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BY MIKE IVEY

By most accounts, Wisconsin’s craft beer in-
dustry is still booming. It’s an economic de-
velopment bright spot in a state struggling 
to create new jobs and boost private-sector 
investment.
 But unfortunately, the number of new 
breweries opening in Wisconsin is now lag-
ging the rest of the nation by some 50%, ac-
cording to the latest figures from the Brew-
ers Association, based in Boulder, Colo. And 
some entrepreneurs are blaming lawmakers 
for arcane rules slipped into the 2011 budget 
that make it harder for smaller players to ex-
pand or grow their business.
 “Wisconsin likes to think of itself as the 
home of brewing but the fact is other states 
are a lot more friendly,” says Peter Gentry of 
Madison’s One Barrel Brewing. Gentry had to 
stop selling wine and liquor at his tap room 
at 2001 Atwood Ave. in order to comply with 
the new law.
 Gentry opened his “nanobrewery” in 
2012 with the modest goal of producing 
about 250 barrels of beer annually. (A bar-
rel is 31.5 gallons or about 125 pints of beer.) 
The 1,300-square-foot facility also featured an 
in-house bar serving beer, wine and spirits, 
which provided some badly needed revenue 
to the fledging operation.
 In fact, business has been going so well 
that Gentry has run out of capacity at his east-
side location and wanted to start contract 
brewing One Barrel beers at other facilities. 
This is a common practice among brewers 
today that allows for growth without a major 
capital investment in new equipment.
 But in order to legally contract brew un-
der the new state rules, Gentry had to switch 
the official classification of his business from 
“brewpub” to “brewery” — a move that also 
forced One Barrel to give up its license to sell 
wine and liquor, although it can still offer 
beer. That change alone, Gentry estimates, 
will cost $15,000 in lost sales. Meanwhile, 
other breweries operating prior to 2011 are 

still permitted to hold the Class B licenses 
that allow retail liquor or wine sales on 
premise.
 “They’ve made the playing field very un-
even, especially if you want to expand,” says 
Gentry.
 The changes in state law, which were 
backed by the powerful Tavern League of 
Wisconsin, made big news in Milwaukee re-
cently when celebrity chef Justin Aprahami-
an, owner of Sanford restaurant and a James 
Beard award winner, announced he will open 
his Like Minds Brewery in Chicago instead of 
Milwaukee as first planned. The owners an-
ticipated hiring 40 employees off the bat, but 
these jobs now seem headed to Illinois.
 That story caught the eye of state Rep. Dale 
Kooyenga (R-Brookfield), who calls it “embar-
rassing” that a prominent Wisconsin busi-
nessman is being forced out of state because 
of rules designed to protect bars and taverns 
from competition from small breweries.
 “I’m a free market guy, and this is just 
wrong,” says Kooyenga who put some of the 
blame on the state Department of Revenue 
for what called an overly aggressive ap-
proach to regulation.
 Kooyenga, who has championed deep 
tax cuts in Wisconsin as a way to spark busi-
ness growth, is now planning to introduce 
legislation that could ease some of the brew-
ing restrictions in the name of growing the 
state economy.
 “We should be helping entrepreneurs in 
the state, not making it more difficult,” he says.

The rules that block a brewery owner from 
holding a retail liquor license are part of the 
state’s longstanding “three-tier” distribu-
tion system that legally separates alcohol 
manufacturers, wholesalers and bar own-
ers from each other. The patchwork of laws, 
which has been tweaked and changed at 
various times, is designed to prevent mo-
nopoly control of the alcohol industry.

Craft brewery slowdown
Owners says an arcane 2011 state law is impeding growth

n  NEWS

45. Wisconsin

33%
1. Mississippi

250%
2. Alabama (tie)

217%
2. Arkansas (tie)

217%
4. North Dakota

200%
5. Florida

147%
U S A

73%
46. Kansas

29%
47. Missouri

28%
48. Utah

25%
49. Alaska

10%
50. Oklahoma

0%

Growth of craft breweries by state, 2011-2014
    T O P  F I V E  S T A T E S                  B O T T O M  S I X  S T A T E S

SOURCE: BREWERS ASSOCIATION

Peter Gentry estimates he’s lost $15,000 in sales because he can  
no longer serve wine or liquor at One Barrel Brewing. 


