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Introduction 

Pubs are an important part of our local community. They provide a social hub, giving people 

a place to meet and to relax over a drink or a meal. They are often the venues for 

celebrations that mark important milestones in our lives. Pubs are very important to our 

economy too. In 2012, the pub and beer sector in the UK contributed £19 billion to the UK’s 

gross domestic product figures and generated £10 billion of tax revenue.  

It saddens me to see how many pubs have recently fallen on hard times and their landlords 

have found it increasingly difficult to keep their businesses afloat. Whilst a lot has already 

been said and written about the decline of the ‘country pub’ (of which, I am pleased to say, 

many continue to survive in the rural areas of my constituency), I have also noticed the 

closure of pubs in the heart of communities in Corby. I decided, therefore, during the 

second half of 2013, to undertake a survey, contacting those who run pubs across Corby and 

East Northamptonshire, in order to understand the issues that they face and to encourage 

them to tell me about the actions that they believe would help to address these. 

This report summarises the responses to the survey and the main findings. I extend my 

thanks to all of those who took part.  I can assure you that the insights that you have 

provided will be reflected in my work in the House of Commons and in the constituency.  I 

have spoken in Parliament about the importance of pubs and have highlighted issues such 

as the impact of Pubco ties and the cost of business rates.  I will continue to do my best to 

support our pubs and help to maintain this unique part of the character of local towns and 

villages.  

 

Andy Sawford 

MP for Corby & East Northamptonshire
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The National Context 

• The beer and pub sector contributes £19 billion to the UK’s GDP figures and 

generates £10 billion in tax revenue. 

• The sector provides c.1 million UK jobs, not only in pubs themselves but as part of 

the wider supply chain, for example in agriculture and brewing. 

• The sector supports extensively the employment of young people: 46% of those 

employed are 16-24 year olds. 

• The pub and beer sector is the fourth biggest employer in the UK. On average, every 

1 job in brewing generates 18 jobs in pubs, 1 job in agriculture, 1 job in other parts of 

the supply chain (e.g. logistics) and 1 job in retail.  

 

The Local Context 

• It is calculated that, on average, each pub in this area injects £80,000 into the local 

economy. 

• In Corby and East Northamptonshire, at the point of writing this report, there are 77 

pubs and 2 breweries. 

• The beer and pub sector supports 1,374 jobs in the constituency which results in £16 

million of paid wages in the area. In turn, this creates £23 million of gross value 

added. 

• Of these jobs, 43.7% are filled by those aged under 25, 26.4% are aged between 25 

and 44 and 29.9% are aged 45 or over. 42.2% of the jobs are full time jobs with 57.8% 

provided on a part-time basis. 

• The capital expenditure (buildings and fittings) invested by pubs in the area was 

around c.£1 million and the tax paid by them was c.£10 million last year. 

 

A UK-wide crisis? 

In spite of the sector’s importance, the beer and pub industry has faced major difficulties 

over the past decade. Whilst wider social changes in attitudes to leisure have accounted for 

some of these problems, cost pressures on the business have intensified the effects of 
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these. Government must bear some responsibility here. The average price of a pint has risen 

from £2.02 in 2002 to £3.09 in 2012. Of the current price: 

• £0.47 is in the form of beer duty (which has increased by 42% since 2008) 

• £0.52 is VAT. 

These rises, when combined with the UK’s experiences of economic ‘austerity’, have 

reduced the volume of sales through pub outlets. During this period, supermarket sales of 

alcohol have increased dramatically. 

The consequences of this increase in cost, and the increased sales from supermarkets, have 

led to 17,405 pubs closing in the past 30 years. 

 

My 2013 Pub Survey in Corby & East Northamptonshire 

I contacted 60 pubs in total in Corby and East Northamptonshire of which 25% responded.  

The survey comprised a mix of both ‘closed’ questions and those which gave the respondent 

the opportunity to provide comments and observations. In addition to gathering basic 

information about the nature of the establishment, the survey covered: 

• Problems facing pubs; 

• The causes of those problems and potential solutions; 

• Related views and opinions of individual landlords/landladies. 

  

Responses (1): The Participating Establishments 

• 53% of the pubs surveyed in the constituency were free houses, leaving the 

remaining 47% of pubs who are owned by pub companies and breweries.  

• On average, the cost of the most popular pint in these pubs is £3.08, though these 

prices range from the lowest at £1.90 (on a special promotion) to the highest at 

£3.70.  

 

Responses (2): The Nature of the Problems facing pubs 

• In the last year, the participating pubs have seen their profits fall on average by 

6.41%. However, this masks the fact that 40% of participants reported no profit loss 
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at all though, by contrast, the biggest fall was a 25% decrease. Taking just the 60% of 

pubs that reported a fall in profits, the average reduction amongst them was 10.7%. 

• Because of their diminished profitability or the anticipated threats to future profits, 

73% of respondents had taken some measures to reduce costs or protect their 

business in other ways. The most common approach to achieving this has been to 

seek to bring down labour costs: 

− 67% have reduced the number of hours worked by staff; 

− 40% have reduced the actual number of staff employed in the pub which is 

particularly worrying given the relatively high levels of unemployment in this 

constituency; 

− 13% have decreased costs in other ways, for example stopping satellite TV 

subscriptions or cancelling live entertainment. 

• However, some pubs have adopted other tactics to protect their commercial 

viability: 

− 20% have tried to attract more customers by offering more facilities or services, 

for example: expanding the range of food offered, providing breakfasts, special 

offers; 

− Interestingly, only 7% have sought to re-negotiate the terms of their lease with 

the pubco organisation which owns the establishment; 

− 20% of these pubs have applied for additional loans in order to seek to see them 

through this difficult period and cover the costs of running a pub; 

− A small number of landlords/landladies reported that they were considering 

whether or not it was worth continuing with the business. 

 

Responses (3): Causes of the Problems 

Since 2008, beer duty has risen 42% to £0.47 of every pint. VAT also increased under the 

Coalition government from 17.5% to 20%, raising the total tax ‘take’ to £0.52 of every pint 

paid in VAT.  

I asked the respondents to tell me which three factors have had the biggest negative impact 

on their business. Of the pubs surveyed: 

• 80% of pubs have felt the VAT and duty on alcohol has had the biggest negative 

impact. One local landlord spoke for many when he stated that: 
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“Higher VAT rates are a big issue for those in business”. 

The Duty increase over the last 4 years has led to breweries passing this incurred 

charge onto the frontline in pubs. As another landlord wrote to me: 

“Nobody wants a £4 pint.” 

Yet this price may become a reality in the not too distant future if the taxes on 

alcohol continue to rise above the rate of inflation.  

Some respondents regarded as the general mood of austerity as depressing their 

trade. Customers of these businesses “need to feel confident that the disposable 

income they enjoy today will at least remain the same or increase,” as was proposed 

by one participant. This confidence is critical to ensure a regular stream of customers 

into our local pubs, who feel sufficiently economically secure to enjoy an evening 

out. 

• The next highest factor in contributing to negative business impact was supermarket 

alcohol sales. 64% of respondents felt that these had a very significant impact on 

their trade. Supermarkets have a long track record of discounting prices on alcoholic 

drinks as a way of drawing shoppers into their stores and this feature is marketed 

heavily in their promotional advertising. One local landlord summarised it very 

succinctly: 

“Loss leaders by supermarkets have led to a change in social culture; more time 

spent drinking at home for less has virtually killed the ‘pop out for one.’” 

Moreover, cheap supermarket drinks’ prices also create an incentive for people to 

drink a significant amount before going out to a pub or club. A local landlady wrote 

to me: 

“As a local pub owner, I see people coming out late at night after they have had 

drinks at home”.  

This fairly recent trend of ‘pre-drinking’ has also created issues for pubs in having to 

refuse to serve drinks to customers who are already inebriated before setting foot in 

their establishment. Many landlords and landladies feel that they have the worst of 

all worlds with these problems: being blamed for public order issues whilst not 

gaining any revenues from the associated trade. 

• These two factors stood out as the principal factors identified by the respondents 

impacting their profitability. Other factors mentioned, however, included: 

− Breweries/PubCos increasing prices disproportionately to costs and squeezing 

profits (identified by 27%); 
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− Promotions from large pub chains drawing away customers (identified by 20%); 

− The rising costs of entertainment and amenities e.g. satellite television 

subscriptions (identified by 20%); 

− The increased costs of business rated (identified by 13%); 

− Increases in other fixed costs (identified by 13%); 

− Rent increases (identified by 7%); 

− The increased costs of utilities – energy and water (identified by 7%). 

 

Responses (4): Solutions 

• It has recently been proposed that the government should set a minimum price for a 

unit of alcohol, whether sold by a supermarket, an off-licence or a pub or club. The 

minimum price would not be an additional tax: it would be kept by the business 

selling the alcohol. The government, however, withdrew its support for this 

legislation during this year. I asked landlords and landladies whether or not this was 

the right path to follow. In their responses, 87% supported the minimum price per 

unit of alcohol.  

Some were critical of the lack of government action around this issue and 

government policy more generally. A local landlord stated: 

“The one pence reduction by the Chancellor was insulting: a freeze would have been 

less so.” 

I supported the proposals for a minimum pricing policy when these were put before 

the House of Commons earlier this year and I was very disappointed by the 

government's last minute u-turn. This led to the shelving of plans which would have 

given local pubs much needed support. My conclusion was that the government had 

caved in to pressures from the wider brewing and distilling industry which was more 

worried about the impact of the policy on supermarket alcohol sales than the 

interests of local pubs. 

• I asked the participants to tell me what else they thought should be done to support 

the pub trade, asking them for their two priorities. Their responses were as follows: 

− 73% identified that a key priority should be establishing a level playing field 

between supermarkets and pubs. The practical way to do this would be via a 

minimum price per unit of alcohol in order to stop supermarkets heavily 

discounting alcohol sales; 
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− 40% highlighted the importance of breweries and PubCos not increasing their 

prices of sales to pubs in ways that are disproportionate relative to the cost of 

brewing; 

− 33% thought that the way forward was to establish a legislative change that 

would permit landlords to free themselves of the their existing tie to a brewery if 

they chose to do; 

− 13% thought that a key change would be to allow all tied pubs to have at least 

one guest beer; 

− 7% called for independent rent reviews for pubs as a means of stabilising their 

costs; 

− Other proposals from respondents included: 

▪ Better control of alcohol sales by petrol stations; 

▪ Reducing VAT on meals consumed in pubs. 

 

• I provided the participants with the opportunity to raise any other issues or make 

any further comments. Their responses included: 

− Recognising the importance of pubs in the community, relative to activities which 

are publicly funded e.g. arts-related events; 

− The perceived uneven relationship between PubCos and pubs with all the power 

resting with the former: in particular, PubCos are accused of charging inflated 

prices to their tenants – often in excess of 40% of those obtainable through ‘cash 

and carry’ stores; 

− How opening bed and breakfast accommodation in the property had contributed 

to increased revenues. This theme of business diversification was picked up 

strongly by another respondent: 

“The pub trade now has to be all things to all men rather than just a good pub” 

Another respondent from a pub in a village location emphasised the need to sell 

other products such as groceries and vegetables; 

− The benefits that would be derived from cutting VAT on meals served; 

− The alignment of VAT rates with an enterprise’s turnover so that smaller 

businesses paid less VAT. 
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Conclusions 

It is clear in order to support these pubs, the pricing differential between them and 

supermarkets needs to be addressed. A future Labour Government would take forward five 

initiatives to support the pub trade: 

1. The introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol. This would help to establish 

a more even pricing structure, eliminating cheap alcohol sales from supermarkets.  

Diana Johnson MP, Shadow Minister for Home Affairs, has said: 

“We support a minimum unit price where it prevents too low supermarket prices 

whilst protecting responsible pubs. The debate about levels needs to be based on 

evidence of what will work, yet the Home Office’s consultation has only considered 

one potential price level of 45p. The Government needs to make sure it does not just 

create a cash windfall for the supermarkets, instead of lowering prices of other 

goods or supporting better prevention and treatment of alcohol abuse to cut crime 

further and save lives.”  

2. Temporarily cut VAT to 17.5%. This would not only give a boost to local economies, 

but would also specifically support the pub trade. The Shadow Chancellor, Ed Balls 

MP, last year favoured a cut in VAT, because as a tax on sales instead of income, it is 

the “fastest and fairest” way to boost the economy. 

3. Cut business rates: under this government, small companies have been hit by 

business rate rises of £1,500 on average and they are now facing a further hike of 

£400 in April 2014.  A Labour government would not bring forward the government’s 

planned 1% Corporation Tax cut for 80,000 large firms and use all of the money to 

cut the business rate bills of 1.5 million small firms. 

4. Freeze energy bills: as was evident from the survey, energy is one of the key costs 

that pubs must pay.  By freezing energy prices until 2017, a future Labour 

government would save the average small business £1,800. 

5. Provide better access to finance. As discussed above, a number of survey 

respondents talked to me about the need to diversify their businesses. In many 

cases, this will need capital that cannot be drawn from personal savings. I am aware 

that small businesses consistently rank limited access to finance as their biggest 

barrier to growth.  With 89% of all UK small businesses locked into the five big banks 

for banking facilities, all using the same lending criteria, radical reform of the sector 

is needed to break this cycle. We have proposed to tackle this by creating a 

generation of new local business banks with a responsibility to boost lending in their 

area. 
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The government cannot offer the answers to all of the problems being faced by pubs. Whilst 

the mood of austerity has clearly had an impact on pub sales, these have exacerbated 

problems that have resulted from wider social changes. On the positive side our pubs have a 

more diverse customer base, with more women and more families using them. However, 

there has been a trend for many years to pay for home-based entertainment, rather than 

seek enjoyment in a more social setting. I was struck, therefore, by the recognition on the 

part of some respondents that – in order to survive in the long term – they needed to adapt 

to these changes and add new products and services to their ‘offering’ as  a pub. There is 

not a single model for this. The opportunities available to a specific pub will reflect its own 

unique context, including its location, its building and the nature of its clientele. 

There is still a role here for government to help the trade to identify and implement the 

right set of changes for a particular licensee. This could be through taking general initiatives 

– clearly, modifying the rate of VAT on served meals could have a major positive impact on 

pubs – or more tailored approaches to the trade e.g. the provision of access to appropriate 

advice services to landlords and landladies who want to protect their business through its 

diversification. 

This sector is too precious to be allowed to fall into a long and inexorable decline. 

 

What I will do next 

As a result of listening to the views of those of constituents in the pub trade who responded 

to this survey, I will talk to the Minister with responsibility for pubs policy, and the Shadow 

Pubs Minister, Toby Perkins MP, who has joined me on a visit to pubs in the constituency. I 

will ask what measures they plan to implement to support local pub businesses in my 

constituency and the rest of the country and I will share their responses with all those who 

have taken part in this survey. 

Furthermore, I will ask George Osborne, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, whether or not he 

recognises the importance of the problems that pubs face and what fiscal help the pub 

trade can expect from the government during this Parliament. 

At a local level, I am committed to supporting a vibrant night-time economy in the 

constituency that will contribute further jobs in the area and enable people to enjoy a good 

night out here. However, the associated businesses need to support everyone to do this in a 

way that is safe and respectful of others living in the area. On the 19th September 2013, I 

held a summit meeting for those with an interest in Corby’s night-time economy, 

recognising that this is set to expand over the coming years but it needs to do so in an 

environment in which its customers are safe. The participants in this meeting included: 

• Northamptonshire Police; 
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• Local Community Safety Partnership representatives; 

• Corby PubWatch; 

• Local licensees and pub managers; 

• Other local businesses (e.g. fast food vendors) involved in the night-time economy. 

The main agreed outcomes from this were: 

• The Police will establish a regular night-time briefing at a local night-spot whereby 

businesses will be invited to share information about any potential issues concerning 

customer safety and security;  

• The Police will introduce better ways of informing pubs about crime ‘hot-spots’ in 

order to help the licensees to take action to manage these;  

• The Community Safety Partnership and Corby Pubwatch will continue to research 

and promote accreditation schemes for licensed businesses (e.g. All Bar None, Purple 

Flag) with the aim of Corby becoming the first Purple Flag town in the county. 

• Corby Borough Council will draw up a list of all current pub-related initiatives and 

share this with anyone involved in managing the night time economy; 

• Corby Pubwatch will extend its membership to include other non-pub/club 

businesses – such as fast-food outlets (McDonald’s specifically) – so that these are 

able to share intelligence and take action when problems occur with customers. 

I was very heartened by the overall spirit of co-operation of those attending and a shared 

determination to work together to achieve the aim people in the town being able to enjoy a 

good night out in a safe and secure manner. I will continue to check the progress and 

success of the implementation of these actions. 
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