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15 May 2019 
 
 
 
Budgetary Oversight Committee 
Leinster House 
Kildare Street  
Dublin 2 
 
 

THE EXCHEQUER LOST €1.7BN TO ILLICT TRADE FROM 2010-2017  
ACCORDING TO ITS OWN FIGURES 

 
 
Dear Committee Member, 
 
Retailers Against Smuggling (RAS) represent over 3,000 small and medium sized retailers 
across the country.  RAS aim to generate widespread awareness amongst the public, media 
and decisionmakers of the impact that smuggled alcohol, tobacco products and solid fuel has on 
local legitimate retailers in Ireland. A sub-group consisting of RAS, CPL Fuels Ireland and 
Hardware Association Ireland (HAI) has been set up to support the Sale of Illicit Goods Bill. As 
such, we would like to raise the following issues with the Budgetary Oversight Committee for 
your consideration in advance of Budget 2020. 
 
 

1. Solid Fuel – Carbon tax & Revenue resources 
 
Solid fuel can represent up to half of some retailers’ turnover, particularly in the Winter months. 
The illegal fuel trade is booming in Ireland and the Government must make it a priority to protect 
Irish retailers especially in the lead up to Brexit. Many retailers have stopped selling fuel 
completely due to the growing trend of consumers purchasing fuel on the black market. 
 
Illicit solid fuel trade is costing in excess of €9.7 million in lost revenue at 20% Carbon Tax 
evasion rate which represents a loss of €36.5 million to retail merchants, putting many local 
traders out of business and putting over 1,200 jobs at risk. Different tax approaches in the 
Republic of Ireland and in Northern Ireland make a lorry carrying 26 tonnes of coal €2,217 more 
expensive in the Republic of Ireland than in Northern Ireland. A carbon tax hike in Budget 2020 
will make this gap even larger and encourage smuggling of solid fuel over the border.  
 
28% of people in Ireland experience energy poverty. Those who can afford to buy 1 tonne of 
untaxed coal online from Northern Ireland and have it delivered to their homes in the Republic 
for personal use do so, while the 28% of citizens experiencing fuel poverty have no opportunity 
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to do the same. This practice is contributing to the cost gap between those Irish Citizens 
experiencing fuel poverty and those benefitting from the lack of enforcement on fuel coming 
across the border.  
 
In response to a Parliamentary Question regarding illicit solid fuel seized in 2019, Minister 
Donohoe stated that no illicit fuel has been seized so far this year as the fuel coming across the 
border is not technically illicit. Not only is this incorrect in terms of non-payment of taxes, but it is 
not accurate as much of the fuel coming across the border is not for personal use but is rather 
sold to Irish citizens at a lower price.  
 
 
RAS, HAI and CPL Fuels call on the Government to issue a moratorium on carbon tax 
until there is certainty around the smoky coal ban and Revenue have proper resources to 
curb illicit trade of solid fuel. 
 
 

 
2. Tobacco – Tobacco products tax  

 
In relation to Tobacco Products Tax (TPT), the first three of Minister Noonan’s budgets led to a 
cumulative budget shortfall of almost quarter of a billion euro.  For example, in the 2014 budget, 
Minister Noonan predicted a €15 million income from TPT following another 10c hike yet there 
was actually a €95 million shortfall. This was seen again in Budget 2017, with a €47.3 million 
shortfall despite an excise hike of 50c. We have reached tipping point on the economic yield 
from excise increases is therefore most certainly true and those who are directly being 
negatively impacted by the hikes are the legitimate retailers as consumers purchase in 
alternative channels of illicit trade and in travel retail. 
 
Ipsos MRBI’s Illegal Tobacco Products Research Survey 2018 that there was no decrease in 
the level of illicit cigarettes in Ireland with the figure for illegal packs remaining at 13%, and non-
Irish duty paid (NIDP) at 9%. The survey found that approximately 453 million illegal cigarettes 
(23 million packs) were consumed in Ireland in 2018, representing a loss to the Exchequer of 
approximately €211 million.  
 
A growing area of concern for retailers is the illicit trade in Roll Your Own tobacco (RYO) 
following the introduction of a 30g minimum RYO pack size on 20 May 2017.  This new 
minimum means that the vast majority of RYO consumers face large ‘out of pocket’ spending 
increases, some as high as 300%, therefore pushing those users to purchase on the illicit 
market. Following the introduction of this minimum, Ipsos MRBI Illegal Tobacco Products 
Research Surveys 2018 found that the number of illicit RYO pouches held by smokers surveyed 
has more than doubled in the last two years – jumping to 21% to 9% in 2016.   
 

https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2019-03-26a.424#g425.q
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In the context of Brexit, RAS call on the Government to provide increased resources for 
Revenue and An Garda Síochána to enhance their efforts to tackle alcohol, tobacco and solid 
fuel smuggling. 
 
As it stands the price of cigarettes in Ireland, following the most recent excise increase, are now 
only marginally dearer than those in the North. We have also witnessed a growth in Non-Irish 
duty paid (NIDP) which is a major concern to retailers and due to the year-on-year increases in 
excise, this is likely to grow even further. Further hikes will ensure that not only will counterfeit 
and illicit cigarettes be sold on our streets but also those smuggled in from Northern Ireland if 
there is access to easy profit for criminals.   
 
RAS, HAI and CPL Fuels call on the for a suspension of excise increases on tobacco 
products until the Government has control over the surge in illicit tobacco in Ireland and 
retailers are properly protected. 
 
 

 
3. Alcohol – minimum unit pricing & alcohol products tax 

 
Ireland has the second highest overall rate of excise in Europe as well as the highest tax on 
wine, the second highest on beer, and the third highest on spirits. In 2017 Revenue seized 
95,021 litres of illicit alcohol valued at €0.9 million.  
In March of this year Revenue uncovered an illegal alcohol bottling plant in Louth which 
represented a substantial loss of revenue to the Exchequer and to alcohol retailers. This follows 
the discovery of a large-scale counterfeit vodka production plant also in Louth in 2017.  
 
The Public Health Alcohol Bill contains a clause that will see minimum unit pricing introduced for 
alcohol. Despite previous indications that this aspect of the Bill would be implemented 
simultaneously along with a similar measure in Northern Ireland, due to the political stalemate in 
Stormont, it is now expected the government will press ahead with its plans to implement 
minimum unit pricing. This is a major concern to retailers as alcohol will become far more 
expensive which will likely lead to a marked increase in illicit and counterfeit alcohol in Ireland. 
Because of this, it is imperative that there is no increase in excise on alcohol in Budget 2020. 
 
RAS, HAI and CPL Fuels ask for no increase in alcohol excise until the full effect of 
minimum unit pricing on the retail sector is seen. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Benny Gilsenan, 
 
National Spokesperson, 
Retailers Against Smuggling 
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Jim Copeland, 
 
Head of Member Relations, 
Hardware Association Ireland 
 
Niall McGuinness, 
 
Managing Director, 
CPL Fuels 
 
 


