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We welcome the opportunity to comment on the proposal for further deregulation of Sunday Trading Laws.   

Our understanding is that the Review covers the following legislation:

· The Sunday Trading Act 1994 which places no restrictions on small shops trading on Sunday and allows large shops to open for six continual hours (but they must be closed on Easter Sunday).

· The Employment Rights Act 1996 which gives shop workers (other than those specifically employed to work on Sundays) the right to refuse to work on Sunday.  

· A Regulatory Reform Order which came into force on 27 February 2004 and removed the requirement for large shops to give prior written notification to local authorities of their Sunday opening hours or changes in these hours. 

· The Christmas Day (Trading) Act 2004 which prohibits large shops from opening on Christmas Day.

Summary 
Traditionally, in this country, Sunday has been a different kind of day for society as a whole.  Most people did not work; shops were closed, families and friends got together.  

In the years since the passing of the Sunday Trading Act 1994, the Sunday environment has changed substantially.  The ability of people to use shops is part of that changed environment.  This has had benefits, but it has to a large extent diluted the atmosphere of Sunday as a day of rest, recreation and renewal of relationships.  Nonetheless, the special atmosphere of Sunday has not been entirely lost.  It is still not a day like every other day. 

We believe that it would be a grave mistake to further deregulate the laws on Sunday Trading.  The different atmosphere of Sunday which remains, despite partial deregulation, is good for society. It supports a healthier work-life balance and gives space for families and communities. It provides one small but significant bulwark against the all encompassing tide of materialism and commercialism by claiming time for something other than paid work -  as a day of rest and in particular for family life.  On the whole, very many people in the UK recognise and value the distinctive nature of Sunday. We would all be the poorer if it became just like any other day of the week.

There are of course religious needs that Christians have, and these need to be respected, as do the needs of those of other faiths. But our opposition to any further deregulation of the Sunday Trading law is not based solely on the needs of Christians.  Rather it is simply that we do not believe any further deregulation would serve the common good of society as a whole. 

The government is conducting a cost-benefit assessment, which we understand now includes an assessment of social need. But what is needed is a wider social audit which would focus in depth on the potential social cost of the proposed change to the law. 
A day for families and communities

The distinctiveness of Sunday has allowed time and space for families to be together.  The traditional family meal was part of an earlier tradition.  In some families, the Sunday meal has been retained, but in many other families different patterns have emerged.  The fact that shops are open has had some benefits; and some families speak of it enhancing family life by providing them with something to do together on Sunday.  Others feel that Sunday shopping brings added stress and Sunday working separates families.   In 2002 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s research in 2002 found that 78% of mothers would rather not work on Sundays. 

Sunday has been and remains a day for community activities.  Some of these relate to the local church (e.g. bazaars, outings, pilgrimages, etc).   Others are related to the local neighbourhood (e.g. sporting events, festivals, street parties, informal gatherings in the local park).  
Allowing families and communities the time and space for these activities is a good in itself for those families and communities.  It also is good for society as a whole, because it builds social capital - the informal relationships and networks that underpin active citizenship.  
Sunday as an antidote to materialism and commercialism

With growing prosperity, our society has seen a progressive increase in materialism and commercialism.  Shopping has become a favourite pastime, not only among the young.  

Some would argue that these changes reflect people’s preferences and that the growth in retail businesses is a response to what people want.  However, to a considerable extent this change is led by business and people are led by marketing into habits that they may not want for themselves.  If shops are open on Sunday, we may use them and enjoy the experience.  But many people do not wish to be dominated by commercialism.  The traditional Sunday, and what remains of it under current legislation, can be seen as an antidote to commercialism for individuals and for society as a whole.   

Large and small businesses

We are concerned about the pressure on small shops which make an important contribution to the life of local communities.  The All Party Parliamentary Small Shops Group, in its recent Report High Street Britain 2015, warned of the risk that small shops were being squeezed out of the market.  Further deregulation of the restrictions on large shops’ Sunday trading, would only increase the pressure on small shops.    

Shop workers and other workers

The deregulation of Sunday Trading Laws has already changed the patterns of Sunday work considerably.  Many more people now work on Sunday than did in the past.  This includes shop workers above all, but other workers have also been affected.  Workers like lorry drivers, bus drivers and others have been asked to work on Sunday.  

Under the law any shop worker can give his or her employer notice that they object to Sunday work.  However, many workers are slow to do this.  They feel it may affect their career prospects.  Colleagues who work on Sunday may object.  Applicants for new jobs may agree to Sunday work do enhance their chances of being selected.  

The surveys mentioned above suggest that a majority of working parents sometimes work at the weekend and most of these feel they have no choice.  Most of them also feel that working at weekends affects the time they can spend with their children

We are concerned over the results of the Stephen Copsey case in the Court of Appeal (2005), where three judges reviewing tribunal decisions came to the conclusion that Stephen Copsey, who refused to work on Sunday, had not been unfairly dismissed.  His employer, after making serious efforts to accommodate Mr Copsey, had finally insisted on his working a Sunday rota.  The Court of Appeal found that the employer had compelling economic reasons for dismissing him.  

It is noteworthy that USDAW’s survey in 2006 found that 92% of shopworkers opposed any relaxation of the current limitation on large stores opening for more than six hours on a Sunday. 56% of their members preferred to work less on Sunday as this was the one day that they could be at home with their families. Significantly, an NOP poll conducted on behalf of Keep Sunday Special in 2005 found that 75% of those interviewed would rather have reinstatement of a regular day off to spend with family and friends than to have shopping hours further extended.
A multicultural society

The main argument we put forward is that it is in the interests of everyone that there should be a common day off for the majority of workers.   We do not believe that it is the needs of Christians or those of other faiths alone which justify retaining the special character of Sunday.  Having said this, it is of course important for society to safeguard the right of Muslim and Jewish people to worship on their holy days.   However, it is not possible to have a common day of rest which is appropriate for all religions, nor is it possible to have three days of rest in the week.  Given the traditions of this country, where more than two thirds of people still consider themselves in some sense Christians, it is appropriate that our day of rest should coincide with the Sunday observance of Christians.  It is striking that leaders of other faiths such as the Chief Rabbi have consistently called for the special nature of Sunday in the UK to be respected. 
Attitudes towards Sunday Trading and the social impact of any further changes
The preference of people for a distinctive Sunday is highlighted in a number of surveys in recent years (e.g. NOP for KSS, NOP for Usdaw and Sky News phone in).  These have suggested that the population at large tends to prefer a weekly day of rest to unrestricted Sunday trading.  Many would not mind if all shops except local convenience shops were closed on Sunday; and a majority are against extending Sunday Trading. We believe that many Muslim and Jewish people would prefer a distinctive Sunday, as a day of rest, to a more secularised society in which Sunday was like any other day.  We also believe that many in society, whether or not they are religious, would sympathise with the idea of giving small shops greater leeway than larger shops for trading on Sundays and for giving families, communities’ time and space free of commercial pressures of other days.  

The government has indicated an intention to conduct an economic impact assessment. But what is needed is a social impact assessment of any further change in the law, which would seek to explore the issues noted above.  

Conclusion

For almost 2000 years, Sunday has been a special day for Catholics.  Pope John Paul II spelled out the meaning of Sunday in his Apostolic Letter Dies Domini.  There is an obligation for Catholics to attend Mass on Sunday.  However, the meaning of the Lord’s Day goes beyond the Eucharist.  It is a day of rest and recreation, for building relationships and for charitable works, such as visiting the sick in hospital. 
In our society, Sunday has traditionally had a similar religious meaning.  Even with the progressive secularisation of society, Sunday remains a different day and still has overtones of its religious meaning.  The different atmosphere of Sunday has a positive value even in a secular society.  It allows individuals space for rest and renewal and time for family and friends.  It offers workers a break from their work.  

The changes in Sunday trading since 1994 have changed the atmosphere of Sunday.  Small shops are put under greater pressure from larger shops.  More people have to work, and many who would not wish to work feel constrained to do so.  The changes also reinforce our movement to greater materialism and commercialism.  People value the different atmosphere of Sunday and for the most part they do not want further deregulation.  In our multicultural society, it is important to give all faiths the opportunity to worship and observe a special day.  

We ask the government not to further deregulate the laws on Sunday Trading.
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