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NFRN are responding to the Department of Finance and Personnel alternatives to the small 

business rate relief scheme discussion paper. As one of Europe’s largest employers 

associations, the NFRN represents more than 15,000 members across the United Kingdom 

and the Republic of Ireland.   

Independent retailers have faced a tough business climate during the financial uncertainty of 

the past few years. Given their relatively small size, our members are heavily affected by the 

cost of running their business and any changes in their trading conditions. This situation has 

been exacerbated by a lack of finance made available to smaller businesses trying to 

compete in the marketplace.  

Question 1: Does the targeting BID areas represent an appropriate way in which to 

use the resources associated with the current SBRR scheme? What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of such an approach? What other clearly defined 

areas could be used?  

Answer: The BID concept would not benefit our members, who are small and mico 

businesses serving their community and offering a vibrant choice to the High Street. 

Members of the Business Improvement District would have to pay into the scheme, which 

insures an additional cost on the business. Experience across the United Kingdom has 

shown that Business Improvement Districts can be valuable, but the timescale for value for 

money can be lengthy. Independent retailers finance their business through their immediate 

income and cannot afford additional costs, as the current cost of running their business is 

already high.  

In most cases of Business Improvement Districts, it creates a powerful business forum over 

time and creates division within the district itself, due to it being impossible to obtain the 

support of all members in the district, who are being assessed with businesses in 

competition with each other for support.  

Again, Business Improvement Districts offer a temporary solution for small businesses.  

 



  

   

 

Question 2: Do you support this option and what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of such an approach?  

Answer: The NFRN has always supported the Small Business Rate Relief Scheme; 

however it has never been a permanent solution. We believe that small and mico sized 

businesses should be supported through some form of business rate relief.  

Our members have benefited from the Small Business Rates Relief scheme, with the money 

they have saved through the scheme has kept their businesses open and in some cases 

allowed their stores to grow and take on more staff; benefiting the local area through 

employment.  

The Small Business Rates Relief scheme would have a greater impact if the rate allowance 

was to increase from £15,000 NAV to £18,000 NAV. With the current climate, this would 

then have a more accurate business catchment for the scheme.  

In addition, we strongly encourage an additional rate relief for retailers located in town 

centres. Small and independent retailers based in town centres are paying much more per 

square meter than their rural shops, but are often facing high competition and difficulties 

from local authority, in particular planning and Highways, as their businesses depend on 

customers having the capability of accessing their store – high parking costs and the threat 

of online shopping being a factor.  

Question 3a: Do you support this option and what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of such an approach? Do you consider that the revenue forgone 

should benefit all ratepayers or would a more targeted approach be better use of 

resources?  

Answer: The NFRN strongly opposes phasing out the small business rates relief scheme 

with no replacement scheme. One of the main reasons why a business ceases to trade and 

closes is the cost of running their business. This includes; business rates, energy prices, 

insurance, wholesale charges, salary costs etc. 

Under paragraph 38 of the discussion paper; “Given that the current level of revenue forgone 

associated with the SBBR scheme amounts to £18m, this could reduce the 2015/16 non-

domestic regional rate by around 4% or 5% and total non-domestic (district and regional) 

rate bills by approximately 2% - 3%.” There would be no guarantee for small businesses that 

their rates would be reduced if the scheme was to be phased out. Having a security of the 

small business rates relief scheme is a reassuring factor for businesses.  

Question 3b: Do you support this option and what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of such an approach? Is the availability of additional funding likely to 

lead to the creation of new BID areas? To what extent would target resources at 

these areas be to the detriment of locations outside of formal BID areas?  

Answer: The NFRN are interested to see this option in greater detail. However, we have 

concerns surrounding BIDs as stated in our response in Question 1. 



  

   

Question 4: Do you support this option and what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of such an approach? What properties/business should benefit from 

this type of relief i.e. how should it be targeted and what should be the overall 

objective?  

Answer:  

The NFRN set out as part of its 9 point plan on business rates that re-occupied retail rate 

relief schemes are now widely recognised as one of the primary financial stimuli available to 

encourage entrepreneurs and to create jobs. Increasing retail relief for new occupations from 

50% to 100% would greatly reduce costs for new businesses and reviving High Streets.  

The NFRN supports measures to encourage investment in regeneration and help stimulate 

growth in the local economy.  

Question 5: Do you support this option and what are the advantages and 

disadvantages of such an approach? Do you consider that there would be sufficient 

demand for this relief and is it likely to significantly influence both developer and 

ratepayer behaviour? Would an increase in town centre living be beneficial to trading 

businesses located nearby?  

Answer: The NFRN would support a rate relief for those in town centres, as they pay a 

considerable amount more per square metre than a similar business in a rural area. The 

advantages of this would be supporting businesses in areas which are suffering an 

economic decline, giving a rate relief to a small business in such an area would help in 

preventing from closure and a loss of jobs and the vital role it plays in the community.  

The imbalance between small and large retail properties needs to be addressed. The current 

method of calculating the valuation of different retail properties has been proven through our 

Business Rates study, with the burden on small properties most. With changing retail habits 

characterising the sector, it is important that zoning method of measuring a property is 

retired and all properties are made comparable through a uniform valuation measure.  

Question 6: Do you support this option and what are the advantages & 

disadvantages of such an approach? Does this current policy strike the right balance 

in order to incentivise occupation? How significant an issue would this be for a new 

start up business when compared to other aspects of business planning e.g. rent, 

location, product offering, stock etc? 

Answer: The NFRN would support the relaxation for the criteria for empty shop rates as it 

promotes growth and regeneration. As mentioned in the response to Question 5, the 

changing of retail habits has characterised the sector and the retail sector needs strong 

support from local authorities and the Northern Ireland Assembly to protect the High Street 

and encourage business and growth.  

 

 

 



  

   

 

Currently, relief measures are temporary; this temporary measure creates uncertainty which 

deters start ups and small businesses from investing and planning and subsequently growth 

to the local economy. If the retail sector is to grow and compete with online businesses, it 

needs a more permanent support. By removing the temporary small business rates relief 

and offering retail rate relief for the duration of a rating list, retail businesses that fulfil a set of 

criteria, would be able to spend the money saved developing their business.  

The NFRN believes that the small business rate relief has been crucial in preventing 

independent retailers from closures. The small shops we represent provide a vital role in the 

local community, from offering payment services to news delivery, as well as general 

convenience from early in the morning until late at night – local communities in Northern 

Ireland depend on their local retailer being accessible and open.  

We would like to thank the Department of Finance and Personnel for the opportunity to 

respond. In addition, the NFRN would like to work with the DFP and eager to arrange a 

meeting to discuss the impact business rates has on small and mico businesses. 

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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