
 
Cabinet Office Red Tape Review: Local Authority Regulation  

 

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Cabinet Office review into local authority regulation and the impact on businesses. ACS 

represents 33,500 local shops across the UK including the Co-operative Group UK, One 

Stop, Nisa Retail, Spar UK and thousands of independent retailers. ACS has worked closely 

with the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills and the Better Regulation Delivery 

Office (now Regulatory Delivery) to identify burdensome regulation on businesses and 

increase the consistency of enforcement. 

 

We welcome the Government’s commitment to cut £10 billion of regulation in this 

Parliament, the ongoing commitment to remove additional regulation than is introduced as 

well as the introduction of Business Impact Targets (BITs) in the Enterprise Bill. These 

stretching goals and mechanisms will support policy makers consider the impact that new 

regulations (and their enforcement) will have on businesses.  

 

Local authority regulation is increasingly relevant within the Government’s focus on 

devolution. With more power moving into the hands of local authorities and their 

enforcement agencies, great consideration must be given to how business can manage this 

change. Many larger businesses are not set up to manage significant variations in legislation 

at local level. For example, handing more powers to Business Improvement Districts or Local 

Enterprise Partnerships may in principle deliver greater power given to local communities, 

however, not all businesses are represented on these bodies. 

 

Enforcement  

 

Enforcement and interpretation of regulation by local authorities is often a far greater 

problem for retailers than the regulation itself. It is much harder to quantify the benefit of 

consistent enforcement in terms of the Government’s £10 billion target but the benefits to 

business are considerable. The development of Primary Authority schemes shows the value 

that businesses place on consistency of enforcement and the extension of primary 

authorities to trade association members have extended the benefits to a much larger group 

of small businesses.   

 

ACS’ Primary Authority partnership with Surrey County Council has produced nine advice 

guides1 which cover various areas of regulation from food safety to the tobacco display ban 

regulations. We continue to develop our Assured Advice to ensure that retailers have the 

best opportunity to understand the regulatory framework for their business. We would like to 

see local authorities embrace the growth of Primary Authorities schemes, by promoting them 

in their area and making them part of their strategic enforcement plan to reduce their 

enforcement budgets and increase regulatory compliance. 

 

One of the key roles of trading standards teams should be advising businesses on regulatory 

compliance or on regulatory challenges that their business faces. However, all too often 

                                                           
1 ACS Assured Advice Scheme  

http://www.acs.org.uk/advice/


trading standards officers can come across not as advisors but only as enforcers. This is 

most likely a reflection of significant cuts in local authority and trading standards budgets. 

We believe that greater engagement between retailers and trading standards officers is likely 

to facilitate better regulatory outcomes.   

 

Retailers are often left frustrated by the approach that local authorities take to intelligence 

led enforcement. Despite a business doing all it can to be compliant with the law, they are 

still likely to receive test purchase visits from trading standards officers. Whilst all businesses 

expect to be inspected for compliance, this should be proportionate to the procedures they 

have in place. Local authorities must take a more targeted approach with regard to their 

enforcement activities, by focusing on non-compliant businesses. This could be achieved by 

creating a mechanism to recognise that a business is responsible. As a result, this would 

reduce enforcement activity against them, saving both businesses and local authorities’ 

money. 

 

Age Restricted Sales 

 

The most prominent area of regulation for retailers is the sale of age restricted products.  

While there is a significant focus on alcohol and tobacco products, there is a much wider 

range of age restricted products that retailers have to be aware of, for example, fireworks, 

aerosol paint, adult magazines, Christmas crackers, lottery and knives. The age ranges for 

these products vary greatly. As much as possible, we would like to see more consistency in 

terms of age ratings and forms of identification that can be accepted.  

 

In recent years there has been confusion over what types of identification are acceptable, for 

example, the Government asking for Military Identification Cards to be accepted by retailers 

without communicating what these cards look like. We would like to see all agreed types of 

identification that can be accepted be communicated to retailers and for local authorities to 

consistently reference these in licensing conditions. 

 

Alcohol Licensing 

 

We recognise that alcohol licensing sits on the fault line between reducing regulatory burden 

on retailers and upholding the licensing objectives. We support that the licensing system 

remains based on local evidence and circumstances relevant to the local community. 88% of 

convenience retailers2 have an alcohol licence and the sale of alcohol is an important 

product category for convenience retailers, on average representing 13.8% of store sales3.  

The alcohol licensing system for both new entrants to the market and existing retailers is a 

difficult process with the Licensing Act 2003 often delivering a range of anomalies and 

inconsistencies in terms of enforcement and specific licensing conditions.   

 

Alcohol Licensing: Advertising in Local Newspapers 

 

Secretary of State guidance which supports the Licensing Act 2003, states that all licensees 

must display a statutory notice in local newspapers when they apply for an alcohol licence or 

a significant variation to their existing licence. The notice must be displayed on the local 

authority’s website too. There is also a requirement on licensees to promote the new licence 

application or variation outside the prospective premises for 28 days. The reason for this is 
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to ensure that the local community is informed about a new licensing application and have 

the opportunity to either object or endorse the application.   

 

We completely support the need to communicate licensing applications to the local 

community, however, we have consistently called on the Government remove the 

requirement for licences to be advertised in local papers. This is because retailers must pay 

for the statutory notices to go into the local paper. This represents a significant cost for 

individual retailers and can accumulate to millions of pounds for the licensees across the 

country when you consider the number of licensing reviews that take place on businesses. 

 

The cost for advertising an alcohol licence in a local paper is £1834. Based on the latest 

Home Office figures on the number of new alcohol licences from 2013 to 2014,5 there were a 

total of 14,828 new premise licence applications and premise licence variations. Based on 

the average cost of £183 for advertising alcohol licences in newspapers this cost licensees 

approximately £2.7 million. This is an unnecessary cost of regulation that could be easily 

removed. We believe that it would just as effective for local authorities to promote licensing 

applications through their existing communications channels, such as their website, social 

media or in house publications that are posted to constituents. There is consensus amongst 

business organisations and local government representatives that the costs for advertising 

alcohol licences in a local newspaper should be removed.   

 

Licensing Applications 

 

Licensing applications for new premises have become increasingly difficult for retailers to 

manage. Many retailers now seek professional support from licensing lawyers or consultants 

to make these applications. Applications are often difficult for retailers that trade across 

different local authority boundaries as each local authority takes a slightly different approach 

to their application process. For instance, some local authorities will not accept electronic 

copies of licensing applications and others will only accept online applications. Where 

applications prove difficult, it is often hard to find a single point of contact at the council to 

discuss issues with the application. When licensing applications or revisions are time critical 

this causes significant operational issues for the business. 

 

Payment methods for licensing applications and for annual fees can also vary greatly, with 

some local authorities only accepting certain payment methods and not being able to 

sufficiently track payments against applications. Many businesses are required to raise 

invoices in order for their applications to be processed by the local authorities. For large 

businesses, raising invoices in short timeframes is difficult and as a result, the current 

application process is very time consuming and can often take up to three months to 

complete. 

 

It would be extremely beneficial if the Government considered the introduction of one online 

platform to manage alcohol licensing applications or a pro forma application form that all 

local authorities could use. This would put businesses and local authorities on a level playing 

field, with a clear understanding of the evidence required, the format of the information and 

the timeframes to work to.   

 

Displaying a Hard Copy of the Alcohol Licence in stores  
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£500.  Further details are available on request. 
5 Alcohol and Late Night Refreshment licensing England and Wales 31 March 2014, Table 7a 



 

Section 57 of the Licencing Act 2003 requires that “The holder of the premises licence must 

secure that the licence or a certified copy of it is kept at the premises in the custody or under 

the control of the holder of the licence”. If a hard copy of the alcohol licence is not available 

and displayed in the store, then licensees can be subject to a fine or prosecution. Licensing 

Act documentation is extensive and difficult to place in-store. It should be obvious to local 

authorities which premises have licences and which do not, given that they will have a full 

database of their contacts. It is therefore unnecessary for licensees to display licences in 

their premises and we would like to see this regulation removed. 

 

Licensing Conditions 

 

Licensing conditions are added to premises licence applications to account for unique local 

circumstances and ensure that the licensing objectives are upheld. For example, a licensing 

condition could be added to restrict trading hours at a premises or dictate the level of training 

or number of designated supervisors that must be in the store. Licensing conditions must be 

local, relevant, evidence based, business specific and not standardised. However, retailers 

often report highly restrictive licensing conditions with local authorities attempting to apply 

conditions across all premises in a formulaic way which does not match individual 

circumstances of the business or the local area. 

 

A recent licensing application for a convenience stores in London was requested to include 

32 licensing conditions. The conditions would restrict the licensing hours of the business 

significantly, impacting on the size, strength, packaging and location of alcohol products 

being sold. The convenience store decided to challenge the application of these conditions 

and found that the police and local authority had little evidence to support the application of 

the conditions. This is an all too familiar story across the country and either indicates a lack 

of understanding of the Licensing Act at local authority and police force level or an 

intentional attempt to restrict businesses trading by overloading them with licensing 

conditions.   

 

In another example for London a convenience store operator has received three different 

conditions in relation to the sale of premium beer, lager and cider from the same authority.  

The conditions stipulated that different stores were permitted to sell:  

 

 no beer, lager or cider above 5.5% ABV  

 no beer, lager or cider above 6% ABV  

 no beer, lager or cider of 6.5% ABV or above (except premium products) 

This creates significant challenges when stocking stores with products and ensuring 

compliance with the appropriate product to match the conditions set out by the licensing 

authority.  Ensuring that local authorities are using licensing conditions appropriately would 

relieve significant burdens on retailers.  

 

It is often the case that there is little supporting evidence from police and local authorities to 

justify licensing conditions. Local authorities and the police should be bound to providing 

higher standards of local evidence that specifically relate to one individual premises and not 

all premises in an area.  All conditions must be justified based on a causal link between an 

individual store and how it is not upholding the licensing objectives. 

 

Fuel Retailers and Alcohol Licensing 



 

It is costlier and more time consuming for petrol forecourt retailers to secure alcohol licences 

because they have to prove the primacy of their business is a convenience store rather than 

‘petrol retailing’. This is defined in section 176 of the Licensing Act 2003. To secure the 

licence, forecourt retailers have to invest in producing argument to show their primary use 

and include this as part of their licensing application. The section 182 guidance has also 

recently changed, meaning that local authorities can, at any time, request that a petrol 

forecourt retailer proves the primary use of their business. 

 

38% of customers6 currently drive to convenience stores to do their shopping and a much 

higher proportion of shoppers drive to supermarkets to buy alcohol. Therefore, it is strange 

that there is an additional burden placed on forecourt retailers to determine the purpose of 

their business based on the mode of transport the customer uses to get to their store. This is 

an outdated part of the legislation that should be reviewed and removed to reduce the 

premium licensing cost for forecourt retailers. 

 

Food Hygiene Rating Schemes 

 

Convenience stores are increasingly delivering a greater level of ‘food to go’ services in their 

stores, making the Food Hygiene Rating Scheme (FHRS) increasingly important to their 

businesses. There are also proposals in England to require the mandatory display of food 

hygiene ratings, reflecting legislation already in place in Wales. There are extensive 

inconsistencies across local authority areas in their approach to FHRS. This is highlighted in 

the Food Standards Agency’s report from 2014, which shows food businesses perceived a 

large amount of inconsistencies and rating outcomes. The evaluation states: 

“inconsistencies in rating outcomes observed by proprietors operating in different local 

authorities despite following the same food hygiene procedures.” 

 

Before Food Hygiene Rating Schemes move to mandatory displays, these issues regarding 

consistency should be addressed.  In ACS’ submission7 to the Food Standards Agency’s 

recent consultation on mandatory food displays, we warned that businesses should not be 

charged for reassessments of their food hygiene rating, given the existing issues. 

 

For further information on this submission please contact Edward Woodall, ACS Head 

of Policy and Public Affairs, Edward.Woodall@acs.org.uk or call 01252 515001. 
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