BEER TALKS

I CAN’T
BELIEVE IT’S
NOT
GLUTEN!
As gluten free and
reduced diets become
more mainstream, the
market for gluten free
beers has flourished.
Brydie Allen reports.

T

here’s been a shift in the drinking culture in Australia.
Changing demographics including a rise in the buying power of
millennials, new drinking occasions, an increase in immigration
along with a general trend towards health and wellbeing has
driven growth in no and low alcoholic drinks. As well, we’ve seen an
increase in people looking for drinks with no or low sugar and carbs, as
well as gluten free drinks.
In fact, we’re in a period of great worldwide growth for gluten
free beer, predicted to rise by 13.5 per cent between 2017 and 2022,
according to a Research and Markets report. Driving this trend is the
rising number of consumers looking for a gluten free or reduced diet.
Well ahead of the trend back in 1998, and inspired by the lack of
gluten free beer in Australia, John O’Brien set himself the task of making
gluten free beers as good as any other – but he soon discovered it would
be a challenge and it wasn’t until 11 August, 2005 that the first bottles of
O’Brien were launched.
The challenge was that he couldn’t find the right malted grains – they
simply didn’t exist. So, he worked painstakingly with local farmers to
source maltings of these special ancient grains (sorghum and millet).
Brewing with these grains also required the development of new processes
and customised equipment. It’s this combination of ingredients and
equipment that sets O’Brien apart from other craft beers.
“The reason I took so long to launch O’Brien was that I was really
committed to delivering beers that delivered on taste. It took many years
of trial and error to finally settle on beers that I was proud to serve to
beer lovers,” O’Brien said.
“Gluten free has definitely moved from being a specialty category to being
mainstream,” O’Brien said. “I realised pretty early on that there are many
consumers who are looking to reduce the amount of gluten they consume.”
Trends that are shifting consumer behaviour in food are also
translating into the drinks category.
As O’Brien described, “recently we’re seeing more and more grocers, cafés
and restaurants promoting the benefits of food made from ancient grains.

36 | DECEMBER 2019 NATIONAL LIQUOR NEWS

“On top of that we’ve seen a shift in consumption across all alcohol
categories to drinking less but better, and actively looking for products
that are perceived to be ‘better for you’. O’Brien beer very definitely sits
in this space.”
A common complaint that seems to come from consumers when they
try different versions of the products they love is that the taste is different
and there is less variety. That’s also something that O’Brien kept in mind
when brewing his gluten free beers, and why he took so long to release
those first bottles.
Although O’Brien beer is gluten free, it’s proven to be just as good as
any other beer, being Australia’s most awarded gluten free beer.
In 2019 alone, the range won six medals, including golds at the
Australian International Beer Awards and the Independent Brewers
Association ‘Indies’. Blind tastings didn’t identify the beers had different
gluten free grains to regular beer.
O’Brien said the key to the range’s success is continued commitment to
quality and authenticity. With a core range of five beer styles and also seasonal
releases, the beers are made from scratch to exact specifications, staying as
true to original beer brewing techniques and ingredients as possible.
“I’ve always strived to deliver beers that are true to the styles that
beer drinkers know and love, with a taste that doesn’t compromise. This
means that our consumers can seamlessly shift from a Lager, Pale Ale
or Stout brewed using barley to one of our beers brewed using ancient
grains,” said O’Brien.
“Our beers stand up to any of the craft beers made with malted barley,
and the number of local and international medals we’ve been awarded is
testament to that.”
The craft and gluten free beer categories are experiencing growth,
expected to continue into the New Year. Stocking any of the O’Brien beer
range can create a competitive edge over this festive season, allowing
retailers to cater to a demographic that usually avoids beer.
As O’Brien said: “It makes sense for liquor retailers to be providing
gluten free beers that consumers can enjoy as part of their lifestyle.”

