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The British love their supermarkets. And there are more and more of them 
every year. But is this a good thing? 
 
Not necessarily. For a start, many small shops can’t compete on 

price with superstores such as Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Waitrose and 
Marks & Spencer. And they don’t have as many products either. As 
a result, many local businesses have closed. In fact, between 1990 
and 1996, 36% of the UK’s small shops shut down. And between 
1986 and 1997 the number of supermarkets increased from 457 to 
1,102.  

 
Supermarkets have a negative effect on local communities in other 
ways, too. Money spent in independent shops usually stays in the 
area. However, money spent at supermarkets is often put into the 
bank accounts of distant shareholders, some of whom don’t even pay any tax in the UK!  
 
Supermarkets are also bad for animal welfare. The UK has high standards in this field, but some 

supermarkets get their meat from abroad. And in many cases, this meat is produced under 
conditions that would be illegal in the UK. But once they’ve got the meat, supermarkets put a 
British flag on the product as the meat is packed there. Dishonest? Not exactly, but it isn’t entirely 
true either! 
 
Supermarkets have even had a negative effect on the British pub. Beer and wine is much cheaper 
in a supermarket. For example, supermarkets can sell a can of beer for 25p (about 30 cents), but 

the same beer will cost Ł2.50 (about €3) in a pub. There are now over 55,000 supermarkets in the 
UK, but less than 55,000 pubs. A decade ago there were more than 61,000. These days, pubs are 
closing at the rate of 39 a week! 

 
Supermarkets have a poor environmental record too. Many of them don’t store food products 
themselves as storage space is expensive, so they get food producers to do it for them. This means 

that supermarket lorries have to make more trips to collect supplies. In turn, this increases the 
amount of petrol used, which leads to more pollution. In fact, the average item of food from a 
supermarket travels over 1,000 kilometres: by lorry or plane from the producer to the store, and 
then by car from the store to the consumer. 
 

Supermarkets also use a lot of plastic packaging, which isn’t 
good for the environment either. 

So, what can be done to help the “little guys”? Not much 
really. For one thing, supermarkets have a lot of power. Many 
political parties receive donations from supermarkets. And 
supermarkets often use their money to influence decisions. For 
example, just before the millennium (the year 2000), one 
supermarket gave the government £12 million to help build 
the Millennium Dome in London. Later, plans to tax 

supermarket car parks were dropped.  
 
Supermarkets are good news for shoppers looking foa bargain, but they’re definitely bad for local 
businesses, animals and the environment! 

HOW SUPERMARKETS ARE 

CHANGING IN BRITAIN 
 



 

1. Pre-Reading. Where do you buy the following things? The local 

shop, the supermarket, online shops, other? Discuss your ideas 

with a partner. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
2. Reading I. What are the pros and cons of supermarkets? Think. 

Then, read the article once to compare your ideas. 

 

3. Reading II. Read the article again and say what the numbers 

refer to.  

 

1. 1,102 

2. 30 cents 

3. 39 

4. 1,000 kilometres 

5. £12 million 

4. Language focus. Quantifiers. Look at this extract from the 

article on this page, “…but some supermarkets get their meat 
from abroad…” . The writer has used the quantifier some with a 

plural noun (“some supermarkets”). Complete the sentences with 
some, any or a/an. 
 
1. We don’t have _________ food to offer you. 

2. They’ve got_________  things they’d like to discuss. 
3. There’s _________  letter for you on the table. 
4. This is _________  earlier version of it. 

5. There aren’t _________ more copies left. 
 

5. Discussion. 

 Which supermarket do you shop at? 
 Which local stores do you go to? 
 What do you buy there? 

 How has your local area changed over the years? 
 

EXERCISES 

fruit and vegetables  

 

milk  

 

furniture 

DIY supplies 

beer and wine kitchen goods 

electrical goods clothing 

the newspaper home decor 

garden furniture meat and fish 


