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Disruptive Innovators Use a Rifle 
By Steve Fredricks, President  
 
We have had the pleasure of assisting many of the greatest 
innovators in the wine industry since our company was founded in 
1973. We have worked with several of the biggest players, who 
have developed multiple brands which are doing very well in the 
current market, and we have worked with most of the smaller ones 
as well. We sold Bogle Vineyards some of their first bulk wine. We 
plotted strategy with Jess Jackson when he was still a practicing 
attorney who happened to own a winery in Lake County. We 
sourced Merlot for Blackstone’s launch. We have provided feed for 
Rex Goliath and have lit cigars for Smoking Loon. There is hardly 
a major brand that we have not helped along in some way on its 
trajectory into the stars.  
 
Successful innovators seem to share a disdain for “conventional wisdom” or “status quo bias,” which is a pervasive sense 
that what everyone else is doing, or, what has always been done, is probably best.  Behavioral economists have 
documented the harmful effects of this gratifying but false sense of safety in numbers.

1
 The instinct to Cover Your Anterior 

(CYA) is satisfied by doing what everyone else is doing even if everyone else is eventually proven wrong. The business 
world changes too rapidly these days to find any real security in standing still. The tendency to rely on “conventional 
wisdom” may be especially strong and popular in a traditional business like growing grapes and making wine; however, 
innovators disrupt these tendencies in order to gain a competitive advantage. 
 
Innovators don’t waste their energy on CYA. They demand results and they do so in an intelligent way. The results 
acquired are on the high end of what is achievable in a given situation and they make sure those responsible for the 
results have the tools necessary to get the job done. We see this everyday in the organization of bulk wine transactions. 
According to conventional wisdom, buying or selling bulk wine is no more than an afterthought often relegated to someone 
in production, for whom it may be an uninteresting and unrewarding task. However, the difference between a well 
organized effort to buy or sell wine in bulk can often not only have a big effect on cash flow, but can also influence the 
total value of the brand. A soaring brand that becomes weighed down with excess inventories is pulled back to earth and 
a hot brand that runs out of affordable fuel ceases to be a hot brand.  
 
Conventional wisdom tends to deal with bulk transactions like a shotgun, whereas disruptive innovators prefer a rifle. The 
shotgun approach requests everyone and their vineyard manager to find what is needed or to sell what needs to be sold. 
This generates the maximum busyness – and the minimum strategy, focus and responsibility. Multiple samples of the 
same wines are rushed to buyers, often with partial or conflicting information. Once the territory has been staked out, 
follow up may be lax and lines of communication confused. No one is responsible for a real plan and hence no one is held 
accountable for its execution. What happens, happens, and no one may have any idea what was left on the table. 
 
A similar trend can be seen in grape transactions where no expense is spared in the development and farming of the 
vineyard.  When it comes to proper marketing of the grapes and for long-term success, the plan is limited and mostly 
depends on the shotgun approach of calling every winery in the neighborhood. 
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The rifle approach, on the other hand, means that a buyer or seller selects the brokerage company that can best meet its 
needs based on volume of transactions, responsiveness, current market savvy and strategic knowledge. The disruptive 
innovator then makes sure that company has the necessary tools and holds that company responsible for results that are 
in the high-end of what is achievable. Disruptive innovators know that, while shotguns may work for birds, big game 
demands a rifle. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Grape Market Update 
   

 The past six months within the wine industry have 
proven that there is never a dull season.  The demand for 
grapes has improved while the supply of grapes has been 
limited by frost, a cold, wet spring, rain during bloom, a cool 
summer, and to cap it off, rain during harvest.  With increased 
demand and a difficult harvest, sugar requirements are 
beginning to drop. There are a lot of concerned winemakers 
and growers.  Wineries are working tirelessly to find logical and 
efficient ways to bring fruit as opposed to 2008, when growers 
were leaving fruit on the vine later in the season.  Despite the 
past grueling six months, demand has remained strong for 
grapes and prices have remained high. 

 
The North Coast harvest is approximately three weeks behind.  Wineries and growers have been working 

together to get as many grapes in and most wineries are being flexible with sugar parameters, especially on Chardonnay.  
Overall, roughly 50% of the entire crop is still on the vine.  Among the North Coast’s major varietals, Chardonnay and 
Pinot Noir are leading the charge with nearly 60% of the grapes harvested, while Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot are only 
about 10% to 15% picked. Zinfandel and Petite Sirah that are still on the vine are fighting an uphill battle with disease. 
Thankfully, most of the crops were picked prior to the second rain event.    

 
Growers and wineries in the Central Coast have been picking furiously the past two weeks, trying to harvest as 

much as possible before the recent rains and then getting back in to the vineyards right after. The rain is most problematic 
for Chardonnay and Zinfandel – the main rot-prone varieties.  Although brix levels are still below what is ideal, many 
wineries are waiving sugar penalties in an effort to quickly harvest the fruit that is in good shape.  Most of the Chardonnay 
in Santa Barbara and Paso Robles has been picked, however the majority of Chardonnay in Monterey County is still out in 
the field.  The Merlot crop is the ray of sunshine poking through many dark and ominous clouds.  Many reports have been 
received that show Merlot is producing at close to normal yields, while most other varietals are down 20% to 30%.  Pinot 
Noir is almost completely harvested on the Central Coast, some Merlot has been picked, but virtually all the Cabernet 
Sauvignon is still on the vine.     
 

 The harvest in the San Joaquin Valley is in the home stretch, with roughly 90% of the crop already picked when 
the rains hit.  There has been a shortage of labor which has delayed harvest and created some challenging situations.  A 
large part of what remains is Cabernet Sauvignon and other late reds. Several wineries are bringing fruit in at lower brix 
levels than usual.    
 

 
Bulk Wine Market Update  
 
The bulk market has continued to hum along through harvest, although we still have a ways to go in the Coastal areas.  
The phones were a little quiet last week as people were working hard to harvest as many grapes before the rain arrived, 
but deals were being closed on all varieties. 
   
We have seen some of the usual reactions to the rain and late harvest, with increased asking prices on some wines and 
several sellers removing wine for sale from the market.  Those decisions may be temporary and sellers may put wine 
back out for sale after harvest when they are confident in the 2011 inventory they have.  On the other hand, a few sellers 
have said that they need the wine because of their short 2011 harvest.    
 
Deals are continuing to be negotiated on all varieties with prices staying strong.  Demand has remained steady for most 
varieties and even increased for some.  2010 Pinot Noir demand has increased in recent weeks.  Demand for Moscato in 
bulk from new buyers seemed to be slowing, but has continued.   Even demand for Moscato from existing brands has 
remained healthy.   
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In summary, the supply of all wines actively for sale on the bulk market continues to be low.  The early reports for 
availability of 2011 bulk wine are parallel to the grape market.  Because of the crop below normal and the increased 
activity of preseason contracting for 2011 wines, many producers will have fewer gallons of 2011 wine to offer for sale on 
the spot market.    
 
In France, the crop is looking good so far (±5% depending on region), the availability is quite good, but demand and 
prices are strong.  In Italy, the crop is below normal in many regions and one of the first signs is the increase in demand 
for bulk Pinot Grigio and the increase in asking prices.  Prosecco and Moscato continue to be in strong demand.  Similar 
to our growing demand for Zinfandel, there has been a similar occurrence for Primitivo and Nero d’Avola and prices went 
up approximately 20% compared to the previous year.  In Spain, the crop is below normal in volume, but the quality is 
very good.  In Germany, the Riesling harvest is again below normal yields.  As we get closer to the end of harvest, more 
details on opportunities and pricing will be available.  Janko Pelagic of CIVS, our European partner, will be here early 
November for a few meetings, so let us know what needs you may have so we can prepare and get samples. 
   
Jaime Lagos and Eduardo Bentjerodt, brokers with our South American partners San Nicolas Wine Services, were here 
last week for a few meetings.   As harvest approaches in Chile and Argentina, deals are being closed at lower prices 
than earlier in the year.  There are current opportunities in Argentina for Malbec, Dry Red, and Dry White, with similar 
opportunities in Chile for Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot.  
 
As the Australian season moves into their Spring, there is still a large volume of good quality inland Chardonnay 
available for sale with asking prices in the A$0.80 to A$0.90 per liter, the equivalent of approximately $4.30 to $4.70 per 
gallon landed, but projections are for the wine to be sold prior to harvest.  As a result of good demand and the shorter 
crop due to the intense rains, there is a tight market for inland Cabernet Sauvignon and quality is tougher to come by than 
Chardonnay.  Asking prices for Cabernet Sauvignon are in the range of A$1.00 to A$1.20 per liter, the equivalent of 
approximately $5.10 to $5.80 per gallon landed.  Moscato is also in high demand.  In summary, Jim Moularadellis from 
Austwine reported that that the bulk market in Australia is tight overall.  The long range weather forecast is for a wetter 
than normal Spring and Summer, but less rain than last year.  After watching our recent weather vs. the forecast, we will 
just have to wait and see.   
 
A development to watch currently is the 
shift of the exchange rates.  In the last 
month, the Euro has weakened from   
$1.44 to $1.33 per €1.00, making 
imports from Europe less expensive.  
The Australian dollar and the Chilean 
Peso have also weakened versus the 
U.S. dollar, making imports from there 
less expensive.  The combination of our 
short harvest and strong bulk wine 
prices could impact demand for wines in 
bulk from Europe, Australia and Chile 
over the next few months.     
 
Due to all of these factors, we forecast 
competition will remain strong on the 
bulk market and most likely increase.  
“Disruptive Innovators,” those that 
proactively challenge the status quo by 
contacting us early, are empowered with 
the best market information and strategy 
to succeed. So, what are you waiting 
for? Contact Turrentine Brokerage 
today! 
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Market Opportunities 
 
 
Bulk Wine Available   
 

• 2010 Merlot, Central Coast, load quantities  

• 2010 Sauvignon Blanc, North Coast  

• 2010 Chardonnay, Santa Barbara 

 

 
Bulk Wine Needed  
 

• 2009- 2010 Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley 

• 2010 Merlot, Napa Valley 

• 2010 Pinot  Noir, Central Coast, Russian River, all lot sizes 

• 2011 Pinot Noir, California 

• 2009-2010 Zinfandel, Sonoma County, California, Lodi,  all lot sizes 

• 2011 Sauvignon Blanc, North Coast & Sonoma County 

• 2011 Sauvignon Blanc, North Coast organic or sustainably certified 

• 2011 Chardonnay Napa & Sonoma Counties 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Turrentine Blog 
Catch the thoughts and experiences of our brokers on our Turrentine Blog:   
http://www.turrentinebrokerage.com/blog/  

 
Turrentine Website 

www.turrentinebrokerage.com  
Trusted & Strategic Advisors, Customized Solutions for Growers, Wineries & Financiers 


