
 
 

 

Submission to the Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

 

The impact of Brexit on Agriculture, Food and Fisheries 

 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

1.1 Alcohol Beverage Federation of Ireland (ABFI) is the All-island representative body for 

the Irish drinks industry. 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. ABFI, through its category associations, is a member of both 

the Brewers of Europe and spiritsEUROPE. 

 

1.2 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.  

 

1.3 ABFI welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Joint Committee. In 

recent months ABFI has been active in representing the Irish drinks industry in 

discussions on Brexit including with government departments, state agencies, the EU 

Commission (including Taskforce Article 50) and with UK authorities. 

 

1.4  On 15th October 2018, ABFI published a position paper entitled ‘Brexit and the Irish 

drinks industry’. A copy of the position paper is included with this submission. The 

content of this submission is in line with the priorities and recommendations set-out 

in the position paper.  

 

1.5 In preparing this submission, we note the list of themes identified by the Committee 

in the invitation to submit. This submission has been arranged to reflect these themes. 
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2. The All-island Irish drinks industry 

 

2.1  €1.6 billion of drinks products were exported from the island of Ireland in 2017; with 

€1.2 billion coming from this state. Drinks exports from this state are set to exceed the 

Government’s FoodWise targets for export growth. 

 

2.2 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.  

 

2.3 The UK remains the dominant market for Irish beer and cider 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. 

 

2.4 Ireland has three cross-border Geographic Indications (GIs) which protect Irish 

Whiskey, Irish Cream and Irish Poitín. Responsibility for these three GIs lies with 

competent authorities in both Ireland and the UK. 207 million bottles of Irish GI spirits 

were sold globally in 2017. Two-thirds were produced in this state, with one-third 

produced in Northern Ireland. Irish whiskey and Irish cream are currently among the 

EU’s top five spirits export categories; and will be among the top three post-Brexit. 

 

2.5 Over 130 million glass bottles are imported into this state from the UK every year. 

 

2.6 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. These 

movements include:  

• Malted barley from malthouse to distillery; 

• Milk from farm to processing; 

• Cream from processing to cream liqueur production; 

• Malt or grain whiskey for use in blending; 

• Whiskey from distillery to bottling; 

• Beer from brewery to bottling and canning; 

• Apples from orchards to cider producers. 

 

3. Current status of negotiations on withdrawal and the future relationship 

 

3.1 ABFI would urge all parties to seek to ensure that a Withdrawal Agreement is 

concluded and that a ‘No Deal’ Brexit is avoided. 

 

3.2 A ‘No Deal’ Brexit would be seriously damaging to the Irish and UK economy, including 

the All-island drinks industry. The potential consequences of a ‘No Deal’ Brexit include: 



• Lack of continuity in legal protection for Irish cross-border GI’s in Northern 

Ireland and the UK; 

• Lack of continuity in access for Northern Irish producers to global free trade 

opportunities; 

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

supply chain inputs; 

• Regulatory and custom checks at the Irish border, leading to significant delays 

and additional costs; 

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

• Potential for regulatory divergence across a range of standards from labelling 

to bottle sizes. 

 

3.2 The possible re-introduction of a hard border between Ireland and Northern Ireland 

would be highly disruptive for the Irish drinks industry, particularly for the more than 

23,000 truck movements across the Irish border every year. According to ABFI 

members’ experiences from other countries, checks at border points could add an 

additional hour or €100 per truck movement to costs. 

 

3.3 In terms of EU-UK trade, the economic interests of both the EU and the UK would be 

best served by the UK remaining in a customs union with the EU. If this cannot be 

achieved, then ABFI calls for the introduction of a comprehensive Free Trade 

Agreement (FTA) between the EU and UK with zero tariffs applying to ALL goods 

traded between the EU & the UK, including dry goods, glass bottles, raw materials 

(apples, malt and barley) and of course finished drinks products. A fall-back to EU 

external tariffs or WTO rates must be avoided. 

 

3.4 ABFI calls for seamless alignment between the EU and the UK (particularly between 

Ireland and Northern Ireland) on regulation, VAT, and excise. 

 

3.5 ABFI would like to see the EU & UK agreeing to common rules on key drinks-related 

regulations, including continued alignment by the UK with important existing EU 

regulations governing the drinks industry, labelling, bottle sizes, etc, including the 

following regulations: 

• Spirit Drinks Regulation (110/2008) 

• Food Information to Consumers (FIC) Regulation (1169/2011) 

• Bottle sizes and metrology (76/211/EEC; 2007/45/EC) 

• Food safety (178/2002/EC; 852/2004/EC; 882/2004/EC) 

The regulatory divergence between North and South on labelling proposed in the Irish 

Public Health (Alcohol) Act 2018 should be reversed. (See point 4.5 for more) 

 



3.6 With some Irish drinks producers having up to 40 ‘live’ suppliers on the other side of 

the border at any one time, ABFI calls for implementation of seamless VAT alignment 

between Ireland and Northern Ireland through the UK remaining fully aligned with EU 

VAT rules. Companies in Ireland should not have to face any up-front VAT payments 

for the purchase of goods or services from the UK, including Northern Ireland. 

 

3.7 Under EU legislation, excise duties are paid on alcohol at the final point of 

consumption. The Excise Movement Control System (EMCS) is a computerised system 

which allows member states to monitor the duty-suspended movement of excisable 

goods in real-time. EMCS negates the need for excise border checks. While the UK and 

EU27 are set to operate independent systems post-Brexit, ABFI calls on the EU and the 

UK to agree measures to ensure the continued seamless movement of excisable goods 

in duty-suspension and to avoid excise border checks. The possibility of Northern 

Ireland remaining in the EU EMCS should be fully examined. 

 

4. Preparations and Preparedness for Brexit 

 

3.1 ABFI commends the Government, including DAFT, DAFM and DBEI; 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. 

 

3.2 ABFI would be concerned that information and support is not being made available to 

companies in Northern Ireland to a similar level (with exception of supports offered 

by InterTrade Ireland). 

 

3.3  ABFI welcomes the Government’s commitment to assisting businesses to deal with 

the Brexit threat. The expansion of sustainable financing measures for working capital 

and longer-term investment such as the Irish Government’s Brexit Loan Scheme, are 

vitally important. However, as this Scheme is part-funded by the European Investment 

Fund, the European Investment Bank rules apply, which means that the producers of 

distilled spirits have been excluded from applying for the Brexit Loan Scheme. We are 

calling for an end to this unjustified discrimination. ABFI welcomes the Future Growth 

loan scheme announced in Budget 2019. We are calling on the Irish Government to 

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

distilleries and spirits producers. 

 

3.4  ABFI notes the political position of the Irish Government not to plan for a hard border 

on the island of Ireland. However, in light of the ongoing failure to conclude a 

Withdrawal Agreement, ABFI would caution that there is a need for an appropriate 

level of planning to have taken place with a view to minimising, if possible, the 



significant unintended and unwanted disruption to cross-border trade. in the 

unwelcome event that a ‘no-deal’ Brexit takes place on March 29th next. 

 

4. Geographic Indications 

 

4.1 Irish Whiskey, Irish Cream and Irish Poitín are designated as cross-border Geographical 

Indications (GIs) meaning they can only be produced on the island of Ireland in line 

with an approved Technical File. GI status protects the good name and high standards 

of the category. The legal underpinning of the three Irish spirits GI is found in EU law. 

EU GIs are also protected in trade agreements negotiated by the EU. This provides a 

legal mechanism to protect against counterfeit products in third-countries.  

 

4.2  Post-Brexit, the three Irish spirits GIs will be the only ones to span territory both inside 

the EU and outside. It is of critical importance that there is a common and seamless 

approach, both north and south, to the legal recognition, technical application and 

enforcement of the three GIs. 

 

4.3 ABFI welcomes the statements made by the UK Government which recognises the 

three Irish spirits GIs as also being UK GIs. ABFI further welcomes the commitments 

made by the UK Government to introduce a legal framework to protect GIs in the UK 

post-Brexit. This commitment was included in a letter to ABFI by DEFRA minister Mr. 

George Eustice MP. 

 

4.4 However, ABFI has a number of remaining concerns in relation to our GIs post-Brexit. 

Our position paper on ‘Brexit and the Irish drinks industry’ sets out six 

recommendations on the issue of GIs: 

• The UK should seek protection for all GIs in new trade agreements it negotiates 

with third countries; 

• NI spirits should be allowed use ‘Product of Ireland’ designation; 

• Ireland and the UK should introduce common domestic legislation on GIs; 

• The UK should recognise all existing EU GIs; 

• NI GI spirits producers should be allowed to access EU GI promotional 

initiatives; 

• Ireland and the UK should establish a joint committee on cross-border GIs. 

 

4. Post-Brexit Trade Policy 

 

4.1 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 free-trade 



agreements with Australia, 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. Indeed, if its current growth trajectory 

continues, Irish whiskey could soon be the EU’s largest spirits export. Continued access 

to EU trade agreements could offer important competitive advantages to Irish-

produced drink categories.  

 

4.2 With €1.6 billion of drinks exports from the island of Ireland to over 140 markets in 

2017, ABFI calls on both the EU and the UK to seek to continue and expand zero-tariff, 

global free trade for Irish drinks exporters, both North and South. Both the EU and UK 

should seek to conclude free trade agreements with as many global markets as 

possible to eliminate tariffs and remove behind-the-border barriers. Northern Irish 

producers should not have to face reduced global trade and market access 

opportunities as a result of Brexit. 

 

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

market access opportunities arising from recently-concluded FTA’s require leveraging. 

Bord Bia currently support market access development through facilitation of 

meetings with distributors/retailers/buyers via either trade/market missions or 

incoming visits by distributors/retailers/buyers to Ireland. ABFI would encourage 

further development of this programme aimed at markets subject to new FTAs e.g. 

supported by effective and robust market intelligence; and linked to category 

promotion in those markets (see point 5.5). 

  

4.4 In promoting global free trade, ABFI calls on the EU to continue to seek to avoid or de-

escalate trade disputes, such as the ongoing tariff dispute with the United States. ABFI 

would call for a reversal of the 25% EU tariffs on imported US whiskey. 

 

4.5 While free trade is often primarily viewed as a matter of tariffs, the issue of behind-

the-border or 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 is also 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.  



 

5. The Impact of Market Diversification inside and outside the European Union 

 

5.1 The Irish drinks industry would support greater market diversification. Positively, 

market diversification in Irish whiskey and spirits is already happening with sustained 

double-digit growth in many more Global markets than ever before. 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. Feedback from ABFI member companies suggest that there is scope 

for greater diversification of Irish beer and cider exports in specific priority markets.  

 

5.2 There are a number of measures which can support diversification into new markets 

across all drinks categories, four of which are listed below: 

 

5.3 Participation in Trade Shows: A key request from Irish beer and cider producers is for 

support to showcase their Irish brands at more international beer and cider trade 

shows. A key request from spirits producers (who already attend many trade shows) 

is for support to showcase Irish spirits at a more diverse range of trade shows, to be 

reviewed annually to take account of new and emerging trade shows.  

 

 5.4 Provision of sales and marketing staff in international markets: The Ibec Global 

Graduates programme supports companies in recruiting and supporting graduate 

placements. Bord Bia and Enterprise Ireland support different types of graduate 

placement schemes, although the support available has limitations. ABFI would call on 

Government and the relevant state agencies to ensure that ongoing funding support 

is available for effective and efficient graduate placement schemes in international 

markets. 

 

5.4 Effective and robust market intelligence: ABFI would call on Government and the 

relevant state agencies to fund bespoke market prioritisation research for export-

orientated Irish drink categories, to be conducted by expert companies working in the 

global drinks sphere. 

 

5.5  Category promotion: This would involve consumer and B2B education and marketing 

for individual categories such as Irish Whiskey and Irish Poitin, organised by industry 

or a promotion body. ABFI would support increased efforts by industry and Bord Bia 

to promote individual Irish drinks categories in priority markets; including jointly-

funded campaigns. 

 

5.6 In April 2018, The Irish Spirits Association, which forms part of ABFI, published the 

first-ever Strategy for Irish Gin. The strategy identified five target targets for future 



export growth for Irish Gin. These were the UK, US, Canada, Germany & Spain. 

Subsequent data further identified Belgium and the Netherlands as priority markets 

for premium gin. ABFI would call for greater support for tailored activities to aide 

export growth and promote Irish Gin in these markets. 

 

6. Other issues addressed in the Joint Committee’s 2017 Brexit report 

 

6.1 Recommendation no. 24 of the 2017 Brexit report referred to opportunities for Irish 

drinks producers to increasingly rely on Irish grain for production purposes. ABFI wish 

to point out that the vast majority of Irish breweries and distilleries source their barley 

and malt locally. Even distillers in Northern Ireland are sourcing their malted barley 

from within this state. The focus by growers and malting companies on supplying 

quality Irish malting barley and malt has successfully displaced imports of brewing 

malt onto the island and seen the demand for malting barley grow by 250%. A number 

of new distilleries have begun using Irish wheat in the production of Irish grain 

whiskey. ABFI would support measures to incentivise the increased growing of 

suitable Irish grain varieties (other than barley) for use in Irish grain whiskey. A large 

number of Irish drinks producers have signed-up to Bord Bia’s Origin Green scheme. 

Under this scheme, many producers have made commitments to source more grain 

and raw material locally. 

 

6.2  Recommendation no. 25 of the 2017 Brexit report related to an Irish Whiskey Trail. 

ABFI wish to point out that in 2017, there were 2.6 million visitors to Irish brewery and 

distillery visitor centres, including 814,000 visitors to Irish whiskey distilleries (an 11% 

increase on 2016). The Irish Whiskey Association, which forms part of ABFI, is 

developing an All-island branding and promotional initiative for Irish whiskey tourism. 

Already the Association has been working with both Fáilte Ireland and Tourism Ireland 

to promote Irish whiskey tourism. However, the recently-enacted Public Health 

(Alcohol) Act 2018 contains a number of restrictive measures which will make the 

future development and promotion of drinks tourism more difficult. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

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

look forward to continued discussions with the Joint Committee on the matters raised. 




