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other hand, will want to weigh the relative security of long-term contracts versus the upward potential—but greater risk—of 
spot market sales. Growers will be wise to remember that the best grape customer is not always the one who pays the highest 
price. In addition, such considerations as yield and cultural requirements, financial stability, marketing prowess and general 
reasonableness are all critically important for a successful long-term relationship. 

Due to 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.

Note: Solano County forms Crush District 5, which includes Suisun Valley, Ryer Island and portions of Green and Wild 
Horse Valleys. Suisun Valley is part of the North Coast appellation but most of Solano County is not. It is logical to treat Napa 
Valley and Sonoma County individually and the rest of the North Coast appellation, consisting of Mendocino County, Lake 
County, and Suisun Valley (and a few acres in Marin County) together, as part of the North Coast appellation - but there 
are no official numbers that break the North Coast portion out of Solano County. We would estimate that 50% of the Solano 
County acres are in the Suisun Valley and thus qualify for the North Coast appellation. The entire acreage and tonnage from 
District 5, however, is included in the acreage and tonnage charts in this section.

Mendocino Co., Lake Co., & Suisun Valley 
Strategic Considerations

Current Status: Most brands that market a Cabernet Sauvignon with a “North Coast” appellation source at least a majority 
of the blend from Lake County and/or Mendocino County. When brands that use a “Napa Valley” or “Sonoma County” 
appellation cannot obtain all of the volume needed from those areas, they often turn to Lake and Mendocino Counties for the 
15% out-of-appellation permitted to viticultural appellations or the 25% permitted to political appellations. This gives a great 
lift to the grape market in Lake and Mendocino Counties in times of shortage. In times of excess, however, Napa Valley and 
Sonoma County brands will often cut the out-of-appellation portion of their blends. Following three larger than average har-
vests in Napa Valley and Sonoma, as well as in Mendocino and Lake Counties, there has been some softening of the market in 
Mendocino and Lake Counties and also in those parts of Suisun Valley that are included in the North Coast appellation.

Consumer sales of Cabernet Sauvignon between $15.00 and $20.00 are still growing at 10% according to Nielsen scan data. 
Competition, however, is also heating up, including competition from brands the source grapes from Paso Robles, Lodi, 
Washington, Chile and the Languedoc region of France. 

Historical: Consumers consumption of Cabernet Sauvignon increased during the great recession of 2008, 2009 and 2010 
but they traded down in price. Sales over $9.00 per bottle declined while brands retailing for less than $9.00, and especially 
less than $6.00, enjoyed strong growth. This created a difficult market for Cabernet Sauvignon grapes and wines in bulk 
from Mendocino County, Lake County and Suisun Valley. More recently, however, slow economic recovery and increasing 
consumer confidence have induced consumers to trade up once again. This has resulted in increasing demand for grapes and 
wines in bulk in time for the large harvests of the past two years.

Future: Bearing acres will increase over the next several years but this will be partially offset by a probable return to more 
typical yields per acre. Significant acres of Cabernet Sauvignon are being planted in Mendocino County, Lake County and Su-
isun Valley, as well as in competitive regions. As 
brands try to increase casegood prices to cover 
increasing grape costs, they will also focus on 
maintaining or elevating quality and ratings 
to justify those price increases. Mendocino 
County, Lake County and Suisun Valley Cab-
ernet Sauvignon will likely develop a greater 
range of pricing as growers and wineries (and 
brokers) sort out the right grapes for the right 
programs. 

Strategy: The next few years are likely to be 
a horse race between the growth of consum-
er demand for Cabernet Sauvignon from 
Mendocino County, Lake County and Suisun 
Valley, on the one hand, and increasing 
supply from plantings in the North Coast, as 
well as from competing regions. Most brands 
that depend on Cabernet Sauvignon grapes 
from these North Coast regions will want to 
lock in a majority of their projected needs 
on long-term contracts, as long as they can 
find the right quality and can negotiate prices 
that work for their programs. Growers, on the 
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Figure 2-48  Mendocino, Lake & Suisun Tons Crushed. Other category is 
primarily comprised of Petite Sirah (4%), Pinot Grigio (4%), Syrah (3%), 
Gewurztraminer (1%), and Carignane (1%). Source: CDFA Crush Report.
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Current Status: 
• The grape market has been slower to start in 2015, but 

prices so far are similar to last year
• Supply will continue to come into production in Lake and 

Mendocino Counties and competing areas such as Paso 
Robles, Monterey County, Lodi and Washington state for 
the next few years, which could place pressure on spot 
market grape prices in the future, depending on yields 
and on the rate of retail sales growth

Recent Background:
• Lake and Mendocino County Cabernet Sauvignon spot 

market grape prices continued to rise in 2014 with almost 
all available fruit contracted by early to mid-season

• The strong demand for grapes has been a function of 
the continued strong growth of Cabernet Sauvignon in 
general, consumer demand returning for upscale wines 
post-recession, and new brands launching North Coast 
appellation brands amid tight supply and high prices for 
grapes and wine in bulk from Napa Valley and Sonoma 
County

Historical: Spot market grape prices became soft in Men-
docino County, Lake County and Suisun Valley starting in 
2001, as the tonnage produced in these areas increased just 

as the rate of sales growth for casegoods slowed down, and 
consumers began to purchase less expensive wines. Some 
smaller and medium-sized brands began looking for higher 
quality grapes in 2005 to 2007, creating some spot market 
sales ranging mostly between $600 and $1,000, with a few 
low-volume sales at higher levels. However, large quantities 
sold at low prices and significant tonnage was not sold at all. 
There was increased activity in 2008, yet there was still more 
available supply than there was demand. The market slowed 
in 2009 and 2010, and some growers were left with unsold 
grapes. Both the collateral values and grape prices rebound-
ed in 2011, with the average price per ton nearing the high 
prices seen in 2009.

Long-term contracts with high prices made during the very 
strong market between 1994 and 2000 continued to keep the 
district average prices well above the spot market price for 
many years. As these contracts expired, more grapes were 
sold on the spot market – and consequently, the two aver-
ages have been quite similar since 2008. In 2013, Turrentine 
spot market price edged the district average and remained 
strong in 2014.

Current Status: 
• Significant new plantings went in the ground in Lake and 

Mendocino Counties in 2015, however, planting activity is 
likely to slow in future years

 Ȏ New plantings have been designed for slightly higher 
yields

• 2015 growing season:
 Ȏ Early rainfall in December 
 Ȏ Vine growth is around two weeks ahead of last year due 
to warm, dry weather

 Ȏ Cluster counts appear to be similar to last year
 Ȏ In some cane pruned vines, there are some mid-cane 
blind buds, and it is difficult to say how this will affect 
the final crop

 Ȏ Buyers do not seem to be as concerned about the 
potential effects of the drought this year as they were 
last year

 Ȏ Actual effects of the drought are hard to predict and 
will be greatly influenced by the summer weather

Recent Background:
• 2014 Lake County Cabernet Sauvignon harvest was just 

1% below the previous year’s record
• Mendocino was 8% below last year, but right around the 

five-year average

Historical: In 1998, acres were nearly split evenly between 
Lake and Mendocino Counties. By 2006, substantial new 
plantings had driven Lake County ahead, with a total of 
3,239 acres, while Mendocino County had 2,506 acres. 
However, all of the new plantings between 1998 and 2002 
came into production during a difficult market. That market 
started to improve in 2008, yet severe recession quickly 
overwhelmed that trend and many plans for planting in 
2009, 2010 and 2011 were either canceled or postponed. The 
2008 Cabernet Sauvignon crop was very light in Mendoci-
no County, Lake County and Solano County, as it was in 
many other areas. Despite a lack of new acres adding to the 
productive base, tons crushed increased each year from 
2008 through 2011—a function of increased yields per acre. 
While many areas received a record harvest in 2012, North 
Coast yields were average. Tons crushed increased in 2013 
as significant new planting went in the ground between 
Lake County and Mendocino County.

Mendocino, Lake & Suisun Cabernet Sauvignon

Spot Market vs. District Average Grape Price
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Figure 2-49  Source: Turrentine Brokerage, CDFA Crush Report. For more information, please see page 256. Figure 2-50  Source: Turrentine Brokerage, CDFA Crush Report. For more information, please see page 256.

Mendocino, Lake & Suisun Cabernet Sauvignon

Bearing vs. Non-bearing Acres & Tons Crushed
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Current Status: 
• Bulk gallons actively for sale have increased from last year, above 500,000 gallons

 Ȏ Nearly all gallons are from the 2014 vintage
• Buying activity for 2014 vintage North Coast Cabernet Sauvignon from Mendocino County and Lake County has 

tapered and values have dropped 
 Ȏ Collateral values of standard quality North Coast Cabernet Sauvignon are between $12.00 to $15.00 per gallon

• Buyers feel less urgency to close deals today for 2014 North Coast Cabernet Sauvignon and quality standards have in-
creased

 Ȏ Increased supply from large harvests and new acres
 Ȏ Increased bulk wine actively for sale from Lake and Mendocino Counties and competing regions such as Paso Robles, 
Monterey County, Lodi and Washington state

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.

Historical: Most Cabernet Sauvignon sold with a North Coast appellation is from Lake County or Mendocino County. When 
Napa Valley and Sonoma County develop excesses, the other North Coast regions usually do so as well – and often to a 
greater degree. When brands that use Napa Valley or Sonoma County cannot find all of the volume needed, they often turn to 
other North Coast areas to make up the shortfall. This makes for severe swings in value as the wine business moves through 
shortage and excess.

North Coast Cabernet Sauvignon values declined between 1997 and 2007. Even after a large harvest in 2007, values rose 
between 2007 and 2008, and with the help of a light 2008 crop, this trend continued in April 2009, despite the recession. In 
2010, values dropped slightly only to bounce back to 2009 levels in 2011. In 2011, 2012 and 2013, some buyers were starting 
to be priced out of Napa Valley and Sonoma County, so they became more aggressive in sourcing North Coast inventory to 
rebuild depleted inventories and grow brands. 

Mendocino, Lake & Suisun Cabernet Sauvignon

Collateral Value Trends
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Figure 2-51  Source: Turrentine Brokerage. For more information, please see page 256.

Figure 2-52  Source: Turrentine Brokerage. For more information, please see page 256.



Disclaimer to Forward-Looking Statements
The Turrentine Outlook provides forward-looking projections of acreage planted to different grape varieties, tonnages to be 
harvested, relative supply and demand dynamics, among other factors. These predictions are based on data gleaned from 
many sources, including the California Grape Acreage Report and the California Grape Crush Report, published by the 
CDFA. The numbers are further refined by comparison with field reports concerning plantings, graftings, removals, historic 
yields, pruning decisions, cluster counts, and cluster weights from the various growing areas. The numbers are also cross 
checked with data from actual transactions facilitated by Turrentine Brokerage. It is important to note that wine is both an 
agricultural and a high-end consumer product, and that all of these projections are based on many variables that are notori-
ously hard to predict. These include, but are not limited to, such changeable factors as weather patterns, yields per acre, future 
planting decisions by growers and wineries, global economic conditions and constantly changing consumer demand. Other 
things, such as devastating vineyard pests or major regulatory changes can also have unpredictable impacts on grape and wine 
markets. All projections in Turrentine Outlook© publications should be treated as suggestions of most-probable scenarios. 
Planning should include contingency plans and should be subject to constant re-evaluation. While Turrentine Brokerage 
intends to continue to provide the most comprehensive and insightful analysis in the industry, Turrentine Brokerage is not 
obligated to update this information.
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