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Sonoma County Strategic Considerations

Current Status: Demand has grown for Russian River and other Sonoma County Chardonnay, but demand 
– and grape prices – have not grown as much as they have for Pinot Noir and Cabernet Sauvignon. !ere has 
been very little planting of Chardonnay beyond what is necessary for replacement and Chardonnay is not at the 
top of the list of varieties most favored for new plantings. Sales, however, are growing slowly and a short 2011 
harvest has ramped up demand and boosted prices for both grapes and wines in bulk. Substantial Chardonnay 
brands, on the other hand, have switched away from Sonoma County appellations. !is will continue to free up 

some Sonoma County tonnage over the next few years as existing contracts 
expire, partially o"setting the lack of new Chardonnay plantings.

Background: Based on the five year average, Sonoma County 
produces roughly 33 percent more Chardonnay tonnage 
than the rest of the North Coast combined. !is impressive 
volume is accompanied by prestige, with premier appel-
lations such as Russian River, Sonoma Coast and Los Car-
neros. Sonoma County Chardonnay su"ered from over-
supply in the early 2000’s, when the economy declined, 
yet tonnage increased, due to maturing plantings from the 
mid and late-1990’s. !e huge crop of 2005 overwhelmed 
the progress made in reducing inventories. Slow but 
steady increase in consumer demand finally began to push 
the cooler areas of Sonoma County towards shortage in 
2007 and 2008, and supply began to tighten in the rest 
of the county as well. As the recession lingered in 2009, 
wholesalers and restaurateurs reduced inventories while 
consumers traded down in price. Although some brands 

were able to open new channels, including grocery store sales, to help maintain volume in di#cult times, many 
brands su"ered flat or declining sales and intense pricing pressure.

Future: Sonoma County Chardonnay is likely to make a slow transition into shortage over the next couple of 
years and then to remain in a state of shortage for many years. Sonoma County does have more available land 
suitable for planting than Napa Valley, for example, but severe environmental regulations in the Russian River 
Valley and throughout Sonoma County will limit and delay planting and increase costs. !e rate of new plant-
ing and the length of this period of shortage will be determined by many factors discussed in some detail in the 
Strategic Overview on page vi.

Strategy: Most of the time, customers are able to select their suppliers. Growers, however, are coming into a 
time when they will have the rare opportunity to select the best long-term customers for their Chardonnay 
grapes. As experienced growers know, the best customer is not always the one who pays the highest price. In 
addition to price, yield and cultural requirements, financial stability, marketing prowess and general reasonable-
ness are all critically important for a successful long-term relationship. Growers will need to weigh the security 

 Sonoma County.  Other category is primarily Figure 1-11
comprised of 2% Syrah, 2% Petite Sirah, 1% Cabernet Franc, 
1% Pinot Grigio.
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of long-term contract o"ers against the upward potential of spot market sales.

Brand owners are understandably cautious. High-end and luxury class Chardonnay are growing slowly and may 
continue that trend until consumer confidence rebounds, whenever that might be. On the other hand, supply is 
short and is likely to become shorter and more expensive. Brand owners who wait to secure supply are likely to 
pay more and have less selection or they may be unable to find much uncommitted fruit in their favored appel-
lations of a quality level and price that works in their program.

Marketers will probably find that many competitive brands are starting to eliminate discounts and to take price 
increases. !ose who take price increases early in the game will be in the best position to make grape contracts 
while grapes are available. Other brands may consider purchasing the maximum allowable percentage of their 
blend from less expensive appellations or even consider changing appellation to North Coast or California in 
order to access a greater supply at competitive prices.

Because of the dynamic nature of the grape and wine markets, strategic planning is vital to long-term success. 
The information in this report illustrates the long-term cycles in the market, and is an ideal foundation, but is 
intended to be supplemented with specific advice and strategy for your individual situation. Contact Turrentine 
Brokerage to discuss how to implement a specific strategic plan to maximize your competitive advantage.
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Current Status: Few new acres of Chardonnay were 
planted over the past several years in Sonoma County. 
As supply continues to tighten, new acres of Char-
donnay will likely be planted over the next few years. 
!e challenging environment for planting in Sonoma 
County will moderate new development, and Char-
donnay will face competition for available ground 
from Pinot Noir in the cool climate regions. Many 
of the new Chardonnay acres will be replantings of 
older vineyards, which may keep the total number of 
bearing acres fairly stable, but with higher yields on 
the younger vineyards, should increase the tonnage of 
an average harvest. !e rate of new planting and the 
length of this period of shortage will be determined 
by many factors discussed in some detail in the Stra-
tegic Overview on page vi.

Background: Led primarily by the Russian River ap-
pellation, Sonoma County is a Chardonnay power-
house with roughly twice the acreage of Napa Valley. 
While the bearing acreage of Chardonnay was flat or 
down in the Napa Valley over the last 10 years, the 
Equivalent Fully-Bearing Acres have increased slowly 
and steadily in Sonoma County. !e Equivalent 
Non-Bearing Acres dipped to a thirteen year low in 
2007. Since that time, plantings and removals have 
been scarce, keeping the total acres of Chardonnay 
relatively flat.

     The bearing acres history and forecasts are estimates derived from Turrentine Brokerage that incorporate proprietary Figure 1-12
data accumulated about removal and new plantings, as well as data from the California Grape Acreage Report.  This data reflects the 
proprietary calculation of “Equivalent Fully Producing Acres,” intended to make explicit the real changes in productive capacity over 
time.  Productive capacity is based on a yield curve for each variety and region, adjusted for vine age, spacing and the proportion of acres 
planted or grafted.  This productive capacity is then restated as if the vines were either non-bearing or fully-bearing.
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Current Status: !ere is virtually no Central Coast 
Cabernet Sauvignon bulk wine available. Prices are 
very high and inventories are likely to remain low for 
an extended period of time.

Background: Central Coast Cabernet Sauvignon in 
bulk was completely dominated by the 2005 harvest 
for several years. !e 2006 harvest was down 27 
percent, but it was still the second-largest Cabernet 
Sauvignon harvest on the Central Coast. Wines from 
these two vintages inundated the market. With a light 
2007 harvest and strong growth in casegood sales, 
the excess supply found homes and the bulk mar-
ket strengthened considerably. !e 2008 Cabernet 
Sauvignon harvest in Paso Robles and throughout the 
Central Coast was disastrously light. As a result, very 
little 2008 wine came to the bulk market and there 
were active buyers making up for the shortfall from 
their contracted vineyards. Central Coast Cabernet 
Sauvignon listed for sale in 2011 averaged roughly 
250,000 gallons available. Just four years previously, 
3,000,000 gallons were listed for sale.

     When casegood inventories backup, wineries place more wine for sale in bulk; when casegood sales are strong, wineries Figure 2-79
remove wine from the bulk market. This proprietary chart shows the volumes of wine from the region(s) named that have been listed for 
sale in bulk with Turrentine Brokerage and is probably the best proxy of the changes in inventory levels of bulk and bottled wine.
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Cabernet Sauvignon
Central Coast

Current Status: Collateral values for Central Coast 
Cabernet Sauvignon bulk wine increased significantly 
in 2012, as reported in the Turrentine Brokerage 
April Collateral Value report. !is result was par-
tially a reaction to the 2011 frost-reduced crop, but 
also increased demand for wine in bulk for growing 
programs.

Collateral values are NOT weighted average market 
prices, but rather they are conservative estimates of 
the Fair Market Value that inventory might fetch if it 
needed to be liquidated in a short period of time.

Background: Central Coast Cabernet Sauvignon val-
ues rose steeply during the cyclical shortage between 
1994 and 1997. Cabernet Sauvignon values held up 
better than the values for many other varietals be-
tween 1998 and 2001, which stimulated many grow-
ers to focus new plantings on Cabernet Sauvignon. 
!is created an excess that pushed Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon values down sharply as the new acres came into 
bearing from 2000-2006. Strong consumer sales and 
a smaller harvest in 2007 began a new, upward trend. 
Despite the recession, with the help of a very light 
harvest in 2008, Central Coast Cabernet Sauvignon 
values in early 2009 actually continued the upward 
movement begun in 2008. Collateral values for Cen-
tral Coast Cabernet Sauvignon bulk wine increased 
slightly in 2011, as of the end of March. After frost 
damage occurred in some Central Coast Cabernet 
Sauvignon vineyards in early April, prices continued 
to increase throughout the season.

     Collateral Value Trends chart the value of the previous vintage of wine in bulk as of April 1Figure 2-80 st of each year. The key insight 
of the chart is the direction and magnitude of change from year to year. The data points are taken from the Turrentine Collateral Value 
Report, produced since 1990, which provides lenders with estimates of the collateral value of wine assets. All values stated in real dollars.
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Current Status: !e 2012 grape market has been 
extremely active with buyers contracting nearly all 
grapes available. Prices have increased substantially 
and haven’t been this high since the late 1990’s. 
Demand far exceeds supply and these prices could 
remain strong for many years.

Background: For the harvests 2003-2006, average 
spot market grape prices on the Central Coast were 
mostly determined by large volume sales in the late 
season. Starting in 2006, some small and medium-
sized brands began to execute quality driven purchas-
es on the spot market, which created a wide range in 
spot prices. In 2008, prices increased dramatically in 
Paso Robles and Monterey County. In some cases, 
prices were higher in Monterey County than in Paso 
Robles. !ere was significant demand at the high-
end, but that changed in 2009, when buyers became 
more value oriented due to the e"ects of the reces-
sion. !e 2009 market was still very active late in the 
season, but at reduced prices, and there was a decrease 
in the average spot market price. Prices slipped 
slightly further in 2010 but rebounded strongly in 
2011, increasing the average sale to $1096 per ton, 
over $350 more than the previous year. !is was the 
highest average price that we have documented for 
Paso Robles Cabernet Sauvignon. !ese steep prices 
were a direct result of the frost experienced in April.

     This chart provides unique data representing actual grape sales made on the spot market. They therefore reflect the Figure 2-81
actual market conditions for the relative crop year. These sales, made either for one year or for multiple years, were all negotiated in 
the twelve months prior to the harvest of which they are included. The red triangles represent the weighted average price and the bars 
represent the high and low prices paid.
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Cabernet Sauvignon
Central Coast
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