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Foreword
At every point in
people’s lives, from
birth in hospital
through to the later
years and all points
between, the food and drink
they consume is provided by the
members of the Federation of
Wholesale Distributors.
FWD’s groundbreaking Whole Story research,
conducted for us by Capital Economics in 2014,
provided for the first time a summary of the
economic impact of food and drink wholesale,
demonstrating the value and importance of the
sector in in improving consumer choice through
its support for retailers and caterers.
The Whole Society extends and broadens
that analysis, looking more closely at the
downstream impacts of wholesale, the net
positives wholesale brings and how food and

We are delighted to
present this report
on the economic
contribution of the
food and drink
wholesale distribution sector in
the United Kingdom.
The sector performs a key role in the economy
by linking large food and drink manufacturers
with independent retailers and foodservice
providers in local communities across the
country. The foodservice businesses which the
wholesalers supply span across a wide range
of activities including healthcare, education,
hospitality, retail and leisure.

drink wholesale reaches all aspects of people’s
lives, from the cradle to the grave.
In this report we provide an up-to-date summary
of the important economic contribution of food
and drink wholesale to UK PLC, setting out
both upstream and downstream impacts. The
report develops an analysis of the wider impact
of wholesale on the whole economy, as well
as its contribution to society. We also provide
an assessment of the economic challenges
wholesale will face in the coming years.
We are delighted to be again partnering
Capital Economics in preparing this research
into the hidden world of wholesale and hope it
illuminates the vital role the sector plays both
the economy and in feeding the nation.

James Bielby
Chief Executive,
Federation of Wholesale Distributors

the sector in the coming years. Food and drink
wholesale distributors turn over £29 billion
annually and directly employ almost 60,000
people in the United Kingdom. Including the
activity supported in their supply chains, and
the retail and foodservice businesses which
they serve, around 1.4 million domestic jobs are
supported by the sector.

Mark Pragnell
Head of Commissioned Projects,
Capital Economics

Our report shows the full extent of the sector’s
value to the United Kingdom economy, as
well as the challenges and opportunities for
3

Key findings
Capital Economics has been commissioned by the Federation of Wholesale
Distributors to research and report upon the economic contribution of the
food and drink wholesale distribution sector and to identify the challenges
facing the sector.
Our key findings are:
• Food and drink wholesale distribution is a sector in its
own right, turning over £29 billion, employing nearly
60,000 people and generating gross value added of
£3 billion annually
• Wholesalers’ depots are located in all regions and
devolved nations to distribute goods to independent
retailers and caterers in local communities
• Food and drink wholesalers’ support all areas of the
foodservice market which encompasses a wide range
of activities including retail, travel, leisure, hotels,
pubs, restaurants and contract caterers
• The sector forms a crucial part of a value chain
which links large food and drink manufacturers with
independent retailers and foodservice providers
across the country; including the entire chain we
estimate that it supports 1.4 million jobs and £43
billion in gross value added

• There has been upward pressure on wage costs
which has increased the incomes of employees
in the sector while also squeezing margins of
wholesalers; it may have also contributed to a
reduction in the number employees, though this
could reflect other factors such as an increase in
automation and efficiency
• There are a number of issues which pose
challenges to the future success of the sector
including the impending exit from the European
Union, food inflation and the automation of
manual roles
• Around 58 per cent of food and drink wholesale
distributors’ revenue comes from sales to small,
independent retailers providing access to food,
drink and other goods in every region and
devolved nation; we estimate that the activities of
the food and drink wholesale distributors supports
537,000 jobs in the wider economy
• Around 39 per cent of food and drink wholesale
distributors’ revenue comes from sales to
foodservice providers who supply food and
drink to a wide range of organisations including
schools, hospitals, social clubs, guest houses,
coffee shops and petrol forecourts; we estimate
that the activities of the food and drink wholesale
distributors supports 650,000 jobs nationally

4
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About
the
report

There have been some
changes in the makeup of industry since
the data for this report
were collected. We
present a snapshot of
the industry in 2016.

FWD’s members carry out
the wholesale distribution of
food, drink and other goods
to retail and catering/food
service businesses via cash
and carry, delivery and
the internet. For brevity, in
this report, we refer to this
sector as ‘food and drink
wholesale distribution’.
The numbers presented
in this report are a
combination of official
statistics, publically
available statistics and a
survey of food and drink
wholesale distributors.
The survey was conducted
between February and
December 2017. Overall the
responses covered over 85
per cent of the sector based
on the number of depots
although the sample for
individual questions varied.

5

Understanding
the food and
drink wholesale
distribution
industry
In this section we provide an

overview of the scale, nature

and current position of the

food and drink wholesale
distribution sector

6
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overview of the food and drink
wholesale distribution sector
Wholesaling is a large industry in the United
Kingdom, with annual turnover of over £670 billion
and employing well over one million people. It
involves the resale of new and used goods to
retailers, businesses to business trade, and the resale
of goods to other wholesalers. It also includes the
activities of agents or brokers in buying merchandise
for, or selling merchandise to, these businesses. The
range of businesses supplied spans multi-national
retailers, industrial manufacturers, construction
companies and small specialised stores.
This report is focussed on the food and drink
wholesale distribution sector. The industry provides a
link between large food and drink manufacturers and
independent retailers and caterers. It is a significant
industry that supports high streets and local
communities across the country.
The role of food and drink wholesale distributors is to
buy products in bulk, and sell and distribute them to
smaller individual buyers at cheaper prices than the
small independent buyer could negotiate.
Goods are distributed to customers either through
direct delivery or cash and carry locations.

Food & drink
manufacturers

Food & drink
wholesale distributors
Buying groups
Individual
wholesalers

Individual
wholesalers

Cash and carry

Delivered

Customers
Foodservice

Retailers

Overview of food and drink wholesale
distribution sector
Source: Capital Economics
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Economic activity supported
by the food and drink
wholesale distribution sector

The food and drink wholesale distribution sector
plays a crucial role in the United Kingdom economy.
It is a significant industry in its own right, providing
jobs and adding value to the economy. In total,
around 60,000 people were employed directly in
the sector in 2016 spread across all regions and
nations, generating £3 billion of gross value added.
In addition to the direct contribution of food and
drink wholesale distributors, economic activity and
jobs are supported in the wider economy by both
their purchases from suppliers and the spending
of their employees. Overall we estimate that
combined these support almost 130,000 domestic
jobs.
On top of the direct and multiplier impacts, the
food and drink wholesale distribution plays a
key role in supporting independent retailers and
caterers across the country which rely on wholesale
distributors to supply them with their goods. The
service that wholesale distributors provide supports
in the region of 1.2 million jobs on high streets and
foodservice providers across the United Kingdom.

Jobs: 129,000
Turnover: £37m
Gross value added: £8m

Spending on
suppliers

Food and
drink
wholesale
distributors

Foodservice

Spending of
employees

Jobs: 59,000
Turnover: £29m
Gross value
added: £3m

Retailers

Jobs: 1,200,000
Turnover: £64m
Gross value added: £32 m
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Independent retailers,
foodservice providers and
caterers are main customers
Food and drink wholesale distributors supply goods to businesses which play an important social
and economic role in the United Kingdom. Most of the sector’s sales go to independent retailers or
foodservice and catering providers, which are predominately small and medium sized enterprises.

58% of sales value

Food and
drink
wholesale
distributors

39% of sales
value

3% of sales value

Retailers

Foodservice /
caterers

Other

Share of turnover by type of customer,
percentage of total value, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and
drink wholesalers
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Foodservice
providers and
caterers cover
a wide range of
activities
The foodservice industry covers a
wide range of activities which can be
split into three main groups:
1. Retail, travel and leisure. Food and
drink wholesale distributors supply

goods to a host of companies which
provide food and drink options in

convenient locations for consumers

including coffee shops and sandwich
bars in shops, petrol forecourts and
transport hubs, and sports clubs,
stadiums and event venues.

2. Hotels, pubs and restaurants. Food
and drink wholesale distributors
supply goods to the hospitality

industry through hotels and guest
houses, independent or branded

pubs and social clubs and a range of
restaurants.

3. Contract catering. Food and drink

Retail: coffee shops, sandwich
bars, bakery stores, supermarket
cafes
Travel: roadside, petrol forecourts,
railway stations, airports, ports
Leisure: sports clubs, event
catering, stadia, visitor attractions,
entertainment venues
Hotels: full service, budget, guest
houses, holiday parks, conference
centres
Pubs and bars: branded and
managed, tenanted and leased,
independent, social clubs,
nightclubs
Restaurants: fine dining,
independent, fast food outlets,
street food
Contract catering for business:
contracted, in-house
Contract catering for public
sector: defence, justice, healthcare,
local authorities, oil rigs, education

wholesale distributors supply goods

to caterers which serve both business
and the public sector. Public sector

customers include hospitals, schools
and local authorities.

1 0
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Selected components of the
foodservice industry
MCA, Oxford Farming Conference, the UK Foodservice
Market, Jan 2017
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Overview of the United Kingdom
foodservice/catering industry

United Kingdom
Foodservice /catering
industry

Retail, travel and
leisure Turnover:
£19.9 billion

Retail, travel and
leisure Turnover:
£19.9 billion

Leisure

Hotels

Pubs
and
bars

RestauRants

Contract catering
Turnover: £4.2
billion

Contract
catering
for
business

Contract
catering
for public
sector

Retail

Travel

£480 m

Value of purchases from food and drink wholesale distributors
£290 m
£1,100 m
£1,400 m
£1,100m
£2,300 m
£750 m
£3,400 m

Food and drink wholesale distributors

Source: Capital Economics and MCA, Oxford Farming Conference, the UK Foodservice Market, Jan
2017. Note: The turnover numbers refer to an estimate of the foodservice and catering elements of
the described sectors at a national level.
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Food and drink wholesale
distributors supply almost one
quarter of the foodservice and
catering industry
In 2016 revenue for food and drink wholesale
distributors from foodservice customers was £11.4
billion. This supported a significant portion of the United
Kingdom’s foodservice market, which was estimated to
be £87 billion by MCA. We estimate that it supplied 30
per cent of the value of all purchases by the foodservice
sector. It is particularly important for contract catering
businesses in which it supplies nearly all of the subsector. This includes schools, hospitals and government
departments, as well as private businesses.

To estimate the number of jobs supported in the
foodservice sector by food and drink wholesale
distributors we have used data that is available
from the British Hospitality Association’s 2017
report, which looks at the entire hospitality
industry.3 Based on the value of sales to the
hospitality industry, we estimate that food and
drink wholesale distributors support 650,000 jobs,
£34 billion of turnover and £14 billion of gross
value added in the foodservice and catering sector.

³Ignite Economics, The economic contribution of the UK hospitality industry (British Hospitality Association, London), 2017

Purchases from
wholesale
distributors

Turnover

Estimated
intermediate
consumption

(£ billion)

(£ billion)

£ billion (share of
intermediate consumption)

19.9

8.6

1.9 (22%)

63.0

27.3

4.7 (17%)

4.2

1.8

Almost all

87.1

37.8

11.4 (30%)

Retail
Travel
Leisure
Hotels
Pubs and bars
Restaurants
Contract catering
for business
Contract catering
for public sector
TOTAL

Share of foodservice and catering industry supplied by food and drink
wholesale distributors, 2016
Source: Capital Economics and MCA, Oxford Farming Conference, the UK
Foodservice Market, Jan 2017
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the Sector supports
around 540,000 jobs
on local high streets
across the country
In total, we estimate that there are

around 72,000 retail stores supplied
by the food and drink wholesale

distribution sector. These are largely
small, independent stores that provide
access to food, drink and other items
to all areas of the country.
The Association of Convenience Store’s Local Shop Report
2017 estimates that there are a total of 37,000 independent
convenience stores, excluding multiple chains and cooperatives. These are spread throughout the country with
38 per cent in rural areas, 37 per cent in urban areas and 25
per cent in suburban areas.
In addition to independent convenience stores, food and
drink wholesale distributors supply forecourts (5,000),
supermarkets (3,000) and traditional and specialist retailers
(27,000).
Using an average of 7.4 jobs per store from the Association

Food & drink
wholesalers
supply an
estimated
70% of
purchases
by 37,000
non-multiple
convenience
stores

of Convenience Store’s Local Shop Report 2017, we
estimate that the food and drink wholesale distribution
sector supports a total of 537,000 jobs and generates

£17 billion of value added.
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The National Living Wage has
provided challenges

A new National Living Wage was introduced in the
Conservative government’s 2015 summer budget.
In April 2016, all workers aged 25 and above were
guaranteed £7.20 per hour, which was a 50 pence
increase on the previous National Minimum Wage
of £6.70. The National Living Wage currently sits
at £7.50 per hour and is due to increase to £7.83 in
April 2018.
The National Living Wage will continue to rise
each year in order to reach 60 per cent of median
earnings by 2020, with the schedule set by the
Low Pay Commission.¹ Based on forecasts from the
Office of Budget Responsibility, the National Living
Wage will be over £9.00 per hour by 2020. ²

Accommodation and
food services
Retail
Wholesale and retail
trade
Administration
Arts, entertainment
and recreation
Agriculture
Other services
Health and social
work
Manufacturing
Education

However, the aggregate figures hide the fact
that the impact on different sectors will vary
considerably. In 2014, before the imposition of
the legislation, less than ten per cent of workers
were below the £7.20 threshold in sectors such as
finance, construction and manufacturing, while up
to thirty per cent of workers in the wholesale sector
earned less than £7.20 per hour.

Real estate
Water supply
Transport
Construction
Professional, scientific
and technical services
Information and
communication

¹Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, National Minimum
Wage – Low Pay Commission remit 2016 (Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills, London), 2015
²Office for Budget Responsibility, Economic and fiscal outlook, July
2015 (Office for Budget Responsibility, London), 2015

Financial and
insurance services
Mining and quarrying
Public administration
Electricity and gas
0

50

100

Vulnerability to the National Living Wage
by sector based on the proportion of
jobs below £7.20 per hour in 2014
Sources: Capital Economics and Office for National Statistics
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Recent years have seen wage
increases for workers
The imposition of the National Living Wage seems to have put upward
pressure on wages and had a negative impact on employment and

profits in the food and drink wholesale distribution sector. However, it is
difficult to fully attribute the fall in employment to rising wage costs as
employment may also be impacted by factors such as automation and
increasing efficiency.

Meanwhile, workers in the sector have benefited from
higher incomes. According to our survey of wholesale
distributors, the average wage for a full time

worker was £34,000 in 2016 compared to
£29,000 in 2013. This represents an increase of
nineteen per cent (seventeen per cent in real terms),
compared to a six per cent increase across the whole
economy.
Although survey results should be treated with
some caution, the results seem to suggest that the
companies in the sector have been disproportionately

affected by the National Living Wage. Official statistics
show that average wages in the distribution, hotels
and restaurants sector increased by over nine per
cent since 2013, above the national average, which
supports the idea that wholesale distribution has
been disproportionately burdened by the legislation.
The survey results suggest that margins are being
squeezed, with profits of 2.1 per cent of turnover in
2016 compared to 2.8 per cent in 2013. At the same
time, the number of employees in the sector has
fallen from 66,000 to 59,000.

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Whole
economy

Distribution,
hotels and
restaurants

Minimum wage/
National
Living Wage

Food and
drink
wholesale
distributors

Increase in average wages between 2013 and 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers and the Office
for National Statistics
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Foodservice providers and caterers
cover a wide range of activities
Between 2007 and the end of 2013,
food prices in the United Kingdom
rose by almost 60 per cent compared
to an increase in prices of less than
40 per cent across the economy

Food

as a whole. Food prices fell back

1 6
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100
90

2017

2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

80
2009

Second, although some food and drink wholesale
distribution companies are large in their own right and
others have joined together in buying groups, they still
aren’t big enough to have the same buying power as
supermarkets.

110

2008

First, food and drink wholesaling to retail customers
is generally not covered by long term contracts, and,
as such, any price increases will make sellers less
competitive and have a direct impact on sales. The
competitive nature of the market means that any
price increases are likely to simply result in customers
shopping elsewhere.

120

2007

There are two reasons why it is particularly difficult for
food and drink wholesale distributors to limit the impact
on their profitability by raising their prices or negotiating
terms with their suppliers.

130

2006

High rates of food inflation put pressure on those in
the food sector, including manufacturers, wholesalers,
retailers and consumers.

2005

few years.

140

2004

strip overall inflation over the next

2003

food prices is set to continue to out-

150

2002

Meanwhile, the rate of increase of

2001

but have risen strongly again since.

160

2000

between early 2014 and mid-2016

all

Consumer price inflation, January 2001 = 100
Source: Capital Economics and Thomson Reuters
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Over 90 per cent of the value of direct purchases by food
and drink wholesale distributors are from suppliers in
the United Kingdom, as represented by the inner circle
in the chart. However, the food and drink manufacturers
that they purchase from, represented by the outer circle,
import a much larger share of their goods and 70 per
cent of their imports come from the European Union.
As such, the sector would be best served by a
comprehensive trade deal which keeps tariffs or trade
barriers to a minimum. If there is no deal agreed
between the United Kingdom and the European Union,

which remains a possibility, trade will be conducted
under World Trade Organisation rules. On the whole,
the tariffs imposed under these rules aren’t overly
burdensome. However, the sectors which they will
affect most are related to food, drinks and tobacco.
The average tariff for agricultural products is eleven
per cent while for beverages and tobacco it is almost
twenty per cent.
If a free trade agreement is not reached then the food
and drink wholesale distribution sector will face further
upward pressure on their suppliers’ prices.

Share of products purchased by location of supplier, 2016.
United Kingdom

European Union (excluding United Kingdom)

Other

represents food and drink

represents United Kingdom food,

wholesale distributors.

drink and tobacco manufacturers

Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of
food and drink wholesalers
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Automation of jobs in the sector
is a real possibility in coming
decades
Developments in Artificial Intelligence, robotics and
other digital technologies provide the potential to
replace workers for some roles in the United Kingdom
over the coming decades. The food and drink wholesale
distribution sector will need to adapt to new ways of
working, while recognising that there is a significant long
term threat to some jobs in the sector.

estimates that up to 30 per cent of United Kingdom jobs
are at high risk of automation by the early 2030s.
The impacts on different sectors vary widely, with the
most jobs at high risk in the wholesale and retail sector.
PWC estimate that 2.3 million jobs, or 44 per cent of
current jobs, in the wholesale and retail sector are at high
risk of automation by the early 2030s.

The overall net impact of these new technologies is
unclear given that most studies in the area have focused
on the gross negative impact on current jobs in particular
sectors, while there will also be positive impacts as
new technologies will boost productivity and generate
additional jobs elsewhere in the economy.
Nevertheless, many current jobs, particularly in low
skilled and manual roles, are at risk. A study by PWC

A study by Deloitte concurs with the finding that the
wholesale and retail sector has the greatest number
of jobs with a high chance of automation in the next ten to
twenty years. Furthermore, they estimate that there has
already been a net loss of 239,000 jobs in this sector that
had a high risk of automation between 2001 and 2015.
This suggests that automation may already be having a
tangible impact on the number of jobs in the sector.

Employment
share

Job
automation

Jobs at
high risk of
automation

(%)

(share at potential
high risk)

15%

44%

2.3

Manufacturing

8%

46%

1.2

Administrative and support

8%

37%

1.1

Transportation and storage

5%

56%

1.0

Professional and scientific

9%

26%

0.8

Health and social work

12%

17%

0.7

Accommodation and food

7%

26%

0.6

Construction

6%

24%

0.5

Public sector

4%

32%

0.5

Information & communication

4%

27%

0.4

Financial and insurance

3%

32%

0.4

Education

9%

9%

0.3

Arts and entertainment

3%

22%

0.2

Other services

3%

19%

0.2

Real estate

2%

28%

0.2

Wholesale and retail trade

(millions)

Source: John Hawksworth, Barret Kupelian, Richard Berriman and Duncan Mckellar, UK Economic Outlook March
2017 (PWC, London)
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Direct impact
In this section we assess the

scale and nature of the direct
economic

contribution

of

the food and drink wholesale
distribution sector

19

the Sector supports around
540,000 jobs on local high
streets across the country
We estimate that food and drink wholesale
distributors in the United Kingdom turned over
around £29 billion in 2016.
The largest revenue stream came from supplying
predominantly small independent retailers,
which accounted for 58 per cent of total turnover.
Foodservice customers comprised the second

Cash and
Carry

largest component of the business, accounting for
39 per cent of turnover. The remaining three per cent
was comprised of private business users and other
activities.
Orders delivered directly to customers were
responsible for revenue of £15.9 billion (or 55 per cent
of the total) while £13.1 billion came from cash and
carry business.

Delivered

Total

(£ million)

(£ million)

7,600

9,300

16,800

5,100

6,200

11,400

300

300

600

Other

100

100

200

total

13,100

15,900

29,000

(£ million)

Retail

Foodservice
(goods supplied to caterers on via
cash and carry, ad-hoc delivery or
delivery on a contractual basis)

Private business users
(customers that buy goods for
personal or business use that are not
intended to be sold on at a margin)

Value of turnover of the food and drink wholesale distribution
sector by type of customer, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers
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the Sector provides 59,000 jobs
across the United Kingdom
We estimate that there were a total of just over
59,000 people employed by food and drink
wholesale distributors in 2016. Accounting for part
time workers, this translates into the equivalent of
around 48,000 full time jobs. The majority of jobs
(53,000) were provided in the depots while there
were 6,000 jobs in headquarter based operations.
Unlike some other industries, such as car
manufacturing or investment banking, the activity
of food and drink wholesale distributors is widely
spread throughout the United Kingdom.
There are a significant number of wholesalers’
depots located in all regions and devolved nations
to distribute goods to independent retailers
and caterers in local communities. Indeed, the
geographical distribution of jobs shows that it is
some of the less prosperous regions that benefit
the most from the industry. Compared with
the share of all jobs nationally, food and drink
wholesale distribution is more concentrated in
the North West, West Midlands and all three
devolved nations, and less represented in London
and the South East.

2 1

the Sector provides 59,000 jobs across the
United Kingdom

Yorkshire & The  Humber

Northern Ireland

Depot operations (number)

3,850

Depot operations (number)

1,830

Headquarter operations

570

Headquarter operations

120

Total (number)

4,430

Total (number)

1,950

Total (FTE)

3,560

Total (FTE)

1,570

East

West Midlands
Depot operations (number)

4,800

Headquarter operations

680

Total (number)

5,490

Total (FTE)

4,420

Depot operations (number)

4,500

Headquarter operations

460

Total (number)

4,960

Total (FTE)

4,000

THE WHOLE SOCIETY |

4,580

Headquarter operations

560

Total (number)

5,140

Total (FTE)

4,130

South East

South West

2 2

Depot operations (number)

Depot operations (number)

5,460

Headquarter operations

1,080

Total (number)

6,540

Total (FTE)

5,270

Demonstrating the contribution of the food and drink wholesale distribution industry

United Kingdom
Depot operations (number)

53,270

Depot operations (number)

6,110

Total (number)

59,380

Total (FTE)

47,800

Scotland
Depot operations (number)

5,860

Headquarter operations

390

Total (number)

6,250

Total (FTE)

5,030

North East
Depot operations (number)

7,140

Headquarter operations

140

Total (number)

2,020

Total (FTE)

1,620

North West
Depot operations (number)

7,140

Headquarter operations

580

Total (number)

7,720

Total (FTE)

6,220

East Midlands

Wales
Depot operations (number)

2,940

Headquarter operations

190

Total (number)

3,130

Total (FTE)

2,520

Depot operations (number)

3,660

Headquarter operations

560

Total (number)

4,220

Total (FTE)

3,400

London
Depot operations (number)

6,770

Headquarter operations

770

Total (number)

7,540

Total (FTE)

6,070

2 3

£3 billion of value is added to the
economy annually by the sector
Gross value added is a measure of the contribution made by a company or industry to overall economic activity.
We estimate that the food and drink wholesale distribution sector generated £3 billion in 2016.
The value added by each worker (or productivity) is around £51,000, which is above the average rate of
productivity for all non-financial businesses of £49,900.

Compensation
of employees

Profits

TAXES

(£ million)

(£ million)

(£ million)

Gross
value
added
(£ million)

TOTAL

1,870

620

530

3,000

Gross value added in the food and drink wholesale distribution
sector, 2016
Gross value added
per worker (£)

Industry
Computer programming

77,300

Legal and accounting

66,500

Architecture

59,500

Food and drink wholesale distribution

50,800

All non-financial sectors

49,900

Creative industries

46,200

Textiles

40,900

Postal and courier

38,400

Motion picture, video and television production

33,000

Taxi operation

20,100

Productivity as measured by gross value added per worker, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers and Office for National Statistics’
Annual Business Survey
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Wholesale distributors
generate £830 million for the
exchequer annually
The activities of food and drink wholesale distributors generated £830 million in taxes in 2016. This
included £300 million in value added tax, £170 million in employers’ national insurance contributions,
£150 million in business rates and £70 million in corporation tax.

Individual
wholesalers

Buying
groups

Total

(£ million)

(£ million)

Corporation tax

40

30

70

Value added tax

170

130

300

Employers’ national insurance

110

60

170

Business rates

90

70

150

Other

80

60

130

total

490

340

(£ million)

830

Taxes paid by the food and drink
wholesale distribution sector, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink
wholesalers

£830
million

2 5

Multiplier
impacts
In this section we assess
the scale and nature of the
economic activity supported by
the purchases of food and drink
wholesale distributors and the
spending of their employees
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Wholesale distributors spent
over £24 billion on suppliers
Expenditure by the food and drink wholesale
distributors stimulates further economic activity in
the supply chain that they support.

and tobacco manufacturers. Spending on tobacco
products totalled £7.4 billion, while £7.2 billion was
spent on food and £4.1 billion on drinks.

Based on our survey we estimate that in 2016
companies within the sector spent a total of
£24 billion on their suppliers. The majority of
this spending was directed towards food, drink

The rest of their expenditure was on a mixture of
household goods, clothing, toiletries and electronics,
as well as general business expenses including office
and depot space, delivery vehicles and legal and
accounting services.

Expenditure
(£ million)
Spending on stock

22,200

Fresh food

1,900

Frozen food

1,900

Snacks and other food

3,400

Alcoholic drinks

1,900

Non-alcoholic drinks

2,200

Tobacco

7,400

Other (eg. household products, electronics)

3,600

Spending other than stock

2,000

Current expenditure

1,500

Capital expenditure

400

Total

24,200

Expenditure on suppliers by the food and drink wholesale distribution
sector, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers
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Over 100,000 jobs supported in
the supply chain
The expenditure of food and drink wholesale
distributors supports economic activity
through their supply chain. The firms supplying
wholesale distributors use the income to
support jobs and activity, as well as spending
a proportion of it on other companies, who in
turn go through the same process.

Overall, we estimate that the expenditure of food and
drink wholesale distributors supports over 100,000
jobs and £7.4 billion in gross value added in the United
Kingdom.
The benefits are felt across all regions and devolved
nations. The largest number of jobs supported are in
London, the South East, Scotland and the North West.

Employees

Turnover

(number)

(£ million)

Gross value
added
(£ million)

North East

2,900

1,000

200

North West

11,000

3,500

800

Yorkshire and The  Humber

9,000

2,900

600

East Midlands

9,400

3,000

600

West Midlands

9,100

3,200

700

East

9,200

2,800

600

London

13,300

4,100

900

South East

12,100

3,700

800

South West

8,000

2,700

600

Wales

5,200

1,700

400

Scotland

11,300

4,900

1,000

Northern Ireland

2,900

1,000

200

United Kingdom

103,200

34,400

7,400

Economic activity supported by food and drink wholesale distributors
(purchases, 2016)
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers
and the Office for National Statistics
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£1000m
gross value added

£200m

£200m

£600m
£800m
£500m
£600m
£700m
£400m

£600m
£900m

£600m

£800m
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Employees spend £1.4 billion on
United Kingdom based businesses
Further economic activity is supported by the spending of employees on goods and services in the wider
economy.
In 2016, employees of the industry spent an estimated total of £1.4 billion on goods and services provided by
United Kingdom businesses. This includes spending locally, online and on businesses located in other areas
of the country to where they live and work.
Overall, this spending supports over 25,000 jobs and £1 billion of gross value added across the country.

Employees

Turnover

(number)

(£ million)

Gross value
added
(£ million)

North East

870

80

40

North West

2,940

260

120

Yorkshire and The  Humber

1,830

170

70

East Midlands

1,790

160

70

West Midlands

2,140

200

90

East

2,300

200

90

London

4,150

400

180

South East

3,510

320

140

South West

2,010

180

80

Wales

1,180

110

50

Scotland

2,500

240

110

Northern Ireland

640

60

30

United Kingdom

25,860

2,370

1,050

Economic activity supported by the spending of food and drink
wholesale distribution employees, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers and the Office for National Statistics
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2,500
employee
numbers

640
870
1,850
2,940
1,790
2,140
1,180

2,300
4,150

2,010

3,510

Overall
impact
In this section we assess
the scale and nature of the
entire value chain in which
food and drink wholesale
distributors operate
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Overall around 1.3 million
domestic jobs are supported
by food and drink wholesale
distribution
The food and drink wholesale distribution sector makes a significant contribution to the United kingdom
economy. We have found:
• The food and drink wholesale distribution
sector is a crucial part of a value chain which
connects large food and drink manufacturers
with small independent shops and foodservice
providers
• Food and drink wholesale distributors generate
£3 billion of value added annually and provide
employment for 59 thousand people (direct
impact)

economic activity in their supply chain and through
the spending of their employees, totalling 129
thousand jobs and £8.4 billion of value added
(multiplier impact)
• Wholesale distributors supply retailers and
foodservice providers, supporting around 1.2 million
jobs and £32 billion of value added in these sectors
(customer impact)
• In total, we estimate that the sector supports
almost 1.4 million jobs across the United Kingdom,
generating £43 billion of value added to the
economy annually

• As well as the value created and people
employed in food and drink wholesale
distributors themselves, they support

Employees

Turnover

(number)

(£ million)

Gross value
added
(£ million)

Direct impact

59

29

3.0

Multiplier impact

129

37

8.4

Supported by wholesalers
purchases from suppliers

103

34

7.4

Supported by spending of
wholesale employees

26

2

1.0

Customer impact

1,187

64

31.8

Supported in retail stores

537

30

17.4

Supported in foodservice

650

34

14.3

Total

1,376

130

43.2

Overall economic activity supported by the food and drink wholesale
distribution industry, 2016
Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers and the Office for National Statistics
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Food and wholesale
distribution supports a
significant share of the
economy
Food and drink wholesale distributors operate in a value chain connecting food, drink and tobacco
manufacturers with retailers and foodservice providers. In total, these sectors employ 4.9 million people
nationally, or seventeen per cent of the workforce. We have estimated that the value chain that food and
drink wholesale distributors are directly involved in supports 1.4 million people across the country, or 4.7
per cent of the workforce. The employment supported by the value chain as a whole is larger than major
industries in the economy such as the entire public sector, financial services or telecommunications.

Number of employees, 2016
FOOD AND DRINK MANUFACTURERS

RETAILERS

WHOLESALE DISTRIBUTORS

FOOD SERVICE PROVIDERS
0

200

400

600

800

1,000 1,200 1,400 1,600

Value chain directly
supported by food
and drink wholesale
distribution
Public sector
Legal and accounting
Financial services
Telecommunications

Source: Capital Economics’ analysis of survey of food and drink wholesalers and the Office for National Statistics
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about us
About FWD
The Federation of Wholesale Distributors is
the member organisation for UK wholesalers
operating in the grocery and foodservice markets
supplying independent retailers and caterers.

About Capital
Economics
Capital Economics is one of the leading
independent macro-economic research
companies in the world, providing research
on the US, Canada, Europe, Africa, Asia and
Australasia, Latin America, the Middle East
and the UK, as well as analysis of financial
markets, commodities and the consumer and
property sectors.
Founded in 1999, by the leading economist
Roger Bootle, Capital Economics conduct
research for companies, government
agencies, and trade associations.
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