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10 September 2009

Local Environment Quality Branch

Department for Environment, Sustainability and Housing

Welsh Assembly Government

Cathays Park

Cardiff

CF10 3NQ

Dear Jane Davidson AM

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores – Annex 1) would like to thank you for the opportunity to respond to this consultation on your proposals to introduce a levy on single use carrier bags across Wales. ACS represents more than 33,500 local shops in the UK and approximately 1800 of these are based in Wales.

Over the past three years ACS’ members have been very active in seeking ways to reduce the number of carrier bags given away and their environmental impact. ACS was a signatory of the DEFRA agreement that ended in February this year to reduce the environmental impact of carrier bags by 25 per cent. This target was reached. In the wake of this success ACS alongside the British Retail Consortium worked to create a voluntary agreement for non supermarket retailers to further reduce the number of carrier bags that are given away. A specific non supermarket agreement was created because it was recognised that it is much more difficult for non supermarket retailers to reduce bag usage. This is because trips to supermarkets tend to be planned so people are more likely to remember to take bags and also customers are more likely to drive to do a supermarket shop so need to use fewer bags. Where as shopping in shops such as convenience stores is on a more impulse basis.
ACS strongly opposes the introduction of a blanket levy across Wales. We think that there will be negative unintended consequences and dispute the environmental benefits of the policy. If a levy is introduced then convenience stores should be excluded because impulse shopping is vital to their trade and we believe that shoppers will be put off if they have to purchase bags. In the midst of a recession this could be very damaging for local shops which are vital to communities across Wales. ACS has sought to provide a constructive response to the questions in the consultation relevant to the operation of a levy; however this is without prejudice to our opposition to the proposal.
Exemption

ACS thinks that there is a strong case for convenience stores to be excluded from this policy. Impulse purchasing is an important part of the convenience stores sector with up to 13 per cent of shoppers purchasing on impulse
. We are concerned that shoppers will be put off if they then have to purchase a bag. Impulse purchasing is vital to the convenience sector and we think that there would be very negative impacts on sales. 

Impact on Shops

ACS has researched various retail organisations in the Republic of Ireland about the impact that a levy had on convenience stores there. Some of the issues that they raised that we feel are likely to be reflected in Wales include;

· Theft

In the Republic of Ireland following the levy there was an increase in wire baskets being taken from shops and used to bring shopping home.

There were also problems with security as customers put stuff back into the trolley to transport it to the car and then emptied everything into their car boot. Security personnel were then confused as to whether the shopping had been paid for or not. Some retailers in Ireland have now had to pay to install security systems at the till that lock trolley wheels if they have not passed through the checkout area before leaving the shop. Shop theft is already a significant issue for retailers in 2005 total losses from shoplifting cost retail £767milllion therefore any increase in theft is unacceptable
· Impacts on Impulse Shopping

ACS believes there will likely be a negative impact on impulse shopping which is a main driver of sales in convenience stores. Shoppers are less likely to buy several items that require a bag if they don’t have one and will keep their shopping needs to their weekly shop only when they have the use of a car. The fact that the carrier bag levy may increase car usage should be weighed up against the environmental benefits that will be reaped from a reduction in use.

· Loss of publicity/point of difference

Many of our members currently use their policies on carrier bags as a point of difference and as a publicity opportunity. Local shops are able to bring in policies that suit and support their local community and a blanket levy will negatively impact on those businesses that have led the way.

· Border Towns

Another concern that has been raised about the impact on villages that boarder Wales and whether they will lose out on trade to nearby English towns where carrier bags are still readily available.
Record Keeping 

Retailers in the UK already have to deal with a huge amount of administration and the costs that go alongside these. The proposals made by the Welsh Assembly will require retailers to keep records on the following:- 

· the number of single-use carrier bags sold; 

· the gross amount received by a seller (i.e. a retailer) from a charge on single use carrier bags; 

· the net proceeds of the charge (net proceeds means the gross charges reduced by such amounts as may be specified); and 

· the uses to which the net proceeds of the charge have been put.

ACS thinks that the proposed record keeping for retailers is very onerous and goes against the stated intension of the Welsh Assembly that this policy would not be overly burdensome on retailers. We think it should be enough for retailers to just keep records of how many bags they have bought and the amount of money they have collected. The system as proposed would be very difficult for those businesses without electronic point of sale devices. 
Funds 

ACS would like retailers to be able to keep money from the sale of carrier bags to cover their costs and to account for some administrative costs. However the administrative costs for each business will widely vary and it may be difficult particularly for smaller businesses to demonstrate how they have calculated the worth of their time and how much time they have spent on the administration of this policy.

In the Republic of Ireland there is a central body that collects money raised from the carrier bag levy. The Welsh Assembly does not have the power of taxation. However your proposal is that money will be given on a voluntary basis to a central fund this would be counter productive and unnecessary. We would prefer for businesses to be able to chose where the money they raise goes. It is currently not within the powers of the Welsh Assembly to stipulate where money raised goes and until this legal power is gained then retailers are free to do as they wish with any money raised.
Many of ACS’ Welsh members are already charging for carrier bags in their shops as they endeavour to do as much as they can to reduce the number of carrier bags that are used. However in many cases they have built up links with local charities, schools and youth groups where they donate the money. This benefits the local communities that the shop is based in but it also benefits the business to. It leads to positive publicity and people coming into the shop to support the local charity. We think it is important that retailers are able to track where the money they have raised is going (if it ends up that a centralised collection fund is raised). However we also think that it would be a shame if these community groups that have been benefiting from this money then get it taken away from them.
We would like to reiterate that we strongly oppose the proposal to introduce a levy on carrier bags across Wales. We think that it will have harmful impacts on local shops throughout Wales as it affects impulse shopping, places heavy administrative burdens on retailers and has the potential to increase shop theft.
If you would like more information on anything included in this submission please contact Jenny Brown on jenny.brown@acs.org.uk or 01252 515001.

Yours sincerely

James Lowman

Chief Executive

Annex 1

THE ASSOCIATION OF CONVENIENCE STORES

ACS is the trade body representing the interests of over 33,000 convenience stores operating in city centres as well as rural and suburban areas. Members include familiar names such as Costcutter, Nisa Today’s and Premier Booker, as well as independent stores operating under their own fascia. Our members operate small grocers, off-licence or petrol forecourt shops with between 500 and 3,000 square feet of selling space. 
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