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New Prime Minister Theresa May swept to power 
faster than expected. Becky Waller-Davies assesses 
what her leadership may mean for retail 

THERESA MAY'S SHOPPING LIST 

What can retailers < 

Br i t a i n has its first female Pr ime 
M i n i s t e r i n 26 years w i t h the 
arr ival of former H o m e 
Secretary Theresa M a y at 10 
D o w n i n g Street. M a y , already 
Britain's longest-serving H o m e 

Secretary i n recent years, has an unenviable 
to-do l is t : Brexit , the N H S , a general e lect ion 
that she has so far r u l e d o u t . . . the l is t goes on . 

She has already reshaped her team. A m o n g 
her n e w appointments , P h i l i p H a m m o n d has 
taken the role of Chancellor f r o m a " tarn ished" 
George Osborne. H a m m o n d has already taken 
the step of p u b l i c l y declaring that w h i l e deficit 
reduct ion w i l l cont inue, the "parameters" of 
Osborne's austerity w o u l d be up for review. 

Greg Clark, the former Communit ies and 
Local Government Secretary, has taken the 
n e w l y created job of Minis ter for Business, 
Energy and Industr ia l Strategy. 

May's speeches have so far have focused to 
perhaps an unexpected degree o n a lack of 
equali ty i n Br i t i sh society. 

She said: " M a k e no mistake, the refer­
e n d u m was a vote to leave the European 
U n i o n b u t i t was also a vote for serious 
change. The o n l y surprise is that there is so 
m u c h surprise i n Westminster about the 
publ ic 's appetite for change." 

Her tone w i l l have been noted b y business 
leaders, not least those i n retail . 

They may hope for answers to their 
questions o n issues such as the Nat ional L i v i n g 
Wage and business rates, but those are not the 
sort of concerns that appear to be h i g h on 
May's agenda at present. 

Here, Retail Week runs through w h a t the 
retail industry wants f r o m Theresa M a y and 
her Cabinet — and w h a t i t can expect. 

Brexit 
M a n y retailers have seen their share prices 
dive since the Brexit vote. A n d many, such as 
John Lewis, are w o r r i e d about their sourcing 
costs rising. 

M a y has not confronted w h a t Brexit w i l l 
mean i n practice yet, t h o u g h i t is surely top of 
her to-do l ist . 

M a n y business organisations are 
d isappointed that M a y has so far focused 
heavi ly o n domestic issues, rather t h a n 
European trade. "These items w o u l d not 
be at the top of businesses' w i s h lists 
r i g h t n o w , " said T i m Thomas, director of 
e m p l o y m e n t and ski l ls p o l i c y at the EEF, the 
manufacturers ' organisation. 

"Government must bolster the business 
community ' s confidence b y setting out w h a t 
the UK's relat ionship w i t h the E U w i l l look l ike 
w i t h a strong, posit ive message o n trade and 
migrat ion pol i cy . " 

More equivocal was the Institute o f 
Directors, w h i c h is m a i n l y made up of small 
and m e d i u m businesses. Corporate governance 
head Ol iver Parry said: "Her focus clearly 
needs to be Europe. . . but let's be honest, there 
have been problems w i t h b ig business. 

"One c o u l d argue that the voice of big 
business was n o t really l istened to i n the 
referendum debate. Publ ic trust i n b ig business 
is near an al l - t ime l o w . " 

Corporate culture and 
workers' rights 
I n a speech last week, M a y cr i t ic ised aspects 
of corporate cul ture . She said: "We're the 
Conservative Party and, yes, we're the 
party of enterprise, b u t that does not mean 
w e s h o u l d be prepared to accept that 
' anyth ing goes'. 

"It's not anti-business to suggest that b ig 
business needs to change. This is a different 
k i n d of Conservatism, I know. I t marks a break 
w i t h the past. But i t is i n fact completely 
consistent w i t h Conservative pr inc ip les . " 

She added: " U n d e r m y leadership, the 
Conservative Party w i l l p u t i t s e l f - completely, 
absolutely, unequivocal ly - at the service of 
w o r k i n g people . " 

Retailers w i l l need to t h i n k about h o w 
May's message chimes w i t h the ir o w n 
w o r k i n g cultures. 

Practices such as Sports Direct's alleged 
condit ions i n its Shirebrook warehouse are 
u n l i k e l y to go d o w n w e l l . 

"The voice of big 
business was not 
really listened to in 
the referendum 
debate. Public trust 
in big business is 
near an all-time low" 
Oliver Parry, 
Institute of Directors 

National Living Wage and 
executive pay 
This crucial issue for retail is o n l y going to get 
more pressing as 2020 nears. A t that po in t , 
retailers w i l l have to pay workers 60% of 
whatever the national m e d i a n wage is. Experts 
estimate that w i l l w o r k out at around £9 .15 an 
hour. However, i f recrui tment comes to a 
standsti l l because of the effect of Brexit or the 
current Nat ional L i v i n g Wage, those proposals 
w i l l need a re th ink . 
She has so far kept quiet o n that part icular 
issue b u t has spoken more generally about pay. 
M a y has h i t out at the " i r ra t ional , unheal thy 
and growing gap between w h a t these 
companies pay their workers and w h a t they 
pay their bosses" and said that she wants more 
transparent disclosure of bonus targets and 
even to force companies to reveal h o w m u c h 
more directors earn than their average worker . 

M a y proposes a l l o w i n g shareholders annual 
and b i n d i n g votes on executive pay. A t present 
the U K is ahead of the curve, both internat ion­
a l ly and i n Europe, by g i v i ng shareholders an 
advisory vote. 

However, her idea m a y be d i f f i c u l t to make 
concrete. The EU's o w n draft l a w o n that 
matter is stuck i n Brussels and May's former 
Cabinet colleague, ex-Business Secretary Vince 
Cable, w h o pushed through the current rules 
o n shareholder vot ing i n 2013, t o l d Sky News 
that the issue was so legally complex that he 
chose not to advance his reforms further. 

Shareholder and staff 
representation on boards 
One of May's key messages i n a speech last 
week was the i n c l u s i o n of workers and 
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sxpect of new PM? 
consumers on company boards. This is an 
alien concept in Britain but one that is already 
well established in Continental Europe, 
particularly in Germany where the law 
requires up to 50% of board members to be 
employee representatives. 

May said: " I want to see changes i n the way 
that big business is governed. The people who 
run big businesses are supposed to be 
accountable to outsiders, to non-executive 
directors, who are supposed to ask the difficult 
questions, think about the long term and 
defend the interests of shareholders. 

" I n practice, they are drawn from the same 
narrow social and professional circles as the 
executive team and - as we have seen time and 
time again - the scrutiny they provide is just 
not good enough. 

"So if I 'm Prime Minister, we're going to 
change that system - and we're going to have 
not just consumers represented on company 
boards, but workers as well ." 

If retailers disagree wi th May's view, they 
w i l l have to think about how they can ensure 
they comply with the spirit of her ambition. 

Corporate tax 
arrangements 
May singled out one of the biggest retailers in 
the world last week, when she maintained that 
every business had to pay its fair share of tax. 

"We understand that tax is the price we pay 
for living in a civilised society. No individual 
or no business, however rich, has succeeded 
all on their own," she said. 

" I t doesn't matter to me whether you're 
Amazon, Google or Starbucks, you have a duty 
to put something back. You have a debt to 
fellow citizens and you have a responsibility to 
pay your taxes." 

Amazon changed how it pays corporation 
tax last year after establishing a London branch 
of its main retail company. It had previously 
been based in Luxembourg, a tax haven. 

A l l retailers w i l l have to make sine that they 
are seen to be good corporate citizens in order 
to be in tune with May's objectives. 

Many retailers, like the rest of the popula­
tion, may have been surprised at May's public 
pronouncements so far. 

But they had better listen closely to her 
message. They need to be seen to be backing a 
better Britain if they hope to make progress on 
their own agendas, such as lightening the 
burden of business rates. 

"It doesn't matter to me 
whether you're Amazon, 
Google or Starbucks, you 
have a duty to put 
something back. You 
have a debt to fellow 
citizens and you have 
a responsibility to pay 
your taxes" 
Theresa May, Prime Minister 

http://Retail-week.com/Analysis

