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GIVING RETAIL THE
RECOGNITION IT DESERVES

O

ver two hundred years ago in 1815, Mount Tambora
in what is today Indonesia, erupted, sending
massive volumes of dust and ash across the world,
creating the following year a ‘Year without a Summer’ in
Europe and in many other parts of the world. Crops failed,
there were food riots, and the economy of many nations
was hit hard. For the following five-six years, there was
a series of pandemics of typhus and cholera among a
weakened European population, along with unemployment
aggravated by the cost, and the economic downturn after
the end of the Napoleonic wars.
For all of us, one year on from the eruption of COVID onto
the global scene, 2020 also looked a lot like the 1816 Year
without a Summer. Above all, it was a very challenging
year for non-food retailers and for the food businesses
serving the travel and hospitality sector. Governments have
provided varying amounts of aid to keep staff on the books
and, in many EU countries, to meet some of the fixed costs
of businesses closed down by government edict or suffering
from low footfall due to restrictions on customers’
movements. We expect, when national support measures
end, many hundreds of thousands of retail and wholesale
businesses to close for good.
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Food retailers’ sales increased, from an initial wave of
consumer panic buying from restaurants being closed,
and from people staying and therefore cooking at home.
However, their costs rose too, because of the disruption
in supply chains from unprecedented demand or illness
in suppliers’ factories, the measures to keep staff and
customers safe, and the acceleration and expansion of
investments for online services and delivery.
European retailers and importers reliant on global supply
chains were hit by a shortage of containers, and a steep
rise in freight rates as shipping companies found their
ships in the wrong place, and containers standing full and
uncollected on the quayside. They were also not helped by
political reactions to the pandemic and the frontal attack
on global trade by the Trump administration. This has
led even traditionally free-trading governments to start
voicing protectionist sentiments, fuelled also by concerns
at reliance on China and its more assertive international
stance. Shortages of some essential equipment or drugs
during the early stages of the pandemic prompted calls
for basing more production in Europe. The same triggers
prompted food nationalism. We have argued that supply
chains are most effective if they are diversified to avoid
potential bottlenecks in future. Forced onshoring, apart
from being impracticable, is a sure way of restricting choice
of supplier and making supply chains even less, rather than
more resilient.

Raketir / Shutterstock.com

65 | Issue 10

In Europe, the Commission has responded with a
€1.8 trillion budget and recovery plan, focused on
driving resilience, and the digital and sustainability
transformation. We have been pressing the EU, and
the national governments which will be responsible for
disbursing this money over the coming three years, to
ensure that our sector is recognised as urgently in need of
help. With our sector being the largest private employer in
Europe, retail bankruptcies will have a massive impact on
employment, but also a disastrous impact on the future
of local communities, with boarded-up shops risking
a negative spiral of neglect, vandalism and crime. By
supporting investment in innovation, resilience, digital
and sustainable technology in our sector, governments
will not only mitigate this risk, but also boost the recovery
and resilience of the rest of the economy. We have been
working hard to demonstrate to decision-makers that we
are not only an important ecosystem in our own right,
but essential to boosting consumer confidence and the
ability of many other industries to sell and promote their
products.
To end on a more positive note, the cloud of COVID will,
we all hope, gradually lift as vaccines and the painful
restrictions on everyone’s movements finally bring the
virus under control and return us to a more or less normal
life. And, as I have said in earlier editions of this report,
retail and wholesale has throughout its history had to be
adaptable and agile to meet customers’ ever-changing
demands and lifestyles. Goethe talked about Dauer im
Wechsel – which can be loosely translated as ‘change is
constant’. I have every confidence that, with the right
support, our sector will bounce back to serve its customers
and show that by constantly adapting, it can be a constant
in everyone’s life in a changing world.
Christian Verschueren

