
For information, contact:

Agricultural Managment, Marketing and Finance Service
Rural Infrastructure and Agro-Industries Division

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
Viale delle Terme di Caracalla - 00153 Rome, Italy

Telephone: +39 06 5705 5119
Fax: +39 06 5705 6850
E-mail: olivio.argenti@fao.org

Promises and challenges 
of the informal food sector in developing countries

A joint publication by the Rural Infrastructure and
Agro-Industries Division, and the Nutrition and Consumer 
Protection Division of the Agriculture and Consumer 
Protection Department of FAO.

In collaboration with the Agricultural Economics and 
Engineering Department (University of Bologna, Italy) and 
the Department of Sociology and Anthropology (University 
of Ottawa, Canada).

Text by Scott Simon, University of Ottawa, Canada

The financial contribution of the Livelihoods Diversification 
and Enterprise Development (LDED) 
Programme of FAO is acknowledged.

Photos by Olivio Argenti

Cover photo: Pakistan, Lahore: traders buying food 

This publication provides an overview 
of recent literature on the potential of the 
informal food sector (IFS) to facilitate an 
affordable supply of food to urban areas 
and generate income for low-income 
households. The goal is to identify global 
patterns, topics for further research, 
and policy suggestions. It also draws on 
discussions made by an international 
community of development practitioners 
and scholars in the e-mail conference on 
the IFS organized by FAO and the University 
of Bologna in May 2006. Some case studies 
are discussed as examples of good practices 
in various countries. 
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The informal food sector exists in all countries of the world. It has continued to flourish, 
even when illegal or state-oppressed. It offers autonomy and incomes to a wide variety 
of families in economic difficulties. It is thus unlikely to disappear. The convenience of 

purchasing food from informal vendors is also appreciated by many consumers, including 
the urban poor, office workers and tourists. Authorities, and local authorities in particular, 
should consider informal agents as partners in local development initiatives. They should 
implement policies and programmes aimed at creating adequate conditions for informal 

sector activities to be efficiently undertaken while minimising risks to society.
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