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Who we are

Midcounties is a consumer co-operative owned and controlled by its members. We are part of the global co-operative 
movement and subscribe to co-operative values and principles that govern all co-operatives around the world. Our Purpose 
is simple but ambitious with co-operative values at its heart:

“To be a successful consumer co-operative working towards creating a better, fairer world and to enhance the lives of our 
colleagues, members, customers, and the communities we serve.”

We have four core values that underpin our Purpose and guide the way we work. We live these values every day, every week, 
every month, every year.

Ensuring the views 
of our members 

are reflected in the 
way the Society 

is run

Being open, honest 
and fair in our 
dealings with 

everyone we come 
into contact with

Recognising the 
contribution that 

everyone can make 
to develop the 

Society

Reflecting our 
responsibilities to the 
wider community in 
the way we conduct 

our business

The Midcounties 
Co-operative is 
part of a thriving 

global co-operative 
movement, a 

leader, role model 
and powerful 

influencer 
recognised around 

the world.

We put 
membership at the 
heart of all we do 
which is reflected 
in how we engage 
with members via a 

range of 
interactions.

We are an inclusive 
employer where 

colleagues are fully 
engaged and are 

our biggest 
champions.

We are an 
organisation proud 
of our heritage, our 
independence and 

our local roots.

We are a 
commercially 

successful, 
sustainable, values 

driven business 
which is trusted by 
the public, loved by 

its members and 
supportive of its 

suppliers.

We are creating a 
‘better, fairer world’ 
by building strong 

local communities.

OUR IMAGINED FUTURE

midcounties

midcounties

To bring our Purpose to life we have created an Imagined Future to inspire all our activity and all that we strive to achieve:



£10m sales from the
Best of our Counties range

539,000
passengers booked

175,000
customers on supply

£1.5 million paid 
out in community and 

charity giving 

Nearly 8,000
colleagues 

700,000 
members 

530
trading sites

£1.53 billion
gross sales

2,240 funeral
plans purchased

£1.5 million paid 
out to members

Over 518,000 visits to our
digital healthcare website

BIG
DEALS

HALF
PRICE

£2

Funeral Plan

22 nurseries rated 
‘outstanding’ by 

Ofsted

midcounties

29,000
customers

What we do

We operate a range of businesses in Food, Travel, Healthcare, Funeral, Childcare, Energy, Post Offi  ces, Flexible Benefi ts 
and Telecoms. Our heartlands are in Oxfordshire, Gloucestershire, Buckinghamshire, Shropshire, Staff ordshire, the West 
Midlands, Wiltshire and Worcestershire.  However, we also trade in the surrounding counties and our businesses in Energy, 
Childcare, Travel, Flexible Benefi ts and Telecoms trade across the UK. Here is a snapshot of our activity from the past year:
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President’s introduction

Helen Wiseman

At the Half Year I opened my report with what seem like prophetic words: “In my time on our 
Board this has been one of the most significant and challenging periods I can recall”. Those 
comments were focused on the internal issues we had faced with our Energy business. While 
those issues have now been resolved, the words continue to resonate given the Covid-19 
pandemic and its impact on all our lives.

Reflecting back over the year, the most significant milestone from a business perspective has 
been our partnership with Octopus Energy. This resolves the very serious issues the Society 
was facing with the increasing levels of risk and liabilities posed by our Energy business. We 
are encouraged by the initial progress made with our new partnership with Octopus Energy 
and look forward to a successful long-term future together. The impact on our accounts from 
the actions we have taken in relation to Energy is very substantial, but, as noted in the Group 
Chief Executive’s report, the Society is now in a much better position to move forward, able 
to devote resource and investment to its core businesses, so for the long term, a positive 
outcome. 

In our core businesses, pleasingly, we have seen a very solid financial performance despite 
difficult trading conditions amid the Brexit uncertainty that played throughout last year. The 
Group Chief Executive’s report and the business trading reviews carry the detail, but I would 
particularly like to highlight the strong performance of our convenience stores, the growth in 
Childcare and Travel, and a return to profitability for The Phone Co-op. 

The pandemic which has taken hold since the year end is having a significant impact. The 
management team has taken action quickly to address issues as they have arisen and with 
the right approach – looking to ensure our colleagues and customers are protected as a first 
priority and that we can continue to serve our communities. However, it is appropriate to 
note that the consequences of the pandemic on the Society’s financial performance will be 
adverse for the year ahead given, in particular, the heavy impact on our Travel and Childcare 
businesses which is more than offsetting exceptional growth in Food and Healthcare.  

More positively, we have been able to deliver fantastic support for our local communities 
during the crisis, thanks to putting co-operative values at the forefront of our thinking. We 
have harnessed the power of our existing network of community organisations, with newly 
created volunteer groups, active members and colleagues to provide a home food delivery 
service to vulnerable individuals in truly staggering volumes. This, coupled with the generosity 
of our members in supporting our Food Bank appeal and our Frontline Hero Childcare fund, 
really demonstrates the power of co-operative values in action. 

Putting our values into action is as much a part of what we do as a co-operative as our trading 
activity, and you will find further examples in our Co-operative Social Responsibility Report, 
which we have brought into the Annual report this year so all our activity is reported in one 
place.

We have begun to use technology more to help engage with our members – through our 
largest ever online member survey which had over 9,000 responses, through the livestream 
link to our AGM, and through two member webinars in October; and as I write this foreword 
we are preparing for our first ever fully online AGM given the lockdown restrictions in place.  
Elsewhere, I would highlight progress with our new Young Co-operators Network and the 
continued development of our Regional Communities programme, bringing colleagues, 
active members and community groups together to enhance the lives of the communities 
where we live and trade.

It is the regional community activity that led to one of the highlights of the year for me as 
President. In January we held our Co-op Difference event in Wolverhampton to celebrate 
our community achievements and provide an opportunity for community partners to engage 
and maximise community impact in a connected way. We heard first-hand some truly 
inspirational accounts of the positive impact colleagues and members have made to those 
in need through their partnerships in our communities, and it was a great privilege to present 
awards to colleagues who had been nominated as community colleague champions. The 
event itself was memorable, but of greater significance was that it represented a resounding 
endorsement of our connected communities strategy.  

On behalf of the Board, I would like to thank you, our members, for your continued support, 
our fantastic colleagues for their hard work and enthusiasm in making a difference every day, 
and also my colleagues on the Board and the Executive team for their commitment to 
co-operation, putting members at the heart of what we do.  

Helen Wiseman 
President

Reflecting back over 
the year, the most 
significant milestone 
from a business 
perspective has been 
our partnership with 
Octopus Energy.  
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I am pleased to present my report to members for 
the 2019/20 year in which I have set out the Society’s 
performance for the year. I have also taken the 
opportunity to update members on the impact of the 
coronavirus pandemic which has taken hold since the 
year end.

Review of 2019 
2019 was a very important year for the Society during 
which your Board announced some significant decisions 
in relation to our Energy business.

It had been clear at the start of the year that the underlying 
conditions within the Energy market were unlikely to 
improve during 2019. Several factors were continuing 
to hit the domestic supply market hard including rising 
wholesale costs, record switching rates, a squeeze on 
margins through greater price competitiveness, and 
the effects of the price-cap. We forecasted a significant 
worsening in performance for 2019 on the back of losses 
for our Energy group over the proceeding three years.

Members will recall that in my report at last year’s AGM, 
I stated that with the support of your Board and our 
colleagues, I was focused on developing the right way 
forward for our Energy business, and that the Board and 
management were considering a range of options to 
reduce the overall impact placed on the Society by the 
business. 

Our partnership with Octopus Energy announced in 
September, has removed the risks and liabilities that 
were threatening both the business and the Society, thus 
achieving a key objective for the year. Your Board and 
management can now be confident to direct investment 
and resource into our core businesses, a welcome 
outturn and a positive position for the longer-term future 
of the Society.

This has been fully vindicated by the performance in our 
core businesses during the year which have performed 
extremely well despite Brexit uncertainty dominating 
for the whole period. Gross sales in our core businesses 
increased 15.6% to £1.3bn and operating profit before 
significant items increased 25.6% to £19.0m – a very 
positive performance. 

However, the significant changes to our Energy business 
with the partnership with Octopus and discontinuation 
of the operations has resulted in a number of one-off 
multi-million pound write downs to the assets of the 
business, which, in addition to the trading losses in the 
energy operations prior to the partnership, has resulted 
in a very significant accounting loss for the year of 
£89.7m. 

Core businesses 
Food Retail, the mainstay of the Society, has had 
another strong year, recording like-for-like sales growth 
of 3.3% in the key convenience division. The business 
has continued to focus on local sourcing and food 
provenance to differentiate from its competitors. It has 
also introduced a number of key operational efficiencies 
and is taking some difficult decisions around its more 
marginal stores. Our Post Offices, which are integral to 
many of our Food stores and play an important role in 
our local communities, also performed particularly well. 

Travel performed strongly after a difficult first few months 
where Brexit concerns caused consumers to delay 
spend. In September, the collapse of Thomas Cook 
brought major ramifications to the sector. The team 
responded to the challenge, recruiting well over 100 
new travel branches into our Consortium operation, 
doubling its size almost overnight – a considerable 
achievement. Childcare continues to develop, growing 
sales and profit from last year. Our Little Pioneers brand is 
gaining real traction in the market, helping the business 
to stand out from its competitors in a truly co-operative 
way. We have ambitious plans to grow the business over 
the next five years. 

Our Funeral operations have reacted positively to 
the lower death rate and shifting pattern of demand, 
improving efficiencies and ways of working. However, 
the pharmacy sector continues to be challenged given 
the five-year freeze on government funding. We are 
following through on our strategy to dispose of the 
majority of our branches and focus on our online offer 
where activity has increased through the year. Where we 
have disposed of branches, we have put our colleagues 
at the heart of negotiations ensuring that jobs have been 
retained. This process is never easy for colleagues and 
I would like to thank them for their understanding and 
professionalism during this period. 

The Phone Co-op returned to profitability, building 
a solid platform from which to grow; and our Co-op 
Community Energy partnership with Octopus has started 
well, with the business launching Co-op Community 
power, a tariff powered by green energy produced solely 
from community energy projects, a unique offer in a 

Group Chief Executive’s overview

Phil Ponsonby

The 2019/20 year has been 
positive for the Society. Our core 
businesses have performed well, 
and we have resolved the issues 
with our Energy business.
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crowded marketplace. We expect the Energy business to 
be profitable in 2020, a significant turnaround from the 
last few years, and are planning to combine our energy 
and telecoms businesses to facilitate the introduction of 
combined offers to help make consumers lives easier in 
the day to day. 

Given the pressure on our balance sheet arising from 
the performance of our Energy business, we have also 
been taking measures to reduce our borrowings through 
the sale of non-core property assets, improvements to 
our working capital position, and the introduction of 
efficiencies and costs savings into the business. These 
initiatives will continue through 2020.

Energy
I reported on our Energy business in depth at the 
Half Year, but the changes made bear repeating. In 
September, we announced a strategic partnership with 
Octopus Energy marking the completion of a process 
aimed at tackling the growing issues in the business. We 
looked for a solution which removed the financial risk 
of the business, while still retaining a supply proposition 
within our overall offer. The partnership with Octopus 
allows us to meet these twin objectives and, by 
working with an organisation which shares our values, 
has secured permanent employment for a significant 
number of our former Energy colleagues. In addition, 
Co-op Community Energy, the joint venture we have 
set up with Octopus, has the potential to become the 
fulcrum for community generation activity in the UK – a 
very attractive prospect. 

Given the decision to partner with Octopus included the 
sale of the Energy customer books, accounting rules 
require us to classify the business as a ‘discontinued 
operation’. 

We have written off the assets associated with the Energy 
business (including the Flow and GB businesses and the 
Co-op Energy IT system). As noted earlier, these one-off 
multi-million pound write downs have created significant 
accounting losses but were a necessary step in placing 
your Society on a firm financial standing and in removing 
the risks and trading volatility which were becoming 
increasingly concerning within the Energy business.

Colleagues 
Throughout the year we have developed the way we 
communicate with our colleagues adopting a more 
dynamic approach with regular pulse surveys, and a real 
push to encourage colleagues to use our Colleague 
Connect app which allows a much more responsive and 
direct way to keep in touch with colleagues and get their 
views and thoughts. 

We have established a colleague wellbeing programme 
– over 500 managers have had mental health awareness 
training delivered by the mental health charity Mind, 
and all our colleagues have received e-learning on the 
importance of nurturing good mental health, and now 
receive regular updates and signposting on mental 
health support. We have partnered with Grocery Aid 

as our employee assistance programme provider. The 
charity provides wide-ranging support to all colleagues 
across the Society from therapeutic support in times of 
personal difficulty to financial support and advice. 

We have also set up a local agreement with USDAW, our 
recognised union, who now represent every part of our 
business. The partnership approach we are building has 
led to our customer facing colleagues being awarded 
a 7.4% increase in pay over the next 12 months and a 
minimum hourly rate of £9.00 per hour from October 
2020. 

Members
The President’s report sets out some of the ways we 
have developed our member engagement activity. In 
addition, I would like to highlight the survey work we 
have been undertaking on a regular basis with nearly 
4,000 of our members who contribute their views on 
matters affecting the Society and its businesses. Our Your 
Co-op Voice programme provides valuable feedback 
on a range of issues to help move the Society and its 
businesses forward. 

Since this work began in the summer of 2018, we 
have actioned nearly 100 surveys, receiving almost 
40,000 responses on a range of issues central to the 
development of our plans. This year we surveyed 
members on, for example, the branding for Co-op 
Holidays, on issues affecting the health and wellbeing 
of children in our nurseries, on priorities for our CSR 
strategy, and the development of our membership 
offer. Most recently, we have gained some great insight 
into members views on their holiday plans once the 
travel restrictions are lifted, and how the government 
lockdown is affecting people in different ways.

Summary 
The 2019/20 year has been positive for the Society. 
Our core businesses have performed well, and we have 
resolved the issues with our Energy business. We have 
set a solid foundation for financial stability and have 
formed robust and well thought through strategic plans 
on where to invest for future growth. We have developed 
a clear purpose for expanded engagement with our 
members, colleagues and communities and I am truly 
grateful for the continued support we receive from 
them. The year ahead will present many challenges, but 
your Society has the strength to address the issues and 
position itself for continued growth and development for 
the years ahead.

Phil Ponsonby
Group Chief Executive
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Update on the impact of Covid-19

Addressing the six key areas affected by Covid-19

Colleagues

• Dedicated daily HR helpline   
 established.
• Daily bulletin with two-way   
 communication via colleague   
 website.
• Contact maintained with   
 approximately 650 colleagues   
 on 12 week isolation leave.
• 950 new temporary colleagues   
 recruited.
• Flexible policy approach  with   
 support from USDAW.
• All customer facing and    
 operational colleagues equipped   
 with full PPE and mandatory   
 method of use training completed. 
• Perspex protection screens,   
 demarcation markers and fixed   
 sanitiser units fitted in every branch.
• Some colleagues from Travel and   
 Childcare redeployed to    
 other areas.
• Approximately 1,900 furloughed   
 colleagues topped up to full pay.
• Pay uplifted by 10% to 6,500   
 customer-facing colleagues   
 for a minimum 7 week period. 
• Enhanced discounts and   
 additional support applied. 
• Wellbeing and mental health   
 advice programme.

Customers

• Specific advice and    
 information provided via main   
 website, in branch and by mail   
 to members.
• Social distancing policies   
 implemented at all sites.
• Opening hours reviewed   
 and kept flexible.
• Additional local food suppliers   
 added to meet demand. 
• Over 25,000 deliveries made   
 by food stores to vulnerable   
 customers. 
• An additional 1,000 customers   
 added to home prescription   
 service by pharmacies.
• New ‘isolation essentials’   
 range added to online pharmacy.
• Travel helpline via virtual call   
 centre established. 
• Full adherence to ABTA directives   
 in handling cancellations.
• Kept open a third of childcare   
 nursery sites which are on   
 or close to NHS hospitals   
 to support key workers. 
• Launched ‘Remember from afar’   
 online funeral services including   
 live streaming of memorials.

Community

• Launched community fund to   
 support over 50 local food banks. 
• Stepped in to give supply   
 opportunities to local food service  
 suppliers. 
• Launched key workers fund to   
 assist frontline workers in paying   
 nursery fees.
• Over half of 25,000 home   
 deliveries from food stores   
 made by individual or    
 group-based community   
 volunteers. 
• Fully integrated with local   
 resilience forums in supporting   
 essential food supplies and   
 caring for increased number of   
 deceased. 
• Utilised localised social media   
 sites to assist communities in food  
 deliveries. 
• Introduced online intergenerational  
 sessions between nurseries and   
 care homes.
• Helped other businesses and   
 public sector to procure PPE. 
• Shared best practice with other UK  
 and international co-operatives.  

In early March it became clear the Covid-19 pandemic 
would have significant implications for the Society. We 
held the first of our daily Covid-19 steering group meetings 
on 10 March to ramp up the continuity planning already 
in train, prioritising six key areas – colleagues, customers, 
communities, suppliers, resilience and financials. 
A breakdown of the activities undertaken under each of 
these six key areas is shown below.  

I would like to place on record how extremely grateful I 
am for the way all our colleagues across the Society have 
responded to the difficulties and challenges. These have 
been uniquely testing, and the response by management 
and colleagues has been outstanding and truly reflective of 
our co-operative difference.  

The safety of our colleagues and customers has been our 
foremost concern throughout. We have invested heavily in 
personal protection equipment (PPE) for all colleagues and 
implemented comprehensive social distancing measures 
through the introduction of perspex screens at all till 
points, directional signs, and restricted access, and we 
have adapted our policies as required. Changes have been 
made to cleaning specifications and fixed sanitiser units 
installed for customers. 

As part of social distancing measures, we have temporarily 
closed two thirds of our nurseries, restricted half of our 
funeral homes to closed contact arrangements and 
consolidated our travel operations into a virtual call centre 

operated by colleagues working from home while our 
57 Travel branches remain closed. In addition, the vast 
majority of our central support colleagues are working 
from home while our support buildings have been 
temporarily closed.  

The operational challenges have been considerable. 
Our Food and Healthcare businesses have been 
working exceptionally hard to meet demand which is at 
unprecedented levels; our Funeral business is adjusting 
to cater for the very different circumstances the bereaved 
now face in marking the passing of a loved one; while our 
Childcare nurseries are operating at a significantly reduced 
capacity. 

The challenges on our supply chain have resulted in 
new suppliers being introduced particularly in Food and 
Healthcare, and in the pursuit of PPE. Many of the new 
suppliers have been local.  

The impact of the pandemic has been particularly acute 
on our Travel business. The Government’s ban on all but 
essential travel overseas has had a huge effect on the 
sector. Customers are amending bookings and, in some 
cases, requesting refunds while fewer near-time bookings 
are being made. Not surprisingly, this has had an adverse 
effect on cash flow across the industry, and our own Travel 
business has not been immune to this.
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Suppliers

• Close monitoring of national   
 food distribution network   
 maintained.
• Increased flexibility in delivery   
 schedules across Food estate.
• Additional local food suppliers   
 introduced and existing suppliers’   
 ranges expanded.
• Additional wholesalers introduced  
 to Food and Pharmacy. 
• Reduction in range of non-   
 essential items and supplier   
 range rationalisation in food. 
• Close communication and   
 monitoring with travel industry   
 suppliers and tour operators. 
• New suppliers introduced to   
 supplement sundry supplies   
 for funeral services.
• All PPE managed through central   
 procurement operations    
 supporting all trading businesses.   
• Early engagement with    
 cleaning contractors to ensure   
 rapid deployment when required.

Resilience

• Formed Executive Covid-19   
 steering team for extensive   
 monitoring and rapid decision   
 making.
• Safety of colleagues and    
 customers prioritised.
• Formal actions and decisions log   
 recorded.
• Weekly briefing to President,   
 Vice-Presidents and Chair of Audit. 
• Board and governance    
 arrangements continued via   
 video conferencing.
• Support centres at Warwick,   
 Walsall, Manchester and Chipping  
 Norton temporarily closed; rapid IT  
 deployment to support colleagues  
 working from home.
• All Food and Pharmacy branches   
 trading.   
• Virtual Call Centre activated   
 whilst travel branches closed.
• Funeral operations consolidated   
 into 50% of homes.
• 2/3 of childcare nurseries   
 temporarily closed. 
• Key enhancements to online   
 services in Pharmacy, Travel   
 and Funeral.

Financial

• Bank funding agreements   
 secured through to March 2022.
• Cashflow modelling and profit   
 forecasts reviewed weekly   
 and adjusted to reflect updated   
 government policy
• Prudent sensitivities applied to   
 all groups; Travel and Childcare   
 specifically modelled with   
 extended closure periods in 
 excess of current government   
 indications.
• Projected share in funerals   
 aligned to government    
 mortality rates.
• Full cost of acquired and   
 future PPE included.
• Revised downward projection in   
 planned capital expenditure for   
 development projects in  2020.  
• The government’s Job Retention   
 Scheme, Business Rates Relief   
 and Retail, Hospitality and Leisure   
 Grant Fund accessed.

We recruited 950 temporary colleagues to help in 
our Food stores. In addition, a number of colleagues 
from our Childcare and Travel businesses have 
been redeployed to support our Food stores. Where 
colleagues have not been redeployed or are on the 
‘at risk’ list and have been placed on the 12-week 
isolation period, we have used the Government’s job 
retention scheme. We have furloughed approximately 
1,900 colleagues, mostly from our Travel and Childcare 
operations. Colleagues who have been furloughed are 
being paid at full pay.

These are considerable changes which have been 
affected at pace and professionally. 

We have maintained close contact with USDAW, 
meeting twice weekly to share insights and resolve 
issues quickly for our colleagues. We introduced a 
range of enhanced benefits for all colleagues working in 
public-facing operations. This included a temporary 10% 
pay uplift, and increased discounts and meal allowances.  
The Executive team have all voluntarily taken a reduction 
in pay to support our fellow colleagues.
  
We have considered how best to support the 
most vulnerable and those most at risk in our local 
communities, introducing a home delivery service. 
Local community groups, individual volunteers, and 
store colleagues are all making deliveries to those who 
are self-isolating and cannot get out to shop for food. 

This has been a real success and we have now made 
over 25,000 home deliveries. We have set up a Food 
Bank fund donating £25,000 and calling on members, 
customers and the wider community to contribute. 
Our Childcare business has launched a Frontline Hero 
Support Fund for NHS and other key workers who 
need support to pay childcare fees. Again, the Society 
contributed £25,000 to the fund which has raised 
£42,000 in total and is now ready to be distributed. And 
our Funeral Group has introduced a service to help the 
bereaved mark the passing of a loved one. This sees a 
celebrant conduct a service at a funeral branch which 
can be viewed online by family and friends.

The pandemic has had a profound impact on activity 
across the country, and all our principal businesses have 
been affected. Management, guided by your Board, has 
been working to address the challenges, protecting our 
colleagues and customers as a priority, while doing all 
that it can to continue serving our communities. I am 
clear that businesses with well-defined goals and longer-
term thinking, that keep to their values as they address 
the issues, will prosper and thrive as we come out of this 
crisis. This reasoning has guided our approach from the 
outset. 

Phil Ponsonby
Group Chief Executive
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The Group has increased like-for-like sales by 1.9% 
over the year, a good result given the very strong 
performance in the previous year. Our convenience 
stores have performed particularly well seeing like-
for-like sales increase by 3.3%, well ahead of the 
convenience market; and our Christmas trading was 
strong with like-for-like sales up 3.3% over the key 
Christmas trading period, again, well ahead of the 
competition. However, in line with the sector as a 
whole, our supermarket estate has had a tougher time, 
posting a 2.1% decline in like-for-like sales, although, 
through a series of focused initiatives, we have been 
able to arrest this decline during the second half of 
the year. 

Sales of local products have continued to perform well, 
building on the success of our ethically and locally-
sourced Best of our Counties range, to which we have 
added 885 new lines this year. 

We continue to work with Happerley to trace the 
provenance of all of our locally-sourced produce. As 
part of our commitment to raising the profile of our 
local suppliers we are running a second Food Glorious 
Food competition where local suppliers can pitch new 
products for sale in our stores with the winner receiving 
a cash prize.

During the year, we have been able to grow our store 
estate, opening two new stores in Oxfordshire, and, 
shortly before Christmas, acquiring four Budgens stores 
in the Cotswolds. We have also continued to improve 
our store systems to improve efficiencies. Our Kronos 
system is now fully operational ensuring each of our 
stores has colleagues working at the right times to 
support our customers, and we have been trialling a 

‘dynamic waste’ programme which helps minimise 
waste through a sophisticated reduce-to-clear 
pricing model. This will be rolled out to all stores during 
2020. 

We have worked through the year to improve our store 
estate, making nearly 100 investments ranging from full 
refits to replacing key equipment. 

We have a clear development strategy and are 
constantly reviewing our stores to make sure they are 
fit for today and for the future. As part of this, we have 
announced to colleagues at 15 sites that their stores no 
longer fit the strategic formats we are working to. We 
are reviewing these stores and will keep colleagues, 
members and customers fully informed as we make 
decisions on their futures. 

Our Post Office business, which runs 84 Post Offices 
across our estate, has become profitable for the first 
time in four years thanks to a programme focusing 
on service improvements across all formats and at 
every stage of the customer journey. This is a great 
achievement for the Post Office team and we have 
further plans to build on the very valued offer they 
provide in the communities they serve.  

Trading group overviews

Food Retail
Gross sales: £612 million 
(2018/19: £594 million)
Colleagues: 4,672 (2018/19: 5,096)
Sites: 313 (2018/19: 309)

Our convenience stores have 
performed particularly well seeing 
like-for-like sales increase by 3.95%.

and Post Offices
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Gross sales: £554 million 
(2018/19: £397 million) 
Colleagues: 449 (2018/19: 465) 
Sites: 57 (2018/19: 60)

Our Consortium business has 
more than doubled its sales and 
profits having recruited a large 
number of travel agents from the 
Thomas Cook operation.

Travel has performed well this year. After a challenging 
first quarter where Brexit fears dampened demand, we 
had a very strong summer followed by the collapse of 
Thomas Cook in September. This led to a peak of activity 
in the autumn as we looked to rebook customers, but 
also created considerable opportunity for the business. 

Our Consortium business has more than doubled 
its sales and profits having recruited a large number 
of travel agents from the Thomas Cook operation. 
Our Retail and Direct divisions have also continued to 
outperform the market, seeing sales increases of 3.5% 
and 2.0% respectively, and our Personal Travel Agents 
(PTA) business continues to grow – we now have a total 
of 168 PTAs. We have seen particularly good growth in 
long haul sales and cruise and our own Co-op Holidays 
bookings have also increased. To focus on these growth 
areas and concentrate on our core member proposition 
we took the decision to close our Business Travel arm in 
the spring. 

We have introduced a new call management system 
to make the way we handle calls, emails and web chats 
more efficient. Our Retail colleagues have become 
part of a virtual call centre and are now the first point 
of contact for customers who get in touch with us 
remotely. Our previous call centre colleagues have 
been redeployed into the Retail team or become PTAs. 

We are continuing to focus on our digital offer and 
will soon be launching a new website in conjunction 
with Co-op Holidays. In addition, our PTA division has 
grown its social media sales and was awarded the Best 
Use of Social Media award at the TravelMole Awards in 
recognition of the work it has been doing to maximise 
the use of social media in the business.

As in previous years, it is great to be able to report that 
we have won a number of significant awards. This 
includes winning Large Agent of the Year Central Region 
at the Agent Achievement Awards for the seventh 
consecutive year, picking up a Disney Partner award, 
and being named Partner of the Year and Homeworking 
Agency of the Year by Gold Medal. In addition, our Chief 
Retail Officer, Alistair Rowland, was appointed chair of 
ABTA and received the Outstanding Achievement Award 
at the Travel Globes to recognise his commitment to the 
travel industry over the last 20 years.

We have increased our support for the Just a Drop and 
Travel Foundation charities and completed our project 
with Just a Drop to bring safe drinking water to over 300 
pupils and teachers at a secondary school in Kenya. In 
addition, our Consortium members have raised over 
£10,000 to fund a similar project for a school in Uganda. 
We have also been able to increase our donations to 
The Travel Foundation by over 300% thanks, in particular, 
to new donations from Consortium members and 
customers who booked through Co-op Holidays.

Travel 
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It has been another good year for Childcare, with sales 
increasing 5.3% year-on-year and profit coming in well 
ahead of the previous year’s position. 

Our eight ‘Little Pioneers’ nurseries have performed 
particularly well. These bring our co-operative 
difference to life, focusing on the things that are 
important to our members, our children and our 
communities. 

In April we created a Healthy Living & Wellbeing 
Programme which saw the unveiling of new menus 
accredited by both StartWell and Dr. Hilary Jones, 
accompanied by a food provenance education 
programme delivered by our colleagues to educate 
our children about where their food comes from. 
To support this, and as we work towards achieving 
the Happerley food provenance accreditation, we 
changed our food supplier to Creed to help us increase 
transparency within our food supply chain. 

Over the year we have made changes to increase the 
sustainability of our nurseries, including providing all 
colleagues with re-usable water bottles, leading to a 
reduction of over 100,000 plastic bottles a year, and 
introducing washable tabards at our Little Pioneers 
nurseries, saving over 1,000 plastic aprons. We have 
also removed products from our supplier lists which 
can’t be recycled or won’t biodegrade. As a result of 
these and other changes all our nurseries have been 
awarded Eco-Schools Silver Status.
 
We are pleased to have maintained our 100% 
Millie’s Mark accreditation, meaning all our childcare 
colleagues are trained to provide first aid, and our Chief 
Operating Officer, Sally Bonnar, was named Runner Up 
in Nursery Management Today’s Top 10 Most Influential 
category.

In November, we were pleased to welcome three new 
nurseries into the business through the acquisition 
of the Tavistock Group based in the north-east. We 
are reviewing similar opportunities elsewhere in the 
country. Unfortunately, we found it necessary to close 
our nursery in Wythenshawe, Manchester in December 
as we could no longer make a sufficient return on the 
investment made.

Along with the industry as a whole, we have found 
it challenging to recruit and retain well-qualified, 
experienced practitioners this year. So we are 
continuing to explore ways our colleagues can 
reach their full potential through training, including 
the promotion of childcare apprenticeships and the 
provision of a co-operative approach to development 
and reward, allowing them to deliver care and 
education to our children with a true co-operative 
difference.

 

Childcare

It has been another good year for 
Childcare, with sales increasing 
5.3% year-on-year and profit 
coming in well ahead of the 
previous year’s position.

Gross sales: £36 million 
(2018/19: £34 million)
Colleagues: 1,343 (2018/19: 1,252)
Sites: 46 (2018/19: 44)
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As reported at the Half Year, in September 2019
we entered into a strategic partnership with 
Octopus Energy.  The partnership combines their 
industry-leading technology and excellent customer 
service with our co-operative values and community 
focus. It included the outright sale of the Flow and GB 
Energy customer books, and the transfer of our Co-op 
Energy customers onto the systems used by Octopus.  

This marked the culmination of a lengthy process 
which saw us tackle the growing issues within the 
business that were affecting the sector as a whole.  
Rising industry costs, record switching rates, greater 
price competition and the effects of the price cap and 
other regulatory interventions have hit the profitability 
of domestic energy suppliers hard over the last few 
years.  In the case of Co-op Energy, the above factors 
pushed the business into loss, a position common 
to almost all other domestic suppliers, and one that 
continued through into 2019.  

As part of the partnership arrangements, a number 
of our colleagues transferred to Octopus, and it 
is appropriate to pay tribute to their efforts and 
contribution over what was a difficult period.  The 
arrangements also led to us closing our Ipswich and 
Walsall offices.  We provided affected colleagues with 
as much support as possible, including holding open 
days with local employers, providing in-house training 
on job hunting, working with local authorities, trade 
bodies and recruitment agencies to identify new job 
opportunities and providing ongoing welfare support.

Initial progress with the partnership has been positive.  
We have launched our Community Power tariff – the 
UK’s only tariff providing 100% community-generated 
green energy.  This forms part of our wider Co-op 

Community Energy initiative, which sees us working 
with community energy groups across the UK to 
provide a route to market for unsubsidised community 
energy generation.

We have also secured a number of new community 
power-purchasing agreements, including five hydro-
electric sites owned by The National Trust, bringing 
the number of sites providing renewable energy to 
our customers to 95. Under the partnership, we are 
looking to increase the amount of community energy 
generated in the UK and increase participation in these 
schemes, as well as looking for new ways to innovate, 
for example, by developing battery storage solutions.

Looking ahead, we plan to integrate our Energy offer 
with our Phone Co-op business to create a new 
Utilities Group, providing additional opportunities for 
the Society to help fulfil members’ everyday needs. 
 

 

Energy

As reported at the Half Year, in 
September 2019 we entered 
into a strategic partnership with 
Octopus Energy.



14

Flexible Benefits

The Phone Co-op

The Group has had a good year with sales 
and profit above budget.

During the year the Group delivered to 
budget and moved into profit, a significant 
step forward from 2018.

During the year the Group delivered to budget and 
moved into profit, a significant step forward from 2018 
and a strong indicator that we now have the right 
model for future growth. 

The restructure of our residential business, with 
customer services and sales & marketing becoming 
one team, helped us achieve a Feefo Gold Trusted 
Service Award for Customer Experience. We have also 
continued to improve our business support systems 
to ensure our customers have the best possible 
experience with us. 

We have been working to increase our residential 
customer base by promoting our key products 
and services to more people. We have grown our 
broadband and mobile customer numbers through 

social channels and, as we better understand our 
audiences, ‘social selling’ is developing as a successful 
sales tool. Through our Fair Price Promise, and the 
Ethical Consumer trust mark, we have a clear focus 
on delivering a great broadband and ethical mobile 
experience for members and customers.

We have continued to integrate the business’ 
operations into the wider Society, streamlining our 
supply chain to create economies of scale. 

Going forward, we plan to harness the synergies 
between Co-op Energy and the Phone Co-op to 
create a new Utilities Group, and have recently 
recruited a Chief Operating Officer to lead the 
combined business.

The Group has had a good year with sales and profit 
above budget, a considerable achievement given 
the government’s closure of the Childcare Voucher 
scheme to new entrants in October 2018. 

While the business is in wind-down, the team 
continues to provide excellent customer service and 
is still recruiting clients previously serviced by our 
competitors. 

Our Payroll Giving scheme, which allows employees 
to make donations to their chosen charities tax free, 
has become increasingly popular with more donations 
being collected and distributed to charities from an 

increasing number of donors. Unlike the rest of the 
market, and in line with our co-operative values, we 
offer this service free of charge. 

The team has supported a number of community 
activities this year, including collecting over 4,000 
items of food to support the Society’s food bank 
initiative, helping to feed around 100 local families 
in need, as well as making ecobricks as part of the 
Society’s 1 Change campaign.

Gross sales: £11 million (2018/19: £7 million)
Colleagues: 69 (2018/19: 74)
Sites: 2 (2018/19: 2)

Gross sales: £20 million (2018/19: £25 million)
Colleagues: 3 (2018/19: 4)
Sites: 1 (2018/19: 1)




