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From 1 January 2021, a range of goods which are deemed to be produced in this state, lost their EU 

originating status and – as a result - their access to lower or zero preferential tariffs under certain EU 

trade agreements with markets around the world.  In addition, mixed origin dairy products, 

manufactured in Ireland, cannot have access to EU market support measures. 

 

All-island sectors 

The goods impacted by this EU originating status include some Irish whiskey and some Irish dairy 

products. What the impacted goods have in common is that they are produced primarily in this state 

but contain some level of Northern Irish inputs or processing. In many cases the production of these 

goods involves a reliance on cross-border supply chains which go back decades and which are among 

the leading examples of the Good Friday Agreement in operation.   

 

The highly-integrated, all-island nature of both the Irish whiskey and dairy sectors is best illustrated 

by the following facts.  

• 96% of Irish whiskey from the island of Ireland was exported in 2020. Over 10% of Irish whiskey 

sold around the world last year was blended Irish whiskey, containing component whiskey 

originating from distilleries on both sides of the border. 

• Over 90% of dairy from the island of Ireland was exported in 2020. Up to 4 billion litres of milk 

are in mixed milk products ranging from butter & cheese to value added dairy products like 

cream liquor to specialised nutrition powders. 

  

For both Irish whiskey and dairy, we produce on the island of Ireland and we sell to the world. 

 



This reality is further evidenced in an August 2020 report titled “Northern Ireland inputs to the 

Republic of Ireland EU FTA exports’, which was prepared by ESRI on behalf of Northern Irelands’ 

Department of the Economy’1. This report states: 

 

“The key finding is that approximately one-quarter of goods imported to Ireland 

from Northern Ireland are imported by firms that export to countries that the EU 

has a free trade agreement with.  

 

EU FTA supply chains are most significant in the dairy and beverages sectors. In 

both of these, EU FTA exporting firms account for 61 per cent of imports from 

Northern Ireland.  

 

Dairy accounts for 45 per cent of total imports from Northern Ireland by EU FTA 

exporters. The next largest contributors to EU FTA supply links with Northern 

Ireland are the beverages and machinery and electrical sectors, both of which 

account for ten per cent of cross-border purchases by these firms.” 

   

Loss of originating status 

Irish whiskey and dairy goods produced primarily in this state but containing some level of Northern 

Irish inputs or processing have lost their EU originating status under all EU trade agreements with 

markets around the world as a result of that fact that the rules-of-origin in these EU FTAs do not 

currently recognise inputs or processing from outside of the European Union. 

 

While the Protocol of Ireland/Northern Ireland protects cross-border supply chains on the island of 

Ireland from tariffs and checks at the border, the failure to act on rules of origin effectively makes 

some cross-border supply chains much more difficult when it comes to exporting to certain countries. 

This very much works against the concept of a shared all-island economy, which is a key pillar of the 

GFA.   

 

Impact on Irish whiskey 

The standard rules-of-origin for whiskey in all EU FTAs requires all the whiskey or the original 

unmatured whiskey spirits to originate from within the EU. This means Irish whiskey produced 

exclusively in this state qualifies for any zero or reduced tariff provided for by an EU FTA, but an Irish 

whiskey with component whiskey which was distilled in Northern Ireland will not. Furthermore, FTA 

rules on ‘territoriality' mean Irish whiskey produced in this state, but bottled in Northern Ireland 

could also, in certain cases, lose out on originating status. 

 

As a result, Irish whiskey containing Northern Irish inputs or processing have now lost access to zero 

or reduced tariff provided for EU FTAs with a range of markets including South Africa, Switzerland, 

Serbia, South Korea, Colombia, Vietnam and Botswana. As an example, the tariff facing Irish 

whiskeys deemed to be of EU origin in South Africa is zero while the tariff facing Irish whiskey which 

have lost their EU originating status is 154 cents/litre. In South Korea, it is zero compared to 20%.  

 

 
1 economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-inputs-republic-ireland-eu-fta-exports 



This differing treatment in EU trade policy exists despite the fact that the EU recognises the Irish 

whiskey geographic indication, which governs production and labelling, to apply on an all-island 

basis. 

 

Impact on dairy 

Island of Ireland dairy exports over 90% of its dairy output making it an engine of the island of 

Ireland economy north and south. It is worth almost 15 billion Euro to the All-island economy 

annually with an export value of over 6.5 billion euro. (EY figures 2020) 

 

Because of the nature of global dairy demand there is a lot of opportunity outside traditional 

markets like the EU & Britain. Therefore it is vital that a solution is found to allow world class dairy 

product manufactured in Ireland from the integrated all island dairy supply chain to gain access to 

existing and future EU FTAs, as well as having access to EU market support programmes.  This is an 

unfair and anomalous situation since milk and products produced in Northern Ireland must adhere 

to EU standards, with free movement being facilitated under the Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol.   

 

The failure to designate these mixed origin dairy products manufactured in Ireland as EU is causing 

difficulties since, given that milk is a fungible product and has always been produced on the island of 

Ireland to the same EU standards,  segregation of milk has never been needed and would be 

extremely difficult for dairy and specialised nutrition companies to achieve.  The matter is further 

complicated by the fact that there is insufficient processing capacity in Northern Ireland to handle all 

the milk produced.   

 

The Protocol ensures that the island is a single epidemiological unit applying single market rules. 

Also, in the case of dairy it is vital that mixed island of Ireland dairy products finished in the south be 

allowed access vital EU market intervention & Private Storage Aid tools under the Common Market 

Organisation dossiers. 

 

Proposals  

The European Commission has repeatedly pointed to the difficulties in revisiting 70+ existing trade 

agreements to review rules-of-origins. This is an understandable position. But this is not our ask. 

 

Instead, we have proposed that the European Commission should consider new rules of origin, which 

protect cross-border supply chains on the island of Ireland, in all future EU FTA negotiations beginning 

with the current Australia FTA, as well in reviews of existing FTA as they arise, since not all current EU 

FTAs are utilised. 

 

However, we have received disappointing responses from the European Commission, with continued 

unwillingness to address this matter, despite being reminded of the anomalous nature and 

undermining of the GFA.  

 

In the case of current EU-Australia FTA negotiations, the European Commission have proposed the 

same rules of origin for whiskey and dairy that have been proposed for the past 40 years and do not 

take account of Brexit and the realities of the Irish all-island economy. The Commission have stated 

that they do not intend to review any existing EU trade agreements on the back of Brexit.   



In contrast, the United Kingdom Government have been more willing to protect their export with EU 

inputs generally, in their continuity trade agreements, the United Kingdom have agreed that EU inputs 

shall continue to have UK originating status, in turn protecting cross-border supply chains on the island 

of Ireland. The UK is seeking to continue this policy into new FTAs, but this is subject to agreement 

with negotiating partners. 

 

We are calling on the Irish Government to continue to champion the need to reform rules-of-origin 

and territoriality rules in international trade to protect and facilitate cross-border supply chains on 

the island of Ireland, in turn safeguarding a key feature of the Good Friday Agreement & all-island 

economy.   

 

We are calling for willingness at a political level within the EU, to take the decision that mixed origin 

products produced and processed on the island, are designated EU.  If that can be done then a 

workstream can be instigated to work with industry to work through existing FTAs to make them 

once again fit for purpose. 

 

 

 

The Irish Whiskey Association is the representative voice within Drinks Ireland working to promote, 

protect and represent the Irish Whiskey category globally.  The Irish Whiskey Association operates 

on an all-island basis. 

Dairy Council of Northern Ireland represents the Northern Irish dairy industry. 

Dairy Industry Ireland represents primary and secondary dairy manufacturers including the 

specialised nutrition sector in Ireland. 

 

 


