
Despite spending £10,000 on a new smoking
shelter, Fox and Grapes landlord David Hamer
has been unable to tempt back the smokers
who no longer pop in for a pint to his Chorley
pub.

“Business is very quiet at the moment,”
Hamer explains sadly. “Our clientele is your
average working man and woman. They are the
type of people who want a smoke with their
pint after work, or after they’ve done their
shopping. But the smoking shelter isn’t used,
and people are choosing not to come into the

pub. The disruption of having to go outside to
break off your conversation and have a
cigarette is something that people just aren’t
going to put up with.”

The July 2007 ban is one of many factors
publicans say are responsible for the gradual
demise of the great British boozer. According to
the British Beer and Pub Association (BBPA),
the situation is dire, with five pubs closing
every day, an increase of a third from last year.
They predict that the country's 50,000 pubs
will lose 43,000 jobs over the next five years.

The Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA) now
claims that half of all British villages are dry –
the highest number since the Norman
conquest of 1066 – while sales of beer are at
their lowest levels since the 1930s.

But despite the closures, blame for a
continued binge-drinking epidemic has been
laid firmly at the door of licensees. Cheap shots
and two-for-one deals are seen by the
government as directly responsible for the
doubling of alcohol-related hospital admissions
since 1995 to 207,800 in 2005/6. The
biggest increase has been in the North West,
with 170 out of every 100,000 admissions
alcohol-related, more than double the rate in
the South East.

The 2003 Licensing Act has failed to
transform binge Britain into the promised
continental café-style society. Instead, Home
Office figures show that, since the introduction
of 24-hour drinking, there has been an almost
25 per cent rise in the levels of violent crime
committed in the early hours of the morning.
The Local Government Association estimates
that the act has cost the equivalent of £100
million to implement.

Whether it’s due to cheap supermarket
booze, the smoking ban or the credit crunch,
pubs are closing at an alarming rate. Helen
Clifton assesses the threats to this British
institution and what closures mean for our
towns and villages. Photos: Phil Tragen
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