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ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to 

the Department for Education consultation on apprenticeship funding proposals to apply 

from May 2017 in England. ACS represents over 33,500 local shops across the country 

including groups such as the Co-op, SPAR, One Stop, McColls, Nisa, Costcutter 

Supermarkets and thousands of independent retailers. In order to help our members to 

access apprenticeships, ACS is working with Centrepoint to develop advice for engaging 

with apprenticeships. For further information on ACS please reference the Annex to this 

submission.  

Larger retailers in the convenience sector with pay bills above £3 million are concerned 

about the cost burdens of the Apprenticeship Levy. The convenience sector is already under 

significant pressure from rising employment costs. Retailers are having to make tough 

decisions about future recruitment and investment plans because of the introduction of the 

National Living Wage, initially set at £7.20 and rising to 60% of median earnings (c. 

£9.02) by 2020.   

The convenience sector employs 407,000 people across the United Kingdom; 35% of shops 

offer their staff food safety training and 48,000 independent convenience stores offer first aid 

training1. Colleagues are pleased with the standards of their training, with 95% of staff rating 

their training on ‘preventing underage sales’ either ‘very good’ or ‘good’, with the equivalent 

statistics standing at 77% for food hygiene and 74% for career development2. 

Apprenticeship provision within the convenience sector is very low when compared with 

compliance training. Only 5% of independent retailers currently employ an apprentice while 

just 9% have previous experience of providing apprenticeships3. The financial cost and time 

requirements to deliver apprenticeships are large barriers to take up in the sector. However, 

other barriers include;  

- 51%4 of retailers have said they do not understand the process for employing 

apprentices;  

- retailers employ very few people under the age of 18 because of categories in the 

product range that are age-restricted, meaning they will not benefit from government 

subsidies; 

- the majority of people employed in the convenience sector work less than 30 hours 

per week making it difficult to deliver apprenticeship training to staff and; 

- there is limited demand from employees to complete formal qualifications as they are 

balancing their current employment with other life commitments. 

                                                           
1 ACS Local Shop Report 2015 
2 ACS Colleague Survey 
3 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey: February 2016 
4 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey: February 2016 



We urge the Government to extend the period of consultation on the Apprenticeship Levy 

and consider delaying its full introduction until later than Spring 2017. This will allow the retail 

sector and other sectors time to consider the impact of the proposals. The introduction of the 

Apprenticeship Levy regulations in their current form is likely to cause significant uncertainty 

in Spring 2017. This will present challenges for both employers and employees, resulting in 

apprenticeship funding not being used effectively and employees missing out on appropriate 

training opportunities.  

We commend the consultation document for recognising the important role that smaller 

employers play in helping young people gain skills and develop in the workforce. We support 

the funding system for young apprenticeships providing a strong financial incentive for 

smaller employers. We also support the proposed co-investment ratio whereby 90% of 

funding will be met by Government and 10% raised by the employer. However, few 

convenience retailers will benefit from these subsidies due to the limited employment of 16 

to 18 year olds and wide lack of demand for retail apprenticeships in the convenience sector. 

ACS has provided comments on the relevant sections of the funding proposals below. We 

urge the Government to continue to engage with business organisations beyond the 

deadline of this short consultation to ensure that final proposals are workable. 

Co-Investment Ratios 

We welcome the co-investment formula for retailers that do not pay the levy or do not have 

sufficient funds in their digital accounts to pay the levy, of 90/10 Government/employer 

contributions. 77% of convenience stores are operated by independent retailers, who on 

average employ seven members of staff per store and will not qualify for the Levy5. This 

means the majority of the sector will benefit from the co-investment ratio if they elect to take 

on an apprentice. 

The co-investment rate represents a significant reduction in cost for retailers, especially with 

retail apprenticeships being allocated to a lower funding band. For example, a non-levy 

paying employer in the convenience sector taking on an apprentice from band 1 costing 

£1500 would only have to pay £150 towards the apprenticeship training.  

Given rising employment costs and current levels of demand for apprenticeships, it is 

unlikely that levy-liable retailers in the convenience sector will invest more than the funds 

they have in their digital accounts. Levy paying retailers in our sector have indicated that 

they are only likely to use the Levy revenue in their digital accounts, given the low demand 

for apprenticeship training. 

Support for training younger apprentices  

ACS welcomes that the Government will pay for all training costs when small employers take 

on apprentices aged between 16 and 18 years. We also support the £1,000 contribution to 

any employer taking on young apprentices. However, the convenience sector is not well 

placed to offer employment opportunities or apprenticeships to people aged 16 to 18 years 

old. This is due to the high proportion of age-restricted products that convenience retailers 

sell, such as alcohol, tobacco, e-cigarettes, lottery tickets, fireworks and medicines. The 

penalties for selling these products to someone underage could have significant implications 

including fines, store closure or imprisonment.   
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In order for people under the age of 18 to sell age restricted products they have to ensure 

the sale is authorised by someone over the age of 18. This means younger staff need 

constant supervision on the till, which would either significantly reduce productivity or result 

in young apprentices being limited to working on the shop floor. It would therefore be counter 

intuitive for the apprentice and employer to take on the training commitment as the 

apprentice would have limited exposure to gain some important primary skills in convenience 

retailing, which includes processing sales, payments and services at the till. It is therefore 

unlikely that small retailers would be able to take advantage of the 100% funding or that the 

£1,000 contribution would incentivise larger convenience retailers to take on apprentices 

from this age bracket. 

For convenience retailers to take advantage of this funding the Government would have to 

consider extending the 100% funding criteria and £1,000 contribution to people aged 

between 16 to 24 years old. This age bracket mirrors youth and development pay rates used 

by the Government to incentive employment of younger staff. An extension of the 

apprenticeship funding to 16 to 24 year olds would mean that 23% of convenience sector 

employees would be able to access the funding from the Government6. An extension of this 

kind would make a material difference to the number apprenticeships taken up within the 

convenience sector. 

Funding Bandings 

Retail apprenticeships fit on the lowest two funding bandings starting at £1,500 and 

increasing to £2,0007. Retail apprentices being in the lower end of the funding scale will be 

welcomed by retailers as it will ensure training costs remain low. However, retailers are 

concerned that this will result in a large number of training providers targeting 

apprenticeships in the lowest bracket. Retailers have also indicated that they are unsure 

about how to navigate the market of training providers and measure the quality of training on 

offer.  

Members who are currently running apprenticeships that cost more than the proposed 

funding cap could end up with a lesser quality of apprenticeship training from providers. For 

retailers that either do not have the financial capacity to invest beyond the funds in their 

digital account or cannot source a provider working above the funding cap, this means the 

new system will result in worse training for their staff.    

Digital Accounts 

The funding system to apply for apprenticeships in England will only become known six 

months prior to the first Apprenticeship Levy payments being made by levy-liable employers. 

Some members will therefore not have a strategy on apprenticeships in time for the full 

launch of the online system. They will therefore not be ready to start using their funds and 

the 18-month time limit to use these funds should be extended to prevent retailers from 

being unable to fund training. The extension of this time period to use funds in digital 

accounts should then be reviewed after a set period of time.   

Training providers 

Businesses are best-placed to know what training they want delivered to their employees. As 

a result, some convenience retailers deliver training in-house to develop the skills of 
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employees in their workforce. However, the new requirement to be listed on the Register of 

Apprenticeship Training Providers (RoATP) undermines in-house delivery of 

apprenticeships. 

Requirements to be listed on the Register, which include due diligence checks, financial 

checks and an assessment of the capability of a business to deliver high quality 

apprenticeship training, will act as barriers to retailers becoming employer-providers. 

Retailers will also have to supply data and information to the Skills Funding Agency (SFA), 

which will monitor the quality of training delivery, and be subject to inspection by Ofsted. 

Retailers will have to supply a series of documents on request, for example self-assessment 

plans, records of observations of training and minutes from key meetings, and develop the 

detailed learning content for apprenticeships through the SFA.     

This elongated process to become listed on the Register means that convenience retailers 

will no longer opt to deliver training in-house as the administrative and cost burdens are too 

high. Retailers will outsource their training to external training providers, despite these 

providers being less able to deliver meaningful and bespoke training at a cost-effective price. 

The system as proposed will therefore undermine the quality of training provision and 

capability of retailers to deliver training direct to their staff.    

For further information on this submission please contact steve.dowling@acs.org.uk 

or call 01252 515001. 
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