
 

ACS Submission – National Food Strategy - Call for Evidence 

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

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ call for evidence to inform a National 

Food Strategy for England. ACS represents over 33,500 convenience retailers across the 

UK. Members include the Co-Op, One Stop, Costcutter, Spar UK and thousands of 

independent retailers. For more information about ACS and the convenience sector, please 

see Annex A and ACS’ Local Shop Report 2019 here. 

Convenience stores are represented in every village, neighbourhood parade and high street 
across the country. 38% of convenience stores trade in isolated locations with no other 
retail/service businesses close by, 42% are located on small parade with up to five other 
businesses close by and 10% are on a main high street or in the city centre. 80% of 
customers travel less than a mile to visit their local shop and 57% access their local shop on 
foot. Consumer polling suggests that Post Offices and convenience stores are deemed to 
have the most positive impact on their local community compared with other businesses1.  
 
Planned weekly shops at supermarkets remain the dominate means of grocery shopping in 
the UK but convenience retailers are fundamental to people’s lives, shopping habits and 
fabric of their communities. The typical consumers visit their convenience store every other 
day to top up their weekly shop or for distress purchases when they have run out of 
something. Traditional categories like tobacco and alcohol continue to be important for 
convenience retailers, but this is changing quickly as consumers seek to reduce or quit 
smoking and drink less alcohol. There is a growing trend in fresh and ambient produce and 
food on the go offered in stores such as chilled foods (12.8%), canned and packaged 
grocery (7.2%) and fresh fruit and vegetables (4.2%)2. 
 
The retail format and supply chains in the convenience sector are complex. Annex B details 

the different types of store formats that operate in the sector and the wholesalers that own 

the buying platforms that supply the stores. The convenience sector is predominately made 

up of independent retailers (71%).  

ACS would like to support the National Food Strategy team with the development of the new 

strategy and would be happy to facilitate further conversations with convenience retailers 

from across the UK. For more information on this submission please contact 

Eleanor.O’Connell@acs.org.uk  or call the ACS public affairs team on 01252 515001.  

Convenience Sector Challenges  

All parts of the retail sector, including convenience stores, are dealing with disruptive 

changes to consumer shopping habits and business model innovation. These changes come 

alongside fierce competition from supermarkets, the rise of discounters and online grocery 

retailing models, like Just Eat and Deliveroo, that are redefining what ‘convenience’ means 

for consumers. 

 
1 ACS Local Shop Report 2019 p20 
2 ACS Local Shop Report 2019 p9 
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Convenience retailers are also contending with a challenging regulatory environment that is 

delivering higher operating costs and administrative challenges. Increases in the National 

Living Wage, both in the short and medium term, have changed the nature of employment in 

the convenience sector with more people working shorter hours3. Despite government action 

to reduce the burden of business rates on small shops, the rates system continues to deter 

investment and not provide equality between online and bricks and mortar retailers4. 

New environmental regulations are also being considered which will load further costs on 

retailers. The introduction of a Deposit Return Scheme will result in huge operational 

challenges to convenience retailers. We are not seeking to stop these important environment 

interventions but to encourage the Government to design systems that work for local shops5. 

Workforce 

The convenience sector provides flexible, local and secure employment to 405,000 people in 

mainland UK6. The majority (72%) of people working in the sector are female, with most 

(43%) store colleagues working under 16 hours per week and are paid at or slightly above 

the National Living Wage rate. More than two-thirds (69%) of colleagues are given at least 

two weeks’ notice of their work schedules and 70% feel valued by their employer7. 

Colleagues are often attracted to working in the sector because of the flexible and local 

nature of the work.  

Many people working in the convenience sector are balancing other commitments around 

their work; 30% have childcare commitments and 23% care for older family members8. Most 

colleagues working in the sector (69%) are satisfied with their job and 72% state they are 

valued by their employer9. Therefore, staff retention levels are high with 55% of employees 

planning to continue working in the sector10. 

Healthy Eating 

We recognise the challenges associated with obesity outlined in the National Food Strategy 
and acknowledge the government’s ambition to halve childhood obesity by 2030. 
Convenience retailers have an important role to play in contributing to this target by 
continuing to adapt the range of products sold in store. In 2018, 66% of convenience stores 
stocked fruit and vegetables in their stores, with one in four increasing their sales, range and 
promotions in the last year11.  

We believe that the government should pursue policies that support and incentivise retailers 
to engage in healthier food provision, for example additional business rate relief for stores 
offering fresh produce. Convenience retailers are reactive to consumer demand and what 
products they choose to stock will vary depending on their location and the needs of their 
community, 80% of convenience store customers from within less than a mile of the store. 

Childhood Obesity 

 
3 ACS Low Pay Commission Submission 2019 outlines the convenience response to increases in the NLW 
4 ACS Business Rates Briefing outlines recommendations for the Treasury to reform the business rates system 
5 ACS Submission – Introducing a Deposit Return Scheme 
6 ACS Local Shop Report 2019 
7 ACS Colleague Survey 2019 
8 ACS Colleague Survey 2019 
9 ACS Colleague Survey 2019 
10 ACS Colleague Survey 2019 
11 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey 2018, sample 1,210 independent retailers 

https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/lobbying/acs_submission_-_final.pdf
https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/lobbying/acs_submission_-_deposit_return_scheme_defra_2019_0.pdf


 

The proposals in the Childhood Obesity Strategy Chapter 2 to restrict the location of high fat, 
salt, sugar (HFSS) products in stores and banning multi-buy promotions would be extremely 
difficult for convenience retailers to deliver based on the physical space available to small 
shops. We have submitted extensive evidence to DHSC detailing our concerns12 about the 
wide-ranging definition of HFSS products and the need to include exemptions for small 
stores if restrictions on the location of products are introduced. We believe that state 
regulation of shop layouts is a step too far and will have little impact on childhood obesity. 

Healthy Start 

ACS is working closely with officials at DHSC to promote the Healthy Start scheme to more 

convenience retailers so that more low-income families can gain access to fruit, vegetables 

and milk at convenience stores. Our research suggests that one third of independent 

convenience retailers accept Healthy Start vouchers but awareness across the rest of the 

sector is low13. ACS developed an animation to explain what Healthy Start is and how 

retailers can use it in their store. The animation is available here.  

Peas Please 

ACS has been working with the Food Foundation to support the delivery of the Peas Please 

campaign to increase the amount of vegetables in people’s diets. ACS has made numerous 

pledges14 to support the campaign include sponsoring three industry awards to showcase 

retailer best practice, developing the business case for selling fresh produce and 

encouraging our members to make their own pledges. 

Brexit and Food Security 

Brexit has highlighted the long and complex nature of the UK’s food supply chains. We have 

worked hard to help our members prepare for no deal, but no amount of preparations will 

fully mitigate the impact of no deal. Stores typically receive deliveries every other day, 

meaning that any delays at borders or product shortages as a result of a no deal Brexit 

would quickly be visible in local shops. We have produced a Brexit Readiness Briefing for 

our members that focuses on encouraging retailers to speak to supply chain providers, 

prepare their workforce and think about regulatory changes15. 

The location of convenience stores in villages and local neighbourhood parades close to 

where people live and work means that they are an important stakeholder in the food supply 

chain. Convenience retailers often play an essential role during extreme weather conditions 

to ensure that the local communities have access to essential supplies. Any disruption to 

food supplies in local convenience stores can often mean that more vulnerable or less 

mobile customers reliant on their local shop have reduced access to food.  

Food Regulation  

ACS recognises the importance of food hygiene regulations which prevent the contamination 

of food and the spread of disease and continues to provide information and advice to 

members in this important area of the law. As part of our Primary Authority partnership with 

 
12 ACS Submission - Restricting Promotions HFSS by Location and by Price  
13 ACS Voice of Local Shops Polling 2018 
14 ACS Peas Please Pledges 
15 ACS Brexit Readiness Briefing  

https://www.acs.org.uk/advice/healthy-start
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/retailer-toolkit/research/
https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/lobbying/acs_submission_-_restricting_promotions_0_0.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/ACS-Pledge-for-website.pdf
https://www.acs.org.uk/sites/default/files/acs_brexit_readiness_briefing_sept_2019_d3_v1_aw_interactive_v5.pdf


 

Buckingham and Surrey Trading Standards we have developed Assured Advice for 

convenience retailers, including advice on food safety and hygiene16. 

We recognise that the introduction of an enhanced registration system, as currently 

proposed by the Foods Standards Agency, would lead to benefits including a single system 

for registration, providing consistency and better data collection from businesses, which 

would lead to more targeted enforcement to tackle non-compliant businesses. However, 

these benefits from the operation of an enhanced registration system are separate to the 

operation of a Permit to Trade or licensing system, which would instead place significant 

operational and financial burdens on convenience retailers. We are opposed to the 

enhanced registration system evolving into a Permit to Trade or a licensing system for all 

food businesses and have expressed these concerns directly to the Food Standards 

Agency. 

 

For more information on this submission please contact 

Eleanor.O’Connell@acs.org.uk  or call the ACS public affairs team on 01252 515001 

 
16 ACS Assured Advice Scheme 

mailto:eleanor.oconnell@acs.org.uk
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