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Submission by RGDATA to the Oireachtas Special Committee on Covid-19 Response 

4 June 2020 

 

1. Introduction 

a. RGDATA, the representative association for 3,500 local essential shops, convenience 

stores, forecourt stores and supermarkets, welcomes the opportunity to make a 

submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response on the topic of 

reopening the economy. 

b. The local community retailers RGDAA represents recognise that emerging from the 

Covid-19 pandemic will require continued vigilance, strong public health input and 

political decision making to balance a range of different policy considerations, 

including public safety, societal wellbeing and economic recovery.  

2. Impact of Covid-19 on local grocery sector  

c. The 3,500 “essential” shops represented by RGDATA remained open to serve their 

communities. Staying open required a significant commitment from the owners and 

their staff. Local independent grocers are the pioneers who devised and 

implemented the many measures that have since been adopted in the guidance 

subsequently provided by Government so that shops can implement social 

distancing and deliver a safe environment for staff and customers.  

d. RGDATA members have also been to the fore in ensuring that elderly and vulnerable 

members of their communities have continued to get their essential supplies. This 

has been done in conjunction with local community and voluntary groups and the 

gardai. The coming together of local groups like the GAA with local independent 

shops has been a strong hallmark of the very positive community response to the 

crisis.  

e. Covid-19 has represented a major challenge for all RGDATA members. Some have 

had a greater capacity to adapt their business practices and premises to trade safely 

through the crisis. They have had to reconfigure their shops and introduce many new 

practices including online shopping, click and collect and home deliveries, 24 hour 

operating to facilitate shelf stacking overnight, signage, sanitising stations, perspex 

screens and booths, queuing systems, increased cleaning and increased security and 

PPE for staff. All done to provide an essential service safely for consumers, staff and 

the shop owners and their families. These changes have meant that the local, family 

owned shops that RGDATA represents stayed open for their customers, albeit with 

reduced throughput and with additional costs. 
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f. For some RGDATA members adapting to COVID-19 has been particularly challenging 

– most typically for members that run garage forecourts or members whose shops 

are in the heart of business districts, or adjacent to schools and universities. These 

members have seen a sharp contraction in their business with a decline in 

customers, a reduction in turnover and a restriction in their normal trading activities 

including the cessation of food to go lines. For many of these retailers they have only 

been able to keep open on a loss -making basis and while they were successful 

stores up until COVID-19 struck. Many now have cash flow and liquidity issues and 

are struggling to stay in business. Please do not omit these local businesses that 

remained open and operated at a loss from the recovery supports. 

 

3. Independent food retailers critical to the recovery 

 

g. Independent food/convenience shops and supermarkets are of critical importance to 

any economic recovery and have a unique perspective for two key reasons.  

a. First, an independent retail grocery outlet is at the heart of most 

communities and acts as a catalyst for economic, community and social 

engagement in towns, villages and urban districts. The independent 

shopkeepers that RGDATA represents are key investors in local communities, 

have a unique perspective on the recovery and are keen to play their part in 

developing vibrant, resilient communities. They have been at the coalface of 

the response to the pandemic keeping an essential service open and leading 

and facilitating community collaboration – they have a unique perspective 

and their views should be heard and reviewed by the Committee. 

b. Secondly local independent essential shops are big employers. 90,000 people 

work in RGDATA member shops and the independent wholesalers that supply 

and support them. They are also key incubators of local producers’ 

businesses and the hub for essential community services. 

 

Practical focused measures to reopen the economy 

There are a range of measures that this Committee should recommend to the Government.  

These measures are very practically focused and derive directly from feedback from our 

members; 

 

1. Establish a National Taskforce on Town Centre Regeneration  

Social distancing requirements have revealed the overwhelming need for safe and people-

centred places and environments – our towns, villages and cities must adapt to survive. 

City and town centres need to be given support at a national level so they can adapt to 

this “new normal”.  
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Creative urban design, spatial planning and fiscal policies will be a critical part of the 

overall solution and must be put in place to support the transition. Unless we take radical 

action to address reduced footfall, increasing vacancies and declines to commercial 

activity, we risk exacerbating the economic downturn in towns throughout the country.   

A key recommendation from RGDATA is that recovery programme must prioritise 

sustainable town centres and support them to thrive.  The Department of the Taoiseach 

should lead a sufficiently resourced, cross-departmental National Taskforce and National 

Action Plan for Town Centres, to revive our town centres in a new post-pandemic world. 

The overarching objective must be to enhance liveability, increase housing supply and 

support sustainable, active transport, local SME activity and the retention and creation of 

local jobs.  

 

2 Keep business costs low 

 

Grants and State supports for business are required, and RGDATA supports the 

measures set out in the Local Jobs Alliance report. However, most RGDATA members 

will strongly contend that a programme which reduces business costs is far more 

effective than liquidity loans or grants. Any Government measures which reduce 

business costs have a direct and meaningful impact on business survival – schemes such 

as rates holidays, reductions in employer social insurance costs, reduced VAT and excise 

rates are far more effective for businesses that are challenged than discretionary relief 

or liquidity schemes.  

Addressing business costs includes addressing unsustainable insurance costs – RGDATA 

has been banging this drum for a long time and we need politicians to take the practical 

actions that we and many others have urged including addressing the costs of claims; 

the Duty of Care and the collection of data on claims. 

 

3. Make supports readily available to SME businesses  

Where Government schemes are offered it is important that they are made available 

to businesses and are not too restrictive. Many of our members have continued to 

trade but have been severely challenged by operating with COVID-19, having to deal 

with reduced customers, reduced turnover, higher costs and the worry involved in 

keeping their staff, customers and themselves safe at a time of particular risk and 

uncertainty. They are concerned that some of the State supports will not be 

available to them as they stayed open through the COVID-19 lockdown. Being forced 

to close or demonstrating an impact on turnover is a very blunt instrument to assess 

if a SME should qualify for SME supports. 
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4. Keep banking and insurance sectors under constant scrutiny  

Despite the advent of the Bank Culture Board, most businesses remain deeply 

distrustful of the banking sector and are concerned that bank profits will continually 

trump customer and SME businesses’ welfare where choices have to be made in 

bank boardrooms.  

Particular areas of concern relate to ongoing increases in banking costs for SME 

businesses, banks’ intentions to increase the cost of contactless payments and card 

payments once the immediate COVID-19 focus disappears and the continued 

exercise of forbearance for bank customers struggling with loan and overdraft 

commitments. Strong and intrusive regulator oversight of the banks will be key to 

ensuring that they act genuinely in the interest of SME consumers in the coming 24 

months.  

5. Support keeping people in jobs and job creation  

Keeping people in employment and providing the supports to SMEs to create new 

jobs will be key to the recovery. In an economy where consumer spending is 

contracting, instead of forcing employers and employees towards redundancies, new 

imaginative schemes are required to keep people in employment. These schemes 

should look at tapered State support for jobs, reduced employer social insurance 

costs, additional supports for employees placed on temporary short time working.  

6. Put SMEs are at the heart of Government decision making   

 

SMEs are key to the economic and social well-being of our country. They employ 

over 1 million people and account for nearly 70% of total employment in the private 

business economy. Yet SMEs remain excluded from the key Government structures 

for engagement with business and unions. This needs to change and SMEs need to 

be represented at the top table alongside IBEC, the CIF, and ICTU.  

7. Create an IDA type agency for SMEs and an SME Action Plan  

 

SMEs, such as the businesses represented by RGDATA, will be key to achieving a 

sustainable economic recovery in Ireland. After the last recession SMEs created 

more jobs than FDI companies. RGDATA supports calls for a new national agency to 

support and sustain employment creation by SMEs in Ireland – an IDA for SMEs. We 

also need an SME Action Plan to drive and support employment creation by SMEs – a 

time-based plan with clear targets which can be rolled out. 

8. Recognise that retail is a diverse sector    

It is really important that the Government and State agencies recognise that retailing 

and retail grocery in particular is a diverse sector and is not just comprised of large 

international multiple chains. There are more independently owned retail grocery 

shops in Ireland than branches of major multiples. And these independent stores 

employ more people than the larger chains.   
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A one size fits all approach is neither desirable or appropriate when proposing 

initiatives for the sector or assessing the impact of COVID-19 on shops and measures 

proposed to reopen the economy. Consultation and engagement will ensure that 

analysis and responses are fit for purpose. 

Prevention and lessons learnt 

The Covid-19 outbreak has had significant impacts for Ireland causing loss of life, 

inflicting heartbreak and hardship on our people. As a country we need to review our 

response to this pandemic to determine if and how we could have responded better 

and managed the spread of the outbreak and our response.  

As a member of the broader international community Ireland also needs to press for 

a review of the causes and spread of Covid-19 to understand how we can avoid such 

a similar public health catastrophic event in the future. It is vital that measures be 

initiated to ensure that the hardship, sacrifice and loss sustained as a consequence 

of Covid-19 is not repeated. 

A positive lesson learned is that we can pull together as a community and we need 

to build on this to deliver better, safer places for us to live, work, and enjoy a 

healthier, more sustainable way of living.  

 

Tara Buckley, Director General RGDATA Local Shops – Local Communities 


