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Party conference speeches are always curious affairs, partly because the speech-maker is always playing to at least two audiences – one in the hall and one outside of it. So far this year has been a vintage one for those (like me) who view the ritual of the party conference speech as a comforting reminder that in a world of change, policy presentation and 24-hour communications, there are still intelligent, powerful people who think that the reaction of a roomful of self-selecting activists (thrilled to just be on the telly and part of the event) is an indication of their popularity and credibility.

Highlights thus far include the welcome return of singing from the lectern from Peter Mandelson, bringing back fond memories of Virginia Bottomley’s use of Gilbert & Sullivan to devastatingly dismantle Tony Blair’s approach to Government (surprisingly not enough to prevent the 100-plus majority Blair won in the next election) and Peter Lilley’s rap about single mothers (and incidentally, can you imagine the uproar if Peter Lilley had proposed the measures Gordon Brown announced this week regarding teenage single mums being placed in sheltered accommodation?).  The Business Secretary’s camp contribution was better-received in Brighton than his far more serious speech to the BRC dinner last week – which I was fortunate to be in attendance for.

The real issues for local shops came out in two crowd-pleasers from Gordon Brown: a commitment to increase the minimum wage and new measures on anti-social behaviour.  Taking the minimum wage first, the Prime Minister pledged to increase it in each of the next five years.  To some extent, this commitment is fairly pointless – it’s been increasing every year since it was first introduced in 1999 so Brown isn’t promising any change.  

However there is an important procedural issue here.  When Labour came to power in 1997, they shrewdly established the Low Pay Commission to set the NMW rate.  If the Prime Minister is now committing to increases for the next five years, then he is undermining the independence of the Commission.  What if they come to the conclusion in the report they are currently compiling that there should be a freeze (as ACS are calling for) or even a reduction in the NMW rate?  Given extremely low inflation, negative growth, rising unemployment and other economic factors, it would be well within the bounds of reason for the Commission not to recommend an increase for 2010.  

Has the Prime Minister retrospectively altered the Commission’s terms of reference in its current report to make clear that only an increase would be justifiable, or will he be altering future terms of reference to ensure that he meets his commitment to NMW increases?  Either way, Brown’s speech at Brighton is a change to the Government taking direct responsibility for the level of the minimum wage - dangerous for the Government, and dangerous for local shops.  There’s a whole debate here about whether the Commission or the Government – whoever it ends up being – should stick to agreed metrics in reviewing the NMW, but I won’t go into that now.

The second key area was anti-social behaviour. I need to be careful here because I loathe lobby groups who cynically use news stories to draw attention to their own issues, and I’ll say from the start that the Pilkington case (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/leicestershire/8268521.stm) touches on a host of issues some of which have nothing to do with ACS.  But I also think that many retailers, when reading the reports of the victimisation of this family, would have recognised elements of it.  The sad facts are that some retailers are targeted through vandalism, theft, abuse, intimidation and violence, and I personally have recently spoken to two retailers on the verge of tears when describing what they have been through at the hands of a local gang.  For this reason, we are always going to support measures to tackle anti-social behaviour.

Whether the Prime Minister’s speech really indicates a new focus on these problems is a moot point.  You can have as many processes, co-ordinators and targets as you like, what retailers will tell you is that when they call the police to tackle these so-called “low level” problems, they want a response and they want to be taken seriously.  In some cases policing of these problems is excellent, but in others retailers feel isolated and unable to call on support from the authorities.  Nothing frustrates a retailer more than hearing that resources are limited and that they cannot get swift response to their problems, yet when the same force wants to undertake a test purchasing programme, resource is found for that.

Retailers have to seek out help from partnerships, the police and local authorities, and they have to gather the evidence to allow action to be taken.  But they also need to know that there is help available if they try to break the cycle of anti-social behaviour in their area.  It’s good that Gordon Brown is moving this issue back up the national agenda, but retailers will remain cynical until their local agencies deliver the help they need.

