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Food Halls

The 21st century has witnessed the
arrival of a new concept in the food
and beverages industry - that of a
Food Hall. What is a food hall?

The concept is young yet to have
been conclusively defined

but experientially, food halls have to
do with a sense of diversity, localness
and community. You will find artisanal
restaurants, food-oriented boutiques
and sometimes even handmade crafts
shops, all under one roof.

The advent and subsequent success of
a food hall has been underscored by
the emergence of the experience
economy, where economic value is
created through transformational
power of experiences (Pine and
Gilmore, 1998). Food halls tap into the
very values that underlie the
experience economy: personalization,
communality, locality and ethical
consumerism. This is one - and the
primary - explanation for why both
Europe and the Americas has seen a
fast growth the number of food halls.

Food halls have emerged as a
buzzword in Georgia; however, while
no stranger to food hubs and
clusters, Tbilisi has yet to become
home to a proper food hall. What are
the key drivers of the food hall
industry, which food halls have
acquired a cult following and where
does Thbilisi stand in relation to this
215t century phenomenon?

Read on to find out.
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DEFINITIONS FIRST
-

WHAT IS A FOOD HALL?

Within the scope of this publication, food hall refers
to a communal eatery and food market where
one can enjoy authentic, ethically sourced and
locally prepared food.
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THE DEBRIEF

Proliferation of food halls has been a biproduct of the emergence of the experience
economy. Additionally, the*following three socio-cultural shifts turned out to be the key

drivers of the success of this phenomenon:

INTEREST IN THE DIVERSITY
OF CULINARY IDENTITIES

INTEREST IN ETHICALLY
SOURCED FOOD

Interest in diversity of
culinary identities is
similarly increasing with
the up and coming
generations showing
strong taste for culturally
specific, varied food
options. Hence, what
customers seek in a food
hall is not only food of
superior quality and
ethical origin, but also an
almost a curatorial
approach to the tenant
mix and the diversity of
menu offerings.

Millennials and Gen Z
increasingly seek awareness
of the origins of what they
eat and strongly prefer
ethically sourced options.
Additionally, the rising
demand for local, fresh
ingredients means that
fresh food stalls in food
markets/food halls are also
garnering greater attention.
All in all, rising interest in
the foodstuffs is increasing
demand for enterprises that
provide fresh, local,
artisanal options i.e. food
halls.

INCREASED MOBILITY

There is an increasing
mobility among the
younger generations and
also an increasing
tendency to eat out.
Millennials often frequent
food halls in their travels
because these are the
places of cultural
immersion among other
things. Their penchant for
experiential and
communal offerings also
fits the prototypical idea
of a food hall.
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THE RECIPE TO SUCCESS

Artisanal vendors have become a key pillar of food hall
industry and the visitor volumes are typically proportional to the quality and
variety of options served. This is an industry where reinvention is another key to
success. Hence it is not uncommon for operators to rearrange and remix their
tenants, pick new ones from the ever-growing waiting lists, require existent tenants
to renew their menus every once in a while, etc.

Another key element to success is ambiance and atmosphere. That which cannot
be replicated, cannot be matched. Many a time, food halls will be located in
industrial, historic or otherwise culturally significant buildings, which have
connotations and which bring their own character. This character and its special
ambiance set the scene for social interaction.

What is more, food halls will also often be found off the beaten track, off the tourist
track, evoking the association of a place “where the locals go” or “of which only the
locals know”. And while the importance of tourism revenue for these
establishments cannot be underplayed, the true commercial potential of a food hall
lies in capturing the local custom. For this very reason, foodie cities are optimal for
the operations of a food hall: since sustainable demand base is a local base, the
“foodieness” of the location is of paramount importance.
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Target clientele for food halls is a varied bunch. From
teenagers to the recently retired, all age groups find food
halls appealing. The key demand drivers are millennials
and Gen Z, who are also the drivers of the overarching
foodie trend. Their preference for ethically sourced,
artisanal food makes them the target clientele.

The business model of a typical food hall is unique: most
leading food hall operators run all of drinks business on
the premises and take an additional 10-20% cut of food
vendors’ revenue. Leases run between six months trial
period and two years, are renewable and include clauses
that mandate vendors to renew their menu offerings
within a set time. A successful food hall will only switch 2-
3 vendors in its initial years of operation.

In short, success of any food hall is in the operator’s ability
to correctly identify and react to change, to shape the
customer base and be shaped by them. People get bored
easily, so it is essential to maintain the right mix of
offerings to recapture waning demand.
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A VIDA
PORTUGUESA
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Food hall model has shown a surprising
resilience to the COVID-crisis. According
to a recent study conducted by Cushman
& Wakefield, no retail category has
recovered with the same success in the
post-pandemic Europe, as food halls.
There are two main factors that
contribute to this: first, food halls are
flexible spaces that easily accommodate
the new occupancy limitations and social
distancing guidelines. Second, food halls
have significantly lower operating
expenses so a reduction in revenues was
borne more easily than traditional
restaurants.

The main takeaway is that flexibility of a
food hall model underlies its adaptability
and subsequently the business
longevity.

Food Halls & COVID-19
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TBILISI FOOD SCENE

Thbilisi food scene has become more and
more westernized over the last decade.
Facilitated in part by development of
tourism industry, the food and
beverages sector has diversified,
welcoming a variety of international fast
food chains and producing highly
popular local brands. Georgian cuisine is
a cornerstone of the Georgian culture
and locals are as foodie as it gets. In
recent years, the chef culture has also
taken shape as cooking shows and
projects have started to gain traction
and people have become more
interested in modernized, fusion
options.

Today, the F&B market is comprised
mainly of upmarket, fine dining options
(typically located at or associated with
upper class hotels), midsegment cafes
and restaurants, touristy spots, local and
international chains and low-cost one-
stop eateries. Design and atmosphere of
a food place matters more than ever
while ‘localness’ appeals both to locals
and international visitors alike.

In spite of having all the necessary
contextual characteristics, Tbilisi still has
to get its very own food hall. Communal
eating, while practiced, has not yet been
organized into a single, designated
space. Clusters exist, but constituents
are proper cafes and restaurants, rather
than curated food vendors. The only
food place that could remotely qualify as
a food hall is Fabrika - a cultural center
with an F&B focus that is always
bustling, has a packed waiting list of
vendors, hosts variety of events and
includes a co-working space and a hostel
in its functional mix.

In order to properly describe the food
scene in Tbilisi, let’s revisit and expand
the definitions adopted above:
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are (semi)-enclosed
spaces that offer artisanal
restaurants, food-oriented boutiques
and crafts shops, all under one roof,
have communal dining space, are
centrally managed and curate their
tenants with great care.

are geographic areas
that have acquired such designation
due to proximal relationship and
high density of food places; there is
neither communal dining space, nor
central management and spaces are
leased from independent landlords.
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FOOD CLUSTERS

There are five major food clusters in Tbilisi today. The oldest dates back to the early 2010s
and is located on the streets of Shardeni and Erekle Il. Much loved and trodden by
tourists, the Old Tbilisi clusters covers a total area of 14,000m2 and accommodates
upwards of 25 tenants. The cluster’s tenants are varied, from F&B options to souvenir
shops.

Another such cluster can be found in Vake, at Mosashvili street. Operational since 2013,
this is predominantly a spot for locals. It welcomed a restaurant of one of the leading
Georgian chefs in 2019, which breathed a new life into what was easily becoming a
forgotten food spot.

Two of the trendiest food clusters - those of the Wine Factory and Melikishvili (Stamba) -
have been operational since 2018 and 2017 respectively. These are populated by higher
end restaurants and offer the greatest variety of cuisine options, of all clusters in Thbilisi.
Wine Factory and Melikishvili clusters are packed round the clock. The latter includes
retail options among its tenants.

Finally, Fabrika is the closest the Georgian food market has come to creating a food hall.
Located at a perfectly “off-the-beaten-track” location, Fabrika accommodates 18 tenants,
only 6 of which are focused on F&B. The rest are of retail variety. The layout emulates

a courtyard with common seating area which is used as an event space as well. The food
cluster at Fabrika is part of a mixed-use project that includes a hostel and a retail space. It
is centrally managed.
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Mosashvili
6,770

Wine Factory

10,094

Size of the scheme
335306 Dby

In terms of the size of the scheme,
Melikishvili cluster is the largest with an area
of 14,690m2, however, it is also the least
densely populated cluster with largest
restaurants. Nearly all of these have a
terrace of a garden and the largest of them
- Stamba Café - occupies 1,000m2 space.

The smallest cluster in terms of the size of
the scheme is Fabrika. Rentable spaces are
between 30-60m2 and at this point all of
them are occupied. Should Fabrika lose a
tenant, it also has an impressively long
waiting list of vendors waiting to sign
leases. Hence, this particular cluster will
likely be fully occupied for the foreseeable
future. The popularity of Fabrika is
consequence of both its ambiance and its
environment.



In terms of value for money, the Old Tbilisi
cluster is often assessed as overpriced. This is
typical of a tourist-oriented stop in the
historic district of the city. Melikishvili cluster
is the priciest of all others, however there is a
strong sense of value for

money. Mosashvili’s priciness is driven
predominantly by a single restaurant which
offers a menu designed by one of the leading
Georgian chefs. Last but not the

least, Fabrika, is the most affordable in terms
of both food and drinks.

Menu offerings are pretty uniform

at Mosashvili and Old Thilisi clusters and
revolve around Georgian and European
fusion elements. Fabrika’s options, while
diverse, are somewhat limited to basics -
drinks, sandwiches,

burgers. Melikishvili’'s menu is a higher end
Georgian-European fusion. Wine Factory
however shines in this instance: not only can
you eat traditional Georgian food here, but
you can also try Japanese, Italian and
Mexican variety, with a diverse drink options
(been, cocktail, wine spots).

Finally, a word on the characteristics of
demand - all of these food clusters generate
considerable foot fall, which translates into
revenue. In large part, this is due to the fact
that all of them have a target clientele who
return to drink and dine in these places. In
case of Old Thbilisi, these are predominantly
tourists; for Fabrika, its 20- and 30-
somethings; Mosashvili hosts businessmen
while Wine Factory and Melikishvili appeal to
a wider demographic group due to the nature
and diversity of their offer. Location, price
point, menu variety and ambiance will all play
a part in who visits a food cluster/hall and
how often.
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Food halls will gradually become the mainstay of the food scene in Europe. The movement
towards sustainability, ethical eating and the revival of the appreciation of localness will all drive
the success of this concept even further. Thilisi is an ideal location for a food hall. Apart from the
cultural significance of the cuisine, there is also a rising demand on eating out; the youth is shifting
away from traditional restaurants and towards more casual, communal eating spaces like Fabrika.
Additionally, there is a rising tendency for multifunctional developments which provide an all-in-
one approach, integrating residential, retail, hospitality and office spaces into a single
development. Integration of a food hall into multifunctional centers has only just began to be
practiced in Europe and America. Tbilisi may just be a space to emulate this trend as well.

We propose that the Capital will not have to wait long to get its own Food Hall. COVID-19 has
underscored just how liable the traditional restaurant model can be. Looking ahead, the
apprehensive public may also have different ideas, expectations and preferences about how and
where to eat out. It has been found that where traditional restaurants have lost demand, food halls
have remained afloat.

The industry is on the cusp of change and there is a first mover advantage to be gained. For a
short while forward however, this will still likely be a waiting game.
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