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ABSTRACT 

Street vendors in the heart of Kolkata have almost become a part and parcel of the city. They play a dominant 

role in determining the economics, function as well as the streetscape of the area they occupy. Yet the role of 

Street vendors in the distribution system of the city is not well understood, as the government measures tend to 

affect them negatively. Many rehabilitation projects of Street vendors in Kolkata have utterly failed due to 

adocism and unrealistic relocation on the part of the government. In all, programs relating to Street vendors 

tend to control stress of the area in which they thrive and regulate health, traffic and deteriorating urban design 

character for the area. The objective of this paper is to gather information on various aspects of street vendors 

in order to recommend areas and policies for their relocation and controlling the development process for the 

urban core of the city. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Retailing can be simply defined as the end step of supply chain, where there is a direct interaction with the end-

user or the customer. One of the retail type is street vending which generally takes an unorganized look due to 

absence of permanent structures.  They provide goods and services that appeal to customers, in a compromising 

ambience that is often non- conducive for  shopping, created based on preferably locational policy rather than 

consumer preference analysis. The growing unemployment in the urban formal sector added with in-migration 

to urban core from its hinterland has resulted in the growth of the informal sector, of which street vending is just 

one component. As all these migrants do not possess the skill set or the education required for urban 

development so, secure employment in the formal sector cannot be provided (Yatmo, Y. A., 2008). Hence most 

of them settle for work in the informal sector. The growth of street vending though observed across the world is 

increasing at its highest rate in the global south. And within the global south, the maximum growth is happening 

in the poorest places of the third world countries. The problems with street vendors are many but bigger problem 

is to find a permanent solution for them in terms of place and ease of business. As such it is not as much a 

problem as a solution.  
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II. PROBLEMS FACED BY STREET VENDORS 

 

The problems with street vending are multifarious. There is always an uncertainty in income for the street 

vendors (Kumar, R., & Singh, A. 2013). Since the typology of the vending are always different, the hygienic 

part of street vending is always in question.  Since the socio-economic profile of street vendors are generally 

observed to be low, consumers are indifferent in their beheviour, and on other side street vendors faces 

harassment by police officials for occupying important traffic junctions (Karthikeyan, R., & Mangaleswaran, R., 

2013). The street vendors generally work long hours without adequate rest and lack of urban amenities and are 

exposed to inclement weather.  The weather often taken a toll on the products sold especially is they are edible, 

due to non-conducive retailing arrangements and extra peripherals. Uncertainty of site allocation make street 

vendors difficult in pushing vending carts from one place to another on damaged roads. Street vendors also face 

problems of lack of shelters and storage space (Kurniawati, W. 2012). 

A large part of these problems faced are a result of their exclusion in formulating planning guidelines and 

policies. The resultant is that street-vendors occupy every small parcel of space available on the streets with no 

consideration to the activities around. The result is distress to the environment, spill-over pollution, degradation 

of urbanscape, congestion, narrowing of roads etc thereby rendering the urban areas weak and streets gasping 

for breath.  So, this paper looks into socio-economic condition of the street vendors for rehabilitating them 

within the historic urban core of Kolkata targeting various issues and challenges faced by them in the process of 

formalizing them. 

 

III. THE STREET VENDORS IN THE URBAN CORE OF KOLKATA 

 

Kolkata, the capital of West Bengal is the nerve centre of eastern part of India. Once the capital of British India, 

it was the hub of Raj’s business and industrial activity. The city better known as the cultural capital of India has 

an age-old history of over three centuries. Over this long period of expansion, many areas of this city have 

undergone tremendous changes due to various market forces and effects of commercialization. The later has 

infact added a character to the city in the form of street vendors, which now adorns a large percentage of the 

streets of Kolkata.  

In a city like Kolkata, where the race for bread is seemingly more important, footpaths and street sides provides 

modes of earning through formation of temporary stalls and shops to a large group of people who strive to make 

their both ends meet. The fact that a large section of the residing as well as the floating population of Kolkata do 

depends on these stalls for their daily needs, have made them an indispensable part of the city.  

The concentration or the distribution of the street vendors in every part of the city is not uniform. In some places 

it is in the form of spillover pollution of the shops, in others as independent unauthorized outlet. But in the 

historic urban core of the city i.e. B.B.D. Bag, which has huge concentration of heritage structures, offices and 

commercial establishments, they exist mostly as independent entities. 
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Like many a cities, the municipal and police laws here in Kolkata are heavily loaded against people working in 

the informal sector, specially the street vendors. But amidst of all, street vendors remain omni present even in 

the historic urban core of the city through unauthorized occupancy as the powers vested in the hands of 

municipal officials, police and other related departments are not used to the best of their capacities.  

 

An extensive survey of about 180 street vendors in this historic urban core reveals not only the pathetic state of 

affairs that exists encompassing them but also the various intrinsic and extrinsic factors that plays a pivotal role 

in their existence and proliferation.  

 

IV. OBSERVATIONS FROM THE SURVEY 

 

An extensive survey of street vendors in this area conducted with regards to various parameters does open up 

many information about them. 38% of the street vendors are found to be inhabitants of Kolkata and the rest are 

from outside the city comprising of the Kolkata Metropolitan area and areas adjoining it. 67% of the street 

vendors surveyed are local residents for the past few generations and rests have inmigrated from the hinterlands 

and due to lack of formal sector jobs have finally taken-up street vending as a profession. About 44% of the 

migrants have come within the last 15 years, 20 % have migrated between last 5 - 10 yrs and the rest before that. 

This establishes that street vending is increasing by leaps and bounds over the last two decades. Importantly, 

none of the street vendors has started the business with any loan from official agencies as it could not be 

obtained due to non-legalised status of their profession. Due to the lack of loans, on an average, the initial 

investment made by each hawker to establish his or her business is in the tune of is Rs. 5612.50. 

Simultaneously, the average daily investment for achieving continuity of profession is around Rs. 1602.50. It is 

of considerable importance that the average daily sale, which is in the tune of Rs. 1843.75, which shows the 

dependence of customers on the Street vendors. And the average daily profit for these Street vendors is around 

Rs. 741.25. 

Detailed review of the extrinsic factors, which are also pertinent to the street vendors selling edible foods 

establish the state of affairs that exists in their profession.  A wide variety of food is available within affordable 
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price range to the consumers. The cost of the food available ranges from a low of Rs. 10 to a high of Rs. 50. 

Infact some of the food available do surpass the range, but considering the importance of the area, the prices can 

be observed to be extremely cheap as because most of the street vendors donot need an establishment cost to run 

their business.  

 

 

 

 

The type of customers availing the service of the street vendors ranges from office employees, shopkeepers as 

also other section of the people. But the largest percentage of the customers according to the survey is the office 

employees followed by the other stakeholders. This data simply shows that the largest section of the customers 

is the floating population of the area who invades the area for a variety of purposes. The survey depicts that 43% 

of the stalls continue functioning even after dusk. These comprise mostly of stalls, which do not sell edible 

items. For the entire street vendors surveyed who sells edible items, 85% of them have onsite cooking provision 

while the rest bring cooked items  

 

 

 

 

from outside. As also for those who sell edible items as well as for others, approximately 65% provides some 

sort of seating to the customers in the form of makeshift stools, benches or temporary seating on street hardware 

and furniture. 

Fig 2. Showing survey results of 

cost of food 

Fig 3. Showing survey results of type of 

customers 
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V. PROBLEMS ARISING THEREOF 

 

Street vendors in this urban core of Kolkata are indeed inseparable with the life of the citizens. Still multifarious 

problems arise due to their existence some of which have far reaching implications. They create environmental 

hazards by accumulating huge garbage at their place of existence, which later on forms one of the main causes 

for water logging during rainy season. They block the pedestrian footpaths, reducing the access routes for the 

pedestrians, resulting in pedestrian spillover on the streets. They cover up the faces of various buildings, often 

casting a spell on the positive façade characters of the buildings and changing the urban design character, 

tranquility and serenity of the area. They have unauthorized existence as often they lack permission for vending.  

 

 

 

 

Taking all these aspects into consideration, the street  

 

 

 

 

 

vendors as well as the customers for these micro-enterprises were surveyed regarding a possible shifting of 

location for them. The survey established that the street vendors are a serious threat to pedestrians, beauty and 

serenity of this area, a considerable percentage of them realizes the situation and are in favour of their suitable 

relocation for better economic opportunities. About 78% percentage of the user respondents are of the opinion 

that the intensity of the problem in this urban core due to street vendors on street is very high and 63% of the 

respondents are in favour of relocation of them against better hygienic condition and with even 10 - 15% hike in 

Fig 4. Showing survey results of level 

of hygienic condition 

Fig 6. Showing survey results of 

percentage of vendors who agreed to 

shift 
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prices of the commodities being sold. Infact a trade-off conducted amongst the user group for rehabilitation of 

the street vendors with better users' facilities and proper location of cooking in a legalized infrastructure with 10 

- 15% hike in prices was supported by almost 73% of the respondents.  

 

VI. AREAS AND POLICIES SUGGESTED FOR  RELOCATION 

 

An analysis of the road network of the urban core of Kolkata, its carrying capacity, its congestion 

level, proximity to the Central Business District, availability of customers and ease of business 

revealed that the probable areas for street vendor’s relocation, which would enable the administration 

to free the streets, may be suggested in the ground floors of the new constructions that are going to 

come up in place of the dilapidated structures or those under ruins. Further it was inferred that the area 

of street vendor’s relocation may be those streets which will only be used by the pedestrians. This 

may be achieved through pedestrianisation of certain areas around the B.B.D. Bag Tank and 

relocation of the traffic in other adjoining roads. Utilisation of these roads entirely for housing Street 

vendors may also be a probable solution to the hawker’s problem. To comply with the very historicity 

of the core, even the vending units for the vendors in their areas of relocation may be designed to suit 

the purpose. 

 

 

 

 

Further the street vendors can be given permanent shelter thereby creating tax-base for the government and 

measures can be taken to regulate an increased price of products for the customers thereby nullifying the deficit 

created through levying taxes on them. 

  

 

 

Fig 6. Showing areas for future hawker’s relocation 

Source : prepared by author 
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VII. CONCLUSION 

 

One of the reasons as why street vendors are not disappearing from the face of the city is massive demand for 

their services. But the condition in which they survive may be detrimental to public health as well as visual 

displeasure. Over and above, as the street vendors have no other means of livelihood, they too have no option 

but to carry on with their trade in this deplorable state of affairs, even if it means facing atrocies and harassment 

from the administration who have a vested interest in keeping the vendors insecure and groveling.  

Basically authorizing these micro-enterprises on the part of the government and giving them legalised status will 

not only be a source of large economy for the local government but will help in freeing off the affected areas 

from the clutches of the externalities and there will be a potential decrease in loss of inherent historic character. 

On the other hand, relocating these Street vendors, will also free the streets facilitating more and uninterrupted 

traffic and pedestrian flow through the historic urban core. 
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