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@ SA Journal of Occupational Therapy

Exploring the lived experiences and
challenges of informal traders on the
Durban beachfront

Introduction: The study explored the lived experiences of informal
traders on the Durban beachfront, to understand their challenges and
impact on their roles, occupations, and livelihoods. This has important
implications for occupational therapy, as it is @ work occupation.
Methods: The study utilised a qualitative design to explore their lives and
working conditions. Purposive and snowball sampling was used to
identify 10 participants who completed a demographic questionnaire and
were interviewed using a semi-structured interview schedule.

Findings: The study identified both positive and negative aspects of
informal trading. Positive aspects included the financial support from
families, and spirituality provided strength and facilitated ubuntu among
traders. Negative aspects included crime, adverse weather conditions,
poor infrastructure, a lack of basic amenities, and harassment from the
police and municipal officials. The occupational imbalance of the traders
resulted in difficulties fulfilling their roles. Comorbid health conditions,
food insecurity and the aftermath of COVID-19 were other negative
aspects.

Conclusion: Informal traders faced financial uncertainty, food insecurity,
adverse weather conditions, poor infrastructure, occupational imbalance,
crime, deteriorating health, and declining tourism. The positive aspects
included developing perseverance, gaining skills and ubuntu among
traders. Improving the infrastructure for the traders with increased visible
policing may reduce crime and create a safer environment for the traders.

Implications for Practice

e The research identified interventions and policies to improve informal
traders' lived experiences and well-being. Training in stress
management, ergonomics, and business skills will enhance the
traders' coping strategies and financial stability.

e Occupational therapists should advocate for policy reforms by
amplifying traders' voices on work-related challenges. Addressing
these issues will provide broader societal insights and support
inclusive policy development.

¢ Informal trading allows greater control over schedules, leisure and
self-care, which bolsters mental health and empowerment.

e Occupational therapy can address occupational imbalance, fostering
identity, purpose and overall well-being of informal traders.

INTRODUCTION
Many urban workers in developing countries earn their livelihoods
through informal street trading'. Street trading is becoming more
prevalent in South African cities, including Durban, as a means of informal
employment, due to the burgeoning unemployment rates, especially
among black Africans®*. Informal traders are individuals or groups whose
businesses are unregistered and run by uninsured entrepreneurs who do
not pay taxes’. To generate a living, informal traders may, but are not
restricted to, sell goods and services to an unidentified market. These
individuals are also known as 'street traders,' 'informal traders,' 'hawkers,’
and 'peddlers®. In post-apartheid South Africa, street trading has become
a support network for many underprivileged and unemployed people®.
The difficulty in finding jobs for many people may be due to several
factors, including illiteracy and immigration regulations’. The informal
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sector is estimated to contribute nearly a third of the total employment
figures nationally, demonstrating its importance in reducing poverty and
unemployment®. A study by Mkhize and Cele® indicated an association
between high poverty rates and women-led homes. The informal sector
acts as a buffer for the formal economy by reducing unemployment and
improving household income, because entrepreneurs create jobs for
others™. This study espoused to explore the lived experiences of informal
beachside traders in Durban, to understand their challenges, and how
these affected their roles and livelihoods. The Durban beachfront boasts
a long promenade for walking and sightseeing, beginning at the Blue
Lagoon Beach and meandering 8 kilometres north before linking to
uShaka Marine World". It is a popular tourist destination with several
eateries and coffee shops. Along the spacious promenade, there is an
opportunity for informal traders to conduct their businesses. The informal
economy has been under-researched in South Africa, especially from an
occupational lens, underpinning the need for this study.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review presents the reasons and statistics of informal
trading, the challenges experienced by informal traders, the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic, weather challenges and the lack of proper
infrastructure.

The statistics of informal trading

According to the International Labour Organization™, 61% of all workers
globally were informal workers, which equated to 2 billion workers
worldwide. In 2021, the informal economy in South Africa was reported
to contribute to 17% of employment, creating jobs for roughly 2.5 million
people®. The type of businesses included hair salons, spaza shops,
taverns, bakeries, and fast-food outlets. Statistics South Africa® estimated
that from 1 April to 30 June 2022, the employment rate in the informal
sector increased by 146,000 persons compared to the previous months.
Informal traders in the eThekwini Municipality contributed over R8 billion
to the city's coffers, and over 9% of the Gross Domestic Product™.
Reasons for informal trading

Research findings on inherited businesses in Mexico found that many
women used the same practices, techniques, recipes, and skills learned
from previous generations to create crafts or goods to sell®. Another
international study in Bangladesh found that the main drivers of street
vending were poverty, low education, an abundance of labour supply,
large family sizes and emigration from rural areas'. Similarly, the main
reason behind immigrant informal traders in Durban was to earn more
than in their countries of origin, including the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, and Senegal. Despite possessing
substantial educational qualifications, they could not be employed in the
formal sector as many were in the country illegally”.

Ntuli®® found that African women in Durban, South Africa, often turned
to informal trading due to poverty and low qualifications. Sassen et al.'s”
study of women street traders in Cape Town found that women preferred
informal trading as they earned more. Moreover, being self-employed
enabled them to maintain their multiple roles and responsibilities, and
they felt empowered, as they could provide for their households’.
Challenges experienced by informal traders
Municipal and law enforcement officials harassed street vendors from
Barishal City in Bangladesh, as many traders did not have a trader's
license®. This resulted in the suffering of the traders’' families, and an
inability to afford necessities such as food, water and shelter, and their
safety was compromised®.

The informal trading by-laws within the eThekwini Municipality state
that an informal trader's permit may be revoked if illegal items were sold,
or any South African laws were infracted. Informal traders are not allowed
to sell alcohol or drugs, or cause harm to any person's health?'. Sidzatane”
noted that street traders possessed permits in Durban but were still
harassed by police and municipal officials who demanded bribes.
Moreover, limited trading areas were available, and permits were costly,
and if traders operated without permits, their goods were confiscated, or
they were fined"™

In the Warwick Market of Durban, the local government made
decisions without consulting the traders, which negatively impacted their
income, storage, and transportation of goods, as municipality storage
rooms were not secure and at risk of theft and vandalism®. Most street
traders could not support a proper standard of living, as they faced health
hazards, low living standards, illiteracy, and poverty*?*. Even though the
street traders significantly boosted the local economy and community,
their living conditions were poor, and they remained economically
vulnerable. There is a prominent level of competition between street
traders in a designated area within close proximity to each other. This
competition added to the mental stress of traders, impacting their overall
well-being®. Furthermore, Sassen et al."® stated that street traders faced
socio-economic barriers in Cape Town, such as limited finance, poor
growth, and high competition with other traders and formal businesses.
The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the informal economy
The South African national government only recognised street vendors
as essential workers seven days into the lockdown in 2020 due to societal
pressures®®. This increased their difficulties in reopening businesses as
capital had been depleted. This required the traders to increase the cost
of products because of increased procurement costs, resulting in
dissatisfied customers and decreased sales. The quality of food standards
was degraded because of higher procurement costs. Some informal food
vendors wanted to boost their profit margins by acquiring low-quality
food?.

Weather challenges and the lack of proper infrastructure

Adverse weather conditions negatively impact the income of informal
traders and exacerbate their comorbid conditions. Adverse weather
causes damage to goods, as infrastructure is poor. In the Warwick Market,
there needed to be running water and sanitary toilets. Bacterial infections
could have resulted from poor sanitation and ingesting unwashed food*.
Sassen et al.”” stated that the informal traders of Cape Town were not
accustomed to the inclement weather, which caused poor working
conditions and damaged goods. In Ghana due to extreme weather
conditions, they experienced heatwaves and flooding. The low-income
communities suffered from the lack of infrastructure, storm drains,
electricity and water supply which impacted the livelihood of the
residents negatively?®.

METHODS

Study design

This study used a qualitative design® to explore informal traders' lives
and working conditions on the Durban beachfront to understand their
challenges and how this affected their roles, occupations, and livelihoods.
The study's objectives were to describe the lived experiences of informal
traders on the Durban beachfront, and to identify the challenges they
experienced, and to describe how these experiences affected their roles,
occupations and livelihoods. This design was appropriate to the research
as it allowed the researchers to build a holistic picture of the research
phenomenon and answer the following research questions;

What are the lived experiences of the informal traders along the Durban
beachfront?

What challenges did the informal traders on the Durban beachfront face,
and how did this affect their roles, jobs, and livelihoods?

Ethical clearance

Permission was obtained from the Humanities and Social Science
Research Ethics Committee at the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal
(HSSREC/00005575/2023). Information sheets and informed consent
forms were distributed once individuals had voluntarily agreed to
participate. Participants were informed about confidentiality, the use of
pseudonyms for privacy, the researchers' ethical responsibilities, and the
right to withdraw at any stage during the study. Informed consent for
audio recording of the interviews and taking photographs of products
were obtained using consent forms.



Research Context

The study was conducted on the Durban beachfront between Snake Park
Beach and Golden Mile Beach. The Durban beachfront is the land
adjacent to the ocean as depicted in Figure 1 below. This research
included informal traders on the promenade, beach, and pavement.
Figure 1 depicts the map of the Durban beachfront, with the study context
demarcated by a solid elliptical line.
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Figure 1: Map of the Durban beachfront 3°

Sampling
Purposeful and snowball sampling was used to identify 10 participants
who operated within the study area. The inclusion criteria required
participants to be:

= 18 years orolder,

= able to communicate in English, isiZulu, Siswati or Xhosa,

= working as a street trader along the beachfront for four years or

more, to allow for comparison between pre-covid 19 and current
times.

= trading only along the Durban beachfront.
Data collection
Semi-structured individual interviews and a demographic questionnaire
were used as data collection tools. One-on-one interviews allowed
researchers to obtain data directly from study participants®. Interviews
elicited the required information from the participants, to ensure the
research questions were answered and aims and objectives met. This
strategy allowed participants to be interviewed at various locations and
times. The advantage of semi-structured interviews was that they allowed
open-ended questions, which deepened the lines of enquiry®’. The
participants could speak freely and openly, which added more depth to
the data. A disadvantage of semi-structured interviews is that they are
time-consuming to conduct®. Interviews ranged from 45 minutes to 1
hour.
Data analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data®’. Data provided in
Isizulu, IsiXhosa and Siswati were translated by two of the researchers
who understood these languages. Audio recordings were transcribed
verbatim, and the research supervisor validated and cross-checked the
transcriptions. The researchers analysed the transcripts, identified
commonalities, coded them, and built themes through reading and re-
reading. The research themes were identified to determine the significant
information required to answer the research questions. Inductive
reasoning was utilised to cluster similar codes and create main themes
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and subthemes. The main themes to emerge were Sunshine during dark
times, the diversity of businesses on the beachfront, The adverse effects
of informal trading, and The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
informal trading. Numerous subthemes emerged under each theme,
which will be presented in the Findings section.

Pilot study

A pilot study was conducted with an informal trader before data
collection to determine if the semi-structured interview and the
demographic questionnaire were easily understood, non-ambiguous,
user-friendly, and yielded the information required to answer the
research questions. The answers were found to be superficial, and more
probing questions were added to allow for more in-depth answers from
the participants.

Trustworthiness

Peer debriefing and researcher triangulation were used to ensure
credibility. The data's authenticity was confirmed through member
checking after preliminary analysis, where themes and subthemes were
generated. The thick description of the context ensured transferability to
similar contexts. To assure dependability, the researchers generated an
audit trail of all processes and decisions. The researchers utilised reflective
journaling and debriefing with the supervisor to avoid any potential
biases in reporting the data.

FINDINGS

This section will present the themes and subthemes, as well as the
participants' demographic information. The demographic information of
the participants are presented in Table | (below).

Table I: Demographics of participants

Years of
Pseudony Number of
Age | Gender | Nationality Type of trade informal trading
m dependents
in Durban
Luther 41-50 | Male | South African Sand 3 14 years
sculptor/Sand art
Sgodo 31-40 | Male | South African Sand 2 4 years
sculptor/Sand art
Sanele 41-50 | Male | South African | Sells chips and 7 21 years
cooldrinks from
pushcart
Bhekumezi | 50+ Male | South African | Sells chips and 1 15+ years
cooldrinks from
pushcart
Thobi 50+ | Female | South African Sells arts and 13 8 years
crafts
MaNdlovu | 50+ | Female | South African | Sells beadwork, n 37 years
dresses, towels,
and traditional
art
Jabu 50+ | Female | South African | Sells traditional 7 15+ years
pieces (clothing,
drums, jewellery,
art)
Nelson 41-50 | Male | Mozambican | Sells personalized 6 4 years
woodwork
Siyabonga | 31-40 | Male | South African Sells arts and 4 12 years
crafts, traditional
clothing
Sarah 31-40 | Female | South African Sells spicy None 15+ years
pineapples

The findings indicated that nine out of the ten participants were South
African citizens, and one was an undocumented foreigner. All participants
had been in the informal trading industry for a minimum of four years. At
least nine of the ten informal traders supported their families with their
daily income, having more than two dependents. Six out of the 10
participants were males, with the remaining four being female. Three out
of the 10 participants were between 31-40 years of age, three participants
were in the 41-50 age range, and four of the participants were over the
age of 50 years. Two of the participants were sand artists, two participants
sold cold drinks and chips from a pushcart, one participant sold spicy
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pineapples, four participants sold a range of traditional arts, crafts and
beadwork, and one participant sold personalised woodwork trinkets.

The data coalesced into four major themes. The first theme described
the positive aspects of lives through informal trading. The second theme
described the diversity of businesses on the beachfront. The third theme
explored the adverse effects of informal trading and how it impacted the
participants' lives. The fourth theme described the effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic on informal trading, and the impact that the pandemic had
on the informal traders' roles and livelihoods. The thematic analysis is
presented in Figure 2.

LOCATION,
S&ﬁﬁ.ﬁ: LOCATION, FOOD INSECURITY THEESS:LIEEQS OF
LOCATION!

SPIRITUALITY ASA AS THE SEASONS OCCUPATIONAL THE NEGATIVES
LIGHT INTHE CHANGE, SO DOES IMBALANCE OF COVID-19
DARKTIMES THE BUSINESS

"FAMILY IS LEGISLATION AND ':'T'II-EIE:IUI':':I\T;SS;E:, THE AFTERMATH
EVERYTHING PERMITS ALSO SICK" OF COVID-19
OPPORTUNITIES THE EFFECTS OF
FOR GROWTH IN CRIME ON
CHALLENGING INFORMAL
TIMES TRADING

Figure 2: Thematic map of findings

Each theme and subtheme will now be presented, supported by verbatim
quotes to illustrate the themes. Pseudonyms were used to protect the
identity of the participants. The first theme depicted in Figure 3 embodies
the idea that even in difficult moments, hope and positivity can emerge.
The second theme under Figure 4 delves into the diverse businesses
along the beachfront, examining the effects, both beneficial and
detrimental. The third theme under Figure 5 pinpoints the adverse effects
of the informal trading whilst the fourth theme under Figure 6 highlights
the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the informal trading. These are
outlined below with direct quotes to support the themes.

THEME 1: Sunshine during the dark times

SUNSHINE DURING

THE DARK TIMES

Figure 3: Theme 1: Sunshine during the dark times

Four subthemes emerged under Theme 1:

Subtheme 1: Spirit of Ubuntu

Most of the participants acknowledged competition amongst the
informal traders along the Durban beachfront. However, all the
participants also reported experiencing the spirit of Ubuntu, as verbalised
in Jabu's narrative, which follows.

“We are sisters, and we help each other... let's say a customer comes and
buys from you but they want more goods than you have... you go around
and ask who has it, then sell it to the customer and distribute the money
that you make.” (Jabu)

Jabu expressed how the other ladies were like her sisters, as they tried to
help each other sell their products or look after the business in their
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absence. They all knew how tough the business was, and it was a struggle

to provide for their families. They were very empathetic and supportive

of each other:

“Yeah, we help each other. That's how we work.” (Sgodo)

MaNdlovu expressed how she assisted other traders by offering them

food, and they reciprocated when she was hungry.

“Yes, a lot, like when someone is hungry, | assist them and when | am

hungry someone assists me.” (MaNdlovu)

Subtheme 2: Spirituality as a light in the dark times

Two participants found light and comfort in their spirituality to help them
through difficult times. The participants spoke about their faiths with
reverence, as seen in Sarah's and MaNdlovu's quotes. Despite the
economic decline, their passion, faith and optimism gave them strength
to carry on.

“Like for me | change everything like around my sphere is through
religion... but basically that has placed a huge impact on my life.”
(Sarah)

“I believe God structured me differently, | go home, sleep and tell myself
that | will see tomorrow and have hope for the next day... | know that a
week won't pass by without making any sales.” (MaNdlovu)
MaNdlovu was optimistic and expressed how her faith in God gave her
the ability to work hard each day, despite the difficulties, as she believed

that her God wouldn't allow her to fail.

Subtheme 3: “Family is everything”
In this in-vivo theme, most of the participants expressed how they were
working hard to provide for their families. Apart from the emotional and
physical support the participants received from their families, some
inherited their businesses from a family member, as was the case with
Siyabonga. This helped them to expand their businesses and continue to
provide for their dependents.
“Because my mom was an informal trader, so | just inherited it. It's her
store..”
(Siyabonga)
The support from one's family was a driving force for the traders to
continue to work hard even in the face of so many adversities. Siyabonga
expressed how he began informal trading as he grew up in the store and
took over from his mom. This allowed him a direct access route into the
business, and he had someone whom he could rely on to give him advice
as well.
“Mly sister was the one who did trade before me... | am doing this kind of
business because of her.” (Bhekumuzi)
Continuing the legacy of his sister allowed Bhekumuzi to continue to be
able to provide for his family. His sister teaching him the intricacies of
business made it easier for him to grow his business.

Subtheme 4: Opportunities for growth in challenging times
Although the participants expressed that they did not often meet their
income targets for the day, week, or month, they could still see a future
and were optimistic about their businesses.
“When | first came here, | used to work for someone until | was able
to start my own.” (Sanele)
Sanele expressed how he started informal trading by working for
someone else as an assistant. Since then, he had worked his way up to
have his own business, emphasising how there was always an
opportunity for growth.
“For me, like someone who didn't go to school...I think it is a good
business."
(Siyabonga)
Siyabonga expressed how starting informal trading was an easier means
of employment, especially for those who didn't have a good educational
foundation to obtain a job in the formal sector. The informal trading
offered those with little formal education to support their families
financially.
“You need to know how to make use of your hands and patience as this
is a self-made business. | was taught from the time | was a child..”
(MaNdlovu)




MaNdlovu expressed that she learned skills as a child which she used to
create a business. Although there were opportunities to grow your
business in the informal economy, a person needed to persevere and be
patient to see the fruits of his or her labour.

THEME 2: Diversity of businesses on the beachfront
Three subthemes emerged from Theme 2 (Fig. 4 page 5):

DIVERSITY OF
BUSINESSES ON

THE BEACHFRONT

Figure 4: Theme 2: Diversity of businesses on the beachfront

This theme was used to describe the physical and legal aspects of the
working conditions of the traders. This theme was separated into three
subthemes: Location, Location, Location! As the seasons change, so do
the business, and Legislation and permits.

Subtheme 1: Location, Location, Location!

Participants at various locations along the beachfront had different
concerns about their businesses. The traders on the pavement
emphasised that they were disadvantaged being fixed informal traders
who had to wait for customers to come to them. Thobi described how the
other mobile informal traders could walk to the customers to sell their
goods and attract a broader range of customers.

“The disadvantage is that when you stay here, there are people who
move up and down, they get more (money) because they move.”
(Thobi)

However, mobile informal traders faced other challenges. Bhekumuzi,
who operated a pushcart, explained how his physical health had
deteriorated as he was aging. His business required him to mobilise to

different locations on the beachfront to earn a greater income.

“During the year a person is waiting for those events like soccer
games..because at the beach it is usually quiet..I no longer have the
strength to walk..l am ageing.” (Bhekumuzi)

Most informal traders on the beachfront, except for sand artists, did not
have the opportunity to work in other locations. This was due to the sand
artists' trade, which did not require them to transport goods. Instead, they
had to use the sand on the beach. They emphasised how it was better to
work in other places due to higher levels of tourism, compared to Durban.
However, they required a permit to work at another beach.

‘Sometimes | go to the South Coast..some other beaches... it's better
than Durban.” (Sgodo)

Subtheme 2: As the seasons change, so does the business
Business income fluctuated throughout the year depending on the time
of the day, the day of the week, the season, and the weather. Therefore,
the daily income generated was not fixed. This is explicated in
Bhekumuzi's quote.

“In the morning it is quieter and a bit busier towards the afternoon

when people are walking by the beach...” (Bhekumuzi)

All 10 participants stated that January was usually the quietest month.
Sales picked up from September to December as the holiday season
approached, and there were more tourists. Events like Heritage Day and
other sporting events also brought more customers.

“[The] quiet month is January because people take their child to school.
Summertime is busy... from Heritage Day to December.” (Thobi)
The weather played a significant role in the success of their businesses.
Rainy and windy weather affected their earnings due to the damage to
goods and a decrease in customers. The sun caused damage to the stock,
causing it to discolour, which required them to constantly rotate the stock
during the day. Some participants did not work during harsh weather
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conditions due to inadequate shelter to protect themselves and their
goods, while others were forced to work in these circumstances.

When traders attempted to cover the sides of their shelters with sheets
due to the sun or rain, the municipality officials instructed them to
remove them, due to the unsightly appearance. MaNdlovu's emotive
quote illuminates her frustration.

“They are playing with us here. Is there a business like this which is not
protected even when it is raining... where your goods get destroyed...
and you must start all over again... Where is the profit in that?'
(MaNdlovu)

Subtheme 3: Legislation and permits.

Informal traders along the beachfront paid different amounts of money

for permits depending on the location and the type of trade. They faced

harassment from municipal officials and the police if they could not
produce a permit, or if they produced an expired one. Moreover, the sand

artists had their art vandalised by the police if they could not produce a

permit. Some traders risked getting arrested or having their stock seized,

as MaNdlovu's quote illustrates.

“I think it was R500 for some of the goods, and then | haven't gotten
them back because I had forgotten my permit. Sometimes you get
arrested... and you are unable to pack your things away...” (MaNdlovu)
Four of the participants traded illegally due to them not having a permit.
This was due to the lengthy application process required to obtain a
permit, as verbalised by Sanele. The foreign participant was hesitant to
share his bad experiences with local traders due to the fear of
victimization. He stated that due to him being an illegal trader, he was

required to avoid the police.

‘I don't have access to a permit because they have reached the
maximum number of people that are allowed to trade here. | have been
on a waiting list, that's why I'm trading without it.” (Sanele)

Six participants had shared their grievances with the municipality
regarding inadequate shelter and having no access to water or electricity.
These matters had not been addressed after numerous complaints.
However, the participants had access to a community network, called
“business support,” which addressed their grievances and protected them

against any threats.

“They help us when there are problems, sometimes when people report
crimes, or when they have a problem with us on the beachfront they
usually take it up with the business support organizations, sometimes

it's reported to law enforcement or the beach police. They usually
intervene when someone has a problem.” (Luther)

THEME 3: The adverse effects of informal trading

This theme explored the negative effects and challenges of being an
informal trader. Four subthemes emerged Fig. 5, below), named as Food
insecurity, Occupational imbalance, "When | am sick, the business is also
sick”, and The effects of crime on informal trading,

THE ADVERSE
EFFECTS OF

INFORMAL
TRADING

Figure 5: Theme 3: The Adverse effect of informal trading

Subtheme 1: Food insecurity

Street trading is often linked to financial insecurity, which results in food
insecurity, as traders

struggle to support themselves and their families. This food insecurity
affects their physical health, leading to skipping meals and unhealthy
food choices. Some traders like Thobi bought groceries in bulk as she
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lived with her family. Other traders like Siyabonga, bought a plate of food
for himself on most days, and that is where his money was spent.

“If you have a family, they need to eat something, some fruit, or snacks...
but you can't buy those things. You buy the big things, samp, mealie
meal, rice, meat, it's the only things that we buy.” (Thobi)

“Daily we just must buy a plate of food....it is just hand to mouth.”
(Siyabonga)

When individuals relied solely on street trading as a source of income,
they faced challenges in terms of financial insecurity. Moreover, their
families faced difficulties meeting their basic needs and experienced

heightened levels of food insecurity.

Subtheme 2: Occupational Imbalance

The prolonged working hours of street trading made it difficult for
individuals to maintain a healthy work-life balance because they often
worked irregular hours. Eight participants worked over eight hours a day,
and often late into the night during peak seasons. This increased stress
levels, fatigue, and resulted in a lack of time for personal activities, family,
leisure and self-care. This occupational imbalance can be seen in the
following two quotes.

“I work every day, even if it's raining..seven days per week | will be here.

(Thobi)

“Neighbours assist with the small ones when | go to work...” (Sanele)
Street traders often take on multiple life roles simultaneously,
exacerbating the imbalance between work and personal life. This caused
high levels of stress, which impacted the quality of their lives. Participants
like Sanele often had to relinquish parental roles and responsibilities to
third parties to earn an income.

"

Subtheme 3: “When | am sick, the business is also sick.”

Being an informal trader impacted the traders' health both physically and
mentally. This in-vivo quote revealed that some traders experienced
physical discomfort while walking around or remaining sedentary for
extended periods. The participants experienced deterioration in their
mental health due to the financial stresses of their business, the lack of
customers and the struggle to support their families. When the traders
were ill, they could not trade, resulting in no income earned during this
time.

“When | have menstruation pain, | can’t open every month... | know
there are five days I'm
going to be at home.” (Thobi)

‘I feel like I'm getting old now... To walk every day, just to feel my body
feel the pain...but nothing you can do. The children are waiting for me.”
(Nelson)

It is evident from the preceding quotes that informal traders have no

choice but to continue to work despite their health challenges.

Subtheme 4: The effects of crime on informal trade

Crime was a significant challenge faced by the participants, which
negatively impacted their businesses. The crime resulted in the
beachfront being deemed unsafe, which consequently no longer
attracted tourists to the area. Crime also occurred with the theft of goods
during busy times when they were not watching over their stock. Damage
to the infrastructure and vandalization of property, such as the lights of
the shelter being stolen, also occurred. Loadshedding also increased
crime, as it was dark at closing time, which made the traders easy targets
for criminals:

“They are targeting customers..then customers are going to run away
from us.” (MaNdlovu)

“They rob customers, they steal stock... an informal trader was held at
gunpoint.. When it is loadshedding, we must close early because there
is crime when it becomes dark.” (Siyabonga)

According to the traders' responses, there were many challenges with
crime, and it was experienced at any time, resulting in the negative

perception of the area always being unsafe.

THEME 4: The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on informal trading

Three subthemes emerged under Theme 4:

THE EFFECTS OF
THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC ON

INFORMAL TRADING

Figure 6: Theme 4: The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on informal
trading

Subtheme 1: The positives of Covid-19

This subtheme explored the participants' positive experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic, such as additional rest, increased family time and
reduced expenses. Most participants worked seven days a week, which
minimised time for leisure and rest. Before the lockdown, the participants
focused on their work and obtaining an income. The lockdown enforced
rest on informal traders, highlighting its importance and how it positively
impacted their health and well-being,

“We had to be at home for six months..we had the savings... It's nice as
you get family time.” (Sarah)

“We were earning free meals... they were letting us sleep for free at the
accommodation because they knew we couldn’t go to work anywhere.”
(Sgodo)

Sarah said she had not worked for six months because of the pandemic.
However, she had accrued savings, which helped her during this time. She
used this time to connect with her family. Most informal traders did not
have savings as their expenses exceeded their profits. During the
lockdown, Sgodo and other informal traders received free meals and rent
exemptions, which were beneficial as they were not earning an income.

Subtheme 2: The negatives of Covid-19
This subtheme explored the negative aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
such as expired goods, theft, increased expenses and falling into debt.
“The goods that | had expired by the time we were back to selling... and
I was in debt because | had to buy new stock... | had no money at that
time” (Bhekumuzi)

"Some of it got stolen by the children..no one was guarding the place...
that brought our businesses down... we are still trying to bring them
up... even now.” (MaNdlovu)

The COVID-19 pandemic created additional expenses for the participants.
Due to not working during the lockdown period, consumables could not
be sold as they had expired, as seen in Bhekimuzi's quote. Stock was also
stolen from the beach, and participants fell into debt as they had to
borrow money and buy new stock. At the time of data collection in 2023,
this was still occurring, as some participants were still trying to pay back

money owed, as seen in MaNdlovu's quote.

Subtheme 3: The aftermath of Covid-19

This subtheme explored the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for
the participants. They continued to experience a depletion in income due
to the decreased tourism and increased prices, as well as the looting and
flooding, that came after the pandemic.

“Now it's dead, its dead... like before it used to be okay, now it is totally
dead. Since
post-covid it is dead....” (Siyabonga)
“I think it's changed since the Covid.. and everything, the looting and,
the flooding.” (Sarah)

After the COVID-19 pandemic, the participants' businesses suffered, as
seen in Siyabonga's quote. The effects of the pandemic exacerbated the
participants' challenges, such as needing more money for their living




expenses and stock, and a lack of customers. Sarah also commented on
other significant events, such as the looting and flooding in Durban. This
affected the informal trading businesses, as local crises minimised the
number of tourists and holidaymakers to the Durban beachfront.
“The people also don't use the money like before... things in the shops
are very expensive..” (Nelson)

Since the pandemic, Nelson described the inflation and economic crises
which had resulted in increased living expenses. Moreover, people did
not seem to have more disposable income and did not spend money
compared to pre-COVID times, which resulted in reduced profits for the
traders.

DISCUSSION

The researchers identified that informal traders often entered informal
trading to survive and provide necessities for their families despite
economic challenges. Inter-generational poverty often impacted
participants, who began informal trading to break this cycle due to the
fewer barriers to entry, particularly for those from lower-income
backgrounds or lower educational achievement®. Participants who
inherited family businesses gained an advantage by using their learned
skills to create products for sale, fostering a sense of accomplishment.
Informal trading allowed traders to meet their occupational needs and
fulfil their roles. Fulfilling their roles as mothers, fathers, and sole
providers for their families created a sense of belonging with other
traders®. However, long working hours and limited time at home led to
occupational imbalance, as traders were required to balance multiple
roles. Some traders prioritised their role as breadwinners and relegated
the care of their children to others. Longer working hours also resulted in
less time for personal activities and reduced sleep for traders®.

The Business Support Unit is the municipal department responsible for
issuing permits, establishing laws, certifying traders, and promoting a safe
environment for traders and customers®. Locations are allocated based
on the type of goods or services traded and plays a crucial role in the
success and profitability of the business. The study revealed that many
participants eagerly awaited trading spots, leading to illegal trading on
the Durban beachfront, which posed risks to traders as they traded
without permits in order to survive and maintain their livelihoods. The
police and municipal officials harassed some traders, with foreign
informal traders feeling uneasy working on the beachfront. This was due
to the xenophobic beliefs that foreigners significantly contributed to
South Africa's economic struggles®. Some of the consequences these
informal traders faced because of illegal trading and non-renewal of
permits included fines, confiscation of goods, and vandalization of sand
sculptures. The 2014 informal trading regulations and by-laws allowed
Metro police to take legal action, impound or confiscate goods as they
saw fit¥. Informal traders' earnings were insufficient to pay fines, leading
some to relinquish their stock when it was confiscated and resigning
themselves to buying new stock.

Street trading is a demanding occupation, where the strongest and
most resourceful traders thrive in a competitive environment with limited
space and customers®. Street traders face challenges generating profits
due to fluctuating customer demands and intense competition from
other traders. The unpredictable nature of informal trading, coupled with
instability and formal regulation, led to decreased profits for traders.
These financial challenges exacerbated the uncertainty, making it difficult
for informal traders to establish sustainable livelihoods®. This affected
their mental health and led to constant stress and anxiety to afford food
and other expenses. Traders faced food insecurity due to their unstable
income. They struggled to afford nutritious food for themselves and their
families. This was due to high food costs and reduced profits from their
businesses*4.

Informal traders' grievances about inadequate amenities and
infrastructure still needed to be addressed by the business support unit of
the municipal department. Moreover, adverse weather conditions were
an ongoing challenge, and they needed access to secure shelters. The
poor infrastructure and exposure to adverse weather impacted their well-
being negatively and made them susceptible to diseases’*>. Trade was
positively influenced by increased sales from September to December,

and the holiday season coincided with increased customers and tourists.
Mobile traders had an advantage over fixed-location traders because they
could take their goods to the customers, whereas fixed traders had to wait
for customers to come to them. However, being mobile negatively
impacted some traders' health due to carrying goods over long walking
distances, which became more challenging as they aged®. Being self-
employed, the traders persevered under challenging conditions despite
their ill health or adverse weather conditions. Earning a living was more
important than their physical or mental well-being. Their long working
hours exacerbated their bodily pains, resulting in them needing
medication for pain relief. However, the financial situation was perilous,
leading to food insecurity most times**.

Environmental barriers such as crime were a key challenge impacting
the traders' earnings. Despite police being in the vicinity, criminals
continued to vandalise infrastructure and caused harm to traders and
customers, leading to the beachfront being perceived as unsafe. This
resulted in reduced earnings due to there being fewer customers. High
crime levels in Durban have led to reduced tourism due to negative
perceptions of the city, creating uncertainty among potential tourists*.

The COVID-19 pandemic led to a significant reduction in tourism and
a decline in the businesses of informal traders. The eThekwini
municipality can be commended, as the traders were not obligated to pay
permit fees during this period*. Informal traders received free meals from
donations and charity organizations during the lockdown. The traders
were not earning an income during the lockdown and have been trying
to recover their businesses since then. Participants were accustomed to
working long hours, reducing time for family, leisure, and socialisation.
During the pandemic, while rest time increased and financial expenses
generally decreased, informal traders experienced significant losses. Their
stock and consumables were depleted due to expiration or theft, and with
reduced capital, they struggled to replace the lost inventory. Participants
relied on borrowing money to start their businesses again, often not
making enough money daily to cover all expenses due to an ongoing
cycle of debt and decreased finances”. Post-COVID-19, income has been
significantly reduced due to fewer tourists visiting the beachfront. From
January to December 2022, the number of tourists increased gradually,
but it remained 44.3% lower than the pre-pandemic year of 2019%.
Durban's lack of tourism is attributed to economic and social factors such
as the July 2021 looting, the April 2022 flooding, and sewage spills, which
resulted in the closure of the beaches. The COVID-19 pandemic
exacerbated South Africa's social and economic woes, putting further
strain on the country's public resources®.

Implications for Occupational Therapy
Researchers can identify potential risks and challenges faced by
individuals working in the informal sector, including job insecurity, low
wages, food insecurity, and lack of social protection®. Understanding the
relationship between human occupation and social contexts can
highlight the economic contribution of informal traders, raise awareness
of their rights, and promote inclusive policies for their well-being and
social integration. Furthermore, recognising the challenges faced by
informal traders can assist policymakers in enhancing their access to
more stable work opportunities, and offer some financial and social
protection benefits. This may involve providing training programmes and
resources to improve their skills and productivity to create more
favourable business environments and regulatory frameworks®™.
Understanding the lives of informal traders in Durban can inform
occupational therapists about the impact of this trade on individuals,
families, and communities in terms of providing contextually relevant
interventions. Understanding the balance between occupations is crucial
for individuals to maintain daily survival, while fulfilling their occupational
life roles and responsibilities. Social connectedness influenced informal
traders' actions and goals, aligning with occupational therapy critical
practice’. More research is needed to understand collective occupations,
including work occupations in the informal sector. The study underscores
the need to explore complex relationships between human occupation,
social contexts, and well-being, emphasising the need to consider
interactions between social settings and occupation***°. By studying the




interplay between social settings and human occupation, researchers can
uncover the multifaceted impact that collective participation has on
individuals' well-being in the informal sector. The issue of poor working
conditions can be utilised as a tool for lobbying for better conditions for
informal traders on Durban's beachfront.

This research was crucial for identifying interventions and policies that
can enhance the occupational experiences and overall quality of life for
individuals engaged in informal trading, which was identified through
multiple interactions with the participants and their lived experiences and
challenges faced. Occupational therapists should advocate for policy
reform and legislation by enabling informal traders to express their
opinions on factors affecting their work occupations. This can provide
insight into the broader societal implications and offer a more
comprehensive approach to addressing the needs of informal traders.
Informal traders can enhance their coping skills by learning stress
management techniques and ergonomics to minimise physical strain.
Trading activities offer individuals greater control over their schedules,
leisure, self-care, and empowerment, benefiting their mental health and
overall well-being. Occupational therapists can assist informal traders by
imparting business skills, including financial management and business
planning. Occupational therapy can help address occupational
imbalances in leisure, self-care, mental health, and physical well-being,
fulfilling roles and enhancing an individual's sense of identity, purpose,
and self-worth

Limitations

The study's limitations included the short duration of interviews, as
participants were assisting potential customers. This disruption may have
impacted the flow and quality of information received from participants.
Researchers faced challenges due to weather conditions, as interviews
were conducted outdoors, and windy days significantly interfered with
audio-recordings. The data collected on challenges faced by foreign
traders was limited since only one participant was a foreign national.
Most of the data collected was primarily about South African informal
traders.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study explored the lived experiences of the informal traders on the
Durban beachfront. The findings confirmed that the challenges
outweighed the opportunities of informal trading, which mirrors previous
studies®?. The challenges and occupational imbalance of informal
traders negatively affected the mental and physical well-being of the
traders. Some challenges were related to harassment, crime, food
insecurity, and a lack of basic amenities and infrastructure.

Greater efforts must be implemented by the metropolitan police to
ensure the area is safer. Furthermore, the eThekwini Municipality must
repair and improve the infrastructure of the traders to provide better
protection against inclement weather and vandalism.

Occupational therapy can play a role in developing and uplifting
informal traders by creating programmes offered through workshops to
upskill the informal traders holistically in all areas of occupation. This
would address the challenges being experienced and develop basic
entrepreneurial skills such as money management, marketing, and
utilising affordable materials to upgrade or create unique products.
Community-based occupational therapists can also address the
importance of mental and physical health and offer appropriate
interventions to mitigate the health challenges of informal traders in
Durban and elsewhere in South Africa.
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