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Public health holds a legally recognised role in the alcohol licensing process in local 

government in England, and practitioners are expected to review alcohol licence 

applications and make representations (objections) against applications where 

appropriate.  This role has been framed as a potentially valuable mechanism through 

which public health can help to shape the local alcohol landscape to reduce alcohol-

related health and social harms.  However, the specific ways in which space, place and 

locality are conceptualised and negotiated through the licensing process are often in 

tension with the values, knowledges and evidence linked to the role of public health in 

seeking to reduce alcohol-related health harms at the population level.  This raises 

questions for understanding how public health can most effectively intervene in licensing 

to shape local availability and accessibility of alcohol to reduce harms, and also for how 



space and place might be enacted and shaped through the mechanisms of the 

licensing process. 

In this presentation we draw on a mixed methods study involving ethnography, 

interviews, focus groups, survey and analysis of routine data, and which aimed to explore 

the influences on public health practitioners’ contributions to alcohol licensing in local 

authorities in London.  We highlight the different ways in which space and place are 

conceptualised, negotiated and produced through policies and legal frameworks of 

licensing; the uses of data and evidence to justify objections against licence applications 

to reduce harms; and the relationships and positioning of public health with other 

professions within local government.  We seek to explore the tensions and negotiations 

between these enactments and how space is interpreted and mobilised within a public 

health perspective to understand and target the determinants of alcohol-related harms.  

In doing so, we highlight the possibilities and limitations of the public health role in relation 

to shaping the local alcohol environment through licensing.  
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