By HUGH R. MORLEY
STAFF WRITER

A proposed law that would en-
able supermarkets to obtain more
than two licenses to sell alcohol
faces tough opposition from liquor
vendors, even after the bill was
modified to make it more palat-
able.

The new bill (§-1608), intro-
duced on March 17, would lift the
current limit of two retail iquor li-
censes per person or corporate en-
tity, which was enacted in the
1960s.

The bill’s introduction follows
the failure of a similar bill to pass
in December after critics charged
that it would hurt mom-and-pop
liguor store owners.

In response to the criticism,
Sen. Raymond Lesnialk, D-Union,
the current bill's sponsor, revised
the legislation to permit supermar-
kets that obtain more than two li-
censes to sell only wine and beer
with the exlra licenses.

The bill also would stop super-
markets that have more than two
licenses and are located in Urban
Enterprise Zones from using the
additional licenses to sell alcohol
in the zones. That change was
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Liquor stores oppose revised bill

made to soothe opponents who
said the bill would particularly hurt
urban areas, which tend to have a

to any changes in the two-license

limitation law.”
He said the limit, which was
created in

higher %n'opor’
tion of small
liquor stores.

And the bill
also would pre-
vent so-called
big-box stores
from obtaining
an interest in a businesses that
hold more than two licenses,

“What we are trying to do is
make shopping more convenient
for the consumers,” Lesniak said.
“And at the same time [we are]
balancing the small-business con-
cerns who fear that allowing su-
permarkets to serve liquor will put
them out of business.”

But New Jersey Wine and Spir-
its Wholesalers Association, which
represents two of the state’s biggest
wholesalers, said the changes have
done little to quell the anxieties of
small vendors.

“It still allows the creation of
chain stores in New Jersey that sell
alcoholic beverages,” said Jeffrey
Warsh, a lobbyist and the associa-
tion’s executive director. “Every
single entity involved in the New
Jersey hospitality sector is opposed

To view the complete bills
., onthe Web, go to
gj njleg.state.nj.us/ and
insert the bill number or
the key word.

1962, was de-
signed to pro-
mote competi-
tion by ensur-
ing that one or
two large busi-
ness did not
dominate the industry.

Yet even that restriction has
loopholes, he said. A&P, which
had more than two licenses at the
time, was grandfathered in, he
said. And ShopRite gets around
the law by having different family
members hold the licenses, he
added.

Lesnial said he has no doubt
that the law, if enacted, will be the
first step in the deregulation of
New Jersey's liquor trade.

“This is really going to be a tran-
sition to full competition down the
road, no doubt in my mind,” he
said. But for the moment, he said,
the state must offer some protec-
tion to businesses that invested
heavily in a liquor license under
the existing systemn.

“To pull the plug overnight is
not good policy,” he said.

Deborah Dowdell, president of
the New Jersey Restaurant Associ-
ation, said THe grouprup)ioses the
bill because it attempts to rewrite
the liguor laws in piecemeal fash-
ion, instead of making an overall
evaluation of what's needed.

“With a stroke of the pen, you
can effectively knock out a sector
of the industry,” she said. “We
have a general principle that if we
are going to amend our liquor li-
censing, we should look at the en-
tire liquor licensing law in New
Jersey.”

But Deana Lykins, a lobbyist for
Retailers for Responsible Liquor
Licensing, a grocery owners trade
group, said the supermarkets con-
tinue to back the law.

She said beer and wine are the
main priority of supermarkets any-
way.

“What we support is a loosening
of the market,” said Lykins, adding
that group members include
Acme, Whole Foods, Stop & Shop
and Wegmans, “They want the
liquor license as a complement to
food. It’s only natural that beer and
wine is a complement to food.”

This column appears Wednaesday.
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