Alcohol availability in Victoria: strategies to reduce harm
Summary
Victoria has experienced a proliferation of liquor licences over past decades, including an
explosion in ‘big box’ packaged liquor stores. This has coincided with extensions in liquor
trading hours. Together, this has led to widespread availability of alcohol in Victoria, and
resulted in dramatic increases in alcohol-related harm and violence.
Evidence establishes that increases in liquor outlet density are associated with rises in
violence, family violence, injury and alcohol-specific chronic disease. Evidence also shows
that liquor outlet trading hours are related to levels of alcohol-related harm.
Restricting alcohol availability by reducing liquor outlet density and trading hours would have
immediate impact in reducing the high levels of alcohol-related harm and violence in Victoria.
Key recommendations
1. Require liquor licence applicants to show that licences will not contribute to harm and are
in the public interest.
2. Prevent further liquor licences in ‘alcohol harm zones’, where there are high levels of
alcohol harm.
3. Prohibit the sale of packaged liquor after 10pm, and on-premises liquor after 2am.

Alcohol availability and harm in Victoria
The number of liquor licences in Victoria has increased dramatically over the past three
decades – from fewer than 4,000 in 19861 to more than 21,000 in 2017.2 This has included a
substantial increase in packaged liquor licences, and an explosion in large ‘big box’ stores
offering cheap alcohol and bulk discounts. Over the past 15 years, the number of packaged
liquor outlets in Victoria has increased by 49.4 per cent, and the number of big box stores
has increased dramatically from three to 68 – an increase of 2,000 per cent per capita.3
Victoria is now the liquor licence capital of Australia, with more licences than any other state
or territory overall and behind only South Australia in licences per capita. Victoria, along with
New South Wales, has the highest level of packaged liquor availability of all states and
territories,4 and packaged liquor outlets are clustered in disadvantaged areas of the state.5
The increase in alcohol availability has led to dramatic increases in alcohol-related harms in
Victoria, including increases in alcohol-related family violence, assaults, ambulance
attendances and treatment episodes.

Evidence linking liquor outlet density with harm
A strong body of Australian and international research shows that increases in liquor outlet
density are associated with increases in violence, family violence, injury and chronic
disease.6 This includes a series of Australian studies:
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An Australian longitudinal study found that liquor outlet density was significantly
associated with assaults in Melbourne.7
A Western Australian study found that the density of pubs and bars, particularly late
night outlets, was significantly associated with alcohol-related injury rates. 8
Victorian local level studies have shown that increases in packaged liquor outlet
density are associated with increases in hospitalisations for assault, police records of
family violence9 and rates of alcohol-specific chronic disease.10
A Victorian longitudinal study found that the higher density of liquor licences in a
neighbourhood, particularly packaged liquor licences, is associated with higher rates
of family violence over time. 11

Evidence linking liquor trading hours with harm
There is a large body of Australian and international research clearly establishing the
relationship between liquor outlet trading hours and levels of alcohol-related harm.12 The
research shows that for every additional hour of trading, there is a 16-20 per cent increase in
assaults. For every hour of reduced trading there is a 20 per cent reduction in assaults.13
The research includes two recent Australian studies:




A study in Newcastle, New South Wales showed that changing liquor outlet closing
times (from 5am to 3am and then to 3.30am) produced a 37 per cent reduction in
assaults compared to a control area.14
An evaluation of interventions in Sydney CBD and Kings Cross, including 3am last
drinks, found that the interventions resulted in a 45.1% per cent reduction in nondomestic assaults in Kings Cross and a 20.3% per cent reduction in Sydney CBD,
with most nearby areas showing no increase in assaults.15

Policy environment
The proliferation of liquor outlets in Victoria has been facilitated by a weak and ineffective
liquor licensing process, which does not allow effective consideration of harm or community
impacts, and is heavily weighted in favour of the liquor and hospitality industry.
Victoria’s liquor licensing legislation also enables liquor trading hours that are among the
longest in Australia. Many outlets trade past 1am, and some outlets trade for 24 hours.

Strategies to reduce harm
There is clear evidence that strategies to restrict the physical availability of alcohol, such as
reducing liquor outlet density and trading hours, are effective in reducing alcohol harm.16
Strategies should include changes to the liquor licence application process to require greater
consideration of harm and community impacts of new licences. In addition, an ‘alcohol harm
zone’ mechanism should be introduced to prevent further licences in areas with high levels
of alcohol harm.
These reforms would have immediate impact in reversing the trend of increasing alcohol
harms in Victoria, and reduce the significant burdens of alcohol on communities, police,
emergency services, hospitals and others, and the enormous social and economic costs of
alcohol in Victoria.
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Recommendations
1. Reverse the burden of proof in liquor licensing decisions and require licence
applicants to show that licences will not contribute to harm and are in the public
interest.
2. Create a power for the Minister to designate ‘alcohol harm zones’ in areas with high
levels of alcohol harm, creating a presumption against further liquor licences.
3. Prevent the sale of alcohol for off-premises consumption after 10pm, and for onpremises consumption after 2am.
Please see the Alcohol Policy Coalition’s submission to the Review of the Liquor Control
Reform Act for more information.

Updated October 2017.
For further information about Alcohol Policy Coalition position statements contact Sarah
Jackson, Legal Policy Advisor, on (03) 9514 6463.
For media enquiries contact Emma Schreiber, Media and Communications Advisor, on 0439
663 425.
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