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A response on behalf of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church and the United Reformed Church


The Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church and the United Reformed Church are three of the largest Free Church denominations in Britain, representing around 420,000 Christians.

There are some 140,000 members of Baptist churches associated with the Baptist Union of Great Britain. The Methodist Church has about 208,000 members, and the United Reformed Church around 77,000 members.

Many of our individual churches provide a vital ‘hub’ at the heart of the neighbourhoods they serve. Some will be making their own submissions and commenting on how they see the proposed change affecting their local situation: this response arises from our calling, as the national bodies of our three churches, to bring our shared Christian faith to bear on the issues at stake.
 

Consultation Question 1: Should local areas have the power to extend trading hours on Sunday? and
Consultation Question 2: If the power is devolved, who do you think should be given the power to change Sunday trading rules?
Our short answer to these questions is ‘no’ and ‘no one’ – not because we are against the principle of devolving responsibility for such issues downwards, but because we do not accept that any change to the existing situation regarding Sunday trading hours is warranted.
We say this for the following reasons:
(i) There is no public demand for change – for example, a survey of 1,000 adults by Gfk/NOP in 2010[footnoteRef:1] found that 76% supported the current 6-hour limit; and while 19% wanted a change to the law, more than two-thirds of those advocated strengthening restrictions on Sunday opening (mostly its complete abolition). Of the total sample, only 5% wanted large shops to be allowed to open longer on Sundays. These figures were replicated almost exactly in a ComRes poll conducted in February 2014.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  www.brin.ac.uk/news/2010/sunday-trading]  [2:  http://comres.co.uk/polls/acs-sunday-trading-hours-survey] 

The Sunday Trading Act now in force appears to be a satisfactory compromise: retailers may trade, customers may shop, and staff may work, while also ensuring Sunday retains something of its historic character as a special day of communal rest with shop-workers able to spend some time with their families. The Act has worked well for over 20 years and we see no reason to change it.

(ii) We need measures that will strengthen family life - not weaken it, as any extension of shopping hours on a Sunday would do by requiring employees to spend more time away from their loved ones working at weekends. We believe there is a deeper issue here, namely that our economy should be ordered in such a way that it sustains and nurtures family life, not undermines it. This is not to argue against economic growth but to stress the importance of protecting family time, the value of a shared non-working day. Our quality of life as individuals, families and communities is not to be defined solely in economic terms. People are more than economic units: we all need a cycle of work and rest, and there are enormous benefits for all when that rest can be taken together.

(iii) Linked to this there is a need to protect the rights of employees. Again, this is not to undermine the importance of economic growth or the need for enterprise, but there must be boundaries to ensure that those who wish to use Sundays as a day of rest with their families – many of whom are mothers, including single mothers – are free to do so. While extending shop opening hours may increase choice for customers, it will reduce choice for many employed in the sector.

(iv) The proposed change to the existing law will put smaller local shops, many of which are already struggling to survive in the face of competition from larger outlets, in an even more vulnerable position. While large companies – such as the major supermarket chains – will have the employee pool to draw upon for longer Sunday opening times, smaller retailers will have extra costs imposed by the need, either to hire in additional part-time staff (economic costs) or by working longer themselves (physical costs) in order not to lose out to their larger competitors. 

Research by Oxford Economics[footnoteRef:3] indicates that the temporary relaxation of Sunday trading laws during the 2012 Olympics resulted in lost sales to convenience stores of between £9.7m and £26m – which, over the course of a year, would amount to somewhere between £63m and £169m. It is hard not to conclude that the changes now being proposed would lead to further closure of shops in our high streets and village centres, many of which are family run; and this is important, not just because these shops offer essential products and vital services, they are also places where people meet and interact. The loss of such shops will both weaken communities and adversely affect the quality of life of people unable to travel to shop at large out-of-town retail parks and shopping centres. [3:  www.theguardian.com/small-business-network/2015/sep/07/sunday-trading-plans-independent-stores-risk] 


(v) The proposal to delegate the power to extend Sunday trading hours to local authorities will in practice not give these authorities the freedom to decide their own policy – rather it will entrap them in a ‘race to the bottom’. In the case of two neighbouring authorities, one deciding not to liberalise and the other deciding it will, pressure will immediately be placed on the former as their local businesses see trade being lost to the latter. 

In summary, we are disappointed that the Government is proposing these changes, particularly since it did not include them in its manifesto and has constantly affirmed its commitment to strengthening the family – even going so far as to set a ‘family test’ against which legislation should be measured. We also understand that the Prime Minister gave assurances before the election that his government had no plans to relax the existing law.
We believe that keeping Sunday as a day apart from the rest of the week is essential to the fabric of our society, and that longer Sunday opening will have a detrimental effect on family life for no economic gain.

Consultation Question 3: How would you be impacted by local changes to Sunday trading rules?
This question is for individual churches to answer with respect to the local communities they serve.

Consultation Question 4: Where did you hear about this consultation? 
Via the Churches’ Legislation Advisory Service (CLAS).



