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WH Smith to close 25 stores in wake of £280m loss
Retailer received £22m from the Government's furlough scheme during the six months to August
BySimon Foy12 November 2020 • 3:51pm
WH Smith will close 25 high street stores after plunging sales at rail and airport outlets sent it sinking to a £280m annual loss. 
The closures, affecting nearly 200 jobs, come as the retailer reviews its property portfolio and leases end.
"We only renew a  lease where we are confident of delivering economic value over the life of that lease. While this is not an easy decision to make for our colleagues or the communities we serve, it is vital we retain a strong and cash generative high street portfolio going  forward," the company said. 
It has 558 branches after it closed eight in the last financial year. About 420 leases are due for renewal over the next three years, including 120 where it is in talks negotiation with landlords. 
WH Smith posted a £280m pre-tax loss for the year to Aug 31, including £212m of exceptional costs, compared to a £135m profit for the same period last year. Revenues declined by a third to £1bn. 
ADVERTISING
While its high street stores experienced a robust recovery after the initial lockdown was lifted, its shops at travel hubs performed poorly as workers stayed at home and fewer Britons went abroad. Most of its high street shops are open.
Last month, trading at its high street shops had recovered to more than 90pc of 2019 levels, while travel revenues had only recovered to 39pc. 
The FTSE 250 company said it received £22m during the six months to August from the Government's furlough scheme.
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Despite the weak domestic performance, WH Smith said its North American business showed encouraging signs of recovery thanks to internal flights. 
Chief executive Carl Cowling said: "While passenger numbers continue to be significantly impacted in the UK, our North American business, where 85pc of passengers are domestic, is beginning to see some encouraging signs of recovery. In addition, we continue to open new stores in the US and win significant tenders across major US airports.
"In the high street, we had seen a steady recovery and we were well set up both in stores and online as we went into the second lockdown."
Mr Cowling said the business was in “good shape” despite the losses, and WH Smith had enough cash in the bank to weather the storm. 
Analysts at Peel Hunt said: "In many respects the numbers today are pretty irrelevant to the share price: we know that life is tough now, the question is when travel will return to normal."
Shares fell 0.3pc to £14.44 in afternoon trading.  

