George Clooney's Casamigos tequila faces class-action suit over alleged adulteration claims
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In a significant shake-up for the spirits industry, George Clooney's Casamigos tequila is at the centre of a bombshell class-action lawsuit that alleges the brand has compromised its integrity by selling adulterated tequila under the guise of being 100% agave. Co-founded by Clooney and entrepreneur Randy Gerber, Casamigos has quickly risen to become one of the best-selling tequilas worldwide, but these allegations could tarnish its reputation and shed light on wider issues in tequila production.
The lawsuit, filed in the federal court of New York, accuses Casamigos and the well-known Don Julio brand—both owned by the liquor giant Diageo—of misleading consumers about the quality of their products. Plaintiffs, which include a New York mixologist and a restaurant, allege that the tequilas contain significant levels of cane alcohol or other non-agave substances, despite marketing claims of being crafted solely from 100% Blue Weber agave. The lawsuit seeks over $5 million in damages, asserting that consumers would not have paid premium prices for these brands had they known the truth about their ingredients.
Although Diageo has categorically denied these claims, asserting that both Casamigos and Don Julio tequilas are made from pure Blue Weber agave and comply with official standards, the lawsuit brings to light important questions about the integrity of tequila production. Tequila, a spirit that must be produced in the designated tequila region of Mexico, traditionally limits its ingredients to agave, water, and yeast. However, additives such as glycerin, oak extract, and caramel colour may legally constitute up to 1% of the product, often resulting in a highly debated grey area regarding what can be sold as "pure" tequila.
Industry experts express concern that the burgeoning popularity of brands like Casamigos has fuelled a rush to cut corners. Fonseca Aquinaga, a Texas tequila coach, highlighted this issue on social media, noting that many celebrity-endorsed tequilas rely on unripe agave and artificial additives to maximise profit margins. This race for efficiency in production undermines the traditional methods that respect the lengthy maturation process of the agave plant, which can take five to ten years to achieve optimal flavour and quality characteristics.
Tequila's regulatory environment is complex, heavily influenced by the Consejo Regulador del Tequila (CRT), a private organisation that oversees production. Critics argue that the CRT operates on an honour system, relying on producers to self-report ingredient usage without rigorous testing or oversight. As such, the addition of non-agave alcohols could easily escape scrutiny, raising issues of transparency and consumer trust in a market increasingly crowded with celebrity brands.
The fallout from this lawsuit is significant for Diageo, especially as it navigates the claims that could require tequila producers to demonstrate the authenticity of their ingredients in court for the first time. As consumer awareness grows regarding what constitutes genuine tequila, there is a tangible shift toward demanding greater transparency from manufacturers. Alcohol retailers, recognising this trend, have begun offering additive-free labels, indicating a potential change in market dynamics as informed consumer choices challenge established brands.
Diageo’s commitment to defending its tequilas and maintaining their purported quality underscores the stakes involved not only for the company's reputation but also for the future of tequila production as a whole. Should the plaintiffs succeed, it might lead to a recalibration of marketing standards within the spirits industry, ensuring that consumers can truly trust what they are purchasing.
As this legal battle unfolds, the reputation and future of popular brands like Casamigos and Don Julio remain perilously poised between market success and authenticity, a contention that may redefine consumer expectations of what tequila should represent.
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