
NEW TIMES 
AT THE BAR

THE THIRST FOR VEGAN 
ALCOHOLIC DRINKS

Why keeping on top of this plant-based trend is 
more important than ever for the drink industry



What’s in my glass?

From fringe to mainstream
Vegans boycott all animal products and form a customer base that is growing at 
an exponential rate. From 2006 to 2016, it’s estimated the number of vegans in 
the UK jumped from 150,000 to 542,000. According to The Vegan Society, more 
than half of UK adults (56%) are taking on vegan buying behaviours, and 51% of 
respondents said they welcomed the rise of vegan foods available in shops, cafes 
and restaurants.

A plant-based popular culture is taking root and it’s no longer a niche market. For 
the first time in its 68-year history, The Good Food Guide 2019 includes restaurants 
with vegan and veggie menus; and it’s impossible to miss good-looking animal-free 
food and drink on Instagram.

Veganuary, the annual campaign by The Vegan Society to encourage people to 
abstain from animal products for a month, has grown exponentially with a record 
breaking 582,000 signing up in January 2021 according to the campaign’s website.

It’s clear that Britain is more vegan-friendly than ever before. 

Deciding what to drink at the bar or buying a 
bottle of alcohol at a supermarket or retailer 
can be fraught for vegans and vegetarians – 
mainly because manufacturers in the UK are 
not required by law to list their ingredients for 
alcoholic content higher than 1.2%. (Beers 
generally average 4 to 6% APV [alcohol per 
volume] and wine 11 to 15% APV.)  

Many alcoholic drinks contain animal 
derivatives that are used as fining agents 
which speed up the natural clarification 
process, make the drink clear and remove 
yeast traces and bacteria. 

Animal-derived finings are no 
longer the only option for the 
industry. More wines and beers 
are produced unfiltered, while 
alternative, vegan-friendly fining 
agents are becoming more 
widely used, including plant 
casein, silica gel or natural clays 
such as bentonite, limestone and 
kaolin. 



BEER
Our national drink is made 
from a mixture of water, 
malted barley, yeast and 
hops, which pose no 
problems. However, there is 
a common additive called 
isinglass, which is made from 
the dried swim bladders of 
fish. Added towards the end 
of the production process, 
it gives the beer a clean 
appearance, brightening and 
removing haze but has no 
influence on taste. Isinglass 
is also sometimes used in 
large-scale cider production.

WINE
Just grapes and yeast? 
Not necessarily. Common 
fining agents added by 
large-scale wine producers 
include isinglass, blood and 
bone marrow, chitin (from 
crustacean shells), gelatine 
(from animal bones), fish 
oil and albumen (from egg 
whites) that gives a smooth 
mouthfeel and softer tannins 

to red wine. 

SPIRITS
Rum, vodka, gin and whisky 
and nearly every kind of hard 
liquor are vegan. Exceptions 
include Baileys, which 
has the addition of cream, 
and Campari alternatives, 
which have the distinctive 
red hue of cochineal made 
from crushed insects and 
commonly labelled as 
Natural Red 4, carmine, 
cochineal, or E120. 
Glycerine made from animal 
fat is sometimes added to 
liquors to make them thick 

and smooth.



The story so far
The drink industry is of course inextricably 
linked to the food industry. The growing 
numbers of vegans, vegetarians, flexitarians 
(those who eat predominately vegetarian / 
vegan diets but occasionally eat meat and 
fish) and reducetarians (those who actively 
“reduce the amount of meat they consume 
in order to improve their health, protect the 
environment, and spare farmed animals from 
cruelty”) is creating a demand for new and 
exciting veggie and vegan products that go 
beyond the humble nut roast. 

Companies are discovering that the vegan 
market can be lucrative: UK plant-based 
burger company Vurger reached its crowd-
funding target of £150,000 in just 30 hours in 
July 2017, eventually raising £300,000. Pub 
chain Greene King launched a vegan menu 
at more than 100 of its Flaming Grill pubs 
across the UK. 

Why should the drink industry 
be vegan-aware?
Dismissing this growth for vegan products and services as a fad or a passing trend may be a 
mistake.  

What was niche and previously only of concern for those with allergies, is becoming 
thoroughly mainstream with 16 to 34-year-olds, regular ‘free-from’ buyers.

Consumers are demanding more and more transparency when it comes to food and drink – 
from locally-sourced, environmentally-friendly ingredients to ethically-made products. Drinks 
giant William Grant & Sons released its 2018 market report that identified the ‘active-ist’ 
consumer. “Consumers want value for money and something that aligns with their ethical 
and political views, is transparent, and good for them,” says William Grant & Sons’ marketing 
director Matt Billinghurst. “And they want it fast.” 



CASE STUDY:  
London’s first all vegan pub
The Spread Eagle in Hackney, east London, is the capital’s first all-vegan pub where every 
drink, dish and even the pub fittings, are 100% plant-based.

It opened in January 2018 and offers cask ales specially brewed without animal finings 
“making them not only natural, but deliciously tasty and 100% vegan,” as well as small-
batch wines and cocktails made without animal-derived products such as Worcestershire 
sauce, honey and egg white. Co-owner of The Spread Eagle, Meriel Armitage told The Drinks 
Business  that she has noticed that supermarkets are beginning to bolster their vegan wine 
range: “They’re buying into it because the demand is there. I never thought we’d reach this 
tipping point in my lifetime.”



Everyone wants 
a slice
Some brands have been quick to pick up 
this new kind of ethical consumer who has a 
thirst for drinks that are vegan too.

Guinness was one of the first when it 
removed isinglass (fish collagen) from 
all its keg beer in 2015. Wholesaler giant 
Continental Quattro Stagioni (CQS) added 
five vegan wines to its offering with a 
spokesperson saying: “With consumer 
tastes and diets changing, it is important for 
establishments to cater for a broader range 
of dietary requirements to create stand out 
and secure long-term customer loyalty.” 

Marks & Spencer has over 380 vegan wines 
to choose from; and Co-op committed to 
extending its vegan wine range to over 100 
products before the end of 2018. Simon 
Cairns, category trading manager for Co-op 
wines, said: “We are anticipating vegan 
wines to pick up momentum throughout 
2018…we will continue to challenge 
suppliers to make wines vegan where they 
can without affecting the attributes of the 
liquid.” 

However, there is still some way to go 
to increase awareness in the hospitality 
industry at large. The founder of 
vegantipples.co.uk, an online shop selling 
vegan wine and spirits, describes on her 
blog what happens when she asks for a wine 
in a restaurant: “I get the same response. 
Usually a look of bewilderment, followed 
by various replies of: ‘Isn’t all wine vegan?’, 
‘Errrrm, I’ll have to ask’ and ‘Highly unlikely’”. 



Time at the bar
Evidently the UK food and drink 
manufacturing industry and foodservice and 
hospitality businesses are being forced to 
adapt to a more demanding consumer – be 
they vegan, veggie, flexitarian or simply 
those who would like to know what they’re 
consuming. This new customer is more 
aware of their collective power to hold brands 
to account and shape products to fit their 
lifestyles. This requires a greater awareness 
and a tailored response from the industry. 
So, what more could be done? 

 z Voluntary clear labelling of vegan-friendly and 
unfriendly ingredients on the label, in the same 
way that allergens are currently listed, would 
make it easier to find plant-based products 
and reassure customers. 

 z A UK drinks industry-sponsored official 
directory of vegan alcohol drinks. Currently 
there is only the US-based Barnivore that runs 
a comprehensive list (currently over 41,000 
entries) of beer, wine and spirits that contain 
no animal ingredients, additives or processing 
agents. This is also available as a mobile app. 

 z Training within the industry would ensure staff 
are up to date on what constitutes vegan or 
veggie-friendly drinks and would encourage 
more vegan-friendly drinks to appear on 
menus, making this new consumer feel more 
at home.



Not on the 
label
Consumers looking for vegan alcoholic 
drinks also have a challenge on their hands 
– neither ingredients, nor the fining agents 
used in production, are usually listed on the 
label as it’s not a requirement by law to do 
so. While alcohol drink labels must show the 
number of standard alcohol units contained, 
any labelling of vegan or vegetarian 
certification is done on a voluntary basis. 

Not to mention that non-vegan fining agents 
are a contentious issue in themselves. The 
alcohol industry claim that any animal-
derived additions are filtered out in the 
production process. However, vegans argue 
that particles could remain in the drink and 
as vegans they avoid any product that is 
produced by animal exploitation. 

While shoppers want to make informed 
choices, they are increasingly confused 
by labels, reveals Ubamarket. 52% of 
respondents agreed that the complexity of 
UK food labels meant they could not tell 
what they were consuming. Meanwhile, 19% 
have tried to follow a vegetarian, gluten-
free or vegan diet but have been put off by 
confusing food labels, and 44% would like a 
solution for more transparency in food and 
drink labelling.

Many vegan-wine lovers are reduced to 
‘hacks’ such as choosing wine that has not 
been filtered through finings. 52%

of respondents agreed that the 
complexity of UK food labels meant 

often they could not tell what they were 
consuming



How can Trade Interchange help?
At Trade Interchange, we help organisations 
reduce the costs, risks and complexities 
associated with managing a large supplier 
base. 

Our solutions support a range of supplier 
management activities: from initial tenders 
and supplier information management, 
through to supplier contract and performance 
management, product information 
management and innovation. 

Trade Interchange’s ARCUS® Product 
Information Management (PIM) can be 
tailored to collect product information that is 
relevant and important to your business. With 
product information to hand, companies can 
feel confident in their food and drink sourcing 
and provide a positive consumer experience. 
While customers are demanding to know 
which products contain animal derivatives, 
there are also wider considerations around 
gluten-free, dairy-free and vegetarian 
products. With the right technology, collecting 
information to satisfy these growing customer 
bases is straightforward and achievable.



About ARCUS®SIM AND PIM
Trade Interchange’s ARCUS® Supplier Information Management (SIM) allows you to easily 
collect, store and manage supplier data via a cloud-based software. Suppliers ‘on-board’ 
themselves, completing tailored questionnaires to collect what your business needs to know 
about your suppliers, helping you to reduce risk and ensure compliance. The system provides 
a full audit trail, giving evidence of best practice and ensuring procedures are in place to 
protect your brand and reputation.

ARCUS® PIM automates the process for collecting detailed data about supplier products. PIM 
enables users to collect vital details such as ingredients, nutrition, allergen and packaging 
information direct from suppliers. PIM can also be seamlessly integrated with third-party 
systems such as recipe management software.

Customers using ARCUS® Software: 



1 The Vegan Society in partnership with Vegan Life magazine,  
17 May 2016. 

2 The Vegan Society, 1 November 2017

3 The Drinks Business, 11th January 2018 by Edith Hancock

4 Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council regarding the mandatory labelling of the list of ingredients and the 
nutrition declaration of alcoholic beverages, 13 March 2017. https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/fs_labelling-nutrition_legis_
alcohol-report_en.pdf

Responding to change
Mike Edmunds, Trade Interchange’s managing director and co-founder, explains why cutting-
edge technology is key to success in today’s changing market

“The beauty of Trade Interchange’s ARCUS® Product Information Management (PIM) is that it 
can be tailored to collate essential information of your choosing – be that on animal-derived 
ingredients, allergens, antibiotics, or additives. 

“With its user-friendly dashboard and advanced cloud technology, ARCUS® PIM can gather 
and organise information on the ingredients contained in alcoholic drinks. This means that 
catering to a vegan, vegetarian or flexitarian customer base is easier than ever. With accurate 
and up-to-date information about the alcoholic drink to hand, bartenders and front-of-house 
staff can reliably and knowledgably inform the customer about how the drink was made, 
providing reassurance and resulting in customer retention. 

“There’s an element of futureproofing to this too – while listing ingredients of alcoholic drinks is 
not required by UK legislation at the moment, this may not always be the case. 

“We work with large food and drink brands every day – AAK, Fridays, Vestey Foods, Ei Group, 
Dominos Pizza and Brakes, are just a few who have put their confidence in the software and 
service that Trade Interchange provides. We look forward to welcoming you on board. 

Gain greater transparency today with ARCUS® SIM and PIM. To find out more and about we 
can help your business thrive, visit www.tradeinterchange.com



For more information, contact us:

     +44(0)33 3320 9933      @TradeInter

      Trade Interchange Ltd www.tradeinterchange.com


