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Following three consecutive annual beer duty cuts, and a freeze in the duty rate in 2016, this 
year’s Spring Budget saw the first rise in beer duty for four years when it was increased in line 
with RPI inflation. 

The UK’s first Autumn Budget for more than 20 years will take place later this year, so what 
will happen to beer duty then?

From his warning last month that present levels of beer duty are too high, we know what 
Mike Wood MP, chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Beer Group, hopes for. His warning was 
followed by CAMRA’s call for a duty freeze, citing a YouGov research finding that 55% of people 
who expressed an opinion believe beer duty to be too high at 54p per pint. 

With about a third of the cost of a pint of pub beer representing tax (including VAT), CAMRA 
fears any further increases will risk a return to the problems caused by the Beer Duty Escalator, 
which increased beer duty automatically by 2% above inflation each year between 2008 and 
2013. According to the BBPA, this meant that, over that period, tax on beer rose by over 40%, 
more than 7,000 pubs closed and 58,000 jobs in the beer and pub industry were lost.

Colin Valentine, CAMRA’s national chairman, has said: “Pubs are a huge part of many 
people’s lives. If people can’t aff ord to visit their local, we will see even more pubs close 
their doors forever – hurting jobs, the local economy and the community. We urgently need 
to ease the tax burden on our pubs in order to ensure that pub-going remains an aff ordable 
activity for the majority of Brits.”

The beer duty system is quite complex. It is chargeable on ale, porter, stout, any other 
description of beer and anything else described as beer or a beer substitute, including beer 
mixed with non-alcoholic drinks (for example shandy) if it has a strength of more than 1.2% 
ABV. An increased rate of duty is payable for high-strength beer exceeding 7.5% ABV, but a 
lower rate applies to low-strength beer with an ABV of more than 1.2% but less than 2.8%.

In addition, under the Small Breweries Relief Scheme introduced in 2002, small quantity 
brewers benefit from beer duty relief of up to 50% to enable them to compete with bigger 
brewers. It is this scheme that is largely responsible for the explosion in the number of small 
independent brewing businesses.

The Society of Independent Brewers was established in 1980 and now represents 
more than 850 independent craft  breweries, which it says is equivalent to 80-85% of the 
independent beer market. It campaigned for the principle of progressive beer duty and, 

on its website, refers to larger brewers “squeezing prices and 
routes to market to maintain market share” with the 

consequence that its members and other small 
brewers “have only around 7-10% of the total 

beer market” that “is being carved up by 
more and more brewers with the inevitable 
consequences of more business failures, 
lower profitability, reduced investment 
and a less sustainable marketplace for 
professional brewing businesses”.

So, with a beer duty storm brewing, let’s 
all hope that the chancellor finds a solution 

that suits all involved in the beer industry 
whether as brewers (large and small) or retailers.

David Clift on explains why attention should be focused on the issue 
of beer duty in the forthcoming Autumn Budget

Beer duty storm brewing? Q:   Why did the Competition and Markets 
Authority (CMA) approve Heineken’s 
takeover of Punch? 

A:  The answer lies in the fact that, to address 
concern raised by the CMA in June that 
Heineken’s proposed purchase of part of the 
Punch estate could reduce competition in 33 
local areas across Great Britain, Heineken 
undertook to sell pubs in each of the affected 
areas to ensure that customers in those 
locations do not lose out. The CMA carefully 
assessed that offer and consulted publicly 
on it, as a result of which it was satisfi ed 
that its concerns had been addressed. As a 
result, it decided that the proposed merger 
would not be referred for an in-depth phase 
2 investigation. 

Q:  How many cases has the Pubs Code 
Adjudicator (PCA) accepted and 
determined?

A:  Data released by the PCA on 26 July reveals 
that, in his fi rst 12 months of operation, the 
PCA accepted 156 cases for arbitration, 
of which 131 related to the MRO option. 
Other issues covered by the cases include 
compliant rent assessment proposals and 
Independent Assessor determinations of 
market rent. The Adjudicator had at that 
stage made awards in just 48 cases.

Q:  What’s the latest news on Late Night 
Levies (LNLs) and EMROs?

A:  In May, the High Court dismissed a judicial 
review challenge against Liverpool City 
Council’s decision to introduce a LNL. In 
July, like Cheltenham before it, Gloucester 
City Council rejected introduction of a 
LNL, following adoption of a Business 
Improvement District, but Hackney Council 
voted to introduce a LNL (from one minute 
past midnight to 6am) with effect from 1 
November. The outcome is awaited after 
Tower Hamlets Council re-consulted until 
23 August on a LNL because its previous 
consultation was successfully challenged 
by the ALMR on the basis that it had 
“signifi cant fl aws and failings”. In July, 
Hartlepool’s Licensing Committee approved a 
recommendation not to introduce an EMRO. 
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