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Introduction

Over the past number of years, there has been debate after debate on the issue of pub and nightclub licensing i.e. the ‘on-trade’ but there has been very little focus on the ‘off-trade’. 

More worryingly during this period, there has been an explosion in the number of retail stores selling alcohol. In every community in the country, there are multiple convenience stores and filling stations selling a wide range of alcoholic products.

There is a massive weight of anecdotal evidence to show that young people are finding it very easy to get alcohol from off-licences. 

Furthermore there are clear links between unsupervised drinking by persons of all ages and the problems of anti-social behaviour be it violence, vandalism or intimidation and unplanned sexual activity, most worryingly between teenagers. The consumption of alcohol in uncontrolled environments has also led to the spectre of people mixing alcohol and illegal drugs in particular the very dangerous and often deadly mixing of alcohol and cocaine.

In this context, I wish to make the following recommendations: 

Monitoring Off-licenses

Gardai should instigate a programme of intelligence-led policing of the ‘off-trade’ including more frequent, detailed and undercover monitoring of off-licenses for the purposes of firstly identifying those problematic off-licences from where young people are getting their alcohol and secondly identifying persons supplying alcohol to persons under the age of 18.

The Intoxicating Liquor Act 2000 allows the Minster for Justice to require off-licences to include their details on alcoholic products sold from that store. This provision still has not been implemented. I believe it should be implemented immediately applying to all cans and bottles of including those in multi-packs. This would assist the Gardai programme of intelligence-led policing.

Tougher Penalties

I want to see much tougher penalties for off-licenses found wilfully or negligently selling alcohol to minors including if necessary permanent licence revocation.

I suggest the introduction of stricter sentencing for persons found guilty of supplying alcohol to persons under the age of 18. 

I suggest the introduction of stricter sentencing for persons found guilty of anti-social behaviour or causing a public nuisance while under the influence of alcohol. Stricter sentencing should include increased fines or community service.

Banning Distance Sales

I believe the government must immediately ban distance sales i.e. off-licence home-delivery service. This may inconvenience some, but tough choices must be made. In too many cases these services have become a recipe for disaster with alcohol getting in young hands far too easily.

Limiting Off-Licences

I suggest the establishment in law of a ‘proximity rule’ to allow local authorities the power to limit through the Development Plan process the number of public houses and off-licences licenses allowed in defined geographical areas. 

The primary objective of this policy would be to limit the number off-licences selling beers and spirits. In this context it may be appropriate to exclude retail units where wine is the only alcohol on sale.

CCTV

All proposed and existing off-licences should be required to install CCTV systems with cameras viewing both the entrance and all sales points. 

Age requirement for staff

Consideration should be given to introducing a strict age limit, possibly of 21 years for staff authorised to sell alcohol at sale points.

More-user friendly complaints mechanism

The system for allowing individuals to object for stated grounds to renewal of liquor licences should be simplified and made more user-friendly and transparent. 

Competition Concerns

The need for this regulation of the sale of alcohol is considered to be in the common good and should therefore overrule any potential concerns over competition

