


Alcoholic cider is defined in Pennsylvania law as 
any beverage produced from fermentation of fruit or 
fruit juice having between 0.5 percent and 5.5 percent 
alcohol by volume (ABV) and not sold as a wine. The 
distinction of cider from wine is important. A beverage 
crafted in the same way with the same ingredients by 
the same company and having more than 5.5 percent 

ABV is considered a wine. While the former beverage 
can be produced and sold under a brewery license, the 
latter must be produced by a winery and these licenses 
have differing sales restrictions. 

These restrictions between cider and wine can create 
both logistical and financial hardships for fledgling 
cider makers. A brewery may sell its product directly to 

A lcoholic cider seems to be everywhere lately. The reason for this recent rise in 
popularity is debatable. Many credit it to Sam Koch of The Boston Beer Company, 
and the popularity of The Boston Beer Company’s Angry Orchard Hard Cider is 

perhaps doing for cider what its Samuel Adams did for the craft beer industry years ago. 
In Pennsylvania, at the time of this writing, there are more than two dozen cideries open 
and operating with more coming into existence all the time.  
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the consumer at the brewery, to restaurants, hotels or to a beer 
distributor. However, a winery may only sell to customers at 
the winery, to state-owned wine and spirits stores and to retail 
licensees, but not to the beer distributor network.  

Cideries are left with several choices, and none are optimal 
for purposes of freedom of product creation or sales and 
distribution. They can either apply for a brewery license, a 
winery license or both. A brewery license, as stated, limits 
products to an ABV below 5.5 percent but allows sales 
to Pennsylvania’s huge beer distributor network so their 
customers do not have to travel to the cidery but can find the 
product nearby. A winery license allows more freedom of 
creation but final consumers must come to them or order by 
the drink at a retail licensee. A winery license does allow for 
sales within the state-run stores but requires large sales volume 
and retail licensee requests and is notoriously challenging.

The final choice of applying for both types of licenses 
comes with its own unique set of challenges. At its discretion, 
the Pennsylvania Liquor Control Board (PLCB) can approve 
or disapprove dual-licensing a single space for both a brewery 
and a winery. If the PLCB does not approve a dual-licensed 
facility, the cidery would need either two separate spaces 
with separate equipment or one divided area with separate 
equipment and ingredient storage. If the license is granted 
under either scenario it will at least add increased costs of 
annual PLCB licensing fees on top of any added equipment 
and constructions costs for maintaining two spaces.

Put simply, for these businesses, new and often small with 
shoestring budgets, this is a difficult and in some ways unfair 
process. Unfair because neither the winery nor the brewery 
are hampered by additional restrictions simply because of 
particular components of their products. A winery can create 
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a beverage using fruit and fruit juices containing up to 24 
percent ABV regardless of the ingredients. A brewery, on the 
other hand, has no upper limits on 
the ABV of its products as long as 
they are not made with fruit juice. 
This seemingly arbitrary 5.5 percent 
ceiling on a drink made from fruit 
or fruit juice by a brewery forces 
a cidery to either stifle creativity 
or incur additional and often 
unreasonable expenses.

That is, of course, only the law 
for producing cider as it stands 
today. A solution to these problems 
is both obvious and possible: 
amend the law to create a cidery 
license. Pennsylvania is generally 
manufacturing-friendly, especially 
where it relates to production of 
alcoholic beverages. While retail 
licensees are limited in number per 
county and typically are purchased 
on the open market, manufacturing 
licenses are not and can be obtained 
directly from the PLCB. By paying a fee and having legal right 
to occupy a building, any person or company can purchase a 
brewery, winery or distillery license from the state.

The Pennsylvania Liquor Code already recognizes alcoholic 
cider as a distinct beverage separate from wine or beer, so a 
separate license category should not be necessary. This could 

be accomplished through a legislative act and could easily be 
distinguished from either a brewery or a winery license by 

putting restrictions on the allowable 
base ingredients. These restrictions 
could limit what the cideries can 
produce to drinks created only from 
certain fruits such as apples or pears. 
This license could even go so far as to 
include honey- mead and stave off future 
complaints by the mead industry that is 
also on the rise in Pennsylvania. This 
change could appease complaints from 
both wineries and breweries through 
the restriction of the ingredients used, 
as well as allowing sales to distributors 
but not to the state store systems.

Unfortunately, this is Pennsylvania 
and changes to the liquor licensing 
laws are as slow-to-move as the system 
is ponderous. While a change is needed 
and certainly possible it is unlikely to 
happen in the near future. However, 
if both existing and new cideries push 
for it and possibly get support from the 

brewery associations (often inclusive and supportive groups) 
it might not be far off.
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On June 8, Pennsylvania Gov. Tom Wolf signed into law 
bipartisan legislation proposed by the members of Senate 
that would loosen the alcohol laws in the state. According 
to Gov. Wolf, this is the largest reformative action that 
the Commonwealth has taken since Prohibition. In 2011, 
Pennsylvania House Speaker Mike Turzai attempted to write 
legislation that would privatize the sale of wine and spirits 
in Pennsylvania. After being rejected as legislation, the plan 
was brought to the floor again by Sen. Charles McIlhinney 
two years ago. The Senate rejected the bill. Fortunately for 
Sen. McIlhinney, he was given the opportunity to once more 
author a reform of liquor laws in Pennsylvania - that have 
been in place for more than 80 years. 

Included in the bill are a number of reforms to the 
state alcohol laws that legislators believe will provide a 
significant benefit for consumers.  The former restriction 
on alcohol sales in the Commonwealth on Sundays and 

state-mandated holidays has been lifted. Customer loyalty 
programs have been enhanced and coupons will now be 
available at state-run wine and spirits, or “state,” stores. 

Besides the opportunity for state stores to offer discounts 
and specials through flexible pricing guidelines, restaurants 
and hotels are now allowed to sell up to four bottles of 
wine per customer for take-out and grocery stores currently 
selling beer are now allowed to sell consumers up to four 
bottles of wine. Also, direct shipment of wine to people’s 
homes and sales of six packs of beer by gas stations are 
now permissible under the new legislation. There are more 
applications expected to be added. 
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