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Public Markets: Functional Anachronisms or Functioha1 Necessities?

Qver the years, the merket has been stoutly defended

by those who see in it old-fashioned virtues of

individuality and_direct connecfjon‘w1thAMother

Earth, has been attacked by those who see in it an

uhwarranted 5ub51dy of inefficiency in small-scale

distributioh, is fondly remembered by those who -

think it no Tonger exists, and is faithfully |

patronized by thosedwho prefer the quality of

~ freshness over guantity, or even over price.

Jane Pyle 1971:197

~.Is‘it true that public market_s1 in the U.S. are "functional anachronisms"
as Pyle (1971) suggeeted? Or do existing markets make a real economic contri-
bution to society? Based on evidence from an ongoing study of Sou1ard Farmers
M&rket'dn St. Leuds, M{550ur19 IrarQUe the latter. deiic»markeﬁé have obviodsiy
declined in number andrimbortance in the past 40 years. ,They,have'beeh'rep1aced
by hug@ chains of euperharkets, vertically integrared with agrdcu{turai and
tranSporation interests. In‘meny ways these Qiant corporations have decreased
»cosfs and provided high 1eve]s of services to consumers, However this progreés |

has greated its own waste, inefficiency, and decline in economic services..-Huge
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scale imposes a need for étandardization that creates:its'own'waste; Anyone who
has walked through a‘fie1d ofter a Targe firm's picking outfit has been through
can testify to the produce that ts'p1owed'back into the groundn, Viable pub1ic
markets can fit in with this system of huge supermarket chains to ameliorate some
of the tneffioienciesg decréase the Waste and increase the level of serviCes |
These c1a1ms run counter to the conventiona] wisdom that there is no econom1c
p1ace for pub11c markets in a modern system of produce distribution. They will
be supported after some 1ntroductory materta1 is presented on public markéts and

produce distribution in general and on~Sou1ard Market in particu1ar;

Public Markets 1n‘the;U.S.

Public markets have certainly lost the place they once held in the U.S. as
the main arena where firms competed to supply freéh food'direct1y to consumers.

‘Existing markets are appreciated more as symbols of conservative cultural values

~_than as places where people buy things of common value. For example Burke 1ists

thekreasons several modern communities haveorecent1y decided to maintain public
‘ morkets: The architectural qua1ity of the building, the market's role in Tocal
history, the faith that markets represent a "physico] and psyého]ogica] point of
interface bétween the natural world and the bui]t'environment" and,fina11y the
fact that marketing is a "publio ceremony" were all mentioned betore the buying
and se111ng of- bas1c foodstuffs (Burke 1977138) | |
Expert opinion supports the view that surviving public markets, in the U.S.

have at best a vestigial econom1c function in modern produce distribution:

During the 1ast three decades most types of produce markets have

declined 1in number, and 1in abso1ute, as wo11'as relative

importance because of the growth of'chain store organiiattons}as'

marketing agencies for fresh vegetables, and the relative
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efficiency with which the chains can perform the runctions
former1y provided by produce markets The chains benef1t from
R Targe volume purchases, and their precise know1edge about and
contro] over the1r retail outlets Chain organ1zat1ons have
‘1ncrea51ng]y bought directly from producing areas, bypassing |
.ccnsumer-oriented markets, and often producer-oriented markets
as WeIT;V |
S R. Jumper 1974:389
Paradoxica]Ty there has been a recent resurgence of 1nterest in pub11c
markets. Many millions cf QOiiars have been spent renovat1ng old markets}such as
Pike Place Market in Seattie (Pike Place Project 1974) and Quincy Market in Boston
(Whiteh111,1977). The renovations, however, stress boutiquesg exclusive shobs and
restéurents more'then}produce. This trend has Ted one observer to remark: "Some-
where a]ong the Tine it appears that a number of cities are missing the point;, The
public market's integrity is dependent upon the simple fact that it is‘essentia]]y
an egalitarian setting where real people bqy‘rea1 and essentiaT things". (Berke

1978:12)

Sou1ard Farmers Market

' Sou1ard Farmers Market has been in existence for over 150 years and continues
to provide a-wide asébrtment of basic - not luxury - foodstuffs to thousands ofy
Shoppers'each week. Instead of being peripheral to the dcminant strecture of large-
scale produce distributioh in the area, th?s.pubTic’market seems  to occupy an
1ntegra1, albe1t m1nor funct1ona1 position. The harket occupies.abouc two city
blocks in a neighborhood of m1xed heavy industry and decaying housing in the south-
eastern part of St ‘Louis city V_IL is pqssib1e that the market existed as early as

'1780 on Tand which belongedrtoyAntpine and,Ju]iaySourard. Their property, which
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stood midway between the farming v{llage of Caronda]et and'the‘growing urban -
centér:of St. Louié, included extensive fruif orchards which could have drawn
buyers to form a nucleas of a market. its 1océt16n wou1d.have made it a con-
venient bulking market where wholesale buyers from St. Louis amassed loads to
resell in fown. By ‘1845 the market éertainly existed? In that year Julia Cerre-
Soulard willed {he land to theAcity, stipu1at1ng that the property be used as a
market forever. ' | |

The present market is operated by St. Louis as the only surViviﬂg municipal
market in the city. The majority of the open-air stalls are rented annually by
- 84 firms (in summer 1978) Specia]izing primarily‘in fresh produce. In addition six
enclosed Shops in a central britk bui]ding sell meat, bakery gopds, spices and
prepared foods. A few vendors'rent stalls on a daily basié on Saturdays, the busy
market day, to sell trinkets, c10thihg and other non-food items. Sellers who do
not deal in food are restricted td daiiy rentals to insure'that'the'market remains
primarily devoféd to produce. |

Twenty-nine of the ninet& regu1a} firms oh the market'are farmers, who sell
produce they or their neighbors have produced; thirtyfive are mérchanté, who sell
pro&uce bought from the local wholesale produce markét;'and nine combine farming
with wholesale produce merchandising. Sixteen sell other sorts df foodstuffs such
"spices, bakery ahd short-order foods and meat. About half of thé 304 people
working on the market (see Table 1) work for produce merchants, twenty percent
‘work for farmérsg and'the>rest for thé other regular firms. | |

Most régulér fffms are qben for business from Fr1day morning to Saturday
evening, a1thodgh there are many more customers 6n the marketvon Saturdays. The
winter is a slow season for produce fifms and many sellers, éspeciaT]y_the farmers,
close up after the first hard freeze until the next spring. The market structure,
bui1f by thé city in 1928, provides no-storagé fof produce. Sellers back their

trucks up to the rear of the staTls to unload, using the vehicles as storage.
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The front of the sfa11s face the inner aisles and consist of widerdis§1ay tables.
Some sellers hawk their produce in Toud vOices, others are content with the hand-
lettered price'signs that almost all stalls dfsp]ay. Dur1ng buéy sel1ling hours

the aisles are crowded with shoppers who generally enjoy the cha11enge of comparison

shopping and the bustle of a "real" market place.

Most of the regular firms are famiiy'operations. Only 12 of 180 people

__working on_the market in regg}ar4ppgdugg_fjrmgﬂ¢f_whgm4we have formal interview data

were totél]y'unre1atedvto anyohe'e1se on the market. Selling at Soulard Market is
a‘traditfon for many families, some having held stalls for three and four generati
ations. 'Because of the stability of these family firmé they attract the repeat
business of loyal customers (Eckstein 1977).
Sou]ard market 13 a pub}it market of merchant as well as farmer firms, rather
‘than purely‘a farmer's market. This is common (cf. Dellease 1975:12, Pyle 1971
185-188) Society obvious1y benefits from having farmers' markéts in the strict
sense of p]aces where ]oca]]y -grown produce is sold. Consumers obtain maxima]]y
fresh produce and enjoy the variety of non- standard17ed items (e.g., McPhee 1978).
It is less obvious that Lhe merchants' role in public marketing is positive and

functional with reSpect to supermarket chain marketing. The rest of this paper

will concentrate, therefore, on merchants.

Produce D1str1but1on

Sou1ard Market is predom1nant1y a retail market Sohe se1iers have a few

- steady who]esa]e customers who own small restaurants or pfoduce stores, but these
buyers are Timited to a few boxes at best. The wholesale term1na1 market 1n St.
Louis {s called "Produce Row" and is a private corporation whose shares are held
by two types of firms: brokers, who dea1 in “paper",'mean1ng_they buy, sell and
consign produce wittht;physicaiiy handling it;;and jobbers, who‘actua11y'move_

boxes of produée from truéks into refrigerated storage and from there onto the
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trucks of buyers. The reua11 merchants of Sou1ard Market buy produce from the
thirty-four Jobb1ng firms at Produce Row.

0f course, most of the produce sold in fhe St. Louis metropolitan region

» (the total was about 17,583 rail carlot equivaTentsz in 1977) do not pass through
the wholesale market at all. 'Most'produce s bought - often in the fields -
directly from the prdducing area by the chain organizétion which owns or controls
the‘fina] retail outlet as well as the trucks, warehouses, and processing equipmént
in between. >In~principle this vertical integration insures more efficient dié-
tr1but1on and keeps ‘down expensive labor costs at the point of retail sale.
Idea1]y the chains would buy all of their produce in the f1e1d but in fact things
rarely work out that way. Small chains and 1ndependent supsrmarkets buy propor-
tionally more through Produce Row

Produce Row firms are notor1ous1y closed-mouthed about their operations. It
s therefore almost impossible to obtain reliable figures about the vo1ume of
produce passing through the Row. With trepidatibn and humility I wi11.try to
construct this figure: An independent consulting fifmjestimated that the large
chéins and wholesalers occupied about 60 percent of the total prbduce market in
St.‘Louis (Ihg_gggggr; 1978:7d).' Interviews with the produce managers of the five
major chain stores revealed that, on the average, they buy about 85 percent of
their produce d1rect1y from grower- sh1ppers and about 15 percent through Produce
Row (the actua1 estimates ranged from 3 to 25 percent) Comb1n1ng these estimates
with the U.S.D.A. estimate of total un]oads in 1977 yields the following: the
chains account fpr,ﬁb%, 'or 10,550 of the total 17,583 unloads in the St. Louis
metropolitan area. 0f this, 85% or_8,967 un]oads are bought directly from pro- |
ducingrafegé and 15% or 1,583 through Produce Rpw,} Addjng these‘1,583 unloads tok
the 40% of.ﬁhé.total.shipmgntsvthat are not controlled by the five major chains

yields 8,616 un?pads sold through Produce Row in 1977. Interviews with jobbers
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‘about Soulard Market's share of their total sales yielded rough eétimates of "from
35 - 40% 1in the summer" to "maybe 25% all year round" to "praCticaT]y_nothing".«
Assuming that Soulard accounted for from 5 - 10% of the total WOu]ﬁ yield a range
of 430 - 860 unloads, or between 2.5 and 5% of the toté? in the métropoTitan area.
This seems redsonab?e in Tight'ofpthe density of buyers and sellers in Soulard
Market on a-typica1 summer Satufday.

When a shipment of produce arrives it is inspected before it is UHTQaded, If

the produce is beTow grade it can be rejected by the consignee, who then arranges ~

for a U,S.D.A; official 1hspection to verify the condition of the pfoduce; Produce

does nbt hﬁve to be rottgh to be‘rejected. Tr1mm1ng is kept to a minimum because
of the high cost bf Tabor in the retail stores (for example, in St. Louis a major

chain paid produce clerks with two yearsdofAengrigggg_§Z;§§_§ﬂ_bpy? in 1978).

The head of the produce division of a local cha1h'remarked, "a man who earns
~thirteen cents per minute cannot really trim lettuce at an economical rate, if the
produce needs mere than minor trimﬁing". Thus it may not pay the store to trim a
case of twenty-four heads of lettuce in which four heads are totﬁ11y rotten while

- the rest need minor to medium trimming. When a shipmént of'sdéh prbduce is
rejected, the shipper will normally try,to;se11 it for whatever he can get at
Produce Row.} At that point the shipper's costs are spent, the produce is not
Qetting any bgtter, and any money realized on the shipment is better than nothing.
It'isvhéré'fhat the eCohqmic behefit of.markets such as SouTard enters;"The
Soulard merchant firms, using family labor, can afford to tfim.and rewbrkrproduce »
where‘the chain stores cannot. Once trimmed the produce can be disp1ayed in
separate pi1es, each cdnsistingkof a;different size ovr grade. Thus it is common -
at Soulard'Market 0 see two of three prices for fhé same produce at one firm.
This does not;mean that mér&etifirms are se111n§>infefior produce,»vRathér‘they

are preCise]y,matching price and.value in a way that supermarkets cannot afford
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to do. For example, it makes no economic (or‘otherj Sense for a person who Tives
alone and rarely eats salad to buy a large head of lettuce. in a supermarket that
is usually the only cho1ce A pub11c produce market can offer a wrange of cho?ées,
w1th1n the restr1cted doma1n'of fresh produce. Of cdurSe, supermarkets compensate

for their reiatively restricted chowces of fresh produce by offering many alter-

natives in other shopp1ng needs.

If no str1kes, refrigeration failures, dispatcher s errors or driver's mistakes'

ever ocgurred,then the supermarkets could offer fresh produce with high efficiency.
Even in thﬁs 1déa]‘circumstante consumers woqu:sa;rifice variety and quality.

' Supermarket methods stress 1argé vo1ume.and uniform products. Producé is inherently
variable, and quality is often sacriffced for uniformity.  (e.qg. Whiteside, 1977)

On the other‘hand the owner—dperated'fjrmé in public markets represent a pool of
relatively ski]Ted (compared with'prdducé clerks) inexpensive11ébor. Thesé small
firms can handle variable and exotic produce. Thus the yariety at a public market

can always be greater than at a supermarket.

“When the system breaks down and a load of produce is rejected by the supermarket

then it is "kicked off onto the street", or son through jobbing firms. The more
outlets such as pub11c markets exist for variable produce, the 1ess probab111ty
that food will be Junked because it is not economTc tq trim it. Thus the pub11c
market serves as a "shock ébsorber“ for the modern prqduce distribution system,
cushioning the effect Of.breakdowhé'in the system bj a11bw€ng variable grade produce
to be sold at reduced prices to consumers instead_bf being thbeﬂ away.

Of course, most of the produce sold at public markets such as Soulard is first
quality. _P%oof of ih%slis fhe'fact that Consdmers inyariab]y mént%on "qua1ity" as
the reason they shop at the market, usua11y}af£er giving "price" (e.g., Jacobs 1973,
‘Deweesé-1975:16) The proport1on of tota1 sa1es that cons1st of "k1cked back"

produce is'smali, certa1n1y Tess than 10%. But smail numbers can be s1gn1f1cant



In a highly competitiye market, theory tells us‘that profifs*wi]] be at a minimum.
Losses will have major potential  if dealers are operatihg near their thresholds.
Produce Row is a microcosmic model of a competitive market (ae is Soulard on the
retail 1eve1). Wholesale buyers "shop the‘streef", stro11ing around all ther;

: jobbfng firms to inspect quality and determine price and availability (as retail

Shoppers do at Soulard). Thus Produce Row firms actively compete against each

other and preSumab]y work on:re1ative1y thin profit margins. This is probably the

hidden meaning behind the remarks Soulard merchants made about their imporiance to
the who]esa1ers:."Those_guys (the jobbers) would be in biQ troub]erif %f wasn't
for us." | | |

This seemed 1ike pure bravado, considering the relative volumes handled in
each place. But the jobbers admitted: "Yeah, they (the Sou1aro merchants) help us
" when we're in trouble." "You know, they buy a_]ot of things that you need to get
rid,of;" and more'fo the point: "We need them, This is perishab]e}products."
(field notes 7/5/78) |

I submit that the wholesalers' remarks are true for'public markets in genera]:
they help the system oot when its in trouble, thereby addino to the significant
array’of services public markets offer. The federal government has recently passed
into law a bill to encourage farmers' markets-(PL 94-463). This research éuggests
that the government wou]d do well not to limit its concep+1on of public marketing.
to farmers markets. The petty merchants in public markets who subst1tute 1ow—‘
- paid fam11y Tabor for cap1ta1 1n the classic style of poor economic actors, pro-
vide significant economic benef1ts to eonsumers as, well as to produce producers
and wholesalers. We wou]d all be poorer if such merchants went totally out of

business.
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1. bThe térm "public market? will be used in this paper to refer to public
retail merkets, meaning places where avvnriety of gppds'invariab1y'inc1ud1ng
prodnce is sold on-a periodic schedule by numerqdé sma11 private firms. Whole-
saling, pu1king or breaking bulk shipments may also be 1mpontant in the same
place, but the focus in this papen is on retailing. This usage lumps together
'mun1c1pa1 (owned by mun1c1pa11ties) fnrmers' (pétroniied by sellers who offer
'home -grown produce)s and curb (where firms sell direct1y‘from their trucks)
markets.
2. A rail carlot equivalent cons1sts for example, of 1,000 boxes of 48 one'
pound ce11ophane wrapped bags of carrots, or 32,000 pounds of bananas, etc.
- For comparison to St. Louis' vo1u_me,S Chicago received 42,000 and Kansas City

received‘ii,ooofun1oads in 1977.. (source: U.S.D.A. 1978)




Sou]ardearket’Regu1ar Firms (N=89, 8/78)

 Table.T

~ Farmers
Merchants
Combinations
Others

Total

Column . workefs Column Stands
Firms | Workers % “Firms | Stands % “Flrms
29 55 18 1.9 45 17 1.6
35 | 159 .52 4.5 139 .52 4.0
9 35 12 3.9 37 14 4.1
6 | 55 .18 3.4 a4 17 2.8
8 | 304 1.00 3.4¢ | 265 1.00  3.0%

_(Starhed

figurés afevpopu1ation'averages)
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