Mapping Informal Food
Businesses in South Africa:
Lessons from the Field

The FoodSAMSA consortium (https://foodsamsa.samrc.ac.za/)

Contributors

Background

Results

The ground level view!

Shops within 20m of residential roads, count and percent by township

Jillian Hill', Bevan Esterhuizen', Magnifique Nkurunziza', Cindy George',
Nicole Holliday?, Carmen Klinger?3, Peter Delobelle?*, Zandile Mchiza'

=

N

w

Pettenkofer School of Public Health, Munich, Germany
Chronic Disease Initiative for Africa, University of Cape Town

~

Shops within 100m of Primary and Secondary Schools

K

W

IMPROVE
L | % 5

-

o
s N I_ L I«._. o

FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

foodSAMSA

Read our accompanying qualitative study here:

Non-Communicable Diseases Research Unit, South African Medical Research Council
Institute for Medical Information Processing, Biometry and Epidemiology (IBE); Chair of Public Health and Health Services Research; Faculty of Medicine; LMU Munich, Munich, Germany

Spaza Shop Business Operations

Spaza shop mapping in the three communities resulted into
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SPAZA SHOP STORIES:

SHOPKEEPER

SPAZA SHOP STORIES:

Name: Sindisiwe Name: ool

Age: Age: 28

Gender: Female Gender: Male

Origin: South African Origin: Bangladesh

Family composition: Family composition:

5 adults, 2 children No family in South Africa

Time in South Africa: 28 years Time in South Africa: 4 years

Always lived in Cape Town: No Always lived in Cape Town:

Position: Shopkeeper (daughter of owner) Position: Shopkeeper

Sindisiwe’s motherstarted the business in 1998, because she was
unemployed. She started with R20, at which point she bought
packets of chips and sold it 3z 3 hawker. Over the years the
business hac grown to a point where they not only have a

good networks and thus can buy in bulk. When asked if they
would join such a network, she mentioned that they have no
relationship with them, and they are not open to it. Spaza shops
are prolific in their community with about seven in two streets,
their shop being the only South African owned shop.

Mobinul has been a shopkeeper for 4 years, he came The shop buys its supplies from wholesalers such as
to South Africa due to political issues in his country. He

explained that he has had great difficulty in getting a visa

Giant, One Up, and Jumbo. Fresh produce gets bought
from Epping Fruit and Vegetable Market.
shop bt a taxs business 2 well, The business has affo (asylum seeker). He mentioned that it would be easier to ) ) o

The business license is displayed, and he says they have a

good relationship with the environmental health officers;

get a girifriend and marry her but prefers not to do that.
He would appreciate it if the South African governmen t
can make the visa processes easi

a perman

owner to put her children through school and beyond.
The shop buys its supplies from wholesalers such as Giant, One

Up, and Jumbo. ier so that he can obtain

friend.

They are in the process of applying for their certificate of their last inspection was one year ago. He feels quite safe
in the area as the police patrol the area often. However,
they experienced a robbery about a year ago, one of

the shopkeepers were shot and decided to go back to

acceptance (food safety) as they ako make and sell vetkoek ent work permit. He works for 2 “family”
ndisiwe said that cpaza shops play a big role int i

and

(fried doughnut) in the store. They had
month, “the fire people” came

an inspection last

to inspect. She mentioned community because formal shops are too far in town

He enjoys his job, and it enables him to sustain himself

that with ing that has h d in th ws the law: travelling is expensive. They offer their regular customers cradit

ar: c:“g::r);i‘:i' ;OP:;u:fz::: o:e';;;e“‘:m; ::; with no igm”e:m ’ N by sending money home to his family. He did not offer Bangladesh. They also experienced an extortion attempt
cartificates. s;m caid that everyone can make a mistake and have any thoughts on the role of the shop in the community. about two years ago for protection, but the owner did
an expired item on their shelves if not checked regulardy. She The only governmental support she could suggest was for the He relayed that customers are 0% good and 10% bad, not buy into it.

government to provide capital for new businesses to start as

said that the bad publicity has not affected their chop, but rather
the Somalian shops. She me:

as they smoke marijuana and sometimes make attempts

ntioned that most spaza shops are informal businesses are not able to get bank loans. When asked about the publicity around the spaza shops

lately, he said that it is a good thing becaus

at stealing. They offer their regular customers credit with

now run by Somalians. The previous spaza shop owners (South no interest.

e expired
goods should not be sold. The publicity has not affected

their business at all as they are trusted in the community.

MRC

She feels 100% cafe in the community, and they live upstairs
from the shop.

Africans) rather rent their spaces out to them because they

cannot compete with them. She mentioned that Somalians have

MRC

Key Insights for Business Model Develop

Spaza shops play a crucial role in the local economy, creating
employment opportunities within communities, supporting
livelihoods, and helping to reduce unemployment.

2

They function as essential convenience stores, serving
township and rural consumers who rely on them for daily
necessities such as groceries, snacks, and household items -
offering accessible and affordable goods.

3

The informal retail sector, particularly spaza shops, is

a major economic contributor, estimated to add around
R900 billion to the township economy, underscoring their
role as key economic drivers at the grassroots level.
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Spaza shop stories - individual interviews with owners/shopkeepers & consumers
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SPAZA SHOP STORIES: SPAZA SHOP STORIES:

CONSUMER CONSUMER

Name: Tremaine Name:

Age: 43 Age: 27

Gender: Female Gender: Female

Ethnicity: Colored Ethnicity: Black African

Family composition: Family composition:

er and her child and her mother
uding children ie. her
y sister. her mom, her young sister
and herself

ding children i.e. her
er. her mom, her

Origin: South Africa

Time in South Africa:  Allthe time

Time in South Africa: Allthe time

There is no interest charged, but this arrangement is
typically reserved for loyal customers. Shopkeepers
know their community well and extend this trust without

Tremaine views spaza shops as convenient and supportive
to the communities in that people can buy from them on

She is aware of negative media reports linking some
shops to drugs and crime, which she finds worrying,

Aphiwe is a regular consumer of a spaza shop in her area.
She believes that spaza shops play an important role in
the community because they provide quick and easy
access to daily necessities. Instead of traveling to town,
she can
home. Aphiwe purchases from spaza shops every day
since they are the only shops nearby and stock a wide
range of essentials. Aphiwe believes spaza shops have
their own way of giving back to the community by giving

but she continues using them because there is no other
choice. She mentioned that the above concemns are
based on rumors from the news rather than personal

daily basis due to their proximity. However, she believes
South Africans should own these businesses rather than
foreign nationals. For her the current situation makes her

expecting anything more in return. Regarding the recent
news reports about alleged poisoning incidents at spaza
shops, Aphiwe
or buying habits. She and those around her have not
experienced such issues, and she continues to support
the shops. If given a choice, she says she would still
prefer to buy from spaza shops because she values the
convenience of being able to step out and quickly get
what she needs without traveling far.

MRCY

conveniently find everything she needs close to
feel South Africans are being left behind. Although spaza
shops do not offer credit, they meet every day needs.

experience. Ideally, she would prefer shopping at larger
retailers, which she considers safer and cheaper, but the
only nearby supermarket (spar) is too far.

explains that this has not affected her trust

credit to regular (trusted) customers. According to her,
residents can go to the shop with a list of items they want,
the owner records the cost, and the customer provides 3
date for repayment.

MRCY
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Consumers value spaza shops for their affordability,
accessibility, and trustworthiness, as they provide safe,
low-cost products while stimulating local entrepreneurship
and economic activity.

5

Despite their importance, concerns have emerged
regarding food safety, following reports of food
poisoning possibly linked to intentional contamination.
This has raised public anxiety, especially since many
shop owners are non-South Africans.

6

The government’s R500 million Spaza Shop Support Fund
demonstrates recognition of their significance, promoting
formalization, business growth, and long-term sustainability
to empower small-scale entrepreneurs in this sector.
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368 actively operating shops in Gugulethu, Nyanga, and
Kensington

* Shop owners/shopkeepers were mostly male (86%)

* Most shop owners/shopkeepers were non-South Africans (86%)
[mostly from Somalia, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, and Pakistan]

* Shops operated 7 days a week for > 8 hours per day

® Less than half of shop owners reported having a certificate of
acceptability from the Department of Health (43%)

* More than half had no permits, concession letters, or leases to sell
food (57%).

* None of the shop owners were aware of any policies or by-laws
regarding food sales in spaza shops

* Perceptions of safety varied, with most described the area where
they operate as safe most of the time (57%), while others considered
it very dangerous (29%) or often dangerous (14%)

Food items sold by shops

* Shops sold a wide range of food items, including bread (63%), fresh
produce (58%), frozen foods (chicken, sausage, fish, vegetables
etc.) (42%), grains and cereals (incl. pasta) (62%), snacks and sweets
(63%), dairy and alternatives (61%), eggs (61%) protein sources
(61%), condiments and spices (63%), and beverages (63%).

* During our visits, we observed that the most frequently sold items
were staples like rice, sweets and chocolates, milk, cooking oil, soft
drinks, water, energy drinks, and bread

* Shop owners reported that they primarily stocked and sold items
most purchased by their customers

Spaza shop media news

Reported poisoning cases and hospitalizations

 In 2024, eight children in Soweto died after consuming snacks

purchased from a spaza shop (South African Broadcasting
Corporation [SABC] News, 2024).

» Additional reports surfaced of multiple child deaths in other
provinces, allegedly linked to snacks bought from spaza shops.
These cases sparked official investigations and growing community
outrage (YouTube, 2024).

* In 2025, an eight-year-old boy from Soweto was hospitalized
in intensive care after consuming snacks from a spaza shop,

underscoring that such incidents and investigations are continuing
into 2025 (SABC News, 2025; YouTube, 2025).

Official investigations and outcomes

* I[n 2024, inspections by the National Consumer Commission (NCC)
uncovered expired food products in several spaza shops (SABC
News, 2024).

NCC blitz operations further revealed expired and poorly labelled
stock in shops across Soweto and Buffalo City (YouTube, 2024).

In Ekurhuleni, Gauteng Province, health inspectors confiscated

non-compliant items, citing issues with licensing and food storage
practices (SABC News, 2024; YouTube, 2024).

Authorities closed a spaza shop in Naledi after discovering that the

owner was an undocumented foreign national operating without a
license (SABC News, 2024).

Similar closures were reported in other provinces following
suspected food-poisoning deaths, illustrating how enforcement
actions were carried out on the ground (YouTube, 2024).

The South African Police uncovered two unauthorized warehouses in
Durban’s Bluff area stocked with expired goods (SABC News, 2024).
Raids extended further up the food supply chain, where large caches
of expired stock were allegedly discovered (YouTube, 2025).

During raids, authorities also uncovered the sale of counterfeit or
fake food products (news features, 2024).

Investigations highlighted the presence of outdated and counterfeit
consumables in some township outlets, sparking a wider debate
about the closure of non-compliant shops (YouTube, 2024; SABC
News, 2024).

Large-scale raids at warehouses and spaza shops across

South Africa revealed not only expired goods but also counterfeit
items, raising further concerns about food safety (SABC News, 2024,
YouTube, 2024).
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