
 
 

 
 
                                       Ресурсен център Европа  

е-mail: eu.bgschool@gmail.com, www.eubgschool.eu   
 

 

 

WHAT IS BEER? 

THE BEER LEGAL DISPUTE IN  

THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 
  

Ingrid Shikova  

European Studies Department 

Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” 

 

 

Translated in English by Vassil Trifonov 

 second year student at BA European Studies, 

Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski” 

  

 

 

24 октомври 2020 

Abstract  

 

What does the Bavarian love for beer have to do with the European Union? 

Germany, following its Beer Purity Law, does not allow the import of beer that 

does not meet its requirements. Firstly, because if corn and rice are used in the 

production of the drink, it cannot be called beer. Secondly, if the beer contains 

additives, it cannot be placed on the German market. These two requirements 

created obstacles to the free movement of goods within the European Community. 
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              A history of beer 

Germans are the best brewers in the world – a fact, which has become a 

stereotype for the entire nation. A good example that showcases Germany’s love for 

beer would be that with its 82 million residents, it has more breweries than the U.S., 

which has a population of 313 million. Logically, the first brewery in the world was in 

Bavaria. The brewery, which still operates today, is called Weihenstephan and its first 

beer was brewed in 1040. 

Therefore, it is not a coincidence that a specific law exists in 

Germany, called the “Beer purity law”, or “Reinheitsgebot”, 

which was written 7 centuries ago. 

The law was adopted by William IV, Duke of Bavaria, on 23 

April 1516 in Ingolstadt, Bavaria, after numerous complaints 

of low-quality beer. 

The law aims to improve the quality of beer through 

government regulation of its production. 

Later, the law started operating in more regions of Germany and since 1906 it 

has been in effect in the entire country. 

 

 

 

The beer purity law from 

1516 
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According to the “Beer purity law”, only the drink 

made of malted barley, hops, yeast and water is 

considered to be beer. 

 

 
 

Barley and hops – the basic ingredients of German 

beer. 

During the middle ages, the beer, which was brought on ships when travelling in 

high seas was produced with more hops, which helped increase the time during which 

it could be consumed before it went bad. The tannins and other bitter compounds in 

hops not only give beer its specific taste, but they also help with its longer 

preservation. The canning effect of hops is very important because German beer is 

rarely pasteurized and no preservatives are added to it. 

Every brewery in Germany that produces beer in accordance with the “Beer 

purity law” only produces it with the said ingredients. The authorities in the respective 

federal province are responsible for the supervision and the breweries’ compliance with 

these legal provisions. 

 Of course, it is typical that there are exceptions to every rule. “Special beers” 

that do not follow the requirements for purity can also be produced in Germany. They 

can be produced in all federal provinces, except Bavaria. Brewers are allowed to add 

spices like anise, cinnamon, cloves, or fruit flavours such as orange or cherry to their 

beers. 

Additionally, brewers who produce less than 200 litres of beer per year for their 

own consumption are exempt from the beer purity law. 

But what does the Bavarian love for beer have to do with the European 

Union? 

Germany does not allow imports of beer that does not follow the requirements 

of the “Beer purity law”. Firstly, if during the production of the beer, corn or rice was 

used, it cannot be called “beer”. Secondly, if the beer contains additives, it cannot be 
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sold on the German market. At one point, this created an obstacle for the free 

movement of goods within the European Community’s market. 

On 6 July 1984, the European Commission brought a case to the Court of Justice 

of the European Community. The reason was that Germany, as a member state of the 

European Community, did not fulfil its obligations to ensure the free movement of 

goods, because it prohibited the imports of legally produced beer, which could be sold 

in the other member states. The Commission deemed that the absolute ban on selling 

beer with additives or produced from other cereals could not be considered an act of 

preserving the public health. According to the Commission, the other member states 

strictly monitor the use of additives in beer and only allow their use after thorough 

analysis that has proved their harmlessness. 

Germany’s answer in front of the Court was that the German consumers were 

used to the word “beer” meaning only the drink that included the traditional 

ingredients – malted barley, hops, yeast, and water. Additionally, Germany insisted 

that its population drank a lot of beer and the long-term effects on the human body of 

these additives are largely unknown. According to the Germans, the prohibition of the 

use of these additives, which in turn preserved the public health, was sufficient 

evidence that the law should in fact remain in force. Furthermore, when draught beer 

is sold, it is impossible for the consumer to be aware of its ingredients. 

What was the Court’s decision?1 

The Court looked into the available international scientific research regarding the 

topic and determined that the additives, which are used in beer production in other 

countries, do not pose a threat to the public health. Moreover, Germany even allows 

the sale of other drinks with such additives on its market. According to the Court, the 

habits of the consumers are not a valid argument, which can stop goods from other 

member states to be sold and that this only gives an advantage to the German 

producers. Contrary to the German government’s standpoint, the Court enacted that it 

is in fact possible to implement a system that can inform consumers of the beer’s 

ingredients, even in cases when it is not sold in bottles or metal cans. The Court’s 

                                                           
1 Judgment of the Court of 12 March 1987. - Commission of the European Communities v 

Federal Republic of Germany. - Failure of a State to fulfil its obligations - Purity requirement for 

beer. - Case 178/84. 
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decision emphasized that even the German law stated that when draught beer is sold, 

information about it can be easily written on the beer barrels or the faucets, which 

beer is poured from. 

The Court’s decision was that by prohibiting the sale of legally produced beer 

that is sold in other member states, Germany failed to fulfill its obligations in 

accordance with the Founding Treaty of the European Economic Community. And since 

Germany lost the case, it was sentenced to pay the court costs. 

Germany has kept its traditions in producing beer, but after the Court’s decision, 

it now must allow the sale of beers produced in other member states by their own 

technology. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

 The European Commission is the institution that observes the practice of the 

European legislation. This is why it is called the “guardian of the Treaties”. 

 The traditional tastes of the consumers in an EU member state cannot be an 

obstacle to the admission of goods from other member states.  

 All goods that are legally produced and sold in any member state, while also 

having a label with enough information about their ingredients, can be sold in 

all other member states of the Union. 

 

 


