27 May 2009 

Two Government announcements made during May really illustrated to me the role of lobby groups and the importance of retailers themselves engaging in the political process.  They also showed how difficult it is to measure a “win” in public affairs.

The two announcements to which I’m referring are the Low Pay Commission’s decision to introduce a 1.2% increase in the National Minimum Wage from October, and the Home Office’s publication of a mandatory code of practice for the alcohol industry.  Incidentally, both these announcements were significantly delayed which probably tells you something else about how politics work, but let’s put that to one side for a moment.

Our lobbying work has been different on each of these issues, but there are common themes for both.  On the National Minimum Wage, we went through the formal process of submitting evidence in writing and then in person, but the twist we put on it was to bring some independent retailers – Jonathan Clarke and Jonathan James – to that evidence session to give some flavour and colour to the statistics and argument we had put together for our submission.  There’s a balance to strike, but involving retailers in this way can bring so much more to a political discussion than just hearing from myself and the team here at ACS, who do this for a living.  Being able to speak from a firsthand perspective about cutting back staff hours, delaying investment and taking other measures to cope with minimum wage increases,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     was extremely powerful.

On alcohol, the process was much more behind the scenes in terms of meetings with officials to thrash out what should and shouldn’t be in a code of practice.  With an issue as emotive as alcohol, we are always at the mercy of media-inspired, politically-motivated policy, but taken in the round, the draft code (which will doubtless change a number of times during and after the consultation period) is more balanced than we might have feared.  Again, our lobbying strategy involved members getting face to face with decision-makers, notably at our Responsible Retailing Forum in March where the Home Office came to present to us.  Making sure that officials were hearing directly from retailers was crucial to getting the sector’s views across loud and clear.

Hopefully these examples show how and why retailers should get involved in the process, and how we can help to do this in the best way.  And the results?  Well, I expect that many retailers would have groaned at hearing of another 1.2% on their wage costs, or the several concerning measures included in the alcohol code of practice.  But I would argue that the moderation of this outcome from previous minimum wage increases and from the more extreme measures floated before the code of practice was published, represent a win and in my view, shows why what we (that’s ACS and particularly our members) are doing to influence the political process is worthwhile and affects every retailer’s bottom line.

