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JUST  WANT  TO  HAVE  SOME  FUN! _______________________________________

Donniella Winchell knows Connie and Conrad Consumer personally.  She runs the Ohio Wine Producers Association, which sponsors three wine festivals that attract Connie and Conrad and 50,000 of their closest friends each year.  Donniella has been eyeball-to-eyeball, wineglass-to-wineglass with real, live, functioning wine consumers.  It’s no surprise that most of them don’t know much about wine.  But – and this is tough for us who have devoted the best years of our lives to the noble cause of wine - these ordinary wine consumers don’t even really want to know much about wine.  Like my kids, they don’t want EDUCATION, they just want to have fun.  

Other businesses have faced similar challenges.  My cousin’s husband was the 37th employee of Apple Computer.  That was back in the days when personal computers where sold to hobbyists who were fascinated by every byte and silicon wafer.  At some point, Apple needed to break through the hobbyist barrier and start selling personal computers to regular folks who just wanted to type letters efficiently and who emphatically did not want to know about the innards of the computer.  It was hard for the Apple employees because they loved the bytes and wafers themselves and they loved the hobbyists who shared their passion.  But they swallowed their pride and not only designed machines for computer idiots like me but they even figured out how to talk about the experience and not the product. And the market expanded a million-fold.

The wine business has an enormous asset that the personal computer business did not have, an asset that is terribly under-utilized.  Remember those 50,000 consumers attending wine festivals in Ohio.  And there are, of course, millions more visiting tasting rooms in California and across the country.  We have a cornucopia of winemaker dinners and other functions.  If we had to pay for this extensive face time with interested consumers, it would cost maybe somewhere north of $100 million each year. But more often than not, we use this precious face time to communicate the wrong message.  Consumers come away thinking that they are somehow expected to like intense dry wines with difficult names.  They think that a real wine drinker must understand degrees Brix and malolactic fermentation and the toast levels of French oak.  But they don’t want education and they don’t want to be fools in the snobby world of wine.  

Starbucks does not mock these folks when they lay cash on the line for a wonderfully sweet Frappacino.  Starbucks does not suggest that only those who knock back double shots of straight espresso are worthy of their coffee.  But when consumers feel that they must apologize for drinking White Zinfandel, as many do, you know the wine business has missed a turn somewhere on the road to the American stomach and heart.

The goal, of course, is not to take the romance out of wine but just to take the snobbery out.  Exclusivity will still be a necessary component of luxury wine sales – nobody buys luxury products just for the sensory part of the experience.  But it is possible to be tastefully rarefied at the top and joyfully open at the bottom and to encourage everyone to have fun at all points in between.

On July 20 and 21, 2004, the wine community will have a historic opportunity.  WineVision is planning a conference to explore how to dramatically increase wine sales by re-scripting the way we wine professionals present the joys of sharing a glass of wine.  And we need your help.  We need your recommendations of wine professionals – retailers, growers, marketers, restaurateurs, festival organizers, winemakers, wine club managers, tasting room managers – who do a great job of empowering the consumer, who sing the song of wine so that folks are comfortable joining in.  Please contact WineVision consultant Cynthia Carson, Nuffer, Smith, Tucker, Inc., (e-mail her at ccarson29@cox.net or telephone 949-495-8616 or fax 949-495-9653) with any suggestions of folks who excel at putting ordinary wine consumers first.  And set aside July 20 & 21 for a great conference.  It could be a change point, helping to multiply the market for wine a thousand-fold.

Oh, What a Harvest It Was ___________________________________
At last the 2003 crop report is out. The big picture surprised no one.   But the report is sprinkled with surprises. We all knew the Chardonnay yield was light and that production would be down in all major areas except the Central Coast.  But who would have guessed that Sonoma Chardonnay would be down 24%?  That is a drop of 24,000 tons or 4 million gallons.  In fact it was the smallest harvest of Sonoma Chardonnay in thirteen years.  We all knew that the bearing acreage of Cabernet Sauvignon is increasing in coastal areas.  Paso Robles Cabernet Sauvignon, for example, climbed 27% over 2002.  Nevertheless, it still came in below the 2001 crop.  But who would have guessed that Napa Cabernet would jump 21.5% to a record level of 49,000 tons?  That’s an extra 1.4 million gallons.  Lodi, on the other hand, turned in its smallest Cabernet Sauvignon harvest since 1999.  Merlot was down 15% statewide despite an increase in bearing acres.  But the big drops were in Napa (down 7,000 tons) and Sonoma (down 8,000 tons).  The Sonoma Merlot harvest was the lowest since 1998.  New acres managed to overcome light yields to carry Pinot Noir to a statewide 6% increase over 2002.  But that was still 10% less than 2001.  What will happen if we have a 2001-type yield one of these years with all of the new acres planted to Pinot Noir?  

In general, Mother Nature obviously recognized the need to reduce inventories.  Thanks Ma.  

MARKET OPPORTUNITIES

It’s that busy time of year for the bulk wine market.  Winemakers are assembling blends and buying what they need to finish them off.  With a light harvest, slowly increasing domestic sales and quickly increasing exports, many winemakers have some buying to do.  The 2004 grape market will be slower to ripen but we have nevertheless already contracted a significant amount of 2004 tonnage.  Call now to update your needs or items for sale.  And check us out on the web at: www.grapes-wine.com.

Needed:    Syrah Central Coast 2002, up to 13,000 gallons.

Needed:    Cabernet Sauvignon 2002 Coastal quality, oak-aged, substantial quantities, multiple buyers for quality.

Needed:    Pinot Grigio, wine and grapes, all regions.  Planting contracts available for cool Napa locations.

Needed:    Grenache, 2003, must be 100% varietal, multiple truckloads.

Needed:    Muscat Canelli wine from the 2004 harvest, arrested fermentation, 75,000 gallons.

Needed:    Napa Carneros Chardonnay grapes; Napa Valley and Sonoma County 2003 Chardonnay wine.

Needed:    Lake County Chardonnay, 2002.

Available:   Symphony, 2003, arrested fermentation, 18,000 gallons.   

Available:   Gewurztraminer, 2003, several lots; 2004 available as juice or wine, Central Coast.
Available:   Howell Mt. Merlot grapes 2004, 22 tons; Sonoma Valley Malbec grapes, 12 tons.  

Available:  Monterey Co. Chardonnay 2003, several lots, high quality.
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