
Craft Spirits Market in North America – An Overview 

 

U.S.A. 

 

The craft distilling industry has more than tripled since 2007 and, along with it, the availability of 

creative and varied whiskey choices. According to the American Craft Spirits Association, “The craft 

distilling industry is growing with, on average, one distillery opening per day.  

There are craft spirits distilleries operating in all fifty states, employing close to 20,000 people.”  

The top 2 percent of craft distillers account for 50 to 60 percent of all craft spirits volume. 

California leads the top five states with 148 active distilleries, followed by New York, Washington, Texas, 

and Colorado. 

Distillery and tasting room sales make up 34% of all sales for small craft distilleries, while out of state 

sales make up 58% for larger craft distilleries. 

 

New research from Mintel reveals that spirits positioned as “craft” have so far accounted for one in 

seven (15 per cent) new global spirit launches to date in 2016, up from just one in 20 (five per cent) in 

2011. 

Research from Mintel GNPD (Global New Products Database) reveals that overall, craft spirit launches 

increased by 265 percent globally between 2011 and 2015, and it seems that the U.S. has been driving 

the trend.  

Of all craft spirits launched in this time, half (49 per cent) have been in the U.S. and 42 per cent in 

Europe, compared to just four per cent in Latin America and 3 per cent in Asia Pacific. 

According to a Mintel press release, the surge in launches of craft spirits seems to be backed globally by 

strong consumer demand for artisanal alcoholic beverages. Over half (55 per cent) of U.S. alcohol 

drinkers agree that craft alcohol brands are of higher quality than big brands. 

Despite being a relatively small sector of the market, craft spirits are growing in response to the huge 

consumer-led demand for more authentic, more distinctive, more local, less processed, and more 

interesting spirit brands. 

Whisky accounts for 43 per cent of global craft spirit launches in 2015, up from 37 per cent in 2011. 

 



Canada: 

 

Canada, overall, is way behind the U.S. in the development of a micro-distilling industry but is beginning 

to be recognized. 

The boom in craft distilling in the United States and an increasing demand from curious millennial, has 

inspired a burgeoning micro-distillery scene in Canada.  

At least 100 startup companies are now operating across the country. 

Successful micro-distillers have sought one-of-a-kind niches to stand out from the established big brand 

distillers. 

People born between the 1980s and the early 2000s have accounted for the largest share of consumers 

in the industry. They demonstrate a preference for premium and authentic drinks with unique tastes. 

This segment has fueled significant demand, owing to their preference for unconventional and 

experimental alcoholic beverages. 

Price is not necessarily a consideration, as they are looking for good product to put into their cocktails.  

The other section comprises consumers with significantly higher purchasing power.  

Whiskey was the most consumed variety of the craft spirits, followed by gin, vodka, and rum.  

Gin has gained wide consumer acceptance owing to its unique taste and flavor developed by juniper 

berries.  

Many craft distillers focus on the use of different spices, fruits, herbs, and botanicals to produce 

innovative products.  

 

Ontario: 

 

Despite regulatory challenges, small-scale distilleries are riding a groundswell of support, with net sales 

in Ontario growing by 64 per cent to $3.7-million for the 2015-16 fiscal year: Source: LCBO statistics. 

The surge in interest for independently produced whisky, gin, vodka and other spirits is an outgrowth of 

consumer demand for locally made beverages, such as craft beer and wine. 

There are about 24 micro-distilleries in the province, according to the Ontario Craft Distillers 

Association, although only 15 are noted on their website: 

http://www.ontariocraftdistillers.com/ 

http://www.ontariocraftdistillers.com/


The Ontario Beverage Network shows a total of 32 on their website: 

http://ontariobev.net/distillers/  

In Ontario, the spirits industry is the fourth largest purchaser of corn each year, buying up 200,000 to 

250,000 tonnes of high quality corn, in addition to purchases of wheat, barley, and rye. 

Ontario’s spirit industry also supports 6,000 jobs and contributes $1.5 billion annually to Ontario’s Gross 

Provincial Product. 

In 2015, the Ontario government expanded beverage alcohol sales to some Ontario grocery stores, but 

specifically excluded spirits from this new retail opportunity.   

Spirits Canada, consider this unfair and want Ontario whisky and spirits offered the same retail 

opportunity of wine, beer, and cider. 

The “Fairness for Ontario Spirits” campaign is aimed at getting spirit products equal access in Ontario 

grocery stores. The Fairness for Ontario Spirits campaign will be visiting communities across southern 

Ontario during March, April, and May of 2018 to promote spirit sales in grocery stores. 

To determine the effect of this policy change, the Quebec experience is telling. In the 35 years since 

Quebec began permitting sales of wine and beer (but not spirits) in grocery stores, spirits plummeted to 

around 12 per cent of alcohol consumed from 40 per cent, while wine’s share grew ninefold to about 45 

per cent.  

A winery in Ontario keeps about 80 per cent of the money a consumer spends on a bottle while a 

brewer keeps about half.  

A distiller keeps about a fifth of the purchase price of a bottle of whisky, with the rest going to the 

province and Ottawa. 

Ontario currently marks up a bottle of whisky 163 per cent. 

 

 

http://ontariobev.net/distillers/

