29 June 2009 

For followers of British politics it’s been a turbulent and fascinating few weeks.  At one stage, the Prime Minister appeared to be likely to depart, but subject to any more crises in the coming months, it looks like Gordon Brown will lead Labour into a General Election in 2010.  We are now firmly in election mode, with each of the parties jockeying for position.

You may ask what all this has to do with you, your business and the profits you are making.  My view is that these developments have massive implications for convenience stores and that as your lobby group we have to change what we do to meet the current political landscape.  

Firstly, we have seen some changes of personnel that will impact on some of the policies that directly affect retailers.  Instead of Alan Johnson and Dawn Primarolo handling the tobacco display ban at Department of Health, we now have new Ministers in the form of Andy Burnham and Gillian Merron. Perhaps it is too late for these changes to influence the passage of the Health Bill through Parliament, but these Ministers will be crucial in the development of regulations if and when a display ban becomes law.  I am pleased to say we have already been offered a meeting with Gillian Merron.

Personnel changes have also taken place at the top of the Department for Communities and Local Government, so now John Denham will be in charge of planning policy and at the Home Office, where Alan Johnson will take over responsibility for a policy brief including crime and alcohol.

Secondly, we have to be on our guard against new short-term headline-grabbing initiatives announced by the Government – and indeed the opposition parties – in the run up to the election.  Given where we are in the electoral cycle, populist sound-bites become hard currency and we need to beware of the implications of any crowd-pleasing announcements on alcohol, the minimum wage, planning or tobacco. The good news is that being business-friendly is in vogue for politicians, but that doesn’t mean they will always judge correctly what measures will really help businesses like yours.

We are spending time with representatives of each of the parties looking at their possible manifesto commitments which are being developed as I write.

Thirdly, the current political position changes your personal role in the political process.  Take a look at the European Parliament election results and you will see that none of the main parties are presenting a compelling case to the electorate.  I think that come next year, people will be looking at local issues more and more when they come to cast their vote.  Candidates will be aware of this and that presents you with an ideal opportunity to get your issues across.  Why not make your business an election issue?  Not on a negative basis, talking up the threat of closure, but looking positively at the benefits that you bring to the community.

ACS’ Local Shop Campaigners initiative is a great first step to punching your weight with policy-makers. Nationally and locally, we can use the current political turmoil to your advantage.
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