Some meetings I had last week have led me to give some thought to the notion of our members as victims of crime.  Are we hard-done-by, and should we think of ourselves in this way?

The first meeting was with Jack Straw MP, the Justice Secretary, with whom I met to talk about Fixed Penalty Notices, specifically their use for shop theft.  There are three problems I see with FPNs which have led to us successfully calling for a review of how they are used.  Firstly, some police forces are clearly not using FPNs properly, with numerous FPNs issued to thieves when they should only be used for first time offenders, and unreliable data being gathered on offenders, leading to high rates of non-payment.  Secondly, an important part of the spirit of how FPNs should be used – that the victim should be consulted before one is issued – is equally clearly not being applied in most cases.

But the third and perhaps most important point that I relayed to Jack Straw was that the use of FPNs can lead to the impression that shop theft is in some way a victimless crime, a sort of technical offence.  In reality, the victims of shop theft are the retailers and staff in that store, and also the community they serve who may feel less safe as crime becomes more prevalent, and who could ultimately lose their local store as the financial and personal costs of crime begin to mount.  I’m pleased to say that Jack Straw understood this point, and that he doesn’t want to see shop theft viewed in this way.

Last week I also visited two of our independent members, and among other things I saw their approaches to tackling crime.  One of them had experienced a shocking level of armed robberies in his store, but his approach wasn’t to sit and lick his wounds feeling like a victim, but to engage with the police and local councillors to try and tackle the problem.  Police response times had improved, but a change of councillor and local police inspector had set work back by months, and the problems were still happening.  A new effort to develop links and get more support from the authorities is now underway.

The other independent I visited had gone a step further than most by allowing some back office space in his store to be used by police officers and PCSOs.  This saved a huge amount of time for the police who would otherwise have to travel miles to check in at the start of a shift, and made the store safer – response times could hardly be quicker with the police literally based on site.

Both of these retailers could have adopted the mentality of a victim, but instead they took the initiative and tried to change their lot.  The problems they faced aren’t solved, but they have taken the first steps.  Crime is an issue where the notion of a victim is easy to pinpoint, but perhaps there are other examples where retailers can lapse into a victim mentality rather than devoting their energy to addressing the problem.  How often, for example, have we heard of retailers being battered by multiple competition?  Yet we know that developing the right in-store proposition and becoming an essential community service can give the independent a unique point of difference and help sustain their future.

Similarly, how often do we hear retailers bemoaning their lack of political influence, when in fact if you make your voice heard locally, you can become hugely important to your MP, councillors and other policy-makers.

Those who, like the independents I met last week, take the initiative and refuse to feel like a victim will take control of their own destiny.  Those who do not are at the mercy of others.
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