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Abstract

This article reflects the use of urban space by women in urban informal sectors in the city of Guwahati
located in North East India. The population influx from across the borders in the aftermath of the partition
has huge implications both on polity and on economy of the northeastern states in general and Assam in
particular. Importantly, the urban informal sectors have a sizeable share in terms of its significant
contributions towards Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as well as generation of employment opportunities
largely. Using a feminist perspective, the research is an attempt to investigate the engagement of women in
the informal sector in greater Guwahati. Research findings reveal that the occupations of the women
workers are location-specific, that is, the manufacturing sectors (textiles, food preparation, printing and
skilled service) are mainly home/shop based production (fixed locations) whereas the service sectors
(leisure, caring, elementary construction, elementary sales and cleaning occupation) operate at variable
locations (construction sites, street pavements, marketplaces and other various locations). Further analysis
shows that the informal sector is highly demand dependent and such demands are in the central business
areas of the city, therefore informal sector services (skilled services and elementary services) are found to
be located in and around the central areas of Guwahati city. Women operators in the informal sector are
attracted to the central business district because of the many advantages that it enjoys relative to other
parts of a city. The paper concludes by calling on policy makers and physical planning agencies to evolve
more pragmatic strategies for urban development matters in order that urban informal sector activities can
be integrated into urban development plans. Finally, further research is called for on how urban planners
could redesign the urban space with appropriate consideration of the informal sector operators.
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Introduction

The informal sector has over the vyears,
assumed centre stage in the writings of many
authors interested in understanding the
survival strategies of marginalised and
vulnerable groups, particularly developing
countries (Mitullah and Wachira, 1997;
Mupedziswa and Gumbo, 1998; Roy and
AlSayyad, 2004; Unni and Rani, 2000; Williams
and Gurtoo, 2011). Various attempts have been
made to theorise this sector and many of these
writings have emphasised the common
situation of informal sector operators, which
are uniform conditions and outcomes (Bhatt,
2006; Unni and Rani, 2000; W.illiams and
Gurtoo, 2011).

Gender studies relating to the urban informal
services are inherent in analysis pertaining to
the workforce pattern and distribution of
women workers engaged in unorganised or
informal sectors. Therefore, central to the
entire debates of the ‘informal sector’ is that, in
India, 94% of total workforce (Shram Shakti,
1988; Williams and Gurtoo, 2011) is engaged in
this sector, which bears very little formal space,
unless planned otherwise. In the said context, a
large number of studies have explored the
gendered dimensions of informalisation of the
Indian economy (Bhatt, 2006; Unni and Rani,
2000; Williams and Gurtoo, 2011). However, far
too little attention has been paid to investigate
the spatial dimension of women engaged in the
informal sectors of Assam. Given the
population influx from across the borders in the
aftermath of the partition (1947) has huge
implications both on polity and on economy of
the northeastern states in general and Assam in
particular. The key purpose of this research is
then, to investigate the spatial distribution of
urban informal sectors and engagement of
women in this sector in particular, in the city of
Guwahati located in North East India. For this,
the research uses a feminist perspective to
examine as to how women participate in this
sector of the economy. The article begins by a
brief discussion of the meaning of the concept
of ‘informal sector’ and its growing complexity
in an urban setting.
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Meaning and understanding of the informal
sector and its complexities

The meaning of the term ‘informal sector’ has
remained somewhat ambiguous despite a large
number of research studies in recent times
(Armstrong and McGee, 1987; Bivens and
Sarah, 2004; Perera, 1994; Quijano-Obregon,
1974; Mathew, 1989; Mazumdar, 1976;
Mitullah and Wachira, 1997; Nelson, 1988;
Nwaka, 2005; Sethuraman, 1981; Todaro, 1969;
Young, 1981). The concept of the ‘informal
sector’, was introduced into international usage
in 1972 by the International Labour
Organization (ILO) in its classic Kenya Mission
Report that defined ‘informal’ as a “..way of
doing things characterised by - ease of entry
and exit; reliance on indigenous resources;
family ownership; small scale operations;
labour intensive and adaptive technology; skills
acquired outside of the formal sector; and
unregulated and competitive markets” (ILO,
1972). Since that time, different authors (and
the ILO itself) have introduced many different
definitions. A recent ILO report uses the term
‘informal sector’ to describe a “..range of
economic units in urban areas which are largely
owned and operated by single individuals with
little capital and labour, and which produce and
distribute goods and services with a view to
generating income and employment to the
persons concerned (ILO 1997: World
Employment Report, Geneva).

However, the nature, speed, and scale of
urbanisation processes in cities of the global
south, together with resource shortages, make
the task of managing the collective affairs of
urban regions ever more complex, adding new
challenges to urban governance. In 2007, it was
recognised that regions in the south have had
the greatest changes in rates of urbanisation
over time. Due to geopolitical changes and
their accompanying economic and social
changes, city centre areas are the most
vulnerable urban spaces (Branea, 2011). In
similar context, Watson (2011) opined that
planning regulations are frequently so onerous
that the poor are obliged to step outside the
requirements of the law, living and working in
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ways that are categorised as “informal” and
are, therefore, open to state-initiated censure
and often-repressive intervention. She further
stated that often planners are educated and
encouraged (by prevailing legislation) to fulfil a
function in cities that is predominantly about
control. This negatively affects the livelihoods
and shelter options of the urban poor and
serves formal economic interests, resulting in
urban environments that exclude both socially
and spatially.

Informal trading comprises a major part of the
informal sector in third-world economies, and
employs a substantial proportion of the urban
poor. However, the transformation of the
urban environment whereby central streets
and squares are increasingly cleansed of
informal trading activities is putting pressure on
informal traders. New spatial patterns of
trading are adapting to the new policing of
public space and different traders are
developing different strategies of survival in the
changing circumstances (Bromley, 2009).

Informality at first glance seems to be a land
use problem, and it is thus often managed
through attempts to restore “order” to the
urban landscape, or to bring it into the fold of
formal markets. The limitations of urban
upgrading policies reflect the limitations of the
ideology of space. In such policy approaches,
what is redeveloped is space—the built
environment and physical amenities—and the
search for rational order is framed in aesthetic
terms, via a belief that an efficient city is one
that looks regimented and orderly in a
geometrical sense, rather than one that truly
enhances people’s capacities or livelihoods
(Roy, 2005).

In order to achieve optimal integration of

business opportunities in low-income
residential developments, while avoiding the
perpetration of aesthetically offensive
alterations, urban planners and other

professionals in environmental management
need to incorporate the processes of the
informal economy into their designs. Hence,
Branea (2011: 24) argues that “Our role, as
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shapers of space, should be one of continuous
harmonization of imbalance between these
two elements: on one hand, the perception of
informal spaces as unplannable; and on the
other, the desire to improve and integrate such
informal spaces. Whatever the role we choose
to play, the spatial planners take the lead”. In
this context, this research has important
implications on policy makers and planning
agencies to evolve more sensible and business
like strategies for urban development matters
so that urban informal sector activities can be
integrated into urban development plans.

Understanding of the informal sector is more
often associated with the dichotomy between
the formal and the informal sectors. However,
the dichotomy of the formal and informal
sectors often ignores the importance of the
informal sectors with respect to urban spaces.
The informal sectors are often marginalised in
the urban spaces, even though the informal
sectors play a major contribution to the urban
employment.

In their book, Urban Informality: Transnational
perspectives from the Middle East, South Asia
and Latin America, Ananya Roy and Nezar
AlSayyad (2004) introduced the concept of
informal urban areas as the logic that explains
the process of urban transformation. They did
not emphasise on the dichotomy of the formal
and the informal sectors but on the
understanding that the informal sector is a part
of the economic structure of society.

Notwithstanding, women remain concentrated
in “invisible” areas of informal work, such as
domestic labour, piece-rate homework, and
assistance in small family enterprises, which
offer precarious employment status, low,
irregular or no remuneration, little or no access
to social security or protection, and limited
ability to organise to ensure the enforcement
of international labour standards and human
rights (Abramo and Valenzuela, 2006; Carr and
Chen, 2002; Ferndndez-Pacheco, 2003a, b;
Vega Gramunt, 2004). Therefore, the following
section uses feminist perspectives as lenses to
examine the occupation the women of my
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study area are engaged in the informal sector,
distance travelled by these women to their
workplaces and their modes of travel.

Women in the informal sector
feminist geography lens

Feminist geography continues to make an
impact on human geography since its inception
in the mid-1970s. It contributes to the
increasing understanding of the gendered
nature of economic processes through the
study of spatial dimension to practice theories
important for understanding the gendered
relationship between individual consciousness,
action, and social change. Hence, McDowell
(1992) argues that feminist research is sensitive
to power relations and their influence on the
process of research has become central to
feminist analysis and thoughts.

through

In her book, Woman’s Role in Economic
Development, Ester Boserup (1970), first
developed a systematic insight to the gendered
effects of industrialisation, agricultural changes
and other associated structural transformation
and identified women’s role as both producers
and workers. Indeed, she was the pioneer of
Women in Development (WID) approach
(Bhattacharyya Sarma, 2009). She placed the
importance of women’s role in agricultural
economies by highlighting that in most agrarian
economies, women not only contributed more
than 50% of the agricultural work but also
played key roles in trade. However, there were
very few researches that focussed on women’s
engagement and the problems they face in the
labour market (Boserup, 1970). Taking the WID
framework, this research is an attempt to
highlight women’s engagement in the informal
economy of greater Guwahati area.

Feminist economists continue to challenge the
notions of ‘work’, ‘workforce’ and,
‘employment’ and argue that all three carries
different meanings in different contexts. They
attacked the narrowly defined notion of ‘paid
work’ (employment), which is based largely on
production or manufacture of goods and
services for the market, portrays the ‘unpaid’
domestic work and childcare activities as
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invisible (Olsen, 1978; see also, (Bhattacharyya
Sarma, 2009), thereby, these unpaid women’s
activities remain unrecognised and
undervalued, which highlight women’s
inequality at home, workplace and society as a
whole and push women to a marginalised
position. Alongside, the feminists focussed (and
continue to focus) on occupational segregation
(Hakim, 1996), economics of  care,
reconstruction of economic models of
development and gender inclusive approaches
to data collection. Taking all these indicators on
board, the Human Development Report
(1995)", introduced two new measures: Gender
Empowerment Measure (GEM) and the
Gender-related Development Index (GDlI),
aimed at adding a gender-sensitive dimension
to the Human Development Index. Importantly,
Chapter 4 of this report devoted to valuing
women’s work. The report analysed the under-
valuation and non-recognition of women’s
work and offered five-point strategy in gaining
gender equality: constitutional equality
between the sexes in a defined period,
revamping of economic and institutional
arrangements to extend more choices to
women and men in the work place,
universalisation of female education, improved
reproductive health and more credit for
women, and greater political and economic
opportunities for women.

Clearly, the highly charged debates emerged on
androcentric biases in economic geography
research. Feminist geographers, Monk and
Hanson (1982) argues that traditional economic
geography research fails to account for
women’s experiences in studies of migration,
travel patterns, employment trends, and
livelihood strategies and therefore, urges the
researchers to strive for impartial, neutral and
value-free research.

Since the World War Il, there has been a
considerable rise in women’s employment
across the globe. However, the economic

" Human Development Report 1995: Gender and Human
Development,
http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr1995/
(accessed April 15, 2013)
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growth and development remain highly
uneven. According to the Global Employment
Trends for Women (2012)°, preliminary
estimates of female employment-to-population
ratio stands at 47.8%, while male employment-
to-population ratio is 72.7%. The report states
that the global gender gap in employment has
worsened due to the on-going economic
downturn. Nevertheless, women’s continuous
increase in numbers in global labour markets is
commonly referred to as the feminisation of
the labour force (Standing, 1999; see also
BhattacharyyaSarma, 2009 and Unni and Rani,
2000). However, the feminisation of the labour
force in developing economies differs from that
observed in developed economies (Standing,
1999; BhattacharyyaSarma, 2009). For instance,
in developing economies, feminisation is
associated with a process of proletarianization,
whereby the majority of women’s labour, is
absorbed into the informal sector. This is
evident in the deregulation of labour markets, a
fragmentation of production processes, and the
creation of new areas of export orientation that
demand casual (less secure), low skill, informal
contracts, and ultimately low pay for most
female workers (Bhattacharyya Sarma, 2009).

In 1995, Hanson and Pratt examined a number
of studies that focussed on the construction of
social boundaries between women and men
and women living over different geographical
space. They focussed on work and occupational
segregation of men and women. In doing so,
they sought to draw on the significance of local
variations in women’s work experiences and
commuting patterns to the place of work.
Earlier, Momsen (1991) argued that in many
developing countries, large percentage of
women work in the informal sector of the
labour market. However, they are paid but
their works remain unrecognised and hence, do
not enter into the official statistics of

? Global Employment Trends for Women (2012).,
International Labour Organisation,
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---
dgreports/---
dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_195447 .pdf
(accessed April, 15, 2013)
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employment. However, recent studies show
that the ever-growing expansion of the
informal sector is being recognised in the new
global economy (Charmes, 2009; Williams and
Gurtoo, 2011). Importantly, the ILO estimates
of 2002 uncovered that in India, 60% of the Net
Domestic Product and 68% of the total income
earned by the workforce are generated from
the informal sectors (see also, Wiliams and
Gurtoo, 2011). Most importantly, the National
Sample Survey 2005 revealed that women
comprises approximately 33% of the informal
sector workforce but contributes 20% of the
country’s GDP. Hence, these women
collectively act as active agents of economic
change. This research however seeks spatial
explanation by analysing women’s engagement
in the urban informal sectors of Guwahati. In
the next section, | outline a brief overview of
the study area.

Background of the Study Area

Guwahati is the premier city of Assam, the
largest metropolitan city of North East India
and one of the rapidly growing cities in India. It
is said to be the gateway of the North East
Region of India. Guwahati lies on the crescent-
shaped, alluvial southern bank of the river
Brahmaputra in Kamrup Metro District of
Assam with its cardinal points as 26°10" north
latitude and 92°49' east longitude. Dispur, the
capital of the state of Assam is situated on the
periphery of the city and is the seat of the
Government of Assam.

With the establishment of Guwahati refinery in
1962, the construction of bridge over the river
Brahmaputra at Saraighat and the shifting of
capital from Shillong to Guwahati in 1972
marked the beginning of industrialisation in the
city as well as made tremendous economic
impact on the city and turned Guwahati into
one of the most important cities in the North
Eastern Region of India.

During the past few decades, it has experienced
unprecedented spatial expansion and a steep
rise in population with noticeable increase in
density and transformation of socio-economic
setting. At present, Guwahati alone constitutes
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almost 25% of the state’s total urban
population. The exponential increase in
population and unplanned growth over the
years have created enormous pressure on the
availability of land and infrastructure with the
result that the city is severely stressed in terms
of available infrastructure and delivery of basic
services. In spite of pressure on land, the
informal sector enterprises thrive, as best as
they can, by accommodating themselves
strategically near work centres, commercial
areas, outside the boundaries of schools,
colleges and hospitals, transport modes, near
large housing clusters or at the home of the
informal sector owners (GMDA, 2010).

In land scarce cities like Guwahati,
accommodating informal sector in
economically advantageous locations is an

extremely difficult task. Lack of suitable
accommodation is a major reason why informal
sector operators appropriate their operational
base, which is unutilised, underutilised or
abandoned land and premises, which exist in
and around the central urban areas due to
outdated or defunct uses to lower their
operational costs of their units. “Therefore,
providing  informal sector that have
considerable potential to redevelop for new
urban functions with a fair share of the urban
space would be an effective production and
marketing assistance strategy” (Sethuraman,
1981 :173).

Methodology

A survey was conducted during October 2008-
April 2009 across 500 respondents on a
purposive sampling basis, consisting primarily
of women engaged in the various urban
informal sector activities. The questionnaire
was designed to collect a selected range of
information on individuals covering the types of
occupation the women are engaged in, location
specific parameters (location of the informal
units, visibility of their workplace, distance
travelled to their workplace and their mode of
travel). The analysis of the data is based on
percentages and simple cross tabulations,
presenting empirical evidence to explore the
spatial attributes (location specific details) as
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against the types of occupation the women in
urban informal sectors are engaged in.

The sample areas are selected on the basis of
income classes. Since there was no economic
data at the city level, through discussions with
the development and planning authorities and
through personal experiences, the income
clusters are identified. The identified income
clusters are Ganeshguri, Bhangagarh, RGB
Road, Japorigog (ward No. 43), Chandmari
(ward No. 43), Fancy Bazar (ward no.30)
Silpukhuri and Ulubari (ward No. 36), which are
considered as the high income locality.
Hengrabari (ward No. 50), Beltola (ward No.
56), Maligaon (ward no. 5), Bamunimaidan
(ward no. 47), Rehabari (ward no. 32),
Uzanbazar (ward no. 34), Hedaytpur,
Chenikuthi, Kharguli (ward no. 35), SixMile,
Khanapara, Panjabari and Satgaon (ward no.
54) are identified as middle income locality. The
slum areas of Paltanbazar (ward no.31);
Santipur (ward no.18) and Hatigaon (ward no.
58) are identified as the low-income locality.
Therefore, there are 15 localities in total.

The household data of women in informal
sectors are analysed through women in labour
market specifying the type of occupation in
informal sectors as classified by ILO (2000),
their nature and type of work performed, space
and time of work performed relating to work
timings, distance travelled to their workplace
from their place of residence, mode of
transport, amount spent for travelling, number
of workplaces and visibility of workplace.

Overview: Types of Occupation of Women in
Urban Informal Sectors

In this section, the occupations of the women
in urban informal sectors are analysed. Here,
the occupations of the women are based on a
revised International Standard Classification of
Occupations (ISCO-88) prepared by the Bureau
of Statistics of the International Labour Office
(ILO, Geneva: 2000).

Women, particularly in Guwahati are principally
engaged in the urban informal sector in
traditional home-based occupations such as
textiles and garment trades (cutting and



Bhuyan. Space and Culture, India 2013, 1:1

http://lwww.spaceandculture.infindex.php/spaceandculture/article/view/21/12

stitching clothes, embroidery works), printing
trades, food preparation trades (cutting and
cooking vegetables, food stalls), skilled trades
(handicrafts), healthcare trades (adult care
givers), childcare trades (baby-sitters), leisure
services (hairdressers), sales assistants and
retail cashiers, elementary construction service,
elementary cleaning occupation, elementary
personal service occupation (housemaids,
washerwoman) and elementary sales
occupation (petty hawkers and vendors).

For an easier understanding, the occupations in
textile, printing & food processing are clubbed
together under Skilled and Personal services,
while construction and sales are combined
under Skilled Trades and Elementary Services.

Women in Informal Sectors in Urban Space
Geography concerns spatial distributions and
relationships. Distributions refers to how
populations, activities and phenomena are
‘dotted’ around space such that some areas
enjoy huge concentrations (surpluses) while
others are marked by scattered land scantiness
(deficits, shortages). Spatial relationships imply
that places in a given geographical space are
infused together by some forces (visible or
invisible) which ensure that there is interaction
(Light, 2004; Small and Witherick, 1986).
Transport (as epitomised in three aspects of the
‘way’, ‘rolling stock’ and ‘terminal’) makes
spatial interaction a liveable reality. So is the
advancement of information technologies -
specifically telegraphy, cellular phones, video-
conferencing, internet, worldwide web etc.
(Light, 2004; Small and Witherick, 1986).
Therefore, in Guwahati city, the major informal
sector units locate themselves strategically
near work centres, commercial areas, outside
the boundaries of schools, colleges and
hospitals, transport modes and near large
housing clusters. Urban informality is an
urbanisation mode that connects various
economic activities and space in urban areas.
Since human activities take place in space,
there is a high demand for urban public land
and spaces for the accommodation of the ever-
growing needs of the informal sector, both to
settle and to trade.
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Informal sector operations in the urban sphere
of Guwahati, like in any other developing
countries, continue to rise tremendously. The
chief reason for the growth of this sector is due
to high urban unemployment rates and
consequential urban poverty. In this section,
the occupations of the women in urban
informal sectors against space/ location is
analysed by identifying three basic forms of
informal sector activities, viz., the
neighbourhood-based, those that take place in
industrial sites or in their vicinity and those that
take place in the central business district (CBD).
The neighbourhood-based operations take
place nearer home. It is somewhat residence-
tied. Examples include women who sell
vegetables alongside the street pavements in
different residential areas of urban centres.
Those informal sector activities that take place
in industrial sites or in their vicinity are those
women that either walk from their homes or
they may travel by motorised transport from
distant suburbs. The market of commodities is
the employees in industrial firms. Activity is
drawn by the clientele. Operators in the
informal sector are attracted to the central
business district because of the many
advantages that it enjoys relative to other parts
of a town. In the CBD, the items sold are of a
diverse kind; operators take advantage of
diverse mix of the threshold supporting the
goods and services on offer. Those who operate
with licenses, and in designated points, are
usually safer than those without, and who are
often subjected to police harassment (Chirisa,
2009; Hlohla, 2008).

Spatial Distribution of Urban Informal Sectors
In this study, the city is divided into four zones:

1. West Guwahati: ward no.5 (Maligaon) and
ward no. 18 (Santipur)

2. Central Guwahati: ward no. 30 (Fancy
Bazaar), ward no. 31 (Paltan Bazaar), ward
no. 32 (Rehabari), ward no. 34 (Uzan
Bazaar) and ward no. 35 (Hedaytpur/
Chenikuthi/ Kharguli)

3. East Guwahati: ward no. 36 (Silpukhuri),
ward no. 37 (Chandmari), ward no. 47
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(Bamunimaidan) and ward 50

(Hengrabari),

no.

4. South Guwahati: ward no. 43 (Ganeshguri),
ward no. 54 (Six Mile), ward no. 56 (Beltola)
and ward no. 58 (Hatigaon).

The spatial distribution of

unorganised/informal services is concentrated
nearer to the central business areas of
Guwahati rather than the neighbourhood-
based. Since the informal sector is highly
demand dependent and such demands are in
the central business areas of the city, the
informal sector thrives best in CBDs.
Consequently, instead of being pushed out
because of lack of physical space, it optimises
the space and remains competitive due to low
overhead costs.

Figure 1 Map of Guwahati
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The location-specific informal services (Table
1), i.e. for skilled services (33.30 %) and for
elementary service (35.90%), are physically and
optimally accommodated in these central areas
of Guwahati city (Fancy Bazaar, ward no. 30;
Paltan Bazaar, ward no. 31; Rehabari, ward no.
32; Uzaan Bazaar, ward no. 34 and Hedaytpur/
Chenikuthi/ Kharguli, ward no. 35) followed by
the surrounding areas (Silpukhuri, Chandmari,
Rehabari, Ulubari/ South Sarania) of eastern
part of Guwahati city — for the skilled services
(35.60 %) and for elementary service (21.80 %).
In the west zone, the skilled and elementary
services are very less (2.30 % and 17.40 %),
respectively.
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Table 1 Percentage of Women by Spatial Distribution of Wards (Guwahati city) and Type of Occupation (Minor
Group)
Zone Occupation (Minor Group) Total
Skilled Elementary Service
Service
Count 3 59 62
West Expected Count 17.3 44,7 62.0
% within zone 4.80% 95.20% 100%
Zone % within occupation 2.30% 17.40% 13.1%
% of Total .6% 12.5% 13.1%
Count 44 122 166
Central Expected Count 46.4 119.6 166
% within zone 26.5% 73.5% 100%
% within occupation 33.30% 35.90% 35.2%
% of Total 9.3% 25.8% 35.2%
Count 47 74 121
East Expected Count 33.8 87.2 121
% within zone 38.8% 61.2% 100%
% within occupation 35.60% 21.80% 25.6%
% of Total 10% 15.7% 25.6%
Count 38 85 123
South Expected Count 34.4 88.6 123
% within zone 30.9% 69.1% 100%
% within occupation 28.80% 25% 26.1%
% of Total 8.1% 18% 26.1%
Count 132 340 472
Total | Expected Count 132 340 472.0
% within zone 28% 72% 100%
% within occupation 100% 100% 100%
% of Total 28% 72% 100%

Source: Based on Field Work, 2008-09

Occupation and Visibility of Workplace

It is apparent from Table 2 that over two-thirds
of the women (67%) engaged in textiles,
printing and skilled services (textiles and
garments) works from their home. That is,
women in these services are predominantly
home based production services. Again,
majority of the women (75%) working in the
textiles, printing and food preparation and
skilled services, operate from their backyards.
Similarly, over two-thirds (67%) of total
sampled women functioning from the street
pavements are engaged in elementary sales
occupation and one-third of them (32%) are

occupied in textiles, printing and skilled
services.
Most of the women workers (96%) in

elementary construction and trade services

work at the construction sites, while 93%
women employed in elementary personal
services (cleaning) work at different households
as domestic helpers. All of the women engaged
in elementary personal (sales) services work at
market places. Similarly, workers employed as
textiles, printing and skilled traders work at
tailor’'s shop, while those women engaged in
leisure services work at beauty parlours. The
women engaged in sales related occupation as
retail cashiers operate at shops and those
occupied in caring personal services work at
other places.

Therefore, it is observed that the occupations
of the women workers are location-specific,
that is, the manufacturing sectors (textiles,
food preparation, printing and skilled service)
are mainly home/shop based production (fixed
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locations) whereas the service sectors (leisure,
caring, elementary construction, elementary
sales and cleaning occupation) operate at
variable locations (construction sites, street
pavements, marketplaces and other various
locations).

Occupations and Distances to Workplace

Of the total 500 respondents sampled for the
survey, more than half (58%) of the
respondents have to travel in between 1 to 5
kms to their workplace; 26%, in between 101
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metres to 1 km; 10 %, for more than 5 km and
the rest (7%) has to travel for less than 100
metres (Table 3).

It is observed (Figure 2) that, as regards travel
distance from home to workplace, more than
half of the respondents both in skilled services
(58%) and in elementary personal services
(57%) have to travel between 1 kilometre to 5
kilometres because most of the services in
informal services thrives in central business
areas of Guwahati city as mentioned in Table 1.

Table 2: Percentage of Women by Occupation (Sub Group) and Visibility of Workplace

Visibility of Occupation - Sub Group (%) Total
Workplace Textiles, Caring, Leisure Sales Elementary Elementary (%)

Printing, Personal | & other (N=18) trades personal

other Service personal & service

skilled (N=5) service construction (cleaning &

trades (N=16) service sales)

(N=131) (N=45) (N=284)
Home 66.67 0.00 11.11 11.11 0.00 11.11 100
Backyard 75.00 0.00 0.00 8.33 0.00 16.67 100
On Streets 31.50 0.00 0.00 1.57 0.00 66.93 100
Office 0.00 0.00 0.00 100 0.00 0.00 100
People’s house 0.00 4.00 0.80 0.00 0.00 95.20 100
Construction 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 95.56 4.44 100
Variable location 1.75 0.00 1.75 0.00 3.51 92.98 100
Market place 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100 100
Tailor’s shop 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100
Parlour 0.00 0.00 100 0.00 0.00 0.00 100
Shops 7.14 0.00 0.00 92.86 0.00 0.00 100
Others 0.00 0.00 100 0.00 0.00 0.00 100
Total 26.25 1.00 3.21 3.61 9.02 56.91 100

Source: Based on Field Work, 2008-09
Note: N refers to No. of Observation

Table 3: Percentage of Women by Travel Distance

Travel Distance Percentage Of
Women

Less than 100 metres 6.60

100 metres - 1 kilometres 25.80

1 kilometre-5kilometres 57.80

> 5 kilometres 9.80

TOTAL 100.00

Moreover, due to high rents in the city, the
informal workers prefer to stay within the
suburbs or in the hilly areas of the city. When
each occupation is taken into account, it is seen
that women who travel less than 1 kilometre
are largely engaged in elementary personal
services (sales and cleaning) as it becomes
feasible for them to work within a close
proximity to reduce spending on travel. We find

that very few women in textiles, printing and
skilled trades (8 %) travel greater than 5
kilometres and reside near workplace, as they
might receive higher pay in textiles, printing
and skilled trades. Whereas nearly one-third of
the women in elementary personal service
(construction sites and sales) who travel
greater than 5 kilometres come from the
suburbs or the hills as because of high rents
inside city.

Therefore, the findings of my research bears
significance to the study carried out by Winnie
V. Mitullah and Isabella Njeri Wachira (1997) in
Nairobi where most of the informal workers
lived in the low income areas with a significant
proportion living in the informal settlements.
The majority of construction workers lived
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within a distance between 0.1 to 3 kilometres
from their sites of work. The short distance
covered by the construction workers in their
journey to work is supported by the mode of
transport.

Figure 2: Percentage of Women by Workplace Distance
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We observe that few women in elementary
personal service (7 %) travel between 1
kilometre to 5 kilometres as they are occupied
as housemaids or in elementary sales as they
prefer to stay within close proximity from their
workplace. Again, more than half of the women
in elementary construction (58%) travel within
1 kilometre to 5 kilometres as construction
sites are scattered all over the city, the migrant
workers prefer to flock together and prefer to
stay on-site or far away for high rents within
the city (Table 4). These findings of my research
bears resonance to the study carried out by
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Hanson and Pratt (1995), who argues that
spatial explanation to occupational segregation
of women bears connection to women’s
routinised mobility to work patterns.

Occupations by Mode of Travel to Workplace
Table 5 clearly exhibits that over two-thirds of
women who travel on foot to their workplace
are engaged in elementary personal
(particularly in cleaning) services. Again, one-
third of women in elementary personal service
(30.12 %) and in textiles, printing and other
skilled trades (32.53 %) travel by city bus to
their place of work. A majority of the
respondents (66.67 %) in elementary personal
services (particularly in sales) travel by
rickshaws to their workplace.

Nearly, one-thirds of total women engaged in
textiles, printing and skilled services have either
to walk or travel by city bus or rickshaws to
their workplace. There is almost an equal
distribution of women in elementary
construction and personal services that travel
by other modes of transport such as trekkers or
carriers.

Table 4: Percentage of Women by Workplace Distance and Occupation

Occupation Workplace Distance Total
Less than 100 100 metres 1kmto More
metres to1km 5 kms than 5
kms
Occupation Skilled service Count 13 38 77 4 132
Expected | 7.80 35.00 76.10 13.10 132
% within 9.80% 28.80% 58.30% 3% 100%
service
Elementary Count 15 87 195 43 340
service Expected | 20.20 90.00 195.90 33.90 340
% within | 4.40% 25.60% 57.40% 12.60% | 100%
service
Count 28 125 272 47 472
Total Expected Count 28 125 272 47 472
% within service 5.90% 26.50% 57.60% 10% 100%

Source: Based on Field Work, 2008-09
Note: km/kms: kilometre/s
Note: N refers to No. of Observations
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Table 5: Percentage of Women by Occupation (Sub Group) and Mode of Travel
Mode Of Travel | Occupation - Sub Group (%) Total (%)
Textiles, Caring Leisure Sales Elementary Elementary
Printing, other | personal | & other (N=18) trades personal
skilled service personal & service
trades (N=5) service construction (N=284)
(N=131) (N=16) service
(N=45)
Walking 27.75 0.58 1.73 3.18 0.58 66.18 100
City Bus 32.53 2.41 12.05 8.43 14.46 30.12 100
Rickshaws 33.33 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 66.67 100
Others 9.38 1.56 0.00 0.00 48.44 40.63 100
TOTAL 26.25 1.00 3.21 3.61 9.02 56.91 100

Source: Based on Field Work, 2008-09
Note: N refers to No. of Observations

Conclusion

The research uses a WID approach to seek
women’s engagement in the informal sector of
greater Guwahati area. The study provides a
glimpse into the principal urban informal
sectors where women are primarily engaged in
and the location of their informal units.
However, the most important limitation of this
study lies in the fact that it fails to make gender
analysis using Gender and Development (GAD)
approach. Nevertheless, it adds a new
literature to the study of informal sectors
(Williams and Gurtoo, 2011) and promotes a
direction for further research. The concerns of
informal economy workers and particularly
women workers can be easily overlooked in the
process of policymaking and legislative change.
Since the urban space the women informal
workers have occupied is not theirs and that
government should mitigate plans to
encourage the women who are engaged in
informal sectors to have urban space for
operating the units as it helps both in the
economy as well as in welfare of the society.

As such, organisation, representation and social
dialogue are valuable means for ensuring that
policy development in relation to informal
economy takes into account the diversity of
interests and especially the different interests
of men and women. In recent years, efforts
have stepped up in enhancing the organisation
and representation of informal economy
workers and units through various strategies.
Efforts to better understand this phenomenon
and a willingness to embrace its possibilities

while ameliorating its undesirable effects could
lead to innovative plans, affirming that “there
is also quite a bit to be learned from what goes
wrong” (Roy, 2005: 156)
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