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Japan's Big Four Brewers Face Cartel Probe
as Beer Tax Reform Shakes Up Market
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

The Japan Fair Trade Commission raided four major brewers—Asahi, Kirin, Suntory and
Sapporo—on October 7 over suspected price-fixing in violation of the Antimonopoly Act.

The commission suspects the companies formed a cartel to coordinate beer prices rather
than compete independently. Such arrangements, in which rival companies agree on prices
or production volumes, are illegal under Japan's competition laws.

The investigation comes amid major changes to Japan's beer market following an October
revision to the Liquor Tax Law that standardized tax rates across beer categories. Pressure
to protect their brands and market positions may have contributed to the suspected collusion.

Continued on next page.
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1_ Article

The October 1 revision standardized the tax on beer and beer-like beverages at ¥54.25
(about $0.35 per 350-milliliter can). The tax on regular beer fell by about ¥ (0.06), while rates
for happoshu, a low-malt beer-like beverage, and so-called "third-category" beers rose by
about ¥7 ($0.04).

The change marks the final stage of a three-part tax reform introduced in 2020, 2023 and
2026.

With the market for third-category beers expected to shrink further and demand for regular
beer set to grow, major brewers have been expanding their beer portfolios and launching
new products to compete for market share.

At the heart of this strategy is transforming popular third-category brands into regular beers
as their tax advantage disappears.

Suntory launched a beer version of its Kinmugi brand on October 6. Sapporo Breweries will
follow with Gold Star and Mugi to Hop on October 20, while Asahi plans to release Clear
Asahi on October 27 and Kirin will launch Honkirin on November 4.

In a September interview with the Sankei Shimbun, Suntory President Eiichiro Nishida
explained the thinking behind the shift.

"Consumer satisfaction and affordability are key factors in purchasing decisions," Nishida
said. He explained that Suntory aims to preserve Kinmugi's appeal as an affordable
everyday drink despite the tax changes, while improving its quality to "strengthen our position
in the market.”

For the brewers, the strategy is to capitalize on established brands with loyal customers
while increasing malt content to improve flavor. By bringing familiar products into the regular
beer category, they hope to retain existing customers as the market adjusts to the new tax
structure.
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2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. raid REEERYT S
Police raided the offices of the IT company on Thursday.

2.cartel AILTIL, TREESE
OPEC, the oil cartel, has decided to increase oil production at the end of the year.

3. compete ST %
The two streaming services are competing for users by offering discounts.

4. affordable FEEE{fI4& D
Affordable housing is difficult to find these days.

5. retain ##&93 5

We have been able to retain our workers over the years because we treat them well.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.
1. Why were four brewers raided by the Japan Fair Trade Commission?

2. What exactly did the brewers do?
3. Why are brewers turning some beer-like drinks into regular beer?

4. Do you think companies should be allowed to discuss prices with
their competitors? Why or why not?

5. What most influences your choice of food products, cost, taste,
nutrition, or brand? Why?
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