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Abstract 

 

The study investigates spatial dynamics and patterns of urban public space utilisation in an 

African city, with a specific focus on Robert Sobukwe Street in Sunnyside, Pretoria. The 

study aims to examine contemporary issues with spatial consequences affecting African 

urban public spaces. Key concerns in this study include the effects of rapid urbanisation or 

urban migration and the interplay of formal and the informal sector on urban public spaces. 

Through a qualitative research approach, the study identified a link between socio-economic 

issues and the need for using urban public space for generating income. The aim was to find 

patterns and generate a general conclusion, giving readers an insight on how densely 

populated streets, with a diverse range of activities, functions in an African city. This 

information provides a perception on how rapid urbanisation will affect African urban public 

spaces on a larger scale.  

 

The study also reveals policy gaps in managing the informal sector in urban environments, 

while exploring the tensions between the law, human rights, and policies. Recommendations 

include the revision of local frameworks to better support the informal sector and the 

provision of supporting facilities. 

 

 

 

Keywords & Key Ideas: 

 

Urbanisation, urban migration, Community, African urban public space, Socio-economic 

influences, social order, social capital, spatial order, street trading, informal sector, formal sector, 

African city. 

 

 

Definitions in the context of this study: 

Social activities: Engagements and interactions of people taking place in place space. 

Social attributes: How space is influenced by social attributes such as gender, sexuality etc. 

Economic activities: Different trades, commercial services and businesses making use of public 

urban spaces. 

Networks: A group of individuals in the same environment connected by the pursuit of 

common goals through collaborations 
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1 Introduction and background 

1.1 Background 

Public spaces in African cities are dynamic realms where social and economic activities 

intertwine to create unique spatial dynamics. The importance of public space in urban areas 

cannot be overstated (Hanafi, 2013:25). These spaces are not only venues for economic 

transactions but also play a key role in social cohesion and cultural vitality. Hanafi (2013:25) 

emphasises that public space is also important for working, dwelling, leisure purposes,      

and bridges social links, which is important to most people.       

In South Africa, a large number of citizens and migrants live in poverty in urban 

environments, using public space for informal economic activities (Blaauw and Pretorius, 

2023:121). The vulnerability of the informal sector is expressed by Pangestika et al. 

(2021:12) as they affirm that the sector suffers from a lack of economic protection from the 

government, even though it makes up a large number of the workforce in cities. For the 

purposes of the current research investigation, these users and activities can shape public 

space in a variety of ways. According to Madanipour (2003:22), users of urban space can 

exert influence on the feel and form of the environment. This influence is realised through the 

introduction of social attributes such as culture, sexuality, age, ethnicity, and gender in public 

space (Hanafi, 2013:26).      

Effective management of public spaces is critical for maintaining the quality of urban public 

life for users. Robert Sobukwe Street in Sunnyside, Pretoria, exemplifies a complex urban 

space that offers a rich site for exploring how existing social and economic networks shape 

the use of public space within an urban African context. As cities across Africa, including 

Pretoria, experience rapid urbanisation, it is imperative to understand these spatial dynamics 

to prepare for the near future.  

Rapid urbanisation brings challenges such as rising unemployment due to the city's and 

private sector's inability to provide sufficient jobs for everyone. Many people migrate to cities 

like Pretoria in search of better opportunities, yet the majority end up in the local informal 

economy as a result of the lack of jobs (Moyo et al., 2016:338). The future of urbanisation in 

Southern Africa is one of the prominent issues which researchers and policymakers consider 

and discuss with predictions indicating that by 2050, cities in Southern Africa will be home to 

the largest urban population in Africa (Bocquier, 2011:2). There seems to be a pressing need 

to understand the implications of rapid population growth in urban environments. The 
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International Organisation for Migration estimated that 4.2 million migrants lived in South 

Africa in 2019, constituting 7.2% of the South African population. The number was expected 

to increase by another million by 2021. Blaauw and Pretorius (2023:122) state that most 

migrants depend on street trading and informal economic activities as their primary or only 

source of income. These current and expected changes in the South African cities, driven by 

rapid urbanisation, sparked interest in how public space operates in Sunnyside, Pretoria, as 

one of the most densely populated areas in the city.  

This population growth heavily impacts urban public spaces, which become increasingly 

occupied. The consequences of these spatial dynamics are profound. Overcrowded and 

poorly managed public spaces might intensify social tensions, reduce the quality of life in the 

space or area, and hinder economic activities.  

1.2 Research problem 

In the context of rapid urbanisation and the marginalisation of the informal sector in urban 

environments such as Sunnyside, together with other related socio-economic issues, it is 

imperative to understand the socio-spatial dynamics in urban public spaces and the activities 

affecting their usages. This study examines influences shaping public spaces to highlight 

how African cities function. 

1.3 Research questions 

How do existing social and economic networks shape the uses of public space in Robert 

Sobukwe Street, Sunnyside, within the broader context of an African city? 

Sub-questions: 

● What are the social and economic networks with a direct influence on public space? 

● Is there a social order of the economic activities on the site? 

● What do relevant legislative frameworks say about the social and economic activities 

taking place in urban public spaces? 

● What are the general perceptions of public space by street traders, day labourers and 

the formal sector (e.g., is it territorial or communal in nature)? 

● What role does urbanisation play in the use of public space for social and economic 

activities? 
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1.4 Research objectives 

The primary objectives for this research paper are:  

● to investigate the economic and social networks or patterns impacting the uses of 

public space in Robert Sobukwe Street, Sunnyside, and the surrounds;  

● to examine user/stakeholder profiles in detail to support an understanding of the 

socio-spatial order of the area;  

● to explore intersections between formal and informal sectors 

● and to analyse relationships between the formal and informal sectors and activities 

regarding the uses of shared public space.  

Secondarily, the aim is to study the social order of space, such as existing tensions or 

collaborations. 

1.5 Limitations, delineation, and assumptions of the study 

Limitations: 

● Spatial Scope: The research explores the use of public space on Robert Sobukwe 

Street in Sunnyside, Pretoria. 

Delineations: 

● Geographical Boundaries: The study focuses on Robert Sobukwe Street in 

Sunnyside, Pretoria, South Africa. 

● Population: This project concentrates on people using public space for social and 

economic activities including street trading, day labouring and providing services for 

economic gain. This also includes owners of formal shops with a direct access to public 

spaces from their places of business. 

● Activity Focus: This study examines the interplay between the formal and informal 

sectors on the street, and how these sectors use urban public space for business and 

the consequences of this utilisation. 

● Legislative Frameworks: The Business Act, the South African Constitution and 

Tshwane Spatial Framework will be referenced to make an argument.      

● Perceptual Analysis: The exploration of street life on Robert Sobukwe Street will be 

limited to the perceptions of street traders, service providers, day labourers, residents, 
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the general public on the street, and owners of businesses in the formal sector 

operating on the street. 

Assumptions: 

● Relevance of topic: The assumption is that there is a link between rapid urbanisation 

and urban informality affecting public space. 

● Compliance: It is expected that both implicit and explicit regulatory mechanisms are 

in place to provide for good governance and management of economic and social 

processes in urban public spaces. 

● Variability: The assumption is that the perspective of public space could differ 

between the diverse groups of stakeholders which includes street traders, service 

providers, and formal business owners. 

● Impact of Urbanization: Rapid urbanisation is suggested to be significantly 

influencing the use of public space for social and economic purposes in the focused 

area. 

 

1.6 Significance of the study 

The potential of this research study lies in the possibility of highlighting urban socio-spatial 

dynamics of public space in the city of Tshwane to contribute to an understanding of 

challenges and opportunities in the use of public space within urban African city contexts. 

Better understanding the social and economic issues and activities taking place in public 

open spaces may inform design/planning or legal frameworks where they may be over-reliant 

on conventional modernist conceptions and models of the city. The study focuses on the 

users and their impact on the environment instead of the impact of the environment or urban 

space on the user. This may result in outcomes which offer insights into the lives of 

marginalised inhabitants in urban environments and how they use space for social and 

economic activities. 

The study also addresses the intersections of the primary objectives of the study with 

questions of migrancy, vulnerability and informality. The study attempts to describe the plan 

by which such groups make use of urban spaces in their social and economic life.  
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2 Literature review 

The social and cultural importance of public space 

Public spaces in cities are essential for fostering inclusivity and providing a shared 

environment for community members. These areas offer opportunities for people to come 

together, connect and build memories and significance. According to Madanipour 

(2003:207), these spaces help communities to make collective decisions together, prompting 

self-governance in society. Furthermore, public spaces limit the power of the local 

government, while enforcing the development of cultural exchange and political debate. 

Urban spaces are not only divided by public-private distinctions according to Madanipour 

(2003:119), but they are also divided into socio-economic and cultural patterns. These 

divisions highlight the diverse ways in which diverse groups interact with and use these 

spaces. Social attributes are integral in defining environments that are socially enriched and 

lively, contributing to the overall liveliness and appeal of urban areas (Lund, 2002). 

Streets represent an important aspect of urban life, functioning as transnational spaces and 

community rooms. They facilitate economic transactions, social interactions, and community 

(Rezvanipour et al., 2021:360). The significant volume of pedestrians on streets reflects the 

prevailing social and cultural characteristics of the urban environment. The high pedestrian 

activity highlights the street’s role in displaying the city’s social and cultural dynamics, making 

it a microcosm of urban life Rezvanipour et al., 2021:360). 

 

The evolution of South African urban centres and their public spaces as a result of 

rapid urbanisation 

The limited literature found on the use of urban public space in South African cities is often in 

reference to the impact of urbanisation on infrastructure and changes major cities are going 

through. Donaldson et al. (2003:1) state that the inner-city of Pretoria has experienced 

massive spatial and social changes since the 1990s, especially the saturated parts of the city 

such as the Sunnyside residential area. According to Mudau and Kona (2021:23), Sunnyside 

and Arcadia are now marked by an increasing population density. These major social 

transformations are accompanied by challenges such as unemployment and poverty, for 

which remedies in most cases are sought through informal economic activities such as street 
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trading and day labouring in public spaces (Mudau and Kona, 2021:23). As affirmed by the 

Socio-Economic Rights Institution of South Africa (2018:4), informal trading plays a 

significant role in addressing the challenges of unemployment, urban migration, and poverty 

(Mudau and Kona, 2021:23). These remedial economic activities are some of the solutions 

impacting the uses of public space. It is also important to understand the socio-spatial 

consequences and organisational principles of such activities within African urban public 

spaces. 

 

Impact of Rapid Urbanization and Economic Activities on Public Spaces: urban 

informality and urban stress (A Focus on Street Trading) 

It is understood and accepted globally that rapid urbanisation can shift the issues of 

population pressure from rural areas into the city. This pressure has a negative effect on 

resources in urban environments, leading to security challenges (Onyenechere et al., 

2023:5). According to Moyo et al. (2016:338), this pressure caused by a sudden increase in 

urban population leads to the increase of informal traders in the city as a result of the lack of 

employment. This is accompanied by other issues such as deterioration of urban 

infrastructure; encroachment on public space; accumulation of waste on the streets and 

noise pollution. These environmental hazards are a threat to public health and sustainability 

in urban contexts (Onyenechere et al., 2023:324). 

Jacobs et al. (2023:1) defines urbanisation as the relocation of a large number of people into 

urban environments from rural areas which in turn leads to population concentration. Darkey 

(2007:59) states that, these relocations became more prevalent since the democratization of 

South Africa, and they come with major spatial, economic, and social impact in the City of 

Tshwane.  

The City of Tshwane Municipality is the largest municipality in terms of land area. The city 

serves as the executive capital of South Africa. The census 2011 report has revealed that the 

city has a population of more than 2.9 million people with 32.6 percent of the youth 

unemployed (Mudau and Kona, 2021:23).  

Todes et al. (2010:332) noted that urbanisation in South Africa was formed historically 

through policies which sought to control the movement of Black people and their settlement 

patterns. Such policies have limited access to cities for Black Africans and this deprivation 
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and confinement led to the majority of Africans not fully participating in the economy (Todes 

et al., 2010:332). In the 1990s, South African cities, have seen an increased in-flow of 

migrants and Black South Africans looking for employment opportunities and ways of making 

a living (Darkey, 2007:59). According to Darkey (2007:59), Sunnyside has since been a 

place that is highly populated area that also supports a multitude of businesses and for Black 

people. 

New challenges have emerged as a result of urban migration. According to Mudau and Kona 

(2021:24), the Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality (City of Tshwane) is facing challenges 

regarding the provision of operational space for registered street traders as well as day 

labourers or service providers. Gizelis et al. (2021:5) maintains that these economic 

activities, such as street trading and day labouring, frequently exhibit a lack of compliance to 

labour standards, meaning it works on the basis of ‘first come, first served’, leaving many 

individuals with limited opportunities. This means that more people will be faced with this 

challenge of not being allocated an operational space, legally, in the city to conduct business 

as the urban population grows. This will then result in adverse urban poverty as individuals 

may not be able to move to the formal realm due issues related to urban stress and the City’s 

lack of capacity to support everyone (Gizelis et al., 2021:5) 

Another economic activity taking place in public spaces is car guardianship. Foster and 

Chasomeris (2017) and Steyn et al., 2015) assert that car guardianship is one of the 

important economic activities which is unique to South African cities. Blaauw and Pretorius 

(2023:132) emphasise the importance of this activity especially to many migrants since it is 

often the only alternative form of employment. The challenge, according to Blaauw and 

Pretorius (2023:132), is that the informal car guards face opposition from the formal realm, 

security agencies, and shopping malls, which can affect their already limited economic 

opportunities. 

Tshwane Spatial Framework 

According to Masonganye (2010:5) and Mudau and Kona (2021:26), the Tshwane Spatial 

Development Framework (2012) overlooks addressing informal economic activities such as 

street trading in urban areas. This is exemplified by the exclusion of spatial plans to 

accommodate these activities and their complexities. Killander (2019:87) criticises the by-

laws by stating that they are objectifying people and should be done away with, and new 

ones gazetted.  
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Municipal officials may still be overly reliant on modernist principles when it comes to city 

planning and management. This includes the approach to administering restrictions and 

formalising street trading on sidewalks. Space allocated for street trading and the informal 

sector is limited, and the City officials would rather move street traders to markets instead of 

formally giving them more space for trading (Bénit-Gbaffou, 2018:399). 

Bénit-Gbaffou (2018:398) suggests that municipalities facing challenges of managing 

conflicting land uses and encroachment by street traders in public spaces may disregard the 

fact that people in the informal sector depend on their different trades for making a living. 

Existing City frameworks tend to focus on the governance and management of urban areas 

while overlooking street trading. Current planning theories are often lacking in providing fuller 

and sufficiently complex approaches to such questions (Bénit-Gbaffou, 2018:398).  

Business in the informal sector is conducted with minimal capital, time constraints, risk of 

evictions, minimal space, and risk of confiscations by the police (Pangestika et al., 2021:10). 

Mudau and Kona (2021:26) provides a counter argument, as per the UN Special Rapporteur 

(2011: 2), that restrictions placed on the rights of the urban poor must meet the following 

specific criteria: they must be established by the law for the sole purpose of promoting 

welfare; and they must be reasonable and legitimate. 

Apart from issues related to space allocation for street economic activities, the municipality 

struggles with providing storage facilities for registered street traders and day laborers 

(Mudau & Kona, 2021:24). As discussed, the City’s approach to planning still upholds many 

values of modernism, such as city zoning, which does not make sufficient provisions for 

street trading networks to expand. These values display rigidity in how space should be used 

and do not allow for informality to thrive in the city. The Spatial Framework itself does not 

accommodate the demands of informal traders, lacks legal support, promotes illegal trading 

due to the absence of legislation to enforce reasonable control, and shows a lack of effective 

communication channels between the City and the traders, as well as incoordination due to 

ineffective policies (Mudau & Kona, 2021:25). According to Bénit-Gbaffou (2018:397), the 

level of incoordination and lack of guiding policies regarding the informal sector is not 

unprecedented but is a global issue. 
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Negotiations in the use of urban public space as a result of economic activities. 

In South Africa, the Constitutional Court ruled in the South African Forum vs. The City of 

Johannesburg (2014) case, that informal trading is closely connected to the ‘right to human 

dignity’ (Mudau and Kona, 2021:22). The SA constitution safeguards a number of rights 

connected to informal trading which include, as mentioned, the right to dignity; freedom to 

choose one’s profession, occupation, or trade; the right to fair administration, and the right 

not be deprived arbitrarily of property (Mudau and Kona, 2021:23).  

Municipal by-laws greatly affect street traders (Mudau and Kona, 2021:25). The greatest 

challenge occurs when the by-laws and policies restrict ways for people to make a living. The 

City of Tshwane stipulates that participants in the informal sector require permission to 

operate. However, such permission remains a challenge for many traders who have no legal 

documents to reside in the country. Currently well over 60 percent of the informal traders and 

day labourers do not have licence to operate, and this can result in intense imprisonment 

sentences according to Mudau and Kona (2021:25).  

Pieterse (2017:3) acknowledges the struggles of the local government in dealing with or 

managing the informal sector, however, Pieterse also argues that municipalities should strike 

a balance between management and aiding the informal sector by sustaining safe and 

healthy urban environments for economic growth of the sector and should enforce the 

preservation of people’s socio-economic rights, as they are already the vulnerable members 

of the community. Mudau and Kona (2021:25) further elaborates that the municipal 

restrictions contradict the developmental obligation of maximising economic growth and 

social development for people living in poverty. 

The 2011 United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and Poverty focused on 

the question of penalisation of people affected by and living in poverty. Mudau and Kona, 

2021:26) further elaborate by stating that the report emphasised that human rights should be 

protected as the primary objective, rather than focusing on imposing restrictions. 

 

Social order 

The existing legislative frameworks and spatial planning objectives (discussed above) 

highlight flaws as well as loopholes in the governance and treatment of people in urban 

environments trying to make a living. The surveyed literature suggested that urbanisation and 
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the influx of migrants looking for employment opportunities will persist (Mudau and Kona, 

2021; Bénit-Gbaffou, 2018). The question that stands is, if the local government struggles to 

organise economic activities in public spaces, how are the traders as well as the day 

labourers organising themselves in the utilisation of public space? In this regard, the 

surveyed literature suggested that social capital is one of the social influences on how 

communities as well as the informal sector create a sense of social order by themselves 

(Pangestika et al., 2021:13; Kabo, 2018:1)  

The definition of social capital, according to Robert Putman, is the acquisition of common 

goals as part of social life, which presents itself in norms among people, networks, and 

beliefs (Kabo, 2018:2). According to Kabo (2018:1), a social network embodies knowledge 

and interactions which transcend the intellectual capacity of any individual member within 

itself, which in turn results in collaborations for the thriving of the organisation or social group. 

As observed by Pangestika et al. (2021:10), the social networks in which there is social 

capital among street traders and the informal sector as a whole manifest itself in forms of 

norms, beliefs, and trust over time. Coordination can present itself with unwritten rules, 

relating to orderly behaviour regarding the use of space, cleaning, parking levies, assisting 

each other, and resolving issues which is a form of unity that is not written. According to 

Pangestika et al. (2021:13), this is exemplified by street traders in Jalan Laut Dendang, 

where the unwritten rules bind all street traders regarding the placement of their stalls. 

Another social factor in the City of Pretoria is the considerable gender inequality within the 

informal sector. Masonganye (2010:8) states that, for social reasons, a large number of 

street traders in the city are men. A similar male-gender majority is evident among car guards 

and waste pickers. Masonganye (2010:8) argues that South Africa is still a patriarchal society 

and hence women are not taking part in the informal economy fully. Furthermore, the by-laws 

do not make provisions to address gender inequality in the informal sector, especially 

because women find themselves as primary caregivers in many households (Mudau and 

Kona, 2021:25) 

Social capital and the intersection between social and economic influences  

Cooperation and coordination, in any sector, are important capital in business (Pangestika et 

al., 2021:10). Kabo (2018:1) states that the concept of social capital is not a new 

phenomenon and suggests that the idea is comparable to hunter gatherers working as a 

band for positive group outcomes. Pangestika et al. (2021:11) further elaborates that, in the 
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broader sense, social capital can manifest itself in a form of a group of people or a social 

network linked by obligation and sympathy, and which can also surface from trust in a 

community. 

According to Wijaya et al. (2020:37), an existing perception is that the street vending 

businesses are weak and not as important towards the development of city structure. 

However, Pangestika et al. (2021:10) states that there is strength in social capital that fosters 

strength and cooperation in existing networks between members. Through the utilisation of 

trust, community collaboration and networking, better community networks can be developed 

(Bowles and Gintis, 2002; Wijaya et al., 2020:38). The resourcefulness of social capital is 

realised in the interaction among people in a specific community (Suharto, 2011: 97) 

With regard to the intersection between social capital and economic activities and their 

dependency upon each other, Pangestika et al. (2021:10) argued that a business needs both 

financial capital and social capital in the form of networks to become a success. Furthermore, 

what social capital entails is that members of a network have written or unwritten agreements 

to highlight the value of that specific community in order to achieve particular results or goals. 

Thus, social capital becomes a binding force within the purposes of conducting business. 

Through such a ‘community,’ forums are formed consisting of traders to manage economic 

activities, exchange knowledge and solve challenges together  (Wijaya et al., 2020:38). 

According to Wijaya et al. (2020:38), it is inevitable for a social network to form in the 

business of street trading, after interactions over time between participants. Additionally, 

Pangestika et al. (2021:14) illustrated that such a network can plug into other networks to 

create a much bigger ‘organisation’. A reciprocal relationship can occur between traders and 

suppliers, such as between farmers, distributors, and agents, which will be based on mutual 

benefit and mutual trust. 

Tensions & Other economic activities (Car Guarding & Hair Salons) 

As explained by Foster and Chasomeris (2017:525), car guards play a vital role in urban 

environments, and in most cases this informal economic activity is their only source of 

income. Blaauw and Pretorius (2023:124) discuss the power relations and tensions between 

the formal and the informal, where the formally established entities can oppose the informal 

activities of car guards. Steyn et al. (2015) observed that car guards are representing the 

marginalised in South Africa and continue to face challenges related to surviving. 
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Another prevalent industry in Sunnyside is the hair salon business. Darkey (2007:71), which 

indicates that tensions exist not only between formal and informal activities, but also between 

small business owners in Sunnyside due to the saturated nature of that market. The market 

is not regulated and pushes the industry to extreme levels of competition which translates 

into odd working hours. 

Spatial organisation can also give insight into social relationships. Spatial behaviour has 

been analysed to reveal that individuals tend to maintain greater distances when the physical 

space is constrained, and when they are engaged in competitive rather than collaborative 

interactions (Madanipour, 2003:27).  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the literature points to the intricate dynamics behind urban public spaces in 

South African cities characterised by existing legislative frameworks, the impact of 

urbanisation, economic activities, and social interactions. It is crucial to understand these 

intricacies for designing policies and strategies that will ensure inclusive urban environments 

as well as the protection of the rights and well-being of the urban poor. 

 

3 Research methodology 

3.1 Study area and context 

 

This research inquiry focuses on the socio-economic dynamics in relation to the use of public 

space in Sunnyside, Pretoria. This is a mixed-use area with a vibrant street life, that supports  

many street traders and service providers in the area making a living through the use of public 

space. This is a high-density area hosting people from many countries, as well as South 

Africans living in the city to seek better opportunities. 

 

3.2 Research strategy/ approach 

 

This study will use a qualitative research approach through an interpretivist paradigm. This 

approach focuses on gathering relevant data to explore the socio-economic dynamics and 

their spatial implications in an African urban environment. This study may yield subjective 

results. 
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The understanding of the meaning and processes behind research conditions are important 

over data measured numerically in a qualitative research approach. This type of research 

aims to provide a detailed understanding of a condition from the perspective of the people 

experiencing it, while minimising generalisation. The goal is to focus on and achieve a 

deeper comprehension of specific cases via an in-depth exploratory study, which enables the 

discovery of high-quality responses throughout the research process (Srivastava and 

Hopwood, 2009:77). 

 

According to Srivastava and Hopwood (2009:77), qualitative analysis follows an inductive 

reasoning in its purest form, where patterns, themes, and codes emerge from the data itself. 

This method ensures that the analysis of the data collected focuses on the findings without 

prioritising imposed theories. 

 

Inductive reasoning  

 

An inductive approach in qualitative research, as articulated by Thomas (2003:1), serves 

multiple critical purposes. Firstly, it aims to condense extensive and different raw data into a 

summarised format that is concise to facilitate the management and presentation of complex 

information. Secondly, the approach seeks to establish clear and strong links between 

research objectives and the findings derived directly from the raw data. Thirdly, the inductive 

approach attempts to develop models and theories that explain the underlying structure of 

experiences or processes evident within the raw data. (Thomas, 2003:2) 

 

 

Figure 1: Inductive reasoning diagram (Author, 2024) Adopted from (Thomas, 2003:1) 

 

The inductive approach diagram above exemplifies this approach. The steps according to 

Thomas (2003:1) are as follows: 

 

 

● Step 1: Find a specific focus and condense raw data. 
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● Step 2: Establish clear links and recognise patterns. 

● Step 3: Conclude with a general conclusion by creating a model or theory. 

 

Through inductive reasoning, the study seeks to acknowledge the complexity of human 

experiences, and to incorporate participant perspectives to enrich the understanding of 

research conditions. 

 

Ryan (2018:3) described that the process of inductive reasoning begins with observations, 

experimentation, and data measurement. The next step in research is to use the findings to 

identify themes and patterns in the data to develop a theory that describes the observed 

conditions. This is described as an iterative process that involves repeated measures and 

observations to ensure robust and understandable results of the researched circumstances. 
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Interpretivism as the core philosophy 

 

Figure 2: Research philosophy table from: Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. (2012). Research Methods 
for Business Students. 6th edition, Pearson Education Limited. 

 

Interpretivism evolved as a critical response to positivism, advocating for the inclusion of 

subjective perspectives in research (Saunders et al., 2019:149). It emphasises the 

recognition of cultural, situational, and temporal differences that contribute to the formation of 

diverse social realities. According to interpretivism, truth and knowledge are not absolute but 

subjective, shaped by individual experiences and interpretations, and are also culturally and 

historically conditional (Ryan, 2018:8). The primary goal of interpretivist research is to 

generate novel, deeper understandings and interpretations of social worlds and contexts 

(Saunders et al., 2019:149). Interpretivist researchers strive to navigate this complexity by 

prioritising the collection of data that holds significance and meaning for their research 

participants (Saunders et al., 2019:149). 

Saunders et al. (2019:149) further underscore that the interpretivist perspective in qualitative 

research is necessary for emphasising the importance of capturing meaningful insights from 

the perspectives of research participants or stakeholders. 

Figure 2 above (Saunders et al., 2019:149) breaks down the philosophy of an interpretivist 

approach – by explaining its ontology, epistemology, etc. – and offers a comprehensive 

framework for understanding interpretivism in social science research. 

Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis (TA) is a versatile method according to Clarke and Braun (2017:297), that 

is used to identify, analyse, and interpret patterns of meaning categorised as themes within 
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qualitative data. This is a data analysis strategy used in this study. It offers an accessible and 

systematic procedure for generating codes, which can be considered the smallest units of 

analysis for capturing relevant features of the data related to the research question. Such 

codes can serve as a foundation for developing larger patterns of meaning or themes, which 

are underpinned by central organising concepts (Clarke and Braun, 2017:297). TA aims not 

only to summarise data content but also to identify and interpret key features guided by the 

research question. The research question also develops in relation to these themes through 

the coding and theme development process (Clarke and Braun, 2017:297). As indicated in 

the table below, rigorous analysis is ensured through quality procedures that involve a two-

stage review process, where candidate themes are rigorously reviewed against the coded 

data and the entire dataset.  

Table 1: Six phase thematic analysis (TA) framework according to Clarke and Braun (2017:297) 

 

TA is noted for its flexibility, accommodating various research questions, sample sizes, data 

collection methods, and approaches to generating meaning. It can analyse diverse data 

types, from traditional qualitative methods like interviews and focus groups to newer 

techniques such as qualitative surveys and story completion, making it suitable for both 

inductive and deductive analyses to capture both explicit and underlying meanings (Clarke 

and Braun, 2017:298). 

 

3.3 Research methods/ instruments 

 

As a response to the research question and sub-questions, which will yield qualitative 

results/data, a qualitative research approach had to be employed to gain an understanding of 

the spatial dynamics in Sunnyside, Robert Sobukwe Street. The following methods or tools 

will be used in this study to achieve the objective: 

● Stakeholder questionnaire 
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A questionnaire will be administered to all the identified stakeholders such as street 

traders, business owners with a direct access to the street from their places of work, 

day labourers, community members, formal sector representatives, and other users of 

the space to gather quantitative data on patterns of use, perceptions, experiences, 

and behaviours related to public space. The questionnaire will include both 

summative questions and open-ended questions to make an allowance for a wide 

range of responses. 

● Interviews:  

In-person interviews will be conducted with stakeholders, including key participants in 

the informal economic sector and other related stakeholders identified, to gain an 

understanding of the use of public space by social and economic networks. The 

interviews will also include follow-up questions relevant to the study which may not be 

captured in the questionnaire in line with ethics guidelines and approvals. 

● Observations:  

Direct observation of users in public spaces will be conducted to observe the social 

and economic activities in public spaces, spatial dynamics, and user behaviours. 

Observations will be documented through drawings, notes and photographs that 

provide descriptive and visual data for analysis. 

● The law, literature, and policy analysis:  

The Constitution, the Business Act 71 of 1991, municipal by-laws, relevant urban 

planning reports, and academic literature, will be reviewed to gain an understanding 

of the broader context of rapid urbanisation, policy implications on public space 

management, and migration patterns. The material will complement the primary data 

obtained from the site through interviews and observations. 

● Mapping:  

Mapping is another strategic approach to visualising important information relevant to 

the study which forms part of secondary data (See figure 3 below) 
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3.4 Data analysis 

3.4.1 Data collection and analysis method 

 

 

Figure 3: Data collection and analysis flow diagram (Author, 2024) 

 

In my approach to data collection and analysis, I adopted a three-fold approach aimed at 

ensuring rigour in my research (see Figure 3). Firstly, the priority was to gather primary data 

through direct engagement with stakeholders through a designed questionnaire and 

interviews. This method allowed me to capture first-hand perspectives essential for 

understanding the complexities of the research topic and sub-questions for this study. The 

next step integrated secondary sources derived from observations, desktop studies, and 

mapping exercises. These sources provide further analytical depth through additional 

empirical evidence and contextual information. 

The third step was to include Frameworks such as legislative documents, policy guidelines, 

and relevant literature, which serve to contextualise the collected data within a broader legal 

context. 

Once the data was gathered through the three streams of research methods, a thematic 

analytical technique was employed, involving a systematic comparison across different data 

sets and careful interpretation of patterns and trends. 



 

 

Patterns of Urban Public Space Utilisation in an African City and rapid urbanisation 

25 

 

28/06/2024  

3.4.2 Types of data 

3.4.2.1 Primary data  

The table presented below (Table 2) encapsulates the primary data collected through 

stakeholder engagement. This primary data was gathered through a group effort by Lesedi 

Dlamini and me, and the transcribed interviews are attached in the appendix section (see 

Appendix D).  

Each row in the second column of the table corresponds to a specific stakeholder, with 

summative questions posed during interviews. The results recorded under each question for 

every stakeholder constitute the primary data set. This structured format allows for a clear 

and systematic presentation of the primary data gathered from stakeholder interactions, 

enabling it to inform a broader analysis and conclusions. 

Table 2: Summative stakeholder engagement response table, constituting as primary data. (Author, 2024) 

 

 

3.4.2.2 Secondary data  
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The secondary data enables deeper understanding of spatial dynamics and contextual 

factors. It includes site observations, capturing how participants use the spaces for different 

activities related to the topic. This observational data offers valuable insights into behaviours, 

interactions, and patterns of use which may have not been captured or covered through 

interviews. In addition, maps are used to provide visual representations of spatial patterns 

observed on site.  

3.4.2.3 Frameworks & legislation 

The aim of using legislative frameworks in this study is to understand the spatial implications 

of economic activities such as street trading from the perspective of the authorities and the 

law with references to precedent cases. This set of guidelines and laws include the relevant 

sections of The Constitution of Republic of South Africa, 1996; The business Act 71 of 1991 

and the SERI-SALGA 2018 publication that consolidated laws, cases such as the Somali 

Association Case, and recommendations related to street trading and the utilisation of public 

space (see appendix A). Below are all the important references applicable in this study. 

The Constitution of The Republic of South Africa, 1996.  

• Section 152(2) of the Constitution of the Republic of South promotes social and 

economic development in society and states that this is the local government’s 

primary objective. 

 

• Section 9 of the Constitutions emphasis equality and dignity before the law, which are 

two overarching principles in informal street trading (See appendix A) (SERI-SALGA, 

2018:9). According to this section, everyone is entitled to the same protection and 

benefits from the law.  

 

• Section 10 emphasises the right to human dignity. The rights of everyone should be 

respected and protected to ensure that dignity is maintained in the lives of people. 

This has been found by South African courts to be connected to the business of street 

trading. Human dignity is seen by the Constitution as the “fountain of all rights”. Street 

trading is regarded as an economic activity that ensures dignity in the lives of many 

traders and their families. The absence of this industry will encourage humiliation and 

degradation for most people depending on trading  (SERI-SALGA, 2018:10).  
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• Who has a right to trade? 

The Constitution states that everyone has a right to trade regardless of their 

nationality. This stance is also affirmed by the Somali Association case related to 

refugees working in the informal sector in South Africa (SERI-SALGA, 2018:10). 

 

• Section 22 provides that “everyone has a right to choose their own trade”. 

 

The Business Act 71 of 1991 

The business Act was established as a measure to ensure dignity in the lives of street 

traders, while guiding local governments regarding the management of the industry. This 

came as a response against the strict apartheid regulations on street trading, aimed also at 

enforcing human rights (SERI-SALGA, 2018:11) 

• Section 6A(2) of this Act gives a procedure that a municipality should follow in order 

to restrict street trading in a particular area. From this Act, we learn that local 

governments are responsible for maintaining order while not infringing on peoples’ 

rights. Evictions of street traders by the local governments may not be carried out 

instantly according to the Business Act 71. Figure 4 below shows the procedure in 

detail, and from this we learn that it is not easy to remove people who have occupied 

public space for the purposes of selling goods. Any eviction that does not follow this 

process is seen as unlawful. 
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Figure 4: The steps to prohibit or restrict informal trade (SERI-SALGA, 2018:12) 

 

• Section 6A(2)(c) of the Businesses Act provides that local governments should 

conduct a thorough investigation to understand the situation of the street traders and 

the context in which they work. This section highlights that it is important for street 

traders not to go out of business, therefore, if they are working in a busy area close to 

transport interchanges and densely populated streets, the local government should 

not relocate them because this would affect their businesses negatively. 
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Hierarchy of the laws governing informal trading. 

 

Figure 5: Hierarchy of laws governing informal trade (SERI-SALGA, 2018:14) 
 

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa is the supreme law in the country, as a result 

all policies and laws must be consistent with it. The Business Act is under the Constitution 

and gives effect to the rights contained in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. 

The Business Act then enables municipalities to create by-laws for governing informal trade. 

Figure 5 illustrates this flow of power (see appendix A, for more details)(SERI-SALGA, 2018: 

15). 

3.4.2.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the integration of primary data from stakeholder engagements and secondary 

data derived from observations and mapped patterns, alongside legislative frameworks, 

ensures a broader understanding of spatial dynamics and different aspects that influence the 

utilisation of urban public spaces in the context of an African city.  

3.5 Ethical considerations 

The research will comply with the University’s ethical guidelines, which ensures voluntary 

participation, the acknowledgement of the informed consent by the participants, as well as 
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anonymity and maintaining privacy. Ethical considerations are also relevant in this research 

because vulnerable socio-economic groups are involved, and there exists the need to pay 

attention to the rights and well-being of the participants. This research aims to contribute 

responsibly to the understanding of urban socio-spatial dynamics on Robert Sobukwe Street, 

while upholding the integrity and dignity of all individuals involved in the study. 

 

4 Findings 

 

4.1 Secondary data: Mapping, desktop studies & observations 

4.1.1 Macro scale  

 

4.1.1.1 Focus area. 

 

                 Figure 6: Pretoria map showing city context (Author, 2024) 

 

Robert Sobukwe Street serves as a vital link between the eastern core 

residential area of Sunnyside and Pretoria central business district (CBD). It 

forms a dynamic urban corridor that directly and significantly influences the 

daily lives of residents of Sunnyside and those who work or shop on the street 

coming from other areas. The eastern part of Sunnyside is predominantly 

residential, with numerous apartment blocks housing a diverse population. In 
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contrast, the buildings along Robert Sobukwe Street are characterised by a 

blend of residential units with businesses on the ground floor, which renders 

the space as a business hub for both the formal and informal economies. 

 

This bustling street contains retail stores, banks, and ATMs, making it a 

convenient shopping destination for residents of the area or other users. The 

accessibility of these amenities means that residents do not have to travel far 

for their daily necessities, enhancing the street's appeal as a central 

marketplace. The transient nature of Robert Sobukwe Street makes it an ideal 

location for markets and street vendors, who benefit from the constant flow of 

people passing through. This includes students and workers commuting to 

and from their destinations, who often stop to purchase goods from the 

traders. 

 

The street attracts diverse groups due to its various establishments and 

services. Hair salons, churches, and other businesses draw people from 

different parts of the city, adding to the foot traffic and creating a lively, 

multicultural environment.  

 

In conclusion, Robert Sobukwe Street is more than just a connecting route 

between the rest of Sunnyside and Pretoria CBD, it is a bustling commercial 

corridor that supports its ‘community’ in various ways. Its strategic location and 

different kinds of services make it a focal point for commerce, social 

interaction, and community life, and so offers benefits to both the residents 

and the broader urban area. 

 

 

4.1.1.2 Active areas 

 

Robert Sobukwe Street is one of the busiest and most lively streets in 

Pretoria. Figures 8 and 9 below depict the commence areas of the city 

represented by buildings highlighted in yellow. These are marked by Google 

as important or buildings seeing a lot of foot traffic. It is not surprising that 

Robert Sobukwe Street is among the highlighted areas. The concentration of 

diverse businesses on the street adds to the active atmosphere. The street 
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showcases a variety of amenities and attractions such as bakeries, banks, 

ATMs, open markets, big retailers, and restaurants. The street is an important 

artery in the urban landscape that draws people in through various activities 

throughout the day. 

 

 

Figure 7: Pretoria map showing active spaces, generated on snazzymaps.com (Author, 2024) 

 

Figure 8: Pretoria map showing active spaces on Robert Sobukwe Street, generated on 
snazzymaps.com (Author, 2024) 
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4.1.2 Land use 

 

 

                            Figure 9: : Sunnyside Zoning Map, generated on the Tshwane GIS (Author, 2024) 

 

Apart from its role as a crucial pedestrian link between Sunnyside and the 

Pretoria CBD, another factor that contributes to the intensive active usage of 

Robert Sobukwe Street is that nearly all properties along the street are zoned 

for ‘business 1’ (see Figure 10. zoning map for reference), thus hosting a 

blend of big and small retailers. Among these establishments is the Sunnypark 

Mall, a medium-scale, three-story shopping centre that attracts a multitude of 

shoppers. The diverse range of businesses, from retail stores to service 

providers, ensures that the street remains a hub of different activities 

throughout the day. 

 

Since none of the streets surrounding Robert Sobukwe Street are privatised or 

‘boomed’/closed off but remain accessible to everyone, this facilitates the flow 

of pedestrians and vehicles around Robert Sobukwe Street, as well as 

enabling participants of informal economic activities on the streets. 
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4.1.3 Site analysis 

 

4.1.3.1      Mobility, ingress, egress 

 

 

Figure 10: Robert Sobukwe Street bus stops map (Author, 2024) 

 

Robert Sobukwe Street is lined with numerous Tshwane Metro bus stops, with 

each city block featuring two bus stops positioned across from one another. 

This layout ensures that residents never have to walk for a long distance to 

catch a bus, making public transportation highly accessible. The convenience 

contributes to the formation of micro contexts along the street, where the 

same bus riders, pedestrians, street traders, and car guards can frequently 

interact. These repeated interactions can contribute toward fostering a sense 

of familiarity, ‘community’ or relationships among individuals on the street and 

shaping a familiar and interconnected social environment. The network of bus 

stops thus function as part of social networks, not only enhancing mobility but 

also helping to form social bonds within this busy urban corridor. 
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4.1.3.2      Important nodes & segregation 

 

 

Figure 11: Active nodes map (Author, 2024) 

 

Figure 12 (above) indicates that the busiest intersections or nodes are 

predominantly located towards the eastern end of Robert Sobukwe Street. 

Larger circles on specific intersections denote higher levels of activity, 

encompassing both social gatherings and economic activities. 

 

4.1.3.3 Informality vs. formality 

 

Steve Biko Road (a major north-south connector) intersects Robert Sobukwe 

Street, altering the atmosphere and character of the entire street on the local 

scale. Along the portion of Robert Sobukwe Street that lies east of Steve Biko 

Road, there is a noticeable increase in informal activities such as street car 

guards also running informal car washes, hairdressers operating on the 

sidewalks, and numerous informal traders. This section of the street is also 

more polluted, with ‘higher levels’ of litter, noise, and grey water. There was a 

prevalent theme of dilapidated city structures such as bins, street lights and 

street trading stalls affected by overuse. In contrast, the western end of Robert 

Sobukwe Street is characterised by a higher degree of formality, with fewer 

street vendors and more parked cars lining the road. The area around 

Sunnypark Mall is notably cleaner and quieter due to extreme levels of control 
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exercised by property managers. This side of the street also features more 

upmarket establishments, including high-end bars, clubs, and taverns, 

contributing to a more formal and ‘polished’ environment. 

 

Figure 12: Formal vs. informality map (Author, 2024) 

 

4.2      Observations 

 

4.2.1 Spatial organisation: Mutual respect for thresholds and walkways 

 

Figure 13: Relationship between formal stores and street vendors (Class of 2023) 

 

There are many indications of mutual respect between stakeholders on the 

street. For example, street traders make sure there is enough space for 

pedestrians to move around and avoid completely blocking the doorways of 
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formal shops. This cooperation ensures a harmonious environment where 

both informal and formal businesses can operate effectively. 

 

4.2.2  Outdoor advertising  

 
Figure 14: Outdoor advertising interventions (Author, 2024) 

 

Some formal shops use movable outdoor advertising boards on the street to 

attract pedestrians. Clothing stores often place mannequins outside to 

showcase their apparel, with shop employees guarding them, thereby 

occupying more public space. Additionally, shops with ice cream machines 

typically position them outside to draw customers. For instance, Roots 

Butchery placed a large plastic cone outside to inform the public that they sell 

ice cream (see Figure 15 above). 

 

4.2.3 Demographics and social attributes 

 

From observation, the majority of street traders are noticeably male. Among 

these are street cobblers, traders selling North African vegetables from the 

backs of their cars, tailors operating manual sewing machines, jewellers, and 

apparel and thrift traders. In the evening, a new set of street traders emerge, 

still predominantly men, who sell braai meat from portable braai stands. These 

men work until late hours of the night, contributing to the Robert Sobukwe 

Street’s bustling night-time economy. Furthermore, almost all car guards 

operating on the street are male, highlighting a significant gender trend in the 

informal economy on this street. 
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Gender and usage patterns change in the morning, where on almost every 

corner several women sell freshly baked scones and fat cakes, targeting those 

going to work or school. These women usually finish their work around 10 a.m. 

Later in the morning, they are replaced by other women on those same 

corners who sell corn in the afternoon. These shifts in the demographic of 

street traders from morning to afternoon shows a dynamic temporal and 

gendered use of public space, with women dominating the morning markets 

and men taking over as the day progresses. 

 

4.2.4 Using parking spaces for business  

 

 

Figure 15: Selling from the back of a van 
(Class of 2023) 

Some street traders sell North 

African vegetables from the backs of 

their cars. This business model 

requires them to occupy parking 

spaces for over 60 minutes, which is 

the maximum time for parking on the 

street.  

 

4.2.5 Deterioration as a results of economic activities  

Grey water 

 

As a result of the street car washes conducted by some car guards, grey 

water can be found along the entire street. This compromises the hygiene of 

the area, especially considering that food is being sold in the same vicinity. 

This ecosystem of diverging uses of space therefore also raises concerns 

about cleanliness and public health (See Figures 18 and 19 for reference). 
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Figure 16: Grey water and damaged 
pavement (Author, 2024 

 

Figure 17: Grey water from street car 
washes (Author, 2024) 

 

Collection of waste on/around damaged paving and tree bases caused 

by street traders and street hairdressers. 

 
Figure 18: By products and waste collection on and around damaged pavement  

(Class of 2023) 

 

Many street traders and street hairdressers sweep or place waste, by-

products, and synthetic hair in areas without paving or around damaged 

paving. This is also evident around tree bases with exposed soil. Such areas 

often become unofficial dumping spots due to the lack of proper waste 

disposal facilities on the street (see Figure 19 above). 

 

 



 

 

Patterns of Urban Public Space Utilisation in an African City and rapid urbanisation 

40 

 

28/06/2024  

Dilapidated/stolen bins (steel for recycling or other reasons) 

 

Part of the littering problem on the street comes as a result of a shortage of 

bins. Some bins are broken or have been stolen. The bins are made of steel, 

and we can assume that they may be taken by people collecting metals for 

recycling, contributing to the issue of inadequate waste disposal facilities. 

 

 
Figure 19: Broken or stolen bins (Author, 2024) 

 

Produce waste/by-products.   

 

Most of the street traders are exposed to the sun, and lack proper shaded 

structures to conduct business, which can be provided by the local City 

government. These conditions can accelerate the rate at which their 

perishable stock deteriorates or rots.  

Due to the absence of dedicated bins for disposing of rotten produce, street 

traders often dump waste in open bins, throw it on the ground, or stack it in 

boxes next to bins. This practice causes a foul smell on the street, further 

degrading the quality of the public hygiene of the area, as shown in Figure 21 

below. 
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Figure 20: Rotten stock (Author, 2024) 

 

 

Storage boxes and trolley parking  

 

The street traders lack space for temporarily storing their storage boxes, 

forcing them to encroach into public space. Additionally, their trolleys can also 

occupy significant amounts of space, contributing to the congestion on the 

street. 

 

 

Figure 21: Storage boxes placed next to stalls 
(Class of 2023) 

 

 

Figure 22: Trolley parked next to stall 
(Class of 2023) 
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4.3 Primary data: Stakeholder engagement 

 

4.3.1 Results from questionnaire and interviews 

 

Table 3: Stakeholder engagement results constituting as primary data (Author, 2024) 

 

 

Table 3 shows general responses from stakeholders constituting the primary data for this 

study. There is a general concern about safety on site. Some pedestrians and residents 

perceive the high volume of people as a safety threat. However, this high volume of people 

renders the street as an area conducive for business for street traders, retail stores and 

service providers. Access into the street is not an issue, as indicated by the results. 

Measuring stakeholder activities and their impact on the environment is important in this 

study. The environment is negatively impacted or polluted by informal economic activities on 

site such as street trading, street hairdressing, and car washes.  

 

4.3.2 Existing relationships on site (Nature of Networks) 

 

Relationships between business owners in the same industry 

 

Among shop owners, they expressed having no issues with other business 

owners in the same field. One of the most frustrating aspects for salon owners 

in Sunnyside, as expressed by some owners, was clients switching to other 

service providers. This prompted the business owners to work hard to actively 

draw more clients into their shops by having employees standing at the door 
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to call clients in. Many salon employees were also observed sitting outside or 

occupying public space outside their shops to entice clients to come in. These 

activities therefore take place in public space. However, despite the 

competitive nature of the environment, there is no animosity between owners, 

as one salon employee noted. 

 

Relationships between business owners in different industries 

 

Some of the salon owners complained about the presence of the informal 

street car guards, believing that many of them are involved in criminal 

activities which affects their businesses. The allegations suggest that the car 

guards pretend to guard cars on site while actually being the ones who smash 

car windows to rob the clients of the salons. These complaints came from two 

shop owners located closer to Sunnypark Mall or near Steve Biko Road, 

where clients park along Robert Sobukwe Street, and where there isn’t any 

other space for parking other than Sunnypark Mall. 

 

On the other hand, shop owners who ran laundry businesses and salons 

further east of Steve Biko Road appreciated the presence of street car guards 

(see Figure 6 for reference). They suggested that the car guards’ presence 

ensured safety in the area. Hence, the relationship benefited both parties, as 

clients of the shops could park their cars while the car guards washed and 

watched over the cars as part of their paid services. The shops also 

occasionally provided the car guards with water. This symbiotic relationship 

fostered a sense of security and cooperation in the area.  

 

One owner of a tech company on the street, specialising in sales, resales, and 

repairs of computers and cell phones, expressed that they did not mind the 

presence of street traders and car guards in front of their shop. The owner 

indicated that the presence of street traders selling fresh produce boosted 

their business. As people slowed down to buy fruit or vegetables, they often 

noticed the shop and walked in, intrigued by the products. The owner 

therefore appreciated the street traders, especially since they did not sell 

competing products. This sense of community was further exemplified east of 

Robert Sobukwe Street, where stakeholders appreciated the mutual benefits 
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of the other parties on site, supporting the creation of a harmonious 

environment of relationships . 

 

 

Figure 23: Map showing different responses to other stakeholders in different sectors  
(Author, 2024) 

 

4.3.3 Social capital, spatial order (territorial vs. communal) and existing 

network dynamics 

 

Observably, there appears to be a strict spatial order for conducting business 

on the street. Each trader or service provider has a designated area, and it is 

a commonly understood rule among street traders and car guards that no one 

can use another’s space. Two street hairdressers indicated that this was the 

case even when they were not working on a particular day. Even so, no one 

would occupy their space without their neighbours intervening.  

 

The nature of street trading business thus appears more territorial than 

communal for those participating in the local economy and occupying public 

space. If a trader or service provider was not working on a given day, their 

neighbours were allowed to expand their stalls but were not permitted to 

permanently occupy that particular space. This territorial system ensured that 

each trader’s area was respected and maintained, preventing conflicts, and 

fostering a sense of order among street traders, service providers and car 

guards. 
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4.3.4 Overall safety and vigilantism 

 

A few pedestrians and residents have expressed that they felt unsafe on the 

street. However, some street traders in the area felt that the street was safe, 

noting that the community would readily assist if any issues arose. This sense 

of security among people working on the street is bolstered by support and 

vigilance in their respective industries.  

 

4.3.5 Empathy 

 

Most pedestrians and shop owners expressed empathy towards street traders 

operating on the street. One pedestrian remarked that they understood that 

many African people lived in adverse conditions of poverty and should be 

allowed to work on the street without limits. The conversation revealed a 

general sentiment of support for the street traders, and the importance of 

allowing people to make a living. Such perspectives suggested non-

classist/elitist attitudes that were community-oriented, prioritising livelihoods 

and economic survival in the city. 
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4.4      Emerging patterns 

 

Figure 24: Emerging patterns of use (Author, 2024) 

 

Site analysis has revealed the following patterns on the street as shown in (Figure 24):  

● Day vs. night: During the day, more people walk on the northern strip of the street 

because this side of the street has more shade cast on the sidewalks by the high-rise 

buildings. This side is much more comfortable for people during the hottest hours of 



 

 

Patterns of Urban Public Space Utilisation in an African City and rapid urbanisation 

47 

 

28/06/2024  

the day, and as a result, you will find more activities compared to the southern strip, 

which is exposed to the harsh afternoon sun. You will find most street traders and 

service providers on the northern strip due to the high volume of pedestrians. At night, 

both sides of the street are active with the southern strip occupied by street traders 

selling braai meat. The walkway on the southern strip is wide with no covering on top, 

making it possible for people to make open fires for braai. 

● Fluid vs. rigid spaces: Intersections along Robert Sobukwe are the busiest. This is 

where permanent traders situated along Robert Sobukwe Street interact with 

periodical traders plugging into the existing trading network from intersecting streets. 

● Pollution: Additionally, the northern strip is dirtier as a result of the high volume of 

activities from morning till late. The southern strip has patches of grey water as a 

result of car washes taking place on this side of the street during the day. This portion 

of the street is primarily used for parking from morning till evening. 

 

In conclusion, the circulation patterns of people walking along the street dictate the setup 

patterns of the informal street traders. People walk along areas with shade to avoid the harsh 

afternoon sun, and as a result, street traders have lined themselves along those paths to get 

the attention of the people passing by. It is worth noting that along the street and 

intersections street traders’ sit in clusters even though they are selling the same products. 

 

5 Discussion 

5.1 An African city and its urban public space dynamics  

 

The spatial analysis and interviews reveal a disconnect between formal city planning 

and the realities of informal street trading, with rigid zoning and inadequate space and 

facilities for street traders. Additionally, both the site analysis and interviews highlight 

the environmental impact of informal economic activities on the street and provide 

insights into the nature of relationships between people in the same or different sectors 

on the street. 

 

From data collected, it is evident that the realities on site reflect what has been 

discussed in the literature about the informal sector in urban public spaces. This sector 

is saturated with only few spaces dedicated for trading legally in the city, however, 

many street traders have informally settled on the streets. Literature suggests that the 
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City of Tshwane does not adequately accommodate street traders in their planning 

frameworks. This can be seen by the lack of important facilities and support, from the 

City, to develop and improve the economic activities of the informal sector in urban 

public spaces.  

 

The municipality or City of Tshwane has power to improve the livelihood of the 

participants in the informal sector by empowering them as supported by the Business 

Act 71 and the Constitution. The Business Act empowers the City of Tshwane to 

regulate street trading strictly, but also prioritises the needs of the people in line with 

human rights and the Constitution. 

 

 

Street Trading and the informal sector in urban public spaces (Business Act 71 

of 1991 and The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996) 

 

The Business Act remains the primary legislation to govern street trade by giving 

municipalities power to make by-laws for supervising and controlling street trade. 

Section 6A(2) of this Act limits the power given to municipalities by prioritising the rights 

and welfare of people. This section provides that the eviction of street traders has to be 

conducted lawfully. The process is lengthy as illustrated  in the data collected section 

of this inquiry under legislative frameworks (see Figure 4). This ensures that people 

can work in the city to maintain a dignified life. The Constitution confirms that the ability 

for people to take care of themselves and their family ensures dignity in their lives, and 

this is seen as one of the core values of human rights. Section 6A(2)(c) of the Business 

Act 71, provides that municipalities should investigate the locations where street trade 

is taking place, before applying for permissions to restrict trade in that particular area. 

This section favours people operating in densely populated areas by stating that 

evicting them will affect their businesses negatively. This is an important guideline for 

this particular study because Robert Sobukwe Street is a busy street that is conducive 

for business for the informal sector. All of these actions taken by the law and the 

informal economy participants have spatial implications, therefore, informing us that the 

law plays a huge role in how urban public spaces are shaped. The law allows these 

activities to take place and has to weigh between the appearance of the city and the 

welfare of the people. 
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Section 10 of the Constitution enshrines the right to human dignity, by protecting the 

rights of people to trade. This covers citizens, non-citizens, refugees, and asylum 

seekers. With the issue of rapid urbanisation, the municipality still has to uphold this 

right. What stands out the most in the Constitution, in relation to this study, is Section 

22, which provides that everyone has a right to choose their own trade. This is 

important to note because different trades and economic activities occupy and make 

use of space differently. Some trades require more space and some less, some trades 

cause noise pollution and the outcome of some is grey water in urban public spaces. 

This idea further emphases the notion that the law plays a huge role in promoting the 

use of urban public space for economic activities.  

 

 

The impact of urbanisation and economic activities on infrastructure 

(Deterioration and overuse)  

 

From literature, we have learned that rapid urbanisation can cause pressure on 

infrastructure and resources. Unemployment is one of the primary consequences of 

this movement, which then increases informal sector economic activities in urban 

environments. This increase in informal sector participants has a huge impact on urban 

public space and results in concerning environmental consequences. From the 

observational data, we have seen how these activities cause decay on site. The grey 

water found on site can cause serious illnesses especially because food is being sold 

on site. The challenge lies in finding a middle ground that respects the rights of the 

street traders while also maintaining order. It is important to also note that the site has 

no waste management facilities which then makes it impossible for attaining the 

highest levels of cleanliness and hygiene. This current situation indicates that the 

municipality is not ready to deal with this influx of people into the city who are trying to 

make a living in the informal sector. The lack of spatial framework from the City of 

Tshwane emphasises this notion. Municipalities need to understand the complexities of 

the informal trading industry in order to develop a crucial and inclusive spatial 

framework that will enforce the support of the informal sector in urban environments. 

 

In conclusion, while the existing regulatory frameworks and the law aim to manage 

informal trade, significant gaps remain in addressing the needs and realities of informal 

traders in the city. These conditions can only get worse if no plan of action is 
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implemented in preparation for the expected increase in urban population in South 

African cities. 

 

 

5.2      Existing conditions and influences 

 

The site is deteriorating, particularly in the busiest areas of the street, despite the 

municipality’s effort to clean the streets weekly. It is evident that a more sustainable 

approach is required, that might involve all stakeholders taking equal responsibility for 

maintaining Robert Sobukwe Street. This collaborative effort will enhance the physical 

conditions of the space while fostering a sense of ownership and shared responsibility, 

which will further strengthen networks and communities on the street. 

 

Lack of space for new participants  

 

The street is congested in general, and the informal sector is saturated. More people 

who would like to join the trading network are left without space along the street and 

are forced to sell goods from the backs of their cars. This means that the sector is now 

encroaching on existing parking spaces which are meant for the public. The time limit 

for parking on the street is 60 minutes and the road signs indicating this are visible 

from all angles. One may also argue and say that this trading method is much more 

convenient, because one does not have to pack and unpack their stall. If this is the 

case, then providing parking spaces solely for trading without restrictions will enhance 

the experience of these traders on the street and allow more people to join the existing 

network. 

 

The lack of public space for more traders to join the trading network along the street 

forces people to find alternative ways of selling goods or offering services. Some 

people sell goods out of trolleys while they move along the street. Some hairdressers 

sit in clusters next to the road or occupy empty parking spaces with their clients sitting 

on garden chairs. What is evident in the area is that people are forced to be congested 

closer to intersections and going into streets intersecting Robert Sobukwe. We are 

seeing activities spilling into other streets joining Robert Sobukwe Street. The 

intersections are the busiest and the most fluid because they are used by different 

street traders at different times. 
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Space wasted by existing conditions and outcomes of economic activities. 

 

Deterioration as a result of economic activities on the street renders certain good 

spaces unusable, therefore limiting opportunities for other people to join the trading 

network or render a service. The street traders pollute the environment and the air 

through negligence. The disposal of rotten goods placed in boxes or plastic bags on 

spaces which could be used by potential traders robs the community of the opportunity 

to plug into the network. Trolleys and storage boxes also occupy spaces which can be 

used for trading or providing services. All of the activities captured under observations 

have spatial implications. Grey water caused by street cash washes can contribute to 

this issue of polluting usable public space and may also affect the walking patterns of 

pedestrians which could have a negative impact on some street traders. 

 

5.3 Spatial order, perceptions & networks 

 

During stakeholder holder engagement interviews on the street, a recurring theme was 

empathy, from a few people, towards the informal sector. People in the city understand 

the socio-economic dynamics of the country and sympathise with informal traders and 

the rest of the informal sector. There is a common understanding that people need to 

make a living. This empathy is a crucial factor in identifying influences on the use of 

public space, as this exemplifies a community spirit and mutual understanding. It 

represents an unwritten consent by the public and other industries to the street traders 

to freely use urban public space for economic gain, reflecting a collective 

acknowledgment of human rights and the needs of informal traders.  

 

Spatial order 

 

In literature, Madanipour (2003:27) highlighted that the key to understanding 

relationships between people in a space is to observe how they place themselves in 

that particular space, also noting that the distance between them denotes tensions. 

Spatial behaviour shows that people tend to maintain greater distances in constrained 

physical spaces if the nature of the environment is competitive. On the street, one can 

observe that people have organised themselves to be closer to one another in clusters, 

thus forming networks. This does not exempt traders selling the same goods. There is 

a sense of community and trust that can be noticed on the street where when one 
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person is on a break, the neighbour can sell for them. One can argue that the idea of 

isolating yourself, as a street trader, from such a network can only be detrimental for 

you and your business. 

 

 

Tensions 

 

As it stands on the street, the atmosphere of the informal sector feels more territorial 

rather than accommodating in terms of the usage of a particular spot or space. 

However, this territoriality also brings a sense of security and ownership for those 

permanently working on the street as traders and service providers. There is a sense 

of order on the street, and it is commonly known that one does not occupy another 

person’s space for business. There are some spots, however, used by multiple people 

at different times or days. For instance, in the morning the mobile street traders selling 

coffee, baked and fried goods can use the same spaces used by afternoon traders 

selling cooked or braai corn. These spots are usually along intersections. This brings a 

different dynamic to the conversation about the territoriality of the space. This may 

imply that the space may be able to accommodate different street traders at different 

times as long as there are no clashes. 

 

Presentation and outdoor advertising (Display of product over brand) 

 

The idea of display is important on the street for formal businesses and the informal 

sector. There is a recurring theme of displaying products over brands by either sector. 

This ideology also comes with spatial implications. Formal shops and salons actively 

engage with the public by extending their means of advertising themselves onto the 

street, blurring the boundaries between formal and informal spaces or public and 

private spaces. A good example of this would be a formal store selling clothes and 

placing the actual item on a mannequin out on the street. The businesses do not limit 

their opportunities to chance encounters but have to show you the actual item. This 

notion also extends to formal stores selling vegetables where they will place a rack of 

their products or goods outside their shops to directly compete with street traders. This 

practice highlights the importance of visibility and accessibility in transient spaces such 

as this one, where products must be prominently displayed to attract customers rather 

than waiting for customers to discover the store or the brand. Salons, on the other 
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hand, will have employees advertising their services and products such as handmade 

weaves in the public space in front of their places of business. This competition for 

attention becomes another layer that has spatial implications. The efforts of these 

sectors are not negligible but carry a huge impact on how urban public space is used 

or affected. 

 

6  Conclusion 

6.1 Research results summarised. 

Patterns of urban public space utilisation 

 

The informal sector on Robert Sobukwe Street is characterised by a blend of 

territoriality, competition, collaboration, and diversity in nature. The dynamic use of 

space highlights that the area has a dynamic group of potential clients, customers, and 

markets. The interplay between the informal and formal sectors in public spaces 

emphasises the importance of using urban public space for business in an African city. 

The healthy competition between business owners does not nullify the sense of 

community and mutual support in the area, in different industries, but is a way for 

people to actively engage with the community at large on a personal level.  

 

This study has shown that there are collaborative efforts on the street, highlighting the 

existence of social and economic networks. The study then indicated the implications 

of businesses on urban public space, in the context of an African city. We have 

realised gaps in municipal frameworks; however, the study has also established that 

the law supports the informal sector in urban public spaces. People’s rights are held 

high as opposed to prioritising the appearance of the city by the law. The Constitution 

of the Republic of South Africa and the Business Act are there to administer a balance 

between control and the welfare of the people participating in the local informal 

economy. 

 

The gaps found in legislation also show how unprepared the City of Tshwane is for the 

expected urban population growth. In an attempt to understand a densely populated 

area such as Sunnyside, the study reveals that the informal sector lacks important 

facilities such as ablutions, adequate shading structures or formal stalls, storage 

spaces, waste management facilities and dedicated parking spaces for conducting 
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business. It is crucial to understand an area that is densely populated to gain an 

understanding or get a glimpse of the impact of urbanisation on a larger scale. 

Literature has established that the urban population in South Africa will increase by 

millions. The lack of facilities and support for the informal sector emphasises the 

unpreparedness of the City of Tshwane. There is a higher chance that the patterns 

discovered on Robert Sobukwe Street will overflow to other areas as the urban 

population increases. This will require the local government to set new laws in support 

of people striving to survive as instituted by the Constitution and the Business Act 71. 

The more people we will have in the city, with multiple concentration spots, the harder 

it will be for the local government to relocate people participating in the informal 

economy, as the law clearly states that people should be allowed to trade where their 

businesses will flourish or in highly populated areas like transport interchanges. 

The site itself is a successful economic hub in need of support from the local 

government. This study has answered the question of the existence of networks by 

establishing the organisational structure of street traders. The study has shown that 

members of the trading network do not flourish in isolation but depend on each other 

through the existing social capital bolstered by trust. The network has to maintain 

safety in the area for its participants and people are ready to assist if issues arise. 

 

6.2      Recommendations  

 

The City of Tshwane has to recognise and support the significant contribution of the 

informal sector, which consists of a large number of people who alleviate government 

pressure by finding their own ways to support themselves and their families. To ensure 

the wellness of this sector, the City of Tshwane must integrate informal trading into its 

urban planning and legislative spatial frameworks which will provide support and 

develop the sector further. 

 

The issue of the informal sector growing in urban areas will not be stopped. As urban 

migration continues, the informal sector will expand leading to more urban public space 

being utilised for economic activities. With this being said, the informal sector currently 

lacks facilities and support provided by the City of Tshwane. One of the best 

recommendations in this instance would be the introduction of supporting facilities such 

as ablutions, storage, shading structures or covering, sinks for washing, waste 

management facilities and improve drainage on the street. If these are not provided, 
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then the environment will be heavily impacted and polluted. The deterioration rate can 

only become worse in the future as the urban population grows. 

 

The local government can also legislate shared spaces to further emphasise the idea 

of mass survival, community, and collaboration. The city must have dedicated spaces 

strictly for supporting different trades. The starting point can be the provision of parking 

spaces which are solely used by street traders selling goods directly from their cars. 

These spatial suggestions harken back to the improvement or introduction of a spatial 

framework that accommodates the informal sector. 
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8      Appendices  
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Appendix C: Stakeholder questionnaire 
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Appendix D: Transcribed interviews 
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