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Urban informality is an everyday life phenomenon in Jakarta but has 
not been extensively discussed, especially in relation to spatial 

design practice. This is important because formality and informality 

are not entirely separate but rather interconnected and 

complementary (Moatasim, 2019). It has also been discovered that 
on-street informality such as street vending demonstrates the 

existence and trend of urban space and also acts as the most visible 

manifestation of the informal economy. Therefore, this research 

focuses on investigating the integration of urban informality with 
special attention to its influence on the spatial or architectural 

aspects. This was achieved through the qualitative method which 

involves the application of a phenomenological paradigm by 

participating in the street vending and informal economy on 
Thamrin 10, Jalan H. Agus Salim, and Jalan Percetakan Negara 

streets in Jakarta. The results showed that informality is present at 

different degrees of contemporary urban life and there is a pressing 

spatial demand for such activities. Moreover, it was discovered that 
spatial integration of urban informality has the ability to sustain and 

catalyse greater urban frameworks, including the activities of the 

formal sector. 
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Introduction 
 

Informality is an urban reality which has been 

reported not to be entirely different from 

formality but rather interconnected and 

complementary (Moatasim 2019). It is a part of 

everyday life which exists in living, working, 

producing, and resting, and its character is plural, 

relational, and full of conflicts (Roy et al. 2004; 

Roy 2009; Kamalipour 2016; Cavalcanti 2017; 

Cavalcanti 2019a; 2019b). Informality is the new 

paradigm to understand the urban culture 

(AlSayyad 2004) and also serves as the compass 

of modern civilization (Varley 2013). However, 

there are limited studies concerning this concept 

in the fields of economics and sociology 

(International Labour Organisation 1972; Hart 

1973; Soto 1989; Roberts et al. 1989; Rakowski 

1994; Levenson and Maloney 1999). Recent 

studies showed some binary views of informality 

and confirmed that it is not evidence of 

underdevelopment (Perlman 1975; Palat 

Narayanan 2019) or associated with poverty, 

declination, danger, and crime (AlSayyad 2004; 

(Roy 2005, 2009; Devlin 2018a; 2018b). The 

binary view was rejected but it is important to 

independently understand the concept of 

informality. It has also been associated with soft 

rules, a more relaxed atmosphere, and the 

rearticulation of spatial control, rather than the 

absence of rules and control (Guerreiro 2021; 

Devlin 2011; 2019). Meanwhile, Roy (2005) used 

the term “urban informality” to indicate an 

organizing logic applied by an informal society to 

govern its own space. 
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Urban informality is multidisciplinary and is 

located to access jobs and housing opportunities 

(Kamalipour 2016; Kamalipour and Dovey 2020), 

ranging from informal settlements to informal 

trading and transport systems (Dovey 2013). 

According to Roy (2005), planning is implicated 

in the enterprise of informality. Dovey (2013) and 

Guerreiro (2021) also argued that integration of 

urban informality requires understanding the 

degree to which certain variables such as social, 

spatial, cultural, and aesthetic issues are 

accommodated or not practically allowed. This is 

expected to serve as an intermediate space, or as 

argued by Soja, the “an-other” enabling the 

renegotiation of boundaries to indicate identities 

(Soja 1998). 

In relation to the spatial aspect, urban 

informality starts with materialization such as the 

application of architecture as a tool to informalize 

formal space and conduct different activities. 

Informal (architectural) practice is probably 

transgressive but also characterizes the best type 

of mixed-use urbanism (Dovey 2013). It was 

discovered that on-street informality such as street 

vending demonstrates the best form of urban 

space when compared to other practices (Devlin 

2011). It represents one of the most visible 

manifestations of the informal economy (Recchi 

2021). Street vending also presents the informal 

sector as a solution to several problems (Cross 

2000) and creates liveliness and attractiveness in 

today's urban environment (Torky and Heath 

2021). However, there is a tendency to perceive 

street vending as a problem despite its existence 

for several decades. Street vendors are often 

accused of illegally using public spaces and 

damaging the image of the city (Recchi 2021), 

thereby, leading to evictions and relocations. This 

action does not address the spatial crises 

experienced by informal actors but also further 

impoverishes wider urban communities. It is 

important to note that urban informality revives 

the lives of people living outside the threshold of 

formality. Therefore, investigating urban 

informality through the very forefront of informal 

society has become important and can also lead to 

a deeper understanding of several integral parts of 

informality. 

Street vending is an urban issue in several 

global cities (Yatmo 2008; Devlin 2011; Recchi 

2021; Torky and Heath 2021) including those in 

Indonesia such as Jakarta. The street vendors in 

this city have been negotiating and materialising 

in public spaces including the streets for a long 

time. This is the reason Thamrin 10, Jalan H. 

Agus Salim, and Jalan Percetakan Negara streets 

at the centre of Jakarta are selected as the object 

of this research. The aim is to investigate the 

integration of urban informality by focusing on its 

influence on spatial (architectural) issues. The 

analysis is also extended to the examination of the 

intertwined contexts including social, cultural, 

and economic aspects. This was conducted 

through observations and interviews with street 

vendors on the site. 

 

 

Method 
 

The research was conducted qualitatively using a 

phenomenological paradigm. Emphasis was 

placed on the mode of urban informality on each 

site and its interpretation by the actors. According 

to the Husserl method, there are four important 

stages in the phenomenological research process 

and these include intentionality, reduction, 

description, and essence. The method was further 

divided into several stages by Moustakas (1994) 

which include horizontalizing or determining 

units of information, thematizing or formulating 

the theme, textural description, structural 

description, and integrating structure and texture 

to produce essence and meaning.  

The research was initiated with a 

comprehensive literature review after which 

relevant information was grouped into units or 

horizontalized. The units of information were 

later grouped into themes. It is important to note 

that the textural description contains information 

on “what is the influence of urban informality on 

spatial integration as shown in each of the case 

studies?” This is the first research question and it 

was answered through direct observation and in-

depth interviews with stakeholders in the informal 

sector. Meanwhile, structural description focused 

on the experience in the space occupied by these 

informal actors and their activities and provided 

information on "how is urban informality 

spatially integrated into each case study?" which 

is the second research. This was used to determine 

the influence of urban informality in each case 

through the mapping and documentation 

conducted using field study, walk-by observation, 

and interviews to show the level of integration 

within the city. 
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Result and discussion 
 

Spatial integration can materialise in several 

urban hierarchies based on the phenomena found 

on the street. It is important to break down the 

spatial analysis into several scales because a space 

usually has both spatial and social dimensions. 

 

 

User’s perceptions of urban informality in each 

block 

The Thamrin and Jalan Percetakan Negara 

streets are characterised by government-owned 

offices. It was discovered from the interviews 

conducted in Jalan H. Agus Salim, Thamrin 10, 

and Jalan Percetakan Negara that each 

neighbourhood is filled with people from different 

parts of the city seeking life opportunities. This is 

indicated by the information provided in the 

following table 1. 
 

Table 1. Themes and user’s perceptions of each block 
 Jalan M. H. Thamrin Jalan H. Agus Salim Jalan Percetakan Negara 

Illustration 

   
Users’ relevant 

statements 

Seller (S): Thamrin is a central 

and major location which caters 

for the large needs of the 

offices in the area. 

Buyer (B): It is a prime & 

strategic location with close 

proximity to offices and 

business places. More people 

walking and commuting in 

addition to some stalls around 

the place is just making the 

street life lively. 

S: Several people are here 

during weekdays and 

weekends. It is not only the 

people working or living 

nearby but also those that live 

far away. This street has been 

famous for a long time, so 

maybe it's a nostalgia trip or 

just for fun. 

B: They offer various options 

and the place is close to work. 

We normally gather here after 

work or during the weekend. 

S: It’s a good location with 

many potentials. It’s less 

known but it keeps growing 

rapidly as many people come 

and pass through here. 

B: There are many options (of 

street vending) and the street is 

close to where I live. 

Emerging themes 

from users’ 

statements 

A central, prime, and strategic 

location 

The street is famous. A good location, maybe less 

known but it keeps growing. 

 

The observations and interviews showed that 

all three study areas serve as concourses for 

people going to their workplace and back to their 

homes. They do not only connect primary streets 

but are also well served by major transits and are 

relatively passed by most city workers. 

Meanwhile, Jalan MH Thamrin and Jalan H. Agus 

Salim are located downtown unlike Jalan 

Percetakan Negara. These blocks are part of the 

major commercial streets in their respective 

neighbourhoods and generally have similar 

physical characteristics. 

Jalan H. Agus Salim and Jalan Percetakan 

Negara interestingly have several informal 

workers and street vendors from culinary vendors 

such as stalls and food trucks to service providers 

such as locksmiths and barbershops. Meanwhile, 

the Thamrin area is mainly restricted from 

informal sectors but it contains some parts of 

Jalan H. Agus Salim, thereby, adequately 

indicating the integration of informality in an 

urban space. 

 

User’s perceptions of urban informality based on 

spatial mobility on each block 

Castells (1996) defined mobility as the key to 

understanding socio-spatial relationships. 

Moreover, spatial mobility was observed to be 

important in understanding the flow of street 

vendors on each block. The results presented in 
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table 2 showed that the circulation of vehicles and 

pedestrians in the three study areas affects the use 

of space by the informal actors. For example, 

Jalan H. Agus Salim has heavy traffic due to 

vehicle parking and the tents of street vendors 

which are located next to each other without 

leaving any space. However, Jalan Percetakan 

Negara has a packed traffic flow at rush hours 

which recedes more quickly than the other blocks. 

The flow of formal sector workers in the area 

transiting or passing by as well as close residents 

returning from work dominate the social 

dynamics of the block. This, therefore, usually 

leads to organic pedestrian flow and well-

occupied blocks after office hours through to 

midnight. 

The existence of the actors in the informal 

sector depends closely on the flow of local people 

passing through and approaching a particular 

location. This is the reason the flow of vehicles is 

contributing significantly to where kiosks are 

located. Moreover, the flow of people in Jalan H. 

Agus Salim seems organic without any definite 

pattern even though there is a relatively clear 

hierarchy of roads which includes the sidewalks, 

car parks, and the main street. The social 

dynamics in the block usually occur during the 

day, during office lunch hours, and at night, after 

office hours, supposedly due to its historical root 

as a culinary centre. Meanwhile, Jalan Percetakan 

Negara has slightly different circulation 

characteristics with the street vendors' tents 

located on the left side of the street because there 

is a single building along the road corridor with 

two gates as indicated in table 2. Most people 

normally approach these tents on foot or by 

motorbike because there is no parking space. 

Besides, the street vending activities are being 

conducted within a walking distance of offices 

and residences. 

 
Table 2. Themes and user’s perceptions of spatial mobility 

 Thamrin 10 Jalan H. Agus Salim Jalan Percetakan Negara 
Location of 

informal 

kiosks  

   
Users’ 

relevant 

statements  

S: People visit during lunch & 

dinner time and after working 

hours. More people visit when 

there’s a special event or 

gathering here. 

B: There’s a proud feeling to see 

street vending getting its own 

space, and I can’t wait for the 

crowd to fill up the space.   

S: I can sell here because my 

father and his brothers opened the 

shop a long time ago, before 

expanding to other places. They 

have served many long-time 

customers for decades. 

B: I don't live or work close to 

this place but there are many 

shops I have frequently visited for 

a long time. This street is also 

well known for its culinary 

centres, old-school shops, and 

repair services. 

S: We adjust to the availability of 

land and the permits they offer, so 

we often move. The price of 

installing a tent cost less than 

renting a shop, and business is way 

busier. 

B: I pass by here every day coming 

to/returning from work. Hanging 

out might be for people living 

around, but for me, it's more about 

my daily needs such as food and 

groceries. 

Emerging 

themes 
Informal actors are working in 

line with the working hours. 

People are proud to see street 

vending have a designated 

space. 

Street vending activities have 

been operating on the block for a 

long time. Many buyers patronise 

it due to its well-known status and 

to visit their regular shops. 

Sellers often move to adjust to the 

land availability. People come and 

visit to fulfil their daily needs.  
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 Thamrin 10 Jalan H. Agus Salim Jalan Percetakan Negara 
Vehicle 

mobility 

   
Users’ 

relevant 

statements  

S: The area is prohibited from 

vehicles to allow pedestrians to 

have a walkable street.  

B: Street vending is located far 

from the entrance but it is nice 

to walk without the disruption 

from vehicles. 

S: Many people travel here by car 

and motorcycles. They will park 

nearby and this offers an 

advantage for both parties. I get to 

serve faster and attend to more 

people.  

B: Sometimes the streets become 

overcrowded as street vendors and 

vehicles have to share space. It's 

difficult to walk, you must 

navigate between the streets, the 

tenants, and the sidewalks. 

S: Most people travel by 

motorcycles or walk. This street 

block is rarely congested since the 

street is wide. So far, vehicle flow 

has not hampered the activities 

here. 

B: Street vending here is easily 

accessible, either using public 

transport or a personal motorbike. It 

may be a little congested during 

office hours but the traffic flow 

recedes quickly. 
Emerging 

themes 
The street is restricted to 

vehicles. It is nice to have a 

walkable street. 

Sellers get to serve faster and 

attend to more people. Sometimes 

the street is overcrowded and 

difficult to walk. 

Street vending is easily accessible. 

The street is sometimes congested 

but the traffic flow recedes quickly. 

Pedestrian 

mobility 

   

Users’ 

relevant 

statements  

S: Layout and circulation are 

clear to facilitate pedestrian 

flow. People are expected to 

walk and interact naturally 

between the kiosks.  

B: Since it’s a little bit far from 

the entrance and parking space, I 

don’t think I will come often. 

But the area is spacious and this 

is the reason it is enjoyable even 

when it is crowded. 

S: Street flow has been 

significantly improved since the 

one-way flow of vehicles. Buyers 

have more freedom to walk and 

shop. 

B: I walk here because it's close to 

my office. Finding parking space 

is difficult and time-consuming. 

Perhaps if I don't come here for 

work, I'll take the car. 

S: Buyers that walk here usually 

live or work nearby. The crowd 

usually depends on people’s 

routines: breakfast or takeaways in 

the morning, lunch break, and 

dinner or another takeaway after 

work. 

B: I like buying here because it's 

closer, cheap, and fast. I can just 

drop by after work or while 

commuting. 
Emerging 

themes 
People are expected to walk and 

interact naturally within the 

space. Moreover, the area is 

spacious and enjoyable even 

when it is crowded. 

Sellers think that buyers have 

more freedom to walk since the 

street flow has improved. Parking 

is difficult and time-consuming. 

The crowd depends on people’s 

routines. Many people like to shop 

around the area because it’s closer, 

cheap, and fast. 

 

User’s perceptions of urban informality based on 

the on-street occupation of street vending 

The block segments of Jalan MH Thamrin and 

Jalan Percetakan Negara have the same primary 

status but they are different. Moreover, Jalan 
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Percetakan Negara also has the same theme as 

Jalan H. Agus Salim which is a secondary transit 

street from Central Jakarta (Jalan Salemba) to 

East Jakarta (Jalan Ahmad Yani). These blocks 

are more primary than the Jalan Percetakan 

Negara and street vendors are not allowed to 

operate like at Jalan MH Thamrin. This indicates 

that even though the street is restricted from street 

vendors, they are still found moving without 

remaining stationary in some block segments. 

 

 
Figure 1. Occupancy difference in Jalan H. Agus Salim during the day and night 

 

 
Figure 2. Occupancy difference in Jalan Percetakan Negara during the day and night 

 

The informal activities on Jalan Percetakan 

Negara share a similar theme with those on Jalan 

H Agus Salim as indicated by the presence of 

culinary stalls, culinary pickups, food trucks, and 

small stalls with different states of impermanence. 

It was also observed from figures 1 and 2 that the 
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street vending occupancy on each block segment 

is different depending on the operational hours. 

Those being conducted during the day cater for 

the daily needs of the formal workers during their 

operational hours while the night activities focus 

more on diverse needs with longer operational 

hours. It was discovered that the operational hours 

are averagely similar but the stationary time is 

different with some changing their locations from 

one intersection to another while some operate at 

one place at one time. The observation showed 

that night street vendors are mostly stationary and 

occupy more space on the streets while those 

operating during the day are more mobile and 

occupy limited space on the street. Furthermore, 

the large variety of street vendors and the number 

of visitors indicate that those that are stationary on 

the street contribute to the liveliness of the area. 

Meanwhile, limited visitors and vendors are 

usually seen during the day. It was further 

observed that spatial occupancy affects how 

informal workers set up their spatial structures on 

the street. The perspective of the users concerning 

the occupancy difference was determined through 

the investigation of the architecture segments on 

each site. This is important because spatial 

occupancy has a strong relationship with the 

mobility of street vendors. It was discovered that 

some street vendors with a higher degree of being 

stationary conduct their business differently as 

indicated by more than two informal businesses 

occupying one location. This shows that it is 

possible for one informal spatial structure to be 

occupied by two or more businesses and two or 

more informal actors. This involves one actor 

renting its stall to another business or actor. The 

trend simply shows that informal business 

operations in block segments are managed 

differently in relation to the status of their location 

status and this highly affects the state of urban 

informality integration on the street. 

 
Table 3. Themes and user’s perceptions of street vending spatial structures 

 Thamrin 10 Jalan H. Agus Salim Jalan Percetakan Negara 

Plans and 

sections 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Users' 

perception 

of 

architecture 

segments 

S: We don't have to bother with 

disassembling our structures 

every day. The extra time can 

be used to prepare the goods. 

B: The building is organised 

and the seating area is 

spacious. The drawback is that 

each kiosk has no character and 

is less engaging, it all looks the 

same. 

S: The choice of location 

depends on permission granted 

by the building manager and 

the local municipality. Since 

street vending has become a 

culture, people are more 

welcoming. 

B: The stalls are located close 

to each other, so we can 

flexibly choose and buy from 

several stalls at once. 

S: The tent is easy to dismantle, 

although it leaks sometimes when it 

rains. People are also more likely to 

visit a tent stall than a shop because 

they know it will be affordable. 

B: The tenants are located right on the 

side of the road, easily accessible, and 

easy to spot. Their banners make it 

easy for us to see what they are selling. 

Emerging 

themes 

Less time to build space, more 

time for business. People 

perceive that kiosk has no 

character and is less engaging. 

People are more welcoming to 

street vending.  

Stall’s close proximity eases 

buyers to buy things. 

People prefer tent stalls to shops due to 

their affordability. Tent stalls are 

accessible and easy to spot because of 

their banners and location. 
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User’s perceptions of urban informality based on 

street vending spatial structures 

The spatial structure selected for street 

vending is related to the extent to which the city 

government is involved in organising street 

vendors. It was discovered from the interviews 

conducted at the block segments that both formal 

and informal authorities have the power to issue 

space permits. The formal authorities usually 

issue formal space or territory managed by the 

state while the informal ones are in charge of 

informal permits and manage informal 

occupations on the street, in-between buildings, 

and at the intersections. This implies the legal 

binary view is the most common concept adopted 

from the public perspective. Informality requires 

several permits such as the need to pay for utility 

and waste bills which can be issued together or 

separately with the space permits.  

The physical and spatial boundaries used by 

informal actors in building their architecture vary 

from curtains, walls, doors, cloth, poles, and carts. 

The space usually provided to these actors is 

temporary like a grey area which can be crossed 

by anyone. Each tenant pays per square meter and 

usually performs activities within the space 

except for those that are service-related such as 

washing and taking out the garbage. The others 

such as cooking, trading, and shoppers’ tables are 

within the confines of the tents. Moreover, each 

tent usually has an opening on each side to allow 

the sellers to interact and for the buyers to enter. 

It is important to note that each tent has its own 

opening. 

It was discovered that there is limited 

availability of utilities such as clean water and 

sanitation networks at the planning stage which 

are not well-integrated into the residence, 

workplaces, and other areas in Jalan H. Agus 

Salim and Jalan Percetakan Negara. The 

electricity network is attached to the formal 

buildings behind these blocks. Moreover, 

informal businesses rarely have clean water due 

to its privatization but share toilets and water 

faucets with each other. The sharing of these 

services is perceived as a compromise to live 

together based on written or unwritten 

agreements. 

Spatial integration of urban informality 

Previous discussions showed that there is a 

hierarchy in spatial integration. This is evident in 

the form of contours which materialised at 

multiple scales but are seamless when perceived 

as a whole. Urban informality was observed to 

occupy and inhabit the in-between spaces 

connecting streets to buildings from each 

neighbourhood to each architectural segment. 

This indicates it is possible to realise spatial 

integration of urban informality due to its 

influence on economic activities, social 

interactions, cultural heritage, and political 

negotiations. These factors work together to 

support the relevance of informal spatial practices 

(as suggested by Roy 2005; Dovey 2013; and 

Guerreiro 2021). Moreover, spatial integration 

catalyses economic and social activities in each 

location and this implies the legitimization of 

informal businesses can lead to the conduct of 

informal activities without concerns. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This research investigated the integration of urban 

informality with a focus on its influence on spatial 

or architectural issues. It was discovered that the 

degree of spatial integration is at multiple scales 

with informal activities observed in-between the 

spaces of each degree. The findings showed that 

street vending's occupancy reflects the precarious 

daily life of urban society. It was further noted 

that informal space needs to be included as a 

habitable territory for life-supporting activities. 

This signifies there is a need to emphasise 

everyday life design and make informal 

architecture practice available.  

It was also discovered that the emergence of 

spatial integration between informal and formal 

sectors is due to economic activities. Moreover, it 

sustains and catalyses larger urban frameworks 

like coalescence. The observation of several 

scales of urban informality integration leads to 

their perception as a spontaneous urban 

morphological reality which is needed to support 

each other’s lives. The comparison of the areas 

studied indicated that informalizing formal space 

has a more direct impact and integrates larger 

contexts on the street. This is due to the fact that 

people, including street vendors, like to conduct 

their day-to-day duties in a laid-back and 

spontaneous manner. Furthermore, accessibility 

and close proximity are the main purposes of 

selling on the streets. This implies spatial 

integration has many positive impacts on the 

survival of urban communities. 
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