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Dear Secretary of State,
10pm Curfew – Threat to Public Health & Local Economy 

I am writing to raise my concerns about the 10pm curfew for hospitality businesses based on our evidence in Westminster. Westminster City Council fully supports the Government’s efforts to make the hospitality sector safer, but we are concerned that the curfew has the opposite effect. The need to protect public health is of paramount importance and we need to consider how the measures put in place both protect people and enable businesses to continue to trade responsibly. It is in this context that I share my concern that our experience shows that the curfew is an ineffective measure for protecting public health in Westminster.

Enforcing the 10pm curfew has resulted in crowds on Westminster’s streets that are not socially distanced and are counterproductive to protecting the public from COVID-19. While our City Inspectors are reporting high level of compliance from venues, the effect of closing all licensed premises at the same time means that everyone, from all premises, come out onto the street at the same time with no alternative premises to visit. 

In fact, the only premises that do continue to operate and serve alcohol are off-licences, where we have witnessed extensive queues for people seeking to purchase alcohol to then drink on the street in large crowds after 10pm. Our City Inspectors and the Metropolitan Police have seen this result in a peak of people making their way towards key tube stations, such as Leicester Square, Piccadilly Circus and Oxford Circus but also, on dry nights, an increase in people gathering in key locations such Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square. 

This crowding is very clearly happening as a result of the curfew being applied and enforced. Westminster’s City Inspectors have observed that the peak in activity begins about 22:00 and continues until 22:30, as evidenced by the photos attached in Appendix 1. Despite the best efforts of our City Inspectors in moving on crowds, a large crowd gathered in Leicester Square over the weekend which had to be broken up by the police. 

The impact of the curfew is being felt by our businesses, residents and partners. Chief Inspector Dan Levy has informed us that as a result of the large wave of activity from 21:45 onwards, they feel that a larger scale police response is required to maintain public order. We have also seen an increase in noise related complaints from residents after 10pm as people exit the establishments at the same time. Appendix 2 details a regular weekend with the curfew for our City Inspectors.

I strongly believe there is a better way of limiting public transmission of COVID-19. As the local authority area with the densest concentration of licensed premises in the country, we believe there are a number of possible solutions. We believe there are a range of options which could be implemented with a minimum of complexity and a bigger impact on public health. 

First, we believe the option should be considered to remove the curfew altogether. This would support businesses and enable local authorities to manage business adherence to guidelines at a local level. 

Second, we could adapt the rule to make it 10pm ‘last orders’. This would allow businesses to have their patrons leave premises in a staggered manner. Alternatively, having a different finish time for those having a restaurant meal rather than those just drinking in a bar or pub would reduce the overall numbers leaving the area at the same time. Moreover, it would also help with social distancing as restaurant 'groups' tend to be smaller, thus helping reduce crowding in the streets.

A third option would be to take a flexible approach for premises, like casinos and restaurants, where the sale of alcohol is ancillary to their main offer. The 10pm closure has meant that all casino customers are being pushed out into the streets and public transport, to mix with restaurant and pub customers being turned out at the same time. For a business where alcohol and food is very much secondary to the core offer, the inclusion of casinos feels unfair and unnecessary. A more flexible approach would enable businesses with less risky business models to continue to operate and further dilute the number of people on streets at these pinchpoints. 

Westminster City Council is committed to supporting the Government in protecting public health, however, I strongly believe that the alternatives outlined above would be better suited to limiting transmission in Westminster than the 10pm curfew.

[bookmark: _GoBack][image: cid:image001.png@01D5DCF1.D622C690]Yours sincerely,






Cllr Rachael Robathan
Leader of the Council
Westminster City Council



CC:
Rt. Hon. Robert Jenrick, Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government
Rt. Hon. Michael Gove, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, Minister for the Cabinet Office
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Appendix 1 – City Inspector Photos
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Appendix 2 – City Inspector Weekend Report 

10th – 11th October 2020
· Officers observed that the streets got considerably busier just before 10pm.
· Many people went straight to tube stations to get home, but many others congregated in the area – especially Leicester Square.
· Officers opinions was many people were clearly intoxicated and there was a marked lack of social distancing, especially with those who did not go straight to a tube station at about 10pm.
· Noise complaints increase between 10pm and 12am (Table 1)


	Location
	Observations
	Action Taken

	Soho
	Street Drinking, 7 to 8 small groups and one large group of c.15 people gathered around the square. 
3 groups seen inside premises and a few people seen climbing over the gates into Soho square
	Advised to refrain from selling alcohol to customers in groups to avoid further loitering in the area. 
Police to be put on notice to assist with dispersals.  

	Oxford Circus
	Reports of large crowds gathering after 22:00pm, and observations confirmed a large increase of people walking the streets after 22:00pm
	Police present in area to disperse.

	Soho
	Request from local Police to support interventions following identifying crowds of people outside drinking. 
	2 x off-licence in the area to close the shutters on the sale of drinks for 15 minutes to support crowd dispersal.

	Soho & Chinatown
	The streets were busy for 30-40 mins after 10pm on both nights with many people heading towards transport hubs or taking shelter under premises awnings while waiting for Ubers.  There were queues outside of the off-licence, with some customers proceeding to consume their purchased alcohol in nearby awnings.
	Off-licence in the area to close the shutters on the sale of drinks for 15 minutes to support crowd dispersal.
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