
 

  



 

 

 

Street Vending in Guwahati: Experiences of Conflict 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Darshini Mahadevia 

(Centre for Urban Equity, CEPT University) 

 

Aseem Mishra 

(Centre for Urban Equity, CEPT University) 

 

Yogi Joseph 

(Centre for Urban Equity, CEPT University) 

 

Arup Das 

(Society for Social Transformation and Environmental Protection (sSTEP)) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CUE Working Paper 30 
February 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Centre for Urban Equity (CUE)  

 

 



 

About Centre for Urban Equity (CUE)  

CUE was established at CEPT University in 2009, evolving from the Urban Poverty 

Alleviation (UPA) Cell established in 2008. CUE advocates a human-centered and equitable 

urban development paradigm. CUE undertakes research and advocacy; conducts training and 

capacity-building; imparts education; and networks with stakeholders on various aspects of 

human settlements with a focus on urban equity. 

 

Contact 

Centre for Urban Equity (CUE) 

CEPT University 

Kasturbhai Lalbhai Campus 

University Road, Navrangpura 

Ahmedabad - 380009, India 

Email: cue@cept.ac.in 

Website: www.cept.ac.in/cue 

 

About Society for Social Transformation and Environmental Protection (sSTEP) 

sSTEP is a development organization working with the poor and marginalized of urban and 

rural Assam as well as other states in the North East region of India. Its thematic areas of work 

include livelihood, education, health and hygiene, disaster (natural & manmade), and womenôs 

empowerment. sSTEPôs mission is the empowerment of poor and marginalized communities, 

showing solidarity with peopleôs struggles, advocating for accountable governance that 

protects the rights of the poor and marginalized, reducing the vulnerability of poor and 

marginalized communities and improving their living conditions. 

 

Contact 

Society for Social Transformation and Environmental Protection, 

Bhabanada Boro Road (DPS Road) 

Garchuk,  

Guwahati, India 

Email: sstepghy@gmail.com 

Website: http://sstepassam.org/ 

 

CUE Working Paper Series 

â Centre for Urban Equity 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 

The comments and opinions in this paper are of the author(s) and not of the Centre for Urban 

Equity or CEPT University. 



 

i 

 

Abstract 

Informality has played a crucial role in shaping cities. The rise of the informal has been a 

response to the inability of the formal economy to absorb employment-seeking migrants from 

the rural hinterland to the city. In order to survive, they must engage in informal activities like 

vending on streets and public markets that are highly contested urban spaces. Given the 

withdrawal of the State from the governance of these spaces and failures of urban planning in 

dealing with informality, conditions are created that lead to deprivations and conflicts among 

street vendors. This research attempts to understand the nature of these deprivations and 

conflicts by focussing on two markets in Guwahati, namely Ulubari and Beltola. It also presents 

the alleviating measures taken by the vendors and community-based organizations like 

Unnayan Samitis towards mitigating these conflicts. 
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1. Introduction  
Street vending is an example of an economic activity that is categorized as being part of the 

informal sector. The International Labour Organization (ILO) (1972), used the term ñinformal 

sectorò to describe the activities of the poor who were working very hard but who were not 

recognized, recorded, protected or regulated by the public authorities. The seventeenth 

International Conference of Labour Statisticians (2003) describes informal employment as jobs 

carried out in enterprises that could be either in the formal sector, informal sector or households 

in a very broad sense. These include a) own-account workers employed in their own informal 

sector enterprises, b) employers employed in their own informal sector enterprises, c) 

contributing family workers, d) members of informal producersô cooperatives, e) employees 

holding informal jobs1 anywhere, f) own-account workers engaged in production of goods 

exclusively for own use (2003: 13). In many developing economies, the demand for formal 

employment far outstrips the supply. As Intsernational Labour Office (2002: 1) notes, ña bulk 

of new employment in the recent years, particularly in developing and transition countries, has 

been in the informal economy.ò Informal sector activities such as unpaid work in family 

enterprises, casual wage labour, home-based work, street vending etc. provide opportunities to 

poor people to secure their basic needs for survival. A report by the committee on unorganized 

sector statistics (2012) highlights the importance of informal sector in Indian economy: 

ñUnorganized or informal sector constitutes a pivotal part of the Indian economy. More than 

90 per cent of the workforce and about 50 per cent of the national product are accounted for by 

the informal economy. A high proportion of socially and economically underprivileged 

sections of society are concentrated in the informal activities. The high levels of growth of the 

Indian economy during the past two decades are accompanied by increasing informalization. 

There are indications of growing interlinkages between informal and formal economic 

activities (2012: 7).ò  

The ILO defines informal sector as ñconsisting of units engaged in the production of goods or 

services with the primary objective of generating employment and incomes to the persons 

concerned. These units typically operated at a low level of organization, with little or no 

division between labour and capital as factors of production and on a small scale. Labour 

relations - where they exist - are based mostly on casual employment, kinship or personal and 

social relations rather than contractual arrangements with the formal guarantees.ò Recently, 

Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) with a group of 

researchers and activists, worked with ILO to broaden the earlier concept and definition of the 

ñinformal sectorò to incorporate certain types of informal employment that were not included 

in the earlier concept and definition. They wanted to extend the focus to include not only 

enterprises that are not legally regulated but also include employment relationship that is not 

legally regulated or protected. Thus, the new definition focuses on the nature of employment 

in addition to the characteristics of enterprises (Chen, 2007).  However, the National 

Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganized  Sector (NCEUS 2009), has defined 

ñunorganized sectorò as, ñconsist[ing] of all unincorporated private enterprises owned by 

                                                 
1  Employees are considered to have informal jobs if their employment relationship is, in law or in practice, not 

subject to national labour legislation, income taxation, social protection or entitlement to certain employment 

benefits (advance notice of dismissal, severance pay, paid annual or sick leave, etc.) owing to non-declaration 

of the jobs or the employees; short duration; jobs with hours of work or wages below a specified threshold 

among other reasons. 
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individuals or households engaged in the sale and production of goods and services operated 

on a proprietary or partnership basis and with less than ten total workers.ò 

Besides the unavailability of adequate numbers of formal jobs, easy entry, low investment, 

small scale of operation, low-level of educational and skill requirements are the other reasons 

due to which a large section of the population is engaged in the informal sector. The types of 

work that make up the informal economy is diverse, particularly in terms of capital invested, 

technology used and income generated. This could range from self-employment or unpaid 

family labour to street vending, cobbling and waste-picking. Most workers in the informal 

sector are deprived of secure work, workerôs benefits, social protection and representation. 

Though production or employment arrangements in the informal economy are often semi-legal 

or illegal, most informal workers and enterprises produce and/or distribute legal goods and 

services (Chen, 2007). Inspite of this, the informal economy is often portrayed as being illegal 

or part of the ñblackò or ñundergroundò economy.  

Historically, the informal sector was known as the traditional economy that was expected to 

wither away and die with industrial growth. However, the informal economy has not only 

sustained but has also expanded in this period. Also, notwithstanding the wrong notion that the 

informal economy is only marginally productive and exists separately from the formal 

economy; it has become a major provider of employment, goods and services to lower-income 

groups while contributing a significant share to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). There are 

also linkages with the formal economy as it produces for, trades with, distributes and provides 

services to the formal economy (ibid). The most prevalent types of work in the informal 

economy are home-based work, street vending and casual day labour in construction and 

agriculture sector. 

2. Street Vending in India  
In India, poverty coupled with the lack of gainful employment in rural areas continues to push 

people from rural to urban areas. Since the migrants have low levels of skill and education, the 

formal sector has not been able to address the demand for jobs. Many of these migrants resort 

to street vending in order to survive in the city. As of 2002, the total number of street vendors 

in India stood at around 1 crore. By one estimate, large metropolitan cities such as Mumbai 

and Kolkata had roughly 2.5 lakh street vendors each, while other cities such as Ahmedabad 

and Patna had around 80,000 street vendors (Bhowmik, 2003). The National Policy on Urban 

Street Vendors, 2009 estimated the number of street vendors in Indian cities to be around 2 per 

cent of the total city population. 

Though street vending plays a vital role in assuring livelihoods to a large underprivileged 

section of the society, its contribution is seldom recognized by the city administration or urban 

planning agencies. Article 19(1)(g) of the Constitution of India promises the right to practice 

any profession, or to carry on any occupation, trade or business to all Indian citizens. 

Paradoxically, on the other hand, different sections of Indian Penal Code (IPC) and Police Act 

empowers police to remove any obstructions on the streets. The police and municipal 

authorities not only evict them from the streets by falsely labelling them as obstructions. In 

other cases, their so-called ñillegalityò is used to extort money from the vendors. In 2014, the 

Parliament of India passed a legislation called ñStreet Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and 

Regulation of Street Vending) Act 2014ò. Many civil society organizations such as Self-

Employed Womenôs Association (SEWA) and National Association of Street Vendors of India 

(NASVI) were instrumental in getting the landmark legislation drafted, hoping that it would 
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ease the situation for the vendors. However, our fieldwork indicates that many cities have not 

implemented the act. In the few cities, where the provisions of the Act have been adopted, the 

executive has systematically undermined the well-meaning provisions, turning them instead 

into a tool to disenfranchise and harass the vendors themselves. 

Box 1: Highlights of the Street Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of Street 

Vending) Act, 2014 

¶ The Act aims to protect the livelihood rights of street vendors as well as regulate street 

vending through demarcation of vending zones, conditions for and restrictions on street 

vending. 

¶ A Town Vending Committee (TVC) to be formed for every town. Any person intending to 

undertake street vending needs to register with the TVC.  He/she may then apply for a 

vending certificate that will be issued based on various criteria.  

¶ The TVC comprises of the municipal commissioner, representatives of street vendors, local 

authority, planning authority, local police, resident welfare association and other traders 

associations.  

¶ The state government to frame a scheme for street vendors. The local authority, in 

consultation with the planning authority, to frame a street vending plan once every five 

years. 

¶ Natural markets (those that have come up naturally on account of demand) not to be 

disturbed while framing street vending plans. 

¶ No eviction of vendors to be undertaken without relocation. 

¶ The Act recommends the reservation of 2 per cent land for vending as part of master plans 

and local area plans 

3. Street Vending in Guwahati 
Because of its geographical location as the gateway to Indiaôs north east, Guwahati became a 

major trade and commerce hub. The National Highway 37 and the main line of North Frontier 

Railway pass through the city. Historically, River Brahmaputra played a significant role in the 

transportation of goods to and from the city. As a result, markets like Fancy bazar, Machkowa 

and Uzan bazar developed along the river. Street vendors have always been a part of the cityôs 

informal economy. Kacharighat market, one of the oldest markets of Guwahati was run by 

vendors, small traders and farmers who came with food grains, vegetables and poultry items 

on bullock carts and boats. Indigenous women vendors, mainly from the Garo community, 

came with hill produce and indigenous vegetables to Kachari Basti market in Ulubari. Most of 

the vendors who came to vend in Kachari Basti and Kacharighat did not live in the city. They 

came to the markets with their produce, and after their sale went back to their villages. 
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Map 1: Map showing distances traveled by vendors to reach markets 

 
Source: Prepared by CUE. 

The shifting of the state capital to Dispur in 1973 was followed by a sudden spurt in the 

population of Guwahati from 1.24 lakhs in 1971 to 2.69 lakhs in 1981 (Desai et al. 2014). 

Consequently, the demand for perishable goods and non-perishable goods increased which led 

to an increase in the number of vendors coming to the city. People from areas like Naogaon, 

Barpeta, Kharuptia, Rangia (see Map 1) and other distant places started coming to Guwahati 

for vending. This catchment area varied from 20 km to 200 km from the city. During our visit 

to Barpeta road (80 km away from Guwahati), we found that farmers started their journey to 

the cityôs wholesale market very early in the morning, pulling carts loaded with hill produce 

for several kms (see Picture 1).  

The vendors traveled to the city using modes of transport like trains, buses or shared pick-up 

vans. Many vendors took a boat from their village to the city before taking an auto rickshaw to 

reach the market. Many vendors started living in the city, near the market in cheap rented 

accommodation so that they could sell their commodities till late evenings regularly. Interviews 

with elderly vendors of Ulubari and Beltola markets revealed that it took a lot more time now 

to completely sell off their wares as compared to around 20 years ago. While they were able to 

sell their entire wares by afternoon earlier, now they were forced to sell till late evenings and 

sometimes even on the following day in order to recover their initial investment. This led to 

conflicts that were often along gender lines. Tribal women vendors usually came from locations 

like Sonapur, Bornihat and Boko which were closer, whereas vendors coming from farther 

locations like Naogaon, Kharupetia and Barpeta were mostly male. Male vendors came by 
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trucks with huge quantities of produce to markets and needed on average, more space than their 

female counterparts (Picture 2). Consequently, there were conflicts between male and female 

vendors. There were other conflicts between regular vendors and others who came less 

frequently. These conflicts and other conflicts are discussed in detail in a subsequent section. 

Picture 1: Farmers on their way to Barpeta wholesale market in the early morning   

 
Photo credit: Authors   

Picture 2: Male vendors need large space than most of the female vendors in Beltola 

market  

 
Photo credit: Authors 
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3.1. Traveling to the Markets from the Villages 
Since the place of origin of the agricultural produce and their sellers in Guwahatiôs markets 

was as far as 80 to 200 kms from the city, it was decided to visit these places and understand 

how the produce is brought to the city. Two such settlements namely, Barpeta Road and 

Bornihat were chosen on account of their geographical location and variety of transportation 

options available. Barpeta Road is a small town about 80 km away from Guwahati. The 

majority of vendors who came to Guwahati from this location lived in villages within 10 to 15 

kms from Barpeta road. They bought vegetables either from the haat market at Goberdhana or 

from the wholesale market at Barpeta Road. In Bornihat, women vendors accessed the hills to 

collect vegetables which were then prepared for the journey to Guwahati. Both these cases are 

discussed below. 

Barpeta Road: Vendors prepared for the journey to Guwahati a day before the appointed day 

itself. Vendors made such trips once or twice every week. Vendors who lived in villages near 

the town came early to the market and bought large quantities of vegetables before returning 

to their villages. The vegetables were kept in the market till night when the vendors returned 

from the villages to continue their journey to Guwahati. Vendors used either late-night trains 

or trucks to get to Guwahati with their vegetables. The vendors revealed that taking the train 

made more economic sense over engaging a truck as they seldom paid for the railway ticket. 

However, it also meant having to deal with the railway police that was a major botheration for 

male vendors. They felt that it was easier for women to deal with those in uniform. Therefore, 

most male vendors sent their vegetables to Guwahati by trucks while themselves travelling to 

the city by train.  

Picture 3: Vendors buying vegetables in Goberdhana haat market (left) and Barpeta 

Road wholesale market (right) 

 
Photo credit: Authors   

Vendors who took the train around midnight would hardly get a chance to sleep overnight. The 

distance of 95 kms between Barpeta Road and Guwahati was covered in close to 3 hours. On 

arrival in Guwahati, the vendors would engage handcart pullers to reach the market. On the 

return leg of the journey, the vendors sometimes reached Barpeta road late in the evening. If 

their home in the villages was far from the town, they were forced to spend the night on the 

railway platform and return home in the morning. Sometimes, they would lose their cash to 

thieves in the process. 
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Picture 4: Vendors loading their vegetables into truck (left), Vendors waiting for train at 

night at Barpeta Road railway station (right)  

 
Photo credit: Authors  

Dehal Bagan, Bornihat: Dehal Bagan is a village in Meghalaya located around 50 kms away 

from Guwahati. The nearest town of Bornihat is around 8 kms away from the village. It is one 

of the many villages in Meghalaya from where women come to Guwahati in order to sell rich 

varieties of leafy vegetables, bananas, bamboo shoots and other indigenous species. Most 

residents of the village belong to the Garo community. The vegetables are either grown in the 

homesteads or are sourced from the hills, which involves considerable hardship. Women must 

fulfil l their traditional role as a caregiver for the family in addition to foraging for the vegetables 

in the hills. Since more and more people are seeking these vegetables, women must travel as 

far as 10 to 15 kms deep into the hills over 7 to 8 hours from early morning to afternoon. While 

returning, they carry loads as heavy as 30 to 40 kgs over their backs while traversing steep 

slopes and negotiating poisonous plants. They are exposed to risks of injuries owing to 

accidental falls and chance encounters with poisonous flora and fauna. On reaching home, they 

must cook for the family before getting the vegetables ready for the journey to Guwahatiôs 

markets. On the following day, four to five such women hire an auto-rickshaw together to take 

the vegetables to Guwahati while themselves hanging on the autorickshaw. After selling the 

vegetables over the day, they return home by bus in the evening. This journey is made twice a 

week. 
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Picture 5:  Vendors unloading their vegetables from train at Guwahati railway station 

(left), vendors marching towards market with handcarts in early morning (right)  

 
Photo credit: Authors   

Picture 6: Vendors climbing steep slopes (left), searching for vegetables (right) 

 
Photo credit: Authors   


















































































































