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A t last month’s Conservative Party 
conference, George Osborne un-
veiled the government’s plan to 
scrap by the end of the current par-

liament the nationally set uniform business rate 
in order to allow councils to retain 100% of local 
taxes. He described this as “the biggest transfer 
of power to local government in living memory” 
– but the announcement received a cautious re-
sponse from your industry.

At the Pub Goers Conference on 14 October, 
BBPA chief executive Brigid Simmonds pointed out 
that pubs pay 2.8% of all business rates, but ac-
count for just 0.5% of turnover, and therefore the 
burden needs to be spread more evenly between 
diff erent business sectors.

ALMR chief executive 
Kate Nicholls has warned 
that the business rates 
change “could have un-
welcome consequenc-
es for licensed hos-
pitality businesses” 
and, while hopeful 
that it will incentiv-
ise business, she 
remains wary be-
cause “at present, we have not been given 
any details of caps, checks, balances or 
challenges for business”.

It’s the inequality of taxation of pubs versus su-
permarkets that adds to the pub industry’s challenge 
to achieve reasonable levels of profit, highlighted by 
Tim Martin when unveiling JD Wetherspoon’s an-
nual results in September and reiterating his belief 
“that pubs are taxed excessively and the government 
would create more jobs and receive higher levels of 
overall revenue if it were to create tax equality among 
supermarkets, pubs and restaurants”. 

His statement emphasised that supermar-
kets pay virtually no VAT in respect of food sales, 
whereas pubs pay 20%, and this disparity enables 

supermarkets to subsidise their alcoholic drinks 
sales to the detriment of pubs. However, Jacques 
Borel’s campaign to get VAT reduced for pubs is by 
no means supported by the pub industry as a whole 
and is most certainly not accepted by the Treasury. 
They may yet prove to be keener on Jamie Oliver’s 
suggested ‘sugar drinks tax’.

The Late Night Levy, described by many as an 
unfair tax on pubs, has left  its mark in those parts of 
the country where it has been introduced and looks 
set to spread wider, with proposals currently be-
ing considered in Beverley, Liverpool and Camden, 
while Blackpool is considering a working group rec-
ommendation that the levy is imposed there follow-
ing rejection by councilors of an EMRO.  

Waiting in the wings is the apprenticeship levy, 
designed to increase 
the number of appren-
tices and to enable 
employers to choose 
and pay for appren-
ticeship training. Fol-
lowing conclusion of 
the government’s 
consultation on 
this subject on 2 
October, we await 
to see if they will 

have paid heed to the industry trade as-
sociations’ concerns that the levy could 
be unduly burdensome for small pub 

businesses, particularly given the forthcoming costs 
associated with introduction of the living wage.  

So where’s the good news? The alcohol duty 
escalator was abandoned in 2014 and, earlier this 
year, the chancellor announced a third successive 
beer tax cut. Nevertheless, alcohol taxes still bring 
in £10.4bn a year for the Treasury, according to a 
recent report by the IEA that concluded govern-
ment could halve all forms of alcohol duty and still 
receive more in tax than it spends dealing with alco-
hol-related problems. Sadly though, that’s unlikely 
to happen and taxing times look set to continue.    

David Clift on, director of Clift on Davies Consultancy 
Limited, explains why Benjamin Franklin was correct 
when he said, “Nothing is certain except death and taxes”

Q: What should I tell one of  my customers 
who has asked me how much he can drink 
and stay under the drink-drive limit?
A: The only responsible advice is to tell him to 
avoid all alcohol if  he is driving. There is no other 
safe answer you can give as the amount of  alcohol 
he could drink and still stay under the limit is de-
pendent on a range of  factors including his age, 
weight, metabolism, how recently he has eaten 
and what it is he’s drinking.

Q: We’re about to install CCTV in our pub. 
What responsibilities go with that?  
A: Under the Data Protection Act 1998, the li-
cence holder will be the data controller for any 
CCTV images of  individuals caught on the cam-
eras in your premises. In addition to notifying as a 
data controller to the Information Commissioner’s 
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stored and disclosed in line with the data protec-
tion principles, more information on which can 
be found at ico.org.uk. Other than in exceptional 
circumstances, any sound recording function on 
the CCTV system should be disabled. Signs must 
be displayed explaining that CCTV is in opera-
tion. Further guidance on these and other matters 
is available in the ICO’s CCTV Code of  Practice, 
also available on the above website. 

Q: Recently, 30% of  pubs and bars in Leeds 
targeted for underage drinking failed to re-
fuse the sale of  alcohol to people posing as 
under-18s. Are stings like this lawful?
A: Yes, it is permissible for police and trading 
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premises to attempt to buy alcohol. If  they are sold 
alcohol, a criminal offence is committed, which 
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tion (which would place a personal licence at risk) 
and, in serious or persistent cases, a closure notice 
and/or a review of  the premises licence.

Questions & AnswersTaxing times ahead 


