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The information in this submission is provided for general guidance and 
consideration only. Consequently, it may contain generalisations. We have made 
every reasonable effort to ensure the accuracy of figures and statistics within our 
submission – we have attributed sources for our information and made clear where 
figures are our own elaborations based on public information sources.  
 
About CAMRA  
 

• CAMRA is one of the largest single-issue consumer groups in Europe, with 
around 170,000 members across the UK.  

• CAMRA campaigns for thriving community pubs and consumer choice in the 
beer market.  

 
 
Executive Summary 
 

• CAMRA believes that the Small Brewers’ Relief (SBR) is vital to a thriving 
beer market, and to ensuring choice for consumers.  

• The UK beer market is becoming increasingly concentrated, and global 
brewers have a dominant market position.  

• Small brewers are still facing acute market access issues – particularly in the 
on-trade beer market, and specifically the tied pub sector. This is due to the 
‘beer tie’ and purchasing, supply and distribution vertical exemptions.  

• We are concerned that the Government’s rationale for changing the SBR 
threshold and relief taper relies solely on production costs from a small set of 
data and does not consider the acute market access issues that small 
brewers are still facing.  

• CAMRA is strongly opposed to a reduction in the 5,000HL threshold to 
2,100HL. 

• We will not be advocating for a specific option on scheme design with regards 
to the SBR taper - only that we believe the relief ‘curve’ should be smoothed 
by increasing the range of production covered through an increase to the top 
threshold, rather than the reduction of full duty relief at the bottom end of the 
production scale.  

• If the 5,000HL threshold is not retained, we would urge the Treasury to 
implement a taper design that ensures the most gradual reduction of the full 
rate of relief between 2,100HL and 5,000HL possible, to minimise loss to the 
150 brewers within that production range.   

• We can see benefit in introducing a mechanism to allow a brewer to make in-
year changes to production calculations when significant changes to 
production levels are expected – for example due to a pandemic.   

• We would support changes to allow transitional relief in the event of mergers 
and acquisitions, provided there are rules to prevent artificial market 
consolidation, and that acquisitions by global brewers are excluded.  

• There is no evidence to support changes to adjust SBR for the strength of 
beer are needed.  

• We are concerned that conversion of SBR to a cash basis could cause 
gradual erosion of the value of the relief. If this does happen, regular reviews 
and uprating would be needed.  

• We would like the Government to postpone the implementation of changes, 
and put transitional arrangements in place, considering the devastating 
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impact of the pandemic of the brewing sector, and the lack of direct financial 
support provided in most parts of the UK.  

 
Our response addresses topics within the Technical consultation – we have not 
opted to answer every question in the consultation document.  
 
 
Context – growth in brewery numbers and the UK beer market 
 
CAMRA believes that the Small Brewers’ Relief Scheme is vital to a thriving beer 
market, and to ensuring choice for consumers.  
 
The scheme has been instrumental in the growth in numbers of independent, UK-
based brewers over the last 20 years, and resulting choice in high quality beers of 
varying styles for consumers.  
 
The scheme is widely credited for the ‘boom’ in numbers of breweries over the last 
fifteen years, as demonstrated by the graph below, which shows numbers of 
breweries listed in CAMRA’s ‘Good Beer Guide’ by year. 
 

 
 
Brewery numbers have grown dramatically, but the gulf between small and medium-
sized brewers and global brewing companies remains.  
 
From a largely fragmented UK beer market in the 1960-70s characterised by 
traditional, indigenous, long-lived small and medium sized regional/ local brewers, 
the UK beer market has consolidated into a market dominated by four global brewers 
in terms of volume and brands.  
 
Since the creation of AB InBev in 2008, and AB InBev’s takeover of the British 
brewer SAB Miller in 2016, the global brewing industry has evolved into a more 
concentrated industry. The market share of the world’s largest brewer, AB InBev, 
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was 29.8% in 20181, which is nearly two and half times that of its nearest rival 
(Heineken) and considerably more than the other global brewers in the world’s top 
ten2. Today, the top four global beer companies have a combined UK market share 
of 67.1% by volume: 
 
Table: Market Share of Top 5 Brewers in UK Beer Market 
 

Ranking Brewer Market Share 
% 

Top 4 firms 

Market 
Share % 

Top 5 firms 

Top 10 UK Beer 
Brands 

1 Molson Coors 17.8 17.8 Coors Light 
Agreement with 
Snow Brewery to 
distribute Snow’s 
brands 

2 AB InBev 17.4 17.4 Budweiser, Stella 
Artois, Carling 

3 Heineken 17.1 17.1 Strongbow, Heineken 

4 Carlsberg 14.8 14.8 Carlsberg  

5 Diageo  4.8 Guinness 

Others C&C Group 
 
 
Asahi (ranked 
7th largest 
world brewer) 

  Tennents 
(Caledonian/C&C) 
 
Pilsner Erquell, 
London Pride  
 

 Total 67.1% 71.9%  

 
Sources: CAMRA’s elaborations based on www.ibisworld.com’s assessment of UK market 
shares (2018) and Brilliantpubs.co.uk. (29 October 2018).  
 

 
Market access for small brewers 
 
SBR was introduced not just to support smaller brewers struggling with economies of 
scale in production but to alleviate market access issues. In 2002 small brewers were 
struggling to gain access to market compared to large and global brewers who either 
owned their own pub estates, or had deals in place with pub companies or 
distributors to supply on-trade venues – the situation has not changed dramatically 
since, and global brewers have become even more dominant in the UK beer market.  
 
Despite the boom in numbers of small brewers, they still struggle with market access 
compared to global and regional brewers. Small brewers are selling the majority of 
their beer into the free trade, a much smaller proportion through their own venues 
(taprooms/pubs) and a very small proportion into tied pubs:3 

• 52% free trade pubs 

• 14% taprooms/own pubs 

• 5% tied pubs 

• 2.3% restaurants 
 

 
1 The Barth-Hass Report, Bath-Haas Group 2018-19 
2 CAMRA’s elaborations based on www.ibisworld.com’s assessment of UK market shares 
(2018) and Brilliantpubs.co.uk. (29 October, 2018). 
3 SIBA Craft Beer Report 2020 

http://www.ibisworld.com’s/
http://www.ibisworld.com’s/
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The UK beer market does not function freely due to the ‘beer tie’ and purchasing, 
supply and distribution vertical exemptions which restrict medium and small-sized 
independent brewers from having proper access to the on-trade market. As above, 
the UK small brewers’ share of the tied pub market is currently around 5%; 
conversely, vertically integrated global brewers currently have a 27.3% share4.  
 
The analysis above suggests that the tied pub sector is effectively foreclosed to small 
brewers in a market that is dominated by global brewers’ promoting their national and 
international craft ale and beer ‘imitator’ brands in both the off-trade and on-trade 
markets. Such ‘imitator’ brands often create a false impression of consumer choice 
that, in reality, does not exist.  SIBA also operates the ‘BeerFlex’ scheme to help 
their members access tied pub company estates – without this, the tied pub market 
would be further foreclosed to small brewers. 
 
SIBA estimates that their members have a 6.5% share of the total UK brewing 
market.5 With about 50% of sales to free houses, this represents no more than a 2-
3% share of sales in free house pubs.  
 
SIBA also note that small brewer volumes reduced by 0.8% in 2019 and the market 
for their members ales has experienced a slight downward trend since 2017.6 This is 
in stark contrast to the 15.7% growth in on-trade global brewers ‘craft beer’ brand 
sales, distributed in the main via distribution and supply agreements with pubcos7.  
 
SIBA suggest that the decline in their members’ sales is due to consolidation of the 
small brewer craft sector and increased competitive pressures from global brewers. 
While consolidation in the small brewing sector is likely to be a contributory factor, it 
also reflects the inability of small local brewers to access the national on-trade beer 
market which is increasingly dominated by global brewers.  
 
For as long as the significant barriers to market access detailed above remain, SBR 
must seek to alleviate market access issues, as well as purely reflect economies of 
scale in the production costs of beer.  
 
We are concerned that the Government’s rationale for changing the SBR threshold 
and relief taper relies solely on production costs from a small set of data and does 
not consider the acute market access issues that small brewers are still facing.  
 
 
Changes to the 5,000HL threshold 
 
CAMRA is strongly opposed to a reduction in the 5,000HL threshold to 2,100HL.  
 
There is consensus in the beer industry that SBR could benefit from reform to 
remove barriers to growth, and specifically smoothing the ‘cliff edge’ of the current 
relief curve, as discussed in the consultation document. However, there is not 
industry consensus that removing relief from brewers at the lower end of the 
production scale is the way to do it.  
 

 
4 CAMRA’s elaborations – market share of AB InBev and Heineken based on Statista data for 
2019, (2020) BBPA Statistical Handbook (2019) 
5 SIBA Craft Beer Report 2019 
6 Ibid 
7 Marston’s On-Trade Report 2019/20 
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CAMRA remains concerned that the proposed changes to SBR will negatively impact 
some of the smallest brewers who are vital in encouraging diversity, innovation, and 
consumer choice in the beer market, but struggle to gain access to the majority of 
on-trade outlets. 
 
This will not only result in 150 of the smallest brewers paying more tax,8 but also 
negatively affect any brewer producing below 2,100HL who wishes to expand in the 
future.  
 
We have always been concerned about the proposal of removing relief from the 
smallest brewers and maintained that this should not happen without broad industry 
consensus – which has not been achieved. 
 
There is also support from the public for the Government to change their approach – 
over 50,000 concerned consumers have signed a petition on the parliamentary 
petition website opposing the changes.9 
 
We do not believe a strong rationale has been produced for why the 5,000HL 
threshold should be moved – as stated in the consultation document, there is no 
evidence of ‘clustering’ just below the 5,000HL production point, which should be 
present if brewers are artificially curtailing production to stay at or below the full relief 
level.  
 
Furthermore, we do not believe that increasing the scale of production over which the 
relief is applied by reducing the lower threshold is the correct way to reform SBR – 
this should be done by investing in the scheme (which the Treasury has indicated a 
willingness to do) and extending the upper production threshold to allow for 
adjustments to the relief taper. This will not only bring more brewers into the remit of 
SBR – giving benefit to medium sized brewers that lack the economies of scale of 
global brewers, but also protect the smallest brewers from an increase in taxation.  
 
 
Changes to the method of calculating production 
 
This is a technical consideration that will be of greater concern to brewers and trade 
associations than to consumers. However, CAMRA can see benefit in introducing a 
mechanism to allow a brewer to make in-year changes to production calculations 
when significant changes to production levels are expected – for example due to a 
pandemic.   
 
Any changes should be implemented in a way that minimises additional 
administrative burdens on brewers, and clear guidance should be provided that sets 
out a standard approach to minimise risks of misinterpretation and fraud.  
 
 
Mergers and acquisitions 
 
We agree with the general concerns from industry groups that the current SBR 
scheme disincentivises mergers and acquisitions between genuinely small brewers, 
due to the immediate re-calculation of SBR upon completion of the transaction. We 
support some form of transitional relief, provided that clear rules and guidance are in 

 
8 Society of Independent Brewers (SIBA) 
9 https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/334066  

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/334066
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place to guard against artificial consolidation purely to take advantage of transitional 
arrangements.  
 
CAMRA would like to see a rule that both parties must be eligible for SBR, before a 
transaction takes place to benefit from transitional relief arrangements – this would 
include breweries within the production range that we support extending the upper 
relief threshold to – 200,000HL as was allowed under EU Directives.  
 
 
Adjusting SBR for the strength of beer produced 
 
CAMRA agrees with the statement in the consultation document that there is no 
evidence to suggest that SBR is encouraging brewers to produce higher strength 
products. The average strength of beer produced by small brewers remained at 4.2% 
abv in 2020, as it had been in 2019.10 Therefore, we see little to no merit in pursuing 
changes to SBR to ‘fix’ an issue that does not exist. 
 
We believe that alcohol policy should be aimed at supporting local economies and 
seek to promote the consumption of alcohol within the on-trade. We oppose the use 
of higher alcohol taxation to pursue a public health agenda as there is no consistent 
trend that countries with high duty levels for a category of alcohol have lower 
consumption rates for that product.  
 
Many brewers are producing traditional and speciality beers that have a high price 
point and are an important contributor to consumer choice in the beer market, where 
higher abv content is integral to the character of the style of beer. A cash cap could 
deter innovation and production of traditional styles of beer – without there being any 
evidence that the current structure of SBR is encouraging excessive production of 
higher strength beers.  
 
 
Converting to a cash basis 
 
We are concerned that conversion to a cash basis will cause gradual erosion in the 
value of SBR to small brewers, especially if general beer duty were to increase 
above inflation over a series of fiscal events.   
 
Any changes would require regular review and should be subject to uprating, and 
uprating should be by CPI, although we appreciate that uprating of alcohol duties 
more generally is being considered as part of the Alcohol Duty Review.  
 
 
Technical issues with the SBR taper 
 
We will not be advocating a specific option on scheme design with regards to the 
SBR taper – only that we believe the relief ‘curve’ should be smoothed by increasing 
the range of production covered through an increase to the top threshold, rather than 
the reduction of full duty relief at the bottom end of the production scale.  
 
CAMRA supports the raising of the top threshold to 200,000HL – which was the 
maximum allowed under EU Directives, to allow a greater number of medium sized 

 
10 SIBA Craft Beer Report 2020 
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brewers to benefit from the relief – as we recognise that they also lack the 
economies of scale and access to market of global brewing companies.  
 
However, we do recognise that the Government’s current preferred option remains to 
reduce the lower relief threshold from 5,000HL to 2,100HL, therefore increasing the 
amount of tax that around 150 small brewers will pay.  
 
Examination of the various options presented in the consultation document show that 
a brewer at 5,000HL of production could expect to pay anywhere between £10,000 
and £44,000 more tax depending on the given examples11 – even £10,000 is a large 
increase for a brewery with a maximum yearly output of 800,000 pints.   
 
Therefore, if the lower threshold is not retained, we would urge the Treasury to 
implement a taper design that ensures the most gradual reduction of the full rate of 
relief between 2,100HL and 5,000HL possible, to minimise loss to the 150 brewers 
within that production range.   
 
 
Implementation 
 
We note that changes resulting from the SBR review are scheduled to be 
implemented in 2022 – in as little as 8 months’ time.  
 
The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the hospitality sector has been devastating. 
Small brewers made 2,000,000 fewer pints of beer in 2020.12 They have been 
disproportionately affected by the closure of hospitality businesses, as the majority of 
their sales are to pubs and on-trade venues13, while in general more beer is now sold 
through the off-trade than the on-trade. Over the summer of 2020, SIBA estimated 
that two brewers a week were closing in the UK.  

 
Brewers have also not had access to the same level of financial support as other 
hospitality businesses during the pandemic, leaving them in a worse financial 
situation, and vulnerable to any proposed changes in taxation. For example, for 
brewers in England the business rates holiday and the Hospitality Grant Scheme 
have not applied, except for taprooms.  
 
This is a catastrophic time for duty increases for some of the smallest brewers to be 
considered. Therefore, CAMRA requests that: 

• The Government delays implementation of any changes to the SBR scheme. 

• Transitional relief arrangements are put in place. 
 
 
Contact 
 
Ellie Hudspith - Senior Campaigns Manager / ellie.hudspith@camra.org.uk / 
07539177662 

 
11 Calculations from SIBA 
12 Figure from SIBA 
13 SIBA Craft Beer Report 2020 

mailto:ellie.hudspith@camra.org.uk

