
 

 

 

The Northern Ireland Drug and Alcohol Alliance (NIADA) has 23 members and facilitates 
co-operation among voluntary and community sector organisations supporting those 
affected by alcohol and drug use, and their families.  

NIADA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the public consultation on Market 
Diversity and Innovation (Liquor Licensing).  

 

Summary 

A key proposal for consideration in the consultation is the creation of a "Cultural Venue" 
licence. NIADA is concerned that any such license would add to the overall number of 
venues selling alcohol in Northern Ireland and with that an increase in the level of 
alcohol consumption along with increased levels of harm. 

Northern Ireland already has high rates of alcohol consumption and significant issues 
with heavy episodic drinking. The harms associated with these drinking patterns are 
evidenced through Northern Ireland’s rising levels alcohol related deaths which are now 
amongst the highest in the UK as well as significant levels of hospital admissions.1 

Beyond harm to the individual, there are also significant issues for families particularly 
for children living with the often hidden but frequently lifelong trauma of parental 
problem alcohol use. Studies indicate that a fifth of parents in Northern Ireland are 
considered to have a problem with alcohol.2 

There are also significant justice issues with alcohol related crime making up around 
20% of all crime in Northern Ireland.3 

The World Health Organisation is clear that controls on price, marketing and availability 
are critical in addressing alcohol consumption. However, in Northern Ireland: 

• Despite multiple public consultations and calls from public health groups over 
the past decade, Minimum Unit Pricing has still not been introduced.4  



• There are only weak industry led codes of practice in relation to alcohol 
advertising as opposed to statutory measures to reduce the level of advertising 
seen by children.5  

• On top of all of this, there has also been an increase in licensing hours since 
2021.6  

It is therefore no surprise to see the extent of alcohol harm in Northern Ireland. Given 
this serious burden which alcohol already places on families, communities and the 
state, NIADA strongly recommends that there should be no additional licensing 
facilities in Northern Ireland and that at the very least any such proposal should be 
accompanied by a full Health Impact Assessment giving full information on the likely 
costs and consequences of such additional licensing to ensure public health matters 
are fully considered. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Alcohol issues in Northern Ireland 

Alcohol use and in particular rates of heavy episodic drinking are high in Northern 
Ireland – eg: surveys7 indicate that around 17% of respondents reported drinking 
above lower-risk drinking guidelines. with males (26%) around three times more likely to 
do so than females (9%).  

An estimated 676 people in Northern Ireland die each year as a direct result of alcohol 
consumption.8 From 2014–2024, alcohol-specific deaths in Northern Ireland rose by 
81%9   and Northern Ireland now has highest rate of such deaths across the UK.10  

In fact, twenty years ago Northern Ireland’s alcohol-specific death rates were half those 
of Scotland, illustrating sustained increases in alcohol harms in Northern Ireland.11 

As noted by the World Health Organisation, alcohol consumption is a key risk factor for 
the development of Non-Communicable Diseases such as cancers, heart and liver 
disease.12 Each year there an estimated 7,426 admissions to hospitals in Northern 
Ireland which are caused directly by alcohol consumption.13  

Alcohol related crime currently comprises around 20% of all crime in Northern Ireland.14 

Relationship between alcohol outlets and alcohol harms 

The Independent Review of the Liquor Licensing System in Northern Ireland15 clearly 
illustrates the correlation between higher density of alcohol outlets, alcohol availability 
and increased risks of mortality, hospital admissions and crime. For example, the report 
found that people living in areas with the highest density of pubs and off-licences 



combined have a hazard ratio of 1.78 compared to areas with no outlets. This means 
that there is a 78% increase in the chance of dying due to alcohol specific reasons in 
areas with the highest density of alcohol outlets compared to areas with no outlets. 
There is a 35% increase in areas with the highest density of pubs only, and a 50% 
increase in areas with the highest density of off-licences. 

In relation to hospitalisations, the report found that people living in areas with the most 
pubs and off licences combined are more than twice as likely to be hospitalised 
because of alcohol compared to people living in areas without any such premises.  

In relation to crime the report found that the highest densities of both pubs and off-
licences are associated with statistically significant higher frequency of alcohol-related 
crime rates, including both violence and sexual crimes. Areas with the highest densities 
of pubs and off-licences had almost 4 times higher frequency of violence, and 3 times 
higher frequency of sexual crimes compared to areas with no outlets. 

Extended licensing hours and venues 

In 2021 following extensive industry lobbying, there was a significant increase in 
Northern Ireland’s licensing hours and venues via the Licensing and Registration of 
Clubs (Amendment) Act (Northern Ireland) 2021 

 This increase was granted despite widespread concerns being raised by public health 
bodies.16 

The changes included: 

• Pubs and clubs able to serve alcohol for an extra hour almost every weekend - up 
until 02:00, instead of 01:00. 

• Drinking-up time - the period which customers have to finish their final drinks 
and leave the pub - extended to an hour from half an hour previously, meaning 
pubs and clubs can stay open to 03:00. 

• Cinemas allowed to serve alcohol 

• Potential for flexibility around opening hours for bars at major events; 
• A new category of licence created for local producers of craft beers, ciders and 

spirits; 
• Sporting clubs are now able to use their grounds for functions up to 6 times per 

year; 

Since these changes were made, Northern Ireland’s alcohol harms have continued to 
increase. For example, in the year following their introduction the PSNI recorded a 17% 
increase in alcohol related crime compared to pre-pandemic levels.17 

 

 



Minimum Unit Pricing – no progress 

An important public health approach to alcohol is to ensure pricing controls. The Act 
included a requirement that after all the changes had been made that the Department 
of Health bring forward to the Assembly legislation to set a minimum price for the sale 
or supply of intoxicating liquor in Northern Ireland and to prohibit its sale or supply in 
Northern Ireland below that price, or state why this has not been possible. In March  
2026 the Minister for Health made a statement18 that he has not been able to bring MUP 
forward because of a lack of agreement within the Executive. 

Given this lack of progress on the most important public health measure relating to 
alcohol it is essential that there are no further moves to extend alcohol licensing venues 
through the introduction of additional types of licenses such as a ‘cultural license’. 

Health Impact Assessment 

NIADA strongly recommends that before there are any further moves to change 
licensing  legislation that there should be a full Health Impact Assessment (HIA) carried 
out.  

Health Impact Assessment is a process which can help improve the health of 
communities and reduce health inequalities. HIAs provide decision-makers and 
stakeholders with comprehensive information about the consequences on health of 
interventions, policies, and projects. Guidance on their use is available from the 
Institute of Public Health in Ireland.19 
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