
 
 
 

International Agricultural Trade Report 
 

December 2021 
 

 

Foreign Agricultural Service 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Prospects for U.S. Craft Beer and Distilled Spirits in the Netherlands and 
Scandinavian Countries Remain Promising 

The Netherlands and Scandinavian countries (Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark) 
are key markets for U.S. craft beer and distilled spirits. In 2020, the United States shipped $26 
million of beer products1 and $66 million of distilled spirits to the Netherlands and Scandinavian 
countries. Beer and distilled spirits represent 6 percent of total U.S. consumer-oriented exports to 
the region. The markets have great opportunities for U.S. craft beer and distilled spirit exports 
with restaurants and bars re-opening and increasing demand for high-value products. 

Sweden is the top market for U.S. beer products in the region, followed by the Netherlands, 
Denmark, and Norway (see Table 1). According to Euromonitor, the COVID-19 pandemic 
resulted in a significant decline in beer sales2 in the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and 
Iceland due to temporary lockdowns and less dining outside the home. Norway experienced an 
increase of overall volume of beer sold due to strong sales at modern grocery retailers. Craft 
beer, as opposed to mass produced beer, is produced by small and independent craft brewers. 
According to the Brewers Association, craft brewers are innovative, develop new styles that have 
no precedent, and have unique approaches to connecting with their customers and communities. 
Craft beer is usually made with traditional ingredients, including malted barley, and non-
traditional ingredients to add distinctiveness. The number of craft breweries and sales of craft 
beer in the Netherlands and Scandinavian countries have been increasing for the last five years 
(see Chart 1, Tables 2 and 3). Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, these European markets remain 
reliable destinations for U.S. craft beer products. 

Table 1: U.S. Beer1 and Distilled Spirit Exports to Select Markets (2016-2020) - U.S. Dollar in 
Thousands  

Beer 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 
Sweden 24,253 21,760 21,747 17,303 14,191 
Netherlands 4,193 5,243 6,621 5,672 6,586 
Denmark 2,967 3,304 4,596 4,167 4,784 
Norway 1,651 1,521 1,154 1,456 436 
Finland 1,042 517 622 754 390 
Iceland 74 115 101 62 86 

 

  

 
1 Includes craft beer and non-craft beer due to no HS code for craft beer 
2 Includes domestic and international brands 



 

Distilled Spirits 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 
Netherlands 59,535 57,806 54,927 51,407 57,016 
Sweden 3,462 3,654 3,739 2,953 3,116 
Denmark 3,494 2,662 2,839 2,377 2,575 
Norway 2,083 1,879 1,539 1,387 1,650 
Finland 3,430 2,778 3,528 2,009 1,213 
Iceland 273 282 340 320 299 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Trade Data  
 

 

Chart 1: Trend of Craft Beer Sales in the Scandinavian Region 

 

 

Craft Beer in the Netherlands – Opportunities Are Growing 

The Netherlands is a strong market for U.S. craft beer because (1) Dutch beer consumers are 
looking for new and interesting craft beer and (2) interest in craft breweries is expanding in the 
Netherlands. 



Based on USDA research, Dutch consumers have been interested in beer products with a unique 
story around the brand and locality. They also lean on products that have a distinctive taste (e.g., 
carrot cake beer), production methods (e.g., using bourbon, whiskey, and gin barrels), packaging, 
and unique labeling (e.g., organic, gluten-free, or alcohol-free). Consumers continue to purchase 
India pale ales (IPAs) and stouts. More recently, barrel-aged craft beer and beers brewed in big 
cities are becoming more popular due to their connection with the city’s food culture. Dutch 
consumers who visited U.S. cities for vacation are more inclined to try the beer from that city.  

Approximately 15 percent of the Dutch craft beer market is imported. The United States holds a 
0.3 percent market share, which has been growing. Belgium (61 percent) is ranked at the top, 
followed by Germany (15 percent) and France (8 percent). Prior to COVID-19 quarantine 
measures, imports had been growing at a double digit rate each year. Heineken remains the 
largest beer brand in the Netherlands with a market share of 38 percent. However, Dutch craft 
beer continues to be relevant as the number of craft beer breweries are up in 2020 (see Table 2). 
Overall, the market offers a great diversity of beers and foreign beer styles, which Dutch 
consumers are willing to try if the craft beer has a unique story.  

 

Table 2: Number of Breweries in the Netherlands 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 
Total number of breweries  403 499 623 740 782 799 
# of which are craft breweries  345 419 519 605 622 639 

Source: Euromonitor International 

 

Craft Beer Trends Vary Among Scandinavian Countries (Sweden, Finland, Norway, 
Denmark, Iceland) 

The Scandinavian countries also offer different market opportunities for U.S. craft beer. Iceland, 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland rely on agricultural imports due to severe winters and short 
growing seasons. Denmark also relies on imports due to its size and climate. The number of craft 
breweries in the Scandinavian countries remains small compared to the Netherlands but is 
growing (see Table 3). Due to a higher alcohol content, most U.S. craft beer products are sold at 
alcohol monopolies in all Scandinavian countries, except in Denmark. The alcohol monopolies 
are government owned and handle manufacturing and retailing of some or all alcoholic 
beverages. The alcohol content requirement for each monopoly varies among the Scandinavian 
countries. In contrast, low-alcohol content and alcohol-free beverages tend to sell at 
supermarkets and other retail. 

  



Table 3: Number of Breweries in the Scandinavian Countries 

Country Attribute 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 
Denmark # of microbreweries   136 139 149 159 166 171 
Sweden # of commercial breweries   7 8 8 8 8 8 
Norway # of craft breweries 76 85 107 103 100+ n.a. 
Finland # of microbreweries    32 60 90 102 n.a. n.a. 
Iceland # of craft breweries  n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

 
n.a.: not available 
Source: Euromonitor International 
 

Consumers from the Scandinavian countries have varying preferences towards craft beer (see 
Table 4). In most Scandinavian countries, alcohol-free and low alcohol beer products are gaining 
in popularity as more consumers are becoming health conscious. U.S. exporters of specialty craft 
beer, including organics, may find more success in Denmark and Sweden. Demark has the 
highest consumption of organic food products in the world. In most markets, beer-in-a-can is 
also attractive to consumers as cans help lengthen the freshness of the beer and are easier to 
transport. The United States has a stronger presence in some Scandinavian markets than others 
but faces competition from other European beer producers, including Belgium, Germany, and 
Czech Republic. European competitors do not face high transportation costs as U.S. exporters 
do.  

 

 

Table 4: Summary of Craft Beer Trends in Scandinavian Countries and the Netherlands 

Country Market Share (2020)3 Opportunities for U.S. Craft Beer 
The Netherlands United States: 1% 

 
 
 
Competitors:  
Belgium: 53% 
Germany: 13% 
United Kingdom: 9% 

• Unique story around brand 
and locality  

• Distinctive taste  
• Unique packaging 
• Barrel-aged craft beer and 

beers brewed in big cities 
• Alcohol-free & low alcohol 

beer 
Iceland United States: 1% 

 
 
Competitors:  
Denmark: 26% 
Belgium: 24% 
United Kingdom: 9%  

• New beer and tastes (e.g., 
sour beer) 

• Craft beer in cans 
• Alcohol-free & low alcohol 

beer 
 

 
3 Data based on imports using “BICO-Beer” group (includes craft beer and non-craft beer products) 



Denmark United States: 8% 
 
Competitors:  
Belgium: 21% 
Germany: 15% 

• Alcohol-free & low alcohol 
beer 

• Organic beer, gluten free 
beer, beer made from natural 
ingredients 

Sweden United States: 12% 
 
Competitors:  
Czech Republic: 17% 
Belgium: 14% 
Germany: 10% 

• Imported specialty beer 
• Organic beer 
• Craft beer flavored with 

fruits 
• Craft beer with less hoppy 

taste 
• Alcohol-free beer 

Norway United States: 3% 
 
Competitors:  
Denmark: 14% 
Mexico: 14% 
Germany: 11% 

• Craft beer in cans 
• Alcohol-free and low 

alcohol beer 
• Porter & Stout and IPAs 

Finland United States: 1% 
 
Competitors:  
Germany: 29% 
Netherlands: 15% 
Czech Republic: 10% 

• Alcohol-free beer 

Source: Compilation of USDA GAIN Reports; Trade Data Monitor, LLC; Euromonitor 

 

Distilled Spirits Consumption to Pick Up in 2021 Onwards in the Netherlands and the 
Scandinavian Countries 

For distilled spirits, the Netherlands is the top market in the region, followed by Sweden, 
Denmark, Norway, Finland, and Iceland (see Table 1). Whiskey and bourbon account for 56 
percent of total U.S. distilled spirit exports to the region, whereas vodka, grape brandy, and gin 
comprise the remaining. Distilled spirit sales in the region were down due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, except in Finland, Sweden, and Norway. According to Euromonitor, sales through 
supermarkets, convenience stores, and other retail in Finland, Sweden, and Norway performed 
higher than sales through restaurants and bars. However, distilled spirit sales are expected to 
rebound in the Netherlands and Denmark as bars and restaurants re-open and more outdoor 
events are held. Consumers in the region demand different types of distilled spirits, including 
organic gin, bourbon, and other types of whiskey (see Table 5).  
 
The United States faces stiff competition from other EU and European countries, including the 
United Kingdom, France, and the Netherlands. Additionally, U.S. whiskey exports have been 
subject to 25 percent retaliatory tariff in the EU since June 22, 2018. However, on October 30, 
2021, the EU reached a deal with the United States and will suspend additional duties imposed 
on U.S. exports, including whiskey. 

 



Table 5: Summary of Distilled Spirits Trends in the Netherlands and Scandinavian Countries    

Country Market Share (2020) Market Considerations for 
Distilled Spirits 

Denmark United States: 2% 
 
Top competitors  
Netherlands: 22% 
Germany: 22% 
United Kingdom: 16% 

- Organic gin is 
expected to gain 
popularity. 

- Whisky (both 
Scotch and 
Bourbon) are 
expected to gain 
popularity in the 
near-term.  

Finland United States: 2% 
 
Top competitors  
France: 34% 
United Kingdom: 17% 
Netherlands: 16% 

- Consumers are 
turning to drinks 
with lower alcohol 
percentage. 

- Trendy spirits last 
year included 
whiskies, dark rum, 
brandy, and 
premium gin. 

Iceland United States 7% 
 
Top competitors  
United Kingdom: 34% 
France: 15% 
Italy: 10% 

- Demand for variety 
of bourbons has 
been increasing. 

- Whiskies, vodka, 
and Brennivín 
performed well in 
2020. 

The Netherlands United States: 6% 
 
Top competitors  
United Kingdom: 20% 
Belgium: 17% 
Germany: 16% 

- Euromonitor 
projects all spirit 
product sales to 
grow in 2021 as 
bars, restaurants, 
and outdoor events 
reopen.  

- Non-alcoholic 
spirits remain a 
niche category. The 
popularization of 
“Dry January” each 
year drives the 
popularity of non-
alcoholic 
alternatives. 

Norway United States: 5% 
 
Top competitors  
France: 26% 
United Kingdom: 20% 
Germany: 9% 

- Sustainability will 
drive product 
development.  

- Premium brands will 
gain market share 
while craft spirits 



will maintain stable 
but small share. 

Sweden United States: 2% 
 
Top competitors  
United Kingdom: 34% 
The Netherlands: 15% 
France: 11% 

- Japanese whiskey, 
Irish whiskey, and 
bourbon/other U.S. 
whiskey are set to 
perform well in 
sales at retail stores.  

- Consumer 
preferences towards 
whiskies are shifting 
away from blended 
Scotch variants. 

 

Source: Trade Data Monitor, LLC, Compilation of USDA GAIN Reports, Euromonitor 

 

The European Markets Remain a Key and Steady Destination for U.S. Craft Beer and 
Spirit Exports Due to Population Size and Income 

The Netherlands and Scandinavian countries are highly developed economies with a substantial 
population size and high standard of living, which will support demand for U.S. craft beer and 
distilled spirit. The real gross domestic product (GDP) per capita ranges from $47,300 to 
$63,600 (see Table 6). The population of the markets make up 7 percent of Europe’s population. 
In contrast, the three most populated European countries (Germany, France, and the United 
Kingdom) account for 11 percent. The Netherlands has been the gateway for U.S. products into 
the European Union (EU) and other countries because of access to the Port of Rotterdam, 
Schiphol Airport, the two major European rivers, and excellent road and railway infrastructure.  

Table 6: Key Economic Indicators (2020) 

 
Country 

Real GDP Rank  
in Europe 

(World) 

 
Real GDP per 

Capita 

 
Population 
(est. 2021) 

Netherlands  7 (26) $54,200 17,337,403 
Sweden 11 (39) $50,700 10,261,767 
Norway 16 (51) $63,600 5,509,591 
Denmark 18 (53) $55,900 5,894,687 
Finland 21 (59) $47,300 5,587,442 
Iceland 38 (152) $52,300 354,234 
Total   44,945,124 

 
Source: CIA World Factbook 
 

With the EU eliminating retaliatory tariffs on U.S. whiskey and the re-opening of restaurants and 
bars, the potential for future growth for U.S. craft beer and distilled spirit exports is promising. 



Beer and spirit drinkers around the world will continue to seek out premium products. U.S. craft 
beer and distilled spirit exporters should be aware of different market trends in the region. Some 
markets favor different alcohol content, taste, and premiumization than others. In general, U.S. 
products continue to be known for their high quality, especially in Finland, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, and Norway. 

 

 

For more information, please contact Saquib Ahsan, Global Market Analysis, at 
saquib.ahsan@usda.gov. 

 


