Retail sector council 21.06.2022
Meeting note

Co-Chairs: 
Minister Paul Scully MP, Co-Chair
Richard Pennycook, Co-Chair

Attendees:
James Lowman (Association of Convenience Stores), Dave McCarthy (HSBC), Helen Dickinson (British Retail Consortium), Victoria Robertshaw (Keelham Farm Shop), Nick Read (Post Office), John Boumphrey (Amazon), Emma Revell (BRC), Carl Creswell (BEIS), Charles McCall (BEIS), Stephen Bethel (BRC)
Apologies:  
[bookmark: _Int_WBLALm9I]Peter Jelkeby (IKEA), Alex Baldock (Dixons Carphone), Paul Marchant (Primark), John Rogers (WPP), Simon Roberts (Sainsbury’s), Andrew Goodacre (BIRA), Paddy Lillis (USDAW), Nick Beighton, Ian Filby (Joules)

1. Summary of actions
	Action 
	Owner 

	ACTION: Helen Dickinson to share list of upcoming policies and regulations for Government to compare. Conversation to be had of what is on the policy agenda and what costs would they cause.
 
	Helen Dickinson 

	ACTION: Consider common messaging that government and businesses can come together on regarding cost of living. 
	Richard Pennycook/Sector Council members

	[bookmark: _Int_mLsJzICo]ACTION Group to consider opportunities borne out of the cost-of-living crisis, particularly around steps towards meeting the challenges of net zero and sustainability. 

	Richard Pennycook/Sector Council members

	ACTION: Provide David McCarthy with any names of businesses that should be involved in the RSC’s strategic thinking
	Sector Council Members 

	ACTION: Victoria to develop a document with members answering key questions and sharing knowledge. 

	Victoria Robertshaw and Sector Council Members

	ACTION: Members to provide ideas, insights and feedback on the skills and lifelong learning paper and to respond to the skills survey, including TAs to distribute to their membership.
	Sector Council members

	ACTION: Members to engage in the choice on units of measurement consultation and provide information on any barriers to it that they foresee
	Sector Council Members



2. Note of Discussion

a) Welcome and introductions
Minister Scully welcomed everyone and apologised for postponing the previous meeting and noted that future meetings would be hybrid.
He explained that the agenda would include a discussion on the cost of living and the questions that had been circulated prior to the meeting, as well as an update on the Council’s strategic work led by Dave McCarthy and a discussion on skills and lifelong learning, which remains a key priority for Government.
b) Cost of living
[bookmark: _Int_Ex3sKQ0E]Media speculation and consumer sentiment about fuel price profiteering was raised – which was deemed to be inaccurate. Whilst some have increased their gross profit and cash profit from petrol, the profit is being used to subsidise lower food prices to compete with the discounters and protect consumers from rising operating costs. Telling retailers to be more competitive on petrol prices would result in their food prices rising. Arguably, competitive food prices are the priority for most consumers at present.
[bookmark: _Int_NxhrEgqU]There is frustration in the sector over the constant narrative over how high inflation is and how high it will be. The Council felt that the government could do more to manage expectations on inflation – guidance is needed to say the levels it will reach, by when and how they will bring it down. There needs to be some way of dampening expectations and the government should lead this. It was noted that cost prices in the UK have gone up faster than in the EU. 
[bookmark: _Int_XUwWKo45]Messaging from the sector has been clear that retailers are doing all that they can to mitigate the impacts of inflation and are limiting passing costs on to their customers protecting consumers in a competitive market is key. There was agreement that responsible messaging from the sector is also key. The SPI (“Shop Price Index” - measure of a basket of commonly bought items) for the general population is showing that shop price inflation is between 2-4%, rather than the 8% that the CPI is showing. The full impact of consumer trends is likely to be felt later in the year – particularly in the convenience store sector. Members noted that government should consider the impacts of upcoming regulatory changes (e.g., HFSS, DRS) that will change processes and further increase costs to businesses. 
[bookmark: _Int_um8UbpvL][bookmark: _Int_lHNp2Ig5]Energy costs are also a key concern for the sector and prices are rising - many don’t want to negotiate contracts. This is limiting investment in chilled and food to go and whilst those who have already made energy efficient investments are at an advantage, it is not that marked. Installations are challenging – takes a long time to come intro fruition given production times are slow. The labour market is also tight. 
[bookmark: _Int_f2ailuuq][bookmark: _Int_YzohOwXC][bookmark: _Int_9MgzL380][bookmark: _Int_nFayVfQ6]Rising costs for SMEs are a particular issue – anything in short supply and eco-friendly is increasing in price. There is a lack of confidence to invest, even if they could get hold of the materials e.g., investing in LED lighting will pay back within a year but only 2 out of the 25 businesses participating in the Green Street pilot in Bradford have taken that step. Much concern for Oct/Nov when electricity and heating costs will rise significantly again. 2 SMEs due to participate in Green Street have folded. 
Action: Helen Dickinson to share list of upcoming regulations. Conversation to be had around the policy agenda and what the costs for business would be.
Action: Richard Pennycook to work with Council members to think about common messaging for Government and business to use. 
[bookmark: _Int_siwpNdF0]Action: Group to consider opportunities borne out of the cost-of-living crisis, particularly around steps towards meeting the challenges of net zero and sustainability. 

c) David McCarthy Strategy Presentation
[bookmark: _Int_m9taAlcA]David McCarthy gave a presentation updating the Council on the progress of his work in developing an RSC strategy. A wide range of stakeholders from across the sector, varying in size and location have been engaged. He presented a provisional timeline and updated that there were around 4-5 interviews left for him to conduct, and that the first stage of fact-finding should be completed by the end of July. Following analysis, a report will be presented to the Council in late Summer.
[bookmark: _Int_gIli0JJT]There was a clear understanding of the value and importance of the sector and the need to ensure its cross-cutting nature is represented across Whitehall. There were some specific areas of concern to business including the need for greater flexibility in the apprenticeship levy where reform is needed and the pressure arising from the existing structure of business rates. Newer pressures arise with the conflict in Ukraine and food security. 
Business Rates were once again highlighted as a key concern – recognising that this is a divisive issue with no single solution that would work for all. Online Sales Tax was also a concern and the need to look at the tax take differential between online and in store was emphasised. Different business models should not be punished for being different. 
He noted that bricks and mortar retailing is on the decline, and that some retailers have more space than they need. Some businesses that have an omni-channel offering are transitioning well. Pure play retail peaked during the pandemic, but 9/10 people are still shopping in person for food. Businesses with excess retail space will close some of their stores, resulting in a decline in tax revenues, which government will need to replace. He opined that the government is likely to work on a five-year time scale, and so tends to be more heavily influenced by the shorter-term tax flows.
David was encouraged to continue to seek a diverse range of views from across the sector, including new and emerging businesses. 
[bookmark: _Int_FEpy8VHh]The strategic work will be a series of reports that are addressing different topics. Members agreed that the report should narrow in focus on a few key priority areas – these should be based on areas of cooperation and cohesion, to ensure a clear, positive trajectory beyond just the immediate. One area of cohesion is around Green Street, which started from premise of the Council wanting to share best practice on sustainability with SMEs. There are areas that SMEs are struggling with and there is an opportunity for members to support here. 
Action: Victoria to develop a document with members answering key questions and sharing knowledge. 
Action: Provide David McCarthy with any names of businesses outside of the RSC that should be involved in the development of the strategy


Minister thanked David McCarthy for his proactive work on the strategy and for the presentation.
d) Update on Skills policy paper and survey from John Boumphrey
[bookmark: _Int_OL7jZQoy][bookmark: _Int_OWja8Ula][bookmark: _Int_ylHibUKj]The retail sector has immense resilience, creativity, and innovation, especially demonstrated over last couple of years in the face of C19. It indirectly and directly supports millions of jobs – for many, it is their first and supports those who may struggle to find employment elsewhere. There are several pressures that come from technological change, low productivity, new consumer behaviour and characteristics in the workforce. 
The sector is facing big challenges in recruitment, so investment in the right skills is critical. Without this retail will struggle to recruit and retain staff, who may otherwise see retail as a transient stop in their career journey. Further education had been previously neglected, as there was priority given to school and higher education.
It was outlined that the following three points were key:
1) [bookmark: _Int_HaWn0JNe]More investment in core and transferable skills that will allow employees progression over time to quality high paid roles. This includes core skills such as communication, problem solving and basic numeracy and literacy, as well as softer skills, including emotional intelligence, innovation, creativity, and self-management;
2) More opportunity for the development of managerial skills to attract and retain talent;
3) Digital skills to take advantage of innovation and spur productivity growth.
[bookmark: _Int_NRegytiW][bookmark: _Int_qlAxjA8j][bookmark: _Int_n3mVk6bt]The paper was drafted as a driver for further discussion and the survey will help establish key areas to consider. Skills are an important priority for government and are also key for levelling up. The sector needs to engage on the skills challenge to help set priorities and standards and to establish how to make the most of their offer for a diverse workforce. There is also a longer-term perspective on how to support the development of skills. It was agreed that industry need to consider how it operates in the skills landscape and to drill down into the key issues and real barriers in this space. Feedback on the paper and the survey results will form the basis of some policy proposals and the goal is to have a set of recommendations ahead of the autumn budget and that are practical, tangible, and deliverable. Members agreed to use their networks to give the skills survey further reach. It will be key to fully understand fully what the barriers are to investment in skills. It was noted that that now is the opportune time is right to be push on the skills agenda, and that it would be useful to engage with the Department for Education further on this. Furthermore, for it to work, the Council must get it to a local level with local retail and local education.
The importance of taking a longer-term perspective and how development of skills is supported was emphasised. Questions such as how lifelong skills guarantee and apprenticeship levy might be improved remain, as well as how they fit into the wider skills picture. John Boumphrey thanked everyone for their inputs and welcomed views on the policy paper. The skills survey will be circulated shortly.
Action: Members to provide ideas, insights and feedback on the skills and lifelong learning paper and to respond to the skills survey, including TAs to distribute to their membership.
e) AOB
Minister Scully brought the Imperial Measures Review to the attention of the group to clarify its intended purpose is not a wholesale return to imperial measures. It is a consultation to collect views, and members were encouraged to respond.
Action: Members to consider responding to consultation on choice on units if measurement
Dates for forthcoming meetings - Next meeting 14th September

