
 
   

 

 
SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM 

 
1. The Scottish Retail Consortium is grateful to the Scotland Bill Committee for inviting 

us to give evidence on 8 February on the Scotland Bill, with particular reference to 
the food content and labelling issue.  Unfortunately an unavoidable diary clash 
means we are unable to accept this offer and we therefore send wholehearted 
apologies. 

 
2. In our absence, we ask that this letter is accepted as supplementary evidence to the 

original evidence submitted on 14 January 2011.  This evidence is focussed 
specifically on the recommendation in the Calman Commission that food content and 
labelling should be re-reserved back to Westminster and the necessary amendment 
made to the current draft of the Scotland Bill which has omitted this recommendation. 

 
Background 

 
3. The Scottish Retail Consortium (SRC) is the trade association of the Scottish retail 

sector and is the authoritative voice of the industry to policy makers and to the media. 
The SRC brings together the whole range of retailers across Scotland, from 
independents to large multiples and department stores, selling a wide selection of 
products through centre of town, out of town, rural and online stores.  The SRC is 
based in Edinburgh and is supported by its parent company, the British Retail 
Consortium (BRC), based in London and Brussels.  The BRC and SRC represent 
over 90% of the grocery retailers operating across the UK, including small 
independents that may be exclusive to Scotland, as well as the multiple 
supermarkets. 

 
4. Supermarkets stock, on average, over 30,000 product lines and these lines are 

consistent across the UK.  Retailers have developed highly efficient supply chains 
and distribution networks which have helped consumers enjoy access to affordable, 
good quality food, regardless of where they live.  Currently, UK households spend 
significantly less of their income on food than the EU average.  This demonstrates 
the efficient working of the UK single market and the distinct advantage of 
consistency over food labelling and content requirement. 

 
Current Settlement 

 
5. Food labelling is, primarily, of European competence, with Member States having to 

comply with European legislation on these matters.  Likewise, a significant amount of 
food content legislation is also of European competence.  The UK is the Member 
State, not individual UK nations.   

 
6. Europe’s powers in this area are undergoing a significant overhaul, with Directive 

2000/13/EC of 20 March 2000, as amended, on the labelling, presentation and 
advertising of foodstuffs currently being reviewed1.  At the moment, the food industry 
and Member States can voluntarily use their own labelling schemes but once the new 

                                                
1
 Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the provision of food information 

to consumers Brussels, 30.1.2008 COM(2008) 40 final, 2008/0028 (COD) 



proposal is finalised all Member States and companies operating within them must 
comply with the European decision. 

 
7. Against this backdrop, the logic of Scotland’s legislative powers is difficult to 

understand.  Currently, the Scottish Parliament has powers relating to food content 
and labelling, as well as powers relating to public health.  The SRC and BRC are of 
the view that this would result in a significant degree of confusion in the area of food 
content and labelling, causing problems for the food industry, and ultimately 
consumers, should the Scottish Parliament decide to exercise its powers in the 
future.  Whilst changes can be mandated due to ‘public health’ reasons, the fit with 
European decision making is unclear.  This situation has become a concern as the 
Scottish Parliament looks into potential legislative changes relating to, for example, 
the removal of artificial trans fats or labelling proposals under the Obesity Route Map.   

 
8. In the current context there are nevertheless routes that can be pursued to safeguard 

products of particular Scottish importance that may be more effective than using the 
routes outlined above.  The most significant of these are the Products of Designated 
Origin (PDO) or Products of Geographical Indication (PGI).  Currently there are three 
Scottish products registered with this European regulation; Scottish farmed salmon, 
Scotch lamb and Scotch beef2. 

 
Future concerns 

 
9. We have concerns about future challenges the current settlement could bring, where 

‘public health’ is not a relevant issue.  There is the potential for Scottish labelling 
proposals on other areas to come forward where Europe has yet to legislate.  These 
could be problematic for retailers.   

 
10. One possible example would be mandatory environmental labelling.  Progress on this 

issue would be far better at a UK-wide or European level.  Different requirements in 
Scotland from other parts of the UK would place considerable financial and 
administrative burdens on the food industry, without bringing additional benefits 
beyond those delivered by the range of voluntary schemes in use.  This is but one 
example of a potentially considerable burden being placed on the food industry by 
the current settlement, which threatens the effective running of the single market. 

 
11. We estimate that a single change to the labels of one product costs approximately 

£1,2003.  Replicated over retailers’ own brand lines (which, for some of our members, 
can be over 20,000 SKUs), retailers would face considerable expense.  Even a small 
specialist supplier based in Scotland, exporting products across the UK, would 
require a particularly robust production line to ensure goods were produced and 
labelled satisfactorily following mandatory changes in content or labelling, no matter 
how small,.  The bureaucratic burden this would place on suppliers of this sort would 
be considerable.  Without credible evidence that the burden is outweighed by the 
benefits, it is difficult to agree this is a sensible way to proceed in this area. 

                                                
2
Council Regulation (EC) No 510/2006 of 20 March 2006 on the protection of geographical indications and 

designations of origin for agricultural products and foodstuffs 
3
 However, in a report conducted for Defra in May 2010, ‘Developing a Framework for Assessing the Costs of 

Labelling Changes in the UK’, The cost of changing labels received ranged between £265 and £12,500 with 
and average total cost of £3,260 per single stock. Companies surveyed included many SMEs.  The report can 
be found at:  http://www.defra.gov.uk/evidence/economics/foodfarm/reports/documents/labelling-changes.pdf 
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12. Likewise, the cost arising from changes to the distribution of food would be very 
substantial.  Retailers, producers and manufacturers would face considerable 
logistical challenges making sure particularly labelled products were not on sale in 
particular stores.  Retailers have very robust traceability procedures in place but, 
currently, transport good across the UK in the most efficient and environmentally-
conscious ways possible.  Different labelling requirements would place a 
considerable burden on this flexible approach. 

 
13. The SRC is of the view that the legislative route is not always the most effective and 

that re-reservation of these powers would not prevent the considerable amount of 
voluntary work that has taken place to support Scottish producers and Scottish 
consumers in relation to content and labelling.  For example, retailers have invested 
considerable resources into voluntary Country of Origin Labelling to profile the many 
high quality Scottish products that are in the market.  Retailers understand the 
benefits of promoting these goods and the voluntary approach is often far more 
powerful in this regard than mandating changes in law.  Such voluntary work could 
be compromised if industry sees changes in the manner of engagement and has to 
comply with onerous legal requirements, requiring significant resource investment. 

 
14. We support the view of the Calman Commission that differential changes to food 

content or labelling rules in Scotland would place considerable burdens on retailers 
and the rest of the food industry, threatening the operation of the single market and 
our ability to keep prices affordable food for all consumers across the UK.  The BRC 
and SRC accept that, despite the concerns set out above, the current settlement has 
not yet given rise to significant difficulties.  However, devolution is organic and 
develops over time.  Significant changes have come in over the past 10 years which 
have affected the way businesses and organisations operate in Scotland.   

 
15. We support the Calman Commission’s conclusions overall and the majority of the 

Scotland Bill as we believe it is right that the Scottish Parliament and Government 
have fiscal powers that match its policy and regulatory powers, and are more 
financially accountable to the Scottish electorate.  However, in this particular area 
there are few benefits to devolved powers and significant dis-benefits for Scottish 
consumers or the food industry serving them.   

 
16. It is for these reasons we believe that the Scotland Bill Committee should 

recommend the UK Government looks again at re-reserving the food content and 
labelling powers back to Westminster. 

 
17. Once again, many apologies for not being able to present these views in person.  We 

hope that this letter sets out the case clearly and would be happy to answer any 
supplementary questions you may have. 

 
3 February 2011 

 
 


