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INTRODUCTION 

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence 

in advance of the 2014 Autumn Financial Statement.  ACS represents 33,500 local shops 

across the UK including the Co-operative Group, Spar UK, Costcutter Supermarket Group, 

Nisa Retail and thousands of independent retailers.   

The convenience sector provides employment to around 386,000 people across the UK and 

remains a highly entrepreneurial sector with 75% of independent retailers as first time 

investors. Independent retailers work extensively long hours, with 23% working more than 70 

hours per week and 20% taking no annual holiday1. 

The value of the convenience sector is estimated at £37.4 billion, over a fifth of the total 

grocery market. Sales growth in the sector is predicted to continue at its current rate of 5.2%. 

The convenience sector is predominately made up of independent and symbol group 

retailers, which account for 59% of total sales2. 

The sector faces various challenges, with significant and continued increases in fixed costs 

such as business rates, employment costs and utility bills, all of which affect business 

competitiveness and their ability to retain staff. We have set out our key concerns for the 

convenience sector and policy recommendations. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Business Rates  

ACS strongly welcomed the significant support provided in the Autumn Financial Statement 

2013 for high street retailers to reduce the immediate pressure of business rates increases. 

However, business rates are a significant burden on convenience stores and there is 

consensus amongst the business community and retail sector that there is a need for reform. 

We believe that a fairer and more effective rates system can be developed within the current 

framework of a rental value-based approach. 

A key area for policy change is small business rate relief. 89% of hereditaments have a 

rateable value of under £50,000 but they account for just 28% of rates income3. The 

Government should seek to support small business by revising the threshold for qualification 

for the small business multiplier up to £50,000 rateable value. This threshold was used in the 

successful business rates discount policy announced in last year’s Autumn Financial 

Statement. 
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ACS has proposed several changes to the current system, which are explained in more 

detail in the document ‘The Future of Business Rates’, and include: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Employment  

80%4 of convenience retailers support a freeze in the National Minimum Wage at its current 

rate. There is a clear correlation between continued increases in the minimum wage and a 

reduction in the number of staff hours and reduced pay differentials for supervisors and 

managers. 

ACS’ National Minimum Wage survey indicates that 62% of retailers have laid off staff in the 

last 12 months. Increases in employment costs have also led to 56% of retailers delaying 

investment or expansion plans in the last year. The cost of paying statutory sick pay from 

this year has a great impact on small retailers, many of whom cannot afford to bear more 

employment costs. 

Since the introduction of the NMW in 1999, the Low Pay Commission has independently set 

the rate by objectively monitoring and reviewing evidence. ACS and other trade bodies have 

directly communicated our concerns about political interventions in the process for setting 

the National Minimum Wage5 following the Chancellor’s comments in early 2014 that a £7 

minimum wage could be delivered. We are clear that the success of the NMW is based on 

the Low Pay Commission’s objective review of the system and there should be no political 

intervention. 

The National Insurance contributions announcement in the last Autumn Financial Statement 

was enthusiastically welcomed by small store retailers, and we would encourage 

considerations of how employment costs could be reduced, especially for small businesses 

with part-time staff for whom National Insurance Contributions are a significant cost. 
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 ACS and other trade bodies privately submitted a joint letter to the Department for BIS and HM 

Treasury following the Chancellor’s comments and Treasury analysis that suggested the UK economy 
could sustain an increase in the National Minimum Wage to £7. 

 Legislating to increase the business rates multiplier by no more than 2% each 
year or by no more than the annual average of CPI if this is lower. 
 

 Revise the threshold for qualification for the Small Business Rates Multiplier to 
£50,000 rateable value and freeze at the 2014/15 level for the next two years 
for small businesses, 
 

 Increase the frequency of revaluations by the Valuation Office Agency to at 
least once every three years, 
 

 Consult on the administrative implications of conducting more frequent re-
valuations and a reform of the appeals system in time for the 2017 revaluation, 
 

 Promote a greater use of discretionary rate relief in supporting high streets. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alcohol and Tobacco Duty  

The extensive level of alcohol and tobacco duty fraud in the UK needs to be addressed. For 

alcohol, the mid-point revenue loss to the Exchequer is £1.3 billion and the losses for HMT 

on tobacco smuggling are £2 billion6.  

ACS believes that increases in duty rates promote the illicit trade by growing the differential 

between legal and illegal products.  The Government must consider this alongside revenue 

raising and public health when setting duty rates. The proposed introduction of a minimum 

excise tax on tobacco would cause further challenges as the cost of the cheapest legal 

cigarettes would be even further from the cost of illegal tobacco. 

ACS believes that the registration of alcohol wholesalers will effectively prevent illicit and 

counterfeit alcohol from being purchased. Currently, wholesalers are the only part of the 

alcohol supply chain that is not licensed. The introduction of a register is a way to restrict 

alcohol duty fraud. However, ACS stresses that any implementation of a register must 

ensure retailers do not have to meet onerous requirements to ensure that wholesalers are 

legitimate, or become subject to regulation due to vague definitions of an alcohol wholesaler.  

Increasing the resources and activity of HMRC’s enforcement agency against rogue 

businesses and individuals that trade non paid duty goods is imperative. Proactive and 

intelligence led enforcement activity is the biggest deterrent against non-duty paid alcohol 

and tobacco sales. 

Across government agencies and national organisations, collaboration is necessary to 

prevent the growth of the illicit market. The Home Affairs Select Committee report found the 

HMRC’s approach was not effectively integrated to deter illicit tobacco in the UK7. ACS 

believes that there should be a joint effort between agencies to focus on the most common 

sources of illicit trade, friends (59%), followed by ‘tab houses’ – sales from private houses 

(34%). Sales from private residences are becoming increasingly significant as more 14-15 

years when purchasing tobacco, 34% will have visited a ‘tab house’ compared to 15% in 

2009. A combined effort that focuses on private sales is therefore necessary to combat illicit 

trade. 
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 Maintain the Low Pay Commission’s current remit to independently evaluate, 
review and monitor the national minimum wage, 
 

 Ensure any reviews of the conditions that would allow the minimum wage to 
increase in real terms take into account the wider impacts on the employment 
market, especially for small format business. 
 

 Consider incentives and look at reductions in employment costs for employers.  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/364009/4382_Measuring_Tax_Gaps_2014_IW_v4B_accessible_20141014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/364009/4382_Measuring_Tax_Gaps_2014_IW_v4B_accessible_20141014.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmhaff/200/200.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

Planning  

Strategic planning for town centres and high streets is vital to drive sustainable development 

and investment. The Town Centre First planning policy and associated sequential test are 

important planning measures to deliver sustainable growth, and must be enforced 

consistently at local and national level through Local Plans. With 76% of new retail 

development currently built out-of-town8, the Government must do more to promote town 

centre development, which is sustainable and supports local business. 

Many new planning approvals are not only arguably inappropriate and contradictory to a 

town centre first approach, but the stores are often not actually being built.  They are, 

however, acting as a block on investment in town centres with existing and prospective 

retailers unwilling to risk investment with a possible new out of town development looming 

over the town.  Similarly, retailers are nervous about investing in town centres if they feel 

that an out of town application is likely to be granted without adequate scrutiny. 

The introduction of greater flexibilities of use for retail premises, as laid out in the 

Government’s recent technical consultation on planning, is a welcome measure where there 

is the over provision of retail space. However, this should not undermine the planning 

system’s primary function to develop an evidence based local plan with retail, leisure and 

residential premises allocated according to local need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further information on this submission please contact Sophie Mew at 

sophie.mew@acs.org.uk or on 01252 515001. 
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 Central and local Government must do more to actively enforce and monitor 
Town Centre First policy, 
 

 Guidance on Town Centre First policy must build upon the National Planning 
Policy Framework, applying the sequential and impact tests as mandatory 
gateway tests. 
 

 The Government should encourage the development of up to date local plans 
including plans for change of use as appropriate. 

 

 Introduce no further alcohol or tobacco duty increases in the Autumn Financial 
Statement or 2015 Budget, 
 

 Introduce wholesaler registration, 
 

 Increase enforcement activity on alcohol duty fraud at local level. 
 

 

mailto:sophie.mew@acs.org.uk
http://www.acs.org.uk/research/planning/

