
 1 

CAMBRIDGE MARKET CONSULTATION May–July 2021 - BRIEFING REPORT 
 
This report has been written by John Preston, Historic Environment Consultant, on behalf of 
the Cambridge Market Traders’ Association, the Friends of Cambridge Market, the 
Federation of Cambridge Residents’ Associations, and Living Streets Cambridge. 
 
1. Background 
Cambridge City Council owns and runs Cambridge’s 7 day a week market. The market 
generates a surplus of c £350,000 p.a., but for many years the Council has failed to invest in 
it or promote it. The Market Square is also Cambridge’s prime civic space.  
 
Cambridge’s market is historic; it predates the University. The Market Square is at the heart 
of our historic city and its central Conservation Area. The Square was expanded to its 
present size following a C19 fire.  The Grade II fountain base, setts, and railings are all c19; 
the market is overlooked by more listed buildings including two at Grade I. 
 
2. Introduction to the scheme and consultation issues 
For the past 3 years Cambridge City Council has been developing a scheme, supported by 
the Greater Cambridge Partnership, for flexible use of the Market Square. There are 
fundamental tensions between the physical character and capacity of the square, and the 
civic ambitions of a growing city.  An early aim of the project was to introduce evening 
activities, and in so doing to tackle overnight anti-social behaviour. Now the Council seems 
to see the square primarily as a space for events and for tourists’ open-air refreshment. 
 
A Feasibility Report by BDP was published by the Council in 2019 
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/meia/7712/market-square-redevelopment-feasibility-
assesssment.pdf.  This report was inadequate in its scope as well as showing clear bias 
against the market. For further background see my July 2020 article “Significance and 
Protection at Cambridge Market”1.  
 
The Council has spent £158,000 on consultants on the scheme. It has allocated a further 
£320,000 for design work prior to making a planning application.    
 
There has been no formal public consultation at all on this project until now. The Council’s 
project brief was never published; there was no public consultation on either the project 
brief or the feasibility study, and as the Council’s Market Square web page said until very 
recently: “We are not inviting comments on any aspect of the project at this stage”.  
Members of the public have expressed concerns at every Council Committee meeting where 
the project has been considered.   
 
3. The current consultation 
The current consultation (at https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/cambridge-market-square-
project) is on a draft Vision (https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/9468/market-square-
project-vision.pdf)  and a draft Concept Design 
(https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/9423/market-square-project-concept-design-
report.pdf).   
 

 
1 https://www.designingbuildings.co.uk/wiki/Significance_and_heritage_protection_at_Cambridge_Market 
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The Consultation process is badly flawed. There is no tangible evidence that the 
consultation is taking place, either on the Market Square or anywhere else.  
 
The questionnaire is heavily biased in favour of the Council’s proposal; it does not even 
offer ‘refurbish as existing’ as an alternative.    
 
4. The draft Vision 
The draft Vision document has not been considered or approved by any Council Committee. 
It was prepared belatedly, in response to public concerns at the lack of such a document, 
rather than as the basis for the scheme. It gives no idea of how the flexible space would 
work. All the images, bar one, are of the existing Market and its stalls.   
 
The Vision lists ‘New easily demountable and durable market stalls” among the proposed 
“Key Improvements”.  The whole vision hangs or falls on whether the proposed stalls are fit 
for purpose in terms of a) meeting the traders’ needs, b) withstanding the “wind rose” 
conditions in the Market Square, and c) being of appropriate character for this very historic 
setting.  The traders are vehemently opposed to the demountable stalls, which will not 
meet their needs2. Yet the lead Council officer has said that the prototypes will not be 
displayed in the Market Square for the traders and public to see, assess, and comment on  
during the formal consultation.  
 
The Executive Councillor promised at a Council Scrutiny Committee on 25 March 2021 that 
prototype stalls would be in place for the consultation. This has gone ahead even though 
the prototypes are not available, and not even commissioned at the time of writing. It is 
shocking that this most fundamental element of feasibility assessment is still not being 
carried out even though nearly £500,000 has already been allocated to the project.   
  
5. The Concept Design and the “flexible space”  
The draft Concept Design’s ideas for evening and night-time use, and their interactions with 
and impacts upon the operation of the market, have not yet been subject to any feasibility 
assessment of either their financial viability or practical realism within the limited space 
available.  
 
Importing Christmas markets or other uses would be severely detrimental to the viability of 
the existing traders; the Concept Design has no conception of the impacts on the traders, or 
the extent to which the proposals would damage their livelihoods.  On page 21 there is an 
indicative, but entirely unrealistic, timeline showing the possible use of the space for events.  
This timeline badly underestimates the handover time from day to night markets, and the 
extent to which existing traders’ time and income would be curtailed.  It does not mention 
that, for all-day events, the market would have to be closed at 12 noon the previous day, 
and only reopened the morning after the event (in effect, each such event would deny 2 
days’ income for the existing traders), with take-down in the evening or overnight after the 
event. The Impacts on neighbouring residents (including from late night and overnight take 
down of staging etc, as well as from amplified events) are disregarded.3  

 
2 see “A day in the life of a market trader” and “Market customs and practice” both at 
https://www.lifeoncambridgemarket.com 
3 This information revealed in the Council’s very belated response, 22 February 2021, to questions 33 and 34 
put in November 2020 – see https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/9121/market-square-project-concept-
design-stakeholder-engagement-sessions-6-and-9-november-output.pdf 
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These are just some of the fundamental issues not covered in the BDP Feasibility Report. 
This did not even consider where the traders would go during the works. 
 
6. A badly flawed process  
The Council says it has been following the RIBA Plan of Work in developing this project.  
Each report seeking Councillors’ approval has claimed achievement of stages of the RIBA 
process (Concept Design stage 2, Detailed design prior to Planning application stages 3 and 
4), but the RIBA Plan of Work relates to building projects, not public realm improvements 
where the ultimate client is the public of Cambridge.  The reality is that the proposal has not 
even passed RIBA stage 1 (agreed brief and established that the proposals can be 
accommodated on the site).  There is no publicly agreed brief, and, in the absence of viable 
prototype demountable stalls, it has not yet been established that the proposals can be 
accommodated on the site.  
 
The Council’s approach to public involvement and consultation on this project has been 
woeful. Initial discussions were with invited stakeholders only: market shoppers and the 
general public were not included as stakeholders.  The consequence is that the Council is 
consulting on a seriously flawed scheme based on a misconceived brief and an inadequate 
and biased feasibility study. All of these flaws might have been avoidable if the Council had 
fully involved its public, and the market traders, from the start. 
 
Council officers first sought Committee approval for public consultation in January 2021, but 
the report was withdrawn following legal challenge.  This was because a key report (by the 
Council’s market consultants Quarterbridge) referenced in the Concept Design had been 
omitted.    
 
The current consultation offers no alternative options. Refurbishment as existing should also 
have been offered as a possible choice.  
 
7. The policy context? 
The Council originally promoted the Market Square project as the flagship project of its 
“Making Space for People” SPD.  That draft SPD has since been withdrawn following severe 
criticism, not least for its totally inadequate consideration of the Historic Environment. The 
key policy document remains the Historic Core Conservation Appraisal 2016, and in 
particular its Street Analysis for Market Hill.4 This suggested that “there is potential to 
enhance the market place considerably by upgrading the stalls to larger, more robust 
structures and using better quality materials.” This analysis and its recommendations have 
been ignored. 
 
8. Market management issues 
The Council has been strongly criticised for its failure to provide pro-active and supportive 
management of the market, and for failing to maintain and refurbish the market. Its 
draconian approach in the New Year closing was followed by slow and very partial 
reopening of the market in prison-like conditions. 
 

 
4 https://www.greatercambridgeplanning.org/media/1520/historic-core-appraisal-2016-market-hill.pdf 
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In recent years, the proportion of hot food stalls has increased.  There is now tension in the 
Council’s proposals between the traditional mixed market, and the Council’s vision of the 
market square as an event space and as a place for tourists’ open-air refreshment.   
 
9. The Quarterbridge report 
The Council has sought the advice of the market consultants Quarterbridge, who provided a 
“report of how the existing market functions and future market opportunities” (published 
as pages 115-164 in the March 2021 Committee report5). See extracts below, and in 
Appendix; not part of this consultation, but the Quarterbridge report is cited under “Market 
Precedents” in Section 3.1, page 12 of the Concept Design Report.   
 
Quarterbridge’s report is both highly generic (with a bias towards regeneration areas rather 
than the economic circumstances of Cambridge) and heavily focused towards hot food stalls 
and open-air dining. This is in common with their approach in other markets, an approach 
which has led to widespread concerns across the country – see “Traditional Markets under 
Threat – why it’s happening and what traders and customers can do” by Sara Gonzalez. 6  
 
10. Funding issues 
There is no mention in the consultation of either the current financial situation of the 
market or how the proposals are to be funded. 
 
The Market currently generates a surplus of over £350K p.a. according to Quarterbridge: 
“Overall the Market is performing well, delivering annual profit and maintaining high 
occupancy levels. This is rare for a seven-day a week outdoor market… In 2018-19 the 
market generated a gross income of £931K, and £892K in 2019-20. Cambridge Market has 
been bucking the national trend in which markets are making consistent losses…. Cambridge 
Market is delivering robust profit, but requires re-investment in the operational team and 
infrastructure to maintain these profits.” But the Council has failed to invest, over many 
years, in either the market infrastructure or its management and promotion (the current 
promotion budget is just £12K per year).   

The Council’s plan was to seek business partners to help fund the project, but Section 5 
“Investment Case” of the Quarterbridge report demolishes this approach. The proposals are 
not commercially viable “as repayments would reduce profits from the market operation 
against a ‘Do- Nothing’ scenario”. Also “If investment is secured through borrowing, value 
engineering exercises would need to be carried out to reduce the cost of the development and 
reduce initial borrowing.”  

The Council seems to have now shifted its focus to an attempt to draw in a combination of 
“social uplift” and heritage funding.  Quarterbridge claim that “The proposed scheme will 
deliver strong Social Value Uplift, Land-Value Uplift and economic opportunities, with an 

 
5 
https://democracy.cambridge.gov.uk/documents/b15988/Item%205%20Market%20Square%20Project%20Co
nsultation%20Draft%20Vision%20and%20Concept%20Design%2025th-Mar-2021%2017.00%20En.pdf?T=9 
 
6 https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sara-Gonzalez-
37/publication/309699807_Traditional_Markets_under_threat_why_it%27s_happening_and_what_traders_a
nd_customers_can_do/links/5c5af5bc92851c48a9beac29/Traditional-Markets-under-threat-why-its-
happening-and-what-traders-and-customers-can-do.pdf 
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expected preferential benefit cost ratio. This makes it a strong candidate for Grant Funding 
based on Green Book Assessment criteria, and capital funding should be sought through 
regional and national funding schemes”.  
 
11. Health, Wellbeing and Social Value 
What the Council still fails to realise, even after the immense efforts made by essential 
market traders over successive lockdowns, is that the Market and its activities provide vital 
contributions to the health, wellbeing and social interactions of the whole community.  The 
public greatly values the Market, as evidenced by the 7,300 signature petition7 demanding 
reopening for essential traders, after the draconian New Year 2021 closure by the Council.   
 
Rather than creating “social uplift’, the Council’s proposals would be severely detrimental to 
the Market community and all the social value the market provides.  
 
12. Heritage  
As noted above, the Council has ignored its own Conservation Area Appraisal. While the  
proposals offer some potential heritage benefits in terms of removing the waste compactor, 
repairs to the fountain, and lifting and re-laying the setts to improve accessibility, they 
completely ignore the heritage significance of the Market itself. The Market and its activities 
(see https://www.lifeoncambridgemarket.com)  are real, living heritage which is unvalued in 
the Council’s proposals. The striped stall canopies are iconic, appearing regularly in national 
publications (most recently in the promotion of the High Street Task Force8).   
 
The Market has been described as the beating heart of Cambridge, as well as providing a 
vital continuing link between this market town city and its rural hinterland. Over 600 people 
have signed a petition asking for the Market to be protected as Intangible Heritage9. 
 
13. Conclusion 
This consultation is premature and biased. It relates to a misconceived scheme which 

• has no public mandate 
• would severely harm the current traditional market  
• takes insufficient account of the heritage 
• is based on inadequate and incomplete feasibility assessment, and  
• relies on a mistaken funding model. 

It needs to be withdrawn, at the very least pending revised proposals and the availability of 
prototype stalls within the Market Square, but preferably until the public have been fully 
involved in a visioning exercise to develop a new brief. 
 
John Preston MA(Cantab) DipTP IHBC 
Artist - Historic Environment Consultant – Lecturer 
6 Golding Rd, Cambridge CB1 3RP       26 May 2021 

 
7 https://www.change.org/p/cambridge-city-council-reopen-cambridge-market-for-essential-food-
supplies?recruiter=576986111&utm_source=share_petition&utm_medium=facebook&utm_campaign=psf_co
mbo_share_initial&utm_term=a22daa0d9360425584b4b09941c42f6d&recruited_by_id=a7989e50-4f94-11e6-
92e4-15b83548830e&utm_content=fht-26630637-en-gb%3A0 
 
8 https://www.highstreetstaskforce.org.uk/how-we-help-high-streets/ 
9 https://www.change.org/p/the-mayor-of-cambridge-and-cambridge-city-councilors-save-the-intangible-
heritage-of-cambridge-market?original_footer_petition_id=&grid_position=&pt= 
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APPENDIX - further extracts from the Quarterbridge Report  

Claimed benefits 

Potential benefits include job creation, reduced ASB, a more animated city centre, and 
higher footfall. By enlivening the evening and night-time, wider economic benefits are 
delivered through attracting a new audience into the city centre which will benefit 
surrounding pubs, bars and restaurants.  

Finance  

The current quotes for the project all sit in excess of £4.47 million however, meaning 
borrowing the Capital cost is not in the interest of the Local Authority. Capital repayments 
would eradicate annual surpluses, at what is anticipated to be a critical time for Local 
Authority budgets.  

Grant funding should be sought, as the proposed scheme is in a position to deliver a strong 
case to demonstrate high social and economic value uplift across a Five Case Model in line 
with Green Book Evaluation guidelines.  

Value-engineering should be undertaken to reduce the capital cost of the scheme to 
ensure the benefit cost ratio is sufficient to meet selection criteria to secure grant funding.  

If grant funding cannot be secured to cover the full value of the project, this could be 
topped up with Capital Borrowing. Funding options would need to be explored as a further 
piece of work, but initial options include LEP funding, Heritage Funding, Lottery Funding 
and Arts Council funding. 

Focus on Street Food  

In order to fulfil the ambition of using the Square to stimulate the evening economy, 
allocations would be required for street food traders in the evenings. This could begin with 
Fridays and Saturday nights through summer, and be populated by existing or new traders.  

The Market would strongly benefit from an increase in communal seating capacity, allowing 
people to fully enjoy the range of street food on offer and increasing dwell time, to the 
benefit of surrounding retailers and Cambridge City Centre as a whole. As the inclusion of 
tables is a key objective of future development, going forward street food traders could 
occupy units surrounding communal tables, sharing the seating area and creating a critical 
mass.  

A current issue raised during stakeholder engagement is the smells from food stalls which 
contaminate retail stock such as clothing and soft furnishings. By having a retail core which 
sites behind (?????) the street food stalls, this layout takes advantage of natural wind 
factors, with prevailing winds carrying food smells away from the critical mass of retailers.  

Information has not been provided around the existing ratio of street food : fresh food : 
retail stalls, so comparison cannot be made with this recommended mix (????) 


