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Struggles and Strengths: Socio-economic Challenges and Prospects of Women Street Vendors in Guwahati


Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]The street vending business forms a major part of the informal sector. Though a lot of challenges prevail yet there are also opportunities for those engaged in this sector. Women play a crucial role in the street vending business. This research work is carried out across 16 markets dominated or where is the significant presence of the women's population. The sample size of the population is 544. The methodology used for this is purely based on a quantitative method using SPSS. A structured questionnaire was used for the survey. The key challenges for the women street vendors are the availability of credit, infrastructure bottleneck, harassment by authorities and social stigma.  Taking advantage of the opportunities -legal, digital, financial and policy-driven, women street vendors can improve their living standards.
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Introduction
The informal sector forms a vital part of the urban economy, engaging millions of women in street vending (Sharma, 2024; Nagesha & Halaswamy, 2023). Women street vendors in Guwahati, one of the fastest-growing cities in India, continue to play a pivotal role in meeting the needs of the local population by offering various types of products. They contribute significantly to the state economy as well as the local economy of the rural areas (Akinbola, 2024). However, these women do not have access to healthcare facilities, legal protection and the ease of credit. Along with all these encounters, there are other issues- gender discrimination, societal pressures and workplace complexities that add more weight to them (Saminathan & Subiksha, 2023). The perilous issues call for a deeper consideration of the operational issues they confront while undertaking street vending (Gogoi & Bhattacharyya, 2022; Sharma, 2024).
Many studies on women street vendors in big urban areas have been carried out, so far, very limited effort on women street vendors concentrated in small urban areas like Guwahati is very limited and needs more consideration. Prevailing studies in other areas have emphasised the legal challenges and healthcare despairs faced by women, but little has been done when it comes to women street vendors from Guwahati (Hudjolly & Priyana, 2023). This study aims to discuss the gaps and bring to light the socio-economic challenges the women street vendors face in Guwahati and the opportunities they have, although met with so many complications. By doing so, it tries to contribute valuable perceptions that can help policy execution, helping the women and localising the problems faced by them, bringing positive changes in their lives (Gogoi & Bhattacharyya, 2022).
Literature Review
(Gogoi & Bhattacharyya, 2022) explores the daily challenges women street vendors endure in Guwahati, focusing on legal shield, annoyance by the local system, basic services inaccessibility and their involvement in enticing authorities and goons to carry on their vending activities. The authors highlight the lack of appropriate enactment of the Street Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of Street Vending) Act, 2014, and the influence on the street vendors in the city.
(Choudhury et al., 2011) study examines the socio-economic circumstances of the street vendors and their consciousness about the food safety conditions and working location. The study reveals that many vendors lack knowledge regarding food safety, have limited access to resources for hygiene and earn a modest income. The research advocates for refining the street vendors' about food safety information in solving the issue.
(Kalita, 2023) studies about the interstate migration of street vendors from the neighbouring areas and their effect on the lives of the people involved in street vending.  It debates the economic and social consequences on the unorganised sector and the lives of the street vendors, mainly of women who compete with men, along with other challenges.
(Aye & Sarma, 2022) focuses on the infrastructural challenges street vendors face in the Beltola biweekly Bazaar, one of the most popular and populated markets for women street vendors. The research places of interest are the socio-economic conditions of the women street vendors, congestion problems, waste management and basic sanitation issues.
Objectives
1. To study the socio-economic challenges faced by women street vendors in Guwahati.
2. To explore opportunities for refining the livelihoods of women street vendors in Guwahati
Methodology
The study adopted the quantitative method through a structured survey instrument using a questionnaire to collect primary data from the respondents. Quantitative method was adopted to understand the socio-economic characteristics, challenges and opportunities of the targeted population.
Data Collection
The population for the survey was 544 women street vendors from 15 diverse markets across Guwahati. Data collection focused on the key economic and social variables: age group, marital status, primary sources of business funding, impact of legal recognition on business mitigation, ability to save business earnings, monthly self-income. experiences of harassment and discrimination.
Respondents were selected through a purposive sampling technique focusing on women street vendors.
Findings and Discussion
Table 1(a): Age and Marital Status 
	Age
	N
	Marital status
	N

	18-28 years
	42(7.72)
	Married
	345 (63.41)

	28-38 years
	167 (30.69)
	Widow
	105 (19.30)

	38-48 years
	236 (43.38)
	Single
	65 (11.94)

	48 to 58 years
	89 (16.36)
	Divorced
	23 (4.22)

	58 years and above
	10 (1.83)
	Separated
	6 (1.10)

	Total
	544 (100)
	Total
	544 (100)


Source:  Field Visit
The table 1 (a) illustrates that among 544 women street vendors, most are middle-aged, with 43.38 per cent (n=236) aged 38-48 and (n=167) 30.69 per cent aged 28-38, while only (n=42) 7.72 per cent are 18-28 and (n=10) are 58+. Marital status reveals 63.41 per cent (n=345) are married, 19.30 per cent (n=105) are widows, 11.94 per cent (n=65) 1.83per cent are single, (n=23) 4.22 per cent are divorced, and (n=6) 1.10 per cent are separated. Findings suggest street vending is a main income basis for middle-aged, married, or widowed women, likely motivated by household responsibilities and economic requirements, particularly for widows. Low divorced and separation numbers may mirror cultural or economic walls. Street vending is a dynamic livelihood for these women.


Table 1 (b): Sources of Finance and Ability to Save
	Sources
	N (544)
	Ability To Save Business Earnings
	N

	Own Savings
	315
	Yes, always
	155 (28.49)

	Merchants
	188
	Sometimes, But Not Consistently
	249 (45.77)

	Family & Friends
	197
	Rarely
	132 (24.26)

	SHGs
	64
	No, never
	8 (1.47)

	Others
	128
	Total
	544 (100)


Source:  Field Visit
Table 1(b)shows the monetary practices of women street vendors, concentrating on their income sources and ability to save occupational incomes. The main source of income for most vendors is Own Savings (315), followed by Family & Friends (197) and Merchants (188), while fewer rely on SHGs (64) or Others (128). About savings, only 28.49 per cent (155) can constantly save their earnings, while an important 45.77 per cent (249) save inconsistently, and 24.26 per cent (132) rarely save. A least 1.47 per cent (8) never save, indicating financial instability for many. The data suggests that while some women street vendors can save regularly, a majority face challenges in constant savings, likely due to uneven income or financial limitations. Strengthening access to dependable financial support (e.g., SHGs, authorised credit) could improve their ability to save and attain financial permanency.
Fig  1 (a): Bar Diagram on Women Street Vendors' Monthly Self-Income

The diagram shows the monthly income distribution of women street vendors, displaying that the majority receive between 12,920–15,860 (44.85 per cent) and 15,860–19,430 (40.26 per cent), representing that over 85 per cent of these vendors fall within this modest income range. A smaller percentage earn 8,720–12,290 (9.38 per cent), while very limited fall into the lowest 5,150–8,720 (1.65 per cent) or highest 19,430–23,000 (3.86 per cent) brackets. This proposes that most women street vendors earn a modest but moderately stable income, with only a small section reaching higher earnings. The data highlights economic limits, as very few vendors attain high incomes, maybe due to limited business scalability, market rivalry, or socio-economic barriers. Strategies supporting financial inclusion, skill development, and access to healthier markets could help more vendors move into higher income brackets.
Table 1 (c): Cross Tabulation for Infrastructure Facilities & Harassment faced by Women Street Vendors
	Infrastructure Facilities
	Harassment Faced by Women Street Vendors
	Total

	
	Verbal harassment
	Physical harassment
	Intimidation
	Other
	

	Very inadequate
	77 (56.62)
	18 (13.24)
	20 (14.71)
	21 (15.44)
	136(100)

	Inadequate
	79 (39.30)
	49 (24.38)
	50 (24.88)
	23 (11.44)
	201 (100)

	Moderately adequate
	78 (43.82)
	17 (9.55)
	62 (34.83)
	21 (11.80)
	178 (100)

	Adequate
	7 (24.14)
	3 (10.34)
	13 (44.83)
	6 (20.69)
	29 (100)

	Total
	241 (44.30)
	87 (15.99)
	145 (26.65)
	71 (13.05)
	544 (100)


Source:  Field Visit
The table above examines the connection between infrastructure facilities and harassment faced by women street vendors, revealing serious insights. Verbal harassment (44.30 per cent) is the most dominant issue, trailed by intimidation (26.65 per cent), physical harassment (15.99 per cent), and other forms (13.05 per cent). The data displays a strong connection between poor infrastructure and higher harassment rates: in very inadequate infrastructure areas, 56.62 per cent face verbal harassment, while inadequate infrastructure sees 39.30 per cent verbal harassment, together with rising physical harassment (24.38 per cent) and intimidation (24.88 per cent). On the other hand, moderately adequate infrastructure decreases verbal harassment (43.82 per cent) but sees a spike in intimidation (34.83 per cent), signifying that while basic developments help, they don’t eliminate pressure. Notably, in adequate infrastructure regions, harassment drops meaningfully, verbal (24.14 per cent), but intimidation remains high (44.83 per cent), demonstrating that even in better environments, non-physical threats continue. Infrastructure quality directly influences safety, with poorer conditions aggravating all harassment types; intimidation remains a tenacious matter across all levels, intimidating at universal gender-based barriers; and complete solutions—combining infrastructure advancements, legal protection, and awareness plans—are desirable to guarantee safer vending atmospheres for women.



fig 1 (b):  Pie Chart on Legal Recognition Impact on Mitigating Harassment 


The diagram highlights women street vendors' viewpoints on whether legal recognition decreases harassment, with (213) 39.15 per cent having faith that it is "Highly mitigating", signifying strong assurance in legal protections as an effective solution. Another (187) 34.38 per cent opinion it as "Moderately mitigating", telling cautious confidence but recognising possible implementation challenges. A prominent (113) 20.77 per cent reflect it as "Minimally mitigating", reflecting scepticism about its practical impact, possibly due to weak implementation or tenacious societal prejudices. Only (31) 5.70 per cent see it as "Not mitigating at all", on behalf of a small but important group that may distrust systemic actions entirely. Overall, 73.53 per cent (combined "Highly" and "Moderately" mitigating) believe legal recognition could implicitly reduce harassment, highlighting its importance while underlining the need for tougher enforcement, public awareness, and harmonising support systems to address the lasting barriers faced by women street vendors.
Policy Implications
The study on the women street vendors in Guwahati exposes the socio-economic challenges and advises on policy implications for addressing those issues. Despite being an important part of the informal economy, these women continue to face several challenges, as well as gender discrimination, infrastructural loopholes, poor sanitation, lack of security and harassment from the local authorities.
Implementing the Street Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of Street Vending) Act, 2014, is one of the crucial things that needs consideration. Women vendors in Guwahati still face financial insecurity, harassment, and inadequate access to critical services. Solidification the execution of the Act could progress legal protection, as 73.53% of vendors trust that legal recognition would cut down harassment (Gogoi & Bhattacharyya, 2022). Implementing this law by the policymakers should focus on legally protecting and recognising supporting street vendors, refining their social standing and reducing discrimination.
Working on the infrastructure build-up is necessary for altering the informal sector business environment. The study illustrates there is a high coincidence of physical and verbal abuses, as lack of infrastructure correlates to higher rates of harassment among the women. Over 56% of vendors are impacted as harassment is most predominant in places with very little infrastructure. Improving the working conditions, investing in better sanitation, designating vending spaces can reduce harassment, and waste management can help these women. The state government should distribute resources to expand infrastructure that meets the unique needs of street vendors, such as efficient waste dumping arrangements, access to clean water, and sheltered vending areas.
Financial inclusion is another crucial area that demands direct attention. Countless women street vendors depend on personal savings or informal credit from family and friends. The study recommends that only a small section of vendors can save routinely, with most saving hardly or unevenly due to financial imbalance. Lawmakers should ease access to formal financial assistance, such as micro credits, savings accounts, and insurance policies, specifically trim for informal workers. Affiliation with microfinance establishments can supply women with the essential financial mechanisms to support their businesses and ensure a better future.
Likewise, focusing on health and food safety care should be a preference. Studies reveal that many street vendors lack information about food safety, which puts a health risk to consumers and vendors equally. Policymakers need to invest in awareness drives and training programs that train vendors on hygiene and food safety practices . Carrying out regular health scrutinies and authentication for street food vendors would not only safeguard public health but also boost the reliability of street vending as a legal economic work.
Eventually, building support networks for women vendors is indispensable. Self-help groups (SHGs) have exhibited the capacity to provide financial stableness and community support. . Enlarging such networks and offering training in business management, entrepreneurship, and leadership can enable women vendors to overpower socio-economic challenges.
In conclusion, correcting the socio-economic circumstances of women street vendors in Guwahati needs a multi-faceted approach, implying legal amendment, infrastructure expansion, financial inclusion, health and safety rules, and empowerment drives (Bommakanti & Reddi, 2024). By focusing on these challenges, policymakers can add to the economic boost and social contentment of one of the most vulnerable populations in urban India.
Conclusion
This study provides an extensive apprehension of the socio-economic challenges faced by women street vendors in Guwahati. The findings point out that these women, primarily middle-aged and married or widowed, depend heavily on street vending as their original source of income. Regardless of their considerable contribution to the local economy, they confront numerous challenges, including insufficient infrastructure, financial instability, and continual harassment (Gehlot et al., 2023). There are a great number of vendors battling with saving their income, disclosing to financial limitations are aggravated by unstable income. This highlights the demand for better financial support systems, such as a stronger approach to credit and savings programs. Moreover, the study shows the crucial part that legal recognition can play in reducing harassment, with a substantial portion of women assuming that such recognition could give much-needed protection. Though the accomplishment of these protections remains a basic matter, as societal preconception and weak enforcement remain.
Besides, the study features the significance of addressing infrastructure inadequacy, as poor situation correlates with higher levels of harassment. While small infrastructure improvements lessen verbal harassment, intimidation remains a lasting issue, suggesting that legal protections and better awareness drives are also inherent.
Overall, the study emphasises the need for design policy interventions that centre on fixing the legal, economic and physical conditions of women street vendors in Guwahati. By addressing these challenges, there is a possibility to boost their livelihoods and enable these women, eventually contributing to a more inclusive and considerate urban economy.
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