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Alcohol duty fraud is a serious issue for the 
convenience sector. Irresponsible sellers of alcohol 

that avoid paying UK duty have a significant 
competitive advantage as they can sell alcohol 

cheaper or can operate with higher margins. We all 
have our part to play in preventing the pervasive 

and damaging trade.

This guide explains the penalties involved in 
selling non UK duty paid alcohol and advice 

on how to spot it.
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There are significant sanctions against those involved in the sale or supply of non-duty paid 
alcohol, and these do apply to retailers.  

HMRC duty recovery: 
The most common way that duty fraud is enforced against is under ‘civil’ powers given 
to HMRC to recover duty from anyone caught holding excise goods, such as alcohol and 
tobacco, which have not had duty paid on them previously.1  

u	The person holding the goods is liable to pay the duty. The goods will also be seized. 

u	In addition HMRC can issue a penalty where there is evidence of wrongdoing. This penalty  
 may be up to 100% of the excise duty which is due. 

u	In certain circumstances HMRC may also ‘name and shame’ deliberate tax defaulters. 

Criminal prosecution: 
Anyone engaged in ‘smuggling’, which is defined as the evasion of duty (tax) payable on 
goods, can face criminal prosecution.2 The penalties are: 

u	On conviction in the Crown Court – the maximum sentence is an unlimited fine or a term  
 of imprisonment not exceeding seven years or both.

u	On conviction in a Magistrates Court – the maximum penalty is a fine not exceeding   
 the prescribed sum or of three times the value of the goods, whichever is the greater,  
 or imprisonment for a term not exceeding 6 months or both.

Alcohol licence: 
Any individual convicted of a ‘smuggling’ offence is disqualified from holding a personal 
licence to sell alcohol.3  

Any premises found to be engaging in the sale of non UK duty paid alcohol is liable to a 
licence review under the ‘preventing crime and disorder’ objective of the Licensing Act 2003. 
A review for this purpose could lead to the restriction, suspension or revocation of an  
alcohol licence. 

In order to protect your business from the threat of 
fraud, you need to be satisfied about the credibility and 
legitimacy of your suppliers and supplies. If you are in any 
doubt, demand answers from your suppliers on:

u	Where they have sourced the products from.  

u	Your payment terms and conditions.

u	Details of the movement of the goods involved. 

u	The duty status of the goods you are dealing in.

Where directly dealing in ‘duty paid goods’, you need to be 
satisfied that the duty has actually been paid on these goods. If 
you are purchasing from suppliers that you do not know well, we 
recommend that you ensure that the supplier can provide you with 
sufficient paperwork to demonstrate duty has been paid.

1 The Excise Goods (Holding, Movement and Duty Point) Regulations 2010   
2 The Customs and Excise Management Act 1979
3 Licensing Act 2003 (schedule 4 clause 9)

For any questions related to this briefing contact ACS
on 01252 515001 or visit www.acs.org.uk
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General: 
The main route onto the UK market for illicit goods such as non-duty paid beer is via 
illegitimate wholesalers. You can check whether a wholesaler you intend to do business with 
is part of their industry body, the Federation of Wholesale Distributors (FWD), by checking the 
FWD website here http://www.fwd.co.uk/FWD-Members.asp 

If you have any doubts about the credibility of the supply, or the supplier, we would 
recommend avoiding the deal and obtaining your goods from a more trustworthy source.  
Where you suspect fraud you should notify HMRC of your concerns using their hotline 
number 0800 595 000, which is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

There is a significant risk of being offered illicit beer, wine or spirits. This is in part due to:

u	Popular UK brands (mainly beer and wine) exported from the UK to the near continent   
 returning to the UK without duty payment.

u	Increases in counterfeit goods (mainly spirits and wine).

Indicators that excise duty may have been evaded on 
excise goods could include: 

u	Supplies offered to you via unsolicited emails/flyers. 

u	Lack of detail around the identity of the supplier, eg only  
 a name and mobile telephone number provided, no address  
 details, no VAT registration number.

u	Goods offered at incredibly low prices which seem too good  
 to be true – if it seems too good to be true it probably is.

u	Goods received from an unusual source or supply route, for 
 example, where UK produced goods are sourced from another  
 country to directly compete with a more direct supply route.  

u	A supplier who insists on dealing in cash. 

u	Not being given a valid purchase invoice. 

u	No duty stamp (alcoholic spirits) or the duty stamp does  
 not fluoresce.

u	Goods have the general appearance of being counterfeit, in that, the  
 quality of labels is poor when compared to the genuine article.

Duty stamps: 
All spirits with strength of 30% ABV or more and of a capacity 
of 35cl or more, on sale in the UK market must carry a UK 
Duty Paid Stamp that looks like the image (right).

These stamps will fluoresce when ultraviolet light is shined 
on them. They should normally fluoresce yellow but should 
definitely not glow blue or violet, if they do then they are likely 
to be fake. If you have any doubts about the genuine nature of the duty stamp do 
not sell the product and contact your supplier and report any information  
to HMRC. 

There is currently no requirement for beer products or wine/made wine under 30% 
ABV to carry duty stamps.

For any questions related to this briefing contact ACS
on 01252 515001 or visit www.acs.org.uk
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Counterfeit goods:
There are no easy ways to spot counterfeit goods, however we would recommend that you:

u	Be aware of deals that are too good to be true. For example; when making a purchase 
 consider the unit price of the bottle and whether under a normal trade mark up the price is 
 realistic once VAT and excise duty is removed from the price.

u	Consider the general appearance of the goods you buy, if you regularly buy the same 
 brands you should consider whether there are material differences between the    
 appearance of old and new stock, where there are, you should carefully consider whether  
 the new stock is genuine. 

u	Consider the fine detail on labels as:

u Spelling or grammatical errors are  
 common on the packaging and labels  
 for counterfeit alcohol goods.

u Most product labels and boxes will  
 have bar code and other unique   
 details. Counterfeit goods may   
 not record this level of detail –  
 or may not record it correctly, for  
 example, detail recorded may not  
 match the product.

u	Look for manufacturer contact   
 information. Most reputable 
 companies will provide a phone 
 number or at least a contact address 
 Also, if in doubt look at the  
 manufacturer’s website. Many large companies now have information on their websites  
 to alert customers to possible counterfeit products and to provide detail of their  
 genuine product.

u	Be aware of the possibility that counterfeit spirits can be put into recycled ‘legitimate’   
 bottles. Look out for broken seals or obvious examples of resealed products. 

If you have any suspicions, do not sell the product and contact your local trading standards. 

Speak to your local authority about 
their policies for tackling duty fraud 
through the licensing system. Report 
information to licensing officers or 
your local licensing sergeant. ACS 
can help you find details of local 
officers and help you to make 
contact with them.

If you have any intelligence 
regarding duty fraud taking 
place in your area contact 
the HMRC hotline on  
0800 595 000.

Duty fraud is a crime –  
you can report it 
confidentially to 
Crimestoppers on  
0800 555111.

For any questions related to this briefing contact ACS
on 01252 515001 or visit www.acs.org.uk
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For more details on this guide, contact Jacqui Gracey  
at ACS at jacqui.gracey@acs.org.uk

For more details on ACS:

Visit: www.acs.org.uk
Call: 01252 515001
Folow us on Twitter: @ACS_Localshops
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Association of Convenience Stores Ltd
Federation House
17 Farnborough Street
Farnborough
Hampshire
GU14 8AG
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