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Globally it is estimated that informal employment accounts for 58% of total employment,
comprising nearly 2 billion workers. This leaves millions of workers without contracts, social
protection, or job security. Across many cities, street vendors and market traders are an
important part of the informal economy. They play a critical role in providing goods and
services in urban spaces. 

In 2015, International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted Recommendation 204 – a set of
recommendations to governments to enable the transition of workers from the informal to
the formal economy while safeguarding livelihoods, rights, and protections. In 2024,
StreetNet International (SNI) launched the Barometer Project, ahead of the ILO’s 2025
International Labour Conference. It aims to generate credible evidence on the realities of
informal economy workers and strengthen the capacity of affiliates to engage in policy
dialogue and collective bargaining. The project applied 6 benchmarks aligned with the ILO
Decent Work Agenda:

1.Participation in social dialogue
2.Protection from violence and harassment
3.Right to work without restrictions
4.Access to social protection
5.Opportunities for formalisation
6.Decent employment conditions

In 2025, the Unión de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular (UTEP), in partnership with SNI
and GLI, implemented the Barometer Project in Buenos Aires, Argentina as part of a global
pilot to monitor and document the conditions of street vendors and market traders. The
study included the collection of quantitative and qualitative data, gathered through
questionnaire surveys, focus group discussions, in-depth interviews and stakeholder
interviews. The methodology relied on a participatory approach involving local vendor-
researchers, supported by UTEP leadership and coordinators. 

The study found that the informal street vending economy in Buenos Aires is diverse,
representing workers across different workplaces, occupations, work set-ups and selling
different goods and services. There is a lack of uniformity in access to spaces for trading, and
vendors frequently face irregular fees in exchange for permission to trade. Few vendors are
formally registered, and very few have been offered support to formalise their business.
Daily earnings fluctuate widely but overall tend to be low. Vendors face harsh and precarious
working conditions, marked by inadequate infrastructure, poor sanitation and high health
risks. 

Executive Summary
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Access to social protection and legal recognition is extremely limited, while police
harassment, violence and discrimination are widespread. Although there are examples of
progress in formalisation and worker organisation, government support and meaningful
dialogue remain minimal, leaving most vendors vulnerable and forced to self-organise to
defend their rights and livelihoods. 

These findings informed proposals for improvements to working conditions and to inform
formalisation processes, with recommendations including:

Addressing immediate workforce concerns
Expanding access to social protection
Recognising vendors and improving access to registration
Expanding access to affordable credit and capital
Training and skills development
Strengthening worker organisation
Inclusive planning and dialogue 
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Glossary

Ambulantes Mobile vendors who do not have a fixed location but move around
to sell goods or services. 

ART
Asegurados de Riesgos del Trabajo: insurance system designed to
provide coverage for work-related accidents and occupational
illnesses. 

BA / CABA /
AMBA

Buenos Aires / Autonomous City of Buenos Aires / Metropolitan
Area of Buenos Aires

Barrios de pie Neighbourhoods Standing Up: a social movement organisation
addressing social exclusion, unemployment, and poverty. 

CAME Confederación Argentina de la Mediana Empresa: a national
business confederation representing small and medium enterprises. 

CCC Corriente Clasista y Combativa: a social and political grassroots
movement focused on the working class and the popular economy. 

CGT Confederación General del Trabajo: largest trade union federation in
Argentina. 

Comedores Grassroots community kitchens that provide free / low cost meals
to vulnerable populations, often run by social movements, religious
groups, or neighbourhood organisations. 

CTEP
Confederación de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular: national
federation bringing together informal and popular economy workers
across different sectors. 

Defensoría del
pueblo de la caba

Public Defender’s Office of City of Buenos Aires: an independent
institution in CABA that acts on behalf of residents when rights are
violated or threated.

ENAC
Empresarios y Empresarias Nacionales para del Desarrollo
Argentino: business association bringing together small and medium
enterprises.

ENOCEP
Escuela Nacional de Organización Comunitaria y Economía Popular:
training and education initiative to empower workers in the popular
economy. 

6



FECOBA Federación de Comercio e Industria de la Ciudad Autónoma de
Buenos Aires: a business federation in BA providing support for
formal small and medium enterprises. 

Feriantes Vendors who sell goods/services in markets. 

FGD Focus Group Discussion 

Frente Dario
Santillan

Social and political movement that emerged from grassroots
movements of excluded workers organising to demand social
assistance and jobs.

Frente Patria
Grande Left-wing political coalition made up of social movements strongly

aligned with popular economy workers. 

GLI Global Labour Institute

ILC International Labour Conference

ILO International Labour Organisation

IMF International Monetary Fund

INDEC
El Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos de la República
Argentina (National Institute of Statistics and Censuses of
Argentina)

Manta Large piece of fabric or cloth laid out on the ground with goods on
display

Manteros Vendors who display goods on blankets laid out on the ground.

Militante Activists or grassroots organiser who works to build power amongst
workers, promote the struggle of the people and achieve social
justice. 

Movimiento Evita A social and political movement named after Eva Peron and
associated with Peronism, focused on grassroots activism to
empower marginalised groups.

MTE
Movimiento de Trabajadores Excluidos: a social movement bringing
together people marginalised or excluded from the formal labour
market. 
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OSH Occupational Safety and Health

R204 ILO Recommendation 204 on the Transition from the Informal to
the Formal Economy

Referente Leader, organizer or representative amongst popular economy
workers. 

SME Small and medium enterprises

SNI StreetNet International

ULPE
Universidad Latinoamericana de las Periferias

UTEP Unión de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular

VAIO Vendedores Ambulantes e Informales Organizados: an organisation
of informal street vendors and mobile vendors
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The International Labour Organisation (ILO) defines the informal economy as “all economic
activities by workers and economic units that are – in law or in practice – not covered or
insufficiently covered by formal arrangements”[1]. In practical terms there are four indicators
which describe work in the informal economy - lack of a written employment contract, poor
or non-existent coverage by social security systems, no job security, and a denial of
fundamental rights. It is estimated that informal employment accounts for 58% of total
employment, comprising nearly 2 billion workers. In low income countries it can be as high
as 89% of total employment.[2] 

Across many cities, street vendors and market traders are an important part of the informal
economy. These workers play a critical role providing goods and services in urban spaces.
Street vendors typically operate in open or public areas, like streets, parks and open spaces,
while market traders sell goods or services from stalls or built markets on public or privately
owned land [3]. They make significant economic and social contributions, not only by
supporting their own livelihoods but also generating employment for other workers in the
economy.

However, most work in extremely precarious conditions and their contributions are rarely
matched by protections. Workers often experience low and unstable earnings, insecure
workspaces, inadequate access to social protection, occupational health and safety (OSH)
risks and experience violence and harassment. Many vendors are vulnerable groups and face
unique challenges. In most countries, their work goes unrecognised and invisible in national
statistics and policies. 

Introduction

10



About the Barometer Project
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In 2015, the ILO agreed a set of recommendations to governments for the transition towards
formalisation - ILO Recommendation 204 on the Transition from the Informal to the Formal
Economy: 

“[Governments should] take urgent and appropriate measures to enable the transition of workers and economic
units from the informal to the formal economy, while ensuring the preservation and improvement of existing

livelihoods...and respecting workers’ fundamental rights, and ensuring opportunities for income security,
livelihoods and entrepreneurship during the transition.” [4]

In 2024, in partnership with the Global Labour Institute (GLI), StreetNet International (SNI)
launched the Barometer Project as part of its advocacy and implementation strategy for SNI
Resolution on ‘Initiating implementation of the ILO Recommendation 204 through collective
bargaining with informal economy workers’ participation.’ The project coincided with the ILO’s
2025 International Labour Conference (ILC), during which a general discussion took place on
‘Innovative approaches to tackling informality and promoting transitions towards formality to
promote decent work.’ The Barometer project aims to monitor and document the conditions of
street vendors and market traders by: 

Developing a detailed understanding of the livelihoods, characteristics and key issues faced by
street vendors and market traders.
Informing SNI on key thematic areas for further exploration in the project, with particular
reference to opportunities for the formalisation of informal employment (improved livelihoods
and working conditions, protection from harassment and violence, freedom of association, the
right to work without restrictions, access to social protection, and recognition, engagement in
collective bargaining and consultation with authorities).
Strengthening the capacity of SNI affiliates to conduct future research and monitoring and
produce credible evidence for policy engagement at national and international levels.

The project was framed within the ILO Decent Work Agenda  [5]. Six benchmarks were identified
to be used for the project: 

1. Involvement in social dialogue 
2.Protection from violence and harassment 
3.Right to work without restrictions 
4.Access to social protection 
5.Opportunities to formalise informal employment  
6.Decent employment conditions for street vendors

Two cities were selected as pilots for the Barometer Project:
Harare, Zimbabwe, with Zimbabwe Chamber of Informal Economy Associations (ZCIEA)
Buenos Aires, Argentina, with Unión de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular (UTEP)

This report presents the findings from the research carried out in Buenos Aires, Argentina.

 



Methodology

INCEPTION MEETING

In November 2024 a Barometer project inception meeting was held in Harare, Zimbabwe. Facilitated
by GLI, the meeting brought together representatives from SNI and the participating affiliates to
introduce and discuss the project, ensure that its aims, objectives and approach met their expectations
and to approve research tools and a detailed workplan. The meeting provided the opportunity for both
affiliates to share their current priorities, and agree activities, outcomes and practical arrangements. 

The study relied on the collection of quantitative and qualitative data, gathered through
questionnaire surveys, focus group discussions, in-depth interviews, and stakeholder interviews. 

PREPARATION 

The fieldwork was preceded by preparation of draft research instruments, including a questionnaire
survey, focus group discussion guidelines and in-depth interview template, framed around the six
project benchmarks. These were subsequently revised and amended in the training workshop, through
field observation and consultation with UTEP, and testing. 

FIELD WORK TEAM

The fieldwork was undertaken by a team of eight local volunteer field researchers nominated by UTEP,
who were vendors and activists with direct knowledge of the industry: 

Edith Colman - Facundo Villareal - Flavia Cruz - Paulo “Tata” Sosa - Nelly Vera -Lourdes Valdivia -
Marcelo “Ciego” Lopez - Fabian Reyes

The project was also guided by and fieldwork and data analysis also included:

David Levitan - Amanda Capece - Lila Morala - Nicolas Villafañe - Ivonne Aparicio - Juliana Monzón -
Camilo Romano - Camila Zubcov 12



TRAINING OF SURVEY TEAM & TESTING OF QUESTIONNAIRE

The survey was preceded by a training workshop for the survey team held on 18th and 20th March
2025 which was facilitated by the fieldwork organisers and data analyst, and attended by the survey
team and local leaders, fieldwork coordinator and fieldwork supervisor. 

TABLE 1:  TRAINING WORKSHOP PROGRAMME

Tuesday
18th
March

Introduction to the project and methodology
Introduction to draft questionnaire, detailed review and amendment and role play
Field research exercise, including testing of questionnaire 
Review of field exercise and subsequent amendment of questionnaire

Thursday
20th
March

Review of changes
Introduction to sampling frame (locations and target respondents) 
Workplan, schedule and practical arrangements 

QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN

The final version of the survey questionnaire (see Appendix A) as tested and amended contained a
mixture of open-ended and semi-structured questions, and was made up of several sections:

Part 1 (Q1-10) captured information about workforce characteristics from all respondents. 
Part 2 (Q11-12) captured information about activities of vendors and stall owners. 
Part 3 (Q13-18) captured information about work experience, conditions and arrangements from
all respondents.
Part 4 (Q19-23) was for stall owners and vendors to capture information about trading space,
registration, formalisation, and loans.
Part 5 (Q.24-37) was for all respondents and captured information about earnings and expenses,
problems at work, access to social protection, consultation, and proposals for improvements. 
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SAMPLING FRAMEWORK

A target sampling of 500 questionnaire surveys was agreed in advance of fieldwork. 18 markets were
identified as survey locations. A survey sampling framework was developed with UTEP and the data
analyst. To ensure survey sampling was representative of the industry, markets were ranked
according to estimated number of vendors. This informed the proportional allocation of surveys
across different market sites. Survey sampling also aimed to capture a comprehensive picture of the
street vending and market trading economy, including a mixture of genders and ages.
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QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY

415 questionnaire surveys were validated from workers surveyed between Thursday 20th March –
Wednesday 2nd April from 19 locations. Markets included vendors and traders selling a wide range
of goods and services, and in both fixed and formal markets (see Appendix C for Site Maps).

TABLE 3: MARKET DESCRIPTION & SAMPLING RESULTS

SURVEY LOCATIONS 

MARKET DESCRIPTION #
VENDORS

OPERATING
HOURS

# %

CABA

Los Andes

Permanent fair with formalised section, but
mostly informal, and vendors sell from
blankets (‘manta’). The fair grew in 2024 with
the addition of groups expelled from other
areas in CABA.

2000 Friday, Saturday,
Sunday: 9am-6pm

65 15.9%

Once - Recova
Informal street market on avenues and
streets in commercial area. 250

Monday-Friday:
7am-7pm;
Saturdays: 9am-
5pm

43 10.1%

Parque
Lezama

Formal fixed fair, managed by the City of
Buenos Aires government. It also has an
informal section.  

300 Saturday, Sunday:
9am-8pm

20 4.9%

Parrilleros

Fixed street market with an informal
arrangement. Vendors use carts to prepare
food, or blankets to sell textiles and
accessories. 

120
During holidays and
demonstration. 14 3.4%

San Telmo
Formal fair that is recognised and jointly
managed by a vendors’ association and the
city government. Vendors have stalls selling
higher-priced handicrafts aimed at tourists. 

125
Saturday, Sunday:
9am-8pm 12 2.9%

Once See Once-Recova 9 2%

Once – Olla See Once-Recova 6 1.5%
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PROVINCE OF BUENOS AIRES

Carolina – F.
Varela

Established informal market offering wide
variety of products including tools, live
animals, plants, cleaning supplies, designer
clothes, school supplies. 

500 Monday-Friday: 8am-
1pm

54 13%

Santa Marta -
Lomas Fixed informal market, coordinated by the

Ministry of Tourism. 
1000 Wednesdays - Fridays:

5pm-8pm; Saturdays -
Sundays: 9am-5pm

49 11.8%

V Albertina -
Lomas Informal fixed fair on public streets.

1000 
Monday-Friday: 9am-
12pm & 4pm-8pm;
Saturday- Sunday: 8am-
8pm 

32
7.8%

Moreno Informal, fixed hours fair in a public space near
the train station. 

80 Monday-Saturday: 8am-
8pm

23
5.6%

Sol y Verde –
Jose C Paz Informal fixed market, located on railway land

adjacent to the train station. 
200 Monday-Sunday: 9am-

6pm 17 3.9%

Feria San Martin Fixed fair with an informal agreement with the
municipality.

80 Friday, Saturday,
Sunday: 6pm-10pm

13 3.2%

Solano
Informal street fair in a commercial area.

150 Monday-Sunday: 8am-
8pm

13 3.2%

Gral Rodríguez Informal, fixed hours market near the train
station. 

50 Monday-Sunday: 8am-
8pm

12 2.9%

Olimpo-Lomas
Informal street fair.

300 Monday-Friday: 8am-
12pm; Saturdays –
Sundays: 9am-6pm

11 2.7%

Del Viso Informal fixed market in the area surrounding
the train station. 

100 Monday-Sunday: 8am-
7pm

11 2.7%

Bolsas -
Matanza

Meeting point for street vendors. Vendors sell
cleaning products door-to-door in surrounding
neighbourhoods. 

75 Monday-Friday: 8am-
10am

6 1.5%

Tigre Informal market with fixed coffee and food
stalls operating during working hours at a
transportation hub near a manufacturing area.

30 Monday-Friday: 7am-
11am

2 0.5%

Tren San Martin Street vending on train line. 30 Monday-Sunday: 6am-
8pm

2 0.5%

TOTAL 415 100%
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DATA ANALYSIS

Analysis of data was supported by locally-based research partner Universidad Latinoamericana de las
Periferias (ULPE) - who provided advice and assistance in the design of research tools and data
management and analysis. Data analysis was undertaken through data cleaning, data-entry and
coding of the completed and validated questionnaires. Quantitative data was analysed using SPSS
software, including summary tables to generate descriptive statistics, including percentages,
frequency tables and cross-tabulations. Qualitative data was organised and categorised to identify
emerging patterns and themes. 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted with 5 groups of workers organised by area /
characteristics to complement questionnaire survey findings. This included one women-only group
and one group dedicated to migrant workers. The FGDs explored the issues faced by the workforce
in more detail than was possible through the questionnaire survey, including major issues participants
faced at work, issues facing the industry, awareness/knowledge of reforms and ideas and suggestions
for improving working conditions and livelihoods. (See Appendix B for FGD guidelines). Each FGD was
held in an appropriate venue located near the relevant area. A rapporteur attended each discussion to
take detailed notes. 

TABLE 4: FOCUS-GROUP DISCUSSIONS

Total Men Women Location Date

CABA
7 3 4

Olla de Alsina,
Alsina 2163

21.03.24

Women 
5 5 0 UTEP Office 24.03.25

South Markets
9 6 3 Lomas de Zamora 25.03.25

Migrants 5 4 1 UTEP Office 01.04.25

West Markets 8 6 2 Moreno 01.04.25

TOTAL 34 24 10
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IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS

7 confidential one-to-one in-depth interviews were undertaken with vendors selling from different
types of set-ups. The interviews aimed to build a more detailed illustrative picture of operating costs
and income on a typical day, including micro-economies, employment relationships and livelihoods.
The data was recorded using template spreadsheets. The templates were tested in pilot interviews,
resulting in minor modifications. 

STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS 

Interviews were also undertaken with key stakeholders in the industry to gather more insight about
key issues and recommendations for improvements. 

TABLE 5: STAKEHOLDER DISCUSSIONS AND INTERVIEWS

Stakeholder Location Date

Local Vendor Leader UTEP Office 20.03.25

Ivonne Aparicio, MTE UTEP Office 20.03.25

Leo Bilansky, ENAC Av. De Mayo, CABA 27.03.25

Arturo Stabile, FECOBA Asuncion, CABA 27.03.25

Dina Sanchez, UTEP UTEP Office 01.04.25

Public Ministry of Defense - CABA Virtual 03.04.25
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Informal Street Vending & Market Trading in Buenos Aires

Buenos Aires is the capital and largest city in Argentina. The metropolitan area (AMBA) is home to
around 14 million people, and the capital district (CABA) to 3.1 million. Once among the world’s
wealthiest nations, since the late twentieth century, Argentina has faced persistent economic
instability, including some of the highest inflation rates globally.[6] 

Following free market reforms introduced in the 1990s, in 2001 a severe financial crisis hit the
country [7], resulting in mass unemployment and a rapid rise in poverty levels. As formal employment
collapsed, the informal economy expanded significantly and fuelled widespread protests and the rise
of grassroots worker movements [8] . Although some recovery took place in the years that followed,
informal employment remained widespread. Two decades later, Argentina continues to struggle with
high inflation rates, repeated sovereign debt defaults [9]  and ongoing economic insecurity [10].
Argentina is the biggest debtor to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and continues to be heavily
reliant on borrowing money from the IMF [11].

Since taking office in 2023, far-right libertarian President Javier Milei has implemented a range of
austerity and deregulation measures. This has included widespread cuts to subsidies, social protection
programmes, and labour policies which have contributed to worsening poverty and inequality across
the country [12]. In September 2024, over 52.9% of the population (more than 46 million people)
were reported to be living in poverty [13], with the livelihoods of informal economy workers and
women disproportionately affected [14].

While inflation and poverty rates have since dropped slightly, it is estimated that there are still 11.3
million people living in poverty, with 2.5 million in severe poverty [15]. 31.6% of the population is
below the poverty line [16].  While public anger towards the government grows, Milei has been using
authoritarian tactics to push measures through, suppressing protests and refusing dialogue with civil
society and trade unions [17]. The formal economy continues to shrink and economic conditions
worsen, and – after a period of decline in the 2010s - the informal economy is expanding as a survival
strategy [18]. ]The ILO estimates that 51.6% of the total workforce are now engaged in informal
employment, up from 47% in 2020.[19]

In Argentina, the term ‘popular economy’ has been adopted (in place of the ‘informal economy’) to
reflect the systemic structural failure of the current economic system to provide decent work. Popular
economy workers are those who have been excluded from traditional formal labour markets and
employment and instead create their own means of work to earn a livelihood. Work tends to be
informal and precarious, often self-managed or organised, community-based and mostly takes place in
working-class neighbourhoods, rural areas and peripheries of cities [20]. It is made up of different
economic units (means of work necessary to generate income) including cooperatives, recovered
enterprises, family self-employment and informal self-employment. UTEP estimates that the popular
economy constitutes 30% of the economically active population, representing at least 6 million
people.[21]
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Anecdotal evidence indicates that there are different reasons for people turning to work in the
informal vending economy in Buenos Aires:

The failure of the current economic system to provide formal employment opportunities. Many
workers cite a failure of the current system to provide a modern, organised economy and the inability
of past governments to effectively address systemic economic problems.

For many it is a question of survival – the popular economy is the only way to feed families and pay
rent. Economic crises, rising inflation and austerity measures have pushed millions into the informal
economy. Others join out of necessity due to life changes - such as job loss, migration or changes in
family circumstances. Even some of those in formal working arrangements also undertake work in the
popular economy to supplement their earnings. During crises like the COVID-19 pandemic the
informal economy provided a lifeline for workers to fill the gap left by the state. Some workers have
fallen out of the formal economy and seek a way back, while others have never had access to formal
jobs due to a lack of education or alternative opportunities.

“We must recognize that the popular economy exists, that it provides a response and solution, and even
during the pandemic, we were on the front lines of the battle, supporting what had to be supported in the

territory without even a salary - "Love doesn't pay for food or the bills for our companions." 
– Vendor and UTEP Leader

Women and migrants are disproportionately represented. Migrant workers might arrive in Argentina
seeking formal employment, but face access barriers or discover that there are no such opportunities
available. Many start selling on the street to survive and provide for their families. Women face
exclusionary barriers to formal employment or challenges with access to childcare. Many are single
mothers and sole breadwinners providing for their families. 

“The system has no way of generating jobs.”  
– Vendor and UTEP leader

For many, work in the informal economy has value beyond financial income. Many workers value the
self-management of work, of community and of being part of a collective and shared response to
exclusion from the formal labour market. For some, it is more than just survival – it is a way of life. 
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“When I became pregnant with my second child, I sold
alfajores at traffic lights; the popular economy somehow
saved me even without being part of the organization.” 

– Vendor and UTEP Leader

"Why is street vending growing? Because
I, as a mother, went to sell.. because my

children wouldn't fill their bellies with my
tears. It's the way out we women find." 

– Woman Vendor

“Work and family problems are no longer individual
but collective, so we chose the popular economy

because we find collective answers to our problems.”
 - Vendor

“Why have many of us chosen the popular
economy? As single mothers, heads of

households…in our workplaces we have spaces
for children and we can work because our

children are there. But we also have cafeterias,
snack bars, tutoring, and adult high schools where

many of us have been able to finish secondary
school, and in many cases, we are the first

generation in our families to have a university
degree.”

 – Vendor and UTEP Leader

“I love my job, I have the soul of a fairgoer.
My brothers have worked all their lives…I

can’t wait for the weekend to come so I can
go to the fair.” 

– Vendor

WORKER ORGANISATION

The Unión de Trabajadores y Trabajadoras de la Economía Popular (UTEP) is a national union
representing workers in Argentina’s informal (‘popular’) economy. UTEP was formed over many
years - bringing together movements, cooperatives and associations of workers that had formed in
the early 2000s in response to their exclusion from formal employment and rural displacement. These
workers collectively organised to claim rights and improve working conditions [22]. By 2011 the
Confederación de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular (CTEP) was established as a national
federation uniting many different organisations and workers in the popular economy [23]. Among
them was El Movimiento de Trabajadores Excluidos (MTE) - a collective of workers excluded from the
formal labour market across different sectors [24].

In 2019, grassroots movements that had emerged during resistance to neoliberal reforms and crisis in
the 1990s and 2000s were brought together to form UTEP, including CTEP and MTE, and other
movements such as Barrios de Pie, Corriente Clasista y Combativa and Frente Darío Santillán. Within
UTEP, these organisations were united in a single national union to represent the interests of popular
economy workers more effectively. The movement also maintains strong ties with political groups
including Frente Patria Grande and Movimiento Evita. Unlike traditional unions, UTEP is organised
around ‘productive’ branches or sectors, reflecting the self-managed and cooperative nature of work
in the popular economy including: 
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TABLE 6: POPULAR ECONOMY OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS

OCCUPATION / SECTOR
ESTIMATED # IN

ARGENTINA

Peasantry: working the land 250,000

Waste pickers 100,000

Street vendors: selling goods on public roads, public transport and in public squares 182,000

Artisans/craftspeople: artistically making objects and selling them on public streets or fairs 28,000

Feriantes: selling goods at open air market, craft fairs, shopping malls 29,000

Motorcyclists (delivery / transporting) 67,000

Recovered company workers: workers previously working for economic units belonging to
capitalism, and then recovered by workers

12,000

Domestic and care work 910,000

Garment workers 180,000

Window cleaners 15,000

Self-build low-income housing 80,000

Neighbourhood improvement and habitat care 250,000

Popular microenterprises 50,000

The union now has an estimated 500,000 members nationwide. In 2021, UTEP was formally
recognised by the Ministry of Labour as a representative body for the popular economy and granted
registration with social recognition to mediate labour conflicts. Together with local leaders
(‘referentes’) its activities are supported by a group of militantes – activists who dedicate themselves
to social justice and advancement of the movement. 

UTEP’s core mission is the self-organisation of workers and the defence of the rights of those
excluded from the formal labour market. Under the banner “Tierra, Techo y Trabajo” (Land, Housing
and Work) UTEP fights for the recognition and protection of popular economy workers. It advocates
for systemic change for popular and community-based work to be valued and recognised as the third
pillar of Argentina’s economy, alongside the public and private sector [26]. This recognition would
ensure access to rights such as social security, paid leave, retirement and parental benefits. UTEP’s
broader political vision sets out eight key objectives:
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Decent work – the right to work and earn a livelihood
Supplementary social wage – to support income for excluded workers
Union recognition – formal acknowledgement of worker representation
People’s parliaments (paritarias) – mechanisms for negotiation with the state
Unity of all workers – including engagement with formal trade union centres (e.g. CGT)
Community-based popular economy – economic units in which the means of work are in the
hands of the popular sectors, poor and excluded
Popular public policies – aligned with the needs of the excluded
People’s power – building resistance to exploitation, fighting exclusion, and building dignified
lives to win rights

As a union made up of many smaller organisations, UTEP has recognised the need for strengthening
internal unity to enable it to operate more cohesively as a single national movement. At its 2025
Congress, UTEP prioritised strengthening organisation within and between its branches to enable
workers from the same sector from different organisations to build strategy and negotiate around
key issues. UTEP is also actively working to strengthen links with the formal trade union movement –
particularly Confederación General del Trabajo (CGT) - to build joint programmes that unify informal
and formal economy workers. The final session of the March 2025 UTEP Congress was held at the
CGT headquarters, marking a symbolic shift in the coordination between formal and informal
economy workers’ movements and CGT’s recognition of the popular economy. 

“It's not about being "resigned" to the informal economy, but rather to create a new economy. Because the
current system is not up to the task.”

 – UTEP Leader
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Key Findings NB: Unless otherwise noted all currency values are expressed in US dollars (USD$) or Argentinian Pesos
(ARS$). Assuming exchange Rate 1 Argentine Peso = 0.00075693138USD$ / 1 USD = 1,321.25 ARS.

WORKFORCE CHARACTERISTICS

The informal street vending and market trading economy is made up of a wide range of occupations
and workers working across different workplaces. 

Workplaces

There are different places in which vendors undertake their work. 

Mobile (‘ambulantes’): some informal economy vendors move around to sell their goods, often
using carts, trolleys, cars, baskets, backpacks and often selling smaller items (e.g. food, drinks,
accessories). Work tends to be flexible and dependent on daily conditions. 
Public spaces (‘en la vía pública’): informal economy vendors sell goods or services from
sidewalks/pavements, in squares/plazas, parks, public transport and other open areas that are not
privately owned and accessible to the public, mostly without official permits or licenses. They
might use temporary stalls or shelters, but many simply lay out goods on the ground often using a
blanket (called a ‘manta’). Some vendors sell from outside their homes. 
Informal fixed markets / formal fixed markets (ferias): some sell goods from open air or sheltered
fixed or semi-permanent stalls in informal or formal markets – including artisan markets. Vendors
might have informal (or formal) agreements for the space with local authorities (or other key
stakeholders) and might pay fees to trade in their space.

TABLE 7: WORKPLACE BY GENDER 

WORKPLACE WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

Informal fixed market 115 48.1% 53 31.9% 168 41.5%

Public spaces 78 32.6% 67 40.4% 145 35.8%

Mobile 28 11.7% 34 20.5% 62
15.3%

Formal fixed market 18 7.5% 12 7.2% 30 7.4%

Total 239 100 166 100% 405 100%
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The largest proportion of respondents come from informal fixed markets (41.5%) and vendors
working in public spaces (35.8%), suggesting that these are the most common set-ups in Buenos
Aires. Smaller proportions are made up of mobile vendors (15.3%) and those working in formal fixed
markets (7.4%). Women are more commonly found to be working in informal fixed markets compared
to men, while men tend to be found in greater numbers than women in public spaces and working
mobile. 

Occupations:

Most workers earn their living by selling goods or services (e.g. clothing alterations, masonry, general
repairs). However, there are different types of vending occupations:

Manteros: vendors who sell goods from the ground or on blankets (‘manta’) on pavements or in
squares. Most are stationary and sell from one location, but the use of the ‘manta’ enables them
to pack up goods quickly and move on, particularly if authorities arrive. 
Ambulantes: mobile vendors who sell items whilst moving, often using small carts or simply
carrying the goods. 
Feriantes/Puestero: vendors operating fixed or semi-permanent stalls in open air markets selling
goods such as clothing, household items, artisan goods. They can be formal or informal. 
Artesanos/artesanas: vendors selling handcrafted goods in artisan markets, often with fixed stalls
or booths. 
Armadores: ‘stall owners’ – both those who own the materials that make up a stand and those
who have (or claim ownership) over the right to build up a fair through formal or informal
arrangements.
Helpers/day workers: assisting vendors with transporting goods, setting up stalls. 

The majority of those surveyed identified their main source of income as coming from their work as
vendors (70.6%) and street vendors (21.5%). However, small proportions of workers reported that
their main source of livelihood was their pension (4.2%) or formal employment (1%). These groups
may not solely rely on earnings from the vending economy but might supplement or diversify their
income through informal economy work. High inflation levels and austerity measures mean that
pension income often does not meet the cost of living in Argentina. Those in formal employment
might be underemployed or working multiple jobs due to formal wages being insufficient. This
highlights the fluid and overlapping nature of the formal and informal economy - informality co-
exists with and supplements formal structures. 
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TABLE 8: OCCUPATION BY GENDER 

OCCUPATION WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

Seller / vendor 177 74.4% 109 65.3% 286 70.6%

Street vendor 238 17l2% 46 27.5% 87 21.5%

Retirement pension 7 2.9% 3 1.8% 10 2.5%

Pension 5 2.1% 2 1.2% 7
1.7%

Formal employment 3 1.3% 1 0.6% 4
1%

Odd jobs / day labourer 0 0% 2 1.2% 2 0.5%

Masonry / general repairs 0 0% 2 1.2% 2 0.5%

Savings 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

Clothing alterations 0 0% 1 0.6% 1 0.3%

Cooperative 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

Adult/child care 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

Entrepreneurship 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

Cleaning/domestic work 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

Taxi / passenger transport 0 0% 1 0.6% 1 0.3%

Total 238 100% 167 100% 405 100%
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Goods and Services

There are a wide range of goods and services sold by traders and vendors. Around half (50.4%) of
vendors report selling clothes and shoes, indicating that these could be both in high demand and also
more accessible products to source, store and sell. Smaller proportions of respondents report selling
prepared or non-perishable foods (9.5%) and crafts (7.1%). 

TABLE 9: GOODS & SERVICES SOLD

Goods / Service # %

Clothes and shoes 207 50.4%

Prepared foods/non-perishable food 39 9.5%

Crafts 29 7.1%

Other 23 5.6%

Gift shop / toy shop / book shop 17 4.1%

Kiosk/sweets 16 3.9%

Electronics, appliances 12 2.9%

Fruits, vegetables, meat, chicken, fish 10 2.4%

Cleaning supplies 9 2.2%

Beverages/Drinks 8 2%

Beauty products 7 1.7%

Jewellery 6 1.5%

Mobile / Mobile accessories
4 1%

Carpentry
4 1%

Sewing
4 1%

Traditional medicine / herbal
4 1%

Construction materials
3 0.7%

TOTAL 411 100%
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Gender

Overall in Argentina, women tend to have a lower participation rate in the formal labour market -
50.4% compared to 68.3% for men [27]. However, ILO estimates indicate that in the informal
economy the gender gap is closing and women now have a greater participation rate compared to
men. In 2024, 51.9% of the total female workforce was engaged in informal employment compared
to 51.3% of men  [28]. This was confirmed by survey results – women make up over half (58.8%) of
survey respondents, suggesting that the industry is more dominated by women.

TABLE 10: GENDER 

GENDER # %

Female 240 58.8%

Male 168 41.2%

Total 408 100%

Age

While the workforce is made up of a wide range of ages, the industry is predominantly composed of
older workers. 70.1% of the workforce surveyed are over the age of 40. Older people might be
working in the industry due to limited formal employment opportunities, the need to continue
earning due to insufficient pension income, or because informal vending work serves many as a long-
term livelihood strategy. 

Older workers (aged over 50) are less likely to be mobile vendors, likely due to the physical demands
of carrying goods and long hours on the move. Those aged over 60 are found in greater numbers in
formal fixed markets compared to those of other ages – they are 2.6 times more likely to be in formal
fixed markets than the youngest groups (aged 18-24). Formal fixed markets tend to provide more
predictable income and greater protection, suggesting that seniority or longer-term involvement is
associated with greater security and more stable vending positions. This might be due to greater
experience, financial security or stronger networks enabling greater access to more secure,
formalised vending spaces.

TABLE 11: AGE BY GENDER

Age Women # Women % Men # Men % Total # Total %

18-24 14 6% 9 5.5% 23 5.8%

25-39 54 23% 43 26.1% 97 24.3%

40-49 59 25.1% 43 26.1% 102 25.5%

50-59 59 25.1% 38 23% 97 24.3%

60+ 49 20.9% 32 19.4% 81 20.3%

TOTAL 235 100% 165 100% 400 100%



TABLE 12: MARITAL STATUS BY GENDER

Marital Status Women # Women % Men # Men % Total # Total %

Single 152 63.3% 113 67.3% 265 65%

Married 51 21.3% 42 25% 93 22.8%

Divorced/separated 17 7.1% 8 4.8% 25 6.1%

Widowed 20 8.3% 5 3% 25 6.1%

TOTAL 240 100% 168 100% 408 100%

29

Disability Status

Although the majority (68.8%) of respondents report that neither them nor their family member had
a disability, a significant minority (31.1%) do report disabilities within their households. This points
to an important source of economic and care-related challenges – particularly in the informal
economy in Argentina where workers tend to face greater access barriers to social protection, living
costs are rising and the government has introduced major cuts to disability benefits.

Marital Status

The majority (65%) of respondents identify themselves as ‘single’ and a smaller proportion (22.8%)
are married. A large proportion of the workforce consists of unpartnered individuals, perhaps
indicating delayed marriage, high separation rates or widowing. Women are more likely to report
being widowed or separated compared to men, indicating a high prevalence of female headed
households within the economy. Female headed households might face greater economic
vulnerability due to bearing dual responsibilities of income generation and caregiving. 



30

Origins

TABLE 13: ORIGINS

Origins # %

Buenos Aires 211 51.5%

Other countries 134 32.7%

Tucuman 10 1.4%

Santiago del Este 9 2.2%

Corrientes 7 1.7%

Misiones 6 1.5%

Chaco 6 1.5%

San Juan 4 1.0%

Santa Fe 3 0.7%

Entre Rios 3 0.7%

Cordoba 3 0.7%

Formosa 3 0.7%

Mendoza 2 0.5%

Jujuy 2 0.5%

Catamarca 2 0.5%

Salta 2 0.5%

La Rioja 1 0.2%

Rio Negro 1 0.2%

San Luis 1 0.2%

 Total 410 100%
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Around half (51.5%) of the workforce originates from Buenos Aires, underscoring the city’s role as a
key economic hub for livelihood opportunities, as well as strong community ties and networks
amongst informal economy vendors. Although the majority (67.3%) of the workforce are from
Argentina, there appears to be significant migration for work from neighbouring countries – notably
Peru (17.1% of respondents), Paraguay (5.4%) and Bolivia (5.4%). A growing presence of migrants
from countries in Africa – particularly Senegal – indicates growing diversification and the informal
economy as a source of livelihood for new migrants. Anecdotal evidence suggest that economic
challenges, political factors and existing social and community networks contribute to migration for
work. Migrants might face barriers in accessing formal employment and so enter work in the informal
vending economy. 

TABLE 14: RESIDENCE

RESIDENCE # %

0-5km 219 54.1%

6-10km 58 14.3%

11-15km 33 8.2%

16-20km 31 7.7%

21-25km 24 5.9%

Over 25km 40 9.9%

Total 405 100%

Residence

The workforce tend to live close to their place of work. Just over half (54.1%) of respondents live
within 0-5km of their workplace. This reflects the practical realities of informal vending – selling
mainly takes place in public spaces and informal markets that are located in or near local
communities. Many vendors also sell from outside their homes. Close proximity of home to work also
reduces transport costs and travel time. Women are slightly more likely to live closer to their place of
work compared to men, perhaps reflecting gendered care and domestic responsibilities which
necessitate working near the home as well as strong community ties. Around 10% of vendors travel
over 25km for work, likely seeking better selling opportunities or due to a lack of viable local work
options. 
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Nearly half (46.3%) of respondents live in working class informal or low-income neighbourhoods
(‘barrios populares’) which tend to have limited infrastructure and access to services. The particularly
high rate of mobile vendors living in such neighbourhoods (66.1%) compared to other workers
suggests that mobile vendors tend to face greater economic insecurity and less stable housing
conditions. 

A majority (59.1%) of respondents report owning their homes. Mobile vendors are more likely to
rent their homes, consistent with their higher residence in informal neighbourhoods and associated
greater economic precarity. Renting tends to signal greater housing insecurity and lower resource
levels. Workers in informal fixed markets show the highest homeownership rates – 71.4% reported
owning their homes. This indicates a greater degree or relative economic stability or long-term
settlement. 

TABLE 15: TRAVEL TO WORK.

TRAVEL TO WORK # %

Public transport (‘colectivo’) 196 49.1%

On foot / bike 131 32.8%

Privately owned vehicle 50 12.5%

Taxi / pre-booked taxis 22 5.5%

Total 399 100%

Travel to Work

Most workers travel to work via public transport (49.1%) or on foot or bike (32.8%). Women are
more likely than men to travel on foot or by bike (36.8% vs 26.9%), whereas men have a greater use
of privately owned vehicles compared to women (16.9% vs. 9.6%). 

This reflects the close residence of many workers to their place of work, potential economic
constraints in accessing ownership of private vehicles, and the urban setting in which workers live
and work. Mobile vendors and informal market workers are more likely to travel on foot or by bike,
whereas formal fixed market workers are more likely to use taxis - perhaps reflecting higher incomes
and greater job stability allowing for private transport. 



TABLE 16: NUMBER OF JOBS BY GENDER

NUMBER OF
JOBS WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

1 193 82.5% 133 80.6% 326 81.7%

2 or 3 40 17.1% 32 19.4% 72 18.1%

4 and over 1 0.4% 0 0% 1 0.3%

 Total 290 100% 253 100% 402 100%
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Number of jobs

The majority of the workforce (81.7%) only have one job. This suggests that most workers are wholly
reliant on earnings from the industry to sustain themselves. It also reflects the demanding nature of
the work, often involving long hours and lacking sufficient time to undertake multiple jobs.
 
Workers in formal fixed markets are marginally more likely to report having more than one job
compared to those in other workplaces, perhaps indicating that greater security or predictability of
schedules allows time for other work, and greater access to networks that might facilitate multiple
job opportunities. 

Of those holding additional jobs, 46.3% report related informal activities as vendors or stall holders.
There are also many other jobs identified including:

Cleaning / home work: 9.5%
Odd jobs / day labour: 8.2% 
Clothing alterations: 4.1%
Masonry / home improvement: 5.4% 
Taxi / transportation services: 3.4% 
Adult / child care: 2%
Other occupations: 21.1% - blacksmith, groceries employee, postal workers, various teaching
jobs, administrative work and personal services such as manicure or hairdressing
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Additional jobs held by workers tend to be low paid and precarious forms of work, although some
formal positions are also prevalent. This indicates the overlapping nature of the workforce in formal
and informal labour markets. Additional jobs tend to be divided according to traditional gendered
labour norms – women tend to dominate in cleaning, house work, and caregiving jobs while men are
largely engaged in odd jobs, masonry and transportation. 

TABLE 17: EDUCATION LEVEL BY GENDER

EDUCATION WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL
%

No formal education / Basic
literacy

14 5.9% 8 4.8% 22 5.4%

Primary education 76 31.9% 60 35.9% 136 33.6%

Secondary education 133 55.9% 87 52.1% 220 54.3%

Technical education 7 2.9% 8 4.8% 15 3.7%

Higher education (university) 8 3.4% 4 2.4% 12 3%

Total 238 100% 167 100% 405 100%

Education

The majority of the workforce have achieved either secondary (54.3%) or primary (33.6%) levels of
education. Very few workers have undertaken technical education (3.7%) or higher education (3%). 

Informal economy vendors appear to face barriers in accessing or completing higher education. This
is likely to restrict their access to formal employment and reinforce reliance on informal sector jobs.
Anecdotal evidence also indicates that many workers have not completed secondary education or
have left school early due to an economic need to move into paid work early. Workers in formal fixed
markets have the highest education levels - 9.7% of formal market workers have completed higher
education - reflecting the differences in social capital and access across the economy.

Only around one-quarter (26.7%) of respondents have undergone any form of additional job-related
training or qualifications. Without additional training, vendors are left without opportunities to
develop their skills, and potential to improve or diversify their opportunities. Men are more likely to
report having received additional training, reflecting gendered access in opportunities for skills
development. Additional training or qualifications identified included: creative, artistic and manual
skills (39.5%); technical and mechanical skills (20.2%); skills in health, safety and social care (18.4%);
ICT skills and digital competencies (11%); and business, entrepreneurship training and security (8.3%).

Gender roles are evident in the types of training acquired by vendors. Women more frequently report
training in creative, artistic and manual skills compared to men (56.7% vs 11.6%). Men are more likely
to have technical and mechanical skills compared to women (44.2% vs 4.6%). 
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Experience

There are a wide range of experience levels in the industry. However, nearly half (46.1%) of workers
have been in their current job for between 1-7 years. Only 13.4% have been in their current job for
21 years or more. This indicates high fluidity within the sector. Long-term work tends to be
uncommon, likely due to insecure and fluctuating economic conditions or a lack of formal protections.
Economic necessity might force workers to change jobs over time. It also suggests that more workers
are accessing work in the sector. Although the average overall tenure of workers of 10.6 years
indicates that while some are relatively new, a significant proportion maintain jobs for extended
periods. 

TABLE 18: YEARS IN CURRENT JOB BY GENDER.

YEARS IN CURRENT
JOB WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

1-3 years 56 24.2% 37 22.3% 93 23.4%

4-7 years 54 23.4% 36 21.7% 90 22.7%

8-12 years 54 23.4% 40 24.1% 94 23.7%

13-17 years 20 8.7% 18 10.8% 38 9.6%

18-20 years 19 8.2% 10 6% 29 7.3%

21+ years 28 12.1% 25 15.1% 53 13.4%

Total 231 100% 166 100% 397 100%

TABLE 19: YEARS IN INDUSTRY BY GENDER

YEARS IN INDUSTRY WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

1-3 years 54 24% 33 20.4% 87 22.5%

4-7 years 55 24.4% 36 22.2% 91 23.5%

8-12 years 50 22.2% 38 23.5% 88 22.7%

13-17 years 18 8% 23 14.2% 41 10.6%

18-20 years 21 9.3% 7 4.3% 28 7.2%

21+ years 27 12% 25 15.4% 52 13.4%

Total 225 100% 162 100% 387 100%



Organisation

UTEP estimates that only 1 million of the estimated 6 million people working in the popular economy
across Argentina are organised [29]. Low levels of organisation is evident from survey results. 68.7%
of respondents report not being members of any organisation representing their interests at work.
Women, mobile vendors and those working in public spaces tend to be better organised - perhaps
reflecting a greater reliance on collective structures for protection and support for more vulnerable
groups. This lack of organisation weakens vendors’ ability to negotiate rights, demand policy inclusion
or access social protection and indicates significant barriers to organisation – including geographic
fragmentation of the workforce, legal precarity and lack of recognition of work, and potential fear of
reprisal amongst the workforce. 

Of those who are members of representative organisations, the most common affiliations include
MTE (71.4%), UTEP (18.5%) as well as smaller movements such as Movimiento Evita (4.2%),
Vendedores Ambulantes e Informales Organizados (VAIO) (2.5%), cooperatives (1.7%), and Unión de
Ambulantes y Trabajadores de la Organización (UATO) (0.8%). 
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Women tend to be newer in their current jobs compared to men who tend to have a longer tenure –
perhaps due to having fewer interruptions in working lives. Mobile vendors also tend to have the
longest average tenure (15.6 years) in their current jobs compared to those in other workplaces, with
the flexible and mobile nature of the work enabling them to adapt easily according to market
conditions. 

Similarly, there are a high proportion of new entrants in the industry. Just under half (46%) of
respondents report working in the industry for 7 years or less. Rising economic need due to rising
inflation levels and an absence of formal employment opportunities appear to be driving more people
into work in the informal economy. Despite this, average tenure of 10.8 years shows that a significant
number of workers remain in the industry over the long term. Work in the informal vending economy
is not just a short-term solution, but a long-term livelihood strategy for many.
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LIVELIHOODS

Trading Arrangements

Vendors sell from a range of trading spaces and set-ups. The most common trading set-up involves
selling directly from the ground or a blanket (‘manta’) – a cloth laid out to display goods – making up
just under half (44.9%) of trading set-ups. These set-ups tend to require minimal investment and
enable easy entry into vending, but are also more precarious and insecure. Ground selling offers little
protection from theft, enforcement from authorities, or weather conditions, and indicates a lack of
access to more secure, regulated selling environments. 

Just under one-quarter (23.8%) report selling from a table, with smaller proportions (13.6%) selling
from a fixed outdoor stand. These set-ups require more resources and might indicate a longer tenure
in specific markets or greater security in space allocation. 

TABLE 20: TRADING SPACE

TRADING SPACE # %

Floor/blanket (manta) 181 44.9%

Table 96 23.8%

Fixed outdoor stand 55 13.6%

Mobile 30 7.4%

Cart 24 6%

Fixed indoor stand 9 2.2%

Other 3 0.7%

Dismountable stand 3 0.7%

Walk in galleries 1 0.2%

Backpack 1 0.2%

TOTAL 403 100%
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The division of trading set-ups reflects broader structural inequalities, where women occupy the
most precarious and lowest-capital positions within the informal economy. Women are more likely
to sell from the ground, while men are more likely than women to sell from a cart, table and open air
stands, indicating greater access to infrastructure, mobility and physical capacity. 

The type of selling set-up is also associated with the permanence of the trading environment. Public
space, informal market and mobile workers are most likely to sell from the floor / blanket or from a
table. Comparatively, around half of formal fixed market workers (51.7%) sell from open air stands,
with smaller numbers reporting selling from a table. 

Overall, most vendors (78.9%) do not pay for their trading space. However, payment is heavily
influenced by workplace type. Formal market workers are more likely to pay, reinforcing the link
between formality of work and financial obligations. 70% of formal market workers report paying for
their space. Comparatively, only 21.2% of public space workers, 18.8% of informal market workers,
and just 1.8% of mobile vendors pay for the trading space. These workers largely operate in spaces
which are not governed by formal arrangements or regulations.

There is high variability in how much vendors pay for trading space. Monthly costs vary widely and
can range from ARS$1.5-400,000 (equivalent to USD$0-293.37) – an average monthly overall cost of
ARS$19804 (USD$14.53). There is a lack of standardisation in the fees paid, indicating informal or
possibly exploitative arrangements in payment for trading space, as well as the differing nature of
spaces being used for vending. 

Vendors pay different bodies for trading space. Municipal or local government agents are the most
common entity paid in exchange for trading space – reported by 42.5% of respondents. However,
many vendors also pay non-state actors, such as stall owners / holders (16.3%) or market organisers
(commonly called ‘armadores’) (8.8%). There appear to be fragmented governance structures, with
trading spaces sometimes privately owned or managed and often informal. Such arrangements pose
risks of unregulated fee collections and problematic power dynamics. 

Despite the diversity in bodies collecting payments for trading space, monthly average payments
appear fairly similar across payee types, although market organisers tend to charge the lowest fees. 

TABLE 21: TRADING SPACE PAYEES

PAYEE AVERAGE (ARS$) USD$ 

Local government/agent of local government $27,843.24 $20.4

Stall Owner $27,934.48 $20.5

Market organiser $24,562.50 $18
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Licensing and Registration

Few vendors have any type of formal registration. 85.2% of respondents report no municipal permit
or registration. There are some differences between workplaces. Mobile vendors tend to be the least
registered group – only 6.5% held any form of registration. Comparatively formal fixed market
vendors are most likely to be registered – 46.4% report are registered. This suggests the majority of
vendors are operating outside of formal systems. 

Despite low overall registration rates, those who are registered report a range of different permit
types including: 

‘Canones’ (26.1%): a fee typically paid for vendors to occupy a space in a certain area (particularly
popular markets or public spaces). There are two different types – formal, regulated fees which
are usually paid monthly to municipal governments or an office of the municipal government, and
informal fees which are usually paid to ‘armadores’ who set up the fair. 
Municipal or city permits / agreements / contracts / licenses (26.1%) – mostly from recognised
bodies including the Ministry of Environment and Public Space and city government, some of
which are renewed annually. 
Unspecified permits / credentials (15.2%) – including ‘carnet de permiso precario’ – temporary or
provisional permit cards granted by local authorities to allow informal vendors to operate in
public spaces without full recognition. 

There appears to be fragmentation and a lack of standardisation in the formal recognition of
vendors and their selling spaces across Buenos Aires. Even when vendors report being ‘registered’
some might not be formally recognised by the state, but rather participating in informal systems of
registration. 

Loans

Few vendors report taking up loans to support their vending activities. Just 21.2% of respondents
had taken out a loan for their business. Most of the workforce appear to rely on self-financing,
perhaps due to a lack of need, limited access to formal credit, or aversion to taking on high levels of
debt due to distrust of financial institutions.

Among those who have not taken out loans, the vast majority (72.6%) report that they have been
able to self-finance their business. 7.8% report loans being unnecessary due to the use of free
merchandise – reflecting the highly informal nature of selling arrangements. 

Of those who have taken out a loan, the overall majority (85.5%) use loans for productive investment
- to buy goods or tools for their business. A smaller proportion (8.7%) use loans to repay debt or
purchase food. Around half of these respondents are still repaying loans - with women (57.4%) more
likely to still owe money compared to men (44.8%). Women appear to face greater repayment
burdens due to lower earnings or more limited financial support networks. Mobile and informal fixed
market vendors – who tend to have less financial stability - are also more likely to still be repaying
compared to those in formal fixed markets. 
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Money lenders and digital banks / apps dominate lending. Most loans come from money lenders
(29.6%) and banks or financial apps (27.2%), with some loans also coming from friends and family
(24.7%). Women are more likely to borrow money from formal or traceable lending sources (digital
banks / apps) - 32.7% of women sourced loans from these sources compared to 19.4% of men.
Comparatively, men tend to be more likely to use fast-access money lenders – 41.9% of men sourced
loans here compared to 22.4% of women. 

Low loan uptake and reliance on informal or risky lenders indicates exclusion from financial access.
Formal financial systems / loan schemes are underutilized or inaccessible, particularly for the most
precarious workers. Women are more likely to carry ongoing debt and prefer more formal lending
routes, while men tend to resort to informal money lenders. Vendors in more precarious and mobile
situations face greater repayment burdens, pointing to greater income instability. 

Income and Expenses

When asked to provide an indication of gross income (money received before paying other people or
expenses) and net income (amount of remaining money after making all these other payments) there were
wide ranging responses, suggesting that earnings fluctuate highly. Overall, it was found that earnings
tend to be low and vendors often struggle to make sufficient income to sustain themselves. The
financial crisis being faced across the country is hitting people hard on the streets, with a general
feeling amongst vendors that ‘nothing is sold.’ This overall decline in retail and consumption is
reflected in data from Argentina’s national statistics agency INDEC, with reported declines in the
sales of clothing, footwear, textiles and wholesale sales. [30]

Gross income tends to be low. The majority (61.8%) of respondents report a gross income of
between ARS$0-50,000 per month (equivalent to USD$36.24). Smaller numbers of vendors (29.2%)
report a higher gross monthly income of over ARS$700,000 (USD$513).  Mobile vendors face the
lowest gross income – 77.4% report earnings in the lowest bracket. This is likely due to unstable
selling conditions, an inconsistent customer base and sales of lower-cost products. The wide variation
in earnings indicates significant disparities within the informal economy workforce, with some able to
earn significantly more than others due to higher-margin goods or more profitable locations.

After accounting for daily work expenses, net income among the workforce drops significantly.
There are far fewer higher earnings and the share of workers in the lowest earning bracket (ARS$0-
50,000 per month - USD$36.24) increases to 68.2%. This is striking when compared to national
income standards. 81% of the workforce report earning ARS$400,000 (USD$289.95) or less per
month, significantly lower than average monthly earnings across the country - ARS$592570.7
(USD$429.5) [31]. This is also significantly lower that the gross monthly national minimum wage -
ARS$ 322,000 (USD$ 233.4). [32]
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TABLE 22: GROSS INCOME BY GENDER

NET MONTHLY
INCOME WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % NOT

CLARIFIED
NOT

CLARIFIED
TOTAL

# TOTAL %

0-$50000 155 64.6% 123 73.2% 5 71.4% 283 68.2%

51000-100000 6 2.5% 1 0.6% 0 0 7 1.7%

$101000 - $400000 37 15.4% 8 4.8% 1 14.3% 46 11.1%

$401000 - $700000 14 5.8% 14 8.3% 0 0% 28 6.7%

$701000-$1.000.00
0

8 3.3% 9 5.4% 0 0% 17 4.1%

More than
$1.000.001

20 8.3% 13 7.7% 1 14.3% 34 8.2%

Total 240 100% 168 100% 7 100% 415 100%

The vast majority of the workforce operate below the national minimum wage and average national
income. Workers lack capacity for savings, investment or debt repayment and are highly vulnerable to
economic shocks. There is also high variability in vendors’ earnings from day to day. Over half (55.4%)
of vendors report earning over 4.5 times on good day compared to a bad day. 

Vendors’ earnings are hit hard by payment of expenses. Typically the biggest expense for vendors is
the payment of suppliers – 83.4% of overall income is spent on the payment of suppliers. Formal
market workers tend to spend the least on suppliers – just 72.9% of expenses compared to over 90%
for workers in other workplaces. This indicates that formal market workers have greater supply of
stocks, greater access to wholesale products, and make more payments on a daily basis.

Most vendors also pay smaller expense payments on a daily basis – this includes payments for trading
space, social security, storage, vehicle expenses, fines or bribes to police, and other workers. Those
working in public spaces and mobile are more likely to make payments to police, whereas vendors in
informal / formal fixed markets are more likely to be paying taxes, social security payments, space
rental, storage and vehicle payments. 

Earnings are also low because vendors face limited opportunities for selling. They might only work at
particular times of day, or on particular days of the week due to customer demand or market
arrangements, restricting opportunities for them to earn an income. 
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TABLE 23: SOURCE OF GOODS.

 SOURCE OF GOODS # %

Large wholesale shop‎/market 236 57.8%

Obtain for free 79 19.4%

Informal market‎/vendor 56 13.7%

Produced by myself or family member 25 6.1%

Small business 8 2%

Bought in another country 1 0.2%

Catalogue 1 0.2%

Depends on the occasion 1 0.2%

Used 1 0.2%

Total 408 100%

Just over half (57.8%) of vendors report obtaining goods from large wholesale shops or markets. This
enables vendors to purchase goods in bulk at lower prices. A smaller proportion (19.4%) report
obtaining goods for free, or from other informal markets/vendors (13.7%). This highlights the
interdependence between formal and informal economies – much of the informal vending economy is
embedded and integrated within formal supply chains, driving sales in wholesale markets. 

TABLE 24: COMMUNITY KITCHEN USE BY GENDER

COMMUNITY
KITCHEN WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

No 170 76.2% 130 80.3% 300 77.9%

Occasionally 39 17.5% 19 11.7% 58 15.6%

Every week 7 3.1% 10 6.2% 17 4.4%

More than once a week 7 3.1% 3 1.9% 10 2.6%

TOTAL 223 100% 162 100% 408 100%



Lucia has been selling for 35 years and works between 5-6 days each week, up
to 12 hours each day. Her biggest expenses are the payment of suppliers, other
workers and for storage of goods. Earnings vary from day to day, but on a typical
day she can earn around USD$17. 

Julio reports working every day to make ends meet. He has taken out a loan to
support his business at a very high interest rate and is currently still repaying it.
Other than loan repayments, he tries to make savings to reinvest in his business
and repay his loan (where possible), and pays suppliers and for mobile data. His
typical income after expenses are paid varies widely – on a slow day it can be as
low as USD$2.1 although on a good day he can earn much higher. 

Dominique has been in the industry for a long time and sells goods across
different municipalities. She does not have significant expenses – just the
payment of suppliers - however low earnings from her work mean that she is not
left with much at the end of the day and some days she can earn nothing. 

Eva reports some of the highest gross income, although she only works four
days a week and for 3 hours on each of these days. Despite this, she has few
expenses and charges a higher price for her products which means on some days
she can earn around USD$66 per day. 
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IN-DEPTH PROFILES
A number of in-depth interviews were conducted with vendors working in
different set-ups. These are intended to provide an illustrative picture of the
nature of livelihoods within the industry. 

AMBULANTES / MOBILE VENDORS
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Maria works fewer days over the course of the year, but works longer hours (14
hours) on these days. Comparatively, Davide works more frequently during the
week, but sells for just 1 hour per day. The short working time limits the
opportunity to earn. 

Some products that vendors sell might have fixed prices, but a lot of the time
customers will negotiate prices which makes it difficult to estimate the prices
products are sold for typically. 

Both Maria and Davide sell from a blanket on the ground. The highly informal
nature of work means that there are very few expenses associated with selling,
other than payments to suppliers, fines/bribes to police, goods storage and
bathroom use. However, earnings vary widely depending on the location and
hours worked. 

Maria estimated a daily gross income of between $ARS65,000-80,000. After
expenses are paid, net income varies widely – on some days it can be as low as
$ARS10,000 (USD$7) per day. 

On a very busy day with high sales, earnings can be as high as $ARS70,000
(USD$49) per day. 

Davide estimated a gross income between $ARS 220,00-250,000. Net income
can vary widely. On slow days it can be as low as $ARS10,000 (USD$7) and on
busy days it can be as high as $ARS130,000 (USD$91). 

However, sometimes – as can be seen in this example – Davide doesn’t make
enough to cover daily expenses and ends up losing money after all expenses are
calculated.
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IN-DEPTH PROFILES

MANTEROS
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Josua only works two days a week, but the days tend to be long – he can work
up to 16 hours each day. Daily gross income varies widely, and is often affected
by the weather, season or broader market conditions. On some days he can
make up to ARS$48,000 ($USD34) per day in sales, although on some days
gross income can be as low as $ARS10,000 (USD$7). 

When he is able, Josua tries to make savings towards reinvesting in his business
– sometimes ARS$20,000 (USD$14) per month. He only pays suppliers when he
is able to make some savings and has leftover money – income is ‘reinvested’ to
purchase more stock for selling. 

Working in a market, Josua faces much higher daily expenses compared to other
vendors – he often has to pay the police, registration for his business, for
storage, cleaning, bathrooms, and space rental. 

After expenses are paid, on a typical day he might be left with ARS$15,000
($USD11) although it varies widely. Sometimes he can earn up to ARS$50,000
(USD$35), although on other days he might go home with nothing. 
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IN-DEPTH PROFILES

FERIANTES
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Household Income and Expenses

The majority of the workforce are solely reliant on their work as vendors as their main source of
household income. Most of the respondents are primary breadwinners - 87.4% of respondents
reported that their work was the main source of income. Smaller proportions of the workforce are
reliant on the informal worker of others (6.3%) or the formal salary of others (3.7%). 2.6% reported
that they are reliant on their pension as the main source of household income. The reliance on
earnings solely from the vending economy increases household vulnerability to shocks or
disruptions to work, which are more frequent due to the current economic situation in Argentina. 

The majority (74.7%) of respondents report having between 0-3 dependents reliant on them,
although 22.7% also report 4-6 dependents. Single individuals are more likely to report higher
numbers of dependents, perhaps indicating that they are supporting extended family members, or
sending money back to family (rural or abroad).

On top of low earnings, most vendors also report significant household expenses. The illustrative
examples included (below) highlight the high expense costs that vendors can face. All vendors report
being the primarily family breadwinners but face significant expenses – including food, transport
costs, rent/housing, school fees and social security payments. Household expenses vary from person
to person, and higher numbers of dependents significantly increases living expenses – but it can
range from USD$225 to USD$1293 per month. 
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WORKING CONDITIONS & EMPLOYMENT ARRANGEMENTS 

Working Time

There are a wide range of reported working hours. On average vendors work 8.6 hours per day.
However, over half (57.9%) of the workforce report working 8 hours or less. 

Gender differences are evident. On average, women work 8.3 hours a day, compared to 8.9 hours
per day for men. However, a higher proportion of women (11.4%) report working 13+ hours a day
compared to 6.7% of men, suggesting greater variability in women’s working hours. Fewer men work
13+ hours per day but still report longer average workdays. 

Workplace has an influence on working hours. Those working in public spaces tend to have the
highest overall working hours – 60.6% report working 9 hours or more, averaging at 10 hours per
day. This is likely due to extended hours to attract customers, with no fixed timings for selling. Those
in informal fixed markets tend to have the shortest working hours – 70.1% report working 8 hours or
less per day. This is likely due to structured market hours or selling aligned with specific times when
customers are around – for example at the end or start of the school day. 

TABLE 25: WORKING HOURS BY GENDER

WORKING HOURS WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

3-5 hours
60

26.2% 24 14.7% 84 21.4%

6-8 hours 72 31.4% 71 43.6% 143 36.5%

9-12 hours 71 31% 57 35% 128 32.7%

13-16 hours 25 10.9% 9 5.5% 34 8.7%

17+ hours 1 0.4% 2 1.2% 3 0.8%

Total 229 100% 163 100% 392 100%
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On average, most vendors work 4 or 5 days each week. However, there is a clear polarisation in
working patterns. 34.7% report working 2 days per week, while 40.5% report working 6 or 7 days per
week. Some workers appear to have limited access to consistent work throughout the week, or have
other duties or responsibilities, while others work without sufficient rest time, likely due to economic
necessity. On average women work nearly a full day less per week than men (3.8 days vs. 4.6 days)
perhaps due to unpaid domestic/family responsibilities, or barriers to consistent work due to limited
access to market spaces. 

Differences are evident dependent on the workplace. Mobile vendors are most likely to work the
longest weeks – 62.7% report working 6 or 7 days a week. However, there is high variability across
all workplaces in days worked, reflecting the unpredictable nature of vending. Workers might have to
work long hours to make ends meet, are not able to work sufficient hours to earn an income, or are
reliant on the economy as additional work to supplement their income from other sources. 

Despite this, working hours tend to be regular. Only 22.2% of workers report working irregular
hours, with men more likely to report irregular hours (25.6%) compared to women (19.8%). Mobile
vendors also appear to have the most irregular working hours amongst all vendors. 

TABLE 26: WORKING DAYS BY GENDER

WORKING
DAYS WOMEN # WOMEN % MEN # MEN % TOTAL # TOTAL %

1 8 3.4% 8 4.9% 16 4%

2 97 41.3% 41 25.2% 138 34.7%

3 19 8.1% 11 6.8% 30 7.5%

4 16 6.8% 6 3.7% 22 5.5%

5 16 6.8% 15 9.2% 31 7.8%

6 52 22.1% 51 31.3% 103 25.9%

7 27 11.5% 31 19% 58 14.6%

Total 235 100% 163 100% 298 100%
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Employment Arrangements

The industry is mainly made up informal own-account work. 91.4% of respondents describe
themselves as own account workers, and the majority (95.9%) make their earnings from clients or
customers (direct sales) rather than wages (structured employee-employer relationships). 

Small numbers of the workforce work in family arrangements (4.9%), likely involving sharing
responsibilities at stalls or vending spaces. Anecdotal evidence suggests that families often
coordinate to rotate shifts to cover working hours collectively out of economic necessity – with
multiple household members working to make ends meet. Paid employment is rare – only 3.4%
report being in paid employment (receiving wages). 

In line with these findings, work agreements tend to be non-existent. The vast majority (94.6%) of
respondents report that they do not have an employment agreement. Those working in formal
markets are most likely to have such agreements, reflecting greater levels of formalisation in such
settings. Of the small number who did have agreements, a majority (71.4%) report that these are
verbal agreements rather than written.


