United States of quality

Can US wines from regions outside of California crack the UK market? Christine Boggis investigates

o other wine-producing country

is as dominated by one region

as the U5 is by California, The

Golden State is responsible for

some 90% of all wine produced
in the country and the overwhelming
majority of UK imports.

But states outside California are now
producing quality wine in increasing
quantities and are making a concerted
effort to market themselves in the UK.

The Pacific North West in particular is
garnering growing interest, as a UK-
focused marketing campaign with Hilltop
Wines begins to bear fruit.

Belinda Stone, marketing manager for
Patriarche Wine Agencies, says: "I think
Washington and Oregon both have a
really good chance of being the next big
thing in the wine trade.

“They have the volume, the knowledge
and the quality, and they are also really
open to the fact that they are both quite
young industries, exploring soil types,
grape varieties and winemaking methods.
I think the UK could be the place where
the wines really evolve.”

Nicky Burston, of World Wine Agencies,
is also interested in the region. “I think,
especially for a small company like mine,
it is a fairly open market at the moment.
The biggest barrier is the cost of shipping:
the only way to do it is to consolidate it
with other wines from America and bring
them in together.”

“There is no other country that one
area dominates so much,” comments

Paul Stratford, whose Stratford’s Wine
Agencies imports Ste Michelle Wine
Estates. “That is why we are so interested
in Oregon and Washington: it's not com-
peting with Gallo and Blossom Hill and
it's not top stakes — its an affordable pre-
mium sector,”

At present, however, major UK retailers
seem less keen than the agents. Sains-
bury's US buyer Holly Lee says: "We are
not currently seeking opportunities to list
American wines produced outside Cali-
fornia. We have found that, while these
wines may have novelty interest, they do
not offer sufficient value for money or
have enough consumer recognition in
order to justify a place in our range.”

“They are too expensive,” agrees Virgin
Wines buyer Andrew Baker, “The US is
divided - there are branded and sugared
wines, and then the top end. People are
definitely buying style at that branded

end, and taking somebody from that level
to the next is nigh-on impossible. It is a
very tricky market.”

Oregon has started making a name for
itself as an outstanding cool-climate
Pinot MNoir producer, with companies
from Burgundy, such as Domaine
Drouhin, showing interest in the region.

Stephany Boettner, marketing and
communications director for the Oregon
Wine Board, says: “It’s the kind of place
that cultivates a progressive climate -
people who come to Oregon to make
wine are passionate about their craft; itis
a really encouraging environment to fos-
ter individuality."

But trying to establish a market for a
new proposition without an enormous
budget is tough, and while Oregon is
building its relationships with retailers
and consumers, many producers are
finding it hard to get a foot in the door.

Beyond the Pacific North West

Mew York, Virginia, Washington DC,
Maryland and Texas were all represented
at this year's London wine fair,

New York has a particular focus on
Riesling with a German influence, and
Jim Trezise, president of the New York
Wine & Grape Foundation, believes the
wines would sit well in Majestic. " That
would be a good fit because it is upmarket
and they look for unusual things,” he says.

Chris Parker, of New Horizon Wines, is
a British ex-pat living in Virginia and
believes the states wines could be a big
hit with UK consumers. “Virginia wines
are much more European in style than
many New World wines because there
are four distinct seasons in Virginia. All
the variables that create the environment
for the production of exceptional wines
are in place,” he says.

Dave Adelsheim, of Adelsheim Vine-
yards, one of the founding fathers of
Oregon wine, says: “The difficulty is thar
the story is still not clearly written. There
is a bit of a chicken and egg issue going
on where nobody wants to stock it
because nobody wants to buy it.”

Mike Coveney, of Hilltop Wines, says:
“People perceive Oregon wines as expen
sive, but | don't really understand that. If
you look at supermarkets and independ
ent wine shops they sell plenty of wines
for more than £15 or £20.

He believes the time is ripe for the
region - which historically didn't have the
capacity to export - to make its mark.

Washington has a climate split by the
Cascades and the Rockies, with cool
rainy regions on the ocean side and a
desert climate on the other side.

“One of the good things about Wash
ington is its very cool nights and very
warm days,” says Brett Scallan, of Ste
Michelle Wine Estates. "It is warmer than
France because of the Cascades, which
means it has ripeness of fruit but elegance
with the acid that keeps its edge.”

GaryWerner, communications director
for the Washington Wine Commission,
says: “Washington state is a very diverse
place in terms of the scope of its wine
production. There is a real change going
on in the Washington landscape - a criti-
cal mass of businesses are emerging that
are commercially savvy and therefore
have the scale, quality and price to be rel-
evant in the UK market.”
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