MARKETS IN MARKET TOWNS

A paper prepared for the Policy Working Group, Action for Market Towns
1.
INTRODUCTION
A market – i.e. a general retail market – was, is and is likely to remain a sine qua non; an indispensable element of small towns – under 20-25K population –activity without which that town will be much worse off. It is analogous to the loss of the chemist or post office in some of our villages, if a market were to fail.

2.
AMT – Membership
It is estimated that AMT has, as members, 71 local authorities operating or individually controlling 91 markets. There appears to be a further 55 authorities without markets but we seriously question if this is accurate. It is possible that a further 10% or more have markets. Accurate information is hard to ascertain.

3.
CHARACTERISTICS OF A MARKET
It is convenient to set out what a retail market should wholly consist of. This is based on a general retail market (not specialised, bric-a-brac etc.); in a typical market town; an outdoor or street market; and operated by a council or licenced by a council to a private operator. 

A market should be made up as follows:

· A minimum of 20 stalls rising to 45/50

· A user mix based on a module of 25 stalls and pro rata in excess of that figure. The module ought to have 2-3 greengrocery units; 1 wet fish or fresh meat (ideally both); 4 ladies fashion; 1 children or babywear; 1 pet supplies; 1 outerwear; 1 or 2 footwear; 1 glass or ceramic goods; 1 dried goods; 1 household goods; 1 linen/fabrics; 1 DIY/small electrical products and 4/5 assorted users as a basic example

· A relatively compact area – i.e. both sides of a street (closed to traffic) or a central square or car park

· The area must be central and as highly visible as possible

· A colourful look – achieved not so much by homogeneity of stalls, but of variety and multi-coloured canopies

· Open for a set period i.e. 9.00 - 1.00 or 9.00 - 4.00

· A publicity programme – whether generated by trader, landlord or both

· A regular weekly day throughout the year

4.
AMT AND SMALL TOWNS
· AMT’s principal concern for the small market town is to advise how to prevent erosion of facilities; maintain stability and push for improvement. The degradation of the retail element of the market is one cause of towns’ problems. Within a population in the range up to 7,500 population the loss of a chemist, a sub post office, a bank branch, creates difficulties. Many of the smaller towns lack reasonable access to a major supermarket and rely upon a smaller outlet e.g. Budgens (say 500sq.m.); some Somerfields of this size; Aldi, or just a Spar or Vivo. The once a week appearance of an open general retail market e.g. Horncastle, Sleaford, Witham or even located in a town the size of Braintree makes all the difference. 

· Paradoxically the absence of a major Tesco, Morrisons (at say 3000-4000sq.m.) may have a reverse effect in that independents are able to survive (e.g. Newtown (Powys); Earlstown (outer St. Helens); Hebden Bridge (near Halifax). Part of this “retail survival” is supplemented by the existence of the market. 

· Even more strangely another small town Godalming retains a successful weekly market with long established traders despite a major Waitrose and other majors. The feedback is that market day (not a Saturday) is the busiest day of the week as many residents travel to Guildford for greater range of offer on the Saturday.

5.
Regeneration
(i)
A market (assuming its stability) ‘pulls’ the customer in or obviates the need to go elsewhere for say fresh fruit and vegetables; or lower priced clothing; or small items of household equipment. Some elderly residents and other non- vehicle owning social groups in districts with higher economic deprivation anticipate this. 

(ii)
In part regeneration can mean preservation. For example the family run D.I.Y.; household goods (ironmongers) enterprise. Even the corner shop (‘open all hours’) can be valuable. 

(iii)
The local authorities bear a particular burden. They have to support regeneration at all levels including close attention to retailing. It is immediately apparent from the small (and not so small) towns in France and Italy that many independents are flourishing. While the planning requirements here are different in practice, the planning authority almost always follows the ‘money’. A superstore or retail park does have a long-term deleterious effect on many business despite PPG6 and subsequent regulations. This is not helped by the latest proposals virtually to rebuild indoor centres literally in the centre of a town’s retailing district. The effect is often to upgrade rentals to a point where independents cannot cope.


Discussion Point:

Is continued support of the market by a council a prime step towards regeneration? – i.e. Abergavenny. Support does not mean verbal platitudes - it means spending cash. 

6.
VALUE TO A TOWN
(i)
Market day is the big day each week. There are countless towns and villages that enjoy this facility. Customers deliberately visit the town for the specific purpose of market shopping – especially if certain ranges of goods are not found and easily found within that town i.e. haberdashery, fabrics, glassware. 

(ii)
Market day is a bonus/benefit for local shops simply because there are extra potential customers. In Hinkley for example the obvious activity on market days is startling. While Darlington has a far bigger population the Monday open market has the effect of making that day second to Saturdays as a shopping venue. These examples are echoed throughout the U.K. 

(iii)
The offer of fresh fruit, salads and vegetables always provide a magnet in quality, freshness and pricing structure. I quote St. Albans with well over 160 stalls including 20-25 in fresh foodstuffs. Also Crawley which has only some 25 stalls – the two greengrocers are always busy with queues for their produce. While these two exemplar apply to large locations even at the lower scale – i.e. 15-25 stalls the same applies e.g. Sandbach, Baldock.

I have found that the pricing structure for these foodstuffs is almost always lower than the supermarkets often by 25-30%.

(iv)
There is little doubt that in some areas e.g. fashion and footwear, the same items can be cheaper than the discount and chain outlets. I accept that in these cases at (iii) the range of offer is more limited. 

(v)
The value of continuity, heritage is underestimated as in the social cohesion and community spirit. Relationship between traders and customers foster a ‘community’ feeling in our market. It is clear that there is also political spin-off in market support. 

(vi)
Lastly and perhaps most significantly what is the effect, the negative impact if and when a market is no longer there – a short step to decline??

Discussion Point
What has been the negative effect of declining markets in our towns? 

7.
TODAY'S PROBLEMS
Paradoxically today's issues are yesterday's but even more so. The market industry has been "hammered" over the past ten to twelve years. The number of markets, thought to be around 1,500, has dropped to around 1,000 - 1,000, while the big indoor long-established centre markets e.g. Halifax, Leeds, Oldham, Warrington are ‘safe’ with vacancy rates under five per centum; and the large street or square located markets Hinkley, Kings Lynn, Norwich, Mansfield have experienced permanent trader loss, this has not proved critical. Indeed at Cambridge firm management has maintained 100% occupancy (on peak days) and greater weekly coverage. 

The real and serious problem is the small/medium outdoor market - i.e. often the AMT membership towns. The reasons for decline are manifold. 

(i)
Lack of the comfort and facilities provided by the indoor shopping centres.

(ii)
The outlet - increase of the discounters Matalan; Peacocks; TK Maxx where fashion and increasingly general household goods i.e. Wilkinsons compete with market offers. 

(iii)
The giant supermarket chains now providing non-food products over increasing floor space. 

(iv)
The free car parking at supermarkets and car parking facilities mainly free at the indoor centres. 

(v)
The unwillingness of banks to provide suitable loans to traders often unable to give security (i.e. second mortgage); the unwillingness of banks to recognise the entrepreneurial possibilities of market traders. We accept that JJB Sport, Marks & Spencer; Tesco are historical examples but a number of today’s medium businesses started at market level too. 

(vi)
A fundamental under-capitalisation of small businesses. 

(vii)
The competition reduces stock turnover to 6/7 times annually rather than the 8/9 times of earlier years. 

(ix)
The reluctance or refusal of traders’ children to take over their parent’s businesses as they can earn as much elsewhere in 2/3rds of the time; and the outdoor nature of the business. 

(x)
The inability of local authorities to provide continuous maintenance and more significantly reinvestment in market stalls, ground surfacing, signage and promotion.

(xi)
Credit card usage or availability.

(xii)
Majors replace or accept goods back without question.

(xiii)
Closure of smaller wholesalers inhibits discount levels. 

AND more recently
(xiv)
E-bay sales.

(xv)
The increased interest in catalogue selling from medium concerns attracting CI and CIIs.

While this litany of negativity is formidable, it is not exclusive. However, it does not mean that street or outside markets with a range of traders cannot survive. We quote  Cambridge again; St. Albans; St. Neots and the open sections of Blackburn; Bury; and Oldham.

The result of the above factors is ‘the little guys are getting smaller’. 

8.
WHAT TO DO?
Owing to population size; rural to urban movement; and the allocation of the larger retail centres - there is no easy answer.

However, “something can be done”:

(i)
Identify that a street market is essential to a local economy. To put it negatively, what will happen if a market ceases? 

(ii)
Examine by survey and targeted interview (local shops; banks; newspaper; local government officers and specific stakeholders) the perceived value of a market.

(iii)
Identify the factors for decline over the past three/four years. Examine which of these can be stabilised, if possible. 

(iv)
Technically review - layout, trader mix, users, location/relocation; rental rates; equipment availability; inducements to traders; AND management quality. 

(v)
Is investment needed? or possible?

(vi)
Is publicity in force? or can it be improved?

(vii)
Co-ordinate the three/four lead traders to create communication. 

(viii)
Differentiate between “strong” and “weak” traders and attempt to encourage/support the weaker ones. 

9.
POLICY
As part of AMT’s approach to any client member where a market is in existence then:

(i)
Enquiry as to the satisfaction/dissatisfaction of the market activity/attraction should be sought. 

(ii)
In either event the reasons should be ascertained; and a discussion as to the markets perceived value obtained. 

(iii)
If on balance the market is regarded as vital; successful; a community benefit; and not in apparent need under section 8 then so be it. 

(iv)
Alternatively if this is not the case then the What to do (section 8) needs adapting in principle and its Value Factor (section 6) emphasised to the client. 

10.
SUMMARY
This paper was prepared by Michael Felton, a former Board Member of AMT, in order to summarise the value of markets to AMT’s small towns and of course others. It seems obvious that one of the formulations of a town’s vitalities is the activity generated by a market and the difference it brings to a town centre for the benefit of all. As AMT is expanding its remit to locations where the population rises to 35K identical problems arise. 
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Michael Felton is a consultant to the market and shopping hall industry and would be happy to discuss future projects with prospective clients from market towns

METHODOLOGY ATTACHMENT
Our objective in attempting to ascertain the real percentage of members operating a total number of markets, is to find out how many of those enjoy income; popularity; footflow increase and community benefit etc. 

On our calculations at Section 2, a market forms an essential part of the relevant town’s activity and an element that AMT can properly take into account if appropriate. 

1.
Our starting point is the list of current membership now standing at 423 organisations.  These organisations consist of various groupings - the councils; regeneration groups; professional project managers in particular specialisms; voluntary bodies; academic institutions. 

2.
In order to select those with specific general retail market interest, we are aware that it is the councils that control or operate those markets. There are 151 councils holding membership. Of this number we have discounted the parish councils; a number of the town councils - many of which have a jurisdiction too small for a market operation; and the county councils who, in practice, do not hold market rights under custom, charter or statute. This leaves 126 members - the borough; district;  and some town councils. 

3.
Our discounting of town council numbers is arbitrary but based on our personal knowledge; the Market Traders annual handbook, and our own database. We ignore that three members are professional market operators as their wellbeing is not within AMT’s potential objectives. We accept that liaison by councils with those particular members must not be overlooked. 

4.
To achieve our objective we have to allow for overlap e.g. Louth Town Council is a member but so is East Lindsey District Council. The latter has three markets in its jurisdiction one of which is in Louth. Also a situation where a council - i.e. one member, has multiple markets. We have already quoted North Shropshire District Council with four. In both cases other examples exist. 

5.
To cross-check we have checked operational ownership with the Market Traders’ annual and as indicated our own data. This has revealed (see 3 above) that private operators are licensed to run the markets in specific towns - for example Selsey.

6.
Our conclusion is that 126 members have the capability for a market operation. There are 91 identified markets within that number. There are 20 councils have in excess of one operation. this leaves 71 authorities controlling/licensing 91 markets, a cover of 128%. 

The remaining “non-market” authorities i.e. 55, may have a market operation. It is impossible to ascertain this as information in the industry is fragmented without a single source of information. We suspect a number of this 55 - say 10% are market providers.
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