9 October 2009

I’ve just returned from Manchester and the Conservative Party conference, and have a few observations to share.

Starting with the least strategic, I am now certain that Manchester is by a distance the best party conference venue.  The obligatory downpour must have reminded delegates of the real reason why Lancashire CCC haven’t won the County Championship for donkey’s years, but I can’t imagine many people would have preferred to be at some of the traditional coastal venues in preference to the excellent facilities in Manchester.

Onto things of relevance to convenience stores, and of course Christopher Grayling’s speech on alcohol was key for us.  Unlike another statement from Mr Grayling, he didn’t change his mind and decide he meant the opposite later in the day.  Unfortunately.

For those who didn’t hear or see the detail, here are the edited highlights and our views.  

Christopher Grayling: the Licensing Act 2003 should be ripped up

ACS: another change to licensing laws would bring huge costs for businesses including our members

CG: local authorities should be given greater powers to limit opening hours

ACS: they already have these powers and are getting more in the form of the new code of practice

CG: certain alcoholic drinks (strong lager and cider, and “alcopops”) should be subject to higher taxes

ACS: this is of less concern to us, but wouldn’t problem drinkers just find an alternative product?

CG: loss-leading should be banned

ACS: great for our members!  But are you sure you can actually do this, and how are you going to define these restrictions in a way that doesn’t stop other promotions?

CG: there are too many premises selling alcohol

ACS: what are the statistics on the number of premises selling alcohol?  What is the evidence that new premises are the problem?

Incidentally, I got as far as the BBC studio pod in the exhibition hall where I was seconds away from giving these views on Radio 4’s World at One in front of an audience of 20 Tory activists replete with headphones and staring out the interviewees through a glass screen. Then came the news of General Sir Richard Dannatt’s affiliation with the Conservatives and I (and the alcohol story) was bumped – unlike Christopher Grayling I didn’t manage to spin the Dannatt story to get myself on the news later that day.

Anyway, there’s nothing new in ACS not liking a policy announcement of course.  But the irony for me was that I heard the speech just after a series of very good meetings with members of the Conservatives business team.  They were promoting their ideas for regulatory reform and were talking a great game about changing the culture of regulation. They want to make Government departments commit to reducing regulation every time they introduce a new one, and there was much talk about evidence-based regulation.

So you can imagine my frustration when I saw the grayling speech littered with proposals that would a) dramatically increase regulation and regulatory costs, and b) do so with no evidence that any of the proposed measures would have any impact on problem drinking and anti-social behaviour.  Perhaps the Tories haven’t grasped the central problem about better regulation: everyone believes in better regulation, everyone wants to see its principles followed … except when they regulate.  Devising a system of improving regulation is easy, regulating well when faced with pressure for policy change is extremely difficult. 

