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The NFRN is one of the largest employers associations in Europe and is responding on 

behalf of our 15,000 independent retailers across the United Kingdom. The sale of tobacco 

products remain an important and significant source of revenue for small and independent 

retailers. The NFRN’s Members Survey 2015 reported that 97% of respondents sell tobacco.  

Small and independent retailers are threatened by the illicit tobacco market and feel that the 

Government is not doing enough to combat this issue. When asked in the 2015 Members 

Survey what our members were most concerned about, 39% of respondents said that illicit 

tobacco was of ‘top importance to them and their business.  

Question 1:  

The NFRN is an employers association, representing more than 15,000 members across the 

United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland.  

Question 2:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 3: Do you have any direct or indirect links to, or receive funding from, the tobacco 

industry?  

1.  In 2012 the NFRN reorganised with the separation of the not-for-profit trade association 

from its commercial operations, NFRN Commercial Ltd. 

The NFRN 

2. The NFRN, while working with tobacco manufactures on issues of mutual concern, has no 

financial links or arrangements with any tobacco manufacturer. 

3. The NFRN does work with the Tobacco Retailer Association, Tobacco Manufacturers 

Association and campaign groups such as “Hands Off Our Packs” and “No Thank EU” on 

matters of common interest.  In August 2013 the NFRN assisted in arranging the distribution 

of campaign and information packs from the “No Thank EU” campaign to NFRN members 

across the country. 

4. The NFRN does not receive any funding from, nor does it fund, any of these groups. 



  
 
5.  NFRN policy is set by members at its Annual Conference. Members of staff, including 

those who deal with tobacco manufacturers and campaign groups, are not permitted to take 

part in the policy debates at the Annual Conference. 

6. In the Republic of Ireland, Transatlantic Public Affairs, who also work for Philip Morris, 

have provided no cost public affairs advice to the local NFRN district. Such advice is 

monitored by the Head Office Public Affairs team to ensure compliance with the aims and 

objectives of the NFRN. 

7. The Public Affairs team works for the NFRN and does not  have sight of commercial 

agreements between the NFRN, NFRN Commercial Ltd and third parties, whether they be 

tobacco manufacturers or not. 

NFRN Commercial Ltd 

8. NFRN Commercial Ltd, a wholly owned subsidiary of the NFRN is operated as an arm’s 

length organisation, maintains commercial relationships with most tobacco 

manufacturers.  As a result of these relationships an amount of 19350 pa is spent by 

tobacco manufacturers on advertising and sponsorship. Imperial Tobacco is the highest 

value client, contributing to around 1.5% of NFRN Commercial Ltd revenue each year, 

including the sponsorship of the NFRN Awards 

9. As these relationships are with NFRN Commercial Ltd, the companies have no influence 

over NFRN policy. 

10. Senior management have received a modest amount of hospitality from tobacco 

manufacturers.  As members of staff, they do not have any say in the adoption or revision of 

NFRN policy. 

Newtrade Publishing Ltd 

11. The NFRN also owns Newtrade Publishing Ltd, publishers inter alia of Retail Newsagent 

and Retail Express. Newtrade Publishing Ltd is operated as an arm’s length organisation, 

with contact limited to senior NFRN management and the Communications and Public 

Affairs teams who deal with Newtrade Publishing Ltd staff as normal press contacts.   

Newtrade Publishing Ltd publications have carried advertising from tobacco manufacturers 

but this is unrelated to the work of the NFRN. 

General Principle 

12. While the NFRN and NFRN Commercial believe that it is perfectly legitimate to have 

business relationships with the manufacturers of legal tobacco products, they are aware of 

the sensitivity of the sector and the potential for reputational risk. The NFRN and NFRN 

Commercial Ltd therefore take a conservative approach to these relationships, ensuring that 

relationships are focussed towards achieving the aims and objectives of the NFRN and that 

all commercial arrangements are proportionate to the service being provided. 



  
 
Question 4: Do you think a ‘licence’ system is the most effective way of controlling the 

manufacture of tobacco manufacturing equipment? If not, do you have any alternative 

proposals? 

The NFRN does not feel that it has enough information to answer on tobacco manufacturers 

licensing.  

Question 5:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 6:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 7:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 8: Do you think a ‘licence’ system is the most effective way of controlling the 

import and export of tobacco manufacturing equipment? If not, do you have any alternative 

proposals?  

The illicit trade market, in particular tobacco, has grown substantially across Europe. We 

believe that the Government, HMRC and Trading Standards should work cross-border with 

European colleagues regarding the issue of imports.  

Question 9:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 10: Do you think a ‘license’ system is the most effective way of controlling the 

import and export of tobacco products. If not, do you have any alternative proposals?  

The illicit trade market, in particular tobacco, has grown substantially across Europe. We 

believe that the Government, HMRC and Trading Standards should work cross-border with 

European colleagues regarding the issue of imports.  

Question 11: What conditions should be applicable for obtaining a licence or equivalent?  

The NFRN is opposed to a licensing scheme for retailers and believes a tobacco retailers 

register would be more suitable for the purposes of tackling illicit trade.  

Question 12: What reasonable sanctions/penalties do you think should be applied to 

businesses for non-compliance?  

If a licence is compulsory for all tobacco retailers and HMRC gives tobacco retailers a 

reasonable time period to comply, then the NFRN would support financial penalties on those 

who are not licensed and selling tobacco.  

Question 13: If you are replying on behalf of a business; 

a) Where do you think costs and burdens are likely to arise for your business?  

b) Do you anticipate any benefits for your business?  



  
 

c) Could you outline the nature of these costs/benefits and the timescales over 

which they are likely to arise? Is it possible to outline the key methodology and 

assumptions used in producing any estimate of these costs?  

d) If you have an alternative proposal (Qs 4, 8 and10), would this impact the 

administrative burden?  

Our response to this consultation is on behalf of our 15,000 independent retail members.  

Question 14: We welcome your views on 4.1 - 4.10 and specifically: 

a) What is your view on a licensing system? Do you think a ‘licence’ system is 

appropriate? If not, do you have any alternative proposals?  

A licensing scheme can have some advantages in the sense it can assist authorities in 

targeting non-licensed tobacco retailers, however, it is also more burdensome on local 

authorities and retailers, as the retailer has to provide a sufficient level of information to allow 

the relevant authority to determine whether a retailer should be permitted to sell a product. 

The NFRN would support a tobacco retailer’s register, in the sense that it will give a retailer’s 

local authority notification that they are selling tobacco, which would be simpler and more 

cost efficient in administration.  

b) Do you think a licence system (or equivalent approval) should apply to all businesses 

in the chain? i.e: Retailer, wholesaler, warehouse owners, brokers, etc 

The NFRN believes that retailers should not be segregated being the only part of the 

tobacco business chain to fall under a licence scheme and feels that wholesalers and 

tobacco warehouse stores should be included, if a system were established.  

c) If you feel a licensing system or alternative proposal is not appropriate, do you have 

any alternative suggestions to tackling illicit trade in tobacco products?  

The general public do not have the same level of information of the dangers of illicit tobacco 

compared to illicit alcohol. If the Government had an awareness campaign of the damage 

the illicit trade market has on personal health and the impact it has on the economy as well 

as fuelling criminal activity.  

The NFRN would support increased measures to develop local and regional partnerships in 

tackling illicit trade, as suggested in the APPG Smoking and Health inquiry in 2013. We 

believe that it is crucial for HMRC, the Police and trading standards to work closely together 

to tackle the real threat of illicit trade.  

d) If you think a licence system is appropriate, what type of licence system do you think 

would work best?  

We are not convinced that a licensing system is the best method to tackle the illicit tobacco 

market. However, if one were to be introduced, a license should be free to obtain, and not 

require any additional measures, training or procedures for tobacco retailers to go through, 

as independent retailers already feel that they have too much regulation which is damaging 

their business.  



  
 

e) If you think a licence system (or equivalent proposal) is appropriate, do you have any 

views on how this should fit with the existing and planned Registers in Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland?  

Scotland has had a tobacco register system since 2011, with Northern Ireland and Wales 

following. If the Government is to take illicit tobacco seriously, measures need to be in place 

throughout the United Kingdom, otherwise the system in place would not be efficient or 

effective.  

f) What do you see as the potential benefits of a licensing system in tackling the illicit 

trade in tobacco and evasion of Tobacco Products Duty? 

As things currently stand, the NFRN does not see immediate or potential benefits for 

independent retailers if a licensing system was to come into existence. We believe that a 

licensing system only targets legitimate retailers and is not there to tackle illicit trade, but for 

other methods and potentially introducing further financial burdens and sanctions against 

tobacco retailers through a licensing scheme.  

g) Do you see any other potential benefits of introducing a licence system to the supply 

chain other than tackling illicit tobacco?  

The NFRN feels as if we do not have sufficient evidence to comment on the supply chain.  

Question 15: If you are replying on behalf of a business: 

The NFRN are responding on behalf of the 15,000 members who own the Federation and 

whom we represent. 

Question 16: What reasonable sanctions/penalties do you think should be applied to 

businesses for non-compliance if a licensing system were to be implemented? 

If a licensing system were to come into place, we believe that genuine tobacco retailers and 

convenience stores should not be targeted for late compliance.  

There must be a tough stance on ‘retailers’ found to be selling counterfeit or smuggled 

tobacco and we believe Scotland has stepped into the right direction with a fine up to 

£20,000 and a custodial sentence of up to 6 months.  

Question 17:  

This question is not applicable to the NFRN. 

Question 18: Do you think a fee for licences under this protocol should be levied? Please 

provide further comment, if applicable?  

We strongly believe that there should be an additional financial burden on tobacco retailers 

and there should be no licence fee.  

Question 19: Do you have any general comments or views on paragraphs 3-5 of the 

Protocol?  



  
 
A licensing scheme is burdensome on local authorities and retailers, as the retailer has to 

provide a sufficient level of information to allow the relevant authority to determine whether a 

retailer should be permitted to sell a product. The NFRN would support a tobacco retailer’s 

register, in the sense that it will give a retailer’s local authority notification that they are 

selling tobacco, which would be simpler and more cost efficient in administration.  

Question 20: Are there potential wider consequences of any of the proposals that we have 

not identified in this consultation? 

The NFRN would like to stress that the threat of illicit trade does not come directly from 

traditional tobacco retailers, as the NFRN promotes honest and responsible retailing. Illicit 

tobacco is usually acquired from less traditional sources, for example; pubs, clubs, car 

parks, barber shops, as well as mainly through organised gangs. We believe that 

responsible retailers should not be punished or incur an additional fee for registering up to a 

tobacco retailer’s register.  

Question 21: Do you have any information that could inform the Impact Assessment? 

The NFRN believes that the Government and Trading Standards should do more to educate 

people on the harm illicit tobacco has on consumers’ health, as well as the economic impact 

and the links with fuelling organised crime.  

We have growing concerns regarding HMRC’s resource and ability to investigate effectively 

into illicit trade. In 2013, the Public Accounts Committee recommended in its report on 

tobacco smuggling that: 

“HMRC and Border Force should encourage innovative solutions to tackle problems, but 

these must be based on clear, well thought through, evidence-based proposals that can be 

implemented when funding is available” 

As a result, the NFRN would support such solutions to tackle illicit trade, however, our 

members are not convinced that a licensing system would see a reduction in the illegal 

tobacco market and it would only hinder small and independent retailers through over 

regulation of honest and responsible retailers.  

The burdens placed on retailers by over-regulation force them out of business, which as a 

result reduces the number of legitimate tobacco retailers in any given area and creating a 

larger market for the illicit tobacco sellers.  

If a licensing system were to be introduced; the NFRN is interested to know how the system 

suggested in this consultation would fit in with the existing tobacco registers in Northern 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales. In addition, after carefully reviewing the requirements for 

establishing a licensing system in England for all tobacco retailers, with a direct cost to be 

incurred on the Government as stated in the 2013 APPG inquiry would be £5m in the first 

year, and £1m each subsequent year. The NFRN would like to propose outsourcing the 

administration of the register to the National Federation of Retail Newsagents, and would be 

willing to discuss this proposal further.  



  
 
The NFRN would like to thank HMRC for the opportunity to respond to this consultation and 

would be very interested to meet with your policy team to discuss any potential new 

regulations affecting tobacco retailers.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Paul Baxter 
CEO 
  

 

 

NFRN- National Federation of Retail Newsagents 
Yeoman House, Sekforde Street, London EC1R 0HF 
www.nfrnonline.com 

 “Where’er one man can help another, thank God for such a birthright brother.” J. Russell Lowell 
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