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Remote licensing hearings 
– an essential aspect of the 
new normal
Suzanne Davies explains what to expect if you have a contested 
licensing hearing coming up 

Hats off to Licensing Authorities who have managed to get on board with remote 
hearings and sort out the technology enabling the industry to move their businesses 
forward in what remain immensely trying times.  

So far, I have ‘appeared’ at four remote licensing hearings. For the most part, the 
technology has coped and the hearings have run smoothly. Each of the authorities 
has required those attending to join the meetings in advance so that microphones 
can be checked and the ‘rules of engagement’ rehearsed.  

Westminster’s Licensing Service actually holds a training session the day before 
the hearing for all parties who will be attending. That’s when the fun starts, as far as 
cameras and microphones and chat lines are concerned. It soon becomes apparent 
who is a ‘Team’ player, who has been ‘Zooming’ about during lockdown and who 
hasn’t!  

The technology works more efficiently if cameras are switched off, so applicants 
don’t, strictly speaking, appear in front of committees currently and the meeting is 
much more accurately called a ‘hearing’ these days.  

Not attending in person means that the impact of the spoken word is perhaps 
more significant as everybody focuses on the voices coming out of the ether, but I am 
curious how presentations are now perceived by committees without the emotion 
that can be conveyed when ‘real’ human interaction is involved.  

Other key differences include a time limit for applicants to present their cases 
which has not always been the procedure for some committees. At the hearings in 
which I have been involved, the allowances have been five, 10 and 15 minutes, so if 
you are not represented make sure you check the procedural notes sent in advance of 
the hearing so that you don’t get caught short!  

Some committees maintain the ‘wait your turn’ approach of live hearings, 
while others provide a time slot for each case. This is possible when applicants, 
‘responsible authorities’ and ‘interested parties’ are time limited and those times 
are strictly enforced. In my experience, this has been the adopted approach, with 
some advocates being cut off mid-flow!  This approach is also facilitated by Licensing 
Authorities who defer their decision to a later date so that the time taken for 
deliberations does not eat into the time allowed for the live hearing.

However, difficulties do arise as a result of holding a hearing via this medium 
rather than in person. Failing technology is of course top of the list, although the 
authorities involved in my cases have anticipated such a predicament and have 
back-up councillors available should one of the decision-makers drop out. They have 
also had a variety of back-up plans should other glitches arise, such as sudden ‘radio’ 
silence from applicants or objectors during the hearing.  

Despite some drawbacks, remote hearings are clearly assisting the hospitality 
industry to get back on its feet. While I look forward to the day when hearings are in 
person again, this is not a bad alternative in the meantime, so it’s a thumbs up and a 
‘like’ from me for hearings via the remote platform.

PS: You can find very helpful practical guidance online in the Institute of 
Licensing’s ‘Protocol for Licence Application & Hearings under the Licensing Act 2003 
during the Covid-19 Pandemic’.  

Q: Is any leeway allowed on compliance 
with licence conditions while we trade 
under current Covid-19 restrictions?
A: The starting point is that Licensing Authorities 
are under no statutory duty to enforce compliance 
with licence conditions. No doubt with that in 
mind, the minister of state for crime and policing 
has recommended that authorities should take a 
“considered and pragmatic approach” to breaches 
of licence conditions that are caused by the 
Covid-19 pandemic “particularly where these 
breaches or defects do not have a significant 
adverse impact on the licensing objectives”. 
Ultimately it is a matter for an authority to decide 
whether to follow that recommendation but, in the 
present circumstances, it should consider whether 
it is really in the public interest to prosecute for 
a licence breach that has only arisen because of 
the pandemic. That said, do bear in mind that you 
will be expected to rectify any licence breaches as 
soon as reasonably practicable once the pandemic 
restrictions come to an end.

Q: Where can I find guidance about 
keeping pub staff and customers safe 
while coronavirus dangers still exist?
A: I suggest you start with government guidance 
online entitled ‘Keeping workers and customers 
safe during Covid-19 in restaurants, pubs, bars and 
takeaway services’. Bear in mind that this guidance 
gets updated each time easing or tightening of 
restrictions occurs.

Q: The pandemic has devastated our 
business. Can I get the council to waive 
payment of our annual premises licence 
fee or at least reduce it?
A: Unfortunately, the answer to your question is 
no. Regulation 5 of the Licensing Act 2003 (Fees) 
Regulations 2005 makes payment of annual fees 
mandatory and section 55A of the Licensing Act 
2003 requires a Licensing Authority to suspend a 
premises licence if the licensee has failed to pay 
an annual fee that has become due for payment. 
In addition, annual premises licence fees are set 
by central government, meaning that no discretion 
exists to reduce them. The most you can hope for 
is to persuade your Licensing Authority to issue a 
suspension notice that extends your time for making 
payment. 
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