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Report Highlights:
Japan designated “Japanese sake” / nihonshu / 日本酒 as a Geographical Indication (GI) on December
25, 2015. In keeping with recent efforts to elevate the value of Japanese agricultural products and to
promote agricultural exports overseas, the new GI will limit the use of the above terms to only those
products brewed in Japan with Japanese-grown rice and Japanese water. As the GI does not restrict
foreign producers’ ability to use the term “sake,” a widely recognized term, Post does not anticipate
much impact on U.S. sake.
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General Information:
Japan’s National Tax Agency (NTA) designated the terms “Japanese sake” / nihonshu / 日本酒 as a
Geographical Indication (GI) and created a “Japanese sake” production standard on December 25, 2015.
The production standard designates that “Japanese sake” must be brewed in Japan from rice grown in
Japan and water drawn in Japan. The standard supplements the Liquor Tax Law’s existing production
standard for “sake” / seishu / 清酒, which does not specify the geographic origin of ingredients.1
Products that do not meet the “Japanese sake” production standard cannot be labeled “Japanese sake,”
nihonshu or日本酒, but may be labeled as “sake,” 酒, seishu or 清酒. By permitting continued use of the
generic term “sake,” the NTA’s designation of “Japanese sake” is consistent with the stated objectives of
the GI Act, which protects the freedom to use common names and does not cover alcoholic beverages
(for more information on the GI Act, see JA5008 and JA5016). The production standards and the
Liquor Tax Law are both available (in Japanese) on-line.
Under Japan’s Liquor Industry Association Act, the director-general of the NTA has the authority to
designate GIs for alcoholic beverages, including wine, distilled spirits and sake. Following the
conclusion of Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) Agreement negotiations, the Government of Japan
significantly expanded its efforts to promote Japanese agricultural exports. As a country with relatively
high costs of production, Japan is looking to capitalize on distinctively Japanese high-value exports,
such as Japanese green teas, Japanese wagyu beef, and Japanese sake. As part of that effort, the NTA
revised the labeling standards for alcoholic beverages and established alcoholic beverage GI guidelines
on October 30, 2015, to simplify the alcoholic GI registration process. Despite establishing a GI system
for alcoholic beverages in 1995, as of August 18, 2016, there were only six alcoholic beverage GIs in
Japan, all registered before October 2015. The alcoholic beverages labeling standard and the GI
guideline are both available (in Japanese) on the NTA website.
In a side letter on distinctive products, the United States pledged to initiate the process to consider
prohibiting infringement upon Japan’s six registered alcoholic beverage GIs as well as “Japanese sake” /
“Nihonshu sake” upon entry into force of the TPP Agreement. In return, Japan has pledged to initiate
the process to consider prohibiting infringement upon two U.S. distinctive products: Bourbon Whiskey
and Tennessee Whiskey. In order to protect “Japanese sake” / nihonshu / 日本酒 in other markets, Japan
will need to negotiate separate recognition agreements. Under TPP, tariffs on Japanese sake are
scheduled to be eliminated eleven years from the date of the Agreement’s entry into force.
In addition to “Japanese sake”, the NTA also designated “Japan wine” as a GI in December 2015. For
more information on “Japan wine,” see JA5020 and the November 2015 NTA presentation in the
attached Appendix.

1

The product that Americans commonly refer to as ‘sake,’ is in fact seishu / 清酒in Japanese. In the Japanese language,

the word sake / 酒 is used to refer to all alcoholic beverages, including beer, spirits, and wine. In the Japanese language,
nihonshu / 日本酒 is the term commonly used for ‘Japanese seishu.’
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