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The Maltsters Association of Great Britain 
 
 

Coronavirus and its impact on malting and associated suppliers/customers 
 
The purpose of this document is to highlight the importance of the malting sector supply chain and the 
impact of the coronavirus crisis. 
 
Are malting plants continuing to operate? 
 
Yes, though some companies may be scaling back their operations based on reduced demand.   

• For some sites there is more than one production line so a site could operate with lower 
throughput to meet reduced demand.   

• Malt is also a product that can be stored safely so deliveries can be made from stock product 
even when production slows. 

 
However, the malting supply chain is complex with raw material (malting barley) subject to long lead 
times and procurement taking place within the window of harvest.  Malting is capital intensive and 
has a high fixed cost base.  Continued reduced demand is uneconomic and not sustainable; it will 
affect the long-term stability of the supply chain; demand from the 2020 grain harvest would 
decrease significantly and the supply of malt will be jeopardised into 2021 and beyond. 
 
Can a malting plant operate safely? 

 
Yes, though this is a decision taken at company level since all malting plants are different and will 
need to consider their individual circumstances.   
All plants operating are doing so in a safe manner and within the government guidelines 
 
How do changes in our sector affect our suppliers and customers? 
 
They would have a very serious impact because we exist in a closely integrated supply chain. 

• Our main customers (brewers and distillers) are allowed to continue to operate under the 
government rules and require our continued operation to keep their businesses open.  Both 
sectors are significant contributors to the UK economy and fiscal taxes.  Some have decided to 
temporarily close and while others continue to operate, they are reliant on barley deliveries 
and malt despatches to enable this to continue.  The food and drink sector are classified as 
‘essential’ industries and to stop malting would result in products not getting to the 
supermarket shelves at a time of crisis. 

• As well as providing the primary raw material for beer and whisky, we produce ingredients 
going into the food sector for use in such staples as bread and breakfast cereals as well as the 
animal feed sector which helps to keep food on the supermarket shelves.  Some malting plants 
also deliver energy to the grid in the form of biogas and electricity. 

• We are an essential customer for the farming sector and play a pivotal role in matching the 
current and future needs of our customers with UK agriculture.   Without us many arable 
farmers will face real difficulties in the coming season. The malting industry processes 2 million 
tonnes of British barley annually and the loss of even one month’s production would be a 
substantial loss to farmers who have already suffered from the effects of flooding and are 
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looking at uncertainty ahead.  If malting capacity slows too far before harvest this could depress 
demand during harvest 2020, will hit our farmers very hard and limit our customers’ ability to 
recover. There will be long term damage to the supply chain. 

 
What are the consequences of ceasing production at a malting plant? 
 
There would be serious financial losses and long-term consequences both up and down the supply 
chain. 

• Malting plants would take a long time to close-down (up to 10 days) and would similarly take a 
long time to restart.  To be forced to close at short notice would be costly and damaging. 

• Forced closure, specifically short notice closure, would not only be financially crippling it could 
be reckless and unsafe to do so – the product would spoil and the operation to clean up and 
return to a safe condition would require significant manpower and resource, something that 
could be avoided by controlled, continued operating. 

• Storage space at malting sites and within the supply chain is limited and not consuming last 
years’ barley may limit space for new barley from harvest 2020.  This would cause supply chain 
interruption between growers and maltsters, leading to potentially significant financial losses 
for the supply side of the chain.  Forced closure would not only limit 2020 harvest capability but 
would extend the economic impact into 2021 harvest and beyond by creating huge uncertainty 
over the planting and supply of malting barley.  Our customers’ ability to recover will also be 
impacted in the long term. 

• From a UK and Scottish perspective whisky is of significant economic importance to both 
governments and the direct economy.  As an industry operating at full capacity there is no way 
of recovering lost production and therefore potentially regaining the economic loss from 
stopping supplies. 
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