemic. This is a key concern, because we know that people are working even when infected. 

They do not have the option of staying at home, because the lack of social protection for this 

sector means they have no other income.  

 

An individual trajectory – from following regulations for fear of penalties, towards the adoption of 

new attitudes and practices – is desired; but interventions beyond the individual domain are 

required for this to be possible. 

 

6.2.2 Community responsibility 
 
Communities can be self-organising and self-policing, and can quickly disseminate health 

guidelines – collectively increasing awareness and adoption of commonly accepted rules for 

behaviour in public space (subject to the constraints described above). Community-based ‘health 

 
2 icedfacility.org/resource/revealing-strengthening-links-wash-productivity-well-informal-vendors-south-
africa-kenya/ 
3 WIEGO. 2020. Covid-19 and the Informal Economy: Durban. 
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champions’ (described more fully below) would fast-track this, and possibly carry out a measure 

of tracking and tracing as well. A new, community-led governance regime is desired over time.  

 

6.2.3 Government responsibility 
 
Government is responsible for making policy and regulations, implementing emergency 

interventions, and providing funding for and implementation of infrastructure. From a health and 

safety perspective, provision of new WASH facilities and/or maintenance and management of 

existing facilities is most urgent. Making sufficient space available for the sector to operate at safe 

distances is also urgent, and innovative proposals for this are discussed more fully in Guideline 2 

below. Local government should also offer information dissemination, education and support.  

 
6.3 Personal health guidelines 
 
Numerous Covid-19 safety guidelines have been produced, locally and internationally, and 

disseminated to workers in the informal sector, mainly via trader organisations and social media. 

The three pillars of prevention – masks, washing/sanitising, and physical distancing – underpin 

the guidelines. As discussed above, these personal health responses require government 

intervention to be adopted widely; however, there are actions that individuals can take. The 

guideline document below was prepared by WIEGO, and has been distributed in multiple 

languages via various social media platforms. Traders and trader organisations have found these 

guidelines invaluable.  
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The WIEGO guideline document for informal traders 
Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 

 

6.3.1 Masks 
 
Traders should always wear masks, and encourage their customers to wear masks. Stocking 

affordable masks alongside other goods is a potential business opportunity.  

 

6.3.2 Wash/sanitising 
 
Traders should wash or sanitise their hands regularly, and ask their customers to do the same – 

if possible, providing some means for their customers to do so. Traders should touch their 

merchandise as little as possible, and ask their customers not to touch it. All parties should handle 

cash as little as possible, washing or sanitising when they do. Given the shortage of WASH 

infrastructure and the costs of chemical sanitisers, provision of temporary hand-washing stations 

is an appropriate emergency response. Examples are shown below. A pilot project in Durban has 

shown that traders providing a sanitising opportunity at their stalls are attracting more customers. 

 

6.3.3 Physical distancing 
 
Traders must keep as far apart from their neighbours as possible, and demarcate queuing space 

for their customers, using the opportunity to keep raising awareness around this key infection-
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prevention principle. As mentioned above, this is very difficult where there simply is not enough 

space, and municipalities must plan innovatively to create more space. This is discussed in more 

detail in Guideline 2 below.  

Physical distancing guidelines for traders 
Pictures by permission Asiye eTafuleni 

 

6.4 WASH guidelines 
 
Local government is responsible for providing adequate WASH facilities in public spaces. Even in 

pre-pandemic times, the infrastructure deficit – and WASH infrastructure in particular – was an 

issue for public space trading. Apart from the obvious need for sufficient provision of public toilets, 

wider acknowledgement is necessary that people need water on the street for cooking, drinking, 

and washing; and this is the focus of this guideline.  

 

The supply of water need not be free. In India, water-dispensing machines are common, and 

various water-vending arrangements (e.g. water bailiffs) have been tried in a number of South 

African cities. Health imperatives have now made this even more critical, as lack of access to 

WASH infrastructure is a serious obstacle to the adoption of health and safety protocols by public 

space traders and their customers. The use of chemical sanitisers is expensive; and for outdoor 

traders, there is the added risk of the alcohol content evaporating in the sun, rendering chemical-

based sanitisers ineffective. The fatty outer layer of the novel SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes 

Covid-19 is easily broken down by ordinary soap and water, which is a more sustainable solution 

in the long term.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Water dispensing machines in India Water point managed by water bailiff, Durban 
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Pictures: (left) Richard Dobson by permission Asiye eTafuleni; (right) by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 

 
6.4.1 Performance guidelines for WASH facilities 
 
Norms and standards must be developed for the provision of WASH facilities in public spaces. 

They must:  

• be easily accessible in public spaces, within a few minutes’ walk of trading areas, and 

inside designated markets and transport nodes, 

• be open at hours that align with trading times – commonly, very early in the morning until 

evening, 

• provide access to potable water as well as toilet facilities, and  

• be robust, safe, well managed and maintained, with clear and accountable delegation of 

authority; and mechanisms for reporting faults should also be simple.  

 

6.4.2 Temporary facilities 
 
Where facilities are not available, temporary facilities should be provided as an urgent response 

(in parallel with plans for scaled up permanent provision).  
 

We propose that there are two typologies for temporary intervention: ‘street corner’ and ‘table-

top’. Whether the philosophy behind the response is top-down or collaborative is important; and it 

is argued that a collaborative response is more likely to be successful, especially from a 

management perspective.  

 

Temporary provision must be affordable, easy to make or procure, convenient, and easy to store 

or secure – noting that this proposal is not about providing water for the homeless which has a 

completely different set of criteria.  

 

 

 

Pictures by permission Asiye eTafuleni 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Temporary WASH stations in use in Durban 
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There is a current ILO (International Labour Organisation) initiative to provide a larger ‘street 

corner’ solution, but this is being delayed by administrative issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TEMPORARY WASH STATIONS 
 
Asiye eTafuleni has been experimenting in Durban with a range of designs for both street-corner and 

table-top wash stations made from recycled materials, and has developed instruction manuals for self- 
or street carpenter assembly (shown below). These are currently being tested on the streets of 

Warwick Junction in Durban. Initial feedback has been good. The five-litre version has an added 

attraction for fresh-produce traders, as it allows them to wash a piece of fruit purchased as a street 

snack at their table, offering an additional competitive advantage (although it is more bulky to store 

than the smaller versions). 
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Instructions for building WASH stations 
Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 
6.4.3 Management arrangements for wash facilities 
 
Good management of WASH infrastructure is vital, and a key challenge for municipalities. Some 

ideas for minimising the management burden: 

• Ideally, a single properly resourced department should be responsible for managing all 

public sector WASH facilities. 

• Rationalise fittings specifications across all public sector WASH facilities in a municipality, 

to simplify maintenance and repairs. 

• Use technology (phone-based, QR codes, embedded chips, etc.) for simple reporting and 

locating of faults, and for alerts regarding supplies. (Access to certain facilities, especially 

water, could even be linked to a smart trading permit system). 

• Deploy street-based maintenance plumbers connected to the smart-alert system, and 

equip them with an inventory of commonly needed spares. 

• Train toilet attendants to deal with the most common faults. 

• Treat WASH facilities as a micro-business opportunity, by partnering with informal traders 

in the vicinity.  

• Contract out the attendant/management opportunity (with cost parameters defined by local 

government so that access is not exclusionary). 

 
6.5 Physical distancing guidelines 
 
The most difficult recommendation for public space traders to adhere to is physical distancing. If 

distancing guidelines (2m) are followed, there simply is not enough space for current trading 

locations to accommodate everyone – traders, customers, pedestrians, and commuters. Asiye 

eTafuleni’s engagement with traders confirms that traders mostly understand the imperative, 

although it is impossible to achieve. Strategies that formal businesses deploy (such as working 

from home, and staggering attendance at the workplace) are not available to informal traders, who 

depend on being present in a particular location to trade. The temptation for municipalities to 
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reduce the number of traders in public space must be great; however, with no social protection in 

place for this sector, this would cause huge suffering.  

 

This has major spatial implications for our towns and cities, if the economic opportunity of public 

space trading is to be maximised. This is dealt with below in Guideline 2.  

 
6.6 Community health champions concept 
 
A key contribution towards safe public space trading is encouraging consciousness of 

occupational health and safety. This is important to ensure the sustainability of good hygiene in 

urban public workplaces, both during the pandemic and beyond. The most effective response 

would be a community-based programme.  

 

The immediate objective would be to empower community volunteer ‘health champions’ to: 

• understand the nature and characteristics of the coronavirus infection and the pandemic; 

• understand how this poses a risk in the informal working environment; 

• identify basic approaches to controlling or reducing risk of exposure to the virus; 

• recognise their role in providing a link to informal workers and to the network of support 

available for workers and their families. 

The longer-term objective would be to embed occupational health and safety in urban public 

workplaces. 
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7 GUIDELINE 2: SPACE, PLANNING AND INFRASTRUCTURE 
 

7.1 Understanding the problem 
 
There was already too little space and too few amenities to accommodate everyone wanting to 

take advantage of the economic opportunities in public space before the Covid-19 outbreak. Now 

Community heath champion training methodology 
Picture by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
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there is a simultaneous health imperative, to keep people physically distanced, and an economic 

imperative that has dramatically increased demand for trading space. There must be health 

protocols applicable to work in public space, just as there are for formal workplaces; but at the 

same time, opportunities must be maximised.  

 

We must urgently redefine the role of public space in towns and cities as an economic asset, and 

re-imagine our concept of public space and our whole urban vision towards transformation, from 

‘Northern’ concepts to contextually and culturally appropriate places that perform optimally where 

they are, in the global South.  

 

Informal trading is a pre-existing strategy for livelihood creation that has provided for millions of 

people despite generally unsupportive regulation and enforcement – even more so with Covid-19, 

and potentially for many more people. As the formal sector sheds jobs (over 3 million already) 

there will be new entrants into the informal sector, all desperate for a livelihood.  

 

Municipalities might be tempted to fall back on the old (and debatable) arguments about limited 

‘carrying capacity’, and try to manage the health risks by further limiting trader numbers. This is 

not a viable or sustainable strategy going forward. Even before the pandemic it was impossible to 

manage, and often led to exclusion and additional prejudice against so-called illegal traders – 

including foreign nationals who cannot get permits, and yet somehow are all there on the streets, 

mainly because they have no alternative.  

 

To maximise opportunities, the question needs to be turned on its head. Instead of asking how 

many traders can be accommodated in the available public space, the question needs to be: how 

can we create more space, to accommodate as much safe and viable public space trading as 

possible? 

 
Since 2000, when the first informal economy policy was adopted, the administrative focus has 

been on legal and regulatory interventions. Local government has devoted a significant amount 

of effort to continuously reviewing and updating the regulations managing informality, while at the 

same time these same regulations are being monitored and challenged by informal workers, public 

interest lawyers and activists. A critical critique could be that this progressively results in a non-

productive outcome – the stifling of the informal sector, and adversarial relationships between the 

informal sector and local government. Given the increasing limitations of exclusively legal and 

regulatory interventions to productively and inclusively develop the informal sector, an opportunity 

exists to explore an additional dimension of administrative intervention: that of spatial planning. 

  

 
COMMUNITY HEALTH CHAMPION PILOT PROJECT 
 
Asiye eTafuleni, in partnership with the Occupational and Environmental Health Department of 

the School of Nursing and Public Health at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), has 

developed a Concept Note for the training of volunteer informal traders from Warwick Junction 

as ‘health champions’. They will be equipped with resources (such as wash stations and bibs) 
and knowledge (including approaches to protect the health of workers in informal trading spaces, 

as well as sector-specific protocols developed by a panel of occupational medicine specialists 

and doctors from UKZN’s Discipline of Occupational and Environmental Health). This pilot 

training on the prevention and transmission of the coronavirus aims to catalyse a shift from 

instruction to adoption of healthier workplace practices. 

The idea is that the ‘health champions’ will be ambassadors who work alongside other traders to 

ensure that occupational health standards are implemented (the train-the-trainer model), 
maintained and monitored. The aim is that a small-scale pilot intervention in a particular context 

(Warwick Junction) will move us toward proof of concept, enabling the establishment of an 

occupational health and safety programme for urban public workplaces that can be 

contextualised and implemented in various trading nodes and commuter network zones across 

the country. 

A pilot training curriculum has been developed, and training of the initial group has begun. 

 
How to guide : 
The pilot community health champion programme currently comprises 5 steps: 

• Develop material and the most effective and safest approach to delivering the training, 

and recruit ‘health champion’ candidates. 

• Deliver pilot training to the first cohort of 10 ‘health champions’ (arising as custodians of 

wash stations). 

• Deliver training programme (20 ‘health champions’). 

• Implement, monitor and evaluate. Refer to Annexure 2. 

• Outline project and principles to roll out and scale a sustainable programme. 
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For the foreseeable future, physical distancing will be an imperative; both to sustain the livelihoods 

of those already in public spaces, and to accommodate the newly unemployed seeking survival 

incomes. In many instances local government has not engaged with all aspects of spatial planning 

to accommodate, integrate and transform the informal economy, often leaving it to the line 

department directly assigned to manage the informal sector; i.e. the full skills capacity of local 

government is not applied to this vital task. In addition, the detail of how public space is used in 

practice often resides within the informal sector itself. This presents an opportunity for 

participative, collaborative action between local government and the informal sector to co-design 

public spaces, and so transform apartheid-endemic city and town planning. The joint process of 

(for example) preparing spatial and management overlays could be a vehicle for invigorating 

meaningful inter-communication between local government and the informal sector that would off-

set the current focus on legal and regulatory interventions.  
  

The health dictate that requires spatial intervention is clearly an opportunity for both innovative 

and inclusive transformation of historic and ideologically compromised urban form, and for the 

long-awaited foregrounding of urban informality. 

 

7.2 Objectives of the Space Planning and Infrastructure Guidelines 
 
Public space is an economic asset immediately available to municipalities. The main objective of 

the guidelines is to assist municipalities in re-conceptualising the space they have available, with 

a view to recovering all opportunities that may exist for accommodating safe and viable public 

space trading; giving examples of how they might implement this effectively, and offering tools 

and performance criteria for the planning and design of different types of public space trading, as 

well as suggestions for the inclusion of public space trading in the planning system, and strategies 

for the appropriate provision and management of the range of infrastructure necessary to support 

sustainable trading in public space.  

 

7.3 Spatial guideline principles 
 
These principles are aligned with the principles for the overall project, but are more focused on 

the spatial dimensions.  

 

7.3.1 Employment promotion and economic participation is a priority 
• balance formal and informal needs, and understand the dynamic between them. A 

better environment with better infrastructure for informal businesses is better for 

formal businesses as well. 

 



 

 25 

7.3.2 Support developmental pathways towards successful enterprises 
• provide certainty and predictability (e.g. giving shack dwellers tenure) 

• provide appropriate infrastructure and sufficient space 

• infrastructure enables business growth 

• trading infrastructure for different types and sizes of operation 

• a range of space sizes 

 

7.3.3 Inclusivity 
• public space ‘belongs’ to everyone – it is a ‘commons’ 

• access and opportunities for anyone 

• fair and transparent allocations 

• consider ‘smarter’ alternatives to traditional permits 

• collaborative planning and urban management 

• consider the whole supply chain, including barrow operators, water carriers etc. 

 

7.3.4 Align with the Constitution and jurisprudence 
 

• pro-active not reactive 

• adaptable, flexible, dynamic 

• minimal enforcement, maximum compliance (with a few simple rules) 

 

7.4 Making space for public space trading 
 

To achieve the overall objectives of maximising public space trading opportunities, municipalities 

must initiate the innovative recovery and use of all existing public space opportunities. The most 

obvious are existing sidewalks, undeveloped verge space, and over-wide median island spaces. 

All these are part of the road reserve, i.e. the space between site boundaries. There may be other 

un-subdivided public spaces (which may also form part of the road reserve cadastre), existing 

market spaces, designated public open spaces including under-utilised park edges, unused open 

spaces in front of public buildings on state land, taxi ranks or other transport nodes (both formal 

and informal), or vacant municipal or government-owned sites. There may even be well located 

privately owned vacant land, the temporary or permanent use of which could be negotiated. 

Guidelines to the identification of spaces are discussed in 7.4.1 below.  

 

There are other, less obvious ways of making space, such as extending trading hours, allowing 

sharing of opportunities and shared periodic use of spaces; these are expanded on in 7.4.2.  

 

7.4.1 Guideline for the identification of suitable public space for trading 
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Think expansively about what is possible to maximise opportunities, noting that spaces can be 

reconfigured to transcend pre-conceived ideas, allowing for innovative urban design interventions 

that will enhance existing and provide new opportunities for income generation.  

• Prioritise locations where there are concentrations of potential customers 

• Identify spaces that are level and well drained, or that can be made level and well drained. 

This is a basic minimum requirement.  

• Consider the proximity of infrastructure such as public toilets and storage, and/or the 

possibility of providing temporary infrastructure where there is none. 

• Do not allocate trading spaces where there is no foot-traffic, in an attempt to de-densify 

congested trading areas. This will not work, and is likely to result in significant loss of 

income.  

• Integrate public space and transport planning, including temporary arrangements during 

the pandemic when it is necessary to space commuters out to achieve physical 

distancing. This may make previously unviable spaces viable for trading.  

• Consult widely and listen carefully to traders, who are best positioned to understand what 

will work for them. Building trust secures buy-in, uptake, and the potential for shared 

management responsibilities.  

• Re-think how use of public space is prioritised and for whom; in particular, re-prioritise 

vehicular uses, e.g. demarcate under-utilised traffic lanes and/or parking bays. Traffic 

patterns have changed since lockdown and may never return to exactly how they were. 

• Provide diverse opportunities and spatial typologies (see 7.4.4 below). 
  

Wider sidewalk A decommissioned road 

Underutilised road A motorway 
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• Consider creating specialist markets that facilitate and dignify particular activities (e.g. 

traditional cooked food, or herb and ‘muti’ trading) that may become destination or anchor 

activities. 

• Test new arrangements and be prepared to change tack if they do not work. Allow for 

flexibility and ‘settling in’. 

• Consider the periodic use of space for trading at certain times of the day or week, which 

may include periodic street closures. 

 

 

Many creative strategies have 

emerged in Asian countries; this street 

in Myanmar has been demarcated for 

suitably spaced-out trading.  
Pictures: (above) Thaung Tun (Twitter); (left) 
EDSA (Craig Stoner, Terri Wu); (right) 
Department Design Office (Maggie Tsang, 
Isaac Stein) 
 

 

 

 

 

Around the world, formal businesses – particularly restaurants and cafés – are spreading into 

public space as a response to pandemic-related health protocols. This provides some interesting 

precedents for innovative new uses of space such as street parking, and promoting this for formal 

businesses dignifies it for informal business; however, it is the municipality’s role to manage this 

in an inclusive way that does not prejudice informal traders. 
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7.4.2 Other ways of ‘creating space’  
 
There are ways other than allocating physical space to create more public space trading 

opportunities.  

 

Some traders operate only at certain 

times of the day; the rest of the time 

their spaces remain empty, because 

they hold the sole permit to operate 

from that particular location. When a 

permitted trader is ill, their space may 

remain vacant because of the same 

permit specificity. Introducing more 

flexibility into allocations and permits 

could create ‘space’ for more 

opportunities.  

Periodic markets or market days are 

common the world over, and often involve the periodic use of a busy street or public space for 

particular trading activities at particular times. Such ‘markets’ become attractive shopping 

destinations for locals and visitors alike. This example is the Victoria Street market in Durban. 

The street is closed to traffic from 4am to 9am daily.  
 

Extending permitted trading hours to include night trading also potentially creates additional 

‘space’. Public space traders, particularly near transport nodes, would generally prefer to set up 

in the dark, early-morning hours, and pack up into the evening, in order to catch their commuter 

customers. However, where public lighting is inadequate, this is unsafe. Good public lighting 

extends trading opportunities, creating more ‘space’, and makes trading and commuting safer.  

Ensuring public amenities are open for the full trading day also extends trading opportunities.  

 

7.4.3 Accommodating public space trading in Land Use Management schemes 
 
Public space is highly contested, and gives rise to many of the management issues that bedevil 

the informal sector. Because space itself is so critical to managing public space trading, it is better 

to explicitly plan for public space trading rather than ‘allowing’ it as an (often unwelcome) 

afterthought activity to be accommodated. The current need for physical distancing and the 

anticipated increase in demand for trading space brings this even more to the fore. 

 

Picture: Dirty Linen (Leonard Rosenberg, Goolam Vahed) 
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Research shows that in general, people are psychologically predisposed to feeling imposed on 

and aggressively defensive in congested space, so planning to properly accommodate all 

activities in public space, including trading, will ease tensions between competing stakeholders 

even when physical distancing is not an urgent health imperative.  

 

Most public space used for informal economic activity, except specifically designated market 

space, is part of the road reserve and falls under the auspices of the Road and Traffic Safety Act. 

In town planning schemes, public space may be assigned land-uses such as ‘public open 

space/park’, or transport uses such as ‘taxi rank’. Public trading space is usually not specifically 

assigned a land-use, and consequently the parameters defining the use are unclear. This is further 

compounded by the fact that informal trading falls under a range of departments who may or may 

not provide strategic direction, and is often managed by a range of different departments, 

depending on the resources of the specific municipality; so feedback up the line to inform strategy 

is also unfocused. There are existing planning processes that can accommodate public space 

trading, and it is imperative that it is included in formal planning mechanisms if it is to be prioritised 

as envisaged by the overall project.  

 

The policy recommendations in the Policy Guidelines that accompany these Safety, Space and 

Infrastructure Guidelines propose that public space trading is included in planning processes such 

as IDPs, which also ensures that it is covered by the requisite public participation processes. The 

policy recommendations also propose specific Sector Plans, which should include or refer to 

spatial and land-use planning proposals.  

 

In terms of the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act (SPLUMA), town planning by-

laws can allow for management overlays or overlay zones as a land-use planning mechanism. 

Overlays are a tool to provide for specific deviations from a Town Planning Scheme or Land Use 

Management Scheme, providing clarity and certainty on additional provisions or aspects that may 

not be dealt with in detail in a Scheme. Such an overlay draws its authority from town planning 

by-laws and town planning schemes. For example, the City of Cape Town’s Town Planning 

Scheme provides for a range of seven specific types of overlay zone, including heritage and 

environmental overlays. eThekwini Municipality’s Metropolitan Open Space System is one of two 

management overlays provided for in the scheme. This mechanism allows more flexibility and 

adaptability, because by-laws and overlays can be changed more easily than schemes can. This 

flexibility is necessary, to entrench the progressive approach to change proposed in the Policy 

Guidelines into spatial planning responses.  
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It is proposed that this overlay mechanism could be used to plan explicitly for activities in public 

space, including public space trading. Together with associated by-laws, this may be the most 

appropriate strategy for providing the missing spatial regulatory framework for trading in public 

space. If the town planning scheme or planning by-law for a city or town does not allow for 

overlays, an amendment may be necessary.  

 

7.4.4 Planning and design  
 
Many of the inadequacies of public spaces in terms of accommodating trading are because the 

form of our public spaces was never intended to accommodate trading activities. Since the 1990s, 

there has been huge and unprecedented pressure on well located public space, from competing 

traders as well as a wide range of other users; and municipalities have been playing catch-up, 

attempting (to various degrees) to accommodate the complex dynamics that comprise public 

sector trading. The new health and safety protocols only add to the complexity; but there are tools 

and examples that can assist in improving design for public space trading.  

 

In order to make sense of apparent chaos, and to find workable ways to integrate complexity, the 

authors have found that using typologies is useful as a tool for analysing existing trading patterns 

and designing new arrangements. Different contexts have different typologies, and it is important 

to clarify that the typologies do not necessarily progress in a linear manner (i.e. towards 

formalisation).  

 

At one end of the spectrum are the survivalist traders, living hand to mouth; at the other, there are 

sophisticated and lucrative informal businesses, with an array of variations in between. Also, 

different traders (scale and type) have different priorities – e.g. shelter vs. location, or access to 

services. Understanding these priorities is critical to design, and health and safety prerogatives 

must be built in.  
 
Planning Typologies: 
 

Broadly speaking, three spatial typologies occur at different scales in most towns and cities:  

• Strips – rows of traders along a linear sidewalk, bridge link, taxi-rank edge, etc. 

• Nodes – clusters or multiple rows of traders where the public space is wider. 

• Markets – designated spaces for trading, usually but not always with some formal facilities. 

 

Spatial typologies such as strips, nodes and markets are particularly useful at a broader 

planning scale. At the scale of a particular street or market, the detailed design response, 

especially for infrastructure and detailed urban design (shelter, lighting, landscaping, sidewalk 
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width, configuration, etc.) must be micro-contextual. Each of the two sides of the same street 

could require completely different treatment, e.g. one side might be very exposed to the sun, 

while the opposite sidewalk is covered.  

 
Typology Concept analysis Example Planning proposal 
Strips  

  
Nodes 

 
 

 

Markets 

 

  

Pictures by permission Asiye eTafuleni 

 
 
Trader sector and display typologies 
 
One size does not fit all. Analysis, planning and design must all be specific and appropriate. 

Typology Examples showing different display typologies Key considerations 
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Fresh 
produce 
 

 

Is the floor/ground surface 
conducive (the most basic 
requirement) – is it 
hardened, is there 
stormwater drainage? 
Shade for produce 
traders, sufficient space 
allocation, infrastructure 
design; e.g. tables, the 
need for cold storage. 

Prepared 
food 
 

 Appropriate size of 
spaces, shelter 
requirements – usually 
under some form of 
cover, infrastructure such 
as water for washing up, 
energy, convenient 
storage for equipment. 

Specialised 
products 
 

 Special infrastructure 
requirements for 
specialist products (water, 
energy, security), 
potential for destination 
markets for specialised 
products with appropriate 
infrastructure. 
 
 
 
 

Clothing/ 
shoes 
 

 Ask questions about why 
traders display the way 
they do. It may be 
customer-focused; but it 
may relate to permits and 
enforcement.  

Other non-
perishables: 
chips and 
sweets, 
electronic 
goods, 
toiletries, 
etc. 
 

 Note the range of goods 
as well as the scale of 
different operations and 
their needs, from 
survivalist to more 
established.  
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Services: 
sewing, hair 
salons, 
printing and 
copying, 
traditional 
healers, 
shoeshine, 
etc. 

 

Services traders usually 
need more enclosed 
spaces to protect 
equipment and 
customers, as well as 
access to services such 
as electricity. The kiosk 
spatial typology is 
prevalent. 

Itinerant/ 
mobile  

 Note where people move 
and what they are 
trading. Why do they 
need to be mobile? To 
follow customers, or to 
escape enforcement? 
Does the infrastructure 
support the movement of 
trolleys: stepped, uneven 
surfaces are a problem 

 
Pictures: Asiye eTafuleni; Specialised products (right) Andrew Griffin; all by permission Asiye 
eTafuleni  
Pictures by permission Asiye eTafuleni  
 
 
 
7.4.5 Infrastructure 
 
Better ‘presentation’ of trading in public space might make ‘space’ for this activity in other ways 

than the obvious; i.e. proper urban design and infrastructure that specifically addresses the needs 

of the sector sends important signals about legitimacy and acceptance, and may be a pathway to 

acceptance of more space being allocated to this activity over time.  

 

The Policy Guideline document recommends that all municipalities proactively support the sector 

by prioritising sustainable progressive infrastructure development. Infrastructure is key to enabling 

developmental pathways for traders, from simple and survivalist to complex and successful. 

Informal workers are typically treated as guests or intruders in public spaces. Appropriate 

infrastructure provision not only provides services and/or makes things work better. Importantly, it 

also dignifies the activity, and establishes the right of traders to be there. The provision of 

appropriate trader infrastructure has a major impact on the overall urban aesthetic, so it is 

essential to appoint experienced professionals to do the design. 

 
The most basic requirement for public space trading is a level, well drained, preferably hardened 

trading area. Typically, WASH, storage and shelter are needed, in addition to street furniture such 
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as lighting (particularly important for security, and extending trading hours), rubbish bins and 

seating. Many traders have their own tables and gazebo-type shelters; although for urban 

aesthetic and management reasons, it may be better to provide these as part of integrated urban 

place-making infrastructure.  

 
Pictures: Angela Buckland; Richard Dobson (x2); Barbara van Zyl; Richard Dobson; Angela 
Buckland (x2); all by permission Asiye eTafuleni  
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Infrastructure guidelines 
Sidewalks Bare minimum: hardened, level space that has basic stormwater management, and 

access to toilets and water. Traders can use their own tables, etc.; and some will also 

provide their own gazebo-type shelters if this is allowed. Sufficient basic space – in 

good locations – to accommodate distancing requirements, in addition to existing 
trading space (as long as public amenities are open and working) would be a good 

emergency provision. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lessons in innovation: innovations around removable street furniture 
 
Good stormwater drainage is essential. In some instances, specialised drainage 
solutions are required. The sump example below was designed to catch the waste 

from mielie-cooking drums. Grease traps may also be required.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

WASH Temporary WASH facilities would suffice in the short term as an emergency 

response.  

Guidelines for WASH facilities are included in section 2.1.4 above. 

 

Storage Overnight storage makes it more feasible for traders to bring their own tables, gazebos, 

etc. and if secure enough, to carry more stock than they would sell in a day or carry in 

one trip from home. Consider the following: 
How much space do people need? How much can traders pay? Do some traders 

need cold storage? How do they move their goods between their trading location and 

their homes or storage areas? 
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Lighting Public lighting is crucial and has both economic and safety implications. For traders who 

set up and pack away in the dark, it improves safety. Good public lighting in areas that 

are busy outside of daylight hours (e.g. transport nodes) extends trading hours, 

effectively creating more trading ‘space’.  

 

Shelter Provision of trading shelters must respond to micro-contextual issues, such as sun and 
shade, driving rain, pedestrian routes, etc. Shelter provision ranges from very basic 

covered tables, through linear roof structures and large covered markets, to kiosks or 

micro-shops. Different scales and types of trading have different needs and different 

levels of affordability.  
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Pictures: Richard Dobson; Dennis Gilbert; Asiye eTafuleni; all by permission 
Asiye eTafuleni 

 
 

Tables The most basic form is simple trestle tables that can be packed away daily. Provision of 

dedicated trader tables helps to create a uniform size and aesthetic; however, the design 

should be carefully considered. Where these are installed in the road reserve, it is 

generally necessary to ensure that street furniture such as this is removable. 

The examples below are not intended as a template, but to illustrate some optional 
approaches.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pictures: (left) Asiye eTafuleni; (right) Working in Warwick (Richard Dobson & Caroline Skinner 
with Jillian Nicholson,  2009, School of Development Studies, UKZN) 
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Market 
facilities 

Dedicated market spaces with cover, toilets, storage (unless the market is locked after 

hours) and (depending on scale) a management structure are an important part of the 

spectrum of infrastructure provision, and have some distinct advantages for both 

municipalities and traders (assuming the location is good for business), but it is important 

to remember that it is not necessary to make this level of infrastructure investment to 
provide livelihood opportunities.  

 
Business 
hives 

Business hives usually comprise a series of tiny shops (often containers), and are 

appropriate for specific circumstances. Not everyone – even a trader successful enough 

to afford it easily – wants this kind of space. An open space in a particularly good location 

on a street corner or near a commuter hub would out-do a business hive that is more of 

a destination for many types of trade. 
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Childcare 
Childcare is a commonly expressed need in the informal sector, and is a particular challenge 

because of cost and regulations. An innovative approach is required.  

  

 
POP-UP CHILDCARE FACILITIES 
 
Asiye eTafuleni is in the process of piloting a ‘pop-up’ childcare facility that can be 

erected on the street or in a market, adopting the same philosophy as informal 

traders. Initial project research showed that the priorities are proximity between 

primary carer and child, and affordability. This proposal is a potentially sustainable 

solution. 
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Pictures: Jo Lees by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 
7.4.6 Agility and reversibility in infrastructure planning 
 
 

Because much public space is un-subdivided and therefore part of the road reserve, there are 

complex issues involved in building permanent infrastructure in that space, and around asset 

ownership. Rather than regarding trader infrastructure as temporary, there is merit in exploring 

shorter investment lifecycles, which allows for a future that is unknowable. A shorter ‘pay-back’ or 

‘return on investment’ period builds in resilience and adaptability, allowing for agile responses as 

circumstances and demands change. This must be balanced against providing certainty for 

traders, who must be supported to invest in their businesses; though there are ways other than 

through building permanent infrastructure to signal certainty, e.g. a different permit regime.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.5 Sustainable urban management and spatial governance  
 

The ILO Resolution 204 aims for progressive formalisation of the informal sector. This requires 

moving away from previous assumptions about how informality must be tolerated, controlled and 

managed, towards a more developmental approach. Informal businesses should be embraced 

and conceptualised as businesses on a trajectory. It is our experience that against all odds, traders 

continuously try to make their offerings and environment more attractive to their customers, just 

as formal businesses do. There is a need to understand the challenges of the sector, be 

responsive in trying to solve them, and provide support, rather than imposing a draconian 

administrative mindset. The path from survivalist to success must be cleared and supported.  

 

Stakeholder feedback has clearly shown that collaborative governance, as recommended in the 

Policy guideline, would be much more acceptable to traders and their representative organisations 

than the top-down governance currently deployed by municipalities.  

 
In The informal Economy Revisited (Ed Martha Chen & Francois Carre, Routledge, 2020), Rahul 

Mehrotra writes of “offering alternatives of how to embed softer but perhaps more robust systems in 

urban form otherwise imagined with aspirations for more permanency”. He goes on: ”Andrea Branzi 

advises us on how to think of cities of the future. He suggests that we need to learn to implement 
reversibility, avoiding rigid solutions and definitive decisions. He also suggests approaches which allow 

space to be adjusted and reprogrammed with new activities not foreseen and not necessarily planned. 

Thus, urban design as a practice must acknowledge the need to re-examine permanent solutions as 

the only mode for the formulation of urban imaginaries, and instead imagine new protocols that are 

constantly reformulated, readapted, and re-projected in an iterative search for a temporary equilibrium 

that reacts to a permanent state of flux.” 
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7.5.1 Consultation, participation and buy-in 
 
In order to get buy-in to bring about change and develop new behaviours, trust is essential. Even 

the most well-meaning initiative or project can result in a disappointing outcome, wasted 

resources, and/or ongoing conflict. This may be because of a poorly developed brief, lack of 

understanding of the brief, poor communication, a patronising approach from delivery agents 

and/or their appointed consultants, and/or unresolved underlying conflicts. Sometimes the issues 

that arise and sabotage a project do not even seem directly related to the project itself. 

 
To achieve successful project implementation, joint learning and policy formulation, local 

government must consult and collaborate meaningfully with affected traders, who are best placed 

to know their needs and who probably have solutions in mind. The default position is usually that 

traders must be ‘accommodated’ and ‘provided with’ infrastructure; but they are seldom engaged 

with – despite being a key stakeholder group – around planning and design, even when they would 

have valuable contributions to make. 

 

Trader organisations such as SAITA, SAITF and StreetNet International, and organisations such 

as Asiye eTafuleni or WIEGO who work alongside traders, can assist in convening and/or 

facilitating such engagements.  

 
7.5.2 Collaborative Governance 
 
Balancing Regulation, Management and Enforcement 
In a dysfunctional (adversarial) relationship, the rules are often inappropriate, and misaligned with 

the Constitution and administrative justice; the tools are inadequate (infrastructure deficits) and 

the wrong tools are deployed, such as reverting to court action rather than constructive 

engagement; and as a result, there is too much emphasis on enforcement. This potentially leads 

to harassment, punitive actions not commensurate with the infraction (e.g. seizure of 

goods/termination of livelihood), rights violations and corruption; this is currently the common 

situation on the ground.  
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7.5.2.1 Label: Balancing regulation (rules), management (tools) and enforcement (sticks): 
Current scenario  

 

In a functional relationship, guided by an embracing rather than a resistant attitude, there are 

appropriate rules (and only the few that are really necessary), aligned with the constitution, 

inclusive, and broadly accepted as being in the collective interest; and tools that include proper 

support mechanisms and infrastructure, meaningful engagement, and appropriate dispute 

resolution. These allow the role of the stick in the dynamic to be reduced, and for a situation 

where maximum compliance with minimal enforcement prevails. Social capital grows, and the 

informal sector can flourish. 

7.5.2.2 Label: Balancing regulation (rules), management (tools) and enforcement (sticks): 
Desired scenario 
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Pictures by permission Asiye eTafuleni 
 
Code of conduct 
 
The Framework By-Law recommendations include the proposal that some form of code of conduct 

is developed to guide the behaviour of government as well as traders.  

 

Public space is a resource that belongs to everyone – ‘the public’ – but there is clearly a need for 

appropriate rules (in addition to health protocols that are a priority now) for the uses of this 

resource, to avoid a ‘tragedy of the commons’ scenario, i.e. one in which the resource is abused 

and ends up not working for anyone. (Note that all public space is not equal – location is key.) The 

guidelines in this report are intended to provide enough of a framework to facilitate a collaborative 

developmental approach to making these ‘rules’, which should include the proposed Code of 

Conduct; aim for minimum enforcement, and maximum compliance; and allow for flexibility, 

adaptation, and resilience.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.6 Learning by doing 
 
Many arguments against public space trading are based on trading spaces that are currently 

dysfunctional, without acknowledging that in most of these instances, trading is poorly retrofitted 

into spaces and urban form never designed to accommodate these activities. The opportunity now 

is to pilot and test ideas in order to learn by doing, which may lead to long-term and long overdue 

urban transformation.  

 

The Warwick project in Durban, which gave rise to the first informal economy policy, is a useful 

case-study. It began as a post-apartheid pilot in intentional inclusion of (and significant investment 

in) informality in urban public spaces; and its lessons continue to influence policy and thinking 

around the informal economy, both in South Africa and abroad.  

 

PUBLIC SPACE AS A COMMONS 
 
The obligations of the SDGs, and the UN Habitat’s Global Public Space Toolkit, are an 

important point of reference.  

The Toolkit quotes the UN-Habitat’s 2012 State of the World Cities Report 14, and advocates 

for: “…the need of cities to enhance the public realm, expand public goods and consolidate 

rights to the ‘commons’ for all as a way to expand prosperity. This comes in response to the 

observed trend of enclosing or restricting these goods and commons in enclaves of 

prosperity, or depleting them through unsustainable use.” 
(unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2019/10/global-public-space-toolkit-from-global-principles-to-local-policies-and-

practice.pdf) 
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The Policy Guidelines acknowledge that the public sector trading environment is fluid, especially 

in the context of an emergency, and recommends that ongoing experimentation, pilot projects and 

learning should inform governance, regulation, and spatial planning responses to support the 

informal sector.  

8 A proposition for the future 
 
There is huge potential for multiple positive outcomes as the result of a proactive local government 

health and safety pandemic response.  

 

Urban spatial transformation is possible. Urban management can be enhanced through innovation tested 

during the emergency. The informal sector can recover and thrive, providing opportunities for the 

existing and ‘new’ jobless, thus assisting the broader economic recovery. Public health will 

improve beyond the sector though provision of public WASH infrastructure. Collaborative 

management aligned to constitutional obligations will significantly reduce the administrative and 

enforcement burden on municipalities.  
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Note to designer 
 

 THOUGHT EXPERIMENT:  
 

AN EMERGENCY RESPONSE WITH LEARNING POTENTIAL 
 
What if all current permits for a pilot project area were abolished?  

What if new spaces are created, including some space never used for trading before? 

The space has a hard ground surface and is well drained. 

WASH infrastructure is provided.  

 

In a part of Barcelona, street parking bays are embedded with smart chips that connect to a phone 
app. Drivers use the app to locate vacant bays. 
 
 

Imagine if, for a defined period, anyone who agrees to participate in the pilot could apply for 

permission to trade, and was issued with a geo-referenced smart permit that was linked to 

electronic chips embedded in the area – but not linked directly to a specific trading site. 

 

What if the permit holders could self-organise around a few key rules that they participate in 

establishing? The rules must encompass the pandemic health protocols, including physical 

distancing. Only the health and safety rules are enforced by the municipality. People can 

arrange themselves as they wish, within the few agreed rules.  

 

The smart permits track their position and time at that position. Planners map the trading 

patterns using the smart data collection and photographs of the trading activities. Permit 

holders agree to a monthly qualitative survey. 
 

Imagine what everyone would learn? 

Imagine the collaborative management process design that could emerge? 

 


