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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE  

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

ASDA  
 
Asda is Scotland’s second largest supermarket, serving around 1.9 million 
customers every week, from the Borders to the Highlands.  With 61 Scottish stores 
and two depots, our mission is to help our customers save money so they can live 
better. 
 
Asda is committed to Scotland and to up-skilling our colleagues, developing our 
Scottish supply chain, investing in communities and working with the Scottish 
Government to get more people into employment and training. At a time of 
unprecedented competition in the sector, political uncertainty and significant supply 
chain cost increases, we are working hard to keep inflation down and ensure our 
customers benefit from our low food and fuel prices.   
 
Asda responded to the Barclay Review of Business Rates to set out our view that 
fundamental reform is required to ensure that Scotland’s system of business rates 
minimises the barriers to investment, reflects changing marketplaces, is responsive 
to economic conditions and supports long-term economic growth and investment.  
 
Although it did not recommend the fundamental reforms we believe are necessary 
for the long-term viability of our high streets and the retail sector as a whole, Asda 
welcomes several of the measures proposed in the Barclay report and the 
subsequent Non-Domestic Rates (Scotland) Bill, including plans for three-yearly 
revaluations and halving the time taken between valuations and their coming into 
effect.  While it does not form part of this Bill, we have urged the Scottish 
Government to move quickly to restore parity with England on the Large Business 
Supplement, as recommended by Barclay, which would be in line with the 
Government’s stated ambition to make Scotland the best environment for business 
in the UK. 
 
Despite our support for the Bill, we are deeply concerned at amendment 9, made by 
the Scottish Green Party and supported by the majority of the Committee, which 
proposes to end the Uniform Business Rate by allowing each local authority to set its 
own ‘regional’ business rate.  Without any impact assessment of this new proposal, it 
is unclear what this would mean for the finances of local authorities, particularly 
those in rural and less well-off areas.  We are concerned that this move could lead to 
higher business rates bills for both large and small organisations, at a time when the 
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poundage rate is at a 20-year high.  As the Committee are aware, councils already 
have the powers to lower business rates, but barely any have chosen to do so.   
 
This amendment introduces a damaging new uncertainty to the cost of doing 
business in Scotland, and is inconsistent with the intention of the Barclay Review to 
support business growth and long term investment through greater competitiveness, 
transparency and simplicity. 
 
We fear that, without appropriate impact assessment reports and a sufficient 
understanding of the wider economic impact of increasing the already substantial 
business rates burden on businesses in Scotland, local authorities may see a new 
power of this type as an easy way of raising funds at a time when their budgets are 
under pressure. 
 
Asda operates stores in Northern Ireland, where local authorities set a poundage 
rate, and our business rates bill are, on average, 20% higher than in Scotland as a 
result. 
 
Over the last six years, Asda’s own Scottish business rates bill has increased by 
around 10 per cent, not including the Public Health Levy, which cost the business 
£30 million over three years. While we have grown store space during this period, 
RPI increases and extensions in the tax base to include additions such as ATMs 
have all increased our bill, despite settlements from numerous appeals against 
incorrect valuations mitigating this increase. As it stands, rates account for nine per 
cent of our operating costs and 19 per cent when employment costs are excluded. It 
is our third largest operating cost and costs us more than rent, utilities and marketing 
combined.  Of course, there is complete disassociation between rates and business 
performance, and we continue to see our rates bill rise irrespective of our market 
share.   
 
Although welcome, falls in corporation tax over the last few years have been unable 
to offset the continued rise in our input costs and business rates. Research from 
PwC estimates that for every £1 of corporation tax, the UK’s retailers bear £2.30 in 
business rates, compared to the rest of the economy paying just £0.44. At Asda, this 
is closer to £2.50 in business rates for every pound of corporation tax.  In addition, 
we pay further taxation on our investment and creation of jobs, including through 
National Insurance Contributions.  Government must consider the impact of business 
taxation in the round, particularly for sectors, like retail, with a large property 
portfolio.  Of course, unlike other business taxes, business rates are levied 
irrespective of business profitability and affect disproportionately companies that 
invest in communities. 
 
We expect that the introduction of higher rates by some local authorities would also 
have unintended consequences for hourly-paid colleagues in our stores.  Each Asda 
store operates its own individual profit and loss performance, including business 
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rates, and colleague annual bonuses in each store are partly determined by the 
overall performance of their store over the year.  If a local authority were to introduce 
a higher rates levy or supplemental charge on the stores in their area, this would 
result in a financial penalty for those stores’ hourly-paid colleagues, whose 
counterparts in stores in a different council area would not be affected.  Our Scottish 
colleagues are already feeling the impact of this compared with their colleagues in 
our English and Welsh stores due to the Scottish Government’s decision to double 
the Large Business Supplement.   
 
Amendment 9 represents a fundamental and complex realignment of local 
government finance and we believe it is not appropriate to be considered as an 
amendment to a bill on non-domestic rates, without any impact assessment, 
consultation or adequate scrutiny.  The Committee’s discussion of the amendment 
recognised that the potential unintended consequences had been not been thought 
through fully or sufficiently. 
 
We note that COSLA is not seeking the power for councils to set non-domestic rates 
at this point, recognising that this subject should be part of a much wider, holistic 
discussion of local government finance.  Neither has this proposal been requested 
by ratepayers.   
 
Taking business rates out of the hands of Scottish Ministers and handing control 
over the setting of the poundage rate and rates reliefs to each of Scotland’s 32 
councils would fragment the regime beyond repair and make future reform an 
impossibility.  Property-intensive sectors like retail, which is facing a period of 
transformational change and competition from online-only retailers, would have little 
reason for confidence about investing in new and refurbished shop premises. 
 
We urge MSPs to vote to remove this amendment and protect the uniform business 
rate at Stage 3 of the Non-Domestic Rates (Scotland) Bill. 
 
  
 
Polly Jones 
Senior Manager - Corporate Affairs, Scotland 
 
 
 


