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Imperial College Union
Union Council / 9th of June 2026
ICU Commercial Update 

Author: 	Robert Pegg

Decision: 	To consider

All questions regarding this report must be raised by 12pm on Monday the 8th of June using this link.

Introduction 
This paper provides Union Council with an update on current activity and progress within Commercial Services. The update covers performance across catering, retail, venues and events, progress on major strategic projects including the EPOS replacement programme and Impowered Student Temp Agency, feedback and actions arising from the Commercial Advisory Group, and work undertaken to maintain affordability for students despite ongoing inflationary pressures. The paper also seeks Council feedback regarding the University's review of smoking and vaping arrangements across campus.

1. Service Delivery Updates
Catering Update
Since the launch of in-house catering in March 2026, the service has performed strongly, with over 11,000 dishes served. The introduction of the new catering operation has enabled greater control over quality, pricing, sustainability and menu development while increasing opportunities for student casual work. The team continues to review feedback received from students and monitor operational performance. One ongoing challenge relates to the provision of gluten-free options. The primary constraint is the available kitchen space and the need for dedicated equipment to safely prepare gluten-free food during peak trading periods. A particular challenge arises from the popularity of curly fries, which contain a gluten coating. During busy periods this creates operational difficulties in maintaining dedicated cooking facilities and eliminating the risk of cross-contamination. As an interim measure, the catering team is working on extending the salad options from a lunch-only offer to an all-day offering to ensure suitable alternatives become available. A full catering review will take place in July 2026. This review will consider customer feedback, gluten-free provision, operational requirements and menu performance. The review will also include analysis of sales data across meat, vegetarian and vegan products to inform future menu development and support the Union's sustainability ambitions. Throughout June, additional customer feedback and sales data will continue to be collected to support this review. 

Venues and Events Performance
Commercial Services continues to see growth in student engagement across venues and events. Combined venue transactions are currently up 13% year-on-year, demonstrating increased footfall across Union venues. Event attendance has reached 26,512 year-to-date, compared to 21,211 during the same period last year. This represents an increase of approximately 25%, demonstrating continued growth in participation across Union events and activities.

Summer Series
The Summer Series programme has launched successfully and has seen strong student engagement. More than 9,000 tickets have been sold or allocated (Free tickets) across Summer Series events to date. Based on current performance, total attendance is expected to exceed 10,000 tickets by the conclusion of the programme. A full review of attendance, participation trends and programme performance will be undertaken following the final event.

Retail Update
The Union Shop has remained stable during the current academic year, with overall performance broadly in line with the previous year. While in-store activity remains relatively flat year-on-year, growth has been seen in online sales and departmental orders. Shop Extra continues to perform strongly. Transactions are currently up 13% year-on-year and have increased by 31% since 2024, demonstrating sustained growth and increasing engagement with the service. A key focus for Retail Services has been improving sustainability across the product range and supply chain. Blockchain traceability data has been introduced across selected clothing lines to improve transparency around sourcing and manufacture. In addition, a review of supplier sustainability credentials is currently underway. A full review of the retail product range will take place over the summer period, considering sustainability credentials, product performance, student demand and opportunities to improve value for money.

2. Commercial Advisory Group and Student Engagement
The Commercial Advisory Group was established to provide students with opportunities to engage directly with Commercial Services, gain insight into decision-making processes and provide feedback on services. Initially, participation was application-based; however, student uptake was lower than anticipated. From Term 2 onwards, meetings were opened to all students and promoted more widely. The third meeting, held in May 2026, achieved the highest attendance to date, with seven students participating. Discussions at the May meeting included how the group operates, the level of information shared and how actions are tracked and reported. Going forward, meeting notes and actions will be shared with attendees following each meeting, together with progress updates where appropriate.

To improve transparency and accountability, actions arising from the Commercial Advisory Group will be included as an appendix to future Commercial Services updates presented to Union Council. Meetings will also be scheduled before Council reporting deadlines to ensure student feedback can be reflected in 
Council papers.

Topics discussed at recent meetings included:
· Reusable cup systems and sustainability initiatives.
· Student pricing and affordability.
· The Venues App and EPOS replacement programme.
· Catering feedback, including gluten-free provision and portion sizes.
· Summer Series planning and student involvement.
· Improvements to commercial feedback mechanisms.
An open-ended feedback form will be introduced and promoted across venues and contact information for Commercial Services teams has been made more visible on Union webpages.

3. EPOS and App Replacement Programme
The procurement process for a replacement EPOS and app platform is currently underway.

Tender submissions are due by 15 June 2026, with supplier demonstrations scheduled for the week commencing 29 June 2026. Subject to procurement timelines, the replacement system is expected to be implemented during August 2026. A key requirement of the new system is the provision of a simpler and more effective technical solution for student discount and tiered pricing arrangements. Following feedback received through Union Council and student engagement channels, interim arrangements have been introduced to improve accessibility. Students who are unable to access the app can now present a valid Imperial College student ID card to receive student pricing and discounts. App usage remains strong, with approximately 81% of transactions during term time linked to app users. Usage reduced to 54% during April, reflecting expected seasonal patterns outside term time. The data generated through the app has provided valuable insight into purchasing behaviour and sales trends, enabling Commercial Services to take a more evidence-based approach to pricing and product decisions while helping maintain affordability for students.

4. Impowered Student Temp Agency
Impowered, the Union's Student Temp Agency, has now entered its soft launch phase. The service is live and is currently focused on testing systems, operational processes and procedures ahead of a full launch. The team we begin actively recruiting students, developing employer relationships and testing the systems required to support bookings, payroll and workforce management. The soft launch period is being used to validate processes and identify improvements before wider rollout.

A full launch remains planned for September 2026. The long-term aim of Impowered is to increase access to flexible employment opportunities that support both student employability and financial wellbeing while providing staffing solutions for university departments, the Union and external organisations.

5. Sustainability and Responsible Trading
Commercial Services continues to embed sustainability across retail, catering and supply chains.

Within catering, menu development and future reviews will continue to consider environmental impact alongside customer demand and affordability in conjunction with the agreed objectives as part of the PBU motion. The July menu review will include analysis of the balance between meat, vegetarian and vegan sales to inform future menu development. Within retail, sustainability remains a key focus. Work is underway to review supplier credentials and improve transparency through the introduction of blockchain traceability data on selected product lines. Feedback received through the Commercial Advisory Group has also informed improvements to reusable cup systems and associated waste management infrastructure.

6. Student Affordability and Financial Sustainability
Commercial Services continues to face significant inflationary pressures across supply chains. Maintaining affordability for students remains a key priority. Prior to March 2026, many student prices remained broadly aligned with 2022 pricing levels despite substantial cost increases across the wider hospitality sector. Following a pricing review in May 2026, student prices were increased to ensure the long-term sustainability of our venues. However, current student prices remain materially below the levels that would have been required had prices simply increased in line with wider hospitality sector inflation since 2022. This has been achieved through a combination of tiered pricing, supplier management, operational efficiencies. Commercial Services will continue to review procurement arrangements, supplier contracts and operational performance to minimise future increases wherever possible while maintaining financially sustainable operations. Commercial operations continue to be structured to operate without subsidy and generate surpluses that can be reinvested into services, facilities and activities that benefit students through the strategic investment fund. 

7. Smoking and Vaping in outdoor spaces on campus 
The University is currently reviewing its campus-wide smoking and vaping policy, including how the policy is applied and enforced across campus. At present, the 568 outdoor seating area benefits from an exemption allowing smoking and vaping within designated periods on Wednesday and Friday evenings. In practice, the proximity of exempt and non-exempt days/ time’s makes the policy difficult to communicate and enforce consistently. We understand that there is a potential for increased enforcement measures to be considered as part of the University's wider review.

Council members are invited to provide feedback on:
· The current arrangements within the 568-seating area.
· Student attitudes towards smoking and vaping in outdoor social spaces.
· The potential impact of increased restrictions or enforcement.
· Alternative approaches that may better balance student preferences, wellbeing considerations and operational practicality.

Feedback received will be relayed back to the University to inform their decision making. 
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