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Why a ‘Top Brewers’ list lacks D.C. names
The Brewers Association came out
with its annual list of the nation’s top
craft brewing companies last week,
and it might have left some D.C. beer
fans scratching their heads. D.C.’s beer
scene is growing exponentially and
winning all types of awards, so how
come no area breweries made the list?
The short answer: It’s because
the list is ranked by volume. So with
Yuengling and Sam Adams’ Boston
Beer Co. topping the list — yes, they’re
still considered craft breweries at their
massive scale — even Greater Washington’s largest breweries are still a far cry
from brewing at that kind of capacity.
The last company on the top craft
breweries list, No. 50, is BJ’s Brewery, the Huntington Beach, California company behind more than 170
locations of BJ’s Restaurant and Brewhouse around the U.S. BJ’s, which is
a public company, brewed just more
than 60,000 barrels of beer in 2016
between its in-house and third-party brewing operations, according to
its Securities and Exchange Commission filing.
In contrast, Port City Brewing Co.
in Alexandria, one of the D.C. area’s
largest breweries, did 17,000 barrels.
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Even with its new brewing line, D.C.
Brau wouldn’t crack the top 50 craft
breweries in the U.S. by volume.
D.C. Brau, the other elder statesman
of the region’s modern brewing scene,
did just over 15,000 barrels last year.
Both Port City and D.C. Brau have
expansions planned, though even with
those capacity increases they wouldn’t
break the existing “top 50” threshold.
Port City, which announced last year
that it would open a satellite brewhouse in a warehouse down the road
from its existing Alexandria facility,
expects to be at about 35,000 barrels

per year after the expansion.
With its new brewing line, D.C.
Brau said it would up its capacity by
360 percent during the next decade,
which would put it at a little more than
55,000 barrels. But that’s not until 10
years from now, at which point, surely,
other breweries that made the list will
have ramped up production as well.
Brewery expansion in the D.C. area
is hampered by high real estate costs,
along with other headwinds. But not
making the list with some of their
behemoth brethren isn’t necessarily a
problem for Washington’s breweries.
(The one Maryland brewery that did
make it is Flying Dog in Frederick at
No. 32; Delaware’s Dogfish Head also
made the list at No. 23.) D.C. Brau has
no current plans to go national, and
neither does Port City.
“I’m not convinced that any of us,
the local breweries, that is, aspire to
being in the top 50,” said Bill Butcher,
Port City’s founder. “I know that we
don’t. It’s not a goal of ours.”
Why’s that?
“We like being a small, independent brewery,” Butcher said. “We can
be happy and profitable and remain
small. We don’t have to keep grow-

ing and growing to remain profitable,
especially with all the costs associated
with growth.”
Though Port City may expand its
reach within the Mid-Atlantic region
after increasing brewing capacity — it
currently distributes as far north as
Connecticut and south to North Carolina — Butcher isn’t looking to move
much further beyond this region, he
said.
But Port City doesn’t necessarily
have to move beyond the East Coast in
order to continue growing.
“We’re still finding more and more
growth right here,” Butcher said. That
upside in the craft beer market could
be why several major West Coast breweries are setting up shop here: Sierra
Nevada, Stone and New Belgium are all
opening outposts in either Virginia or
North Carolina.
Those breweries, however, have all
had years or decades on D.C.’s beer
scene, which just formed in 2011.
Stone Brewing, out of Escondido, California, opened in 1996. Sierra Nevada
was founded in 1980.
“People forget how young D.C.’s
craft beer scene is, and how small it
still is,” Butcher said.
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