Co-op’s store expansion highlights urgent call for business rates reform to save UK high streets

[image: ]
Co-op is set to significantly expand its retail presence across the UK with plans to open over 50 new or transformed stores before Christmas, marking a substantial investment of more than £200 million in the past year. The openings will span a wide range of store formats and locations, reflecting the diversity of communities Co-op serves. Notable among these is the new store at the Brent Cross Town development in London, where Co-op will be the first permanent retailer on site. Additionally, the retailer is expanding its micro-format Co-op On The Go stores with five new locations including Aylesbury, Kingston, and Leamington. The geographic reach of these openings stretches from Brora in the Scottish Highlands to Devon and Cornwall in the south. Co-op has also debuted a new 2,500 sq ft franchise store at Lancaster University, increasing its university campus franchise portfolio to 11. This store caters to a diverse international student body with offerings including food to go, hot meals, Costa Coffee, and an extended world foods range, alongside home delivery, member pricing, and Fairtrade goods.
This expansion comes as Co-op intensifies its call for urgent business rates reform, underscoring the need for government action to secure the future of small shops and community retail. Co-op Group CEO Shirine Khoury-Haq stated the company’s belief in the future of the high street, but emphasised that sustained growth requires certainty, particularly around business rates. The Co-op argues that reform is essential for the 99% of retailers running small stores to plan confidently, protect jobs, and maintain thriving local economies. The company sees an opportunity for the government in the upcoming autumn budget to deliver on promised reforms to provide stability that will enable retailers of all sizes to invest and grow.
Co-op’s warnings about the critical state of small businesses are echoed by research showing that without urgent business rates reform, up to 60,000 small shops and 150,000 jobs could be at risk. Surveys indicate that 69% of UK adults lack confidence in the government's commitment to provide lasting relief for small businesses. Further data reveals that 10% of small high street business owners might need to lay off staff without reforms, while one in eight fear closure. Moreover, 77% of shop owners in England see business rates reform as vital for their survival, with many suggesting that without it, they would struggle to grow, freeze pay rises, or halt hiring altogether. This paints a stark picture of the precarious position many small retailers face and the broader economic consequences for communities dependent on them.
The government's awareness of these challenges is reflected in recent statements by UK Finance Minister Rachel Reeves, who revealed that the forthcoming November 26 budget will prioritise economic growth through reforms to the business rates system. Acknowledging the outdated nature of the current system, Reeves emphasised the need for changes that alleviate financial pressure particularly on physical retail outlets and small high street businesses, creating a more supportive environment suited to modern commercial realities.
Alongside opening new stores, Co-op is accelerating its convenience store growth strategy with plans to open a total of 75 new stores this year, including both company-owned and franchise stores. The retailer also intends to refurbish around 80 existing stores to maximise their potential, highlighting a dual focus on expansion and modernisation to meet evolving consumer needs.
Independent retailers supported by Co-op Wholesale have also contributed to the chorus calling for business rates reform, sharing firsthand accounts of the human and economic strain caused by rising costs and uncertainty. These family-run shops are pivotal in maintaining local community connections and the vitality of high streets but stress that meaningful government support is crucial for their continuation.
In summary, Co-op’s significant store expansion and investment underline its commitment to the UK’s retail future, while simultaneously spotlighting the urgent need for business rates reform to sustain small businesses and local economies. The upcoming autumn budget represents a critical juncture for the government to deliver on long-awaited reforms that could shape the viability and growth prospects of thousands of small retailers nationwide.
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