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Opening remarks

I’m grateful for the opportunity to speak to you today. For me, the great advantage of such events is the chance to hear from you. It is important that I continue to obtain feedback from those of you at the sharp end who are having to drive your businesses forward in current circumstances.

New Departmental Responsibility
Since I last spoke to BRC members, I have of course ceased to be a hard-bitten Home Office employee, and am now a fun-loving official from the Department of Culture, Media and Sport.   Indeed, the Alcohol and Entertainment Licensing Policy is now part of DCMS Tourism Division.

I have to admit to being a little bemused at first by this decision, but it does make obvious sense.  Reform of the gambling, alcohol and public entertainment licensing laws are pillars that must support the better marketing of this country.  

Licensing reform is crucial to the development of safer and more attractive town and city centres, and that not only benefits the residents here but also attracts visitors.   We have to be competitive with European cities; and we have to encourage our citizens to spend more of their hard earned holiday money in this country rather than abroad.  It’s relevant too to our efforts to win competitions to stage World Cups, Olympics, Commonwealth Games and other major sporting occasions.   It is not easy competing with exciting cities like Sydney and licensing reform can help.
Delay in reforming licensing law
In looking to the future, the Government wants to give you more room and freedom to meet your customers’ demands.  It believes that restrictive regulation should only exist where they is an absolute need to protect the public, including your customers, from harm.  My Ministers therefore want to deliver more deregulation, better balanced regulation and modernisation.

Nobody in this room was more disappointed than I that the Government were unable to include an alcohol and entertainment licensing reform Bill in the Queen’s Speech for this session of Parliament.   Just like businesses, Governments have to make very hard decisions about priorities and those decisions sometimes hurt.   

But making these decisions about our priorities did not lessen - one iota - the Government’s enthusiasm for the reform of our outdated licensing laws.
 I know many speculated that the Government had cooled on reform, but that is not true.  Only recently the Prime Minister confirmed in a letter to John Brackenbury his own continuing commitment to licensing reform; and his position was reiterated in press articles shortly afterwards.

I also want to emphasise that the decision to implement the White Paper proposals was included in the Labour Party’s Manifesto at the last General Election.  It is a promise made to you and me and to the people of England and Wales.  

The Timetable
An Alcohol and Entertainment Bill will be brought before Parliament as soon as the legislative programme allows.  I am not allowed to anticipate the next Queen’s Speech, and my Minister is not allowed to so.   The content of a Queen’s Speech is decided collectively by Cabinet and is announced first to Parliament by Her Majesty.  

But as an official, my work is to have a Bill ready to publish in Parliament if authority is given.  My target is to have a Bill ready to present by January 2003.  And I need industry’s help to hit that target.

Licensing reform will provide more flexibility for you to operate your businesses, but also checks and balances to ensure that proper account is taken of the impact on local communities.   The key test will be this: does what the business wants to do threaten public safety or will it lead to crime, disorder or disturbance?  If not, there will be no need for the licensing authority to intervene.   

So are we going to get on with licensing reform?  The answer is that our energy and enthusiasm for reform are undiminished.  The current Parliamentary session for which the Queen’s Speech on 20 June set down the agenda can be expected to run until the end of next July.  The next Queen’s Speech can be expected to follow perhaps in late November or early December 2002.  My Ministers will lobby hard for a legislative slot in that session, but the intervening time provides a great opportunity to work on the detail of the Bill.

We now have a formal policy framework for the new modernised licensing regime, which includes local authority control, and some basic principles like flexible hours.  Having consulted on these matters for well over a year, Ministers are now moving the debate forward.  

Everyone who has followed the reform debate from its inception knows that it is the detail that really matters; and we expect to debate the detail with the industry well before the final terms of the Bill are settled.  That process has begun with the issuing, in recent weeks, of a draft of the instructions which will enable Parliamentary Counsel to draft the clauses for the Bill.  BRC are a part of that process.

Work to be done

But recognising that we must address the detail means that the industry has to join us in moving the debate forward.  If the industry gets stuck on the main framework issues like local authorities versus magistrates, it will be left behind.  Industry needs to be working with Government shaping its own future and not sitting divided on the sidelines.

And while we wait for the Bill, we are taking the opportunities we can to make useful changes to the law by means of deregulation and regulatory reform orders.

Better Regulation
In the last twelve months, the Government have made the Sunday Dancing Order allowing commercial dances on Sundays for the first time in over two hundred years.

It added the Sunday Licensing Order allowing nightclubs the chance to open until 12.30am on Sundays for the first time.

The Special Occasions Licensing Order allowed 36 hours continuous opening between New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day for those on-licensed premises and clubs that wanted to do so.

I am also optimistic that the Parliamentary Committees will recommend favourably to their respective Houses on the Golden Jubilee Order which will allow longer opening hours next June.   The Order should be made by the end of March.

And on 5 March an Order was made making it easier for restaurants to serve alcohol with meals for an extra hour after the end of normal licensing hours.

Benefits of the forthcoming Bill
Before I close take questions, allow me to set out briefly some of the benefits which should flow from reform for those currently operating off-licences:

· the creation of a personal licence, valid for ten years, allowing individual managers to sell alcohol anywhere that holds a premises licence, providing you with much greater flexibility about how you deploy your staff;

· a boost to the development of the 24 hour economy in our towns and cities;

· trading hours up to 24 hours, 7 days a week, depending on the impact on local residents;

· a new premises licence, which once granted, will be valid for the life of the business, with no renewal processes or procedures;

· the abolition of the law preventing a licensee from holding a licence to sell game;

· safer and more attractive city centres which your customers can frequent and shop without fear of violence and intimidation; and

· a boost for tourism which can also benefit all.

Closing remarks
Thank you for inviting me.  I am happy to take your questions.
