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In demand

As droughts across Europe and the 
US have hit global hop levels and 
brewers continue to seek out more 
distinct and diverse flavours, interest 
in British hops has arguably never 
been higher. Alex Wright reports.

Droughts in the US and Europe have 
resulted in a 40% decline in the 
global crop harvest, according to a 

recent BBC report. 

However, the demand for hops has 
continued to increase with breweries 
using more hops per barrel than ever and 
the explosion in sales of well-hopped pale 
ales and IPAs. Added to that, following the 
recent craft beer boom, brewers have been 
investing more heavily in new brew houses, 
extra fermenters and setting up new sites 
across the world.

This global hop shortage and the fact 
that demand continues to outstrip supply, 
however, is likely to result in a price spike 
for brewers. Globally, the price of some 
of the most popular hops has gone up by 
as much as 50%, according to industry 
sources, while other varieties have seen a 
five-fold increase.

On top of that, multinationals such as 
Anheuser-Busch InBev and SABMiller, who 
typically have fixed contracts, regularly 
buy out small craft brewers and then ramp 
up their production, thus further reducing 
supply and pricing many smaller companies 
out of the market.

Particularly hard hit by the lack of 
availability have been those brewers who 
buy on the spot market and don’t typically 
have contracts.

“There has been a considerable tightening 
of supplies in the European hop market 
after the major reduction in the 2015 
harvest with a sharp increase in prices,” 
said Stephan Barth from the Barth Haas 
Group. “Europe will need at least an 
average harvest in 2016 otherwise we could 
see serious supply shortages.”
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THE UK MARKET
British hops are predominantly grown in 
Hampshire, Herefordshire, Kent, Surrey, 
Sussex and Worcestershire in rich soils and 
a mild maritime climate with typically even 
rainfall throughout the year.

At its peak in 1872, British hop farmers 
grew around 72,000 acres, but over time 
that has diminished to 2,500 acres last 
year, largely as a result of competition from 
imports, higher production costs and the 
fungal disease wilt. Today there are more 
than 27 commercially grown varieties and 
British hops represent around 1.5% of the 
total world hop production, while 50% are 
exported, mainly to the US.

“There’s a definite move in the States to 
dial down the strength of their beers, which 
boosts demand for the milder British hops,” 
said Trevor Stirling, brewing industry analyst 
with Berstein Research. Among the most 
flavoursome varieties are Admiral, Bramling 
Cross, Cascade, Endeavour and Jester.

The UK is also at the forefront of efforts 
to develop new varieties including dwarf or 
hedgerow plants that are more sustainable 
than higher climbing varieties, are more 
disease resistant and easier to grow. Barth 
said that growth of the US craft movement 
would continue to drive demand for UK 

hops, given the unique climate that enables 
growers to produce more distinct and 
delicate flavours.

“Increased competition will see craft 
brewers produce more seasonal and special 
beers such as English special bitters and 
porters to differentiate themselves,” he said.

However, there are concerns that the UK 
hops market could be under threat with 
brewers increasingly turning to cheap 
imports and stronger flavoured varieties 
from the Czech Republic, New Zealand and 
the US.

DECLINING YIELDS
Chris Daws, sales director for English Hops, 
said that the UK crop for 2015 was seven 
percent down on the previous year. 

He said that hops across the board varied in 
yield from farm to farm, however, he added 
that all varieties were in demand, reflected 
in the forward contracts placed for future 
years.  

“The domestic market is very important to 
the UK growers for both the regional and 
craft brewers,” he said. “Meanwhile, the 
export market is growing as brewers start 
to appreciate the impact UK varieties can 
have on drinkability of their product.”    

“There’s a definite move 
in the States to dial down 
the strength of their beers, 
which boosts demand for  
the milder British hops,” 
TREVOR STIRLING,  
BERSTEIN RESEARCH

U
K

 H
O

P
 M

A
R

K
ET



www.microbrew.co.uk 19

IN DEMAND
Alison Capper, head of the British Hop 
Association, said that yields were average 
for 2015 compared to previous years.

“There was a hop shortage in America and 
Germany last year because of the adverse 
weather conditions,” she said. “However, 
that was not the case in the UK. We had 
a fairly average crop and didn’t suffer from 
the extreme heat or droughts that caused 
the shortages elsewhere.”

Capper said that Goldings and First Gold 
hops accounted for the largest acreages.
She added that British hops were in 
demand across the board globally, with 
brewers attracted to the traditional aroma 
varieties such as Goldings and Fuggles.

“About half of the crop tends to stay in 
the UK, going mainly to regional family 
breweries such as Fullers, St Austell, 
Marston’s, Greene King and Shepherd 
Neame,” she said. “The rest is exported, 
with the majority going to America, 
particularly craft brewers.”

Capper estimated that 90% of crops were 
forward contracted, adding that the global 
hop shortage had resulted in a tightening of 
the market.

“That has only increased demand and made 
brewers think more carefully about what 
they are contracting, which in turn has 
helped to lift the price of hops,” she said. 
“A lot of hops were being traded at a very 
low price, below the cost of production, 
so although prices have increased I would 
argue that, in most cases, they have only 
increased to cover the cost of production.”

Among the latest varieties to be produced 
from commercial breeding programmes 
over the last three to four years, she said, 
were Archer, Endeavour, Jester, Minstrel 
and Olicana. Capper expects to see an 
increase in acreage this year as existing 
growers invest more heavily in crops and 
new growers enter the market.

“As a result, we should see an increase in 
price for the first time in quite a while,” she 
said. “Added to that the British hops will really 
come to the fore to meet the demands from 
the craze for highly hopped American session 
beers and intense flavour notes.”

Ben Adams, technical sales advisor at 
Charles Faram, said that despite acreage 
being up by almost 60 acres – the first rise 
since 2011 - the UK harvest was still slightly 
below average.

“Certainly in the south of England, the main 
issues with the British crop this year were 
in Kent where there wasn’t enough rain 
at the right time,” he said. “In terms of the 
total yield last year, because of some of 
the problems with the weather, and hops 
are extremely vulnerable to changes in the 
weather, it was slightly down on the year 
before.”

He added that it was however encouraging 
to see new growers coming in and current 
growers planting up new fields of crops. 
Adams said that while demand for hops was 
increasing, supply was still lagging slightly 
behind, but it was now starting to catch up.

“All of this is against a backdrop of 80 to 
100 years of decline in the UK hops market, 
but after hitting rock bottom five years ago, 
now we’re on the way back and much of 
that growth is being driven by the rise in 
the craft beer market,” he said.

Among the biggest demand, driven mainly 
by microbreweries, was for the more 
traditional Fuggles and Goldings hops, 
according to Adams. He said that the only 
problem was that Fuggles is susceptible to 
disease and as a result acreage was going 
down, to a point where it may cease to be 
sold as a commercial variety one day. On 
the plus side, however, he said that there 
were several substitutes that have been 

developed with similar flavour profiles that 
are less susceptible to disease, including 
Progress and Sovereign.

Adams said that new varieties with a classic 
US hop flavour were also being developed, 
such as Endeavour, Jester and Olicana, 
many of which were still at the farm trial 
stage. He estimated that 85-95% of all 
crops were forward contracted last year, 
with limited availability on the spot market.

“The UK hop prices are much more stable 
than elsewhere in the world, especially in 
the US,” he said. “That’s because we have a 
very close relationship with the UK growers 
so we can fix prices ahead of time – we’re 
talking anywhere between £6 or £7 per kilo 
to £8 or £15 per kilo, compared to the US 
where they can go anywhere from £10 per 
kilo up to £30 per kilo. And, as a result of 
what happened with the German harvest 
(down 35% on the year before) and the 
globalised market, a lot of stock was bought 
up quite quickly in the UK.”

Adams said that he had also seen a  
definite interest in the use of more UK 
hops by British brewers. “There’s been a 
big rise in the number of not only British, 
but global brewers wanting to use UK hops, 
not least because of the varied palette and 
character they have to offer,” he said.
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CHANGING TIDE
John Willetts, director at Simply Hops, 
said that while the UK hop market had 
successfully served traditional brewers 
for many decades, it had not reacted to 
the changing world beer market and had 
therefore been unable to take advantage of 
the higher prices available globally.

“It is in need of a degree of modernisation 
in order to match quality with its foreign 
competition as methods of harvesting and 
hop care have evolved considerably in 
the last 10 years,” he said. “But this takes 
considerable investment on behalf of the 
grower, so they are finding themselves in 
a chicken and egg situation. There is some 
younger blood coming into the industry 
now, which I feel is an extremely positive 
step forward for the industry, and it will 
encourage more progressive thinking more 
in line with the current market.”

Willetts said that while 95% of crops 
were forward contracted, the remainder 
was available on the spot market, with no 
availability of some varieties. He added 
that only one new variety has been made 
available commercially from the UK this 
year, namely Toyomidori, but that they 
were currently trialing three new varieties. 
Willetts also rejected the idea of a global 
shortage of crops, saying that only small 
amounts of certain varieties were hit by the 

US and German drought, and then there 
were more 180 varieties currently available.

“Globally year on year, even with the 
drought, overall hop volumes have gone 
up every year, just not by the amount 
planned for,” he said. And he foresees a 
greater take up of UK hops in the future by 
US craft brewers looking to differentiate 
themselves with new styles.

“What we may see is some brewers start 
to produce more traditional ales using 
English hops, and indeed some brewers in 
the US now are looking at brown ales and 
bitters in the traditional cask style that 
would suit them well,” he said.

Guy Perry, sales manager at Steiner Hops, 
said that the demand for UK hops was on 
the increase. Most in demand, he said, were 
Challenger, East Kent Goldings, Fuggles, 
Goldings and Northdown, particularly 
Fuggles that was in short supply as a result 
of wilt. However, he warned that many of 

the smaller brewers were getting squeezed 
out due to the lack of availability in some 
varieties.

“Some of the smaller brewers that normally 
spot buy have always taken for granted 
that there would always be availability, but 
because contracted volumes were so high 
that left very little spot market,” he said. 
“Global hop usage has just gone through the 
roof and many growers are struggling to 
meet that demand.

Globally, though, people are recognising the 
unique attributions of UK hops, which has 
been great for helping to secure the future 
of people in the industry and enabling them 
to commit to long-term investment.”

With thanks to the British Hop Association 
for permission to reproduce the hop 
varieties chart shown within this feature, 
www.britishhops.org.uk

“It is in need of a degree of modernisation in order to match 
quality with its foreign competition as methods of harvesting 
and hop care have evolved considerably in the last 10 years,” 
JOHN WILLETTS,  
DIRECTOR SIMPLY HOPS
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Variety Alpha Range % Characteristics Flavour Intensity

Admiral 13 - 16 Resinous, orangey, citrus 9

Cascade 5 - 9 Lychees, floral, grapefruit 9

Jester 7 - 9 Grapefruit, tropical fruits 9

Target 8.5 - 13.5 Sage, citrus, spice 9

Bramling Cross 6 - 8 Spicy, blackcurrant, lemon 8

Olicana® 6 - 9 Mango, grapefruit, passionfruit 8

Pioneer 8 - 10.5 Cedar, grapefruit, herbal 8

Challenger 6.5 - 9 Spicy, cedar, green tea 7

Endeavour 8 - 10.5 Blackcurrant, spicy, citrus 7

Northdown 7 - 10 Spicy, floral, pine 7

WGV 5 - 7.5 Spicy, herbal, floral 7

Archer 4 - 6 Floral, lime, peach 6

Beata 3 - 6 Honey, apricot, almond 6

Boadicea 7 - 10 Spicy, light floral 6

East Kent Goldings 4 - 6 Spicy, honey, earthy 6

Epic 6 - 10 Fruity, slightly herbal 6

First Gold 6.5 - 10 Orange, marmalade, spicy 6

Fuggle 3.5 - 6.5 Minty, floral, earthy 6

Goldings 4 - 9.5 Spicy, honey, earthy 6

Minstrel 5 - 7 Spicy, berries, orange citrus 6

Pilgrim 9 - 13 Spicy, citrus, pears 6

Progress 6 - 7.5 Sweet, floral, minty 6

Sovereign 4.5 - 6.5 Herbal, floral, earthy 6

Sussex 4.4 - 5.8 Earthy, grassy, minty 6

Flyer 8.9 - 14.5 Stoned fruit, liquorice, treacle 5

Phoenix 8 - 12 Molasses, chocolate, spicy 5

Pilot 8 - 11 Lemon, spicy, marmalade 5

British hop aromas are delicate, complex and some have a significant intensity. They are interesting, historical and varied and they make the 
most wonderful, drinkable beer in the world. Below is a summary of the 27 British hop varieties available today:

HOP VARIETIES


