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What lies ahead?

Suzanne Davies comments on a recent House of Lords debate about
licensing reforms

Thare was a time last year when it looked as if 2018 would see major refarm of the
licensing regime in England and Wales. This followed the damning indictrment by a House
of Lards Select Committee on the manner inwhich |ecal authority licensing committees
presently consider licence applications.

However, it all effectively came to nothing because in its response to that repart,
published last Movember, the government made it clear that it has no intention to be hasty
in instigating a "radical comprehensive overhaul® of the Licensing Act 2003, of the type
contained in the Select Committee’s T0 far-reaching conclusions and recommendations.

Instead, the government appeared to think that the sericus shortcomings identified
in the repart would be satisfac tarily rermedied mearely by more consultations, mane
guidance and more training. Many from within and autside the industry considered this to
be a woefully inadequate, ill-considered and dismissive response.

It was therefore with considerable political diplomacy that Baroness Mcintosh of
Pickering, chair of the Select Committee, moved the following motion for debate by the
House of Lords just before Christmas: "This House takes note of the Report from the
Select Committee on the Licensing Act 20037,

Introducing the motion, she focused on the principal recommendations in
her Commitiee's report, saying: “Applicants, businesses, residents or the lawyers
representing therm werne all eritical of the decisian-mal king generally and, in Some cases,
the denial of basic justice. .. while better training and guidance may help, they cannat
mend the basic flaws of the system.”

Responding on behalf of the government, Baroness Williams of Trafford acknowledged
that improvements in practice could be made but focused on a licensing handbook that is
being written by the Local Government Association, describing it as "a valuable guidance
document far those working in the licensing regime on a day-to-day basis” that would
“fulfil a rale that the statutory Section 182 puidance cannat”, We all await that apparent
cure-all guidance with considerable interest.

She went an to say that “changes introduced by [the] Palicing and Crime At will
improwve the Late Might Levy and aim to increase its use by making it more flexible, fairer
to business and more transparent”. So far, anly eight local autharities have braught
in a Late Might Levy — Newcastle upon Tyre, Maottingham, Southampton, Islington, the
City of London, Chelmsferd, Camden and Cheltenham, the last of which subsequently
abandoned it in favour of its existing Business Improvement District scheme, It has been
reported that the total income generated by the levy has been “hugely disappointing”,
with Katherine Brown, chief executive of the Institute of Alcohol Studies, describing it as
“ineffective and under-deployed®. It should have been scrapped altogether.

Se is there any good news? Depending an your viewpaint, the head of the NHS
is considering the introduction of a national network of city centre “drunk tanks” to
relieve pressure on ARE departments, commenting that *MHS doesn't stand for National
Hangowver Service” - the Home Office will apparently consult later this year on extending
licensing controls to airport bars and the Planning (Agent of Change) Bill, which would
require property developers to take account of pre-existing live music venues before
maving farward with a building project, has received its first reading in the House of
Commaons, More news whien we have it
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QUESTIONS & ANSWERS
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Can we no longer serve sleaks on a
wininlen plale?

+ A EGOUDOC fine wis recently imposed an a

Rirmingham restaurant for serving [ood on
unhygienic wooden boards, Thal case was
very much decided on its owm specilic (aels,
However, It is worth taking into account

L Fslloring comment made by the Food
alandards Agemcy on s websile: "Wood is
generally nol acceplable as a food conlact
surface as il is dillicull to clean and disinfeel
and may shed splinters, bl it may e
acoeptabde for the storage and mataration of
hard cheeses only on this surface, as long as
Lt surface is well maintained.”

: Are licensing fees going Lo he sel

locally in folure?

: The short answer is “nol al the moment”™.

A previous such proposal was rejected in
2005, The gevernment’s currenl posilion wias
summarised in December as folkeas: “Becent
Budgats have offered business rate reliel

Lo puibis follow ing the recent revaluation of
business rates. A move 1o locally sel licensing
[ees or an Increase in the centrally set lees
At Lhis stage would undermine the assistance
Lhat the rate reliel has given licensees. The
aovernment therefore considered Lthat now

i% nat Lhee Lime Lo make changes o licensing
lees, hut the policy will be reconsidered in
due course,”

< My Freedom of Information reguesi

abvoul a licensing matler has heen
refused by the council. Whal can 1 de?

: Withoul knowing more, | can only say

Lhiat the council shoukd have Wld vou why
it cannot prowide the information v
recuested, IE might need you o e more
specific about what vou want or it might
b taking the view thal disclosing the
Information would be harmiunl o another
perzon or il would be againsi the puldic
interest 1o disclose il The council can also
refuze your reqeest il il will cost more than
E450 to findl and extract the information.
Ulimately, iF vou remain dissatisfied,

you can complain i the Information
Commissioner’s CHice,
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