
2. CV 
 
Mike Barry is Sustainable Development Manager at the UK retailer Marks 
& Spencer. He is responsible for providing the direction and strategy for 
putting its business practices on to a more sustainable footing. Broadly 
speaking his job involves listening to stakeholder expectations of the 
company, translating these into policy and then working with buying 
groups and suppliers to make them reality. He deals with issues as 
diverse as chemicals in products, fish farming, wood sourcing, labour 
standards, animal welfare, fair trade, organic sourcing, wild fish sourcing 
and GM food. 
 
Prior to joining M&S 5 years ago, he worked as an environmental 
consultant and as an environment manager in the engineering sector. He 
is a chemistry graduate from Sheffield University. Currently he is: 
 
 Chair of the England Biodiversity Strategy – Business Group 
 Co-chair of the British Retail Consortium (BRC)/Chemical Industries 

Association (CIA) Supply Chain Leadership Group 
 The retail representative on the UK Government’s Chemical 

Stakeholder Forum 
 The retail representative on the Invest in Fish - South West Project 

 
 



Summary of Presentation     Mike Barry 
 
Chemicals are present in virtually every one of the many millions of different 
types of consumer article sold by retailers in the EU. In volume terms, this 
equates to tens of billions of individual articles that EU consumers buy, use and 
dispose of every year. Chemicals have been indispensable in improving the 
functionality and reducing the cost of articles. Without chemicals there is no 
retail sector. However, despite these undoubted benefits, chemicals are 
currently seen by many retailers as a potentially significant risk to their 
business, why? 
 
To answer this question we must realise that most people in the EU live a double 
life, as a citizen and as a consumer, respectively. We already know that the 
citizens of the EU are deeply sceptical of the chemical industry. This deep 
suspicion is adversely affecting the number of students starting chemistry 
courses at EU Universities, with worrying implications for the EU’s vision of 
being the most advanced, technology driven economy in the world. 
 
However, as consumers we appear to trust chemicals in articles i.e. chemicals 
are rarely a reason for not buying an article. In reality we do not associate 
consumer articles with chemicals, not in terms of their benefits, nor in terms of 
any potential problems. It is on this precarious ignorance that consumer trust in 
chemicals and articles currently lies.  
 
As a UK food retailer we are well aware of the enormous challenges that occur 
when consumer trust in articles collapses. We have seen it with mad cow 
disease, foot and mouth and genetically modified food. When consumers lose 
faith, they demand an extraordinarily precautionary approach, one where 
hazard, rather than risk dominates how we manage the issue. The costs to 
retailers, to Government, to taxpayers can be huge and, as in the case of foot 
and mouth, disproportionate to the actual risks to human health and/or the 
environment. 
 
So what could cause a similar collapse in consumer confidence in chemicals in 
articles? In practice many factors may be involved, including: 
 
 Citizens already do not trust chemicals, making it that much easier for 

consumers to lose faith in them and consumers have already suffered many 



other scares (financial, medical and health), which have corroded their 
willingness to trust. 
 NGOs are targeting the use of ‘risky’ chemicals by retailers, who are usually 

in the media spotlight, rather than their manufacture by lesser known 
chemical companies 
 Consumers are starting to become aware of their personal susceptibility to 

health problems due to the use of consumer articles (e.g. latex and nut 
allergies), an awareness that will only grow with further DNA testing of 
individuals 
 The regulatory structures for controlling the manufacture and use of 

chemicals appear to be outdated, and are hard to defend. 
 It is difficult to convince our customers why we are selling articles containing 

chemicals about which so little appears to be known. 
 
All or just one of these factors could result in consumers losing trust in 
chemicals in articles. In some ways this is an even more worrying scenario than 
the loss of consumer trust due to mad cow disease and GM, which after all were 
in discrete parts of food retailing, meat and soya respectively, whereas 
chemicals are to be found everywhere. 
 
We believe REACH is a once in a generation opportunity to improve societal trust 
in the chemical industry and prevent the loss of all important consumer trust. 
We, and many other retailers, are strong supporters of the REACH system. As 
business people, just like the chemical industry, we recognise the need for the 
system to be efficient and proportionate but we believe the benefits of its 
introduction far outweigh the costs. 
 
We particularly support the need for: 
 
 Authorisation – substitution of authorised substances strongly incentivised 

by the provision of information on authorised substances in articles to 
retailers and consumers and where incentives are not working, for legal 
measures to be available to mandate substitution. 
 Better definitions of articles – The current Article 6 of REACH is unworkable 

(how do you define a consumer article?) and needs much work to address the 
concerns we have raised 
 Alternatives tests – much more needs to be done to develop alternatives to 

animal testing 



 Supply chain guidance – we would like to see the Chemical Agency develop 
guidance for retailers and their suppliers on how to manage chemicals in 
articles (e.g. for clothing, electronics, packaging etc) 
 Controls on imported articles– we are concerned that no attempt has been 

made to address the potential problems that may arise from the import of 
articles into the EU containing chemicals that may have been banned or 
restricted in the EU. 

 
We recognise the greater roles and responsibilities that retailers must take on in 
partnering the chemical industry and Government in the future management of 
chemicals. We would commend particularly to the Committees of the European 
Parliament addressing REACH the work being done by: 
 
 The UK Chemical Stakeholder Forum to ensure that all voices are heard in the 

debate about the future management of chemicals. We would recommend 
that a similar group be formed to support the Chemical Agency 

 
 The Supply Chain Leadership Group, a joint initiative between the British 

Retail Consortium (BRC) and the Chemical Industries Association (CIA) to 
improve the management of chemical use in consumer article supply chains. 
We would suggest that its work could be used to inform supply chain work 
by the Agency. 

 
 The Chemistry Leadership Council, involving the CIA and many external 

voices, has developed a vision of what a sustainable UK chemical industry 
would look like in 2020. We hope REACH, properly implemented, can assist 
the chemical industry in the EU in moving towards such an ambitious goal. 

 
Implementing REACH will not be easy but the alternative the on-going and 
growing risk of a loss of consumer confidence in chemicals is not acceptable for 
retailers, the chemical using or the chemical manufacturing industry. 
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