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3. Licensable activities 

Summary 

3.1 A premises licence authorises the use of any premises (see Chapter 5) for licensable 

activities. Licensable activities are defined in section 1 of the 2003 Act, and a fuller 

description of certain activities is set out in Schedules 1 and 2 to the 2003 Act. 

3.2 The licensable activities are: 

•  the sale by retail of alcohol; 

•  the supply of alcohol by or on behalf of a club to, or to the order of, a member of the 

club; 

•  the provision of regulated entertainment; and 

•  the provision of late night refreshment. 

Wholesale of alcohol 

3.3 The sale of alcohol to the general public is licensable under the 2003 Act in accordance 

with the definition of “sale by retail” in section 192 of the 2003 Act. This section makes it 

clear that, to be excluded from the meaning of “sale by retail”, a sale must be: 

•  made from premises owned by the person making the sale, or occupied under a 

lease with security of tenure; and 

•  for consumption off the premises. 

3.4 In addition, to be excluded, the sales must be sales which are made to: 

•  a trader for the purpose of his trade; 

•  to a club for the purposes of that club; 

•  to a holder of a premises licence or a personal licence for the purpose of making 

sales under a premises licence; or 

•  a premises user who has given a temporary event notice, for the purpose of making 

sales authorised by that notice. 

3.5 If an employee were buying alcohol as an “agent” for their employer and for the 

purposes of their employer’s trade (i.e. selling alcohol), this could be treated as a sale to 

a trader. If, however, an employee were buying for the employee’s own consumption, 

this would be a retail sale, and would require a licence. 

3.6 The same considerations apply in the case of caterers who supply alcohol to their 

customers. Where a caterer purchases alcohol and then sells this alcohol to its 

customer, an authorisation will be required at the location where the retail sale of the 

alcohol is made (likely to be the caterer’s own premises). If the customer was proposing 

to sell the alcohol under an authorisation, it is the customer who would need an 

authorisation under the 2003 Act. In this case, the exemption under the 2003 Act may 

apply to the sale made by the caterer. 

3.7 From 1 April 2017, businesses which sell alcohol (for example, retailers of alcohol and 

trade buyers) will need to ensure that the UK wholesalers that they buy alcohol from 

have been approved by HMRC under the Alcohol Wholesaler Registration Scheme 

(AWRS). They will need to check their wholesalers Unique Registration Number (URN) 
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against the HMRC online database which will be available from April 2017. This is an 

ongoing obligation and if a business is found to have bought alcohol from an 

unapproved wholesaler, they may be liable to a penalty or could even face criminal 

prosecution and their alcohol stock may be seized. Any trader who buys alcohol from a 

wholesaler for onward sale to the general public (known as a ‘trade buyer’) does not 

need to register unless they sell alcohol to other businesses. Examples of trade buyers 

would be pubs, clubs, restaurants, cafes, retailers and hotels. However, they will need 

to check that the wholesaler they purchase alcohol from is registered with HMRC. 

Further information may be found at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/the-alcohol-

wholesaler-registration-scheme-awrs. 

Mobile, remote, internet and other delivery sales 

3.8 The sale by retail of alcohol is a licensable activity and may only be carried out in 

accordance with an authorisation under the 2003 Act. Therefore, a person cannot sell 

alcohol from a vehicle or moveable structure at a series of different locations (e.g. house 

to house), unless there is a premises licence in respect of the vehicle or moveable 

structure at each location at which a sale of alcohol is made in, on or from it. 

3.9 The place where the order for alcohol, or payment for it, takes place may not be the 

same as the place where the alcohol is appropriated to the contract (i.e. the place where 

it is identified and specifically set apart for delivery to the purchaser). This position can 

arise when sales are made online, by telephone, or mail order. Section 190 of the 2003 

Act provides that the sale of alcohol is to be treated as taking place where the alcohol is 

appropriated to the contract. It will be the premises at this location which need to be 

licensed; for example, a call centre receiving orders for alcohol would not need a licence 

but the warehouse where the alcohol is stored and specifically selected for, and 

despatched to, the purchaser would need to be licensed. These licensed premises will, 

as such, be subject to conditions including the times of day during which alcohol may be 

sold. The premises licence will also be subject to the mandatory licence conditions. 

3.10 Persons who run premises providing ‘alcohol delivery services’ should notify the 

relevant licensing authority that they are operating such a service in their operating 

schedule. This ensures that the licensing authority can properly consider what 

conditions are appropriate. Premises with an existing premises licence, which choose to 

operate such a service in addition to their existing licensable activities, should contact 

their licensing authority for its view on whether this form of alcohol sale is already 

permitted or whether an application to vary the licence will be required. 

Regulated entertainment 

3.11 Schedule 1 to the 2003 Act sets out what activities are to be treated as the provision of 

regulated entertainment and those that are not and are therefore exempt from the 

regulated entertainment aspects of the licensing regime, including incidental music – 

(see paragraphs 16.1 to 16.3 below). Chapter 16 of this Guidance document sets out 

the types of entertainment regulated by the 2003 Act. 

  


