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SUPERMARKET OMBUDSMAN MUST BE PROACTIVE

The creation of an Ombudsman to police relationships throughout the grocery supply chain is one step closer with the ending of the Competition Commission’s consultation on its introduction.   

Momentum in Scotland is building behind the need for an Ombudsman and NFU Scotland, as part of the Grocery Market Action Group, has laid out its thoughts on how it believes the Ombudsman should operate if it is to effectively police the way supermarkets deal with their suppliers.

NFU Scotland’s Chief Executive James Withers said:

“As farmers, the major supermarkets are our biggest customers and take 80 percent of the food and drink that we produce from our farms.  We need the retailers to sell our produce and they need us to supply them either directly or through a food processor.   Having a body to ensure that chain operates fairly for all involved, including consumers, is in everybody’s interests.

“For that to happen, we believe the Ombudsman should be both reactive and pro-active. The role envisaged for the Ombudsman in the consultation suggests it would be able to initiate investigations on the basis of complaints made.   However, the Ombudsman must be able to start investigations off his or her own back on the basis of any information in the public domain, information by organisations with knowledge of supply chain dynamics, or even the Ombudsman’s own market analysis.   The experience of the current voluntary code of practice for retailers has shown that relying solely on complaints being lodged before action can begin is insufficient.

“We feel that this change is also important in order to remove any suspicion on the part of retailers that a single supplier complaint is responsible for each investigation and, in turn, to give suppliers greater confidence in coming forward when they feel a breach of the Groceries Supply Code of Practice has taken place.

“In our previous discussions with supermarket suppliers, it was apparent that the fear of reprisals as a result of making a formal complaint was a stumbling block that prevented many suppliers coming forward with their concerns.  The requirement in the consultation for the Ombudsman to only ‘have regard’ to the need to protect the identity of a complainant does not address this and is not strong enough to reassure those suppliers who may wish to make complaints of their anonymity. We believe that this should be strengthened so that the Ombudsman may only disclose the identity of a complainant if that complainant has specifically given permission.
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“We also want the Ombudsman to have real ‘teeth’ when dealing with cases.  The undertakings, as currently drafted, only give the Ombudsman the power to ‘recommend’ that retailers make improvements to their compliance procedures. In order to properly address any issue identified by the Competition Commission it is vital that the Ombudsman be able to ‘direct’ retailers to comply with its recommendations.” 

Ends

Notes to Editors

· NFU Scotland’s comments on the Competition Commission’s ‘Consultation on the Introduction of an Ombudsman to Oversee the Groceries Supply Code of Practice’ were made in conjunction with the Grocery Market Action Group.

· Andrew George MP set up the Grocery Market Action Group with a view to achieving consensus on some key issues relating to the Competition Commission’s Inquiry into the UK grocery sector. The group includes Friends of the Earth, Association of Convenience Stores, Campaign to Protect Rural England, Rural Shops Alliance, Country Land and Business Association, Association of Master Bakers, British Independent Fruit Growers Association, Action Aid, Traidcraft, British Brands Group, NFU England and Wales, NFU Scotland, Banana Link, War on Want and Breaking the Armlock Alliance.


