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The Institute of Economic Aff airs (IEA) 
describes itself as “the UK’s original 
free-market think-tank”. 

Its stated mission has been to improve 
understanding of the fundamental institutions of 
a free society by analysing and expounding the 
role of markets in solving economic and social 
problems. However, what has piqued my interest 
is the recent publication by the IEA of a briefing 
paper entitled Drinking, fast and slow: Ten years 
of the Licensing Act.

Those with long memories may recall that the 
overall aim of the government White Paper that 
led to the Licensing Act 2003 was “to bring about 
reform which assures the safety of the public, bet-
ter protects children and safeguards against all 
crime, disorder and disturbance”. Nevertheless, 
despite that worthy aim it was widely predicted 
that the relaxation of licensing laws would lead 
to higher rates of alcohol consumption, more 
binge-drinking, more violent crime and more 
alcohol-related attendances to Ac-
cident and Emergency (A&E) 
departments. 

Nearly 10 years 
aft er the 2003 Act came 
into force, the IEA paper 
concludes that “in the event, 
none of this occurred” and that “by allowing a 
greater degree of self-regulation, the Licensing 
Act benefited consumers without creating the 
disastrous consequences that were widely 
predicted”. In a statement that will be welcomed 
by the industry, the IEA finds that “the primary 
objectives of diversifying the night-time economy, 
allowing greater freedom of choice and improving 
public order have largely been met”.

It maintains that whilst per capita alcohol 
consumption peaked in 2004, it has fallen by 
17% since the Licensing Act was introduced, 
representing the largest reduction in UK drinking 
rates since the 1930s. Not only did violent crime 

decline in the first year of the new licensing 
regime, but it has also fallen in most years since 
then, and whilst there has been a rise in violent 
crime between 3am and 6am, this has been 
off set by a larger decline at the old closing times 
(11pm to midnight and 2am to 3am).

Insofar as the eff ect on hospital A&E depart-
ments is concerned, the paper concludes that 
the weight of evidence suggests that there was 
either no change or a slight decline in alcohol-
related admissions aft er the Licensing Act was 
introduced. Although alcohol-related hospital 
admissions have continued to rise, albeit at a 
slower pace than before the Act was introduced, 
there has been no rise in the rate of alcohol-re-
lated mortality, and there was also a statistically 

significant decline in late-night 
traff ic accidents following the en-
actment of the Act. 

The then prime minister 
Tony Blair had hoped that the 
reforms introduced by the 
Licensing Act would create 

a new “continental café 
culture”. Whilst the IEA 
finds that there is little 
evidence that this has 
occurred, it is of the view 

that the British experience since 2005 shows that 
longer opening hours do not necessarily create 
greater demand, and the evidence from England 
and Wales contradicts the “availability theory” 
of alcohol, which dictates that longer opening 
hours lead to more drinking, more drunkenness 
and more alcohol-related harm. 

I’ll leave the last word to Christopher 
Snowdon, author of the IEA paper: “The biggest 
consequence of relaxing licensing laws has been 
that the public are now better able to enjoy a 
drink at the time and location of their choice.” 
Cheers to that! The full briefing paper can be 
found on the IEA website at iea.org.uk.
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Q:   I have mislaid my premises licence. Is 
it correct that I have to report the loss to 
the police before I can ask the council for a 
replacement?

A:   You no longer need to do that. That requirement 
was abolished by a provision in the Deregulation 
Act 2015 that came into force on 26 May. It has 
similarly been abolished following the loss of a 
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As a result, all you need to do is request a new 
licence from the council, although expect to pay 
a charge for this. However, don’t delay getting a 
replacement licence bearing in mind the need to 
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Q:  Live music in pubs has been deregulated. 
Does that mean that neighbours now have 
no right to allege noise nuisance caused by 
the music? 

A  No. It is open to them to complain about noise 
nuisance in just the same way as before and 
local authorities continue to have a range of 
interventions for dealing with noise issues and 
complaints. Bear in mind too that such problems 
can still lead to a licence review, which could 
result in the reinstatement of licence conditions 
relating to live music.

Q:   My local council is considering whether 
to introduce a Late Night Levy (LNL). Is it 
likely to raise all of the money it expects 
in order to enable the police to tackle late 
night economy problems? 
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worthy of note that one year after Cheltenham 
Borough Council introduced its LNL on 1 April 
2014, a substantial reduction in the number of 
premises trading there between midnight and 
6am has been revealed. This has resulted in 
a reduction in the originally anticipated LNL 
gross revenue from £199,152 to a total actually 
collected of £76,889. 
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