A VISION FOR
THE uk RETAIL
INDUSTRY
DELIVERING FOR
SHOPPERS, EMPLOYEES
AND THE ECONOMY

Foreword
The UK has one of the most vibrant and dynamic retail industries in the world.
One that accounts for 5% of our economy, contributes £98.4bn GVA, employs
three million people and has higher productivity growth than almost any other
industry. Retailers contribute £17 billion in business taxes – equivalent to funding
our entire Police and Fire & Rescue budgets.
Meanwhile, there is a dramatic transformation happening in retail. New
technologies are changing the way we shop, with companies spending millions
in digital infrastructure and skills. The potential for success is huge, retail is
expected to create £381 billion in spending by 2024.
The future remains uncertain. Hundreds of thousands of jobs have been lost,
and many established brands have fallen by the wayside. The ever-increasing
burden of public policy costs is holding back the industry and the investment
it vitally needs.
Government must play its part. Our manifesto, ‘A Vision for The UK Retail
Industry’, outlines our recommendations for a comprehensive, cross-Government
strategy for retail, as well as measures to reform funding for digital skills, and
tackle both instore crime and online fraud.

Among the many recommendations we have set
out, there are three that any new Government can
implement quickly and easily:
1.

Relieve the business rates burden by scrapping ‘downwards transition’,
which takes £1.3bn from retailers over five years and uses it to subsidise
other industries

2.

Reform the Apprenticeship Levy to allow greater flexibility to spend on any
form of accredited training

3.

Protect hardworking shopworkers by bringing forward legislation to safeguard
the 115 retail workers who are attacked every day in their workplace

This election provides an opportunity for action. As political parties draw up their
manifestos in the coming weeks, they should spare a thought for their local retailers.
For the three million voters those retailers employ. For the 65 million people those
retailers serve. And for the billions in tax those retailers contribute.
Supporting retail is not just good policy, it’s good politics.
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Retail is
an exciting,
dynamic and
diverse INDUSTRY
It is 5% of the UK’s economy, contributing £98.4bn GVA, and the largest private
sector employer, providing 3 million jobs. Retailers touch the lives of millions
of people every day, supporting vibrant communities where they operate.

Recommendations
at a glance
The retail industry commits to:
•

Growing the economy

• Building careers for the future
• Supporting communities

Government should work with
the industry on a strategy that:

The industry today is going through a period of profound change.

• Promotes investment in skills and productivity growth

Technology is changing how people shop and online retail is growing fast – 26%
of sales in 2018 and set to rise to 50% by 2030. Retailers are making significant
investments in new technology to meet demand from customers – £1.1bn in
2018, up 29% from 2017.

• Better coordinates public policy initiatives
• Protects the UK single market

The number of stores is falling but the role of the store is changing as retailers
create innovative new experiences for shoppers. And while the number of people
working in retail is also falling, careers in retail are changing at pace with increasingly
more digital and higher skilled jobs across the industry, with productivity growth
at 5.1% outpacing the rest of the economy.
The industry is adapting to change and moving forward. With the right Government
policies, retail will continue to grow its contribution to the UK economy, provide
rewarding careers, and support communities across the country.
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Retail’s
commitment
to the UK

£
Retail is 5%
of the UK
economy,
contributing
£98.4bn GVA

£381bn

Retail
productivity
growth 5.1%
in retail vs
0.5% in the UK
as a whole
(2018)

In 2018 retail
invested
£1.1bn in new
technology, up
29% from 2017

£17bn

paid in
business
taxes

20% growth
in investment in
new technology
in 5 years,
vs 5% growth in
sales over the
same period

2.3% in 2018 vs
4.4% in 2012

retail
spending
by 2024

Growing the economy
Retail is one of the most competitive sectors in the UK economy. The World
Economic Forum ranks UK retail third in the world for competitiveness and
OFCOM ranks the UK number 1 in the world for online retail. The intense
competition between retailers benefits consumers through lower prices,
choice, quality and innovation – the hallmarks of true competition – and
is driving productivity growth across the industry.
This investment in new technology – internet of things, machine learning,
automation – will ensure that while profits may remain low on average, retail
productivity will continue to outpace the rest of the economy. As a result, retail
will provide better paid jobs, helping to raise living standards and support the
UK’s public services in the process. Investment in technology will transform the
experience for the UK’s shoppers and ensure UK plc remains at the forefront
of retail innovation across the world.

£

in 5 yeARS Shop
prices (or
prices on shop
shelves) down
5% overall
consumer
prices up 8%

26% rise in

R&D spending
to £1bn
in 2018
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Building careers for the future
Retail is the UK’s largest private sector employer, providing 3 million jobs
across the country. The industry often gives people their first taste of the world
of work, developing skills and confidence that people take with them throughout
their careers. Many people work in retail for the flexibility it offers, allowing
them to work around other commitments. For many more, retail offers a lifetime
of progression and a rewarding, varied career. It is one of the few industries
where the path from shop floor to boardroom is well worn and still open to
colleagues. Traditional retail jobs will fall in the next few years, but there are
already 100,000 people doing jobs in retail now that didn’t exist ten years ago.
Upskilling and life-long learning will play a central part of the careers of the
future in retail. Whist technology and automation will reduce the number of
traditional retailing jobs, the changes they bring also present an opportunity
for the current workforce to retrain and for the industry to play a central role
in training new employees in the future. Reform of apprenticeships funding to
support apprentices of all ages and at all skill levels, as well as greater flexibility
in the use of Apprenticeship Levy funds, will help positively towards the new
and changing jobs that we are already seeing emerge in the industry. The jobs
of the future will be better paid, with greater prospects for advancement,
development and flexibility.

58%
1/4 of jobs held
by under 25s (2019)

58% held by

2.3%

9.1% median gender
pay gap vs 17.9%

pay growth
in 2017

women

for UK average

job

3.1 million
jobs
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14% of all apprenticeships
are in retail
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Supporting communities
Retail is at the heart of communities up and down the country and touches
people’s lives in a way few other industries can. Retailers provide vital services,
including supporting less affluent areas, and are on the front line helping implement
government policies and effect positive change through responsible business
practices.
While retail’s role on the high street is changing, the high street of the future will
still depend on strong leadership and local partnerships between retailers and
others working together to develop a high street’s unique identity and a place
where people choose to spend their time. There will be fewer stores, but shoppers
will benefit from retailers’ investment in new store formats that will provide world
leading shopping experiences. And through initiatives like Better Retail, Better World
the industry will play its part to meet some of the biggest challenges of the coming
decades highlighted by the UN, including modern slavery & decent work, sustainable
economic growth, climate change and responsible consumption and production.

Between 2016 – 2018
Scottish retailers raised
£41.1 million for good causes

Retailers in Wales
raised £7.6m for good
causes in 2018

Reduced
carbon emissions
in 2018 by 36%

Contributed to 2.9m tonNEs
reduction in food & packaging
waste, saving 8.1M tonNEs of C02e
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Collected £46bn
in VAT in 2017

£2.25m for good causes
from the plastic bag levy in
Scotland and Wales in 2018

Reformulating
products to reduce
salt, sugar, and fat

Reducing single
use plastics and
increasing recycling
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Government needs
to play its part
Opportunity for reform
Brexit has dominated UK politics since the referendum and for retail this has been
a period of increased cost and great uncertainty. Brexit has come while retail is in the
middle of an unprecedented period of change. There is a golden opportunity for reform of
UK domestic policy post-Brexit that Government should grasp, to create better conditions
for investment and allow businesses to reach their full potential, particularly if current
predictions for the public finances are borne out.

A Retail Industry Strategy
Retail is of major importance to the UK economy. The industry wants to collaborate
with government to create a strategy that maximises its contribution to the
economy, jobs and local communities. The strategy should focus on:

1. Promoting investment in skills
and productivity growth
It is critical that the business taxation system is updated for the 21st century,
with the broken business rates system requiring urgent attention. The rates
burden on retailers is accelerating store closures, job losses and declining
high streets and hindering the industry’s ability to invest in the stores of the
future and in new technology which will benefit UK shoppers.
Future retail jobs will be more flexible, better paid, higher skilled, and offer more
opportunity for career progression. Retail productivity is growing faster than the rest of
the economy, but we cannot rest on our laurels. Investment in new technologies has seen
a new breed of retailer enter the market. This is why retailers have invested significantly
in retraining colleagues for the digital economy with digital skills increasing across the industry.
The BRC’s own initiative, RethinkRetail, has sought to capture some of this progress.

2. Better coordination of
public policy initiatives
The retail industry is diverse and touches almost all Whitehall
departments. Whether the debate is on climate change, health,
or crime; there will almost always be an intersection with the
industry. Retail has a strong track record of responding to public policy
initiatives and playing its part, but the challenge for retailers is that they
come from different government departments without consideration of
their cumulative impact. Current policy initiatives that will have a significant impact
on the industry include proposals under the Waste & Resources Strategy and the
Childhood Obesity Strategy, as well as increases to the National Minimum Wage.

3. Protecting the UK’s single market
When the UK leaves the EU, it is set to herald a fresh chapter of devolution with substantial
additional powers and responsibilities for the Scottish Parliament and the Assemblies in Wales
and Northern Ireland. These new devolved flexibilities are positive, but will lead to a more
diverse and complex public policy environment for retailers of scale – and their supply
chains – to operate in.
Our concern is about ensuring that on key areas of relevance that there is
the fullest possible alignment post-Brexit, with the UK and devolved
administrations working together across the UK on a shared approach in
order to minimise duplication and discrepancy for retailers.
Retailers operating across our four home nations benefit enormously
from the existing and largely unfettered UK
single market. It allows them to capitalise on the efficiencies derived
from regulatory consistency and economies of scale which in turn
reduces business costs, increases productivity,
and ultimately keeps down prices and provides more choice
for customers.

Apprenticeships have been key to this effort, but the Apprenticeship Levy system cannot support
the development of higher skilled, more productive retail jobs without significant reform. The
ongoing review of the Levy needs to deliver a system that is fit for purpose – we need a system
that is flexible and allows a broader range of training to be accessed and funded.
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in the short term, the industry
needs urgent action on:
Brexit, to ensure a
fair deal for consumers
Tariff-free trade with EU
partners and others
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Business rates
Abolish ‘downwards
transition’ and
centrally fund upwards
transitional relief

Frictionless trade, by
minimising non-tariff
barriers (including
customs arrangements and
regulations) at our borders

Introduce Improvement Relief

Certainty for EU colleagues
working in the UK

Reform the Valuation
Office Agency

Childhood Obesity Strategy:

Waste & Resources Strategy

Proportionate and
evidence-based
interventions on
promotions and marketing

Implementation of a
progressive strategy and
look again at Deposit Return
Scheme policy

Freeze the multiplier

Skills

Crime

Ensure availability
of deliverable
apprenticeships at
all levels and age
entry points.

Make explicit reference
to retail crime in
Police and Crime
Commissioners'
Police and Crime Plans

Allow access to
Levy funds for any
accredited training
suiting workforce needs
and establish other
funding for training,
such as the National
Retraining Scheme.

Bring forward
legislation for the
protection of
shopworkers, as has
been done in Scotland

Create flexibility to
the 20% assessment
requirement to reduce
the cost of backfilling
roles.
Give vocational and
technical qualifications
equivalent recognition
to GCSEs and A levels.
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RETAIl FACTS
5%

Retail is
of the
economy, pays 10% of all
business taxes and 25%
of all business rates – £7bn
per annum

100% Increase in CVAs
(from 18 2017 to 36 in 2018)
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3,200

retail businesses
went into administration
in 2018

net store
closures in 2018

In Q4 2018 retail lost

67,000

jobs compared
to Q4 2017, a 2.1% decline

Business rates
account for half of
the total tax bill of
the largest retailers
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10.3% of Britain’s high

CLOSED

streets and neighbourhood
shops are sitting empty

1/3RD haVE been vacant
for at least two years
and may never reopen

for sale
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Retail jobs as a proportion
of total employment
North West
10.5 %

Northern Ireland
11.0%

Scotland
8.9%

North East
10.0%

West Midlands
9.1%
Yorkshire & the
HUMBER 9.2%

East Midlands
9.2%

London 8.2%

East 9.6%
wales 9.8%

South west 9.6%

South East 9.6%

The level of rounding applied varies by estimate. Please see article for further information on how rounding
is applied nomisweb.co.uk/articles/1103.aspx
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THE BRITISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM
The BRC’s purpose is to make a positive difference
to the retail industry and the customers it serves,
today and in the future.
Retail is an exciting, dynamic and diverse industry which is
going through a period of profound change. Technology is
transforming how people shop; costs are increasing; and
growth in consumer spending is slow.
The BRC is committed to ensuring the industry thrives
through this period of transformation. We tell the story of
retail, work with our members to drive positive change and
use our expertise and influence to create
an economic and policy environment that enables
retail businesses to thrive and consumers to benefit.
Our membership comprises over 5,000 businesses
delivering £180bn of retail sales and employing over
one and half million employees.

BRItish RETAIL CONSORTIUM
4th floor, 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
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