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President’s Report - Surinder Josan
This year has definitely been a year of change for the British 
Independent Retailers Association (Bira). Firstly one era came 
to an end with the retirement of Alan Hawkins as our CEO. 
Alan had been with Bira (and its various predecessors) for 33 
years, including 12 years as CEO. His overall contribution to 
Bira over the years cannot be under-estimated. Alan retired 
in September 2018 to be succeeded by Andrew Goodacre 
who had previously been CEO for the Residential Landlords 
Association.

The second major change involved the structure of Bira. 
For various reasons, Bira changed its legal status in order 
to become a company limited by guarantee. Our members 
and suppliers will have seen very little difference in this, but 
it was absolutely necessary in order to make Bira as relevant 
as possible for its members and also to better protect the 
interests of our members.

The final change is one we have all seen, and that is the 
changing face of the high street. Retailing is now tougher 
than ever for nearly all sectors – only the service retailers 
(hairdressers, coffee shops, etc) seem to be growing in 
numbers as we see the way products are purchased change 
dramatically. Our members will have experienced economic 
downturns in the past and come through them stronger. 
However, the changes currently occurring are societal and 
the ‘good old days’ may never return as shopping behaviours 
look as if they may have changed forever. We used to 
window shop on our feet, now we can browse retail shops 
using our fingers and a mouse. It is clear that retailers, large 
and small, need support from local authorities and national 
government with a focus on reducing the cost burden and 
improving the shopping experience by ‘place making’. We 
(retailers) have received some help but there needs to be 
more. 

A year of change, and we did not even mention Brexit!

CEO Insight - Andrew Goodacre

I am very proud to lead Bira. I was excited when I was made 
aware of the role, and accepting the challenge was easy, 
even though it resulted in lots of personal changes including 
moving my family to the Midlands. Although not a retailer, I 
have always been interested in retailing. I see my main priority 
as CEO of Bira to develop an association that really helps its 
members succeed by providing first class services to help all 
parts of the business. Bira is a complex business with many 
different facets – unique features such as OSS Retail, Bira 
Direct and Bira Bank. These services have served us well 
and now we need to add to them to offer more benefits to 
retailers, increase membership and retention. At the same 
time we need to continue to develop strong campaigns to 
convince government to support the independent retailer. 
‘Indies’ have a voice, and Bira will work hard to make it heard!

Since joining in September I have been spending time with 
every department, and more importantly with members. My 
strategy to develop Bira will be based on simplification and 
digital transformation. This will increase awareness of what we 
do, making it easier for non-members to find out who we are 
(I am told we are the best kept secret in retail!), and allowing 
Bira to operate more efficiently as an organisation. Like our 
members, Bira has also experienced a very challenging 
financial year, and like our members, we are having to adjust 
our cost base accordingly.



Trading in 2018

Overall 2018 was a truly difficult year for the Bira Group with 
nearly all the subsidiaries experiencing trading difficulties.

Membership
Our total membership declined in 2018 by 184 members. 
We lost 504 members, 44% of them due to closures or 
liquidations and a reflection of reality on the high street 
where an average of 16 shops closed each day in 2018. 
Recruitment was difficult throughout the year although we did 
see some improvements in October and November. 

The bulk of the recruited members came through our 
telephone team or the small team of Regional Membership 
Managers. In 2019 we need to make the website work better 
for us with an increased number of leads and sign ups 
on-line.

Bira Direct
Sales through Bira Direct declined throughout the year but 
the severe downturn started in March with the arrival of the 
‘Beast from the East’. This sustained spell of poor weather 
also coincided with the loss of some key users, and by 
the end of the year we saw a 12% decline in sales. The 
management team in Direct did well to maintain margins 
and control costs, allowing it to continue to make significant 
dividend payments to the Group.

We added to the Direct team in 2018 by recruiting a 
Commercial Manager. This new role has added value to the 
way we work and in 2019 we will be recruiting a Business 
Development Manager to increase sales through Direct. We 
will also look to introduce rebates, new suppliers and sell 
power tools for the first time. 

Bira Bank
The bank has continued to trade well despite increased 
competition for its key products. Vehicle loans have come 
under pressure because of the growth of PCP lease deals 
being offered by car dealers, often at lower rates than the 
bank can offer. Despite the challenging market, the bank 
turnover increased, controlled costs and was able to pay 
a dividend of almost £200,000 to the Bira Group. The 
Regulator was generally happy with the performance and 
management of the bank although one real concern is the 
increasing costs associated with meeting the needs of the 
regulators. 

OSS Retail (formally Oxford Summer School)
The School had a good year, generating more than £75,000 
of profit. Attendance levels at the Schools were encouraging, 
and we enjoyed healthy sponsorship agreements with the 
Retail Trust and Global Payments.

Looking ahead it is clear that OSS will require investment. 
We have recruited a Head of Relationship’s Manager as we 
look to broaden the appeal of OSS. There will be a need to 
invest in a new brand identity (as we can no longer promote 
the Schools using the name Oxford). We will also have to live 
without the support of the Retail Trust and we already know 
that training expenditure in the major chains will come under 
pressure due to the well publicised struggles on the high 
street. 

BAGMA
Another success in 2018. Although membership numbers 
declined slightly (mainly due to mergers within the dealer 
community), we did see excellent income from training and 
this produced profits ahead of expectations for the year.

Again we have invested in people for BAGMA with the 
recruitment of a Business Development Manager. This 
person will support the Director of BAGMA with a focus on 
recruitment and retention. 

Looking ahead we continue to see training as a good 
opportunity for income and profits, especially as we have 
developed a strong reputation in this area. 

Bira Publishing
Despite best efforts this continues to lose money. We 
produce two good quality publications – the Bira Membership 
Magazine and the BAGMA Bulletin. The quality of production 
and the content are good. However, advertising sales have 
stalled, again down to a difficult trading environment. 

In 2019 we will be reducing the number of editions for the 
Bira Magazine (from 10 down to six) in an effort to reduce the 
losses to the Group. 

Legal and Parliamentary Affairs
Bira worked hard to increase its parliamentary work in order 
to “level the playing field” for independent retailers. Our 
major focus area was to create and launch a Manifesto 
for an alternative approach to business rates. Our idea 
is to introduce a £12,000 rates allowance for retail 
businesses below £51,000 rateable value. The launch 
took place in September at the House of Commons and 
was well supported by several MPs. There were also many 
conversations with the Treasury and in the Autumn Budget (in 
October) the Chancellor announced a rates discount of 30% 
for each of the next two years for business below £51,000 
rateable value. Not quite what we asked for, but there is no 
doubt that Bira made a positive impact in this area and the 
Government is clearly interested in what we have to say in 
this area. 

Having achieved a reduction for the next two years, our focus 
needs to turn to what happens in 2021 when the current 
30% discount will come to an end. Our future rates campaign 
will focus on this. Other areas of campaign interest include 
parking, cost of employment, skills gaps in the sector and the 
development of ‘place making’ to improve the town centres 
and high streets throughout the UK.  
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Financial performance in 2018
2018 was one of our toughest years, resulting in a loss of £473,000 before taxation. Whilst this was an improved 
performance compared to 2017, it is clear that further action needs taking to reduce the cost base. Steps have already been 
taken to reduce our salary costs and general expenditure, and this is particularly important as we expect income to come 
under pressure again in 2019.

The balance sheet remains strong showing net assets of just over £5.4M although we had to agree to a cross company 
guarantee with Lloyds Bank in order to secure our ongoing overdraft facilities. 

In conclusion, trading has been and continues to be challenging. Retail is changing and Bira will change in response to this, 
notably by implementing a digital strategy to improve membership support and reduce costs.

Accounts for the year end 31st December 2018

Balance Sheet Income and Expenditure account


