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Introduction

As a developing country, India has an economy that is best 
considered by distinguishing agricultural and nonagricul-
tural primary sectors. Over the past two decades, the latter’s 
contribution to the nation’s economy and productivity has 
increased steadily, making it the dominant contributor and, 
as a result, attracting the attention of national economists. 
This attention has in turn shed light on the increasing share 
of the “informal” or “unorganized” sector of the nonagricul-
tural component of the economy.

The descriptor “informality,” in the context of urban plan-
ning, was introduced in the early 1970s by W. Arthur Lewis 
to refer to unplanned business establishments. He argues that 
informal economies play a critical role in regulating social 
and environmental aspects of the built environment. Globally, 
the informal economy has persisted since the industrial revo-
lution and it remains a vital economic sector, providing 
affordable goods and employment to a large proportion of 

the population, especially in developing countries. Although 
the informal economy has often been thought of as consist-
ing merely of residual or temporary activities, it is a substan-
tial contributor even to major world economies (Hein, 2019; 
Sheng et al., 2018). UN-Habitat defines the informal econ-
omy as all units, activities, and workers not categorized 
under any judiciary regulation, the output of which does not 
contribute to a nation’s regularized economy. The term 
“informality” is in constant flux in the urban planning con-
text, but the term “informal economy” generally refers to 
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economies being generated “passively” rather than through 
the direct workings of new or existing regulations (Gelder, 
2013; Harris, 2018; Portes et al., 1989). Researchers stress 
that the term has been largely misunderstood and that the 
urban character of informal urban public spaces has rarely 
been systematically evaluated (Harris, 2018).

As a result, informal urban public spaces operate outside 
the purview of state regulations, often without formal control 
in terms of planning, design, and regulation. Such spaces can 
be defined as larger areas comprising informal or spontane-
ous housing, economic, and/or social spaces to which occu-
pants have no legal claim. The UN-Habitat report published 
in 2006 predicted that the growth in users of informal spaces 
would reach 1.4 billion by 2020. According to the United 
Nations, more than a billion people around the world already 
utilize informal spaces in their daily routines, a number 
growing by an additional million people per week (Burdett 
et al., 2018; Deatrick, 2020; Informal City Dialogues Reader, 
2013).

The literature review below explores the uses of urban 
spaces by people engaged in the informal sector, as well as 
the shortcomings of current planning principles in reflecting 
or addressing these uses. The presence of informal urban 
public spaces in developing countries contributes to a wide 
diversity in the public realm linked to the social, economic, 
and physical fabric of a city. Although the benefits of the 
informal economy are generally known, as yet little or no 
legislation or spatial norms have been put into practice to 
ensure the rights of employees working in the informal sec-
tor. Appropriate zoning of vending and non-vending spaces 
is a rare phenomenon in the cities of developing countries. 
Furthermore, even those areas which have been zoned for 
vending are usually insufficient to accommodate new and 
existing vendors. The frequent result is that informal-sector 
employees occupy public spaces illegally and that small 
enterprises start their businesses at non-registered locations. 
This not only affects the social safety of employees at an 
individual level but also creates disorder and an unsustain-
able functioning of a city’s economy.

As noted earlier, India is currently the world’s fifth largest 
gross domestic product (GDP) contributor, with over 80% of 
the country’s economy coming from its informal sector. 
Bangalore, one of the three or four largest metropolitan 
regions in India (Mohanty, 2019), contributes 10% of this 
total, and as one of the major economic centers in India, 
serves as an ideal target for the present study. The 450-year-
old city has been an important trading hub since its inception, 
and the old trading fort has developed into the present city’s 
central marketplace, buzzing with vendors selling their 
goods and services throughout its streets, which collectively 
form an informal urban public space.

This research project explores the evolution and suste-
nance of the informal marketplace in Central Bangalore and 
seeks ways to reorient the city’s urban planning principles so 

that they suitably incorporate such informal urban public 
spaces. A framework is developed incorporating policy and 
regulations aimed at enhancing the spatial urban form of 
street vendors’ physical environment so that their socioeco-
nomic security and safety are ensured. The study addresses 
the following questions: (a) What strategies can be incorpo-
rated in Bangalore’s core area to ensure an adequate spatial 
urban form and a healthy physical working environment for 
street vendors? (b) What policy changes can promote socio-
economic security and safety for street vendors?

Literature Review

Urban Informality in Indian Cities

Urban informality forms a ubiquitous scene in major cities 
of urban India. A large proportion of India’s 8% contribu-
tion to world GDP originates in the informal sector; unem-
ployment acts as a key enabler for the growth of informal 
economies in India and in developing and underdeveloped 
countries more generally. The dependence of the formal 
sector on informal activities, coupled with the inability of 
the formal sector to meet the employment needs of a diverse 
group of citizens in India, acts as a catalyst for the growth 
of the informal economy. As a result, a great number of 
poor people turn for their livelihoods to the informal econ-
omy (Jha, 2018).

In his 1973 study of “informal urban income opportuni-
ties in Ghana [West Africa],” Keith Hart discusses how the 
broad range of industrial activities in a developing country 
contributes to substantial variations in wages. This variance 
in wages, which encourages the development of an informal 
economy, must be acknowledged in each city’s planning 
strategy (Hart, 1973). Urban planning in India lacks planning 
strategies addressing informal activities, still following the 
narrative of a “Third World mega-city” without due consid-
eration of the various economies—both formal and infor-
mal—thriving in the country. In her seminal work regarding 
planning in India and (lack of) recognition of the informal 
economy, Roy (2009) states that planning in India proceeds 
through systems of deregulation and exceptionalism cata-
lyzed by social movements and insurgence, making the 
informal sector an “idiom” of the planning process. Thus, the 
privatization of planning and the strategies used by Indian 
cities to “future-proof” by rational planning norms only 
serve to indicate that India cannot plan its cities efficiently 
unless they give priority to urban informality in their plan-
ning processes (Roy, 2009). Negligence and indifference by 
planners toward non-critical government regulations appli-
cable to the informal components of society are prominent in 
India. Local (state- or city-level) policies and reforms have a 
greater impact on informality, due to the relative immediacy 
of such intervention compared to those originating at higher 
administrative levels (Saran & Sharan, 2019).
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Policies and reforms in India support—but also restrict—
the right to engage in informal activities. For example, in the 
Indian constitution, Article 19 (1) (g) confers upon every 
citizen the right to practice a profession which can positively 
contribute to the nation’s economy. However, Indian Penal 
Code 1860, Section 283, fails to provide support for street 
vending activities. These loopholes lead to confusion in 
enforcing policy, which can further lead to unauthorized 
activities (Patel, 2019).

Whether a given urban space in India will tend to host 
informal activities is determined by a number of factors 
that can be social, economic, or environmental in nature, 
depending on context, the urban fabric, and users them-
selves. An example of this can be seen in the start-up of a 
small-scale enterprise on unlicensed land that is not visibly 
managed or owned by anyone and which appears suitable 
for public use, such as a street, public garden, or other com-
munity space. This lack of clear designation may well result 
in illegal encroachment onto a public throughway and/or 
hindrance of other community amenities (Glaeser & 
Henderson, 2017). Another major factor that facilitates 
informal settlement and employment is the absence of own-
ership titles. Apparently unowned spaces such as those 
below elevated expressways, unused land near railway 
tracks, and areas close to polluted canals are frequently 
taken over informally in the absence of clearly marked and 
regulated property titles (Roy, 2011).

In recent decades, India’s primary economy (i.e., the 
agricultural and governmental industries) is gradually 
being supplanted by secondary and tertiary industries  
(public enterprises, and informal or service-based enter-
prises, respectively), as defined by the Indian convention. 
Moreover, due to government support, small-scale indus-
tries, most of which do not have a static location, are incen-
tivized and thereby develop faster. This creates pockets of 
informal spaces wherever such industries happen to be 
located. In addition to these factors, social-temporal fac-
tors, such as easy accessibility, visibility, presence of natu-
ral resources, and reliance on indigenous resources, play a 
strategic role in determining the locations of informal 
spaces (Miller et al., 2018).

In summary, the fact that spatial arrangements tend not to 
be clearly defined in Indian legislation compels informal 
vendors to occupy any available land they deem suitable for 
public use. Bangalore, one of the fastest-growing metro
politan areas in the world, has undergone a drastic transfor-
mation over the last decade. The pressure to organize 
informal economies in core, densely packed market areas has 
risen along with the increase in demand for cheaper prod-
ucts. The present study focuses on street-level planning  
for the informal sector in Bangalore’s Krishna Rajendra  
(“K. R.”) Market, which is primarily engaged in the vending 
of fresh produce. Despite this focus, the challenges faced by 
K. R. Market vendors are comparable to those encountered 

by most any vendor in densely populated markets in other 
Indian cities as well. The approach followed in this study is 
systematic, proceeding in the following stages: (a) under-
standing the current spatial arrangement of street vendors 
around K. R. Market; (b) analyzing the social challenges 
faced by these vendors, determined in part through the use of 
interviews and surveys; and (c) proposing tactics for a spatial 
arrangement of vendors which would both benefit their busi-
nesses and help the authorities better regulate the area’s 
streets.

Street Vending as Urban Informality in Bangalore

Bangalore, the capital and largest city of the state of 
Karnataka, is located in southern India as shown in Figure 1. 
From 1971 to 1991, the city’s population grew from 1.66 to 
4.1 million and grew still further by 2011 to 8.5 million. As 
illustrated in Figure 2, this rapid population growth was 
accompanied by considerable expansion of the city’s built-
up area as well; the area covered by the city increased from 
200 km2 in 1971 to 1900 km2 by 2011 (Surie & Sami, 2017). 
The north and east sides of the city have barriers to expan-
sion which include stone mines and large industrial manufac-
turing facilities. The western and southern boundaries of 
Bangalore used to have considerable areas of forest and agri-
cultural land, which were largely eliminated due to British 
infrastructural development. The resulting growth pattern 
has been one of urban sprawl.

As of the 2010s, Bangalore was the first city in Karnataka 
state to reach a population exceeding 1 million, so that the 
urbanization pattern of Karnataka is primarily concentrated 
in Bangalore’s large metropolitan area. The city’s rapid 
population growth has had three primary drivers, which 
have remained relatively stable over the years, as shown in 
Figure 3. These primary constants, as shown for the years 
from 1981 to 2001 in the figure, are natural increase, in-
migration, and jurisdictional change (Sudhira & Nagendra, 
2013).

As shown in Figure 4, the physical footprint of Bangalore 
has expanded along with its population growth, effectively 
tripling over the decade from 2001 to 2011. However, the 
accompanying economic growth has not been distributed 
equally throughout the population, as tends to be the case in 
many developing countries. Even in comparison to other 
urban areas of the Indian subcontinent, a large proportion of 
Bangalore’s population suffers from extreme poverty. In 
spite of the fact that Bangalore has been hailed as a “city of 
millionaires” due to its tech moguls, the per-capita income 
(PCI) in the city was only $690 as of 2004 (Ranganath, 2019; 
Rao, 2020). A large proportion of the city’s population 
belongs to the middle and lower-middle income groups, but 
about 43% of the population still lives in multidimensional 
poverty and often lack access to even basic needs (Mahendra 
et al., 2010).
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Figure 1.  Map of Bangalore.
Source. Maps of India, adapted by Authors.

Many of these developments can be traced to events in 
the city’s history. Bangalore first underwent large-scale 
industrialization during the British era, when several corpo-
rations were set up to support England in the wake of the 

Second World War. The British invested mainly in the indus-
trial and defense sectors. Later, from the 1950s to the 1980s, 
substantial growth in public-sector investments was seen, 
and the 1990s saw rapid growth in the private sector, 
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Figure 2.  Expansion of Bangalore’s built-up area from 1990 to 2015.
Source. WRI India.

especially in IT and related services (Manish, 2013). Wipro, 
Infosys, Microsoft, and IBM were attracted to the city as 
they developed their investments at both the local and inter-
national levels. At the same time, engineers and profession-
als from various institutions around Bangalore contributed 
their support to the industry.

This shift in economic dominance from the public sector 
to the private sector resulted in a change in the urban texture 
of the city. The primary industry, mainly composed of agri-
cultural and state-owned industries, and the secondary 
industry, comprising the public sector, declined in relative 
terms by the 1990s. At the same time, growth in the tertiary 
industry, of which the informal economy is a major part, 
gradually became more dominant in its share of contribution 
to the state GDP. This shift can be considered more “intense” 
than “radical,” from a developing country point of view 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2010; Wilson, 1996). The primary 
sector’s contribution to India’s GDP in 1980 was 40%, 
declining to 23% by 2004. Bangalore was a major player in 
this economic shift.

Clearly, this meant a move away from Bangalore’s agri-
cultural industry toward the tertiary industry, whose contri-
bution to Bangalore’s GDP was about 48% in 1980–1981, 

Figure 3.  Population growth by migration, jurisdictional change, 
and natural growth in Bangalore from 1981 to 2001.
Source. City Development Plan for Bangalore, Jawaharlal Nehru Urban 
Renewal Mission 2006.
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Figure 4.  Population growth of Bangalore from 1537 to 2011.
Source. Census of India.

Figure 5.  Contribution to gross domestic product in India and Bangalore, broken down by sector.
Source. Surie & Sami (2017).

increasing to 70% by 2010–2011, as shown in Figure 5 (Surie 
& Sami, 2017). Thus, it can be argued that due to changing 
economic trends in Bangalore, the tertiary economy, of 
which informal activities (e.g., street vendors) are a vital 

part, must be taken into consideration by city planners. A 
well-planned, context-specific spatial arrangement for street 
vendors should be seen as an essential component of the 
master plan development process.



Patel et al.	 7

Research Design

The research design of the present study is shown in Figure 6 
and is divided into four sections: (a) Literature Review, 
which provides a framework for understanding urban infor-
mality and the significance of street vending in Bangalore as 
a part of that city’s urban informality; (b) Methodology, 
which elucidates the contents and reasoning behind the study 
approach, including the approach used to collect data; (c) 
Site Description, which involves an exploration of the site’s 
settings and their impacts on site users; and (d) Design 
Proposal, a strategic framework based on a spatial proposal/
plan, aimed at determining and addressing challenges at the 
microlevel.

(a)	 Literature Review—this involves two scales rele-
vant to urban informality, namely the national and 
city scales. Governmental documents, reports, and 
newsletters are reviewed, with the aim of determin-
ing relevant statistics and other facts related to the 
informal sector. The literature reviewed at the 
national scale highlights the lack of any planned spa-
tial framework for informal activities and a general 
negligence on the part of policy-makers in the provi-
sion of social and economic security to people 
employed in the informal sector. Street vendors, who 
form a major part of the informal sector and contrib-
ute greatly to the national GDP, do not possess any 

legal status in the form of dedicated vending zones or 
overall social-economic security. This being the case, 
workers in Indian cities have been led to occupy 
pedestrian areas, public plazas, streets in market 
areas, and sometimes the sides of roads, to perform 
vending activities. Since informal workers tend to 
lack other alternatives as they seek to earn the means 
to survival for themselves and their families, the 
obvious result is increased congestion and chaos on 
roads adjoining market areas. The Literature Review 
also covers existing national policies related to street 
vending, which, unfortunately, tend to add to the con-
fusion of municipal authorities at the local level.

(b)	 Methodology—The study adopts both qualitative 
and quantitative data collection methods. Quantitative 
data collection involves the mapping of existing site 
conditions to gather visual data and mark points of 
congestion; data are also collected through inter-
views with different stakeholders, such as vendors, 
buyers, and municipal workers who are responsible 
for supervising the site. Qualitative data collection 
incorporates structured observations, photographic 
documentation, live sketching, and interviews with 
the stakeholders spanning a period of 4 months, con-
ducted from February to May, 2019. Observation 
studies and an analysis of maps obtained from the 
concerned authorities were employed, to delineate 
the exact boundaries of the study area (Clark et al., 

Figure 6.  The research design adopted in the present study.
Source. Authors.
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2009; Wilson, 1996). Once the boundaries were 
established, activity mapping was carried out during 
peak hours (6 a.m., 12 noon, and 11 p.m.) to under-
stand better the areas and extent of informal activities 
around K. R. Market. Activity typologies specific to 
the study area were identified and plotted on a build-
ing footprint plan obtained from the Municipality. To 
identify potential pedestrian-vehicular conflict areas, 
traffic mapping was conducted over a 30-day period, 
both by physical observation and by structured vehic-
ular counts. These were carried out at 30-min inter-
vals over a duration of 2 hr during the peak times. 
Unstructured interviews were conducted on ran-
domly selected vendors to get first-person accounts 
of the potential and the challenges related to the spa-
tial allocation of land and resources in the study area.

(c)	 Site Description—Bangalore, also known as the 
Silicon Valley of India, is one of the fastest-growing 
metropolitan cities in the world. However, it is much 
more than the center of massive IT hubs perceived by 
economists. This research study explores the core 
(central area) of the city, which also happens to be the 
point of inception of this great city. This central area, 
long known for its trading activities, once attracted 
overland traders from all over southern India, and still 
maintains its connections with those historical trade 
links. The city’s ever-increasing population growth 
has transformed this, the city’s earliest market, into an 
increasingly densely populated activity center. The 
formerly open land area devoted to traders and trade 
has now been replaced with numerous buildings and 
shops. As real estate prices have risen, local traders 
have become unable to afford shops in the area, doing 
their business on the streets. This has become a regu-
lar practice over recent decades, eventually saturating 
the streets to the point of extreme congestion and 
chaos. The streets belong to the municipality and thus 
in principle are available for the use of the city’s 
inhabitants. Nevertheless, due to lack of regulations 
acknowledging the rights of vendors, vending is per-
ceived as an illegal activity. Accordingly, this study 
identifies the nature of informal activities taking place 
in the market area, with a focus on the peripheral 
streets of K. R. Market, where the primary activity is 
the vending of fresh produce. The site and its activi-
ties as a whole are so complex and interrelated that 
any radical, large-scale regeneration project seems 
unlikely to be effective. Therefore, this study makes 
specific recommendations for tactics and strategies 
that will allow these vendors to continue their opera-
tions legally and in a way that avoids causing conges-
tion for other stakeholders.

(d)	 Design Proposal—The visual data and interviews 
with stakeholders are integrated to create maps, 
clearly identifying points of congestion. The strate-
gies defined in the proposal are the result of 

recommendations offered by stakeholders along with 
a thorough and informed understanding of spatial 
opportunities and limitations. The proposed frame-
work is based on policy and regulations aiming to 
enhance the spatial urban form of street vendors’ 
physical work environment and to provide them with 
adequate social and economic security.

Findings

The results consist of four main sections: (a) an exploration of 
street vending as an economic urban informality in Bangalore 
and its relevance to K. R. Market; (b) an investigation of the 
types of informality prevalent in the core of Bangalore; (c) an 
identification of challenges faced by the area’s stakeholders 
(i.e., vendors, buyers, and supervisors) due to the lack of clear 
policies regulating the spatial urban form of the informal sec-
tor; and (d) a proposed framework based on policy and regu-
lations seeking to enhance the spatial urban form of street 
vendors’ physical work environment and to provide them 
with adequate social and economic security.

Street Vending as an Economic Urban Informality 
in Bangalore

In 2017, the World Resources Institute (WRI) developed a 
map for Bangalore city, which categorizes its geographic 
regions into four types: centers, corridors, wedges, and 
peripheries (Pai & Dhindaw, 2017), as shown in Figure 7. 
Centers are defined in terms of economic agglomeration, 
usually incorporating traditional markets. Informal econo-
mies dominate these markets, which are typically character-
ized by street vending. These vendors travel to the city from 
neighboring villages and agricultural areas to trade their 
products, and return to their villages once their products are 
sold out. One such center is known as the Pete area, in which 
K. R. Market is an important hub for informal activities. A 
key challenge for users is the increase in demand for goods 
sold in informal markets due to the ever-increasing popula-
tion. This growth in demand in turn leads to an increase in 
the number of street vendors, who do not have access to ade-
quate facilities or infrastructure. This leads to bustling and 
chaotic streets which overflow onto main thoroughfares, 
leading to disturbances in the local traffic flow and creating 
additional congestion.

The foregoing discussion has detailed how Bangalore’s 
informal economy has grown along with its large formal econ-
omy. Street vendors throughout Bangalore, who sell a wide 
array of items ranging from flowers to prepared food to toys for 
children, play a significant role in contributing to this informal 
economy. Street vendors not only define the character of streets 
in every city of India, but are also reflective of the culture and 
specialties of each city. Although each vendor is different in the 
specifics of how he or she sells goods (e.g., selling out of a 
basket or a cart, using space on a road or a pedestrian thorough-
fare), all face many of the same challenges.
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Bangalore Mahanagar Palike (BMP) announced hawking 
zones and licenses in 1999, yet research suggests that no 
accompanying legislation was passed. Neither vendors nor 
officials were aware of the zones which were meant for 
hawking or informed about related regulations (Naveen & 
Hampole, 2004). When interviewed by Hampole, vendors 
consistently reported being harassed by officials and asked 
for bribes. The replacement of the BMP by the Bruhat 
Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP) took place in 2007, 
and new drafts for hawking licenses and hawking zones were 
announced, but again, it was soon realized that no plan for 
executing these new policies had been thought through. The 
result is that vendors continue to vend illegally wherever 
they find space, creating disturbances for pedestrians and 
along adjacent roads.

Financial liabilities like those alluded to above consti-
tute a major challenge when operating in the informal 
economy. In addition to bribes demanded by municipal 
authorities, these liabilities include paying for essential 
services such as water, electricity, storage, public toilets, 
and waste disposal (Roever, 2014). According to statistics 
provided by the government of India, there are an esti-
mated 10 million street vendors operating on the Indian 
subcontinent, of whom 30,000 work out of Bangalore. The 
relatively permanent vendors are located mostly in the city 
center, while the vendors operating in the outskirts are 
mostly mobile, meaning that they sell goods out of a basket 
carried on their heads or on bicycles. A recent study con-
cluded that Bangalore vendors do not consider their activi-
ties to be temporary; in fact, most do not have any formal 
job and have been vending for more than 5 years (Gurtoo 
& Williams, 2009).

The focus location of the present research study, Krishna 
Rajendra Market, is commonly known as K. R. Market and 
is located in the core area of Bangalore. This city center area 

is known as “Pete” or “market center” in the local language 
of Kannada. The Pete area is one of the economic centers 
recognized by WRI India in its mapping project, mentioned 
earlier and illustrated in Figure 7. It is one of the oldest mar-
ketplaces, not only in Bangalore but in the whole nation, and 
is densely packed with commercial subareas. According to 
the local history, the 16th-century chieftain Kempegowda II 
invited in traders from surrounding cities and villages to 
encourage trade in the Pete area. K. R. Market had been the 
site of a battlefield and later, when British took over the local 
fort and city, it was turned into a public space (Government 
of Karnataka, 2016). For a long time, this public space acted 
as a buffer between the city and the local fort. However, in 
1921, this public area was made into an official market space 
named after the then-king, Krishna Rajendra Wodeyar of 
Mysore. After that, a dedicated platform was created for  
vendors to sell their products. The platform was named 
Siddikatte, meaning “public platform” in the local language. 
Vendors came from Andhra Pradesh, North Karnataka, South 
Karnataka, Kolar, and other places to sell their wares, which 
included clothes, utensils, household items, and fruits and 
vegetables. In 1997, construction of a new three-story build-
ing was intended to lead to an improved environment sup-
porting excellent retail and wholesale markets, with 21 shell 
roofs ambitiously designed to allow every stall to be lit by 
sunlight. Unfortunately, the design failed on many levels, as 
discussed below. Figure 8 illustrates the high proportion of 
commercial activity, marked in blue, taking place in the Pete 
area. The green circle highlights the area around K. R. 
Market, which can clearly been seen in the figure as part of a 
region of intense commercial activity. Street vending is the 
prominent commercial activity in this part of the city, espe-
cially in the spaces adjacent to K. R. Market. Photographs of 
the activities occurring in and around the market area are 
presented in Figures 9 through 12.

Figure 7.  Economic centers, corridors, wedges, and peripheries in Bangalore.
Source. WRI India.
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