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UNION CALLS FOR OMBUDSMAN TO BE SET UP IN 2009

NFU Scotland is urging Westminster and Competition authorities to ensure that recommendations made in 2008 regarding the establishment of an ombudsman to oversee and enforce a code of conduct for the retailer sector are honoured in 2009.

In April, NFUS welcomed the publication of the Competition Commission’s groceries market investigation report, which recommended the introduction of an independent ombudsman to monitor relationships between retailers and suppliers. It was incumbent on major retailers to instigate that process.   Eight months later, it appears that little progress has been made with the union wanting Government and Competition authorities to now play a greater part in making sure that the ombudsman is established.

NFU Scotland President Jim McLaren said:

“It is abundantly clear that the major retailers are paying little more than lip service to the requirement that they actively engage in the process of establishing an ombudsman for the groceries sector.   Their reluctance to participate must come as no surprise to Government and the Competition Commission, who must be prepared to step in to ensure that the recommendations turn into reality.   

“In the interim, we continue to hear horrendous tales of suppliers being mistreated at the hands of supermarkets while certain retailers have had the audacity to portray themselves to the general public as the good guys.   The astonishing statements issued by some retailers this week, voicing concern over the viability of some of their suppliers simply beggars belief.   The solution to supplier viability lies entirely in retailers’ own hands and no one will have fallen for this token sympathy.

“Certain retailers are hiding behind warm words of support and understanding for those who supply them with goods while behind the scenes many of those suppliers' businesses are being placed under intolerable pressure.  If mission statements regarding corporate and social responsibility are to mean anything, then many retailers need to start taking responsibility for their actions and wake up to the carnage that some of their practices are wreaking.

“As a union, we began campaigning for the establishment of an independent policeman, to ensure fair trade between supermarkets and their suppliers, eight long years ago.   It appears that the relationship between retailers and many of their suppliers has never been poorer and the need for an ombudsman has never been greater.   It is time for Government and its agencies to ensure this is delivered.
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“There is a level of expectation along the whole of the supply chain and the general public that supermarkets must work with this judgement.  There is a growing appreciation amongst supermarket customers that abuse of their dominant power is no longer acceptable.  Protecting profits and margins at the expense of jobs and livelihoods is equally unacceptable.

“There is an opportunity here for major retailers to start with a clean sheet.   The major retail sector is the destination for three-quarters of all the food produced on Scottish farms.   Why not show consumers that they are prepared to work hand-in-hand with all parts of the chain in a fair and equitable way?   Instead, retailers are being dragged kicking and screaming to the table.   What message does that send out to those who shop in their stores day in, day out?  

“Ultimately we need a complete cultural change in the supermarkets’ attitude to the rest of the supply chain and the establishment of the ombudsman in the next 12 months will be crucial in delivering that.”
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