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During a public hearing on Tuesday, Nov. 1, the Evanston City Council heard arguments in favor of and in opposition to the transfer of a liquor license from TC’s Steak House to Walmart.

According to Alex Morrill, manager of the Evanston Walmart, the most commonly asked question at his store is, “Where’s the beer?”

Morrill told the council that in neighboring states, most Walmarts sell alcohol, including those in Colorado, Nebraska and Montana. Morrill said the proposed liquor store would be located within the area of the store that formerly housed a hair styling salon.

Morrill noted that a number of requests came from travelers, who were pulling boats, trailers or other recreational vehicles and who didn’t want to find parking in another parking lot just to purchase beer. Morrill felt that a number of sales are being lost because it is too much hassle for these rigs to pull into smaller parking lots.

Marketing manager Jeremiah Griffin, of Cheyenne, said Walmarts in Casper and Laramie have liquor stores. He went on to say that in an informal, in-store survey, 98 percent of 220 people surveyed were in favor of the proposed liquor store. Griffin indicated security measures would be put into place to prevent access to the area by minors.

“What do you have to say about whether the area is already well-serviced?” Griffin was questioned by councilman Tim Lynch. “Two of the largest liquor stores in the state are on the way to Walmart. What do you say to that?”

“I can’t speak to that,” Griffin replied. “My customers don’t feel well-serviced. We’re not here to dominate the market, just to serve Evanston.”

After further questioning by the panel, Griffin said the liquor store is not a growth vehicle for Walmart or a way to capitalize on the market, but to satisfy the needs of the customers.

Walmart attorney Perry Dray, of Cheyenne firm Dray, Dyekman, Reed and Healey, told the council the application for the transfer of the liquor license had been completed and filed, and that no restrictions or limitations had been presented. He went on to say that councilman Lynch’s concerns regarding needs of the vicinity had been answered, and that I-80 would be one of the customer bases. He said the five standards of the Evanston ordinance had been met, and he asked the council to approve the transfer.

One person, Ann Kindler, spoke in favor of the transfer. She said Walmart had approached them about purchasing their retail liquor license. She went on to say that Walmart is an asset to the community, and that competition should not be a reason to deny the license in a capitalist economy.

With a flurry of activity and visual aids, Jim Phillips represented Cowboy Joe’s Liquor Barn and Discount Liquor. He presented a petition with 2,000 signatures opposing the license transfer. Phillips acknowledged the survey was as informal as the one conducted by Walmart. 

“It’s inconceivable that anyone coming into Evanston can’t find beer,” Phillips asserted. “The reality is that throughout our community there are ample liquor stores available for customers’ needs. In the immediate vicinity, the area is already well-served.”

Phillips said the issue did not relate to the needs of the Kindler family to sell a liquor license, nor to the needs of Walmart customers. Giving statistical data of DUI arrests in the state, as well as deaths related to drinking and driving, Phillips commented that there is a dark underbelly where alcohol is concerned.

In his closing statement, Phillips said there are more than an adequate number of liquor stores in the vicinity of Walmart, and he said the traffic risks would increase if the transfer were approved. He then asked them to deny the application.

Also speaking in opposition, Rick Lunsford said he firmly believed that being a retail giant, Walmart would find a way to sell liquor better than anyone else. 

“It will harm existing businesses,” he said.

Dray asked if the vicinity consideration has been satisfied. He then noted that a new liquor license is not being added to Evanston, rather, an existing one is changing locations. He said Walmart customers have said their needs are not being met by the existing stores in the vicinity.

He also said the only opposition came from competitors, and that competition could not play a role in the council’s final decision.

During the discussion, councilman Lynch said youth gather at Walmart, and it should be kept a family-friendly environment, because people in the community don’t want their children exposed to liquor stores.

Councilman Bruce Whiting said he initially thought the issue was competition. He then added he had tendered a letter of resignation, effective next month, and that he anticipated there would be competition for his seat. 

“Competition is not necessarily a bad thing,” he said. “We are discussing whether to transfer the license, so I will vote to go ahead and transfer.”

Councilman Craig Welling commented, “211 surveys in a week doesn’t represent Evanston. That many people go through the store in an hour. From a professional standpoint, there are too many people in this community drinking.”

Welling noted that in Wyoming it is illegal for drivers of semi trucks to have alcohol in their vehicle.

Councilwoman Saundra Meyer asked city attorney Dennis Boal to repeat the five ordinance considerations. She said her concerns were whether the needs in the area are being met.

Councilwoman Wendy Schuler commended Walmart on their strong presentation, and said they have been a good community partner. She said that while she believes competition to be healthy, the fact that folks bring their kids into Walmart was a concern. Without a mall, or other places for kids to hang out, she said Walmart is one place people can bring their kids, without worrying about them being around alcohol.

Finally, Mayor Joy Bell said that the bottom line for her was the vicinity issue. She then commented that she is a difficult person to get a license transfer past.

“I don’t feel like it’s the best decision I can make,” Bell said.

After council comments, the vote was taken. Councilman Whiting cast the sole vote for the transfer; Lynch, Bell, Welling, Meyer, and Schuler voted against it.




