
The realities of lower 
alcohol wine in the UK

Patrick Schmitt MW

• Why the UK wine trade is increasingly focused 
on lower alcohol wines

• How UK duty policy is reshaping the market

• Which lower-ABV formats are actually 
succeeding commercially

• And finally… how Garda DOC can benefit



A health story?
• This is not primarily a health story. In the UK wine trade, lower alcohol is fundamentally becoming 

a tax and margin story. And the reason is the new abv-related duty regime on wine

ABV Level Excise Duty Payable

8.5% £1.95

9.0% £2.07

9.5% £2.18

10.0% £2.30

10.5% £2.41

11.0% £2.53

11.5% £2.64

12.0% £2.76

12.5% £2.87

13.0% £2.99

13.5% £3.10

14.0% £3.22

14.5% £3.33

15.0% £3.44

UK Wine Duty Ladder (per 75cl bottle)
·  0% to 1.2% ABV: £0.00

·  1.3% to 3.4% ABV: £9.96 per litre of pure alcohol (e.g., about £0.55 on a 75cl bottle of 1% ABV wine)

·  3.5% to 8.4% ABV: £26.61 per litre of pure alcohol (e.g., about £1.50 on a 75cl bottle of 5.5% ABV wine)

All rates are based on current 2026 duty upratings (VAT is charged on top of the duty-inclusive price)



The Big 
Shift: Why 

Lower 
Alcohol 

Matters Now 

Lower alcohol has moved from niche to 
commercial necessity

• UK alcohol duty reform has changed the 
economics of wine

• Higher ABV wines are becoming 
significantly more expensive to sell

• Retailers and producers are under 
pressure to protect affordability and 
margins

• Consumers remain highly price sensitive 
in the UK supermarket channel

• Lower alcohol is now being explored 
across three segments:

1. 0.0%

2. Mid-strength (5–8%)

3. “Normal” wine positioned more 
carefully around ABV thresholds

• Duty reform + Cost inflation + Growth 
of moderation trend = Emergence of 
lower alc / 7% wines

The UK trade did not suddenly become 
obsessed with moderation. Duty reform 
accelerated a search for commercially 
viable lower-ABV wine styles.



The UK Duty 
Reality 

The single biggest driver: duty rates

• Since the UK’s post-Brexit alcohol duty reforms, wine duty is 
increasingly linked to alcohol strength.

• Every additional percentage point of alcohol materially affects tax 
paid.

Structure: Higher ABV = higher duty

Examples:

• 14.5% red wine: £3.33

• 13.5% wine: £3.10

• 12.5% wine: £2.87

• 10% wine: £2.53

• 9%: £2.07

• 8% wine: £1.50

For example, on a £10 bottle of 12.5% ABV wine: Excise Duty: £2.87 
VAT: £1.67 (charged on duty-inclusive price)
Total Tax Burden: £4.54 (45.4% of the bottle's total cost)



Key 
implications:

• Premium wines risk becoming 
less accessible

• Promotions become harder

• Margin pressure intensifies

• Retailers increasingly look for 
“duty-efficient” products

• The industry concern is not just 
tax itself – It is shelf price 
psychology: Crossing key price 
points matters enormously

• A difference of 1-2% ABV 
can be commercially decisive 
when supermarkets are 
fighting to stay under key 
retail price thresholds.

• “Duty is the motivating factor 
for producers tyring to get to 9-
10%” Paul Schaafsma – 
Benchmark/Kylie Wines



The 
Consumer 

Reality

Consumers say they want moderation – but 
still want wine to taste like wine

• Consumers increasingly talk about 
balance, wellness and moderation

• But taste expectations remain extremely 
high

• Many consumers still associate wine 
quality with body, texture and ripeness

• 46% assume higher-ABV wines are 
better quality ((Mintel, 2022)

• Lower alcohol only succeeds when 
compromise is minimal

The market can be divided into:

• 0.0% buyers

• Often occasional substitution

• Different drinking occasion

• Mid-strength buyers

• Those who want ‘real wine’ experiences 
with lower consequences

• Traditional buyers, who still prioritise 
flavour and familiarity over ABV

The challenge is that consumers want lower 
alcohol without feeling they are sacrificing 
authenticity.



What Has 
Worked: 

Rosé & 
Celebrity 

Brands

Rosé has become the most flexible 
lower-alcohol success category

• Why rosé works:

• Already associated with lighter 
occasions

• Consumers expect freshness and 
drinkability

• Easier stylistic fit for slightly 
lower ABV

• Strong lifestyle positioning

Celebrity-backed rosé at standard 
strength

• Kylie Minogue Wines (27m 
bottles in 6 years)

• Whispering Angel style 
positioning / Miraval

• Lifestyle-led premium rosé

Consumers will still buy full-strength 
wine when branding, occasion and 
image are strong.



Celebrity-
backed lower 

ABV 
innovation

Examples:

• Kylie 7% sparkling rosé

• Jessica Ennis-Hill 
partnership/association with 
moderation positioning

Why these matter:

• Normalise lower ABV

• Remove “diet wine” stigma

• Make moderation aspirational 
rather than medicinal

Three parts to rose market:

• Full strength rosé success

• 7% innovation

• 0% alternatives

• And sparkling…

Celebrity brands help lower-alcohol 
wine feel modern and desirable 
rather than compromised.



The Rise of 
the 7% 

Category

The Rise of the 7% Category

• 7% could become the industry’s 
sweet spot

7% wines may offer the best balance 
between:

• Duty savings

• Drinkability

• Consumer acceptance

• Retaining a recognisable wine 
experience

Why 7% is important:

• Materially lower duty burden

• Easier route to lower calories 
messaging

• Less intimidating than 0%

• Better texture/flavour retention 
than many alcohol-free wines

Key challenge: Consumers still 
compare it against “real wine.”



What works 
stylistically

What works stylistically

• Sparkling

• Rosé

• Fruity aromatic styles

• Light refreshment occasions

What struggles

• Structured reds

• Premium fine wine 
positioning

• Complex age-worthy styles

7% is emerging because it offers 
a commercial compromise the 
trade can actually work with.



What works 
commercially

• Sainsburys first UK supermarket 
to create a mid-strength bay – 
they were champions of it

• Consumer doesn’t want to see 
mid-strength on the label

• Brand like Barefoot White 
Zinfandel is 8% but never talked 
about abv.

• Consumer sees wine as a 
treat and a pleasure – when 
you say mid-strength, the 
consumers switches off – 
either full strength or zero – 
but if can produce mid-
strength and call it a ‘lighter 
style’ then they buy into that

• Not a demand specifically 
lower alcohol – there is 
demand for 0% and products 
that fit with people’s 
lifestyles 



6%: a new 
brand in the 

UK

• Having said that, there is a new 
brand in the UK built around 
ABV

• 6Percent is a dedicated 6% 
ABV line that produces a 
Bordeaux Red 
(Merlot/Cabernet Sauvignon) 
and a French White (Sauvignon 
Blanc), as well as rosé. 



The brand leaders in mid-strength



Why 0% is 
different

Alcohol-free wine is not simply ‘wine 
with less alcohol’

• Different production process

• Different consumer occasion

• Often competes more with:

1. Adult soft drinks

2. Kombucha

3. Functional beverages than 
with traditional wine

What works:

• Sparkling formats

• Sauvignon Blanc styles

• Aperitif occasions

• Health-focused retail 
environments

What remains difficult:

• Replicating texture and finish

• Premiumisation

• Consumer repeat purchase

0% is growing, but it is not 
necessarily replacing traditional wine 
consumption. (6m bottles vs 1.7bn 
UK wine market)



0% market

ONE IN THREE Pub visits in the UK are now alcohol free

2.6M fewer UK adults are drinking alcohol weekly in

2024 v2021 

42% of no/low consumers do not drink full strength alcohol 

The remaining 58% are Moderators

And of those, the majority are 'substituters’ for certain 

occasions, however some 'blend' on the same occasion
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What the UK 
Trade Really 

Wants 

The trade is searching for 
commercially viable lower duty wine

The industry preference is not 
necessarily zero alcohol.

The trade ideally wants:

• Wines that still taste like wine

• Lower duty exposure

• Stable margins

• Accessible shelf prices

• Products consumers do not 
perceive as compromised

Therefore the real opportunity may be:

• Lower but not alcohol-free

• Carefully managed ABV reduction

“The commercial sweet spot may not 
be abstinence – it may simply be lower 
taxation.”



Future 
Outlook 

Where the market could go next

Potential developments:

• More mid-strength innovation

• Improved de-alcoholisation 
technology

• Greater segmentation by occasion

• More celebrity/lifestyle 
partnerships

• More wines deliberately 
engineered around duty thresholds

Will consumers eventually view 7-9% 
wine as completely normal?

“The future of lower alcohol wine in 
the UK may be shaped less by wellness 
trends than by tax policy and retail 
economics.”



Conclusion

Three key messages:

1. UK duty reform is the 
biggest driver of lower 
alcohol innovation

2. Consumers still demand 
authenticity and flavour

3. The biggest opportunity 
may be mid-strength wine, 
not necessarily 0%

Lower alcohol wine succeeds 
in the UK when there is an 
alignment between 
commercial reality and 
consumer expectation.



And how can Garda 
DOC benefit?

• Garda DOC wines are perceived as refreshing, food-friendly, 
and good-value alternatives to mainstream Italian staples like 
Prosecco and Pinot Grigio. 

• Sparkling: Garda Spumante (often made from the Garganega 
grape) is seen as a ‘Prosecco alternative’. It is known for its 
crisp, citrusy, and vivid character, typically priced accessibly.

• Rose: Chiaretto / Ramato captures high-end retail spots. The 
Ramato style (copper-hued, skin-contact Pinot Grigio) 
represents a premium niche.

• Red: Bardolino / Merlot could fill space for light-to-medium 
bodied, lively wines. These are classic "pizza and pasta" reds 
designed for early or chilled consumption. 

• Finally… Garda DOC– with its 11-9% wines – has an 
opportunity to create desirable, affordable lower alcohol wines 
for the UK market – and ahead of its competitor 
denominazioni. 



Thank you

Please reach me at: 

patrick@thedrinksbusiness.com
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