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Muswell Hillbilly Brewers - Sustainability Report March 2026 
Prepared by Sustainability on Tap
Introduction: Why This Report Exists 
Sustainability is often discussed in abstract terms or through highly technical frameworks that can be difficult to relate to the everyday reality of running a small business. In the brewing sector in particular, sustainability is frequently reduced to a narrow focus on carbon emissions, despite the fact that long-term resilience depends just as much on social and economic foundations.
This report has been prepared by Sustainability on Tap to provide a clear, readable and grounded account of how Muswell Hillbilly Brewers Ltd (MHB) currently operates, and how its choices shape social, economic and environmental outcomes. It is intended for readers with no prior knowledge of either sustainability reporting or the brewing industry, and therefore places individual practices in their wider context.
While large multinational brewers often have the resources to invest in high-tech recovery systems, the craft sector faces unique challenges regarding economies of scale.  However, independent breweries are often better positioned to drive rapid change through agile decision-making and deep community integration. This report reflects that specific "small-scale" agility.
The report does not offer a formal Net Zero pathway or certification framework. Carbon footprinting was completed using the SME Climate Hub tool, providing a broad overview of the business's carbon emissions as a baseline for tracking future progress. More importantly, this document describes how sustainability is built into the company's operations and explains its significance in a sector facing growing financial and environmental challenges.
The Business in Context
Origins and Founders Muswell Hillbilly Brewers was founded in 2016 by Pete Syratt, Martin Hodgson, Bob Hanson, Steve Pankhurst all local to North London and all experienced home brewers prior to establishing the business. The founders shared an ambition to create a brewery that was rooted in place, modest in scale and closely connected to its local community.
The name of the brewery reflects both geography and identity. It references Muswell Hill itself, as well as the area’s cultural history, including The Kinks’ album Muswell Hillbillies. From the outset, the intention was not to build a large production brewery supplying national markets, but to establish a neighbourhood-scale operation where brewing, selling and social activity were closely linked.
Early brewing took place in improvised settings, including a cabin and a small studio space. In February 2017, the founders secured a dedicated site in Avenue Mews, Muswell Hill. Production capacity increased gradually, including the installation of a three-barrel brewing system in 2020, allowing the business to grow without changing its fundamental character.
Current Operations Today, Muswell Hillbilly Brewers operates across three linked sites:
· a small production brewery in Muswell Hill
· a taproom in Avenue Mews, selling beer directly to customers
· Hillbilly Social, a community pub, restaurant and events venue at 101 Myddleton Road, Bowes Park
All sites are leased. Annual beer production is approximately 22,000 litres (220 hectolitres). Beer is produced primarily in keg and cask formats, with a small proportion bottled. The majority of beer is sold directly through MHB’s own venues, keeping supply chains short and operational control high.
Sector Comparison: The Taproom Model 

For context, many UK independent breweries of a similar size rely heavily on wholesale distribution and package a significant share of their beer into bottles or cans for onward transport. Industry analysis suggests that distribution and logistics can account for approximately 10% of a typical brewery's carbon emissions, with the "cold chain" (refrigerated transport) adding significant energy demand. MHB’s emphasis on direct, local sales materially shapes its environmental footprint and economic resilience by largely eliminating these downstream emissions.
Operating footprint (current):
	Site
	Primary function
	Approx. floor area
	Energy supply

	Brewery (Muswell Hill)
	Brewing and fermentation
	20.85 m²
	Electric, renewable tariff

	Taproom (Avenue Mews)
	Direct sales, events
	31.97 m²
	Transitioning to renewable tariff

	Hillbilly Social (Bowes Park)
	Pub, restaurant, events
	112 m²
	Electric, renewable tariff



This operating model is important context for understanding the brewery’s sustainability profile. In the brewing industry, decisions about scale, distribution and packaging typically have a greater influence on environmental and economic impact than marginal changes to individual processes.
1. Social Sustainability: People and Place

1.1. Employment and Locality
Muswell Hillbilly Brewers employs 18 people across brewing, hospitality, kitchen and events roles. MHB pays London living wage – contributing to viable employment opportunities for local people.   Most employees live within one to two miles of their place of work. This local employment base has practical implications: walking and cycling are common commuting modes, particularly for brewery and taproom staff, with public transport used where distances are greater.

From a sustainability perspective, local employment reduces commuting-related emissions. Data from comparable UK breweries indicates that staff commuting can account for over 10% of an organisation's scope 2 carbon footprint; MHB’s highly localised workforce likely keeps this figure significantly lower than the industry average. Equally importantly, it supports staff retention, skills development and continuity. In small hospitality businesses, high staff turnover is common; MHB’s locally rooted workforce contributes to operational stability and consistent quality.
1.2. Hillbilly Social, Bowes Park 
Hillbilly Social provides a clear example of social sustainability in practice. The building at 101 Myddleton Road previously housed The Step, a long-established local venue that closed in March 2020. Following its closure, the site was at risk of being lost to residential redevelopment. Local residents organised to protect the building, securing Asset of Community Value status and forming a Community Benefit Society. Funding was raised through community shares and grant support, including backing from the UK Government’s Community Ownership Fund, enabling the building to be purchased and restored for community use.

Muswell Hillbilly Brewers was selected to operate the venue on behalf of the community. Today, Hillbilly Social functions as a neighbourhood pub, restaurant and events space, employing local staff and hosting a wide range of community activity. The operating model aligns ownership, operation and community benefit, reducing the risk that short-term commercial pressures override local needs.
2. Economic Sustainability: Building a Viable Small Brewery

2.1. The Economics of Small Breweries 
The craft brewing sector is characterised by narrow margins, high fixed costs and exposure to volatile factors such as energy prices, ingredient availability and landlord rents. Many small breweries rely heavily on wholesale distribution or sales to pubs and bars owned by large breweries, which can reduce margins further and increase vulnerability to market shocks or remote corporate stocking decisions.

Against this backdrop, Muswell Hillbilly Brewers has developed a predominantly taproom-led business model, selling most of its beer directly through its own venues.
2.2. Local Supply Chains and Economic Circulation 
Where possible, MHB works with other independent local producers. Drinks stocked in the taproom and at Hillbilly Social include beers, ciders and spirits from North London and nearby areas. Coffee used in Fortis Green Stout is sourced from W. Martyn, an independent roaster on Muswell Hill high road. Spent grain from brewing is supplied to College Farm, Finchley, for use as cattle feed. This avoids disposal costs and supports a local circular economy.
3. Environmental Sustainability: Practical Choices and Their Impact
Environmental sustainability in brewing is influenced by a combination of upstream agricultural inputs, on-site energy and water use, packaging choices and downstream distribution.
Data Analysis by the Zero Carbon Forum and SIBA suggests the typical carbon breakdown for a small brewery is: Packaging (35%), Raw Materials/Agriculture (25%), Brewing Process (10%), Distribution (10%), and Retail cooling (15%). Understanding this breakdown highlights that while brewing itself is energy-intensive, packaging and transport often account for a larger share of total environmental impact.
Understanding this context helps explain why certain operational choices made by Muswell Hillbilly Brewers – particularly around packaging, local sales and natural conditioning – are significant.
3.1. Energy and Heating 

Muswell Hillbilly Brewers operates a fully electric brewery and uses no gas for space or process heating across its sites. Approximately 98% of electricity is supplied from renewable tariffs, with the remaining supply in the process of being transitioned.

This is a significant differentiator. The majority of UK breweries still rely on natural gas for the boiling process, which is a major contributor to Scope 1 emissions. By operating a fully electric brewhouse on renewable tariffs, MHB has effectively decarbonised its direct production energy, a step many competitors find financially or technically difficult to retrofit.

Unlike many breweries, MHB does not add carbon dioxide during the brewing process. Beer is naturally conditioned by yeast during fermentation, with carbonation occurring as part of that process. Gas cylinders (a CO₂ / nitrogen mix) are used only at the point of dispense in the taproom and Hillbilly Social. In the last 12 months, the business has invested in a second fermenter with improved control, supporting natural conditioning and consistency without increasing energy demand. This approach reduces reliance on externally supplied CO₂-a product often derived from ammonia fertiliser production-and aligns product quality with lower environmental impact.

3.2. Packaging, Containers and Materials 

Packaging is one of the most significant contributors to the environmental footprint of beer. Single-use glass bottles can carry a carbon footprint as high as ~900g CO2e per litre, whereas locally brewed cask/keg beer served in reusable steel containers can be as low as ~300g CO2e per litre.

Muswell Hillbilly Brewers’ packaging choices differ from typical sector practice in several important respects:
· Kegs are the primary packaging format, supporting reuse over many years.
· Bottled beer represents a small proportion of total volume.
· No cardboard outer packaging or plastic wrap is used.

3.3. Ingredients, Water and Waste

Brewing Ingredients 

Ingredient sourcing is a significant contributor to upstream environmental impact in brewing. Barley farming and malting typically account for the largest portion of a beer's agricultural footprint. Muswell Hillbilly Brewers uses a mix of UK and international suppliers, with an emphasis on quality, reliability and – where possible – reduced transport intensity.
Annual ingredient use (approximate):
	Ingredient
	Annual volume
	Primary source
	Notes

	Base malts
	c. 4.4 tonnes
	Muntons (UK)
	Muntons reports significant carbon reductions and is a recipient of the King’s Award for Sustainability

	Caramel / crystal malts
	c. 0.5 tonnes
	Simpsons (UK)
	UK maltster

	Dark / speciality malts
	c. 0.25 tonnes
	Weyermann (Germany)
	Specialist styles

	Hops
	c. 133 kg
	UK, EU, US, NZ
	~2% grown locally in gardens and allotments within 1 mile

	Dried yeast
	c. 19 kg
	Northern France
	



The use of UK base malts reduces transport emissions compared with imported alternatives. While MHB uses some international hops, industry data suggests hops generally constitute a smaller percentage of the total footprint (approx. 3-4%) compared to malt.
3.4. Water Use Water is a critical input to brewing. Benchmarks for UK craft breweries typically range from 4 to 8 litres of water used for every litre of beer produced. Highly efficient operators aim for below 4:1; using estimated data MHB appears to be brewing at 3.9 litres to 1 litre of beer. One reason is careful scheduling - MHB schedules two 500l brews on consecutive days to fill a 1000l fermenter – water used to cool beer after the boil is used in the subsequent brew. This practice reduces water waste and energy costs as the water that goes through the chiller gains heat which makes it cheaper to do the next brew the day after.   
Estimated annual water use:
	Site
	Estimated annual use

	Hillbilly Social
	288 m³

	Taproom
	36 m³

	Brewery and taproom
	86.4 m³


Note: Further monitoring is required to establish an exact water-to-beer ratio for benchmarking against the industry standard.
3.5. Waste and Circularity The brewing industry produces significant solid waste, primarily spent grain. While sending this to landfill releases methane, diverting it to animal feed is considered a best-practice circular solution widely adopted by sustainable breweries.
· Spent grain and hops are supplied to College Farm, Finchley for use as cattle feed.
· Glass, cardboard and general waste are collected for recycling via a contracted provider.
· Reuse of bottles and refillable containers reduces waste generation.

3.6. Carbon Footprint 
A baseline carbon footprint has been prepared using the SME Climate Hub tool. This provides an initial understanding of Scope 1 and 2 emissions and a cost-based estimate of Scope 3 emissions.

It was prepared using input data for the financial year to end June 2025 for the whole operation – brewing, taproom and The Social venue. In total across all sites and operations MHB generated 146 tonnes of carbon.
Total Estimated Emissions (2024-25): 146.33 tonnes CO₂e
The footprint is heavily weighted towards Scope 3 (Supply Chain), which is consistent with the wider hospitality and brewing sector, though MHB’s specific breakdown reveals a unique profile due to the hybrid nature of the business (brewery plus restaurant/venue).
	Emission Scope
	Description
	tCO₂e
	% of Total

	Scope 1
	Direct emissions (Vehicles, fugitive gases)
	0.67
	0.5%

	Scope 2
	Indirect emissions (Purchased electricity)
	8.24
	5.6%

	Scope 3
	Value chain (Ingredients, food, packaging, waste)
	137.42
	93.9%



Analyzing the Data: The "Hospitality Effect" The dominance of Scope 3 emissions (137.42 tonnes) is driven primarily by Purchased Goods and Services (127.03 tonnes). The largest contributor to this figure is not brewing ingredients, but the cost of food production for Hillbilly Social.
· Hospitality vs. Brewing: Unlike a standard production brewery where malt and glass bottles typically dominate emissions, MHB’s footprint reflects a busy hospitality venue. The sourcing of meat, dairy, and other food ingredients for the restaurant creates a significant carbon footprint in the supply chain, often outweighing the impact of grain used for beer.

· Brewing Efficiency: Conversely, the Scope 1 (Direct) emissions are exceptionally low at just 0.67 tonnes. For context, a typical brewery of this size using natural gas for boiling would have significantly higher Scope 1 emissions. This validates MHB’s decision to operate a fully electric brewhouse.
Benchmarking Performance Comparing MHB’s performance against industry standards highlights the efficiency of the brewing side of the business:
· Carbon Intensity: Leading sustainable craft breweries in the UK generally aim for a carbon intensity of 0.25 – 0.35 kg CO₂e per litre of beer. While MHB’s total business intensity appears higher due to the inclusion of food operations, the brewing-specific operations (electric heat, reusable kegs, zero gas) sit at the "best-in-class" end of this spectrum - calculated as low as 0.144 CO₂e/L for the beer production element alone when packaged in 30l Steel Kegs (which accounts for 93% of beer brewed).

· Scope 1 Leadership: Most UK breweries still rely on gas for heat, with Scope 1 emissions often constituting a larger share of their operational impact. MHB’s near-zero Scope 1 profile future-proofs the brewery against volatile gas prices and aligns with the UK’s net-zero trajectory for 2050.

4. Opportunities for Impact Reduction
MHB has made notable strides in energy sourcing and packaging reduction; there remain opportunities to reduce environmental impact across the brewery:
· Menu and Food Sourcing: As food procurement holds the largest share of the carbon footprint, revisiting menu options at Hillbilly Social offers the most significant emission reduction potential. Increasing plant-based offerings or partnering with suppliers for lower-carbon meat and dairy can drive meaningful reductions in Scope 3 emissions without requiring capital investment.
· Water Efficiency Benchmarking: Leading craft breweries target a water-to-beer ratio of 2.8–3.5 litres of water per litre of beer. Deploying sub-metering to track brewing and venue water usage separately, will enable precise management and accurate benchmarking against industry standards.
· Heat Recovery and Insulation: To maximise energy efficiency, improving equipment insulation and installing heat recovery systems to capture energy from boiling processes-both widely adopted practices among sustainable breweries-can further decrease electricity consumption.  Also exploring alternative ways to maintain consistent ambient temperatures for the fermenters during times of cold or hot weather.
· CO₂ Recovery: Current fermentation-generated CO₂ is vented; however, new modular technologies allow small breweries to capture and reuse this gas for carbonation, reducing reliance on external CO₂ supplies.
· English Hops Usage: Expanding use of local English hop varieties (such as those developed through the Charles Faram Hop Development programme) decreases food miles associated with imported hops and mitigates climate-related supply risks.
· Bottle Return and Refill Programmes: Further expanding these initiatives will support ongoing packaging reduction efforts.
· Supporting or promoting sustainable practices more broadly.  Engaging with local sustainability groups can inspire other small businesses to adopt sustainable practices, enhancing MHB's environmental and social impact.
These incremental advancements collectively enhance sustainability while preserving operational stability and supporting long-term growth.
5. Conclusion 
Muswell Hillbilly Brewers provides a useful case study in how sustainability can be embedded into the structure of a small, independent brewery. Social, economic and environmental outcomes are shaped less by formal targets and more by decisions about scale, locality, packaging and distribution. The practices described in this report demonstrate how a neighbourhood-scale brewery can operate responsibly, remain economically viable and contribute positively to its local community.
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