
 

 

Opening statement to the  
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4th December 2018 

 

Alcohol Beverage Federation of Ireland (ABFI) welcomes the opportunity to present to the 

Joint Committee.  ABFI is the All-island representative body for the Irish drinks industry, with 

48-member companies. ABFI is a sector of Ibec, Ireland’s largest business representative 

group. ABFI comprises five category trade associations: Irish Brewers Association, Irish Cider 

Association, Irish Spirits Association, Irish Whiskey Association, Irish Wine Association.  

 

The Irish drinks industry operates on an integrated All-island basis with seamless cross-border 

supply chains and three cross-border Geographic Indications (GIs). Brexit therefore 

represents a major issue of relevance and concern to our industry.  In October 2018, ABFI 

published a position paper entitled ‘Brexit and the Irish drinks industry’. A copy was sent to 

all members and a further copy is being made available today.  

 

€1.6 billion of drinks products were exported from the island of Ireland in 2017; with €1.2 

billion coming from this state.  According to the CSO, the aggregate value of trade in drinks 

products between the UK and Ireland in 2017 was €364m, one third of which (€121 million) 

was the aggregate value of north-south trade.  Over 130 million glass bottles are imported 

into this state from the UK every year.  The Irish drinks industry carries-out over 23,000 truck 

movements across the Irish border annually, over 5,000 of which are alcohol tanker-

movements.  This is the backdrop against which we view Brexit. 
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ABFI will follow closely the vote taking place next week in the House of Commons. It is our 

view that, while not perfect, the Withdrawal Agreement represents the best possible 

approach to Brexit. 

 

We are strongly of the view that a ‘No Deal’ would be seriously damaging to the Irish and UK 

economies, including the All-island drinks industry. The potential consequences include:  

• Lack of continuity in legal protection for Irish cross-border GI’s in the UK;  

• Immediate tariffs on cream, barley, malt, glass bottles, apples, finished cider and other 

supply chain inputs;  

• Regulatory and custom checks at Irish border, leading to additional delays and costs;  

• Requirement for up-front VAT payments on cross-border trade;  

• Excise Border Checks 

• Regulatory divergence across a range of standards from labelling to bottle sizes. 

 

The adoption of the Withdrawal Agreement represents the surest way to avoid these impacts. 

 

ABFI commends the Government and state agencies, including Bord Bia, Enterprise Ireland, 

Revenue Commissioners and InterTrade Ireland; for the proactive and comprehensive 

programme of information and supports being made available to companies to plan and 

prepare for the impact of Brexit.  

 

ABFI welcomes the Future Growth Loan Scheme announced in Budget 2019 but we call on 

the Irish Government to ensure that this new loan scheme (or a separate bespoke strand) is 

open to Irish distilleries and spirits producers, who under European Investment Bank rules, 

were excluded from previous loan schemes. We wish to acknowledge the support of the 

Government on this matter and we look forward to a satisfactory resolution. 

 

In relation to post-Brexit Trade Policy, ABFI would point out that Ireland has benefitted greatly 

from access to EU-backed free trade agreements. The recent EU agreement with Canada 

abolished outstanding tariffs on Irish Cream liqueur and Irish Gin and reformed provincial 

liquor board levies on imported spirits, to the benefit of the sales of premium Irish spirits.  



The EU is currently negotiating or concluding free-trade agreements with Australia, New 

Zealand, Vietnam and the Mercosur bloc, all of which offer the valuable potential for tariff or 

levy reductions for Irish spirits exports. In terms of opportunities, post-Brexit, Irish whiskey 

and Irish cream liqueur will be the EU’s second and third largest spirits exports. Continued 

access to EU trade agreements will offer important competitive advantages to Irish drink 

categories.  

 

Free trade agreements, on their own, do not increase exports. New and enhanced market 

access opportunities arising from recently-concluded FTA’s require leveraging, which in turn 

would support greater market diversification. In the case of Irish beer and cider, the UK 

remains the dominant market for exports with 71% of all beer exports and 85% of all cider 

exports going to the UK in 2017 according to CSO export volume figures.  There are several 

measures which can support drinks product diversification into new markets, such as: 

• Participation in Trade Shows; 

• Provision of sales and marketing staff in international markets; 

• Effective and robust market intelligence; 

• Category promotion. 

We are happy to discuss these points further with the committee. 

 

While free trade is often primarily viewed as a matter of tariffs, the issue of technical barriers 

to trade is equally important. Ireland, as a major beneficiary of global free trade, should be 

careful to avoid introducing barriers to incoming trade. Recently, the Irish Government has 

sought to introduce a barrier to trade (which also introduces regulatory divergence between 

North and South) by seeking to introduce country-only labels for Ireland under the recently-

enacted Public Health (Alcohol) Act 2018. This measure will deter small beer, cider, wine and 

spirits producers from exporting to Ireland (including smaller Northern Irish Gin producers, 

for who Ireland and Northern Ireland are their two largest markets). These producers will now 

require new labels just for Ireland; different to those required in Northern Ireland and Great 

Britain, whereas previously a single English-language label would have sufficed.  

 



While the Act is now on the statute books, there remains many unanswered questions in 

relation to how it will be implemented.  ABFI wishes to repeat its call to the Minister for Health 

to establish an implementation group, to include industry.  

 

ABFI wish to thank the Joint Committee for the opportunity to make this submission and we 

look forward to answering any questions. 




