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retail in numbers

JOBS 1 of UK Employment 2

3.2m 9%

Between

Aug 2014 Aug 2017

trend retail sales 
growth slowed 3

2.3% 1.6%2.3% 1.6%

1. ONS Workforce Jobs, annual average. 2. ONS Workforce Jobs, annual average. 3. BRC/KPMG Retail Sales Monitor, 12 month average year-on-year growth. 
4. BRC Retail 2020 Dashboard. 5. BRC Retail 2020 Dashboard. 6. RC Retail 2020 Dashboard. 7. BRC analysis of Thomson Reuters Eikon data based on a 
selection of publicly listed companies. 8. ONS Real Average Weekly Earnings, regular pay, 3 month average year-on-year. 9. BRC calculations using data from 
OBR and VOA.

June 2016 4

Increase in retail 
workforce 
productivity 2016: 68% 

2015: 66%
of UK average 5

Our measure of retail 
employee engagement 

Hourly retail pay

2016: 57%
2015: 54%

Real average UK 
weekly earnings are 
falling at a rate of

0.4%

Between

2014

average retail profit 
margins have fallen 7

2017

8.2% 6.5%
8

£7BN 

Retail contributes

of rates annually 9
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DEAR CHANCELLOR,

Retail is one of the UK’s most dynamic and innovative 
industries, accounting for a significant proportion  
of new start-up businesses nationally.  
Our innovation can be seen through our 
investment in digital, home delivery and 
logistics capabilities, mobile customer 
loyalty and payment arrangements, and 
new and refreshed own-brand products. 
Making the best use of technology and 
the desire to meet constantly evolving 
customer expectations drive the 
investments that we make.

The UK has world class retailers that are 
adept at responding to the accelerating 
pace of change of recent years. That 
dynamism stands the industry and the 
millions who work in it in good stead 
as the opportunities and challenges 
of Brexit become clear. However, the 
industry is at a crossroads. Decisions that 
the Government takes now will have a 
significant influence on how far retail is 
able to maximise the vital role it plays in 
delivering the Government’s productivity 
aspirations and goal of a country that 
works for everyone.

Most importantly, the cumulative 
burden of government-imposed costs 
has become acute. For example, without 
decisive action in the Budget, retailers 
face a stark £270 million leap in their 
business rates bills next Spring. Higher 
tax and regulatory costs are altering the 
attractiveness of investment options, as 
labour and property costs rise. This will 
have consequences for town centres and 
jobs in less economically viable locations, 
and will inevitably be keenly felt in the 
most vulnerable communities. Ensuring 
that Government decisions continue to 
support sustainable industry investment 
is essential as we look to remain a 
world leading industry that provides 
opportunities to people and communities 
across the UK.

This is why we look to your upcoming 
Budget for action to reduce the cost 
of doing business and keep down the 
cost of living, and to support retailers in 
becoming more productive. 

Helen Dickinson OBE 
Chief Executive 
BRC

Yours sincerely,
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RECOMMENDATIONS AT A GLANCE

• Freeze the business rates 
multiplier in April 2018

• Accelerate the plan thereafter 
to switch from RPI to CPI

• Set 2020 as the date for the 
next revaluation and every 
three years thereafter

• Demonstrate progress on the 
manifesto commitment to 
“make longer term reforms to 
the business rates system to 
address concerns about the way 
it currently works” and “conduct 
a full review” ensuring it is 
sustainable into the future

ATTRACTING AND RETAINING INVESTMENT  
IN COMMUNITIES1

KEEPING DOWN THE  
COST OF LIVING2
• Don’t increase income tax rates 

for the vast majority of taxpayers

• Consider accelerating planned 
increases in the personal 
allowance

• Think twice about introducing 
new measures that increase the 
cost of living such as Deposit 
Return Scheme (DRS)

• Find a more innovative and 
proportionate approach to 
tackling food and packaging  
waste as part of a wider move  
to a circular economy



• Government and retail to 
work in partnership to deliver 
successful sector deals to aid 
productivity and indigenous 
supply chains

• Work with the retail industry 
to tackle low levels of digital 
literacy and digital confidence 
through a digital inclusion 
retail sector deal

BUILDING AN INDUSTRIAL  
STRATEGY THAT SUPPORTS GROWTH4

HELPING BRITAIN’S LARGEST PRIVATE 
SECTOR EMPLOYER INVEST

• Provide additional flexibility in 
how Apprenticeship Levy funds 
can be spent, so employers can 
use Levy funds to cover the cost 
of backfilling vacancies arising 
from the off-the-job training 
requirement

• Ensure that the future of the 
NMW and NLW beyond 2020 
is subject to a fully independent 
Low Pay Commission

• Review the NMW regulations to 
ensure they are fit for purpose 
and update the guidance for 
employers to ensure it provides 
clarity and certainty. Where 
relevant, sector specific content 
should be developed to prevent 
future non-compliance

• Work with industry to develop a 
demand-led immigration system 
for EU nationals that maintains 
access to non-graduate labour 
post Brexit

3

• Plan the future investment 
in infrastructure at and 
around ports and goods 
border control points, 
including roads, container 
storage paces, and to 
cover new requirements 
on regulatory checks for 
imports and exports

• Allow the UK to stay in 
European IT systems for 
customs and transit and 
invest in IT to get the 

implementation of the 
Customs Declaration System 
right in early 2019

• On Withdrawal Bill, ensure 
that business do not face 
double regulatory charges 
in the UK and the EU, and 
that funding any new UK 
regulators do not present 
new financial burdens for 
business

SECURING A FAIR BREXIT FOR CONSUMERS  
AND AN ORDERLY BREXIT FOR BUSINESS5
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Freeze the business rates multiplier in April 2018
• Accelerate the plan thereafter to switch from RPI to CPI
• Set 2020 as the date for the next revaluation and every three years 

thereafter
• Demonstrate progress on the manifesto commitment to “make longer term 

reforms to the business rates system to address concerns about the way it 
currently works” and “conduct a full review” ensuring it is sustainable into 
the future

ATTRACTING AND 
RETAINING INVESTMENT  
IN COMMUNITIES

An immediate freeze to the business rates multiplier is needed alongside real progress 
on fundamental reform to ensure communities can continue to attract and retain 
investment. This is important because 1 in 10 retail shops are already vacant and 
because retailers face a £270 million increase in business rates in April. 

Retail, which accounts for a quarter of all business rates, is undergoing 
transformational change requiring fewer shops and jobs. This will exacerbate vacancy 
rates in economically vulnerable areas. 

Recent Budgets have made tentative steps forward on rates reform but do not go 
nearly as far nor as fast as required. Pace needs to be injected into the reform agenda, 
including accelerating the switch from RPI to CPI indexation.

The central problem with rates is that the national multiplier has grown out of all 
proportion since its introduction in 1990, irrespective of the strength of the economy. 
A system that works in good and bad economic times is urgently required and we are 
keen to work with the Government to put rates on an affordable, more responsive 
and sustainable path. 

1
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Don’t increase income tax rates for the vast majority of taxpayers
• Consider accelerating planned increases in the personal allowance
• Think twice about introducing new measures that increase the cost of 

living such as DRS
• Find a more innovative and proportionate approach to tackling food and 

packaging waste as part of a wider move to a circular economy

KEEPING DOWN THE 
COST OF LIVING

Household budgets are under strain and that is likely to persist due to rising 
overall inflation, which is twice as high as a year ago. To support the economy, the 
Government should continue the policy of not increasing income tax rates. Disposable 
incomes are set to be challenged further by higher statutory employee pension 
contributions. Millions of workers participate in auto-enrolment workplace pension 
schemes and the statutory minimum contribution will rise next Spring and again in 
2019. This is sound economically over the long term but conversely likely to depress 
disposable incomes in the short term. Against this backdrop, income tax rises make 
little sense and could cast a pall over consumer spending. 

If the squeeze on disposable incomes persists, then Ministers should be prepared to 
consider bringing forward their plans for staged increases in the personal allowance. 

The mooted nation-wide deposit return scheme (DRS) for drinks bottles and 
containers would penalise consumers by pushing up prices by tens of millions of 
pounds. It would undermine existing kerbside recycling for which there are ambitious 
plans and which already benefits from significant sums of sunk investment from 
taxpayers. Ultimately, there is little evidence to suggest a deposit scheme would 
effectively tackle low recycling rates, which are already higher in places like Wales 
where DRS is not in place. A more comprehensive approach to waste, recycling and 
the circular economy is urgently required.

2
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Helping Britain’s 
largest private sector 
employer invest

Retail provides opportunities for three million people from diverse backgrounds in 
a wide range of roles. More young people start their life working in retail than any 
other industry and the industry makes significant investments to ensure employees 
develop their skills and maximise their future careers. 

Retail is a fiercely competitive environment, and the economic and political context 
is presenting challenges for the workforce. The Apprenticeship Levy presented an 
opportunity for retailers to drive the skills agenda and ensure workplace training 
was effectively aligned with industry need. But six months since its introduction, the 
policy is not working for the retail industry and its workforce. 

The requirement for apprentices to spend a fifth of their time off-the-job, without 
any provision to cover the backfill needed within a customer facing industry, 
is severely limiting retailers’ ability to engage with the new system. Retailers 
are committed to the training and development of their workforce and make a 
substantial contribution to the Apprenticeship Levy, but must be allowed greater 
flexibility in how Levy funds can be spent to enable the cost of backfilling vacancies 
to be covered. 

The Levy and the national living wage are influencing the way the industry operates. 
Retailers have worked hard to increase pay and the pathway to 2020 provides some 
certainty about the scale of increases expected in the near future. Beyond 2020, an 
independent Low Pay Commission should recommend future rates for the NLW and 
NMW taking full account of economic and industry evidence. 

3

RECOMMENDATIONS
• Provide additional flexibility in how Apprenticeship Levy funds can be 

spent, so employers can use levy funds to cover the cost of backfilling 
vacancies arising from the off-the-job training requirements

• Ensure that the future of the NMW and NLW beyond 2020 is subject to 
a fully independent Low Pay Commission

• Review the NMW regulations to ensure they are fit for purpose and 
update the guidance for employers to ensure it provides clarity and 
certainty. Where relevant, sector specific content should be developed 
to prevent future non-compliance

• Work with industry to develop a demand-led immigration system for EU 
nationals that maintains access to non-graduate labour post Brexit
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BUILDING AN INDUSTRIAL 
STRATEGY THAT SUPPORTS 
GROWTH

4

The Government’s focus on developing a truly effective industrial strategy 
is welcome. Key to driving growth will be to secure a substantial increase in 
productivity. Our industry is focussed on this challenge and we are in the advanced 
stages of developing two ‘sector deal’ proposals in which a partnership with 
government would make a material difference:

A) ONSHORING GARMENT MANUFACTURING: Customers increasingly want 
fashionable clothes immediately and, in some cases, customised. However, 
traditional supply chains can take as long as 18 months from design to finished 
goods arriving in the shops, especially when production takes place in Asia. The UK’s 
manufacturing advantage lies in a much shorter supply chain, and therefore faster 
time from production to shops. Leading retailers would like to double the amount of 
garments sourced from the UK, however there are barriers where the Government 
help is needed, around skills, enforcement of labour standards, and adoption of 
advanced automation and technology.

B) A DIGITAL INCLUSION PARTNERSHIP: Retailers have identified a clear need 
to develop broader digital literacy skills and build digital confidence across the 
workforce, from boardroom to shop floor. By leveraging the retail industry’s vast 
workforce, retailers can raise levels of digital literacy and support the Government’s 
aspiration of a digital economy that works for all. Aiming to work with the 
Government through a sector deal, retailers across the UK have come together with 
the ambition of offering training to one million retail colleagues, a third of the retail 
workforce. As noted earlier, this deal requires greater Apprenticeship Levy flexibility 
to enable it to move forward.

RECOMMENDATIONS
• Government and retail to work in partnership to deliver successful 

sector deals to aid productivity and domestic supply chains
• Work with the retail industry to tackle low levels of digital literacy and 

digital confidence through a digital inclusion retail sector deal
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Global competitiveness requires investment in ubiquitous, up-to-date digital 
infrastructure. Great strides have been made by retailers and government. However, 
the coming years will see an inexorable increase in digital traffic and data must be 
able to flow at the volume, speed and reliability required to meet future demands of 
businesses and consumers. Treating digital connectivity as a core utility will ensure 
the benefits are universally felt.

RECOMMENDATIONS
• Prioritise high quality broadband to ensure both comprehensive 

coverage of existing 3G and 4G networks and that the UK is adopting 
a world leading role in the rollout of full fibre and 5G by the end of the 
decade

• The National Infrastructure Commission’s National Infrastructure 
Assessment (NIA) is an important opportunity to review the UK’s digital 
infrastructure needs to 2030 and beyond. The NIA should determine 
the investment needed, the technologies to be prioritised and how they 
should be paid for
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Plan the future investment in infrastructure at and around ports and 

goods border control points, including roads, container storage paces, 
and to cover new requirements on regulatory checks for imports and 
exports

• Allow the UK to stay in European IT systems for customs and transit 
and invest in IT to get the implementation of the Customs Declaration 
System right in early 2019

• The Withdrawal Bill, ensure that businesses do not face double 
regulatory charges in the UK and the EU, and that funding any new UK 
regulators does not present new financial burdens for business

securing a fair brexit 
for consumers and 
an orderly brexit for 
business

We have set out detailed recommendations on tariffs, customs and people in order 
to keep choice high and prices low for consumers after Brexit. Some of those issues 
will be resolved though the Brexit negotiations, but some actions can be taken in the 
Budget.

Ensuring UK and EU ports are ready for a new customs system is key to the smooth 
flow of goods. In the UK, investment is needed in port capacity, roads, warehouses, 
container storage spaces, and IT systems to ensure the new Customs Declaration 
System is ready for the challenge in 2019. A more integrated approach by different 
agencies to customs and other regulatory controls should be introduced. 

The Withdrawal Bill should not increase regulatory compliance costs or burdens on 
business and not be a backdoor to double regulatory charging. If new regulators are 
being established in the UK to assume some or all responsibilities of EU regulatory 
bodies or the Commission, the costs of these should not be pushed onto the retail 
industry and its customers. 

5



THE BRITISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM

Retail is an exciting, diverse and dynamic industry 
undergoing transformational change. The BRC is at the 
forefront – enhancing, assisting, informing, and shaping. 
Our broad range of stakeholders demonstrates how 
retailing touches almost every aspect of our culture. 

The BRC leads the industry and works with our 
members to tell the story of retail, shape debates   
and influence issues and opportunities which will  
help make that positive difference.  
We care about the careers of people who  
work in our industry, the communities  
retail touches and competitiveness as  
a fundamental principle of the  
industry’s success – our 3 Cs.

BRITISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM

2 London Bridge, London SE1 9RA
+44 (0)20 7854 8900 | info@brc.org.uk | brc.org.uk
British Retail Consortium - a company limited by guarantee   
Registered in England and Wales No. 405720 


