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1. About CAMRA 

 

1.1. The Campaign for Real Ale is consumer group representing over 180,000 

beer drinkers and pubgoers across the UK.  

 

1.2. Our vision is to have quality real ale, cider and perry and thriving pubs and 

clubs in every community. 

 

2. Executive Summary 

 

• The sector currently pays a disproportionate level of the business rates 

burden - pubs pay 2.8% of the business rates bill but only account for 0.5% of 

total business turnover, which is an overpayment of around £500 million by 

the sector each year.  

• The use of Fair Maintainable Trade to calculate the rateable value of pubs 

does not reflect the realities of the sector. 

• The current application of FMT acts as a disincentive to investment and 

overburdens the licensees who run the most successful businesses. 

• ‘Check Challenge Appeal’ is not currently responsive enough. 

• The introduction of some form of online sales tax would be a welcome step 

and would create the flexibility to charge property-based businesses a fairer 

proportion of business rates. 

• The COVID-19 crisis poses an existential threat to pubs, clubs, breweries and 

cider makers, and the business rates holiday must be extended for another 

year to ensure pubs can return to growth. 

 

 

3. Valuation 

 

3.1. CAMRA’s chief concerns about the current system for determining rateable 

value relate to the use and application of Fair Maintainable Trade (FMT). 

 

3.2. At the 2017 revaluation, four out of ten pubs saw rises in their rateable value, 

which resulted in significant rises in business rates bills for numerous 

community pubs. 

 

3.3. Pubs faced a 15% increase in rateable value compared to the national 

average across all businesses of 9.1%1 

 

3.4. Many of the pubs that experienced the largest rises in bills saw their rateable 

value increase to above £100,000, and consequently were unable to benefit 

from any business rate relief.  

 

1 BBPA written evidence to Treasury Committee Inquiry 2019 
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3.5. CAMRA conducted a survey of publicans on business rates ahead of the 

2019 Treasury Committee Inquiry on business rates. This received around 

700 responses from a cross section of licensees2. 

 

3.6. Comments highlighted the levels of increases experienced, and the 

seemingly arbitrary results for pubs when compared with shops and other 

businesses in the local area. 

 

3.7. The rating methodology for pubs is based almost uniquely on turnover - 

which in pubs is not necessarily an indicator of profit levels for the licensee. 

Therefore an investment by a publican almost certainly leads to an increase 

in business rates (whether there is an immediate reassessment or at the 

next revaluation), regardless of whether the benefits of that investment will 

be realised immediately or over several years, or if that investment has 

saved a pub from the brink of closure.  

 

3.8. This means the use of FMT disincentivises investment in a sector where 

businesses need regular investment and refurbishment in order to stay 

competitive.  

 

3.9. CAMRA, along with UKHospitality and the British Beer and Pub Association, 

supports the introduction of a grace period after an investment that prevents 

rate increases, as was also a recommendation of the Barclay Review of 

business rates in Scotland. 

 

3.10. Based on discussions and feedback from publicans and other industry 

groups, CAMRA also believes that FMT is not being correctly applied.   

 

3.11. The Valuation of Public Houses Guidance3 methodology sets out that 

the FMT of a public house should be that which can be expected of a 

‘Reasonable Efficient Operator’, and not just the sales figures or total 

turnover for a pub. 

 

3.12. Evidence submitted to the 2019 Inquiry by ‘Save UK Pubs’4 showed 

that their members were asked to complete a form showing turnover and the 

proportion of wet and dry sales. No site visits were carried out, and no data 

on the type of pub operations, proximity to competitors, number of 

employees, square footage or trading history was collected.  

 

3.13. Without contextual information, the level of expected turnover relies 

on the current turnover to calculate ‘Reasonable Efficiency’ and FMT. As 

such, it does not effectively capture additional turnover due to the skill of the 

licensee. 

 

2 CAMRA Survey 2018, results appended 
3 Valuation of Public Houses Guidance  
4 ‘Save UK Pubs’ submission to the Impact of Business Rates on businesses inquiry, 2019 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558956/Rating_Lists_2017_VALUATION_OF_PUBLIC_HOUSES_Approved_Guide.pdf
https://www.saveukpubs.com/parliamentary-select-committee-hearing-on-impact-of-business-rates/
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3.14. A letter from Robert Jenrick MP5, then Exchequer Secretary to the 

Treasury, sent to ‘Save UK Pubs’ confirmed that the VOA applies a national 

average and then relies on the appeals process to discover problems. As 

detailed below, the appeals process is lengthy and could itself be improved.  

 

3.15. CAMRA does not feel that it is appropriate to rely on appeals to 

correct valuations.  

 

3.16. Over-reliance on overall turnover figures when calculating FMT 

exacerbates the issue of poor operators being rewarded with decreases in 

rateable value and outstanding operators being handed increases. 

 

3.17. In light of the COVID-19 crisis, and the Chancellor’s commitment to 

supporting viable jobs and businesses, CAMRA feels it is especially vital that 

the Treasury takes this opportunity to address the overburdening of the 

sector.  

 

4. Plant and Machinery investment (P&M) 

 

4.1. A key finding of the Treasury Committee Inquiry was that business rates act 

as a significant disincentive to investment, including reducing carbon 

emissions through investment in greener technologies. 

 

4.2. Businesses that invest in greener technologies should not be penalised for 

doing so. Therefore, CAMRA supports exempting P&M that enables 

businesses to operate in more energy efficient and greener ways from 

business rates. 

 

5. Transparency and appeals 

 

5.1. While ‘Check, Challenge and Appeal’ was designed to simplify the system 

for ratepayers, the number of unresolved appeals suggests that it has not 

been effective. 

 

5.2. As of May 2019, there were around 57,0006 appeals at the challenge stage 

outstanding, including 16,000 dating back to the 2010 revaluation7. Of the 

‘Check’ appeals that were completed, around 60% resulted in a change in 

rateable value.  

 

 

5 Appended to ‘Save UK Pubs’  submission, 2019 
6 BBPA Oral evidence to the Treasury Select Committee ‘Impact of business rates on businesses’ 
HC 1944 
7 Treasury Select Committee ‘Impact of business rates on business’ 2019 

https://www.saveukpubs.com/parliamentary-select-committee-hearing-on-impact-of-business-rates/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmtreasy/222/22206.htm#_idTextAnchor034
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5.3. This strongly suggests that the system is not only inaccurate in its initial 

ratings, but also too slow to deal with appeals through the current system.  

 

5.4. As such, CAMRA would like to see an overhaul of the appeals system to 

resolve appeals in a timely manner. 

 

5.5. We also believe it is necessary to introduce a significant increase in 

resources for the Valuation Office Agency, including ensuring enough 

properly trained and experienced valuation officers who can correctly apply 

any future rating methodology for pubs. 

 

5.6. We would welcome any changes to the current system that would achieve 

these aims. 

 

6. Accuracy of ratings lists 

 

6.1. CAMRA strongly supports making rental data publicly available in the 

interests of transparency. This will also be important for assessing the 

fairness of any new system and the revaluation process. 

 

7. The billing process 

 

7.1. CAMRA would broadly welcome an online billing system that simplified and 

increased transparency for ratepayers.  

 

7.2. We have concerns about the level of funding and expertise available in some 

areas of the current business rates system. Therefore, if changes are made 

to the billing process, we feel it is important that any new system receives 

appropriate levels of centralised funding.  

 

7.3. As noted in the Consultation Document, “linking business rates data to other 

tax data could also facilitate a wider set of policy options, for example, 

eligibility for reliefs could be based on the characteristics of the business 

rather than just the property.” 

 

7.4. Hospitality contributes around £13 billion a year to the UK economy in tax 

alone8, and any system that reflected this, and was used to inform policy, 

would be welcomed as a positive step. 

 

7.5. We would also suggest that other characteristics of hospitality businesses, 

including the social and community value they provide, should be reflected in 

the way they are charged business rates.  

 

 

 

8 http://www.cutbeertax.co.uk/#/economy?_k=8zjau1  

http://www.cutbeertax.co.uk/#/economy?_k=8zjau1
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8. Alternatives to business rates 

 

8.1. Property based businesses are currently overburdened and pay a 

disproportionate level of tax. Pubs pay 2.8% of the business rates bill but 

only account for 0.5% of total business turnover, which is an overpayment of 

around £500 million by the sector each year. 

 

8.2. The previous Conservative Manifesto commitment to “conduct a full review of 

the business rates system to make sure it is up to date for a world in which 

people increasingly shop online”9 was welcome, and CAMRA would be 

supportive of any moves to use reforms to business rates to ensure that 

property-based and online businesses are paying fair proportions of 

business taxes. 

 

8.3. A widening of the scope of the Digital Services Tax would help to ensure that 

online businesses share the tax burden, and could offset a reduction in 

taxation of property-based businesses.  

 

9. Contact 

We would be happy to answer any questions or discuss our submission in more 

detail. 

 

Ellie Hudspith, Senior Campaigns Manager – ellie.hudspith@camra.org.uk  

 

Camilla Weddell, Campaigns Assistant – camilla.weddell@camra.org.uk  

  

 

9 Conservative Manifesto, 2017 General Election 

mailto:ellie.hudspith@camra.org.uk
mailto:camilla.weddell@camra.org.uk
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Appendix 1 

CAMRA Survey on Business Rates 

CAMRA holds email addresses for pubs within our WhatPub database, and we 

contacted all pubs in England that we have an email address for with our survey.  

The survey received nearly 700 responses from pubs across England, and included 

freehouses, managed and tenanted pubs. Publicans were asked the following three 

questions related to business rates, along with the option of providing additional 

comments:  

1. If their business rates bill increased, decreased or stayed the same as a 

result of the 2017 revaluation.  

2. If the change in their business rates bill affected the economic viability of 

their pub.  

3. If they think that the current business rates system is fair for pubs. 

 

Key findings and a selection of free text responses are below: 
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Has the change in your business rates bill affected 
the economic viability of your pub? [those reporting 

an increase in rates bill only]
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The following case studies were submitted by publicans across England as part of 

the survey. These detail the personal stories of those affected by increases in 

business rates and the consequences for the business. Some express frustration at 

the whole way that business rates work for pubs, and the seemingly arbitrary results 

of the 2017 revaluation. 

Please note that some publicans indicated that they did not want their pub name or 

location shared publicly, so these have been credited as ‘anonymous’.  

 

“I am currently appealing our rates increase. [I]t almost doubled overnight. It has put 

a huge strain on the business finances.”  

Emily Sadler, owner of The Windsor Castle Inn in Lye, West Midlands.  

 

“I have had to raise all prices, I have been unable to reinvest in the kitchen as I would 

like (and need) and have had to reduce the amount [m]y wife and I can pay 

ourselves. I pay higher business rates than the local Sainsbury’s petrol station and 

the local Barclays bank.”  

Mark Newman, owner of The Hampshire Bowman in Dundridge, Hampshire.  

 

“My business rates basically doubled! From 32,000 to 61,000 per annum set in 2015 

at my peak. [S]ince then my turnover has fallen somewhat and with minimum wages 

going up yearly I am running at a loss and have had to take out large loans just to 

keep my doors open and my staff in employment and have now put [the] pub on the 

45

386

102
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Do you think that the current business rates system is fair 
for pubs?
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market. The government did give us back 1,000 pounds relief but when it goes up 

30,000 it seemed a joke.”  

Stewart Cross, owner of The Platform Tavern in Southampton.  

 

“My business rates went up from £19k payable to £45k payable. I’ve had to cut staff 

and hold back on reinvestment. If they went down I’d be able to invest more into the 

business.”  

Dan Lightfoot, tenant of The Greyhound in Ipswich.  

 

“We have reduced our staff levels to the bare minimum and our health is affected 

because we have to work so hard.”  

The tenants of The Three Kings in Fornham All Saints, Suffolk.  

 

“[The business rates are] just crippling! It means we are less able to attract decent 

calibre staff, as we are able to offer less than jobs in other lines of employment. This 

has a knock on effect in trying to grow the business.”  

The owners of The Brewers Arms in South Petherton, Somerset.  

 

“[I] went from £29,500 to £51,000. I have also missed out on the relief for the next 2 

years by £1. Good pubs need to constantly evolve and reinvest but with the 

extortionate rates and taxes there is no money left to do this.”  

Tenant of The White Hart in Headington, Oxfordshire.  

 

“No investment can be made due to lack of any meaningful profits let alone pay the 

rates and it does negatively impact staffing levels and even [leads to] higher beer 

prices.”  

Tenant of The Macbeth in London.  

 

“Our Business rateable value increased by 265% which has forced us to look at our 

overheads including staff levels, we have been fighting this with the help of our local 

MP.”  

Gary Fantom, tenant of The Rutland Arms in Holmesfield, Derbyshire.  

 

“Staff levels have gone down to cover [the] extra cost of rates, less rates would equal 

more money to invest.”  

Tenant of The Trunch Crown in Trunch, Norfolk.  
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“[W]e work 7 full days a week, having to run another business just to keep the bills 

and major repair bills paid.” 

 Owner of The Three Sisters in Gillingham, Kent.  

 

“I will pay 12x the amount a terraced house on the same street pays this year.”  

Tenant of The Dolphin in Canterbury.  

 

“Investment has stopped due to the more we invest, the better the business, the 

more we give the council to waste. If we leave our business to become wrecked and 

in need of repair, [w]e get charged less rates because it’s not worth anything. This 

means our employees’ jobs are at risk and they work in a terrible unrepaired 

business.”  

Owner of the George Wright Hotel in Rotherham.  

 

“It is increasingly difficult to generate profit. We are frightened to pass price rises 

directly onto our customers as we feel we are competing with cut price deals in 

supermarkets.”  

Mike Cranney, owner of The Windmill in Bristol.  

 

“We are competing with a number of cafes in the area that are all exempt from 

business rates, it impacts on our ability to compete on price and staff wages.”  

Owner of the Coach House Inn in Rosedale Abbey.  

 

“£1 in £3 taken is tax. It can’t survive with those levels. [I] understand there need to 

be rates but a level playing field [is] required.”  

Mark Holden, tenant of The Victoria Inn in Truro.  

 

“[O]ur business rates level is three times higher than other rival pubs in our location, 

and this directly impacts on Sky subscriptions etc. [H]owever, although our turnover 

is higher than these other pubs; it is because we do a good food offer - so our staff 

costs are huge and take all the additional profit.”  

Tenant of The Thatched House in Exeter.  

 

“[W]e have seen a rise in rates of nearly 50% over the six years we have had the 

pub, along with minimum wage increases, PAYE and pensions this has put a huge 

strain on profitability.”  
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Tenants of The Windmill Inn in Macclesfield.  

 

“It's a crippling amount of money, with no benefits that we can see for our rural 

location. We can't even get the road to our pub gritted costing thousands of pounds 

each year. We're small but work extremely hard to keep our pub busy and we are 

penalised for this.”  

Owner of The Wheatsheaf in Raby.  

 

“The rateable value doubled. The increase in expense has prevented us from having 

a budget for marketing and we have reduced events such as live music at the venue 

to recover costs. The impact this has had on sales was dramatic, with an £18,000 

loss on sales as a result. I have now decided to apply for funding so that we can 

continue putting on more events so that the pub can remain open.”  

Owner of The Three Tuns in Bristol.  

 

“We are having to increase alcohol and soft drink prices which is resulting in 

customers going elsewhere.”  

Dave Walker, who owns The Green Hops in Billingham.  

 

“Our business rates have increased dramatically, whilst it isn't going to cause us to 

re-evaluate the viability of the business it does make us look very closely at all our 

other costs including staffing levels.”  

Owner of The Castle Hotel in Bishops Castle.  

 

“The economy is reviewed regularly but Business Rates are set in stone, appeals 

take too long resulting in closures left, right and centre.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“This is a very challenging industry to be in at the moment, particularly in smaller 

towns. It feels [like] everything is stacked against you; rents, rates, pricing etc. It is 

extremely hard to make a living.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“It’s so closely tied to rents that in a city like Durham, to move onto the Bailey (city 

centre, and only 10 minutes away from where we are), while increasing trade, would 

make it near impossible to survive. This is because the rents go up massively, AND 

the rates go up in line with the rent - so you’re getting the increases twice 
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Anonymous.  

 

“Tax on alcohol seems disproportionate for our industry. Quite often in rural pubs it is 

the only hub for a sense of community which is much needed in today’s society. We 

are a place where people know they can go to get assistance for all manner of 

things. And where a sharing of knowledge occurs, of both people needing help or in 

trouble social matters, sharing of criminal activity so taxing us at every opportunity 

does nothing but harming the wider community.”  

Anonymous  

 

“Due to significant increases across a range of our costs including rates, we have 

had to reduce staffing levels and cut the opening hours of the pub during some 

quieter periods in order to be as efficient as we can and hopefully remain viable.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“Cashflow is pretty critical most of the year and our biggest cost is business rates... 

but you can't cut [that] back that so you have to cut back on holding stock or taking 

on more staff.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“Rates are now 3 times that of our competition and represent 30% of our monthly 

expenses.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“My business rates trebled, so obviously this put more pressure on the business.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“We have had to trim anything and everything to make [a] profit. I myself do most of 

the work from cleaning, organising cellar work shifts and gardening. If the rates went 

down it would mean I would be more comfortable to have a member of staff on a bit 

more frequently.”  

Anonymous.  

 

“[The business rates] will probably put us under sooner rather than later.”  

Anonymous.  
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“The business rates aren't realistic and are out of date, how can they treble 

someone's rates without even visiting the property to see what's actually going on!”  

Anonymous 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


