


SCOTCH WHISKY ASSOCIATION 
Tariff Liberalisation

Overview
Scotch Whisky Association (SWA) is the 
representative organisation of over 66 Scotch whisky 
distillers and marketers based in Edinburgh, Scotland 
with the aim of protecting and promoting Scotch 
whisky at home and abroad. Its member 
organisations include Diageo plc, Chivas Brothers 
Ltd, Grant, William and Sons Ltd, Invergordon 
Distillers Ltd, Teacher Wm & Sons Ltd., among 
others. The Association promotes the principle of 
free trade in spirit drinks and affords high priority to 
tariff liberalisation.
SWA has been actively campaigning in India for the 

reduction of custom duties on imported spirits and 
bringing them at par with India’s WTO 
commitments.
Situation Analysis
Dialogue with key media and other influencers 
revealed that domestic manufacturers had been 
actively seeding arguments against the lowering of 
duties and how it would cripple the domestic 
industry. In reality, a lower fiscal regime would not 
impact the sale of domestic brands as price points at 
which the overseas manufacturers would sell their 
brands would be far higher than the level at which 
the domestic industry operates.

The Challenge
Public relation’s primary task was to support SWA in 
influencing editorial opportunities in favour of lower duties 
on bottled in Scotland spirits. 
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Strategy
The arguments being placed by the Indian industry 
were only from their survival’s perspective. Thus it 
was considered prudent to shift the focus from 
industry to the consumer and society i.e. how the 
consumer will benefit from this exercise. Also 
highlight the impact on government revenue on 
account of the flourishing bootlegger trade.
A detailed target media list comprising journalists 
who write on the spirits industry, senior editors, 
columnists, opinion leaders as well as 
representatives of key Indian media based in the UK 
was compiled. Since the spokespersons of the 
Association are based in the UK, occasions for face- 
to-face interactions were restricted to their periodic 
visits in the country. It was therefore agreed to tap 
Indian media based in the UK too.  
Special rationale papers were prepared on the issue. 
These were to be shared with the target media to 
sensitise them to the issue. The endeavour was to 
‘build a credible rationale’ for lowering duties in the 
category.
Phase - 1
Initially the efforts were concentrated towards 
establishing SWA’s credentials and point of view 
using the tools of personal interactions and 
relationship meetings. 

Phase - 2
A more broad approach based on ‘debate based’ 
columns and industry stories was pursued 
subsequently since this issue had two prominent 
(read adversarial) dimensions - domestic industry 
and foreign manufacturers. 
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Execution & Tactics
Interviews
One-on-one interviews were organised for key 
spokesperson traveling into the country with 
correspondents who write on the spirits industry. 
SWA was advised to time the visits in time to 
influence the Budget preparations in India.
Press Briefings
Select press briefings were organised for SWA 
delegations visiting India comprising representatives 
from various countries. This provided a single 
platform for the media to interact and gauge the 
views of different countries on the matter.
Tapping Opinion Leaders
Support was solicited from columnists cum opinion 
leaders like Anil Dharker, Khushwant Singh (as these 
personalities were Scotch aficionados themselves!). 
Industry Articles & Debates
As there was consensus among the international 
companies on the need to rationalise import duties, 
articles were mooted across media reflecting the 
views of all the foreign players in the country.  
Bylined articles and debate opportunities were 
tapped to garner favourable opinion. Comments 
were provided for all industry stories.
Research
A premier market research agency was 
commissioned to examine “consumer buying 
behaviour should availability be enhanced and duties 
be reduced”. The findings were shared with the 
media. 
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Results and Impact 
Media contact programme snowballed into a flurry of 
reportage in support of the rationale for lowering of 
duties in leading national dailies, magazines and 
channels:

Repeated reports including edit pieces in The 
Economic Times, Business Standard,etc
Article on the issue in leading general interest 
magazines like Outlook
Noted opinion leaders like Khushwant Singh, Anil 
Dharker wrote about the issue in their columns
Star News (then produced by NDTV) held a live 
discussion on prime-time business
Face-off in the Economic Times carried the views 
of SWA
Full-page special reports in the same papers 
presented the view of the industry collectively 
arguing in favour of the reduction
Bylined articles in Economic Times and Times of 
India, allowed the association to present its views 
quite exhaustively

All the above resulted in the establishment of a 
review committee by the Government of India in the 
initial years (2000-01) and the duties being reduced 
to a significant level in March 2003.
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