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I. INTRODUCTION

This report is the result of an enquiry into horticultural marketing
which was carried out at the request of the Ministry of Agriculture,
Fisheries and Food. The study was made in two parts each the subject
of a separate report. One part was concerned with the growers' end of
the marketing process and was carried out in Bedfordshire, West
Cornwall, Wisbech and the Lea Valley.' The other part of the study, the
subject of the present report, was made in Birmingham and was mainly
concerned with the businesses carried on by the commission agents who
were selling fruit, flowers and vegetables in the market.

Two main reasons dictated the choice of Birmingham. The first was
one of pure convenience because the market had to be within reasonably
easy reach of Reading. This meant that the choice would fall on one of
the London markets, Bristol or Birmingham which are respectively 40,
80 and 100 miles distant. The second reason was that the market had
to be one of the more important and also mainly concerned with home
grown produce. Relatively large quantities of imported produce pass
through both London and Bristol. Bristol is outside the area in which
the Department normally carries on its extra-mural activities and any
detailed study of firms in the London markets would have been beyond
the capacity of the resources available. Birmingham, therefore, seemed
the obvious choice. That the choice was a happy one was shown by the
ready co-operation of all concerned.

The enquiry was conducted mainly by questionnaire and interview
and aimed to get a general view of what happens to horticultural produce,
and home grown produce in particular, when it reaches one of the national
markets. The object was to draw as factual a picture as possible. The
study may therefore be criticised on the score that it depended too
heavily on too many leading questions. This course was, however,
followed deliberately in view of the virtual non-existence of information
on just those matters which the study sought to reveal.

The Department wishes to record its appreciation of the financial
assistance, made available under the Conditional Aid Scheme with funds
derived from United States Economic Aid, without which the enquiry
could not have been conducted. Mr. E. Goodall, the Secretary of the
Birmingham Wholesale Fruit; Flower and Potato Merchants' Association
and Mr. K. H. Robinson, the General Manager of the City of Birmingham
Markets and Fairs Department, gave unstinted help in the course of the
enquiry. The study could not have proceeded far, however, without the
help of the firms concerned The principals of no less than 52 of the 56

1 The Marketing of Horticultural Produce grown in Bedfordshire, West Cornwall,
Wisbech and the Lea Valley, University of Reading, Department of Agricultural
Economics, Miscellaneous Studies, No. 12.



firms in the market gave very frank answers to the questions which were
addressed to them about their businesses. While it is only fair to
acknowledge that help it must also be stated that no more than the
most meagre amount of corroborative material evidence was forthcoming
on their transactions with individual growers and buyers. Nevertheless,
only with the help of the persons concerned could the general picture
presented in this report have been revealed and that help is gratefully
acknowledged.
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II. THE MARKET

The first time that any information on the value of the trade in
horticultural produce became available was in 1955 with the publication
of the report on the 1950 Census of Distribution carried out by the
Board of Trade.' The report gives certain data about the wholesale
horticultural trade in each of six major conurbations, one of which, the
West Midlands, includes Birmingham. Table I is constructed from data
extracted from the census report.

TABLE 1

Wholesale trade in fresh fruit, vegetables and nuts in six
conurbations in 1950.

Number of
Conurbation Population wholesale Total value

establishments of trade

Greater London ...
South and East Lancs.
West Midlands •• •
West Yorks ... •••
Merseyside ... ...
Tyneside •••

••• 8,417,000 883 £158,240,000
••• 2,417,000 230 £ 17,500,000
... 2,242,000 125 £ 16,778,000
••• 1,703,000 154 £ 9,228,000
... 1,394,000 199 £ 22,891,000
... 840,000 63 £ 7,070,000

The West Midlands conurbation appears to be the third largest by
population, the fifth largest by the number of wholesale fruit and
vegetable establishments, and the fourth largest by the value of its
horticultural trade. Birmingham accounts for practically 50 per cent. of
the population of the West Midlands but for over 76 per cent. of its trade
in horticultural produce and thus appears to act as a distributing centre
for the region.

A further illustration of the relative importance of Birmingham as
a market may be given by listing all towns with a wholesale trade in
horticultural produce of at least D. million per annum.

Town
Value of
Trade Town

Value of
Trade

London ... ... £158,240,000 Leeds ... ... ••• £3,693,000
Liverpool .•• ••• 22,592,000 Nottingham ... .•• 3,622,000
Glasgow ... ••• 15,268,000 Cardiff ••• ... 3,620,000
Manchester ... ... 14,418,000 Leicester ••• ... 2,522,000
Birmingham ... ... 12,840,000 Norwich ... ••• 2,212,000
Hull ... ••• ... 7,903,000 Swansea ... ••• 1,528,000
Newcastle ... .•• 6,353,000 Blackburn ••• .•• 1,294,000
Bristol ••• ... 6,097,000 Dundee ••• ••• 1,194,000
Edinburgh ... ••• 4,655,000 Preston • •. ••• 1,189,000
Southampton ••• 4,345,000 Bolton ••• 1,062,000
Sheffield ... ••• 3,819,000 Wigan ••• ••• 1,001,000

1 Census of Distribution and other Services 1950, Vol. III, Wholesale Trades,
H.M.S.O., 1955.
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It will be seen that Birmingham comes fifth in importance and heads

the towns which are not major ports. It is clear then that with its

68 establishments employing just over 1,000 persons in disposing of

nearly £13 millions of horticultural produce Birmingham ranks as one of

the more important markets of the country.'

In the economic sense the market consists of the whole of the

population of the West Midlands conurbation amounting to well over

2 million persons. In the physical sense of the place where goods change

hands at wholesale the market is centred on the point where Upper Dean

Street meets Jamaica Row. The central point is easy to define but the

boundaries are by no means clear. Within a radius of a quarter of a mile

from the centre there is a meat market, a fish market, Smithfield Market

for the sale of horticultural produce and the new toll market in course of

construction and destined mainly for use by local growers. In addition,

premises in this area and other premises outside it are used as warehouses

by firms selling horticultural produce and the picture is still further

complicated by the fact that within the main area there is a market hall

for retail sales of all kinds and an open-air retail street market in the

Bull Ring for fruit, vegetables and flowers.

But the whole of the core of this area is also described as Smithfield

Market. To say where Smithfield Market begins, where it ends, and of

what it really consists, however, would tax the ingenuity of those most

intimately concerned. The building used for wholesaling fruit and

vegetables was conspicuously labelled 'Smithfield Market' by its Victorian

architect. The name is used, however, to describe the area as well as

those parts which have specific uses, and firms with temporary stands on

one of the street frontages regard themselves as being just as certainly

(but perhaps less effectively) in Smithfield Market as the firms with

stands in the market building.

If it is difficult to define the boundaries of the market area as a whole

or of that part which is concerned with the wholesaling of fruit and

vegetables there is no difficulty in separating the firms which are concerned

with the wholesale trade in horticultural produce from those concerned

with other commodities. Neither is there any difficulty in separating

the premises used exclusively for the wholesale horticultural trade from

premises used for the sale of other food products and for retail sales. The

accompanying map of the area shows the premises used by firms of

commission agents, those marked in black are provided by firms which

occupy them, the market building is provided by the City Corporation,

the vaults under Moor Street Railway Station and stacking space at

Curzon Street and Camp Hill Railway Stations are provided by British

Railways.

The Markets and Fairs Department of the City Corporation, how-

ever, has much greater control over the market than is suggested by the

1 Data from the Census of Distribution report.
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BIRMINGHAM MARKET AREA

SHOWING PREMISES USED IN SELLING

HORTICULTURAL PRODUCE

MILE

MOOR STREET STATION
VAULTS

2, 8, 10, 22, 23, 25, 27,
30, 33, 34, 40, 41, 42,

NEW
TOLL
MARKET

3

4

6

14

Boundary of proposed Market Area

23

/ 
27

/

32

CURZON STREET STATION

2, 8, 19, 20, 22, 24, 27,
40, 41, 43, 45, 46.

Numbers refer to firms which

occupy marked premises

ALL FIRMS EXCEPT 1, 3, 5, 7, 21, Si.
N_I

"7/44, 77r,

2, 4, 10, 13, 14,
18, 22, 27, 41, 42, 44.

SMITHFIELD MARKET
(Top Market cross hatched)
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relatively small area it provides. There are 56 firms of commission
agents in the market area and 50 of them have space in the market
building from which the greater part of the sales take place. The
institution controlling the market itself is therefore in a key position. It
is instructive to examine the financial aspect of the Markets and Fairs
Department to see to what extent the market as a whole or various parts
of it are a liability to the City Corporation.' Financial data on the
activities of the Corporation are readily available from the so-called
'Birmingham Blue Book.' 

In the year ended March 31, 1955 there was a deficit in the Markets
and Fairs Department of £18,641 after meeting the costs of food inspection
but excluding the costs of weights and measures administration. In so
far as it is possible to isolate the finances of separate markets then it
would seem that the part used by commission agents, the so-called
'top market,' yielded a surplus of £13,311, the part used by local growers
and other traders, the 'bottom market,' a deficit of £9,258, and the meat,
fish and retail markets a deficit of £22,694. These figures have been
arrived at by dividing the administrative costs in proportion to direct
expenditure and charging the meat and fish markets with the whole of
the cost of food inspection as follows :—

Income
Direct

expendi-
ture

Proportion of Food
administrative inspection

costs costs

Surplus+
or

Deficit —

Smithfield—
Top Market ••• 51,876 35,246 3,319 — +13,311
Bottom Market ... 3,727 11,867 1,118 — — 9,258

Meat, Fish and all
other markets ... 75,301 66,374 6,251 25,370 —22,694

All markets ... ... 130,904 113,487 10,688 25,370 —18,641

There are approximately 5,500 square yards of stand space available
and occupied. According to the bye-laws the rent for stands is at the
rate of £3 per square yard per annum. But the average rent paid for
each square yard of effective selling space is approximately £10 because
in addition to the sheer space on the floor some firms rent offices on the
balconies and storage vaults under their stands. Rents paid by tenants
cover the use of the stand, the normal lighting provided by the market
authority and the disposal of up to one ton of waste for each tenant
each day. The small offices on the stands are provided by the tenant s
and must conform to the approved pattern.

1 The position at present is no doubt rather different from the early years of the
present century. Between 1900 and 1914, however, "regular profits passed to
the City from the markets, gas, tramways and electric supply. . . because of
the natural aptitude of business men to consider the implementation of civic
gospel in business terms." Briggs, History of Birmingham, Vol. II, p. 341.

2 City of Birmingham, Financial statement, 1954/55, published annually.
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Stands are let on a weekly tenancy to individuals who are principals
in the firms of commission agents; they are not let to the firms. On the
death or retirement of a tenant the space reverts to the Corporation. If
the son or other relative carrying on the business of a deceased tenant
desires to continue the tenancy the space is usually re-let without much
formality. All vacant space, however, is let by tender (within the
maximum charges which the City Corporation is allowed to levy under
the bye-laws) and the choice of tenant rests with the Market Committee
who have regard to the rent offered, the type of business and the present
accommodation of the applicant. It appears that the highest tender is
not necessarily accepted and that applications from the larger firms for
more space would not be entertained at all. While some firms have no
place in the market building they, no doubt, have a good claim to
favourable consideration when room becomes available.

Space is relinquished, however, only rarely. In the last ten years
only three stands have changed hands but one has changed hands twice.
One stand with an area of 25 square yards was surrendered in 1947 and
was let to a firm not previously trading in Birmingham. This was again
available for letting in 1955 when it was taken by a firm with an adjacent
stand. A stand with an area of 31 square yards became available in
1952 when it was let to a firm with premises outside the Market. Lastly
a stand of 42 square yards was given up in 1956 and allocated to a firm
with adjacent space.

Two reasons impel firms to seek a foothold in the market building.
First, being in the Market in the physical sense means being in the
market in the economic sense also. It has been stated by some of those
who have no stand in Smithfield Market that they could greatly increase
their turnover if they were able to obtain even a small amount of space.
The second reason is that space in the market building is perhaps the
cheapest available because the maximum rents have not been raised
since they were fixed by the Birmingham Corporation Act of 1922.1
While a place in the market is highly sought after some places are regarded
as more desirable than others. There is a belief that the most
advantageous positions for stands are those nearest the parking places
used by buyers. The Jamaica Row side is more highly esteemed than
the Moat Lane side.

The traffic in the market area and in Smithfield Market itself is
regulated by a force of six police officers who, while responsible to the
Chief Constable, act under the direction of the General Manager of the
Markets and Fairs Department.

1 There were general increases in the rents actually paid by tenants in 1928 and
again in 1947.
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III. THE TRADE IN THE MARKET

The sale of horticultural produce in the wholesale markets is one of
the few remaining segments of commercial activity in Britain in which
prices are fixed more or less by the free operation of economic forces.
Birmingham Market is no exception to this general rule and a short
description of the system of trading under competitive conditions may
therefore be of some interest to those not familiar with the situation.

Those firms which receive produce direct from growers have much of
it on their stands or in the warehouses by the time the market opens
at 6 a.m. Produce continues to arrive in the market, however, for some
time afterwards. Buyers come into the market and usually enquire
from a number of salesmen the price they are asking for a number of
different kinds of produce. The price the salesman quotes is fixed by
his assessment of four factors. These are (i) the quantity of produce
which he sees on the market, (ii) the price realised the previous day,
(iii) the eagerness of the potential customer and (iv) intuition. On this
round of calls the potential buyer rarely makes a purchase but returns
to the salesman who quoted the lowest price and strikes a bargain or
returns to his usual supplier and offers the lowest price he has been
quoted or even something lower. Buyers who are thought to be seeking
information on prices with the intention of purchasing from another
salesman are said to be 'sniffing.' The rapidity with which the buyer
returns and makes an offer is the only indication which the salesman has
that his price was too low and on a second visit a potential buyer may be
quoted a higher price than on the first. The price the salesman asks is
the highest at which he believes he can sell all his stock and his views
on his chances of doing so vary as the market progresses.

All firms regard a footing in the Market as essential in order to take
part in this dealing and trafficking. Two factors, however, introduce a
degree of imperfection into the competition. The first is imperfect
knowledge of supplies available. Buyers do not know the volume of
produce in commission agents' warehouses and therefore cannot judge as
to the volume of supplies and the price to offer. Salesmen also have
only a limited knowledge of supplies available though they state that
they take steps to see what is actually on the stands in the market and
the rapidity or slowness with which it is moved.' The second is the
virtual impossibility of defining different qualities of produce. Because
of marked variation in quality as between different consignments price
can have little meaning unless linked to a defined grade.

1 It must be difficult if not impossible to judge by observation how rapidly produce
is moving because the buyer may not take physical possession of the produce he
has bought for some time after he has bought it.
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When a bargain has been struck the salesman usually makes out a
'groundsman's chit' for each kind of produce stating the name of the
buyer, the quantity bought, the price per unit and the total value. Each
chit should also record the name or mark of the grower whose produce
was the subject of the transaction if the price returned to the grower is
to be that which his produce actually realised. It was at this point
that some difficulty was encountered in the enquiry because only one
firm made its groundsmans' chits available for examination. This one
firm may well have been exceptional but none of the chits submitted for
analysis appeared to carry any mark by which the grower could be
identified. Indeed, the principal of another of the larger firms declared
that growers' labels were removed from packages at the earliest moment
so as to keep other firms in ignorance of the source of supplies and thus
prevent them from 'poaching.' Under these circumstances it would be
difficult, if not impossible, to mark the chits with the grower's name.
Some firms, in fact, admit that they average the returns to the smaller
growers when each sender consigns produce of comparable quality.

At times during a morning the salesman's books are changed and the
used chits handed to the office staff. From these chits the buyers'
invoices, as well as the sales notes for growers, are made up. A number
of the larger firms use mechanical accounting systems for this work. The
duplicate of the chit enables the buyer to claim the produce when he
collects it from the stand or warehouse or to arrange for transport by
the commission agent. Minor variations of the practice, of course, do occur.

Those firms which do not receive produce direct from growers but
buy from those which do can only remain in business because for one or
both of two reasons competition in the strict economic sense does not
exist. First, all buyers and sellers are not fully or even equally informed
as to the total demand and total supply and therefore price differences
must and do exist at any given time for any given quality of produce.
Secondly, some buyers tend to make their purchases more or less
regularly from certain firms and to the extent that a buyer voluntarily
limits himself in his choice of supplier he lays himself open to being
charged a higher price. Thus, firms can by astute buying acquire
produce at a lower price and resell at a higher price by exploiting these
two factors. It is probable that the second factor is the more important
as these secondary firms usually supply the small scale retailer and it
has been known that a salesman of such a secondary firm will cross the
avenue to buy produce for resale at a profit to a waiting retailer when
the retailer himself could have crossed the avenue and bought at a lower
price.' Perhaps one of the worst economic features of such firms is that

1 There is reason to believe that sales are made to wholesalers at prices somewhat
lower than those charged to retailers on some occasions at least. This view is
borne out by Barbara N. Knapp, The Wholesale Marketing of Vegetables in
Birmingham (University of Birmingham, unpublished M. Corn. Thesis, 1948),
but there is no means of knowing whether or not such sales are in the nature of
remnants to be cleared at any price.
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