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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1. Kirkgate Market provides:  
 

• over 400 businesses offering a range of affordable goods and services to a wide 
range of customers; 

• direct employment for an estimated 2,000 people;   
• opportunities for new entrepreneurs to enter retail and catering; 
• a tourist destination; 
• opportunities for adults and children to learn about healthy eating.    

 
2. However Kirkgate market is facing many challenges and pressures and the Council 

must consider the future of the market within the context of the recession, the UK 
retail sector and public spending cuts.  The retail landscape has significantly changed 
in the last 10 years with the loss of  Woolworths, Safeway, Dixons, Borders and 
Ainsley’s and the emergence of new, often international, retailers. In addition the sale 
of non-food goods by supermarkets has soared. 

 
3. It is inevitable, therefore, that some more marginal independent traders/retailers will 

not be able to survive in the current economic climate – indeed some were struggling 
during the retail boom.  Increasingly independents cannot compete on price and 
convenience, instead they need to compete on customer service and the quality of 
their products.  Whilst there has been a 14% reduction in the number of traditional 
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retail market traders nationally, there has been a steady growth in the success of 
specialist niche markets.  

 
4. In addition to the challenges of the recession and increased competition, Kirkgate 

Market now has extensive maintenance and capital investment requirements. The 
1976/81 structures, erected as temporary buildings following the market fire in 1975, 
have now exceeded their fifteen to twenty year life expectancy and urgent works are 
required. Details of the works required forms Appendix 1 

 
5. Over the last couple of years there has been a growing national debate about the role 

and future of traditional markets.  Locally the vitality, viability and condition of Kirkgate 
market has been the subject of recent media, public and Member discussion. Tenants 
have raised a number of issues which many of them believe are threatening the future 
of the market. 

 
6. Given the importance of Kirkgate market it is essential that there is continued detailed 

consultation to inform the final strategy for the future of Kirkgate Market. Draft 
consultation proposals form Appendix 2 

 
7. Members are recommended to:  

• agree a freeze on rental increases at the present time;  
• note the imminent maintenance works to be undertaken and the funding 

required;. 
• agree the proposed way forward on developing a strategy for the future of the 

market and the consultation outlined in Appendix 2;  
• request a further report on the outcome of the consultation and final strategy for 

Kirkgate Market. 
 

1.0 Purpose of this Report  
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to inform members of the wider context in which Kirkgate 

Market operates, the issues it faces and the options for its future.  It sets out key 
questions which need to be addressed and proposes a consultation process to inform 
the development of a final strategy for Kirkgate Market. 

1.2 This report summarises the following information which is covered in more detail in 
the background paper which has been placed in the Members’ library: 

• background information on the market, and the national retail context and current 
economic environment;  

• the recent initiatives introduced by the Council to support the market;  
• how other markets and local authorities have responded to the challenges facing 

their markets;   
• a summary of the financial position of the market; 
• the recommendations of the rent review and condition surveys; and 
• the critical success factors for the longer term success of the market.  

 

2.0 Background Information 

2.1 It is important to clarify what exactly we mean when talking about Kirkgate Market. 
Kirkgate Market covers both the indoor and outdoor market, and the shops on 
George St. It does not however, include the shops on Vicar Lane (Boots etc), or the 
shops on New York St, or the NCP car park. 

 



2.2 Kirkgate Market provides:  

• over 400 businesses offering a range of affordable goods and services to a wide 
range of customers; 

• direct employment for an estimated 2,000 people;   
• opportunities for new entrepreneurs to enter retail and catering; 
• a tourist destination; 
• opportunities for adults and children to learn about healthy eating.    
 

2.3 Nonetheless Kirkgate Market is facing many challenges and the Council needs to 
consider carefully its future strategic direction within the context of the recession, the 
UK retail sector and public spending cuts.  The retail landscape has significantly 
changed in the last 10 years.  Gone are Woolworths, Safeway, Dixons, Borders and 
Ainsley’s and new retailers have emerged such as Superdry, Hollister, and Clas 
Olson, many of whom are international retailers. Sales of non-food goods in 
supermarkets have risen dramatically, enabling them to be even more price 
competive on food items.  Many of the retailers who failed on the high street have 
been re-launched as online only retailers, eg Zavvi and Dixons.  

 
2.4 With even big names going out of business, it is inevitable that some more marginal 

independent traders/retailers will not be able to survive in the current economic 
climate – indeed some were struggling even during the retail boom.  Increasingly 
independents struggle to compete on price and convenience from the likes of 
Primark, internet shopping and e-bay. Instead they need to compete on customer 
service and the quality or uniqueness of their products.  While there has been a 
14% reduction in the number of traders operating from traditional retail markets, in 
contrast, over the past decade, there has been a steady growth in the success of 
specialist niche markets: farmers’ markets, craft markets, Christmas markets, 
French and German markets, and, in London, the Borough Market. From 1998-99 to 
2003-04 there was a 250% increase in farmers’ markets and a 233% increase in 
stalls, and that shoppers visiting these events increased by 574%. 

 
2.5 Over the last couple of years there has been a growing national debate about the 

role and future of traditional markets.  Locally the vitality, viability and condition of 
Kirkgate market has been the subject of recent media, public and member 
discussion. Tenants have raised issues of the state of the buildings, the level of 
investment in them, the limited marketing undertaken, rental and service charge 
levels, falling levels of footfall and the cost of adjacent car parking.   Many people 
feel that these factors, combined with increased retail competition and changing 
customer expectations, are threatening the future of the market and the viability of 
many of its traders. 

 
3.0 Making Kirkgate Market more successful 

3.1 Given the issues outlined in section 2.0, a clear strategy on the future of Kirkgate 
market is required which faces up to the realities of the competitive pressures the 
market faces, the increased pressures on public sector funding and provides a way 
forward that will ensure that the market not only survives but thrives. 

 
3.2 The paper ‘Towards a Strategy for Kirkgate Market: the Evidence Base’ placed in the 

Members Library sets out background information on Kirkgate Market, the importance 
of the market to the city centre and wider city, the national retail context, the current 
economic environment, how other markets have responded, the issues facing 
Kirkgate Market and options on how the Council could respond.  



3.3 The changing retail landscape means that if Kirkgate market is to be more successful, 
in terms of having more tenants making more money and giving more potential 
independent entrepreneurs the opportunity to start a business, then it needs more 
customers to shop on the market, or for the current number of customers to spend 
more money or both.  

3.4 For this to happen stallholders and the Council need to ensure that Kirkgate Market; 

-  sells what customers want to buy;  
-  is open when they want to buy,  
-   allows them to buy items in the way they want to (eg with debit cards, with a 

guarantee etc); 
-  provides an environment in which they wish to buy goods and services and  
-  adapts to meet the ever evolving aspirations of retail customers.  

 
3.5 Kirkgate Market is not working as well as it could and needs to change.  NABMA (The 

National Association of British Market Authorities) argues that authorities have two 
options to deal with struggling markets. They can either allow their markets to 
continue to decline or they can be decisive and bold. Those deciding to be bold may 
have to take a hit in terms of income – which is extremely difficult decision to make in 
the current climate – but the argument follows that authorities would at least be 
guaranteed an income for a period.  

3.6 This is a critical moment for both the markets industry and specifically for Kirkgate 
Market, and it is important to appreciate that Kirkgate Market is not alone in its 
situation. There clearly exists a long term opportunity but short term challenges have 
to be carefully considered. Clarity and consensus is required on how the market can 
maximise opportunities and minimise challenges surrounding its offer. This is not 
about marginal or incremental change but a more fundamental shift in the Council’s 
approach. 

3.7 Other local authorities have already made such a fundamental shift. Glasgow City 
Council has created an arm’s length organization to run its wholesale and retail 
markets while Liverpool City Council has formed a partnership with Geraud Markets 
UK Ltd to create Garaud Markets Liverpool Ltd, probably the biggest and best 
example of Public-Private Sector Partnerships. Geraud Markets Liverpool Ltd works in 
partnership with Liverpool City Council to develop, expand and invest in Liverpool’s 
markets, running over 1,200 regular market days and over 100 Speciality Event 
Market days each year, providing residents and tourists with access to value choice 
and quality. Other authorities have sold their markets to operators like Town & 
Country Markets Limited which runs Morley market here in Leeds and Spitalfields 
market in east London. 

3.8 In addition to the overall strategy, however, there are two urgent issues for Members 
to consider: the outcome of the recent independent rent review and the condition 
surveys into the fabric of the market buildings. 

4.0 Rent Review 
 
4.1 One of the issues raised by tenants has been the level of rents. The Valuation Office 

Agency (VOA) was therefore instructed in Summer 2010 to undertake an independent 
Rent Review of Kirkgate Market. The VOA recommendations will be reported at the 
meeting. 

 
4.2 Despite the pressure on the Council’s budget and the general desire to increase 

income wherever possible, officers do not recommend implementing a rental increase 



in any part of the market at present. However, it must be borne in mind that there has 
been no rental increase since 2005 and this position may not be sustainable in 
relation to the 1904 Hall in the three year rent review due in October 2011. 

 
5.0 Improvements to the market buildings 
 
5.1 Completed capital environmental improvements to the value of around £11.5m have 

been made to Kirkgate Market during the last 12 years. Ongoing routine, planned and 
reactive maintenance is undertaken each year throughout the indoor market; 
improvements since 2000 have cost a further £1.4m. 

 
5.2 The 1976/81 structures were erected as temporary buildings following the market fire 

in 1975. Both buildings have now exceeded the fifteen to twenty year life expectancy 
for buildings of this type.  

 
5.3 Kirkgate Market now has extensive maintenance requirements, the extent of which 

means that ‘doing nothing’ is not a viable option. Building condition surveys of all 
sections of Leeds Kirkgate Indoor Market have been undertaken. The surveys were 
visual only and that none of the structures have been opened up for inspection at this 
time. 

 
5.4 The subsequent survey reports detailed a general overview of the condition of the 

market buildings at the time of the survey. A summary of the work identified along with 
approximate budget costings for the work required is at Appendix 1.The actions 
identified have been prioritised, following standard building condition format, as 
imminent, essential, desirable or long term. 

 

Imminent 
Urgent works that will prevent immediate closure1 of premises 
and/or address an immediate high risk to the health and safety of 
the occupants and/or remedy a serious breach of legislation. 

Essential 

Work required within two years that will prevent serious 
deterioration of the fabric or services and/or address a medium risk 
to the health and safety of the occupants and/or remedy a minor 
breach of the legislation. 

Desirable 
Work required within 3 to 5 years that will prevent deterioration of 
the fabric or services and /or address a low risk to the health and 
safety of the occupants and/or a minor breach of the legislation. 

Long term There is no industry standard definition for long term works. 
 
5.5 The total budget cost for the work is approximately £2.4m of which £0.6m is deemed 

to be for imminent works and £1.2m for essential works to ensure the indoor market 
complies with legislation. Whilst there is no provision in the capital programme for 
these works, up to £200k is available from the corporate property maintenance 
budget. 

 
5.6 These works will not materially improve the customer experience: they will not for 

example address issues such as the lack of ventilation in summer when temperatures 
can on occasion exceed 35 degrees centigrade or the very low temperatures in 
winter, or the sloping floor. 

 
 
 

                                                
1 Strategic Asset Management officer has advised that imminent work can be completed within 12 months 
unless otherwise instructed/advised by Surveyor (no such advice/instruction has been received) 



6.0 Recent Initiatives  

6.1 It is important to note when debating future options, the recent initiatives introduced to 
support new and existing businesses, increase footfall and revive the market. These 
include:  

 

•••• A new website has been developed for traders and customers at 
www.leedsmarkets.co.uk which profiles traders free of charge. 

•••• Traders have been encouraged to participate in the Leeds Loves Food festival in 
July, and in the October Leeds Loves Shopping week, and Festive Leeds.  

•••• Jamie Oliver recently opened his Ministry of Food venture in the indoor market.  
•••• A new weekly Asian market, The Bazaar, has opened on Wednesdays on the 

outdoor market and now features 150 stalls.  
•••• A new regular newsletter and regular meetings with tenant representatives keeps 

traders up to date with the latest news, developments and initiatives.  
•••• The How Bizzar quarter for new start up businesses has been set up through the 

Local Enterprise Growth Initiative. 
•••• A temporary Business Support Scheme to which tenants providing independent 

business support, advice and financial assistance on a case by case basis for 
those businesses which have suffering from the economic downturn and need 
assistance to continue to trade. 

•••• Additional vacant stalls are offered at a 90% rent reduction to existing tenants. 
•••• A rent free start up period for new tenants. 
•••• The cost of additional space in front of stalls (Yellow Line areas) was reduced by 

50% from July. 
•••• Wednesday all day opening in 1904 market hall supported with free car parking 

for Wednesday afternoon market customers. 
 
7.0 Issues for Discussion 

7.1 Leeds Kirkgate Market has an important role to play in: 

•     creating a major retail and leisure destination to act as an ‘anchor’ for the city 
centre,  

• supporting independent retailers and cafes and encouraging new 
entrepreneurs to become established,  

• enhancing the reputation of Leeds by being the best market in the UK and one 
of the jewels of Leeds City Centre. 

7.2 In order for Kirkgate Market to be the best UK market it needs to ensure customer 
care matches that of the best indoor shopping centres; opening hours meet the needs 
of customers; and that customers are drawn from all parts of the city and all walks of 
life. 

7.3 If members concur with the analysis in this report then officers suggest that the key 
elements that need to be considered in determining the final strategy are the 
following: 

• the future management and ownership of Kirkgate market; 
• the need for significant investment in the buildings and overall environment; 
• the overall ‘offer’ of the market (in terms of type of goods & services sold, the 

customer experience and facilities); 



• the optimum size for the market;  
• the use of the profit generated from the market. 

 
7.4 Most markets are still owned and managed by local authorities.  There are two other 

common models – wholly private and some form of partnership arrangement.  The 
key issue for Leeds is whether a different form of ownership and management such 
as a partnership or co-operative would help achieve the objectives set out in 7.1 and 
7.2 above. 

 
7.5 Secondly, significant investment is required to maintain the fabric of the building, to 

replace the ‘temporary’ structures from 1976/81 and ensure a shopping environment 
which meets customers and traders requirements.  The Council’s capital programme 
is currently under severe pressure resulting from cuts in capital grants from Central 
Government and the relatively low return from the disposal of surplus assets. Again, 
any ownership/management model would have to have regard to its ability to 
generate capital and revenue investment. 

 
7.6 Thirdly, as the evidence base clearly shows, retail trends and customer expectations 

have had a significant impact on markets across the country.  The evidence suggests 
that if markets are to reinvent themselves and remain relevant then key issues of 
opening hours, customer service, the types of goods and services available, and the 
overall customer experience must be addressed.  This requires close working 
between the market owner/management and the traders, but may also require firm 
action if traders are unwilling to change. 

 
7.7 Fourthly, Kirkgate Market is the largest in the country.  Although vacancy rates (about 

15%) are not particularly high (compared to other markets) given retailing trends, the 
current size may be difficult to maintain.  Greater competition for stalls and lower 
vacancy rates would add to the vibrancy of the market.  The extensive consultation 
undertaken in 2008 on proposals to redevelop the market did involve a reduction in 
the size of the market and bringing the outdoor market into a covered area.  The 
proposals received widespread support from both tenants and the public.  However 
the economic recession meant the plans could not be realised and they remain 
challenging. 

 
7.8 Finally, as section 5 indicates, the Council has continued to invest in the market over 

recent years.  However, it has used some of the surplus generated by Kirkgate 
Market, the district Markets, and until recently the Sunday car boot, in order to fund 
other Council priorities.  It will be difficult to sustain this as the ongoing maintenance 
costs are increasing and if the market becomes less attractive, revenues will decline.  
This is a particularly difficult issue given the current pressure on the Council’s budget.  
Members will want to consider the views of customers, traders, other stakeholders 
and citizens before coming to a view on this issue, and the extent to which ongoing 
revenue surpluses need to be re-invested in the market in the form of revenue and 
capital works. 

 
8.0 Consultation 

8.1 It is imperative that there is widespread consultation on the future options and 
strategy for Kirkgate Market with tenants and traders, shoppers, staff, elected 
members, trade unions, other city centre retailers and the general public via the 
Citizen’s Panel. It is intended that this is carried out between December and February 
with a report back to Executive Board on 30th March.  



8.2 The consultation document ‘Towards a Strategy for Kirkgate Market’ therefore poses 
a series of statements about the key issues facing the Market and suggestions about 
how new customers can be attracted and businesses supported. This includes issues 
about the most appropriate management and ownership of the markets to deliver our 
objectives: the best market in the UK and a ‘must visit’ destination. 

 
8.3 This consultation will build on the regular meetings with tenants and traders as well as 

on the consultation that took place during 2007/2008 on the proposed development of 
the market in conjunction with the Eastgate scheme.  At that time 1,989 members of 
the public were sent questionnaires and 56% responded; all 475 tenants/traders were 
sent questionnaires and 21% responded. 

 
8.4 All respondents felt there was a need to improve accessibility in and around the 

market with strong support for introducing upper level walkways and adding resting/ 
meeting places.  Retaining and enhancing the heritage features of the market was 
also seen as important to both the public and those who operate at the market.  There 
was significant agreement between the public and tenants and traders to roof and or 
protect the current outdoor section of the market from the weather.  Overall there was 
positive support for the proposed improvements from the public and tenants and 
traders with the latter group relating these to long term trading benefit. 

 
9.0 Legal And Resource Implications 

9.1 There are no significant issues in relation to carrying out the consultation. The legal 
and resource issues in relation to the future Strategy will be outlined to Executive 
Board at its meeting in March 2011.   

 
9.2 The implication of not implementing the rental increase in the 1904 Hall as 

recommended by the Valuation Office Agency is a loss of potential income to the 
Council of £x. 

 
9.3 Implementing the recommendations of the Strategic Design Alliance will require 

funding of a minimum of £1.8m in 2010/11/12.  £0.6m of this is required for imminent 
works and it is proposed that up to £200k of this is funded from the Corporate 
Property Maintenance budget which has accounted for this.  The remaining 
requirement should be considered as part of the Q3 review of the Capital Programme. 

 
10.0 Recommendations 

10.1 Members are recommended to: 

(i) agree to maintain current rental levels and not impose the recommended    
increase for the 1904 Hall for at least the next ten months; 

(ii) note the imminent maintenance and essential works to be undertaken and 
agree the proposals to identify funding to undertake them; 

(iii) agree the proposed way forward on developing a strategy for the future of the 
market and the consultation outlined in Appendix 2; 

(iv) request a further report on the outcome of the consultation and final strategy 
for Kirkgate Market. 

 

 



Background papers: 
 
1. Executive Board 11/6/2008 Report Kirkgate Market – Development Strategy Update 
2. Towards a Strategy for Kirkgate Markets: The Evidence Base (in Members Library) 
 
 


