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Vintage Wine and College for Five Kids________________________________________________

Wine law is funny and full of little twists.  If your wine bears a political appellation such as Sonoma County, for example, the law requires it to be at least 75% from Sonoma County.  But what if you decide to use the larger, less specific appellation, North Coast? The appellation requirement does not decrease, as one would expect, it increases to 85%.  The same, probably unintended, situation also applies to the political appellation Monterey County and the larger viticultural appellation, Central Coast.

The California wine business is struggling right now with another equally important and tricky bit of wine law: the legal requirements for vintage dating.    Current law requires 95% of the vintage named for a wine to qualify for a vintage date.  Bordeaux also requires 95%.  But Chile only requires 75%.  Australia and the South of France require 85%, as do many other parts of the world.  

A proposal was made recently by the Technical Committee of the Wine Institute to request a change in the California vintage-dating standard to the de facto world standard of 85%.  Fairly strong opposition has arisen to this proposal from both growers and wineries, especially smaller premium wineries.  

There are a number of serious concerns that have stimulated opposition to the change.  Growers are concerned that wineries might need fewer grapes in the short term if they could blend in more from older vintages.  They are also concerned that wineries could buy more grapes when prices are very low and would then need fewer grapes when prices strengthened.  Some growers think that the change could allow wineries to delay purchases, forcing growers to custom crush more grapes and hold the custom crushed wine longer before selling it. Small premium wineries are concerned that the change could reflect badly on the integrity of California wine.  Some premium producers feel that their consumers expect a vintage wine to be substantially all from the year named.  

While many of our winery clients and most of our grower clients oppose this change, I am strongly in favor it.  Here are my reasons:

1. Growers have even more to gain from the change than wineries.  Most major California wineries have become importers.  They can now make money selling consumer friendly wines from anywhere in the world.  For many of them, sales of imported wines are growing faster than sales of California wines. But growers are entirely dependent on growth in sales for California wines, which are currently losing market share.

2. Wineries would be likely to need more California grapes, not less, with this change.  Even with the current 95% requirement, old inventory does not simply disappear.  Our brokerage company sells older inventory bulk wine that brands cannot use themselves to other brands which bottle it and sell it right back into the same overcrowded marketplace at very low prices. Allowing more blending flexibility would not put any more wine into the marketplace but it might help reduce the supply of very cheap California wine.  That benefits everyone.
3. Quality is the only way out.  In general, California will never be the low cost producer in a competitive world market.  The only hope for a prosperous California wine business is to make wines that please consumers enough that they will pay more for them than for wines from Bulgaria, for example, not to mention Chile or Australia.  Blending flexibility helps make more appealing wines.  More appealing wines sell faster and for better prices.  Australian wines are growing much faster than California wines in our home market and in every major market in the world. One key reason is the perception that they make more consumer friendly wines.
4. I don’t think this change would result in a lot of bad PR.  The only consumer-oriented article I have seen on this issue was in the San Francisco Chronicle November 20th.  The reporter, Carol Emert, lambasted the California wine business for not making the change, which she said would help make better wines.  (Link: www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/chronicle/archive/2003/11/20/WIG1Q35GIL1.DTL)

I feel strongly about this because I have lost sales of California wines (and therefore of California grapes) in export markets because our foreign competitors could blend their young reds with 15% or more of older vintages and we could not.  It seems unwise to me to block a change that could help our wines taste better and our California brands be more competitive.  For the good of California growers and California brands, we need to grow our sales of California wines and to compete on quality in an increasingly tough world market.  

A couple of compromises have been proposed, including one that would allow political appellations, (i.e., California, or Monterey County), to use the 85% vintage standard but to require the current 95% for viticultural appellations (i.e., Napa Valley or Central Coast).  Another approach would be to give wineries the right to state on the label the percentage of the vintage named.  A winery could then choose to make a statement of 100% vintage if they felt it helped them sell their wine.

I know that some intelligent growers and winery folk will disagree with my arguments in favor of a change in the vintage regulations.  It is important to have a healthy debate on an issue of such importance. The bottom line for me is that we must be fanatical about pleasing Conrad and Connie Consumer.  If we don’t, someone else will.  And I am afraid California will end up with fewer grapes and less wine for us to sell.  And I have five kids to put through college by selling grapes and wines in bulk.  
Grapes & Wine in Bulk ______________________

We made 51 sales of grapes over the last two months, mostly in October but – to our amazement - we had a number of grape sales still into November.  Harvest is typically a slow time for sales of wines in bulk but this year the market was relatively busy, partially because many wineries delayed purchases they normally would make before crush.  The biggest seller in October and November was Merlot, with 17 individual sales.  Prices ranged from a low of $2.25 for 39,000 gallons of 2001 California Merlot to a high of $15 for 2,800 gallons of 2002 Napa Valley Merlot.  Cabernet Sauvignon racked up 11 sales, with a low of 40,000 gallons of 2001 at $1.90 and a high of two sales totaling 3,500 gallons of Napa Valley 2002 at $16.00 each.  Third place was Chardonnay, with 13 sales, all from the North and Central Coast areas, ranging in price from $3.00 to $7.50. Syrah was next, with 6 sales, a high of $8 (Napa 2002, 3200 gallons) and a low of $2.00 (California 2001 13,000 gallons).  Then followed Zinfandel, Pinot Noir and Sauvignon Blanc with five sales each.  Three sales of Port where followed by two sales each of Muscat and White Zinfandel.  Cabernet Franc and Petite Sirah closed out with one sale apiece.  

Looking forward, the bulk market is more active now than last year at this time.  We even have several wineries seriously talking about 2004 grapes purchases.  If retail sales during this holiday season prove strong, we could see a much healthier market for grapes and wines in bulk.

Give us a call now to update your situation.  It time to get things lined up for a busy and successful 2004.

MARKET OPPORTUNITIES

Here is a slice of the market.  If you are going to be active with grapes for 2004 or you have wine in bulk to buy or sell, give us a call as early as you can.  

Needed:  Zinfandel 2002 & 2003, high quality, North Coast, Central Coast and California.

Needed:   2003 reds, especially Syrah, Rhone and Italian varietals.

Needed:  White Riesling, Muscat Canelli, Gewurztraminer, Symphony, and other floral whites, 2003 and 

                2002 vintage, all appellations. 

Needed:  Chardonnay, 2002 & 2003, Sonoma Coast and Russian River.

Needed:  Pinot Noir, 2002 and 2003, Sonoma Coast and Russian River.

Needed:  Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignon, 2002 vintage.

Needed:  Pinot Grigio, 2002  and 2003, all appellations.  Also Pinot Grigio grapes, North Coast.

Needed:  Chardonnay 2003 Napa Valley and North Coast.

Needed:   Merlot 2003 Sonoma County.

Needed:  Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, 2001, 2002 & 2003.  

Needed:  Petite Sirah 2004 grapes, Napa and Sonoma Counties. 

Needed:  Malbec, North and Central Coast 2004 grapes. 

Available:   2002 barrel-aged Cabernet Sauvignon and Syrah, 18,000 gallons each.

Available:   Sauvignon Blanc 2003 from Napa Valley, Sonoma, Russian River, Mendocino and Lake                             County.

Available:   2001 Merlot, substantial quantities, good quality, bargain prices.  Also other 2001 red 

                   varietals, at attractive prices: Zinfandel, Syrah, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet                                 Franc.

Available:   Petite Sirah 2002, Mendocino, 8,000 gallons; Clarksburg, 18,000 gallons; Calif. 12,000 gal.

Available:   Monterey County Chardonnay 2003, several lots.

Available:  Paso Robles Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon wine and 2004 grapes.  

Available:  Unusual Red Wines, Central Coast Appellation, 2001 & 2002: Negrette, Trousseau, 

       Mourvedre, Dolcetto, Grenache.  

Available:  White Zinfandel 2002, California; White Zinfandel 2003, California and Central Coast.

Available:   2004 Chardonnay grapes, Napa Carneros, Sonoma Carneros, Russian River, Sonoma Coast, 

                    Chard RRV, Sonoma Coast.

Available:   Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot 2004 grapes, Napa Valley.

Available:   High quality Sonoma Carneros planting site available.

Available:   Pinot Grigio grapes, 2004 production plus grafting or planting contract for future production.

Other Opportunities:

Barter:  Obtain advertising, DSL lines, printing services, media, contractors, premium items (hats, t-shirts, etc), and other supplies in return for your excess case goods or bulk wine inventories.  Barter may allow you to obtain your full cost from excess inventory.

Sell your unused brands, with or without inventory attached.  We have buyers for brands. 

Also, check our web site www.grapes-wine.com.
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