Co-op admits to unlawfully blocking rival supermarkets from opening
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The Co-op has recently acknowledged that it unlawfully impeded the establishment of over 100 rival supermarket branches in close proximity to its own stores. This admission follows an investigation by the UK’s Competition and Markets Authority (CMA), which revealed that the supermarket chain had violated regulations designed to prevent large retailers from enforcing land restrictions that hinder competition from other grocers.
The CMA's inquiry uncovered a significant number of breaches across various locations in the UK, raising concerns about the impact of such actions on consumer choice and competition. The organisation outlined that when supermarkets block competitors from opening new outlets nearby, it essentially reduces the options available to shoppers seeking competitive pricing. This is particularly notable given that the rules preventing such practices have been effective since 2010.
A spokesperson for Co-op stated, “This is a matter we take very seriously, and we have taken all necessary action to ensure this issue is resolved and does not happen again.” In response to the findings, the Co-op has begun revising more than 100 unlawful land agreements that were identified, committing to dissolve restrictions that have previously barred rival supermarkets from entering local markets.
The CMA's scrutiny is not limited to the Co-op; it has previously investigated other supermarket giants as well. Tesco faced action in 2020 for persuading landlords to avoid renting nearby sites to competitors for extended periods, while Waitrose also acknowledged irregularities regarding agreements that prevented new stores from opening within the same vicinity. The CMA noted that the large number of breaches by the Co-op pointed to “significant failures in compliance for a business of Co-op’s size, resources and standing.”
Daniel Turnbull, senior director of markets at the CMA, commented on the situation, stating, “Restrictive agreements by our leading retailers affect competition between supermarkets and impact shoppers trying to get the best deals.” He further indicated that the Co-op had made substantial efforts to rectify its unlawful agreements, highlighting the ongoing necessity for compliance with competition standards.
The Co-op has addressed 104 of the agreements under scrutiny and has committed to resolving the remaining three. While the company is actively working to amend its past practices, the implications of these unlawful agreements on the competitive landscape and consumer pricing will likely continue to be monitored by the CMA.
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