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THE STREET FOOD PROJECT: 
Using Research for Planning 

Irene Tinker 

Abstract 
Planning that improves life chances of the poor in low
income countries is challenging and difficult. This article 
describes EPOC's Street Food Project as a possible model 
for using an action research project as a planning tool. The 
project involved participation of municipal officials, univer
sity staff, non-governmental organizations, and the vendors 
themselves in the design and interpretation of data collec
tion. Implementation of proposals for improving the income 
of vendors and the safety of the food they sell is illustrated 
by the founding of the Street Food Vendors ' Organization in 
Minia, Egypt. Policy implications of the nine country study, 
and of the Minia organization, emphasize the impact of 
carefully designed research. 

Pol i cy research can be a powerfu l instrument for p lanners who wish 
to orchestrate change. The Street Food Project, coord i nated by the Eq
u ity Pol icy Center in Wash i ngton, DC, focused on in fl uencing preva i l-

. ing street food vendor practices i n  developing countries. Health regu la
t ions and ru les aga i nst congestion are widely used to j u st i fy frequent 
•street clean ing• w ith pol ice or m i l itary using arrest, i nt im idation, or 
actual destruction of carts and sta l l s .  With i n  hours the vendors reap
pear because the act iv ity is a ma in  source of i ncome for many, and be
cause street foods are consumed by a wide range of u rban residents 
and v is i tors. 

F ind i ngs of the Street Food Project underscore the critical role street 
food vend ing plays in the economy and d iet of people in developing 
countries. Rea l iz ing that street foods cou ld not be permanently abol
ished, many mun icipal  governments have begun to address the issue. 
S im i lar to the sh i ft i n  att i tude toward •squatters, " cit ies have a l tered 
the i r  approach to food vendors from one of confrontation to coopera
t ion.  As with responses to the hous ing shortage, a s i ngle sol ution is not 
poss ib le because it cou ld not reflect the i ncred ib le variat ions of cul
ture, food habits, and mun icipal constrai nts that characterize the sec
tor. Nonetheless, models  do exist that m ight be adapted to d iverse 
situations. 

This art icle focuses on events i n  M in ia, Egypt, where a group of i n
f luential cit izens and governmental offic ia ls  formed a non-governmen
tal organ ization (NGO) to work w ith the street food vendors. The idea 
for an NGO arose from part ic ipation in the Steer ing Commi ttee for the 

Berkeley Planning Journal B ( 1 993), 1 -20 



Berkeley Planning Journal 

local study. The Committee formed to monitor the study and suggest 
possib le interventions that would improve the i ncome of street food 
vendors and/or improve food safety. The Organ ization for Develop
ment and Support of Street Food Vendors in the City of Min ia  provides 
a possib le model for work ing with vendors in  other cities in Egypt and, 
with considerable adaptation, i n  other countries. A review of the ori
gins, methodology, and fi ndings of the mu lt i-country Street Food Pro
ject provides a context for the Min ia  case study. 

EPOC's Street Food Project 
The Equ ity Po l i cy Center (EPOC) was founded to i nfl uence pol icy 

and programs of development agencies and governments th rough 
conduct ing and d issem inating origi na l  and compi led research th rough 
presentat ions, conferences, and publ ications. EPOC's objective is to 
ensure considerat ion of the specia l  concerns of poor women in the de
sign and implementation of a l l  deve lopment programs with d i rect im
pacts. 1 Priority was fi rst given to studying the econom ic activit ies in  
wh ich women were al ready engaged, whether rem unerated or  not. I n  
order t o  eva luate women's contributions t o  a sector o r  activity, both 
men's and women's roles must be presented . Where data do not exist, 
the sector itself has to be the bas is for study. 2 As the development 
commun ity turned its attention toward prov id ing poor women with 
new i ncome opportun it ies, often with l im ited success, it seemed obvi
ous to study economic activit ies in wh ich women were a l ready en-
gaged.3 

· 

Existing Research 
Two para l le l ,  but d i st i nct, sets of studies beginn ing  i n  the early sev

enties focused on i ncreas ing i ncome among the poor in developing 
countries. One set, i n it iated by the I nternat ional labor Organization 
(ll0) stud ied smal l-sca le i nformal  sector enterpri ses i n  order to locate 
new employment opportunit ies for labor. The other set looked at i n
come generating activit ies of non-governmental organ izations in Asia, 
Africa, and lat in  America. 

The llO began to real ize that i nsufficient jobs were bei ng created to 
absorb the rapidly growing populations in the developing countries 
and so launched a major comparative study of jobs ava i lable outside 
the formal  sector in  cities of the developing world (llO 1 972, 
Seth uraman 1 98 1 ) .  An impress ive number of stud ies were conducted, 
primari ly by European academ ics, i nto the d iverse activit ies that make 
up what they termed the informal sector. Attempts to analyze and de
fine the sector sparked a decade-long debate about its permanence and 
its relationsh ip to cap ita l ism (Brom ley 1 978, Moser 1 984, Richardson 
1 984) . Wh i le the theoret ical debate has faded, the basic quest ion re
mains :  does work ing in the informal sector exp loit labor or provide 
opportunity for ambitious entrepreneurs (House 1 984, House et a/. 
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1 993, Portes et a/. 1 986, van Gelder and B i j lmer 1 989) ?  As m u lt i na
tional f irms decentra l ize global ly, encouraging smal ler enterpri ses, 
sub-contract ing, and home-based work, the d i st i nct ions between for
mal  and i nforma l  have b lurred (Portes et a/. 1 989) .  Particu lar ly at the 
level of home production, the issue echoes the earl ier debate: i s  th i s  
exploitat ion or opportun ity (Beneria 1 987, Prugl and T inker 1 993) ?  

Because m icroenterprises, that is  fam i ly or i nd iv idua l  enterprises, 
were presumed by the I LO to provide l itt le add it ional employment, 
these t iny firms were seldom i nc l uded in the country studies .  S i nce 
women are most l i ke ly to be engaged in m icroenterprise act iv i ty, these 
studies effectively excl uded most women entrepreneurs (D ignard and 
Havet 1 987) .  Further, because the stud ies seldom uti l ized gender
d isaggregated data to f ind out who was i nvolved in smal l-scale i n for
mal sector activit ies, women's work, either as paid labor or as unpa id 
fam i ly labor, was masked . The changing defi n it ions of productive work 
and t ime-budget studies are now begin n i ng to document women's 
econom ic activities outside the formal sector ( INSTRAW 1 990, " 1 99 1 ; 
T inker 1 987; U n ited N ations 1 990) .  

The US  Agency for I nternat ional  Deve lopment funded a second set 
of stud ies to look at attempts by NGOs to set up i ncome activit ies for 
poor women and men, pr imari ly in urban areas (Ashe 1 985,  Farbman 
1 98 1 ) .  A d i st i nct cleavage emerged between those NGOs offer ing the 
more trad it ional human itarian aid and those economic-oriented groups 

·more concerned with profit and growth . Proponents favor ing the mar
ket approach designed m i n i ma l i st cred it programs that prov ided l itt le 
advice or tra i n i ng. I n  contrast, those emphas iz ing the welfare v iew
point cons idered organizat ions comprised of the poor as •pre
entrepreneuria l "  and so argued the need for a broad range of services 
inc lud ing, for example, tra i n i ng, health and n utrit ion educat ion, fam i ly  
p lann i ng, and ch i ldcare. The h igh costs of  welfare and the d i fficu l ties 
of repl ication have favored the adoption of the m i n ima l ist approach 
(Otero 1 989; T inker 1 987, 1 989; U N DP 1 988) .  

Stud ies of m icro-enterprise have concl uded that the smal ler the en
terprise, the lower the i ncome (B i j lmer 1 989) .  I t  i s  here that women 
predom inate. Explanations center on the fam i ly respons ib i l it ies of 
women that d ictate shorter work ing hours. Further, in areas where i n
come poo l i ng is not typica l ,  women m ust often trade in order to feed 
their fam i l ies even when a h usband is present.4 Women also are less 
l i kely to have access to cred it, to be l iterate, or to have an understand
ing of appropriate technologies (Berger 1 990, Grown 1 989, T inker 
1 989). 

. 

A set of comparative eva l uations of successfu l and rep l icable pro
grams undertaken for the Ford Foundation concl uded that programs 
supporting existi ng activit ies i n  the area, i f  not among the cl ientele, are 
the most l i kely to i ncrease the i ncome of the poor, at least in part be-
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cause such an approach l i m its the need for new tra in i ng or add it ional 
markets. Cred it, th is  analys is  notes, was not the only essentia l  e lement 
i n  help ing the poor; organ izat ional leadersh ip l i n ked to powerfu l i n sti
tutions protect the poor as they struggle to a lter their status. Further, 
N GOs were not the only method of organ iz ing the poor, not only for 
the welfar ist tendencies but because the type of charismatic leader 
often head i ng N GOs finds it d i ff icult to let go. Alternative types of or
gan izations runn ing successfu l ventures i ncl uded a bank, a coop, and a 
government agency (Tendler 1 987) .  

Studying Street-food Vendors 
The Street Foods Project provides a l i nk between informal sector 

studies and donor efforts to improve the l ives of the poor. The project 
compared a s i ngle sector of the i nforma l  economy in provincia l  cities 
in  n i ne countries and carefu l ly documented the roles of women, men, 
and ch i ldren in al l phases of making and sel l i ng foods on the street. In 
contrast, the I LO studies concentrated on smal l-scale enterpri ses and 
largely ignored gender analysis . The USAID series, wh i le sens itive to 
gender d i fferentiation, only col lected data on i nterventions by NGOs 
that created new i ncome activit ies .  Thus the Street Food Project is 
un ique: it focuses on exist ing activit ies by d i fferent fam i ly  members, 
tries to i nfl uence government officia ls  to change their pol icies toward 
street food vendors, and considers i nterventions that wou ld improve 
the i ncome of the vendors or enhance the qual ity and safety of the 
food sold. 

· 

Research fi nd ings of the project inform a broad spectrum of con
temporary urban i ssues of concern with i n  both the development and 
academic commun ities: the defi n it ion and permanence of the informal  
sector; survival  strategies of poor urban women and men; the function
ing and i nfl uence of non-governmental organ izations (NGOs); gov
ernmental responses to " i l lega l"  i nformal sector activit ies; urban food 
d istr ibution and consumption; and the nutrit ional va l ue and safety of 
street foods. Pol icy impl ications of the project data have been widely 
d i ssem i nated and have not only a ltered pol icies of the mun icipal ities 
observed but have a lso i nfl uenced both po l ic ies and research at such 
international agencies as FAO, I LO, I FPRI ,  and the UN Comm ission on 
Stati stics. The action component of the project impl ied promotion of 
i nterventions at the commun ity level th rough long-term support from 
loca l ly active groups and concerned mun icipal offic ia ls .  This article 
d i scusses the long term impact of efforts i n  Min ia  to improve the l ives 
of the vendors and the food they sel l .  

Major findings. The data cha l l enged assumptions held by both pol
icy makers and scholars as to the importance of street foods as a 
source of i ncome, on the one hand, and as a source of food on the 
other. In the provincial towns studied, i ncome from street food enter
prises surpassed the local m i n imum wage. The food sold represented 
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at least twenty percent of the food budget i n  local households. Sea
sonal variations in the numbers of vendors sel l ing street foods were 
found in a l l  the cit ies, in some places caused by the agr icu ltural cycle 
but e lsewhere by rel ig ious ho l idays. Genera l ly, the larger the town the 
more vendors per popu lat ion.  

Women's roles i n  sel l i ng street foods vary considerably around the 
world and are d i rectly related to cu ltural att i tudes toward women in 
the countries concerned . Women's i nvolvement i n  the trade, even i n  
countries where secl us ion of women i s  practiced, i s  m uch h igher than 
the number sel l i ng i n  pub l ic  because women often prepare the food 
their h usband's sel l .  ln trahousehold variations across the study w ith 
regard to cooperation i n  i ncome activit ies were str ik ing and unex
pected (Ti nker 1 993) .  Overa l l ,  women tend to make less money sel l i ng 
foods than men do. Whi le  d i fferent ia l  technology had some i nfl uence, 
the major reason seemed to be that women work fewer hours at sel l i ng 
because they a lmost a l l  had domestic respons ib i l it ies as wel l .  Where 
women dom inate the trade as in N igeria, Tha i l and, and Ph i l ippi nes, 
women a lso made more money than men. In the P h i l i ppines, success
fu l women were often jo ined by thei r  h usbands; couples made the 
h ighest i ncome because the men often became the buyers of raw ma
ter ia ls ,  purchas ing i n  bulk or i n  rural areas at prices lower than those 
ava i lable at sma l l  shops in town.  

Another unexpected resu l t  was  fi nd ing that two-th i rds to  three
·quarters of street food estab l i shments were located in the neighbor
hoods, not in the congested downtown, a f ind ing  with immed iate pol
icy impl icat ions.  Also unexpected was the d i fferent ia l  use by gender of 
new technologies and i ngred ients. As i n  other sectors, access to infor
mation and ideas was eas ier for men; women tended to make and se l l  
more trad it ional foods. Th i s  fi nd ing had imp l icat ions for i ncome as 
wel l .  

Long term impact. From the begi nn i ng, the Street Foods study fo
cused on changing pol ic ies in each city i n  an effort to put an end to 
the frequent "street clean i ng• sweeps by the pol ice or army. Of equa l  
importance was adapt ing health regu lat ions so that vendors would be 
able to observe food safety requ i rements that were set at a reasonable 
standard and so cou ld obtai n  l icenses exped it iously. By inc lud i ng 
authorities in the advisory committee, most offic ia ls  were convinced of 
the street food trade's economic importance and the crit ical role ven
dors play in feed ing u rban dwe l lers. The question was how to change 
not only the regulations, but the act ions of both pol ice and vendors. 

A second part of this action research project was to identify i nter
vent ions that could improve the i ncome of the vendors or the safety of 
the food sold. Several examples are i l l ustrative: In M in i a  the local 
comm ittee reformed itself  i nto an NGO to work w ith vendors. The 
mayor i n  I lo-I lo had plans to prov ide clean water and tables i n  s ide-
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streets for vendors. A nurse at the un ivers i ty had been runn i ng nutri
tional and safety tra i n i ng programs for vendors i n  l le-lfe and hoped to 
extend these efforts th roughout the city. I n  Thai land, Chonburi has be
come a suburb of rapidly growing Bangkok; the study is being uti l i zed 
as part of current efforts to deal with vendors as the metropol i s  mod
ern izes. 

The next sections describe the case study of Min ia  and eva luates the 
impact of the Street Food Vendors Organ ization for the street food 
trade. The fi na l  section w i l l  address the poss ib le appl icab i l ity of th is 
model to other areas. 

Street Food Vendors Organization of Minia 
The City of M in i a  (popu lation 1 79,000) is located a long the N i le 

River in U pper Egypt. Government offices and the modern commercia l  
center stretch along one side of the major north-south boulevard, sepa
rated from the river on the other side by a series of wel l-tended publ ic 
parks and private cl ubs. Several old mosques with d i st i nct s lender 
m i narets mark the older commercia l  part town to the south where de
caying v i l las give way to rows of shops interspersed with schools and 
hospita ls .  Surrounding these areas, and spi l l i ng across the canal  to the 
west, are the apartments, housing projects, and squatter areas where 
the bu lk  of the popu lation l i ves. D istances are not great, so the town 
does not support a motorized taxi serv ice: horse carriages are the al
ternative to buses or walk i ng. 

Street Foods in Minia 
The largest number of street food vendors c luster in the low i ncome 

southern section of town prov id ing food and snacks to school ch i ldren, 
hospital v is i tors, and fel low workers throughout the day. I ntercity bus 
stops are part icu larly popular for vend ing in the western extension. 
Vendors around the government bu i ld i ngs emphasize sandwiches for 
early morn ing through noon . Even ing vendors are c lustered a long the 
commercia l  streets, often add ing to the congestion ( i nspectors don 't 
work at n ight, they say) . 

In 1 985, the Socia l  P lann i ng Analysis and Adm in i stration Consult
ants (SPAAC) of Ca i ro found that M in ia  had 784 vend ing enterprises 
employing 1 348 vendors of whom 1 1  percent were women.  These 
vendors offered the publ ic over 70 types of food and beverages. Each 
estab l ishment served an average of 60 customers per day mean ing that 
some 47,000 people ate food on the street every day! By far the most 
popular foods, accounting for a th i rd of a l l  sales, were the typica l ly 
Egyptian foul and tamaya, both using dried beans as the major ingred i
ent. Tamaya, wh ich is deep fried on order, a l so uses quantities of o i l .  
Both foods are eaten a t  a l l  t imes o f  the day but less i n  the even ing, by 
themselves or i n  sandwiches made with Egyptian flat bread, accompa
n ied by eggplant or pickles. Other sandwich fi l l i ngs i ncl ude 
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meats-especia l ly  l iver paste, eggs, or fr ied vegetables. These m i xed 
sandwiches were sold by nearly a quarter of the vendors; thus sand
wiches p lus  foul and tamaya were the foods sold by over half of a l l 
street food vendors i n  1 985 .  Today j ust over half the members of 
SFVO sel l  these items wh ich are basics i n  the Egyptian d iet. 

Substantial meals were offered by 1 8  percent of the vendors in 
1 985; these inc l uded kebabs, gri l led chicken and fish ,  as wel l  as 
kushary, an Egyptian favorite that m ixes r ice, macaron i  and black len
ti ls with fried onions and hot tomato sauce. A wide variety of snacks, 
predominantly industr ia l ly pre-packaged chips, cookies, and 
candy-but inc lud ing yoghurt, cheese, n uts, and gri l led corn-were 
sold by one-quarter of the vendors. Sweets and pastries accounted for 
8 percent, and are sold by over a quarter of the SFVO members. 

Bott led soft dr inks dom inated the beverages ava i lable and ac
counted for 75 percent of the total in 1 985 :  health restr ict ions on lo
cal ly produced dr inks have accelerated th is  sh i ft to  cold soft drinks. 
Tea i s  widely sold, often at sta l l s  that a l low customers to smoke a wa
ter p ipe as they dr ink .  A few vendors sel l  sugar-cane j uice, cocoa, and 
seasonal fru i t  j u ices. 

Regulations. Much of th i s  food i s  sold i l lega l ly  accord ing to national 
regulat ions passed i n  1 967-8.5 Cooked meats, f ish, vegetables, maca
ron i ,  and salads are proh ib ited . Thus most sandwiches, i nc l uding those 
·based on foul and tamaya should not be sold .  Enforcement appears to 
be part icu larly stri ngent against kushary sel lers, perhaps because th is  
item, a long w ith sweets, i s  considered a l uxury item and so should re
tai n  h igher health standards than basic foods such a tamaya and foul. It 
is i l legal to squeeze sugar cane or fru its on the street, but also i l legal to 
sel l  fresh j u ices or mi lk .  Ice cream se l l ing i s  i l legal i f  the production 
un i t  i s  not l icensed; thus sel l i ng home made ice cream is forbidden . 

The condit ion of the carts and cooking utens i ls, as wel l  as the type 
of food, is under the purview of local health authorit ies. Fresh pastries 
must be kept in glass cases; dry sweets m ust be properly packaged 
and, l i ke ice cream, m ust come from l icensed producers . I nspectors 
rarely v is i t  homes to observe condit ions of production but have been 
known to confiscate ice cream vendors' carts i f  they cannot prove the i r  
ice cream is  from a l icensed source. S i nce few carts are t ru ly  mobi le, 
regu lations govern the location as wel l .  Obtain i ng perm iss ion to place 
a cart on a corner regularly is m uch easier than obtai n ing  r ights to a 
permanent k iosk despite the fact that many "mobi le" carts have se
cured access to water and electr ic connections. Lack of access to clean 
water for wash ing hands and d ishes was found to be the major health 
problem in the mu lt i-country EPOC Street Food Study (See Tinker 
1 987a and 1 98 7b); stationary carts and k iosks can hook up to city 
water. 
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To obta i n  a perm it, a l l  vendors must subm it, and keep up to date, a 
health certificate stat ing that they are free from commun icable or para
sit ic d iseases and do not have a serious sk in infect ion.  A certificate in
d icating the i nd iv idual  is free from crim ina l  act iv ity m ust a lso be sub
m itted; released prisoners must wait five years before receiv ing th is 
certif icate. 

G iven th is  myriad of regulat ions, many open to i nterpretat ion, it is 
no wonder that harassment occurs or that the vendors have trad ition
a l ly seen i nspectors and po l i ce as the enemy. S i nce over half the foods 
so ld are i l lega l under one or another of these regulations, vendors are 
forced to ignore regu lations to make a l iv i ng. In part icu lar, many ven
dors obta i n  l icenses for sel l i ng legal foods such as tea or sweets or 
tamaya, then sel l  other foods. 

Family enterprise. Although street vending requ i res long hours of 
preparation and se l l i ng, i ndiv idual  earn i ngs were about one-th i rd 
h igher than the formal sector m i n imum wage. Not surpris i ngly, vend
ing was the main source of i ncome for 70 percent of the male vendors 
and 55 percent of the female vendors; n i ne out of ten of these fam i l ies 
have no other source of i ncome. More than half of the women vendors 
were widowed or had h usbands who cou ld not work. The average 
vendor household at the t ime was 6 .5  persons; and many women be
came vendors to supplement the i r  h usband's low wages. 

Indeed, street food enterprises in M in i a  are frequently a fam i ly effort 
with 1 4  percent of spouses of male vendors and 1 7  percent of the 
spouses of female vendors ass ist ing in actual vend ing. I n  add it ion, fam
i ly members ass ist in the buying and preparation of ingred ients with 
women a lmost i nvariably wash ing utens i l s  each day. The econom ic 
contr ibution of fam i ly  members is not considered a cost as none of the 
women and only a few of the men, usua l ly sons, were pa id .  

Organizing the vendors. When SPAAC presented the research fi nd
i ngs to the Governor of M in ia  Provi nce, the Steering Committee, and 
communi ty deve lopment experts at a one-day workshop in February 
1 986, the group was unan imous i n  its decis ion to seek ways to mobi
l ize local resources to support the sector. B ut fi rst, the vendors needed 
some sort of organ ization to represent them . U nder the h ighly regu
lated Egyptian laws, vendors cou ld organ ize themselves in a trade un
ion or a cooperat ive. B ut where wou ld leadersh ip  come from? Vendors 
were interviewed; groups of vendors met at the Islam ic Youth Center. 
They were excited about poss ib i l ities of improved d ia logue with gov
ernment but they noted the i r  long hours and lack of resources ava i l
able; un l i ke other working sectors, no national groups or un ions for 
vendors exist. In contrast, most of the 1 4,000 registered non-govern
mental organizat ions in Egypt are formed for charitable purposes by 
m iddle class or educated people wish i ng to work w ith the less fortu-
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nate who are not on the i r  boards. N one of these model s  seemed to fit 
the need . 

After a year of debate, the Steer ing Commi ttee, wh ich had been ex
panded to i nc l ude one vendor, conce ived an i nnovative so l ut ion .  They 
establ i shed the Organ ization for Development and Support of Street 
Food Vendors in the City of M i n ia, general ly cal led the Street Food 
Vendors Organ ization (SFVO), as an NGO with a Board of D i rectors 
composed of both m iddle c lass persons6 and vendors. The balance be
tween these two groups wou ld change gradual ly through the yearly 
electoral process and could eventual l y  become a Board of vendors 
on ly. In the i nter im the " i nfl uentials" cou ld  conti n ue to act as advo
cates for the vendors to government and funders. The by-laws also 
specify add it ional ex-off icio members represent ing the un iversity, 
youth, the M in i stry of Supply, and the Governor's office. 7 

Members. By the end of 1 992 the number of members had reached 
529.  U nexpected ly, nearly one-th i rd of the members are women, ·1 69, 
compared to 360 men. Th is  percentage was cons iderably h igher than 
reflected in the 1 985  data, wh ich found 1 1  percent of the pr imary 
vendors were women or that 1 7  percent of the vend ing enterpri ses i n
cl uded women.  The d iscrepancy reflects the sector's fam i ly nature. 

I nterviews with vendors underscore the cooperat ive aspect of the ac
t ivity and i l l ustrate the fl u id i ty of these m icroentrepreneurs.  Member 
l i sts record some 50 couples who work together usual ly, but not al
ways, at the same sta l l .  Some examples help i l l ustrate th i s  point: Dalal 
took over the sandwich enterprise after her h usband was in ju red; he 
now sel l s  tea and offers a waterp ipe j ust up the street from her sta l l .  
Raget and  he r  daughter used to  ass i st Raget's h usband Yeh ia i n  sel l ing 
sandwiches from an improvised shop crowded i n  among the many 
other enterpri ses in a vacant lot on the corner of a major intersect ion 
i n  the western commercial  area. Recently she became the major food 
vendor after her h usband began to se l l  the antiques he buys in Ca i ro 
from the same sta l l ;  Raget's daughter se l l s  soap from a separate table 
set next to them, but cont i n ues to he lp her mother when she herse lf  i s  
not  busy. 

I ncome data on the members has not been col lected but the 1 985 
sample survey found that the average vendor had an i ncome 37 per
cent h igher than the legal m i n imum wage. Sandwiches and kushary 
enterpri ses are the most profitab le. That survey also found that female 
vendors genera l ly had a lower income and also worked shorter hours 
than male vendors. Despite the apparently good i ncome, there has 
been a rel uctance of the organizat ion to increase membersh ip  dues. I n  
1 986 vendors paid only l E . 1 .  per year; today the membersh ip  fee i s  
l E . 3 .  per year, less than $ U S .  1 .  Many observers argue that such a low 
fee reflects a welfare approach, i nappropriate for a self-sustai n i ng em
powerment group. 
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In terms of education, the 1 985 survey found that a lmost a l l ,  93 
percent, of the women vendors but only 53 percent of the men ven
dors were i l l i terate. Of a l l  the vendors who have ever taken out loans 
from the SFVO, s l ightly more than half  were i l l iterate but 1 6  percent 
had completed h igh school ;  nearly one th i rd of these loans were to 
women. 

Advocacy 
The major obstacle for street food vendors around the world is har

assment from pol i ce or health i nspectors or, in some cit ies, protection
i st gangs who expect frequent payoffs. S imply form ing the SFVO has 
greatly reduced this problem by provid ing legit imacy to the sector. 
From the beginn i ng of the study, SPMC met with governmental offi
c ia ls  and with the Governor to exp la in  the rat ionale of the project. An 
add it ional problem in M in ia  has been the ava i lab i l i ty of the ingred ients 
for street foods, especia l ly beans and o i l .  At fi rst the shortages of o i l  
and sugar were caused by government a l locations, a fact that resu l ted 
i n  the ex-officio Board member from the Min i stry of Supply. Today, the 
sh ift to a market economy has a l so created shortages that requ i re inter
ventions that are described below. The extreme d ifferences between 
the vendors and government offic ia ls  requ i red that an i ntermed iary act 
as advocate for the vendors. As part of its techn ical ass i stance to SFVO, 
SPAAC played th is  role, organ iz ing meet ings with key offic ia ls and 
members of the City Counci l both in thei r offices and at Board meet
i ngs. Subsequently Board members have been act ive in such advocacy 
activit ies in M in i a  and in Ca i ro as wel l .  

Addressing harassment. Harassment previously came both from the 
pol ice and from health i nspectors. One health inspector, now on the 
Board, ind icates that his att itudes have turned around 1 80 degrees! 
Along with the two other health offic ia ls  on the Board, he part ic ipated 
in tra i n i ng sessions for the vendors and argued for flexible appl ication 
of ru les.  

The mun icipa l  pol ice forceS charged with enforc ing regulations 
concern ing vendors has been less forthcom ing. No officer has been 
w i l l ing to serve on either the Steering Committee or the Board. How
ever, a representative attended the j une 1 988 Board meeting and 
prom ised cooperat ion in arranging meeti ngs in each mun icipal subdi
vision between the local offic ia ls and vendors i n  each area so that 
standards cou ld be agreed upon that would m in im ize future harass
ment. laws restrict ing the sale of spec ific types of food conti nue to be 
fa i rly r igidly enforced, as noted be low. B ut the recogn it ion the SFVO 
has received from the Governor by such vis ib le acts as attend ing the 
offic ia l  opening of the SFVO office helps protect the vendors from un
due pressure. Overa l l ,  the se lf-esteem of vendors has been great ly en
hanced both by organ izat ional contacts and from the attention the 
vendors receive from vis itors and press. 
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Provisions. Sel l i ng street foods can be a very exasperat ing act ivity 
when the bas ic i ngred ients of street food product ion are scarce or not 
ava i lable. Potent ia l  sol ut ions to th is  prob lem have changed over t ime 
as the government has moved toward a free market. When the S FVO 
was fi rst being formed, i n sufficient quotas for f lour, o i l ,  and sugar 
forced vendors to l i m it the i r  production or e lse to buy these i ngred i
ents at the m uch h igher •tour ist• price. For example, the month ly 
quota for oi l  a l l ocated to each vendor lasted no more than two days; 
then the vendors had to buy at the m uch h igher unsubsid ized prices. 
As a resu l t  of an appeal by the SFVO, the U nder-Secretary of the State 
M in istry of Provis ion increased month ly a l l ocat ions of o i l  for vendors 
in M in i a  at a t ime when quotas were dropping e lsewhere i n  the 
country! 

B read for sandwiches was a lso d ifficu l t  for vendors to procure.  Even 
i f  they arrived at the bakery at 5 :00 am, there was a lways a l i ne, and 
often the number of loaves sold to any one person wou ld be l imited. 
As a resu l t  of the advocacy efforts, vendors were assigned to specif ic 
bakeries and assured of a stab le supply of bread. 

Secur ing good qua l i ty beans for foul and tamaya cont in ues to be d i f
f icult .  Before, vendors had insufficient funds to buy in q uantity and 
were often forced to buy remnants at the end of the week; not surpr is
i ngly, many early loans went to the purchase of beans.  Today, markets 
are in fl ux and suppl ies are often meager as farmers send their prod
ucts to more popu lous areas. Th i s  pract ice has a l so affected the major 
producer of oi l  i n  M i n ia, resu l t ing i n  an appeal for he lp to the Gover
nor who can no longer control ,  but may poss ib ly inf l uence, local 
busi nessmen . 

Services 
These advocacy efforts on beha lf  of the vendors means that today 

most are able to conduct the i r  trade without undue harassment. They 
m ust sti l l  observe government regulat ions, f ind i ngred ients, and have 
money to run the i r  enterprises. The SFVO has addressed these con
cerns through a variety of projects i n it iated both by the Board and by 
vendors themselves. 

Rotating credit fund. The most popular service offered by the SFVO 
is the i r  loan program.  Set up as a revolv ing cred it fund in j une 1 988 
with capital from the Cathol ic Rel ief Services (CRS), 40 loans were 
made in the fi rst two months, mostly to buy suppl ies. As of December 
3 1 ,  1 992,  725 loans had been made, 499 to men and 228 to women. 
Loans are offered at an i nterest rate of 2 percent per month. Costs for 
bank and adm in i strat ion charges and a possib le penal ty fee are taken 
out of the amount loaned . I f  the vendor repays on t ime, the penal ty fee 
is returned . Loans are granted for cash or for suppl ies d i rect from the 
warehouse, and for either four, e ight, or twelve months. The maximum 
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loan has now been raised from LE. 800 to LE. 1 000 (equ ivalent to 
1 992 US rates of $303.)  

SFVO staff v is i t  loan app l icants both at thei r place of sale and at 
home, s ince m uch of the food is processed there. Clean l i ness of opera
t ion as wel l  as character reference is important in assessing whether to 
grant the loan . An average of th i rty requests are fi led each month and 
only about two refused . Staff approved appl ications go to the Board for 
fi na l  agreement. Repayment must be done at the Ca i ro Bank, a re
qu i rement meant to fam i l iar ize the vendors with the formal banking 
operat ion .  Because the bank is a th i rty m inute walk  from the office, 
many vendors come there to repay. As a courtesy, Kha l id depos its for 
those who are sick or d i sabled or ins i stent. Between a quarter and a 
half of a l l  vendors now pay at the office. 

The defau l t  rate has been consistently low, but recent cases indicate 
that several of the more sophisticated members are quest ion ing the i n
terest rate or refus ing to repay the i r  second or th i rd loan . They have 
learned enough about the SFVO to know that the revolving fund was 
given free to the organ ization and they wonder why they a lso cannot 
have money without cost or as a gift. 

SFVO is  rel uctant to go to court, not only because the staff try to be 
responsive to crises in a vendor's l i fe, but a lso because it costs LE 50. 
for a lawyer. Omer hadn't paid in  four months because he was sti l l  
paying med ical b i l l s for h i s  leg i njury. The in jury was s o  severe that he 
had to sel l  h i s  kushary cart. B ut with LE 25. from the Sandoug (see be
low) and a loan of LE 320. he had bought a new cart once he was able 
to work. He came i nto the office dressed in  jacket and t ie to success
fu l ly request reschedu l i ng  of h i s  payments. 

Cred it needs of vendors are clearly not l im ited to the i r  productive 
activities, so many use the loans for other purposes. Vendors do not 
have the col l ateral to obta i n  a bank loan, and un l i ke most other coun
tries, there are no moneylenders i n  Egypt today.9 The staff is consider
ing offering socia l  loans at a h igher i nterest rate as an add it ional serv
ice.lO The Is lamic restrictions on the taking of fida or i nterest appears 
to be of l i tt le import; technical ly the cost of a loan is ca l l ed an adm in is
trative fee. 

Warehouse. In response to the volat i l ity in the market as Egypt 
moves toward a market economy, the SFVO set up a warehouse in  
March 1 993 to  se l l  items used by its members . These inc l ude ingred i
ents for street foods, beverages such as tea and cocoa, and both hand 
and d ishwash ing soap. The store operates on a 6 percent profit margin, 
a leve l that covers the costs of runn i ng the warehouse. Savings from 
bu lk  purchases reduce prices for the vendors who often use loans i n  
cash or k i nd  to  cover thei r purchases. The staff is now trying to  de
velop a cred it card system that would save the vendors the effort of 
applying for a loan and repaying at the bank. 
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Health issues. Many of the government regulat ions about street 
foods are meant to ensure safe and nutrit ious food for the customer. 
One of the fi rst act ivit ies of the SFVO was to be ing tra i n i ng programs 
for vendors to improve the i r  food hand l ing and sanitation practices 
and to warn the vendors about the hazards of us ing add it ives, such as 
red dye, i n  thei r  products. The health offic ia ls  on the Board assi sted i n  
developing a tra i n i ng course for the vendors. The fi rst session was held 
dur ing Ramadan i n  ear ly 1 988 w ith the Governor of M in i a  greet ing the 
part ic ipants. I n  the f ield, health offic ia l s  gave adv ice to vendors and 
tested foods for safety rather than automatica l ly shutt ing down vendors 
sel l ing "proh ib i ted" foods such as kushary, fru i t  j u ices, and pastries. 
Certif icates are awarded vendors who attend health tra i n i ng sem i nars 
held for 2 hours in the early morn i ng over 5 days . In 1 989, a v ideo 
tape to be used to educate members about san itat ion and safe food 
practices was prepared . Many of the vendors who were i nterviewed 
found th is  tra in ing  very helpfu l .  

Most vendors were more concerned about the requ i red health cer
tif icate than about receiv ing tra i n i ng in food safety. Hosni sel l s  belli/a 
(wheat porridge) in the early morn i ngs at the ra i l road stat ion; h i s  wi fe 
prepares the food at home each day. She would l i ke to i ncrease the i r  
i ncome of  LE  3 .  per day by se l l i ng zallabia from h i s  cart. Hosn i i s  l i
censed but compla ined about the t ime spent obta i n i ng the physical 
check-ups and does not want to subject his wi fe to such an ordea l .  In 
response to such compla i nts, the SFVO has arranged for its members 
to rece ive a l l  health services at reduced prices at two local c l i n ics run 
by NGOs. 

Crisis fund. Health insurance coverage i s  t ied to socia l  insurance 
schemes in Egypt and vendors w ithout permanent p lace of work are 
not e l ig ib le. 1 1 The only pension/soc ia l  insurance scheme ava i lable to 
vendors was set up to cover war w idows and provides only t iny bene
fits. However, if vendors could qua l i fy as a self-employed busi nesses, 
then the i r  pay- in  of Egyptian pounds would resu l t  in a sign ificant pen
s ion.  Those part-t ime vendors who are employed by the government, a 
figure reported at 40 percent in the origi na l  study, received coverage 
through the i r  p lace of work; spouses of such employees are a lso cov
ered . Fu l l-t ime vendors w ith no worki ng spouse lack coverage. The 
SFVO has been lobbying to change the law; Haga Fatma i s  now taking 
the i ssue to the med ia  i n  hopes of provid ing broad coverage to in for
mal sector workers of a l l  types. 

Meanwh i le, on their own i n it iat ive, members of the SFVO set up 
the i r  own crisis fund, the Sandoug ellamalah, drawing on trad it ional 
concepts of group respons ib i l ity. Six vendors, represent ing the d i fferent 
areas of the city but inc lud ing a l l  the e lected vendor Board members, 
sit on the Govern ing Board of the Sandoug a long w ith the officers of 
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the SFVO. Started in Apri l 1 988 w ith 1 6  members, the fund had 367 
members i n  January 1 993, nearly 70 percent of a l l  SFVO members. 

So successfu l has the Sandoug become, that most SFVO members 
now expect gifts in t ime of cris is, whether they are paid up members of 
the Sandoug or not. Vendors and Board members are now debat ing 
whether the Sandoug should conti nue w ith separate membersh ip  or 
whether paying i nto this fund should be requ i red of al l SFVO mem
bers. 

Carts. Attract iveness of the city to touri sts has been a major facto·r i n  
the attitude o f  c ity authorities toward street food vendors. Vendors i n  
areas frequented by vis i tors are more carefu l ly scrut in ized than those 
in  the working c lass areas of the town.  Offic ia ls  do acknowledge that 
vendors give l i fe and character to the streets. A SFVO committee de
cided to hold a contest among students in the U n ivers ity Art Depart
ment to come up with carts that wou ld be both attractive and func
t iona l .  Many designs were rejected by the vendors as too expensive:  
wood that needed pa i nt ing yearly and was too heavy to move; two 
tanks of water, one for clean and the other for waste water, made even 
the a lum inum carts d i ff icult to manage. 

The Canada Fund for loca l I n i t iatives agreed to .oss i st in fund ing ten 
model carts that incl udes a water tank on top with a hose that runs i nto 
a bas i n  in the cart. The carts cost lE .  1 745 .  and may be purchased on 
i nsta l lment over th ree years after paying 1 0  percent down. Despite the 
cost, there i s  a wait ing l i st for the carts. In add it ion, a retrofitt ing pro
ject for older carts is be ing planned for sale to the less wel l  off vendors. 

In january 1 993,  ten of these new carts were be ing tested th rough
out the city, and modifications were sti l l  being made. Because of the 
regulat ions, the carts must be mobi le, but most of the model carts 
seem to be permanently anchored in des i rable areas. The i r  gleam ing 
wh ite exterior symbol i zes clean l i ness. B ut the new carts, l i ke the older 
types, are not designed for processing or cook ing foods. Vendors who 
deep-fry the tamaya or zallabia keep the hot oi l  kettle to one side. A 
s i ngle cart design is clearly not adaptive to the many types of street 
food vendors. 

Kiosks. Kiosks are permanent but l ightly bu i l t  structures appointed 
with water and electrical outlets. Many cities encourage non-mobi le  
vendors to convert to k iosks or th ree-wal led shop houses for health 
and san itary reasons. In fact, many street food vendors, i n  Min ia  and 
elsewhere, produce and sel l  the i r  wares from permanent but i l lega l 
shacks/tents/bu i ld ings that often shelter tables and chairs for the i r  cus
tomers. 

In Min ia, offic ia l  k iosks would be able to sel l  foods lega l ly, such as 
kushary, now prohib ited to mobi le vendors. The k iosks could be at
tract ively designed and would be large enough to a l low food process-
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ing to take place ins ide, add ing to the aesthetic appea l .  Further, a fixed 
address automatical l y  makes the entrepreneur e l ig ib le for soc ia l  i nsur
ance. In 1 988, the SFVO rece ived tentat ive approva l to set up ten k iosk 
un its, each hous ing five vendors, in scattered s i tes around the city. 
Each unit wou ld be 10 meters long and 2.5 meters wide and would be 
suppl ied with electricity, water, and sewerage. 

The SFVO planned to bu i ld  the k iosks and rent them to vendors, es
pec ia l ly  the unemployed educated ch i ldren of current members . 1 2  
Funding has not yet been secured, but the Catho l ic  Rel ief Service i s  
now considering erect ing a p i lot un it near  the new rai l road stat ion .  
Vendors currently sel l i ng i n  the area would be g iven prior ity for rent
ing these k iosks. 

Repl icating the Model 
Empowerment of the poor through organ iz ing has long been the l i t

any of pol it ical or socia l  act iv ists. Organ iz ing workers i n  the i n formal  
sector by sett ing up a non-governmental organ ization i s  what makes 
the SFVO unusua l .  The Catho l ic  Rel ief Services wh ich contri buted 
funds for severa l of the SFVO activit ies, has been so impressed w ith 
the approach that it plans to rep l i cate the SFVO in Sohag, a town fur
ther south a long the N i le .  The Canada Fund is uti l iz i ng th i s  approach 
in organ iz ing weavers on a border town with Sudan. SPAAC plans a 
study of two s l um areas of Ca i ro i n  hopes of f ind ing vendors and inf lu
ent ia ls w i l l i ng to organ ize a street food vendor NGO. 

Of course there are problems and d isagreements among members 
and staff of the SFVO, and between the organ ization and its funders. 
Most are generic, characteristic of groups try ing someth ing new in 
countries where NGOs are kept under tight contro l .  The SFVO with its 
new organ izat ional  approaches to i nst igat ing soc ia l  change symbol izes 
i nnovation in process but i nevitably creates tensions among members 
and staff. F ina l ly, soc ia l  change takes t ime, and short fund ing cyc les of 
donors push for speedy, and often unrea l i stic, resu lts. Perhaps the most 
naggi ng demand from donors i s  for inst itut ional self-sufficiency. A bal
ance between dependency and i ndependence i s  d i ff icult to ach ieve, 
but wh i le  donors necessar i ly  push toward se lf-suff iciency, too m uch 
pressure often becomes self-defeati ng. 

Regard ing the SFVO, serv ices such as the loan fund or the ware
house should largely pay for themselves, but staff and organ izational  
costs may need long term subsid ies. Alternative sources of subs idy 
should be sought, perhaps by seek ing government subvention for serv
ices rendered or i nvo lv ing local busi nessmen as "big brothers. "  Ut i l iz
ing vendors, staff, and Board members as consu ltants for expansion of 
the SFVO to other cit ies would enhance both the M in i a  organ ization 
and the speed of repl ication .  A federat ion of organ ized i nforma l  sector 
workers m ight be a long term goa l to enhance the i r  abi l ity to advocate 

1 5  



Berkeley Planning Journal 

changes in laws regulat ing socia l  insurance and NGOs. B ut activit ies 
peripheral to the goals and objectives of the street food vendors, l iter
acy classes, health c l i n ics, ch i ldcare, i ncome generat ing tra i n i ng, 
should not be attempted. Other NGOs or the government a l ready offer 
these services. 

Summation 
The Street Food Vendors Association of M in i a  presents an excit ing 

model for organ iz ing the worki ng poor i n  developing countries, par
t icular ly the i nformal sector workers. Us ing a variation of the local 
non-governmental organ ization, the SFVO has created a Board of i n
fl uentia ls  and vendors who together have addressed government har
assment, provided crit ical serv ices for vendors, and cont i nue to lobby 
government for recogn it ion of their traoe. 

The street food vendors themselves have clearly benefited from hav
ing the Street Food Vendors Organ ization in the city. Self-esteem has 
been increased; vendors value the fee l i ng  of be longing as they had 
never been a part of a group before. Harassment from the pol i ce has 
large ly d isappeared; health i nspectors work w ith vendors to help them 
prov ide safe and n utrit ious food. Whi le  obta in ing ingred ients i n  a 
t imely manner is sti l l  a problem, caused now- by free market forces i n
stead of resu lt ing from government a l location, the cred it program and 
the warehouse have reduced costs by a l lowing bu lk  buying. New carts 
provide a water tank so that vendors can clean p lates and utens i l s  
more eas i ly. Fewer hassles and less cost are i nvolved i n  obta in ing the 
requ i red annua l  health check-ups at the NGO c l i n ics where members 
can a lso go for regular med ical treatment. P lanners should look to th is 
i nnovative organ izational model as a way of empoweri ng the work ing 
poor. Use of pol icy research as an instrument of change should be 
incl uded among the tools  ava i l able for soc ia l  change.  

NOTES 

1 EPOC, which I founded in 1 978, is located in Washington, DC. In contrast to 
the International Center for Research on Women, which I founded in 1 976, 
EPOC emphasizes pol icy and implementat ion and focuses on gender roles. 
EPOC has critiqued development programs for their exclus ion of women in 
such fields as agriculture: production and extension, both rural and urban; 
work: m icroenterprise, credit, home-based work, sma l l  industry, d iscrim ina
tion in the formal sector; health and fami ly  planning; energy: cookstoves, so
cial forestry, biogas; education: l i teracy, professional tra in ing. informal .  
EPOC also has publ ished o n  bureaucratic responses t o  including women's is
sues in train ing and implementation, on women in the UN and its world con
ferences, and on women organ iz ing. 
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2Emphas is  on work, as opposed to nurturing roles or domestic production, was 
a reaction to early development programs that saw women solely as mothers. 
For the h istory of the field of women in development, see T inker 1 990. 

3 An early response of the development commun ity in  its effort to assist poor 
women was the creation of income generating activit ies too often based on 
middle class assumptions about women's work: that women everywhere 
have been trained in sewing and weaving. Women 's groups were formed to 
produce handicrafts or clothing w ithout concern for demand, qual i ty control ,  
or marketing channels .  Middle class organizers, whether local individuals or 
foreign organ izations, subsidized the income of the poor women both by di
rect payments but by carrying goods to market or buying them themselves. 
Once the subsid ies are withdrawn, the women are often worse off than be
fore having become dependent on the income and altered their other activi
ties in  order to do the work. See D. Ja in 1 980; I .  Tinker 1 987.  

4 The i ssue of separate budgets, which reflects the most complete separation of 
male and female household respons ib i l it ies, is particularly striking in  Africa. 
Econom ists pred i lection to treat the household as a s ingle unit has obscured 
intrahousehold differences and i s  has been widely criticized by feminists; see 
Folbre 1 986. Cases studies of how household income is used may be found 
in Dwyer & B ruce 1 9B8. Chapters by Amartya Sen and Benjamin Senauer in 
my Persistent Inequalities present new ways economists are looking at the 
household .  Most recent commentary emphasizes l i fe cycle household strate
gies as yet another component in intrahousehold dynamics (Rakod i 1 99 1 ) . 

5. Ministry of Housing and Ut i l i t ies Decree 635/1 968 regulates standards for 
carts and utens i l s  used in street food vending; Decree 707/1 968 l i sts foods 
•street peddlers•  are forbidden to sel l .  Decree 9 7/1 967 of the Min i stry of 
Health relates to the health of the vendors themselves. 

6Some Egypt ians object to this term and point out that in  Min ia the non-vendor 
members of the Board are e ither retired or present government employees 
who are poorly paid .  Education and social posi tion are more indicative of 
thei r  influence. 

7The youth and un ivers ity representatives have both subsequently resigned 
from the Board and have not been replaced. The Board can designate addi
tional ex-officio members if it  wishes. 

8 Egypt has a variety of special ized pol ice forces; those concerned with public 
order on streets are cal led Shorta el Marafig, usual ly trans lated as Util it ies Po
l ice. 

9 Large landholders and jewish merchants offered cred it before the revolut ion 
but Is lamic proh ib itions against cash moneylenders seems to have prevented 
the existence of usurious moneylenders found in much of Asia. 

1 00ne of the most successfu l banking schemes for the poor, the Grameen 
Bank in Bangladesh, spec_ifica l ly  builds social  and emergency loans into their 
borrowing regu lations. A percentage of each loan goes into an account con
trol led by the borrowers c ircle. They can decide to whom, at and what rate, 
to grant a loan for i l l ness, marriage, etc. In addition, a fund is created to re
pay defaulted debts. 

1 1  Today there are three types of social insurance or pension programs in 
Egypt. The original program covered salaried employees. Self-employed 
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businessmen were then covered under law 1 08 if they worked at an address 
and cou ld produce a card showing they had paid taxes. In both cases, the 
employee contributes to the fund; the payout is  reasonable because it in
cludes government contributions as wel l .  Only under Pres ident Sadat was a 
sma l l  widows pension establ ished under law 1 1 2  which is open to anyone. 
Vendors use this program which is inexpensive but has very low payments. 

1 2 unt i l  1 990, the Egyptian government guaranteed employment of education 
young women and men. With overloaded bureaucracies and workers return
ing from the Gulf, the government had to seek alternatives. A social  fund to 
assist young graduates to become entrepreneurs has been establ ished. Some 
members fear that m idd le-class graduates m ight try to take over the k iosk idea 
and compete with present vendors. Offering places to chi ldren of vendors, 
who undoubted ly helped their  parents whi le  young, is  popu lar among the 
members. 
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