
LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE   

CALL FOR VIEWS ON THE NON-DOMESTIC RATES (SCOTLAND) BILL  

Scottish Wholesale Association 

The Scottish Wholesale Association (SWA) are the official trade body for Scotland's 
food, drink and allied trades wholesaling businesses. As the ‘wheels to the food and 
drink’ supply chain, our members are vital in the supply of goods to Scotland’s 4,972 
convenience stores and 39k foodservice outlets. 

Non domestic rates remain a significant cost to Scotland’s wholesale businesses and 
the overall rates burden remains substantial with rates at a 20-year high. 

SWA support the need for a robust, well managed business rates system and 
supported the Barclay Review and its’ objectives of creating a transparent and 
regularly reviewed rates system. We recognise that the Scottish Government has 
invested considerable time and effort in scrutiny and development of the Non 
Domestic Rates system through the Barclay Review and they have taken on board a 
number of issues of concern to the wholesale sector including our opposition to the 
out of town levy. 

It’s worth noting that the Barclay Review specifically warned against a return to 
localised poundage rates.  We are concerned that the Committee’s decision to pass 
an amendment which could see Scotland’s 32 local councils levy 32 different 
business rates and rates reliefs is a backward step which risks creating confusion 
and complexity in business taxation as well as increasing the costs faced by Scottish 
business.  

We are extremely concerned that such a significant change to the NDR system was 
passed at Stage 2 with no impact assessment having been carried out to ascertain 
what the consequences of this proposal would actually be for local authorities, 
business or the public.  

Our own member assessment is that this could displace business, increase costs, 
add more uncertainty to the already fragile retail and food and drink sector and 
create the opportunity for unfair business opportunity. 

The wholesales industry works on very low margins, with SWA’s recent ‘DRS 
Wholesale Impacts Report’ highlighting our members work on average net margins 
of 1.37%. Wholesalers rely heavily on high turnover of product and sales. Any cost 
disruption to not only their own business but that of their customers, such as 
convenience stores, pubs, clubs, cafes and restaurants, could quickly and easily 
erode the slim profits, cost jobs and make business unviable.  

The highly publicised recent downturn within the retail sector and lower high-street 
footfall has a direct impact on the wholesale industry. Adding yet another level of 
complexity and uncertainty into business planning and forecasting adds further risks 
to a sector which is already facing difficulties.  



The Bill in its current amended form would remove nationally set rates reliefs 
including the Small Business Bonus Scheme. This would threaten the viability of 
thousands of local shops and the wholesalers who supply them.  

The UBR has created a degree of stability on non domestic taxation and past 
experience of locally non domestic rate setting suggests that this move would lead to 
a rise in costs for Scottish businesses. Prior to UBR the “average local poundage 
rate in Scotland in 1990 was 57.3p compared with England’s Uniform Business Rate 
of 34.8p”. The current situation in Northern Ireland where local authorities set a 
poundage rate shows clearly that rates bills there are on average 19% higher than in 
Scotland, ranging from 12% to 29% higher.  

The Scottish wholesale sector and the wider food and drink industry are already 
facing a significant cumulative challenge of  Brexit preparations , above inflation rises 
in the National Living Wage, the introduction of DRS , upcoming restrictions on food 
promotions and additional requirements as a result of the Circular Economy Bill.  

Business needs certainty, the current UBR gives this and allows business to operate 
and plan knowing they have a fixed and uniform playing field across Scotland.  

SWA urge MSPs to re-consider this damaging and retrograde step. 

 

Colin Smith 
Chief Executive 

 

 


