
3/18/2019 Editorial: A sober look at Boston's liquor licenses - Boston Business Journal

https://www.bizjournals.com/boston/news/2019/01/10/editorial-a-sober-look-at-bostons-liquor-licenses.html?s=print 1/2

PRIMOPIANO

The state's 86-year-old system for regulating liquor
licenses has led to an uneven distribution of
restaurants in the city where people can go to eat or
drink.
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The city of Boston continues to suffer from a drinking problem.
Despite years of efforts to try and address the issue, the state's 86-
year-old system for regulating liquor licenses has led to an uneven
distribution of restaurants in the city where people can go to eat or
drink. To the extent that sit-down restaurants are a crucial part of any
successful business district, the lack of high-end restaurants in
neighborhoods other than the city’s wealthiest means that vast swaths
of Dorchester, Roxbury or Mattapan, for instance, are left out of the
economic success of the city simply because of the ongoing disparity
from how the state doles out liquor licenses.

A proposal this week by Boston Mayor Marty Walsh aims to fix such
discrepancies. A home-rule petition to the state Legislature would
create 184 new liquor licenses over the next three years — a 15 percent
increase from the current number — and limitations on those new
licenses are intended to ensure better access for restaurants in the
city’s underserved neighborhoods.

To be sure, the city made a similar effort in 2014, with mixed results. At
that time, then-City Councilor Ayanna Pressley succeeded in
expanding the city’s liquor license total with the stipulation that
licenses would be issued in a handful of neighborhoods where they
were most needed. While the effort succeeded in bringing more
restaurants to parts of Roxbury and Dorchester, most of the licenses went to deep-pocketed chain
restaurants, leaving local, small entrepreneurs out in the cold. And some neighborhoods — notably,
Mattapan — continue to have no licenses.

This time, Walsh’s proposal (which Pressley also helped develop) will be even more targeted, designating
five licenses per year over the next three years for each of nine neighborhoods. Additionally, the law would
create “umbrella licenses” for large real estate developments of more than 700,000 square feet, which will
be more expensive and are intended to ensure that more of the regular licenses are available to local
entrepreneurs.
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We can’t say for sure that Walsh’s proposal will succeed in its effort to more fairly distribute the locations of
new restaurants in the city. But we can say it appears to be a solid effort, and we urge the City Council as
well as state lawmakers to waste no time in approving it. We also urge the city to monitor closely how well
the measure helps achieves its goals — and not wait five years to take further action, if needed.

A vibrant urban economy means maximizing opportunities for all neighborhoods of Boston, not just the
downtown or the latest trendy hot spot. We hope Walsh’s plan brings us closer to that ideal.


