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STREETFOODS: AN ASIAN PERSPECTIVE 

With special  reference to indoneeia*) 

F.G. Winarno * ) 

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS STREETFOOD 

The Regional Workshop on S t r e e t f o o d s  i n  A s i a ,  which 

was conducted in Yogyakarta, Indonesia (Anonymous, 1986) 

agreed to define streetfoods are as follows. lgStreetfoods 

are ready to eat f o o d s  and beverages prepared and/cr sold 

by food vendors or hawkers, especially in street and other 

similar public places". It should be noted that streetfoods 

in t h i s  discussion not include t h e  prepackaged foods, and 

t h e  streetfoods is not synonym fo r  fastfoods nor "junk 

foods" . 
Like streetfoods, fas t foods  is relatively low cost 

foods, s o l d  by o u t l e t s  but is usually franchises of 

International chains and future quick service and limited 

choice of menu. 

"Junk foodsgt is prepackaged processed foods which 

conta in  mainly carbohydrates and additives, little or no 

balanced essential nutrients, and is often high in salt, 

sugar and colouring a g e n t s  of non food grade ( A l l a i n ,  

1988). 

Streetfood sellers are also known as hawkers or 

vendors,  are persons who prepare and sell streetfoods. 

Streetfood handlers are "invisible" workers who help to 

purchase, transport and prepare the raw material and 

*) Paper presented at 8th World Congress of Food Science 
and Technology, Toronto ,  Canada, September 30 - October 
4 ,  1991. 

**)  Senior Scientist, Food Technology Development Center, 
P.O. Box 61, Bogor, Indonesia. 



ingredients f o r  streetfoods production and to a certain 

extent a l so  involve in selling. 

PROSPECTIVES AND DISADVANTAGES OF STREETFOODS 

A. PROSPECTIVES 

Economic 

The contribution of s t ree t foods  to the n a t i o n a l  

economy of t h e  Third world countries is vastly 

underestimated or even ignored. Annual s a l e s  f o r  t h e  

snail city like Bogor, ~ndonesia (population 250,000) 

was reported amount to US$ 67 millions (Cohen, 1984). 

According to t h e  s t u d y  of ~ n d r i g a  and Kies c i t e d  by 

Allain (1988), in Malays ia  the  estimated average daily 

turnover per hawker is around US$ 61 reported s a l e s  vary 

from US$ 10 to 120 per day, with net income varies from 

US$ 4 to US$ 36 w i t h  an average of US$ 16 per day. If 

one computes the average daily total sa le s  from 

estimated 100,000 stalls in Malaysia, the a n n u a l  sales 

of streetfoods amount to US$ 2.2 billion. This is not 

negligible especially if one  considers that t h e  amount 

is practically entirely generated within the country, 

thereby promoting economic national se l f  sufficiency. 
The sad thing is that most of streetfoods 

activities in developing countries are not recognized 

yet. On the contrary the foreign controlled fastfoods 

chains are getting many advantages and much cooperation 

from the government and yet are geared to take as much 

profit as possible o u t  of the country. 

In reality benefits of the streetfood trade extend 

both up and downstream in t h e  local economy. 

Emvlovment 

Eventhough streetfoods industries are generally 

small scale i n  size, which require simple skill, simple 



facilities and small capital, due to its enormous  num 

bers of vendors they have significant potential in 

generating employments. For example, the town of Bogor, 

Indonesia has 18,000 streetfoods vendors or o n e  vendor 

for every 16 people. About 2 6 %  of t h e  informal sector in 

Bogor d i r e c t l y  found in t h e  streetfood vendor (Chapman, 

1984) . 
The role of streetfood verdors are a positive 

factor in t h e  local economy. They offer employment to 

lower educated i n d i v i d u - a l s  who may otherwise not be a b l e  

to find employment. 

An increased awareness  of the limited opportunities 

for employment provided by larqe sca le  industrialization 

and t h e  rapid growth of t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  of many urban 

areas, have led to awareness by planners that the urban 

i n f o r m a l  sector plays an  increasingly important role in 

many c i t i e s .  

Increase in urbanization caused by increasing popu 

l a t i o n  growth in urban areas and the movement of people 

from rural areas to urban centers have led to larqe 

increases in the number of vendors in many c i t i e s  of the 

world. 

People a r e  attached to these o c c u p a t i o n s  by 

possibility of earning relatively high incomes. The 

need for relatively low capital expenditures is also 

attractive for certain t ypes  of sellers. People are also 

ab le  to work on their own time, with few constraints on 

their movement, and do n o t  have to answer to a supervi- 

sor or employers. Most of t h e  vendors were e a r n i n g  

between three to ten times the minimum wage in the 

c o u n t r y .  

Nutrition Source 

The  demand f o r  low-cost prepared foods varies  f o r  

among customers from v a r i o u s  economic s t r a t a ,  but s o m e  
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people w i t h  little or  no income are almost  exclusively 

depend on food suppl ied by streetfood vendors- 

~n some cases, it may even be nore economical f o r  

customers to purchase food from streetfood vendors 

rather than paying for transportation costs and costs 

f o r  cooking. Streetfood sellers can  h e l p  supply an 

expanding urban population w i t h  relatively inexpensive 

foods due to low overhead costs. 

For the low income worker, streetfoods are  es- 

sential- In Asian countries, some workers, as well as 

students have their first meal of t h e  day from street- 

food vendors.  Although there is no indepth  nutritional 

studies in this regards. It is believed t h a t  many low 

income f a m i l i e s  would be worse off  i f  there were no 

streetfood vendors to serve fast and inexpensive foods.  

From the Netherlands-Indonesia Streetfood Project 

(1991), t h e  nutritional values of streeetfoods vary 

g r e a t l y .  The average food energy of streetfoods may 
ranges from 5 Cal to 679 Cal per 100 gram. However based 

on t h e  a n a l y s i s  and calculation of the normal condition 

of streetfood consumption, t h e  Indonesia RDA energy 

requirements may easily be met by consuming streetfood 

of US$ 1 cost. 

Several items such as boiled and fried peanuts ,  

fried tempeh, f r i e d  tofu, are proved t o  be a good source 

of both protein and fat. Several local d i s h e s  and 

preparation using vegetable and animal products also 

having good nutrition and balanced food if consumed in 

combination. 

Total d i e t  study have also been conducted in Bogor, 

Indonesia, for a group of 4 7  students in the age of 18 

to 2 4  years old. Most of the respondent s t u d e n t s  came 

f r o m  t h e  middle and low income families. This range of 

age w e r e  selected due to probably having the highest 



food consumption as compared with t h e  o the r  age- 

categories. From that study it w a s  found that, from 

t o t a l  energy consumed by students, the streetfood 

constitutes t h e  largest part  of e n e r g y  (7801, p r o t e i n  

8 2 %  and i r o n  79% intake respectively. This data could be 

used as i n d i c a t o r  t h a t  the streetfood may play major and 

important ro le  in the  total diet for students i n  

Indonesia. 

B. DISADVANTAGES 

From the negative aspect ,  t h ~  prohibited colouring 

agents are still widely  used by the streetfood 

producers such as rhodamin B and methanil yellcw and 

similarly t h e  use of non permitted synthetic sweeteners 

for streetfood drinks. O t h e r  negative aspec t  were also 

reported for contamination of toxic substances ,  for 

example lead contamination (1.0 ppm - 9.63 ppm).  It was 

found that 17% of streetfoods containing peanut 
components were contaminat-ed with aflatoxin and some of 

them w e r e  reported to contain aflatoxin above 30 ppb a 

s a f e t y  margin set up by FAO/WHO guidelines. 

P e s t i c i d e  residues were also detected in 

streetfoods particularly in the vegetable-base products. 

The extreme samples were reported to contain p e s t i c i d e  

residues more t h a n  80 ppb. 

As far  as microbiological quality as concern ,  it 

w a s  reported t h a t  in general, drinks s o l d  by s t a t i o n a r y  

vendors have better microbiological quality t h a n  those  

so ld  by ambulatory vendors. Similar condition w a s  found 

for t h e  drinks s o l d  in a better socio-economic env i ron  

ment  as compare to crowded slums. This condition is 

directly affected by the nature of water they are using 

to prepare drinks. Some of the drinks presumably c o n t a i n  

pathogenic bacter ia .  
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Snacks are considered as safe foods since most of 

t h e m  are fried o r  baked d u r i n g  p r e p a r a t i o n .  Besides t h e y  

are usually consumed w i t h i n  few h o u r s  after prepararion, 

excep t  those snacks which  known as w e t  snacks or watery 

snacks (asinan and rujak both are local foods  i n  In -  

donesia) which are considered with high risk of contami- 

nation of pathogenic bacteria. 

Eventhough, based on laboratory analysis, street- 

foods may be considered as "risky", in practical sense 

of day to day life, only very few cases of food poison- 

ing due to streetfoods have been reported. This proba- 

bly due to the development of individuals immunity at 

certain extent. 

A s  f a r  as  meals as c o n c e r n ,  i f  it is served hot 

streetfoods such as noodles, meat balls, soto e t c  are 

considered as safe, while cold meals such as rice and 

dishes mixed together, are high  r i s k  foods due to high 

microbial contamination including pathogenic bacteria. 

Most of cold meals containing peanut sauce or coconut 

milk considered as h i g h  risk foods. The p l a c e  of pre- 

paring and selling the streetfoods significantly affect 

their s a f e t y  c o n d i t i o n .  

The health risk of food is not only determined by 

the concentration of various additives and contaminants 

in a food product, b u t  also by the daily intake of a 

certain contaminant or additive through the consumer 

d i e t .  

PRESENT STATUS OF STREETFOODS IN SOME ASIAN COUNTRIES 

Increases in urbanization caused by increasing popu- 

lation growth in urban area have led to large increases in 

member of vendors in many Asian c i t i e s  and town. 



It w a s  apparent that t h e  s t r ee t food  industry in Asia, 

albeit informal was a vast industry in which involves 

tremendous ammounts of capital and millions of p e o p l e .  It 

was an industry tk,at provided employment to large  segments  

of the population who might otherwise be unemployed, parti- 

cularly women. It w a s  also a source of unexpensive, quick 

nutritious food a s  well as a source of t r a d i t i o n a l  foods .  

It is also an industry t h a t  in many A s i a n  countries is n o t  

recognised or r e g u l a t e d  but merely to lerated  or ignored 

until the vendors becamz a nuisance. The followings are 

recent status of streetfoods in selected Asian countries as 

reported during t h e  r eg iona l  workshop (Anonymous ,  1986). 

A,. PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA 

Until 1970 t h e  number of private food premises 

(mainly food vendor s )  was less t h a n  1% of the total 

number of food premises. However ,  the number of food 

vendors is currently abou t  1 million, i . e .  about  6 0 %  of 

the t o t a l  number of food premises. T h e  number of people 

involved is around 2 million. 

The hygienic status of food vendors is being im- 

proved continuously by the implementation of local 

regulations, concerning the se lect ion  of sites for food 

markets and vendors, t h e  food hygienic licences, sepa- 

rated places and  requirements for ready-to-eat foods. 

Some p o s i t i v e  results have been obtained to provide 

nutritious, hygienic, convenient and unexpensive food to 

consumers, based on the principle of "not o n l y  stimulat- 

ing t h e  development of economy but also strengthening 

management". Up to the c u r r e n t  time t h e r e  are 2 7 5  na- 

t i o n a l  and 705 l oca l  regulations on food hygiene. .J 

B. MALAYSIA 

The multi-racial character of the Malays ia  popula- 

t i o n  provides an endless variety of streetfoods avail- 
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