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The fallout from the business rates debacle continues to dominate industry media headlines.
That is likely to be all the more so as the 22 November Budget approaches. Calls are being 

made both to freeze further business rates increases and to increase the amount of business 
rates relief to £5,000 in an attempt to prevent an even greater number of pub closures.

Renewed calls are also being made for the government to switch to using the Consumer 
Price Index to calculate business rates, instead of the Retail Price Index that shows inflation 
figures of 3.9%. That would see the pub and bar sector paying an additional £60m in 
business rates from next April (equivalent to more than £1,500 per premises). 

It is claimed by the ALMR, BBPA, BII, CAMRA and SIBA that using the Consumer Price 
Index at the earliest opportunity could “lessen the impact in 2018 by £6m”.

They have issued a joint statement, in which they state: “Pubs have been hit 
disproportionately hard by the recent business rates increase and we need decisive action 
urgently. Pubs and other venues pay about 15p per pint in business rates. This is indicative 
of the skewed and unfair nature of the current system, which unreasonably punishes 
businesses that are vital economically and important social hubs. If the government does 
not take steps to address this inequality and provide support for vital businesses then 
investment is going to continue to be undermined and jobs will be at risk. With the current 
political and economic instability surrounding Brexit, decisive action on business rates 
would be welcome and timely support.”

If the above situation was not bad enough, research conducted by the Liberal Democrat 
Party has revealed that 40% of councils in England still have to start distributing the 
business rates relief payments announced by the chancellor of the exchequer in his March 
Budget statement, meaning that about 4,500 pubs are still waiting to receive relief from the 

100 or so local authorities that still have to get their schemes 
under way. 

Sir Vince Cable, leader of the Lib Dems, tweeted that pubs 
had been “left  in the lurch” by the current government and that 
a 12.5% cap on business rates would “protect pubs”, adding that 
“pubs form the bedrock of local communities across the country, 
but many now worry that they will have to close their doors”.

Notwithstanding imposition of a 21 August deadline by former 
pubs (now local government) minister Marcus Jones, for provision 
to councils of updated soft ware to help them issue new business 
rates bills, 41% of those local authorities claim still to be awaiting 

updated soft ware. Others lay the blame on the need to obtain 
council approval or clearer guidance from the government and 

some maintain that they are still in the process of contacting eligible 
local business ratepayers.

However, help is at hand. The Department for Communities and 
Local Government is now identifying on its website the councils that 
are failing to distribute business rates relief to pubs and other small 
businesses. In addition, the BBPA has produced a template letter for 
pubs (freely available via beerandpub.com) to send to local councils 
who have yet to pay out. 

Suzanne Davies comments on increasing calls for Budget 
announcements to help the pub and bar sector

The continuing 
business rates debacle

Q:  What are the prospects of my bar 
being granted extended hours in a 
cumulative impact zone?

A:  This is likely to depend on whether you can 
put together a credible argument (supported 
by suitable licence conditions) that extended 
hours will promote, rather than undermine, the 
licensing objectives such that this constitutes 
“exceptional circumstances” justifying rebuttal 
of the presumption to refuse your application. 
Recently published Home Offi ce statistics 
indicate that in the year to 31 March 2017, 546 
licensing authority decisions to vary existing 
premises licences related to premises in 
cumulative impact zones, of which 93% were 
granted and 7% refused. Good luck!

Q:  How do I get rid of out of date 
conditions on my premises licence? 

A:  You should apply for a minor variation of your 
premises licence for which a fi xed fee of £89 
is payable. That should be appropriate if the 
changes you seek relate to embedded conditions 
refl ecting requirements under the old licensing 
legislation, for example relating to children’s 
certifi cate, special hours certifi cates or old fi re 
safety-related conditions. The same is true for 
situations where the circumstances that led to 
the conditions being attached or volunteered 
no longer apply. Revising the wording of an 
outdated condition that is unclear and/or 
unenforceable should also be acceptable as 
long as the purpose of the condition and its 
intended effect remain unchanged. 

Q:  Is minimum alcohol pricing going to be 
introduced in Wales?

A:  On 23 October, the Public Health (Minimum 
Price for Alcohol) (Wales) Bill was introduced 
in the Welsh National Assembly, proposing a 
minimum price per unit of alcohol (MUP) of 
50p. That is the same MUP as proposed, but 
not yet implemented, in Scotland, although 
following a two-day hearing at the end of July, 
we are presently awaiting the judgment of the 
Supreme Court in London in the fi nal stage of 
a long-drawn-out judicial challenge brought 
by the Scotch Whisky Association against 
Scotland’s Lord Advocate. That judgment will 
have bearing on the plans for Wales.
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