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1. Introduction 

This Service enforces the law prohibiting the sales of certain age restricted products. We do this by 
using underage volunteers to attempt test purchases at shops and licensed premises. We also provide 
advice and education to businesses, parents and children.   

For the purposes of this leaflet Alcohol means spirits, wine, beer, cider or any other fermented, distilled 
or spirituous liquor above 0.5% strength. 

2. Main legal requirements  

The law prohibits; 

 The sale of alcohol to any person under the age of 18. 

 Knowingly allowing the sale of alcohol to any person under the age of 18 (if you work at licensed 
premises in a capacity which authorises you to prevent such sales). 

 Knowingly delivering alcohol to any person under the age of 18 on licensed premises. 

 Knowingly allowing the delivery of alcohol to any person under the age of 18 on licensed premises (if 
you work at licensed premises in a capacity which authorises you to prevent such delivery). 

 Knowingly allowing the consumption of alcohol on licensed premises unless the person is 16 or 17 
years old and they are drinking beer, wine or cider with a sit-down meal and they are accompanied 
by someone 18 or over. 

The premises licence holder or club premises certificate holder must also ensure that an age verification 
policy applies to the premises in relation to the sale or supply of alcohol (see section 5).  

3. Who does the law apply to? 

The law applies to any person or trader who sells alcohol. The Designated Premises Supervisor and the 
Premise Licence Holder could also be prosecuted for any illegal sales. 
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4. Are there any defences? 

Where a person is charged with the offence of selling alcohol to a child under 18 by reason of his own 
conduct it is a defence that he believed the individual was 18 or over and either he had taken all 
reasonable steps to establish the individual's age, or that nobody could reasonably have suspected that 
the individual was aged under 18.  

'Reasonable steps' is defined as asking the individual for evidence of his age and that evidence would 
have convinced a reasonable person. However, if the steps taken are shown to be inadequate, for 
example the ID is obviously forged or belongs to someone else, this defence will not be applicable. 

Where a person is charged with an offence by reason of the act or default of some other person, it is a 
defence that the accused exercised all due diligence to avoid committing it. 

5. What can I do to avoid underage sales? 

You must have an age verification policy in place. This means that any customers attempting to buy 
alcohol, who appear to be below a certain age (e.g. 25), are always requested to provide suitable proof 
that they are old enough to be served. Such proof must include their photograph, date of birth and a 
holographic mark (for proof of age cards this will be the PASS hologram). 

For further guidance please see our separate leaflets ‘Age restricted sales – best practice guidance’ and 
‘Proof of age cards’. Make sure all your sales staff read these and our associated guidance ‘Saying no 
avoiding conflict’. 

We recommend displaying proof of age material, 
such as our free RU18 warning stickers or the 
nationally promoted Under 25 posters.  

  

Challenge 25 materials can be downloaded from the wine and spirit trade association at 
www.wsta.co.uk/challenge-25 

6. What are the penalties if I sell to underage purchasers? 

The Licensing Act 2003 prohibits underage alcohol sales etc. Sellers may be issued an £80 fixed 
penalty notice or be prosecuted. On conviction the maximum fine is £5,000. If two or more sales occur 
within 3 months the maximum fine (for the premises licence holder) is £20,000. Personal licence holders 
can also have their licence suspended. A premise’s licence can also be reviewed, suspended or 
revoked if it is found that underage sales are persistently occurring. A closure notice can also be served 
by Police or trading standards which prohibits the sale of alcohol for up to 14 days. Breaches of licence 
conditions can lead to a licence review and revocation as well as a fine of up to £20,000.  

7. Further information 

If you require further assistance on these requirements, or would like additional information or any point 
of sale material please contact us at the address given. 
 
PLEASE NOTE: Only the Courts can interpret statutory legislation with authority and this leaflet may be revised or amended without notice. 
(Ref: Alco/1.7 July 2016) 
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