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WISCONSIN ALCOHOL POLICY PROJECT 

MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Regina Vidaver 
From: Felice Borisy-Rudin, JD, Ph.D., Wisconsin Alcohol Policy Project 
Date: 06/05/2024 
Re: Effectiveness of Placing Geographic Limitations on Where New Class A Licensed Premises 
may be Located as a Strategy for Reducing Excessive Alcohol Use and Alcohol-Related Harms 
 
Issue:  How would a proposed ordinance placing geographic limitations on new Class A off-
premises alcohol licenses be anticipated to impact public health and safety? 
 
Brief Answer: Violence, injury, and underage drinking is greater when alcohol is abundant and 
available for off-premises consumption, such as in situations where there is a high density of 
Class A off-premises alcohol retail outlets. Reducing the density of Class A off-premises outlets 
can decrease violence, injury, and underage drinking. Placing a moratorium on new liquor 
stores in areas near facilities that serve children, people with developmental disabilities, 
unhoused people, and people in treatment for mental illness or substance use, could improve 
the public health of some of the city’s most vulnerable populations.  
 
Background: The effects of alcohol outlet density and violence, injury, and underage drinking 
have been extensively studied, with evidence from many countries, including the United States. 
Thomas Babor, et al. have summarized the effectiveness of various policies to reduce alcohol 
consumption and alcohol related problems in their book, ALCOHOL NO ORDINARY 
COMMODITY, 3rd Ed. Regarding outlet density, they summarize, “Major changes to outlet 
density . . . clearly affect consumption and harm rates. Evidence for gradual changes . . . is 
strongest for violence.”i Restricting the spatial availability of alcohol is “consistently associated 
with reductions in both alcohol use and alcohol-related problems.”i 

Analysis:  Increased Class A off-premises alcohol outlet density is associated with increased 
underage drinking, increased assaults, street violence, domestic (and intimate partner) 
violence, motor vehicle crashes, and other forms of injury.ii The size of the outlets may also be a 
factor, as places that sell large quantities of alcohol are also associated with increases in 
consumption, injury, and violence.iii 

Multiple studies have shown that the more alcohol is available in a neighborhood, the more 
adolescents consume alcohol.iv A key study showed that for every 10% increase in overall 
alcohol outlet density there was a 17% increase in the odds that a teenager would drink alcohol 
the next year.v In other words, the more alcohol outlets there are in a community, the more 
teens drink. One effective way to keep the number of alcohol outlets low and allow reduction 
by attrition is to not grant licenses for new alcohol outlets. The proposed ordinance would 
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effectively prohibit new Class A licenses for liquor stores and gas station/convenience stores in 
areas within 1,320 feet of facilities that provide services for unhoused individuals, facilities that 
provide mental health or substance use treatment, and public parks. With time and attrition, 
the ordinance may result in reduced numbers of Class A off-premises retail alcohol outlets in 
Madison. 

Off-premises alcohol outlets tend to be crime generators. Reducing the number of off-premises 
retail alcohol outlets reduces violence. There are several reasons for this:  

• One is that “Reducing supply by restricting physical availability will increase effort to 
obtain alcohol, and thereby reduce total volume consumed as well as alcohol-related 
problems.”vi  
 

• Another is that alcohol is a pharmacologically psychoactive beverage that dulls the 
reflexes and disinhibits behavior – which makes people both more likely to offend and 
to be victimized, thereby increasing the likelihood of accidents, violence, and injury. 
Reducing its availability reduces its use, and thereby reduces the violence and injury 
associated with it, such as motor vehicle crashes, falls, domestic violence, and other 
assaults.  
 

• A third reason is that alcohol stores provide places where people can congregate, 
attract people from outside communities who are not interested in caring for the 
community where they are shopping or who may be looking for opportunities for 
criminal activity, and at the same time do not provide “guardians” who can supervise 
the drinking. Prof. Alexandra Snowden, who works at Marquette University, writes:  

Off-premise alcohol outlets may serve as crime attractors that bring to these 
premises the motivated offenders in search of vulnerable targets in places that 
lack capable guardians. In the context of off-premise alcohol outlets, the 
guardianship over vulnerable targets is limited as the patrons’ visits to the 
outlets typically last just long enough to purchase the product. . . . Some off-
premise alcohol outlets may specialize in the sale of single-serve products that 
are designed for immediate consumption, and may attract the patrons to the 
premise in search of the product that can be consumed immediately following 
the purchase in the near vicinity of the outlet, creating the opportunity for 
motivated offenders to act upon.vii 

Dr. Snowden has done extensive research on violence and alcohol outlets in Milwaukee. 
She found that many types of violence and crime associated significantly with the 
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density of Class A off-premises outlets, including assault, robberies, and domestic 
violence, even controlling for neighborhood characteristics. She also found that the 
effect of off-premises Class A outlets on violence, especially male-on-female domestic 
violence occurred not just in the neighborhood where the outlets were located but also 
in immediately adjoining neighborhoods.viii In addition, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the increased use of off-premises outlets as the source of alcohol (as opposed to 
drinking socially in controlled on-premises environments such as restaurants and bars) 
probably contributed to greater levels of drinking and likely contributed to increased 
domestic violence. Dr. Snowden recommends: 

The first step in reducing domestic violence would be to also reduce the number 
of off-premise alcohol outlets operating within adjacent neighborhoods and 
prevent new off-premise alcohol outlets from opening in neighborhoods which 
already have a large concentration of off-premise alcohol outlets, and which 
border neighborhoods with similarly high concentrations of such outlets.ix   

Conclusion: Reducing the concentration of Class A off-premises alcohol outlets and reducing 
the amount of alcohol sold by individual Class A off-premises alcohol outlets are both policies 
that can result in less underage alcohol consumption, and lower rates of violence and injury. An 
ordinance that limits the availability of Class A licenses may decrease the amount of underage 
drinking and decrease rates of violence and injury in the community. 
 
If you have any additional questions, please contact: 
 
Felice Borisy-Rudin, Policy Analyst, Wisconsin Alcohol Policy Project, fborisyrudin@mcw.edu 
Maureen Busalacchi, Director, Wisconsin Alcohol Policy Project, mbusalacchi@mcw.edu 
 
 
WARNING AND DISCLAIMER: THE WISCONSIN ALCOHOL POLICY PROJECT PROVIDES 
TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE, TOOLS, AND TRAININGS. THE WISCONSIN ALCOHOL POLICY PROJECT 
DOES NOT PROVIDE LEGAL ADVICE, LEGAL COUNSEL, OR LEGAL REPRESENTATION. READING 
THE CONTENT PROVIDED BY THE WISCONSIN ALCOHOL POLICY PROJECT DOES NOT ESTABLISH 
AN ATTORNEY-CLIENT RELATIONSHIP. CONTACTING THE WISCONSIN ALCOHOL POLICY PROJECT 
OR PROVIDING IT OR ITS STAFF WITH INFORMATION DOES NOT ESTABLISH AN ATTORNEY-
CLIENT RELATIONSHIP. IF YOU NEED LEGAL REPRESENTATION, YOU SHOUL.D CONSULT WITH 
YOUR OWN ATTORNEY. 

 
i Babor, Thomas F. and others, Alcohol: No Ordinary Commodity: Research and public policy, 3rd 
ed. p 145 (Oxford, 2022; online ed., Oxford Academic, 19 Jan. 2023),  
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