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INTRODUCTION 

AFRICAN
WINE

S outh Africa faces 
many challenges on 
the shelves and lists 
of the UK. 

Frequently touted as dynamic, 
exciting and great value across 
the board, sales of its wines 
have taken time to refl ect this 
widespread enthusiasm. The 
message, however, appears to 
be getting through, with a 
growing number of new and 
exciting labels and winemakers 
adding to the ranks of 
established and trusted names. 

This, in turn, is helping to fl esh 
out the category as restaurants, 
merchants and multiples 
become more adventurous in 
their selection and selling of The 
Cape’s wines. 

If South Africa can capitalise 
on this momentum, backed 
by the ongoing benefi ts of a 
favourable exchange rate and a 
good forthcoming 2015 vintage, 
it would be wise to do so. But the 
country also needs to work hard 
at building sales at higher prices, 
with more premium wines, and 
ensure it doesn’t undersell itself 
now so value can be built in for a 
sustainable future. 

We examine all of this and 
more in these pages, with a 
broad mix of viewpoints, insights 
and analysis from both trade and 
communicators here and on The 
Cape. And in doing so we hope 
to pass on a taste of why South 
Africa is currently one of the 
most exciting wine-producing 
countries on the planet. 
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S
outh Africa’ s collective 
wine off er in the UK is 
still somewhat 
polarised between 
cheap and cheerful 
entry level and a small 

but growing number of exciting, higher 
end wines that are fi  nding homes on 
restaurant and independent merchant 
lists. If positive imagery and goodwill 
were hard currency, then many of The 
Cape’ s winemaking fraternity could retire 
today. But the mid ground, from a quid or 
two above entry level up to £10 and more, 
remains a challenge and this for a country 
that almost all agree is delivering good 
value across all price levels.

South Africa’ s performance in the 
UK has tended to yo yo, its volume sales 
aff ected by fl  uctuations in the rand and 
associated multiples’  sourcing from 
whichever country is the cheapest fi  ller of 
entry level at any given time. 

During 2014 (Nielsen fi  gures, 52 weeks 
ending 28/12/14) the on shelf bottle price 
for South Africa remained fairly static at 
a below UK average of £4.89, claiming a 
10% volume share (up 0.1%) and 9% value 
share (static) of the total still wine market 
in the off  trade. 

Moreover, while South Africa grew 
its value share by 22.4% in the £5.01 £6 
bracket and 6.5% between £6.01 and £7, 
plus 7.8% at £8.01 £9, value sales stalled 
or dropped off  elsewhere, including the 
higher price bands. Anecdotal reports 
from the bigger players for the fi  rst half 
of 2015 suggest that some of this may be 
reversing, but clearly there is still much 
work to be done in terms of capturing 
higher ground. 

The most prominent brands have been 
making headway, although perhaps not as 
fast as some of the market drivers would 
like, which is why South Africa’ s big guns 
–  the companies that have the weight and 
reach to aff ect real change in the UK –  are 
increasingly focused on strategies to boost 
their UK sales in the middle ground. 

There is broad recognition that South 
Africa needs stronger and more premium 
brands, with more done to back up those 
brands with stories focused on place, 
people, heritage and via more catchy 
presentation. 

Many also suggest that a better balance 
needs to be achieved between own or 
private label and genuine South African 
brands, along with other factors such 
as bottling at source versus shipping to 
bottle, reliance on a weak rand versus 
building in sustainable pricing for the 
future and simply better communication 
with regard to the wealth of wines that 
exist between cheap shelf fi  ller Chenins 
and (say) funked up freewheeling 
Swartland blends. 

However, such mid market brands 

OVERVIEW: PERCEPTION

STEPPING 
UP

Converting a positive image to higher priced sales is the 
over riding challenge for South Africa in the UK. 

Andrew Catchpole reports
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and labels do exist, with many of them 
overdelivering in terms of what’ s in the 
bottle. And with a renewed push –  against 
the backdrop of general excitement and 
interest in South African wines –  the 
timing couldn’ t be better to boost mid tier 
sales and recognition. 

The prevailing thinking is that The 
Cape’ s producers need to seize the 
moment and build towards a sustainable 
long term, building greater value into  
the category. 

BRAND BUILDING
At Accolade, home to leading South 
African brand Kumala, UK and Europe 
managing director Paul Schaafsma takes 
the counterintuitive sounding view that 

more competition would be a good thing 
for the brands he oversees.

“ In the premium segment we’ ve had 
solid success in the on trade, though 
Matthew Clark, with [premium label] 
Flagstone and Fish Hoek, which sits in the 
gap we are talking about. It is encouraging 
customers to take the next step up and is 
growing by 8% 9% year on year in Majestic 
and supermarkets such as Morrisons and 
Waitrose,”  says Schaafsma. 

“ But Kumala remains the number one 
South African brand and it’ s double the 
size of its nearest competitor, which is not 
healthy for South Africa, and I would be 
delighted to see more brands because this 
will only help the category as a whole,”  he 
continues. 

“ There is a bit of a sizzle about places 
such as Swartland, which is great, but 
you need the distribution platform and 
volume to get the wines out there and 
there needs to be more investment 
in South Africa to really generate the 
momentum.”

Schaafsma cites the crowded 
marketplace where South Africa needs to 
hone its packaging and relay the quality 
and recognition of what it is about the 
country’ s wines that should command 
a premium when set against Australian 
wines or success stories such as Malbec 
from Argentina. Authenticity, regionality 
and the personality of the winemakers 
behind the wines are all part of the 
message that needs to be communicated. 

We have big 
ambitions 
for the UK
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SUSTAINABILE BRANDS
It’ s a point picked up on by Gary 
Greenfi eld, managing director, Europe, 
at Distell, who also raises the issue of 
balancing bulk and buyers’  own brand 
with sustainable hard brands for the 
industry.

“ We have big ambitions for the UK, 
both in multiple retail and then the 
independent and on trade side, setting 
high targets, with Nederburg and the 
Cape Legends being key leads for us,”   
says Greenfi eld. 

“ Own and private label have played 
an important part, providing great value 
at entry level, allowing us to invest in our 
brands, but it becomes more important 
to focus on a branded approach and to 

develop a sustainable approach, rooted in 
heritage and sense of place, at the mid  to 
higher level where this can really add 
value for South Africa.”

Greenfi eld agrees that South Africa 
needs to take care not to allow the 
commodity end of the market to shape 
its image for the longer term, but with the 
proviso that exchange rate fl uctuations 
and buyers’  (and their customers’ ) thirst 
for cheap wine will always drive volume 
fl uctuations that are, to a degree, beyond 
a producing country’ s control. 

This focus on more premium ground, 
though, is clearly happening, led by the 
dominant producers and suppliers to 
the UK, but also looking to be backed 
up by industry body Vinpro, which has 

increasingly turned its focus to ways 
of achieving a better balance between 
exports of cheaper bulk and more 
sustainably priced label and brands. 

PREMIUM GAP
“ The UK is South Africa’ s biggest export 
market and there is a gap for premium 
wines,”  agrees De Bruyn Steenkamp, 
global marketing & sales director, KWV. 
“ But some of this has been silly business, 
shipping own label at a loss, so there has 
been lots of introspection and there has 
been a realisation that change is needed.

“ South Africa doesn’ t have the global 
premium wine range that it should have 
and, while it is big enough as a producer 
to grab opportunities, it is not big  

The buzz is 
spreading through 
South Africaí s 
diverse regions
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enough to sustain really low prices, so 
we have to redefi ne our approach and 
routes to market,”  he continues. “ Our 
priority is now to pitch the right brands 
to the right channels, with wines such as 
the KWV Classic at £7.99 £9.99 two big 
trade drivers, plus £10 plus wines such as 
Roodeberg in the on trade.”  

Monetary investment is not the only 
answer when it comes to creating a 
sustainable portfolio that ranges across 
all price levels. Confi dence and selling on 
a personal level are essential to support 
higher priced sales and this inevitably 
means harder work, and often initially for 
less obvious return. 

“ It’ s easier in some ways at the bottom 
end because you can fi ght with price as 
a tool, but at the higher end, while value 
is still important, you need the right 
people distributing and selling the wines, 
on a much more personal level for the 
customer,”  says Kobus Basson, managing 
director, Kleine Zalze. 

“ The most difficult segment is the 
middle market, whether on or off trade, 
because this is where it is most important 
to instil confi dence in buyers about the 
wines,”  he continues. “ On the positive 
side, buyers are generally receptive [to 
South Africa] and willing at the moment, 
and there is no ceiling on quality, with 
huge scope if we focus on £7– £12, or 
£12– £20, and producers are seeing that 
and the positive effects of this.”

Interestingly, the premium off trade – 
namely independent merchants –  appear 
to be open to high end ‘ brands’  from 
bigger producers, perhaps aping the 
way Australian company Penfolds was 
allowed to carve out a niche for its Grange 
despite being a producer of branded 
wines from entry level up. 

As Preet Sahota of Edgmond Wines, 
who is a strong supporter and enthusiast 
for South Africa, says: “ I’ m happy to 
support the bigger brands because they 
are making some very good highe nd 
wines and this is good for the quality 
reputation of South Africa as a whole.”

FRESH FACE
It’ s worth repeating that South 
Africa, despite its 350 year history of 
winemaking, is only a couple of decades 
into its post Apartheid era, and that 
the evolution in the industry has been 
remarkable during this time. Facing 
the demands of markets such as the UK 
sometimes proved a steep learning curve 
and there has naturally been adjustment, 
much learning and also factors such as 
new and replantings that have taken time 
to work through the system. 

The upshot, though, is a remarkable 
energy and excitement right across The 
Cape’ s wine industry, from boutique to 

big producers, with ongoing evolution 
and a surge in quality that has been quite 
remarkable. And, as Sahota rightly says, 
this has also been apparent in many of the 
more branded wines too. 

Boutinot is another champion of South 
Africa, although one that has approached 
it from the UK end, both as an importer 
but also increasingly as winemaker 
in its own right, employing a full time 
winemaker on the ground on The Cape 
and also working via joint projects with 
some high profi le Cape winemakers. 
Managing director Dennis Whiteley 
believes South Africa should now focus all 
its efforts on promoting the excitement 
being generated by its industry.

“ Overall we are very pleased with South 
Africa, seeing reasonable substantial 
growth and, while the majority of wine 
we sell is entry level plus the next tier, 
refl ecting the market for most, we’ ve also 
been seeing some really nice growth at 
the higher level,”  says Whiteley. 

“ The message at the mid to higher 
tiers is ‘ excitement’ , and we’ ve had a lot 
of success with what we call national 
treasures, old Chenin vines, cool 
climate Grenache, fi nding phenomenal 
plots of vines, exciting winemakers 
experimenting and exploring new things, 
and the quality of amazing,”  he continues. 
“ Whether Stellenbosch or Swartland or 
Darling, regionalty is becoming important 
too, with stories and winemakers and 
great packaging all drawing people in 
and if they then discover something 
sensational in the bottle, it will pull them 
in again.”

The upshot is that South Africa appears 
to have the serious backing of those that 
are best placed to drive more premium 
sales, through a mix of mid tier brands 
and highe nd ranges that refl ect the 
best of what South Africa is currently 
producing. All of which should help relay 
to consumers that it’ s time to shift their 
engagement up a level or two. 

South Africa 
has a 350 year 
winemaking history
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The message at the 
mid to higher tiers is 

ë excitementí , and weí ve 
had a lot of success 

with what we call 
national treasures
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LOOKING AHEAD: INDUSTRY SHAPERS

CAPE COMMENT

CEO, WOSA

SIOBHAN 
THOMPSON
We have two main challenges. In the 
markets where South African wine 

is better known, we are known for having 
wine off erings of exceptional value for 
money at one price level and it is a 
challenge to get the trade to list higher-level 
wines. South Africa has world-class wines, 
too, and we also deserve to be recognised 
and paid for our quality.

“In growth regions such as North 
America (mainly US) and Asia, consumers 
have very little knowledge of South Africa 
or South African Wine, so a lot of work 
needs to be done on educating consumers 
on both the country and then on South 
African wines.

 “South Africans are known to be 
entrepreneurs and innovative thinkers. 

“This is very evident in the younger 
generation (probably due to our diversity?) 
and it is defi nitely what is making the world 
sit up and look at South African Wine. 

“There is a new energy and a new 
wave of winemakers making a mark for 
themselves, so this is defi nitely one of our 
calling cards. 

“I do, however, feel that our heritage 
is still a strong foundation and cannot be 
ignored. 

“The younger winemakers respect this 
and they are building from this foundation 
– giving it a ‘new spin’.”

JOURNEY’S END AND PIWOSA

ROLLO 
GABB 

Working together as a group and 
executing a focused strategy in the 

UK has helped bring awareness to the 
fantastic quality coming from the Cape 
today. By working together we have 
achieved far greater impact than we could 
have done individually. We are seeing a 
general shift in the appreciation of top 
South African wines and customers are 
increasingly willing to give premium South 
Africa a greater presence in their ranges.

 “There is an increasing understanding 
within the industry at all levels that, by 
working together, exchanging ideas and 
sharing resource, a huge amount can be 
achieved much quicker and with greater 
impact. The sharing of knowledge is key to 
the evolving of winemaking styles and the 
progression of quality. 

 “The unbelievable range and variety 
of meso-climates presents a fantastic 
opportunity and there will be a continuous 
unlocking of this potential as dynamic 
producers continue to experiment in their 
quest for absolute quality and discover new 
and exciting vineyard sites. This, coupled 
with the unshackling of an industry that 
is now communicating better, travelling 
more and understanding better the 
requirements of the varying international 
palates is leading to very rapid progress. We 
are still in the early stages of a revolution.”

BOUTINOT WINEMAKER

MARINDA 
KRUGER-VAN ECK 

The challenge for South Africa is for 
each region to know its strong 

points. What are the cultivars that will 
perform exceptionally well in a given 
region, in the soils and microclimates, what 
is the best expression of that area? 

“One of South Africa’s strongest points 
is the younger and emerging regions, such 
as the vineyards coming up on the south 
coast. 

“And it will be extremely interesting in 
the next few years as the vines age and the 
complexity in the wines grows, plus people 
are increasingly concentrating upon the 
natural expression of what a vineyard in a 
particular area does well. 

“South African winemakers and 
growers are only now starting to get the 
self -confi dence to realise the potential of 
what we have here, wine quality-wise, and 
the industry has also been investing a lot of 
money into research at a viticultural and 
wine science level, and this is all happening 
together. 

“So this is the start for South Africa. 
We are past the cycle of everyone trying 
to be everything to everybody, planting 
everything everywhere, and in the longer 
run we want to be up in the rank with top 
countries. 

“Fighting with quality is the only way, 
and at every price point.” 
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We asked several key infl uencers for their insights 
into South Africa’s challenges and opportunities  CAPE COMMENT

WINEMAKER, WINERY OF GOOD HOPE

ALEX 
DALE

Strength in numbers is undeniably a 
fact and we have seen how, by 

presenting a united front through PIWOSA 
and developing a positive and optimistic 
message, we are able to eff ect a change in 
people’s thinking and attitudes towards the 
Cape’s wines. As our winemaking and 
quality have continued to evolve, we have 
come together to invest in getting the 
message to the right people where it counts. 

“The impact has been on several 
levels, which we have addressed through 
individual and targeted initiatives, such 
as getting sceptical euro-centric London 
sommeliers to take South African premium 
wines seriously and to list them. Or, 
likewise, high-end independent retailers. 
We have also worked hard to raise the 
profi le of the Cape’s premium wines with 
key members of the press and have had 
considerable success with media coverage.

“There has been a lack of co-ordinated 
promotion of premium SA wines, 
principally through lack of support 
from government and underfunding of 
the industry generic body. Most of our 
competitors – be they Australia, NZ, France, 
California, Chile or wherever – receive 
considerable funding from government, 
which sees them as a key sector in the 
export sector as well as a foreign currency 
earner and job creator.” 

 
GROUP GM WINEMAKING, DISTELL

DEON 
BOSHOFF 

Greater understanding of regional 
identity will be an advantage, to 

have people discussing the diff erences 
between Stellenbosch and Swartland or 
elsewhere, but the biggest challenge is to 
sell brand South Africa as a quality 
destination for wine. We need to break the 
value-for-money image and become 
known for our premium wine, like the best 
of California or Australia. 

“Quality is not an issue, it’s about 
marketing and the pricing of our premium 
wines with the markets we target and this 
is where industry bodies such as WOSA are 
very important. There always needs to be a 
common thread of ‘quality’ to the message. 
We don’t want to be overconfi dent, but we 
do need to be robust in getting the quality 
message over.

“The wines are defi nitely moving away 
from hard-pressed, over-wooded styles, to 
softer fruit and riper tannins, often taking 
diff erent components to balance the fi nal 
wine, still with the capacity to age, but 
focusing more on fi nesse and complexity. 

“Communicating the long-term 
sustainability of the industry is also 
important. We need to unlock the value, 
focusing on bottling at source rather than 
bulk, ensure that we develop commercially 
viable supply chains, so that it is sustainable 
for everyone going forward.” 

 
CHIEF VITICULTURIST, KWV

MARCO 
VENTRELLA
In terms of viticulture, the 
developments in South Africa over 

the past 10 years have been very exciting. 
There has been a great advance in the 
quality and integrity of our plant material 
through the Vine Improvement Scheme. In 
addition, we have seen an infl ux of new 
varieties and clones that, sometimes with 
revisiting too, have supported pioneering 
new styles of wine in South Africa. 

“Petit Verdot performs exceptionally 
well in South African conditions, off ering 
concentration and bright acidity with 
structure even in warmer areas, and 
Grenache Blanc is another that has been 
revisited with exceptional results.

“The list is long and exciting as a greater 
diversity of – particularly – Mediterranean 
varieties both suits our conditions better 
and off ers our winemakers more in terms 
of styles and components. 

“Greater emphasis on regionality 
and defi ning typicity in regions is also 
leading to improved quality. More 
regional stylistic expression in the wines is 
achieved through a variety of viticultural 
adjustments and innovations and South 
African premium producers such as KWV 
have adopted advances in technology like 
GIS and ‘terroir mapping’, and combining 
these with experiential and generational 
understanding of sites and their potential.” 
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End of thE 
BEginning

C
utting his teeth as 
assistant winemaker at 
Reyneke, Ryan Mostert 
moved to Swartland to 
work on a project with 
Michael Roets, 

Avant-Garde, sourcing and vinifying 
small batches from top vineyards for 
wines such as their Silvervis and Smiley 
labels. Describing himself as a “handler 
of grapes”, and equally at home 
discussing philosophy or egg 
fermenters, Mostert is part of the 
upcoming generation that will continue 
to shape South Africa.  Here’s his take on 
the industry:
“We advertise ourselves as a 350-year-old 
industry, but we’ve had a few disjointed 
periods. Almost by happy accident, from 
the 1940s until the end of the 1970s, South 
Africa made some wines that were really 
representative of its terroir, although 
most of these wines were made in the 
framework of a big co-op system. Then, in 
the 1980s, more estate wines came about, 
with people looking to make finer wines.

“Afrikaans people in particular have a 
pragmatic mentality, so really embraced 
science, but without the background of 
culture behind it to balance the scientific 
view. So wines were made that didn’t 
represent the land or show much joy. By 
the ’90s we had really good, technically 
correct wines but, as a generalisation, 
many still lacked soul.

“People then travelled abroad more 
and found themselves enthused with 
Latin cultures, Spain, Italy and France, 
and came back to South Africa and 
started trailblazing a new way of looking 
at wine – less scientific, a more spiritual 
and visceral approach.

“Meanwhile wineries ceded a new 

The next 
step is to 
start refining 
some crus, 
to start 
releasing 
single farm 
or single 
vineyard 
cuvées

Andrew Catchpole catches up with Ryan Mostert  
to connect the dots between his past, present and 
future as an upcoming winemaker

intErviEw: @ryanthewinegeek

generation of people that couldn’t 
practice in established wineries and, as it 
costs a lot of money to set up, had to look 
at further flung regions and vineyards 
to start making wine. By really happy 
coincidence, these regions had a fantastic 
stock of good vines, also sitting on some 
fairly extreme geology – in some cases 
vines that were organic by default. This, 
coupled with people wanting the kind 
of wines they had tasted in Europe, all 
culminated in a real wave that hit the 
industry quite hard and started to gather 
momentum into the late 2000s.

sitting on gEology
“Where we sit now is ‘the end of the 
beginning’. What these guys did is the 
beginning and now we are standing 
on their shoulders. But we can’t keep 
doing the same thing. We are still sitting 
on geology that is really interesting and 
vineyard stocks that are not necessarily 
being used the way that we think they 
should be. 

“The next step is to start refining 
some crus, to hone and zoom in, to start 
releasing single farm or single vineyard 
cuvées. In Swartland, where we are 
working, if we pick parcels from across 
different geological areas we can blend 
and make some great wines, really 
rounded. 

“But now, if we pick single parcels, look 
at the differences and start defining our 
crus, we can go to new places and that is 
the ultimate. You are no longer looking for 
something in the wine, but letting it wash 
over you, because it just becomes a sense 
of place, you experience what the earth is 
capable of. 

“This also has a butterfly effect 
and we stand at a crossroads in South 

Africa. So we will probably see more 
of this sweeping across The Cape as 
there is potential lying everywhere. In 
Stellenbosch, Constantia, right down to 
Cape Agulhas – we’ve even bought grapes 
from vineyards half way up to Namibia 
and even with vines over-cropping you 
can really taste the potential.

“We will always need the larger 
commercial wineries and the co-op 
system because it keeps the vineyards 
ticking, but a sign of maturity is to be 
successful at every end of the wine 
market. 

“And the co-ops really make it possible 
for us to go out and find such vineyards 
because they are the reason those 
vineyards exist. From a patch of vines we 
might take 5ha from a farmer but we need 
the co-op to take the other 25ha.

“Wineries that played a part in seeding 
a new movement include Welgemeend, 
making wine in a more natural way.

“The then-winemaker Louise Hofmeyr 
inspired Tom Lubbe who, in turn, 
spearheaded the move towards terroir-
driven Swartland wines with his project 
The Observatory. He was well ahead of 
his time.

“Another would be Spice Route, where 
Eben Sadie first worked with Swartland 
grapes and it inspired him to dig deeper 
into the region. Others, such as Marc Kent 
at Boekenhoutskloof also helped open the 
region up. 

“And there is some real talent working 
in the big cellars, with big companies such 
as Kleine Zalze and Robertson Winery, an 
old co-op transformed into to a thriving 
entity, sustaining the industry. 

“So we are the growing tip and a new 
generation will continue to step up, take 
risks and make headway. ” 

Mostert: shaping 
South Africa
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UNLOCKING 
THE STORIEST

he creative force that 
founded Flagstone 
and went on to 
embrace the challenge 
of resurrecting 
Kumala is one of The 

Cape’s most prominent winemakers and 
a great communicator to boot. 
Accolade’s erudite free-thinker Bruce 
Jack muses on the legacies of his land 
and subsequent social and leadership 
hurdles facing the industry:
“Like a complex wine, the more you 
understand South Africa, the more 
intriguing it becomes. Most of us know it 
is the birthplace of all cognitive humans 
(making us all South African), but did you 
know South Africa is the only country 
to have built and then dismantled our 
nuclear warheads?

“Our fascinating wine journey is also 
uniquely intertwined with our human 
travails. A history of colonialism, slavery 
and Apartheid is balanced by the Mandela 
legacy. When the Berlin Wall fell it was no 
longer palatable for the west to prop up 
the Apartheid regime. Six months later 
Mandela was released. Suddenly we could 
sell our wine globally.

“What a balls-up we made initially. It 
was left to an Englishman, Roger Gabb, 
to create our fi rst (and still our largest) 
export brand – Kumala. But this isn’t 
surprising. In the mid 1990s we were still 
sifting through the rubble of ourselves, 
desperately searching for what we could 
believe in going forward.

“Around 2004 WOSA introduced its 
biodiversity marketing position. Planting 
the ‘business of wine’ in the ‘kingdom of 
fl owers’ and expecting both to fl ourish 
was seen as risky. But in retrospect it was 
a stroke of genius because something 
amazing happened. We were forced to 
look from our farm gates, not outward 
towards the gold-paved streets of 
marketing make-believe, but back to the 
land that makes us diff erent.

“This new focus somehow unlocked 
the untainted stories of our land. It felt 
like spring. The ‘wholesomeness’ of 
farming found new expression in old 
stories. Fresh, wry Afrikaans proverbs 
emerged. We started recognising 
elements of our national character woven 
into our communication – tenacity, boer 
maak ’n plan, humour, generosity of spirit, 
fi erce individuality, contrary opinions, 
eccentricity and a deep-rooted love of the 
land. And it has worked. Annual exports 
have grown from 50 million litres in 1994 
to 500 million litres by 2013.

“This self-discovery also had a direct 
impact on how we craft wine. We’ve 
discovered a confi dence we sometimes 
lacked before – based on a humble 
remembering that we are privileged 

This new 
focus 
somehow 
unlocked the 
untainted 
stories of 
our land 

INTERVIEW: BRUCE JACK

custodians of our land. To be successful 
winemakers, we only have to refl ect our 
South African stories and remarkable 
environment through our wine; nothing 
more. The brilliant results are all around.

COHESION AND COLLABORATION
“What we do lack is a defi nable leadership 
structure. Until now, constructing one 
simply hasn’t been possible – the fi rst 
attempt failed because of jostling for 
power and money. This elbowing was 
necessary for us to move towards an 
equable normalisation, and it highlighted 
the divergence of expectations. 

“Luckily the organs of the wine state 
have continued to operate, despite no 
head. This bodes well. It demonstrates 
our extraordinary resourcefulness. But it 
has slowed us down and the time has now 
come for a step-change and a big leap 
forward. This requires cohesion 
and collaboration.

“The crucial issue is still transformation 
– of our industry and general land 
ownership. With an over-arching 
structure in place, we will liaise more 
eff ectively as a vital GDP generator with 
government. 

“Communication is essential to survive 
this transformational minefi eld. We are 
collectively responsible for creating 

sustainable solutions for all, not a 
Zimbabwe.

“Fortunately for us, the Spier Wine 
group (driven by Mariota Enthoven and 
CEO Andrew Milne) has kept the dialogue 
light burning over the past four years by 
hosting numerous inclusive collaborative 
discussions with various parties, including 
government, labour unions and NGOs, on 
this thorny subject and others. Pioneers 
such as Charles Back. Dr Paul Cluver and 
Jan Solms, to name a few, have lead by 
example, creating massive change.

“Rico Basson is the driving force behind 
an initiative called WISE – Wine Industry 
Strategic Exercise. Born partly out of the 
Spier collaborative sessions, WISE aims 
to create the framework for industry 
leadership. Focused on pulling this 
fragmented industry together to create 
jobs, develop skills, raise funds, leverage 
our BRICS status, ignite wine tourism, 
embrace Brand SA, drive our national 
R&D agenda and importantly contribute 
to meaningful transformation. It is a 
logical next step. 

“Perhaps more than any other industry 
we can change the future of this country 
and her people for the better – but we 
must act now and do it properly. Keep 
close as another intriguing chapter in the 
South African story unfolds.” 

Jack: force for 
change

As a respected (unoffi  cial) 
ambassador for South 
African wine, Bruce 
Jack explores the 
transformation still 
shaping the scene today
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AdvertoriAl: KWV

Modern thinking and brimming with enterprising ideas,  
the revamped KWV has firmly set its sights on raising the bar  

for South Africa in the UK

the Mentor’s 
renAissAnce 

A
revamped KWV has 
re-emerged as a 
producer with the 
ambition and drive to 
be at the forefront of 
shaping perceptions 

of South African wine under the 
direction of its fresh ownership and a 
dynamic new management team. With 
talented head winemaker Johann 
Fourie at the helm, the company has set 
the new quality bar high, already 
picking up the prestigious Veritas 
Trophy for Best Producer four times 
since 2011, together with a clutch of 
medals at the 2015 International Wine 
Challenge, including gold for The 
Mentors Chardonnay 2013.

This renewed focus is most apparent 
via KWV’s ongoing UK strategy of 
repositioning. With an emphasis on 
mid to higher-end labels, plus clear 
differentiation of its portfolio per market 
channel, while paying attention to 
the middle ground and on-trade, the 
company is aiming to add vitality to 
areas in which South Africa tends to lack 
a strong presence. 

And KWV has the wines to deliver. The 
portfolio includes high-end, boutique 
scale The Mentors and classic estate 
wines from Laborie and the Roodeberg 
brand, to more mainstream mid-market 
labels such as KWV Cathedral Cellars and 
Classic, with the funkily modern Big Bill. 

Furthermore, it is poised to drive 
innovation, having recently launched 
Earth’s Essence, a naturally sulphur and 
preservative-free wine.

Moreover, in tune with the general 
evolution in Cape winemaking, KWV’s 
winemakers have been honing blends, 
with attention to sourcing and selection, 
introducing more subtle oak regimes and 
seeking finesse, freshness and balance. 

KWV also has a renowned range of 
brandies. It scooped the prestigious 
award for Best Brandy/Cognac 
Producer at the recent International 
Spirits Challenge 2015, and the Best 

Brandy trophy, ahead of leading cognac 
producers. 

For KWV it’s all about what global 
marketing & sales director De Bruyn 
Steenkamp describes as “looking to do 
the right thing for the brand over the 
longer term”, building a sustainable 
future for KWV and the broader South 
African wine offer. 

With Bottle Green (now Kingsland-
owned) as UK distributor and dynamic 
ex-supermarket buyer Angela Mount 
consulting on UK-style blends and 
strategy, KWV has unveiled a clear 
strategy in its approach to the market.

Already underway is the 
communication to trade of the changes 
at KWV and the renewed positioning in 
the UK. 

This year’s supporting activities 
include trade advertising, including 
partnership in this supplement, 
sponsorship of high-profile wine events 
such as the IWC and a forthcoming series 
of wine masterclasses. Year two of the 
strategy will see a roll out of initiatives 
and tastings designed to engage with 
consumers as KWV continues to spread 
word of its renaissance. 

de Bruyn steenkAMp, MArketing & sAles director

gap in the market
The UK is South Africa’s biggest export market but 
there is still a gap for premium wines both in the UK 

and globally. KWV has the mix of heritage, recognition and 
quality credentials and, with our redefined approach, 
positioning the right brands for the right channels, we 
believe that we can build in this middle ground.”

BrAnds

the Wine range
kWv
Including KWV Classic, KWV Reserve, 
KWV Sparkling and Concordia, a range 
that combines clear varietal fruit and 
character, with great balance and 
drinkability. 

kWv the Mentors
Superb selection of top flight, terroir-
focused, small production wines 
showing the best of South Africa. 

roodeBerg
Heritage meets modern craftsmanship 
at this flagship estate producing 
elegant but intense and age-worthy 
wines. 

lABorie
A true Cape classic with roots going 
back to 1691, today delivering a 
contemporary range of outstanding 
wines. 

above: the 
cathedral cellar
Below: laborie
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chaMPIonInG 
chenIn 

F
ollowing hot on the 
heels of the 
Swartland 
Revolution, South 
Africa’s producers 
and advocates are 

now talking of a Chenin Revolution as 
the natural follow on when it comes to 
building the quality reputation for the 
country’s wines. But with Chenin best 
known to the wine drinking public as a 
crisp, good value entry-level variety, 
much work needs to be done to elevate 

perception of the quality levels to 
which this noble variety can rise. 

South African Chenin is, though, 
gaining greater recognition and coverage 
from those in the know, not least because 
of a spread of both superb single variety 
wines and Chenin-based blends that 
have been wowing writers and trade 
alike. To be a worthy champion for 
quality South Africa this message needs 
to be promoted further, especially in the 
mid-market where there is a gap between 
high-end stars and entry-level off erings. 

With this as our premise, we gathered 
a panel of off - and on-trade retailers and 
wholesalers for a Chenin Workshop, 
comprising a tasting designed to explore 
the diversity of the variety, plus a debate 
on how best to communicate and sell 
Chenin at all levels. The one common 
theme was that Chenin Blanc certainly 
stands up to be counted as South Africa’s 
fl agship variety and, with a wealth of 
vineyards, including many pockets of old 
bush vines, is a natural front runner that 
The Cape can claim as its own. 

How can South Africa improve the perception of Chenin Blanc to show 
consumers its true potential? Andrew Catchpole gathers the experts

woRKshoP: CHENIN
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Berenice Barker
HEAD OF FINE WINE, DISTELL/CAPE LEGENDS

The tasting certainly gave the scope of what South African Chenin can 
do, from fresher, simpler, entry level to quite complex wines. We have to 
look at the way ahead, what stories we can tell, and look at what we 
already have. There are some great plots of Chenin and other varieties 
being rediscovered, we are doing a lot of work with spectacular bush 

vines in great sites, so focusing on the best we can get from this heritage and 
communicating that. 

With our Nederberg range we have done something spectacular in terms of a heritage 
heroes story, a story about every single wine and with our estate wines it comes down 
to specifi c wines with specifi c stories for each individual channel. It’s about education 
and always pushing the boat out a little further with what we can off er and showing 
what we can do.

Siobhan Astbury 
BUYING DIRECTOR, HAYNES, HANSON & CLARK

South Africa is not my 
speciality, but I’m quite 
excited about what we’ve 
tasted, giving a feel for 
Chenin and the potential to 

take it up a level with both Chenin and 
other South African wines. Something is 
bubbling, people are starting to talk about 
South Africa, starting to talk about terroir 
and regionality, which is what is needed to 
help communicate this excitement. 

South Africa does entry level so well. 
Our entry-level Chenin Blanc at £6 over-
delivers – it’s fantastic value, crisp, bright 
and characterful, and this is part of the 
diffi  culty with persuading people to trade 
up, because if we have a £12 Chenin sitting 
next to it, it needs to be twice as good.

Laurent Chaniac
WINE CONSULTANT, CINNAMON CLUB

South Africa has been 
producing wine for several 
centuries. It has the 
knowledge, a warm climate 
but tempered by oceans, old 

vines, history and can deliver at price points 
capable of showing the wines in a very good 
light. Of course, like every country, it has 
made mistakes. But Chenin is a good 
variety, a direct competitor in terms of 
acidity to Sauvignon Blanc and often more 
interesting than other varieties at entry 
level. 

So more needs to be done to express and 
communicate what the variety is about, to 
talk about the terroir. I would rather spend 
£60 on a great Chenin than on an average 
wine from Burgundy or some other part of 
the world and South Africa is well placed 
to showcase its wines from this mid-range 

Marc-Andréa Lévy
BEVERAGE DIRECTOR, CUBITT HOUSE & OPEN HOUSE

To help wine drinkers 
understand the variety of 
styles from South Africa and 
the quality wines, one of the 
solutions is to focus on 

regionality and how this delivers such 
diversity. Price pressure and mass 
production is an issue [for South Africa], but 
everyone needs to make an eff ort to focus 
on quality fi rst, then on the sustainable 
winemaking, and the new generations 
showing great potential and making some 
great wines. 

Our role should be to educate people as 
to the quality and Chenin Blanc is a good 
starting point to help people understand 
this. The advantage of the UK market is that 
people are very open-minded and open to 
education, so there is a lot of potential for 
communicating the stories, the old vines, 
the character in the wines, and bringing in 
the next generation of wine drinkers.

Andrew Catchpole
FREELANCE WRITER & DISCUSSION CHAIR

Quality-wise, Chenin can compare 
favourably with other noble white 
varieties such as Chardonnay and 
Riesling, also off ering similar 
potential in terms of food 

compatibility and, at best, age-worthy examples. 
What seems to be holding it back is a lack of public 
exposure, except for value examples at entry level, 
but this looks set to change as opinion formers are 
increasingly championing Chenin and Chenin-based 
wines at the high level. It will take time for this to 
fi lter through, but as a fl agship for South Africa, 
Chenin is now seriously beginning to pull its weight 
as part of a quality halo, helping communicate 
South Africa from its top wines down.
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Dylan Murray
OPERATIONS DIRECTOR, DRAKE & MORGAN

Chenin at near-entry level 
will sell by the bucket load 
– people are confi dent with 
it, but if they head up to the 
next price level, they buy 

something fashionable. These days people 
are talking about Albariños and Rieslings, 
but still only see Chenin at entry level, so 
[the variety] somehow needs to plug into 
that fashionability.  

It’s about gaining the confi dence from 
our customers to upgrade and focusing 
on the regions, the diff erent styles. We as 
the trade know that there are some great 
wines coming out, but does our customer 
know that? I would love to be able to look at 
these wines in a diff erent light, to encourage 
people to move up a little, to add a little 
more value for us and the customer, so it’s a 
question of education.

Judith Nicholson
ASSISTANT WINE BUYER, MATTHEW CLARK

We’ve seen an ongoing rise in entry-level sales for 
Chenin and South Africa, but also seen a strong rise in 
value of sales at a more premium level. With new stories 
to tell about South Africa this is really helping, but we 
are still at the beginning in terms of explaining the 

diff erentiations you have with South African wines, and this will really 
help to explain to our customers and then their customers why it is 
worth trading up. 

We’ve been really lucky in that we now have some really good higher-
end South Africa wines to work with, so the stories feed through from 
buyers to the sales force, to sommeliers and then to consumers, telling 
the stories and explaining why the quality is good, what the styles are and 
why. We’ve also had a big push, so now we are seeing people asking for 
higher-end wines, both Chenins and other South African styles and this 
interest, and sales, continues to grow. People are more interested in less 
mainstream varieties at the moment, which is helping Chenin.

Jonny Tyson
WINE DEVELOPMENT MANAGER, HILLS PROSPECT

We’re mainly selling 
entry-level Chenin and 
can’t get away from the 
fact that it sells well. If we 
are going to push people up 

the wine list the story has to be about 
regionality and style as this gives our 
accounts people something to talk about 
to their customers. You need this for most 
wine lists outside of specialist, higher-end 
restaurants, otherwise there is little 
incentive to spend up if the entry level 
delivers. 

Chenin across the price points shares 
certain characteristics and a signature 
style, so you need to get people’s heads 
around this so they will move up the 
quality scale. People will buy an entry-
level Australian Shiraz but also move up 
to a fantastic £30 Shiraz, despite being 
able get similar overall style at entry level, 
and so long as we can get people’s heads 
around this working with Chenin too, 
then we can be successful in encouraging 
people to explore higher-priced examples.

We’ve seen an ongoing rise in entry-level sales for 
Chenin and South Africa, but also seen a strong rise in 
value of sales at a more premium level. With new stories 
to tell about South Africa this is really helping, but we 
are still at the beginning in terms of explaining the 

diff erentiations you have with South African wines, and this will really 
help to explain to our customers and then their customers why it is 

We’ve been really lucky in that we now have some really good higher-
end South Africa wines to work with, so the stories feed through from 
buyers to the sales force, to sommeliers and then to consumers, telling 
the stories and explaining why the quality is good, what the styles are and 
why. We’ve also had a big push, so now we are seeing people asking for 
higher-end wines, both Chenins and other South African styles and this 
interest, and sales, continues to grow. People are more interested in less 
mainstream varieties at the moment, which is helping Chenin.

Jo Wehring
UK MARKET MANAGER, WOSA

The broader perception of Chenin at moment is that 
it remains a fl agship in the wrong kind of sense – a 
fl agship for good wine by the glass at entry level – so 
it needs to be built up. But if you look at the South 
African wines on the white side gaining recognition 

at the premium end, Chenin has become an important quality 
fl agship, with older bush vine wines, some of the Chenin blends, and 
if you are talking about leading journalists and infl uencers, then 
Chenin is playing a really important role in the broader image of 
South Africa and the quality of wines it is producing.

In the past few years South Africa has come a long way in 
better understanding its terroir and which varieties are working 
best where, and this is a major progress. We are working with the 
WSET at the moment to update and really get these messages 
out there so this should continue to feed through to both trade and 
consumers.

Gerrie Knoetze
MANAGING DIRECTOR, VIVAT BACCHUS

Chenin is a very useful wine 
at the lower end. It’s fresh, 
easy to talk people into 
instead of Sauvignon Blanc, 
it has a broader body and is 

more interesting. In the middle part of the 
market, Chenin is taking away from 
Chardonnay. It has similar fruit interest and 
complexity and with light oak it’s doing well 
for us. 

A whole body of people are now making 
stunning Chenins at fantastic price points – 
wines we can buy at less than £10 – so I see 
it as part of our job to convert people from 
Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay. When 
people have decided that they will buy South 
African, then Chenin is a perfect way into 
the broader South African wine list.
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a taste oF chenIn
As both icebreaker and introduction to 
our Chenin Workshop our panel began 
with a tasting of a medley of Chenin 
Blancs. This selection, supplied by some 
of this supplement’s key supporters, was 
designed to show the diversity possible 
within one variety and provide a backdrop 
against which to debate Chenin’s 
importance in the South African cannon. 

With wines ranging from crisp, simpler 
styles to richer, more complex and 
age-worthy barrel-fermented and oaked 
examples, plus Loire ringers Vouvray 
and Savennières for comparison, this 
provided a suitably varied snapshot of 
South Africa’s leading white variety. 

The most notable conclusions centered 
on Chenin’s high acidity and fruit profi le, 
along with its adaptability as a variety 
through a wide range of levels of quality 

the VenUe 

VIVat 
BaCCHUs
With thanks to the team at Vivat 
Bacchus for hosting our Chenin 
Workshop. 
Vivat Bacchus (London Bridge), 
4 Hays Lane, London SE1 2HB 
Tel: 020 7234 0891 
vivatbacchus.co.uk

The acidity lends itself to quite 
broad food compatibility

and inherent richness (or otherwise). It 
was agreed that Chenins closer to entry 
level sit well as an attractive alternative 
to either light Pinot Grigio or unoaked 
Chardonnay, while having the freshness 
of Sauvignon Blanc but without the “in 
your face” aromatic intensity of the more 
overblown styles – a wine that can off er a 
good point of diff erence on the list. 

Moreover, the acidity lends itself to 
quite broad food compatibility, with the 
more intense examples revealing greater 
texture and depth of soft fruits character, 
potentially being useful partners to a 
range of seafood and white meat dishes. 

South African Chenin, with its 
sometimes slightly fuller style than 
Loire examples, often scores well on this 
front, with the main challenge being to 
communicate the variety’s attributes to a 
largely unaware public.  
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*IBL Sales out Jan-June 2014 Vs same period 2015iblwines.com

Continued brand investment is driving +53%* growth

Now widely available through:

Appleby Westward, Booker, Costcutter, Spar, Palmer & Harvey, Premier, 

Today’s Group, Rontec, Shell, NUS, Moto, Mace, Makro and Dhamecha

Makulu uses 100% sustainable farming with every 

bottle sold helping to support our crèche and

education center

Makulu's Summer long BBQ on pack offer continues!

Visit iblwines.com/makulu-braai for more information 

From the heart of South Africa’s winelands
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ones to watch 

on taste
■■Percheron Chenin Blanc/Viognier, 

Western Cape 2015 (RRP £6.99, 
Boutinot)

■■FirstCape Special Cuvée Bush Vine 
Chenin Blanc 2015 (RRP £7.49, Brand 
Phoenix)

■■FirstCape Limited Release Bush Vine 
Chenin Blanc 2014 (RRP £7.49, Brand 
Phoenix)

■■Nederburg 5600 Chenin Blanc 2015  
(RRP £7.99, Cape Legends) 

■■Cher et Tendre Vouvray Sec, Loire, 
2014 (RRP £8.99-£9.49, Boutinot)

■■Uitkyk Chenin Blanc 2013 (RRP £9.15, 
Cape Legends)

■■Neethlingshof Chenin Blanc 2015 
(RRP £9.99, Cape Legends) 

■■Fleur Du Cap Bergkelder Chenin Blanc 
2014 (RRP £9.99, Cape Legends)

■■Earthbound Chenin Blanc 2015 (RRP 
£9.99, Cape Legends)

■■Seriously Cool Chenin Blanc, 
Stellenbosch 2014 (RRP £10.99, 
Boutinot)

■■KWV Cathedral Cellars Chenin blanc 
2013 (RRP £10.99, Bottle Green)

■■Fleur Du Cap Unfliltered Chenin Blanc 
2014 (RRP £11.99, Cape Legends)

■■The Tea Leaf Chenin Blanc, 
Piekernierskloof 2014 (RRP £11.99, 
Boutinot)

■■Dry Land Collection Barrel Fermented 
Chenin Blanc, Paarl 2014 (RRP £11.99, 
Boutinot)  

■■Nederburg Heroes Anchorman Chenin 
Blanc 2013 (Matthew Clark, restaurant 
list approx. £25-£30)

■■Kindred Chenin Blanc, Stellenbosch 
2013 (RRP £12.99, Boutinot)

■■Domaine du Petit Métris, Clos de la 
Marche, Savennièrres 2011 (RRP £14.99, 
Boutinot)

■■The Mentors Chenin Blanc 2013 (RRP 
£17.99, Bottle Green)

■■Spioenkop Chenin Blanc, Elgin 2013 
(RRP £19.99, Boutinot)

■■Rijk’s Reserve Chenin Blanc, Tulbagh 
2007 (RRP £23.99, Boutinot)

■■Nederburg Noble Late Harvest 2012 
(Matthew Clark, restaurant list approx. 
£25-£30) 
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Wines 
of good 
hope?
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Wines 
of good 
hope?

With Cape Wines 2015 fast approaching,  Andrew Catchpole asks attending 
independent merchants where the excitement lies

i
ndependent 
merchants can help 
make or break the 
quality reputation of a 
country, especially in 
the mid and upper-

mid tiers where the more affl  uent and 
infl uential wine consumers do their 
shopping. And, with much perception of 
South Africa seemingly split between 
entry-level value on the one hand, and 
an increasing roll-call of still somewhat 
niche star wines and winemakers on the 
other, the wines with which these 
merchants are seeking to refresh their 
portfolios give an interesting insight into 
where they believe South Africa’s 
emerging strengths lie. 

Excitement about the evolution on 
South Africa’s wine scene appears to be a 
given, with merchants fascinated by the 
mix of choice and quality emerging, while 
also nodding to the favourable exchange 
rate and thus cost of the wines. 

“South Africa is making some of the 
most exciting wines of the New World 
and, as such, we’ve been discovering more 
terroir-driven wines, with producers 
working on a smaller scale, paying more 
attention to details,” says Erik Laan, 
managing director, The Vineking. “The 
weakness of the Rand also means we 
are getting good value across the range, 
with quality bang on the money, and the 
relative ease logistically of dealing with 
South Africa means we’re increasingly 
looking to buy interesting and great value 
wines direct.” 

creaTing an edge
Laan is keen to seek out what he describes 
as the ‘new Ataraxia and new Alheit’ – 
namely, wines from winemakers coming 
up behind the most recent generation 
of now-established quality producers, to 
give both The Vineking and indie buying 
group The Vindependents an edge with 
South Africa in the UK. 

He cites a mix of good, commercial 
entry-level wines, including Chenin, 
Pinotage and Sauvignon Blanc, plus 
varietally expressive styles around £10, 
including Chardonnay, Chenin and Syrah, 
plus hand-sell wines at £10-£20, including 
other Rhône grapes and blends and 
anything unusual that excites his palate. 
Cooler climate and coastal fruit, along 
with distinct expression of regionality, are 
high on his agenda. 

“There is a lot of creative fl air in South 
Africa, both with the wines and cuisine, 
and a lot of our customers visit the 

country, so the perception is becoming 
increasingly positive, which in turn makes 
it easier for us to sell interesting and 
quality wines with a sense of place,” says 
Laan. 

John Chapman, operations director at 
Oxford Wine Company, is another who 
will be looking for the next wave of wines 
to move on to build upon the current 
swell of interest.

“South Africa is an exciting area but 
following the coming of age of Swartland 
and others, there is a sense that it has 
reached a plateau for the past couple of 
years with what we have been seeing,” 
says Chapman. “But it remains a hotbed 
for exciting new ventures, with older 
properties also increasingly stepping back 
and fi nding their roots. So for us the really 
key area is at £10-£20 and especially wines 
of interest from more marginal climates.”

Chapman also stresses that South Africa 
doesn’t need to be funky, highlighting 

that, alongside the fashionable wave 
of (often old vine) blends and more 
off -piste varieties, the quality of the more 
traditional Bordeaux blends, Chenin 
Blanc, Chardonnay (“some of the best 
value in the world”) and even Pinotage is 
at an all time high. This, he says, all helps 
to get the message of quality across to 
consumers who might not be up to speed 
with the latest cutting edge wines. 

“What is a challenge, for South Africa 
and its perception here, is that even some 
of the better-known entities in the UK are 
still around £60-odd retail, which isn’t a 
vast price for the quality of the wines,” 
says Chapman. “What is needed are more 
examples of the higher priced wines, to 
grow acceptance and understanding at 
this level, so that South Africa can raise 
perception and command the right prices 
for its highest quality wines.”

Pushing accepted price boundaries 
to help raise overall quality perception, 
coupled with seeking out more focused 
wines revealing a greater sense of place 

over winemaking, will likely help drive 
interest in the independent sector. A third 
major factor, touched upon by Laan, 
Chapman and others, lies in promoting 
the sheer diversity of varieties and 
styles being produced, especially once 
customers have already been converted 
by quality-delivering examples of South 
Africa’s more familiar wines. 

ecLecTic and aMBiTioUs
“What South Africa is doing now is 
experimenting quite ferociously with 
diff erent wine styles and varieties, with 
things still coming out of the country that 
we haven’t tried before. As our rationale 
as a company is to have an eclectic and 
ambitious range to then hand sell, South 
Africa is off ering a lot of excitement,” says 
Jason Millar, buyer, Theatre of Wine. 

“Winemakers still have the freedom to 
make what they want, what works best, 
so we are seeing incredible Viognier, 
idiosyncratic blends of Rhône and other 
varieties – as diverse as Zinfandel and 
Tempranillo – and a real blurring of old 
boundaries as to what can be done,” 
he continues. “And with wines such as 
Bordeaux blends from Stellenbosch, 
winemakers have also realised that 
people are looking not for better value 
Bordeaux, but for diff erent styles that only 
South Africa can produce.” 

Miller also raises the possibility – 
perhaps as more of a request – of South 
Africa building up a legacy of reserve 
wines, those released with greater age, 
citing a 2007 TMV Syrah-Mourvèdre 
blend of which Theatre of Wine has just 
sold out, resulting from a cellar door 
policy of holding back certain wines for 
longer. This, he suggests, would begin to 
square a circle in terms of allowing South 
African producers to build greater ageing 
potential into their quality wines (and/
or release more intensely structured 
wines when ready) and thus reinforce 
the perception of high-end complexity 
among wine drinkers. 

Of course, South Africa is still very 
much a work in progress. As Chapman 
suggests, for the country to keep up the 
momentum, it still needs to balance out 
its positioning across the broader UK off -
trade, continuing to focus on the mid and 
higher price point wines.

“To engage with the consumer in the 
UK and gain bigger bucks on the world 
stage, the best way forward for South 
Africa is to continue to look at what it 
can intrinsically do best in each of its 
vineyards, to refl ect the soils, reduce 

We’ve been discovering 
more terroir-driven wines, 

with producers working 
on a smaller scale
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yields, and continue to strive for quality at 
all levels,” says Chapman. “We know that 
South Africa can produce reliable wines 
by the tanker-load, and these wines serve 
a purpose, but it’s clearly not what the 
country is all about.” 

Pitching a whole country’s wine offer 
is never going to be an easy thing to 
calibrate. And what the broader market 
dictates will not necessarily play into 
the hands of enthusiastic independent 
merchants anyway. But Millar argues 
that South Africa is currently perhaps 
best poised 
among southern 
hemisphere 
producers to 
capture more of 
the mid-ground.

“A lot of Chile 
is reliable mass 
market, aimed 
at the multiples, 
Argentina is still 
seen as Malbec 
and Australia 
has rushed to 
the premium 
end, with wines 
now often more 
expensive than 
their northern 
hemisphere 
rivals,” says Millar. 
“Whereas South 
Africa is more on the money with respect 
to the majority of wines between £10 and 
£20, which is where most independent 
merchants operate.”

Words of caution are also sounded. 
As Millar hints, for South Africa to build 
upon this momentum and good will with 
independents it must collectively take 
care not to drag its image down with too 
many bargain basement fillers on the 
multiples’ shelves. At the same time, the 
country perhaps needs to do more to 
support those independents that are – for 
the moment – enthusiastically hand-
selling Cape wines. 

The challenge for South Africa is to 
convert such enthusiasm into sustainable, 
ongoing sales generated by customer 
choice when both trade and media 
eventually, inevitable, find the next hot 
new region or country to tout.

“For us South Africa is steady,” says Julia 
Jenkins at Flagship Wines. “There’s a bit of 
the Alsace factor about it – if you push it in 
front of people they take it on board and 
buy, go ‘wow, that’s fantastic’, but  
then often retreat again. So there need  
to be good reasons for them to return,  
and more perhaps done to expand 
people’s horizons, to get them to look at 
new wines and what winemakers on The 
Cape are doing.” 

Buying and educational trips to The 
Cape, ongoing staff education and 
incentives, the big impact of winemaker 
visits, initiatives such as WOSA’s 
forthcoming WOSANI tasting (aimed 
squarely at independents and restaurant 
buyers), plus a focus above all on quality 
at all times from South Africa, all feed 
into the kind of support that those 
hand-selling the wines need to build a self-
sustaining, saleable category. And most 
agree that the time to up the investment 
in the UK is now.   

South Africa is more on 
the money with respect 
to the majority of wines 
between £10 and £20

(from top) oxford 
Wine company, 
cirencester 
 
the theatre of 
Wine, Greenwich, 
london 

the Vineking, 
reigate, surrey

TasTing The independenT  
BesT of africa

WOZANI
This October Wines of South Africa is 
launching a UK trade tasting showing 
only wines exclusive to independent 
merchants, on-trade buyers and 
media, aiming to showcase much of 
the best that the country has to offer. 

Many of the country’s most talked-
about producers will be attending, 
accompanied by a food and wine pairing 
element to the catering, courtesy of 
Michelin-starred chef Roger Jones of 
The Harrow at Little Bedwyn. 

The WOZANI tasting will be held 
from 10.00-18.00 on October 7, 2015, 
at South Africa House, Trafalgar 
Square, London.
 i  For further information, please 

contact: 
Jo Wehring or Claudia Brown
t 020 8405 6442
E  jo@winesofsa.com

claudia@winesofsa.com
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The SouTh AfricA 
SpeciAliST

Having grown an impressive portfolio of South African agencies, 
Boutinot has upped the ante with its own quality winemaking 

programme and partnerships on The Cape

AdverToriAl: Boutinot 
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B
outinot’s South 
African portfolio 
includes several 
quality agencies, 
counting well-
established estates 

such as Rijk’s, Waterkloof, Spioenkop 
and False Bay  among its number, along 
with similarly high-end boutique 
producers such as Zorgvliet, Vuurberg 
and Le Riche. 

Equally exciting, though, is  
Boutinot’s more recent forays into 
winemaking on The Cape via its “Made 
by Boutinot” partnerships with dynamic 
modern winemakers. 

Wines from these projects include 
Swartland champion Donovan Rall’s 
Tea Leaf Chenin and Wandering Beeste 
Syrah, plus the Kindred wines in 
conjunction with the talented Werner 
Engelbrecht. 

Modern ApproAch
Elsewhere, wines such as Dry Land 
Chenin Blanc from the go-ahead 
Perdeberg co-operative and Waterkloof’s 
Seriously Cool Chenin Blanc are also 
typical of the modern, innovative Cape 
approach to winemaking that Boutinot 
supports. 

The company has long been a 
passionate advocate of The Cape, in 
part born of an historic expertise in 
Loire Chenin, which provided a natural 
pathway to South Africa’s emerging 
quality Chenins and then much else 
besides. Indeed, Boutinot’s now 
independent founder, Paul Boutinot, 
champions the variety at his Waterkloof 
estate. 

Today, a significant percentage 
of Boutinot’s New World sales are 
accounted for by an exciting portfolio 
of individual and cutting-edge South 
African wines. And the category 
continues to grow.

“Boutinot now very much likes to 
see itself as a Cape producer in its own 
right, producing around 9 million litres 

a year with its partners and projects,” 
says Robin Naylor, Boutinot’s product 
manager for South Africa. “Like many 
of the new generation of winemakers, 
we don’t own the vineyards from which 
we make our wine, but are delighted to 
call the whole of the Western Cape our 
vineyard, which allows us to continue 
experimenting and finding the best  
we can.” 

And it’s a journey that is far from 
over, with Boutinot and its partners 
continuing to unearth “fantastic bits  
and pieces”. 

These take in rediscovered  
vineyards and old vines, from superb 
Chenin and recently championed 
Cinsault, by way of more classic 
Bordeaux, Burgundy and Rhône 
varieties, plus modern Pinotage and 
exciting blends, to a host of necessarily 
small production goodies that are 
emerging. 

exciTing Mix
“As a winemaker it’s very exciting,  
having access to so many vineyards,  
such a mix of soils and microclimates, 
that it feels like being a conductor of 
massive orchestra,” says Marinda  
Kruger-van Eck, Boutinot’s winemaker in 
South Africa. 

“We can make interesting entry-
level wines because we can blend 
across regions, getting primary fruit 
flavours easily enough, but also 
layers of complexity, using different 
vineyards, components and winemaking 
techniques.” 

“Then our winemaking partnerships 
are quite small projects, where we 
collaborate for a fresh approach, 
bringing our global knowledge and 
challenging the winemakers to do things 
that they might not otherwise be able to 
do,” continues Kruger-van Eck. 

“It gives them scope to experiment, to 
push boundaries and, if it works, we can 
find the market, but if it doesn’t, we can 
try something different.”  

gerhArd vAn der WATT, perdeBerg

grape heroes
Everyone is now talking about the Chenin Revolution 
and at Perdeberg we produce it in all its variety and 

quality levels, from unoaked to oaked, to naturally sweet and 
sparkling wines. the key to understanding Chenin is the 
terroir – it’s a wine that is very reflective of where it is from, 
and the soils and climate really come together in regions 
such as Paarl and Swartland to deliver high-quality wines. 
older bush vines, such as those we use for the Dry Land 
Chenin Blancs, are another huge advantage. 

“Cinsault is another great opportunity. it’s so widely 
planted and, treated properly, can make fruity, characterful 
wines, not unlike Pinot noir in style. And it can do this 
across the quality levels, with dry-farmed vines giving a 
lot more intensity and character, so is capable of some 
fantastic expression, also being quite South African, so 
something a little different.”
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UPPing 
tHe ante
Evolution, revolution and hyperbole – Jamie 
Goode explains the buzz on The Cape

anaLYSiS: BEHIND THE REVOLUTION
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UPPing 
tHe ante

S
outh Africa is one of 
the world’s most 
interesting wine 
countries at the 
moment. For the last 
few years I have visited 

at least twice a year. This year, I’ve 
already been three times, with a further 
visit planned in September. Why spend 
so much time here, other than the 
natural beauty of The Cape and the 
convenience of overnight fl ights without 
jet lag? It’s because there’s a lot of 
exciting wine being made here, and 
things are moving at a fast pace. 

If you were to ask a regional expert to list 
their current top 20 South African wines, 
the chances are most of that list would be 
taken up with wines that weren’t being 
made 15 years ago. So just why is South 
Africa such an exciting wine country at the 
moment? There are several reasons.

The fi rst, and perhaps the most 
important, is the emergence of a new 
generation of winemakers. Well travelled, 
this new group have been exposed to 
a broad range of 
international wine 
styles, and many 
will have actively 
benchmarked their 
palates with the 
world’s classics. This 
is important, because 
however skilled you 
are in the vineyard 
and winery, unless you 
have an idea of the 
style destination you 
are heading towards, 
how do you get there? 

“A lot more people are working at 
making top wines”, says well-known 
restaurateur-turned-winemaker Ken 
Forrester, who has been in the wine 
industry for more than 20 years now, and 
has seen a lot of this progress fi rst hand. 
“We have wonderful climates and terroirs 
and there are a whole bunch of young 
guns with extraordinary winemaking 
talent. You are seeing the tip of the iceberg 
of what is coming out of South Africa.” 

Many of the most exciting wines 
coming out of South Africa are being 
made by this generation of winemakers, 
often as side projects – home brew – from 
their day jobs working in larger wineries. 

This brings in a second factor that has 
helped create an exciting wine scene. 
This is the enlightened approach of many 
winery owners who have given their 
consent to their winemakers to produce 
wines under their own labels. 

Usually there are conditions attached, 
such as maximum volume, and also 
the avoidance of competition with the 
parent winery. 

indePendenCe daY
For example, Miles Mossop of Tokara 
is allowed to produce up to 1,000 cases 
under his own label. And Chris Williams 
at Meerlust is permitted to make his 
excellent Foundry wines as long as he 
doesn’t work with the same varieties that 
Meerlust does. 

Duncan Savage at Cape Point Vineyards 
has no formal agreement with the 
owners, but makes his thrilling Savage 
wines in the same cellar, paying to rent the 
space and facilities. Craig Hawkins began 
his groundbreaking Testalonga brand 
while still employed as winemaker with 
Lammershoek, but this year left to go it 
alone. His previous assistant winemaker, 
Jurgen Gouws, also began his Intellego 
brand in the same way. 

There are potential pitfalls and confl icts 
of interest in these sorts of arrangements, 
but enlightened owners know that by 
permitting a bit of home brew, they can 
keep their winemakers motivated and 
hold on to them for longer, which benefi ts 
everyone.

Another important 
factor in making 
South Africa exciting 
for wine is the low 
barrier to entry for 
new wine projects. 
This should not be 
underestimated. If you 
are a young, highly 
skilled, motivated 
winemaker with 
a dream to make 
your own wine, you 
don’t need a huge 

amount of capital to start with. The 
Western Cape has lots of old, potentially 
high quality vineyards whose owners 
are currently selling grapes cheaply to 
large wine companies. If you come in, 
chat to the owners and make an off er, 
you can get hold of really high quality 
fruit at aff ordable prices. This is a unique 
situation in the New World, and it has 
helped make the wine scene here really 
dynamic.

Perhaps the best example of this is 
what has happened in the Swartland. 
Previously a lowly region known for 
bulk wine, it is now the hotbed of vinous 
innovation in the Cape. It all really kicked 
off  with one of the original innovators of 
the modern South African scene, Charles 
Back, who was the fi rst winemaker in 
South Africa to work with Rhône-style 
blends. In 1996 Back tasted from the tanks 
at the region’s co-operative, the Swartland 
Winery. He discovered a fabulous 
Sauvignon Blanc. 

“I asked the winemaker where the 
grapes had come from and he told me 
they were from a farm called Klein 
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There are a whole 
bunch of young guns 
with extraordinary 
winemaking talent
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Amoskuil,” recalls Back. “I immediately 
drove out to the farm and asked the 
owner if it was for sale. By the next day 
we had concluded the deal. My rationale 
was that, if this farm in what is known as 
a warm area could have produced such 
a distinctive Sauvignon Blanc, it surely 
should be great for Rhone varieties.” 

Back’s new Swartland venture, Spice 
Route, was the first cellar in the region 
other than the co-op. And Back had 
spotted just the man to run it for him, 
Eben Sadie, who at the time was an 
assistant winemaker at the Romansrivier 
Co-operative in Wolseley. 

“He was a very passionate and talented 
winemaker, who lived, slept and drank 
his career,” says Back. “After working with 
him for one vintage, I realised he would 
ultimately be doing his own thing. With 
this in mind I allowed him to make some 
of his own wine on the side in the cellar.” 

drawing attention
Sadie’s initial release, the 2000 Columella, 
gained a coveted five-star rating in the 
Platter Guide, and this drew attention 
to the Swartland as a region with the 
potential for making truly fine wines, and 
not just very good commercial wine. 

Sadie’s success drew in a small band 
of dedicated young winemakers who 
were able to pay farmers good money for 
their grapes and therefore have access to 
interesting vineyards without significant 
capital resources. This old vine resource, 
coupled with the success of the early 
wines, has helped to create a dynamic 
wine scene, and some of South Africa’s 
most talked-about wines are now coming 
from this previously unpromising region. 

The region has been given particular 
momentum by two recent initiatives: 
the Swartland Revolution and the 

Swartland Independent. In 2010 the first 
instalment of what has now become an 
annual Swartland Revolution was held. 
It’s a collaborative endeavour, taking 
place over a November weekend in 
Riebeek Kasteel, and bringing together 
winegrowers, wine lovers, journalists 
and merchants for seminars, tastings 
and partying. And there’s the related 
Swartland Independent, which attempts 
to set down production guidelines for 
wines that are authentically Swartland. 

Star Swartland producers include 
Sadie Family, Mullineux, Testalonga, 
Badenhorst, Intellego, Porseleinberg, Rall, 
David Sadie and Mount Abora.  

And then there are the newer, cooler-
climate regions, which have added an 
extra dimension to the Cape’s offering. 
Hemel-en-Aarde has undergone a lot 

of expansion of late, and is making 
quite a reputation for Chardonnay and 
Pinot Noir, as well as cool-climate Syrah 
and Sauvignon Blanc. The established 
pioneers of Hamilton Russell and 
Bouchard Finlayson have been joined by 
the likes of Newton Johnson, Crystallum, 
Creation and Ataraxia among others. 

Elgin is also attracting a lot of attention, 
and in particular it is becoming the 
Chardonnay hotspot (or cool spot?) of 
South Africa, as well as making very good 
Sauvignon Blanc and Pinot Noir. 

Paul Cluver, Oak Valley, Richard 
Kershaw, Elgin Ridge, Iona, Catherine 
Marshall and Shannon are all names 
worth looking for. And let’s not forget 
about windy Elim, whose potential has 
perhaps to be fully realised. 

Finally, there’s a factor that is often 
overlooked, but which is fundamental 
to the transformation of the wine scene 
here: there is a market for these wines. 
Unless people are willing to shell out for 
them, no one is going to make them. 

In the past, export markets wouldn’t 
have taken South Africa seriously as a 
source of fine wines. This has all changed. 
Greg Sherwood MW of Handford in 
South Kensington says that South African 
wines outsell New Zealand, Australia, 
Portugal, Chile and Argentina combined, 
accounting for 6.5% of sales in what is a 
very traditional high-end wine merchant. 

“In the shop over the past two years, 
our South African sales have increased 
by 65%,” says Sherwood, “most of this 
being wines over £10. In reality, most are 
probably closer to £20 and over.” 

Coupled with the weakness of the  
rand, this market acceptance is helping 
to keep South Africa one of the most 
interesting New World wine countries  
of all. 

Cooler-
climate 
regions 
have added 
an extra 
dimension to 
The Cape’s 
offering 

The face of SA wines 
is changing
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LocaL 
FLavour     
With South Africa’s UK listings still rooted in traditional styles, 
Christian Eedes looks at how they do it on The Cape

anaLysis: ranging

D
oes the UK wine trade 
make the most of 
what’s on offer from 
South Africa? To 
answer this question, 
let’s first look at the 

macro environment. South Africa is 
either the sixth or seventh biggest 
producer of wine by volume in the world 
but only 11th by value, depending on 
which figures you reference, and the UK 
is traditionally South Africa’s most 
important wine trading partner. 

How does this break down? In the 12 
months ending June 2015, South Africa 
exported 186.7 million litres of natural 
packaged wine, of which nearly 43 million 
litres or 23.5% went to the UK, 9.75% going to 
second-place Germany and 9.37% to third-
place Sweden (source: SA Wine Industry 
Information & Systems). Perhaps inevitably, 
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It’s about 
getting 
customers 
to take a 
leap of faith 

stellenbosch Wine 
Routes, Guardian 
Peak

TasTe oF The cape
What might that “South African-ness” 
be? Jacobs admits it’s difficult to define 
in a sentence but suggests purity of fruit 
is key. He adds that, while the Diversity 
is in Our Nature slogan generated by 
generic export body WOSA a while back 
might be imperfect, it contains “part of 
the truth” even so. “Producers are really 
starting to understand site and the South 
African winelands are anything but 
undifferentiated. In addition, we’re starting 
to see some imaginative winemaking when 
it comes to technique and the result is a 
wide spectrum of flavours to choose from, 
so you need to avoid uniformity in what 
you offer consumers,” he says.

Everybody’s got to start somewhere, 
though, and Jacobs recommends Chenin 
Blanc when it comes to white wines and 
Pinotage when it comes to reds.  “There are 
misconceptions about what constitutes 
a typical example of Pinotage. It’s often 
viewed as heavy and clumsy but it’s 
increasingly the source of more medium-
bodied wines with complexity and finesse.” 

More insight from James Pietersen, 
former head sommelier of Belthazar (a 
restaurant at Cape Town’s V&A Waterfront 
which offers 200 wines by the glass) and 
now SA portfolio manager for Wine Cellar, 
top-end Cape Town merchants. 

Pietersen explains the Wine Cellar 
philosophy: “We’re selling taste and, to 
do that, you have to sell on trust. Our 
customers have typically grown up with 
Bordeaux, Burgundy and Italian and now 
we have to lead them to South African 
wine of the same quality at the same 
or better price. It’s a long process – it 
depends on maintaining a track record of 
discovering great wines and not pushing 
what we don’t believe in”.

Pietersen believes in owning the niche, 
or at least trying to. “We’ve been among 
the first to back white blends, orange 
wines and Cinsault. It’s about getting 
customers to take a leap of faith.”

Pietersen is particularly bullish about 
Shiraz and Rhône-style blends because 
these match his customer’s proclivity 
to want to invest in red over white and 
are often easier drinking than Cabernet 
Sauvignon or Cab-based blends. 

When it comes to white varieties, he 
says of Chenin that it still tends to “confuse 
the punter” on account of how stylistically 
diverse the category is but counters with 
the following: “There are so many great 
examples out there which makes the 
market exceptionally competitive and so 
you get great value for money.”

niche versus necessiTy
There’s much excitement among 
international commentators about white 
blends but Pietersen describes these 
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as super-niche. “White wine is a cold 
beverage and it’s much more challenging 
to achieve share of throat as a result – 
you’re up against beer and anything with 
ice in it. On the other hand, oxidative 
white wine is not suited to 35°C weather 
and you therefore really have to get the 
punter to understand what context will 
provide the best drinking experience.”

Australian-born David Clarke, who 
has fine wine retail experience in both 
Melbourne and London and is a qualified 
sommelier, runs a Cape Town-based wine 
agency called Ex Animo. “Where would I 
be looking to boost my portfolio? Chenin 
and Syrah. There’s plenty of old-vine 
Chenin about and it offers great quality 
relative to price while Syrah just seems 
really at home in South Africa.”

But he is not upbeat about Cab and 
Bordeaux-style red blends. “The cheap 
ones aren’t good and the good ones 
aren’t cheap. No-one seems to be testing 
the boundaries or doing anything 
avant-garde. The price per ton of these 
grapes is exorbitant which tends to keep 
young winemakers out of the game. 
Also, international benchmarks are too 
expensive – it’s difficult to emulate those 
wines in the vineyard and cellar if you’ve 
never drank them.”

 In what might come as a surprise to 
Pinotage’s many detractors, Clarke also 
advises that the time is right to investigate 
the category. “Pinotage is really interesting 
at the moment. It’s been unfashionable for 
a while but there’s a lot of it in the ground. 
It’s forcing producers to adopt a more 
diverse approach in vineyard and cellar 
and the result is more exciting wines.”

Clarke observes that some categories 
offer more depth and cautions against 
falling for novelty (he argues, for instance, 
that the merits of single-variety Cinsault 
should not be over-estimated due to the 
fundamental limitations of the variety). 
He points out that it’s not just Swartland 
that is making advances as an area and 
feels it’s really important to evaluate 
wines on intrinsic quality rather than 
being drawn into a cult of winemaking 
personality. Too many producers fall back 
on making multi-regional wines and not 
enough is made of being site-specific as a 
selling point. All of the above summed up? 
“The trade needs to seek out wines which 
are taste driven, not market driven”.  

Clarke, Jacobs and Pietersen are all 
executive members of the South African 
Sommeliers Association (SASA) founded 
in 2010 with the intention of uplifting 
and promoting the service of wine in 
South Africa. For more information, go 
tosommeliers.org.za. 
Christian Eedes is co-owner and editor of 
Winemag.co.za

SA exports even more bulk wine than 
packaged and here Germany and the UK 
are usually pretty close (and both far ahead 
of any other country) as to who’s top, the 
UK taking 28.2% compared to Germany’s 
27.5% of the 244.6 million litres exported in 
the same period as above. 

Considering this, it seems like SA wine 
is undersold everywhere, including the 
UK. Higgo Jacobs previously worked 
at Anthony Byrne Fine Wines and 
Jeroboams Wine Merchants in the UK 
and is now a consultant sommelier in 
South Africa, reckons the UK trade can get 
much more out of the SA offering , saying: 
“Historically, South Africa has been 
used to provide a replacement for wines 
at lower price points from Old World 
countries. Look deep enough, however, 
and there’s a unique ‘South African-ness’ 
to be found”.
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GOOD VIBRATIONS

S
outh Africa leads the 
wine world with 
ethical and sustainable 
wine-related 
initiatives, ranging 
from good practice 

codes governing labour standards, 
investment in community-focused 
educational projects and black 
economic empowerment schemes to 
protecting biodiversity and encouraging 
eco-friendly production. The scale of 
involvement – typically on a voluntary 
basis – is impressive, with companies 
and estates large and small all involved 
and often at a signifi cant level. 

The fi gures speak for themselves. 
As a country, South Africa produces 
75% of the world’s Fairtrade wine, with 
its independent WIETA code of good 
practice (governing labour, health 
and safety standards) gaining strong 
momentum and more than 90% of its 
producers now voluntarily signed up to 
the IPW (Integrated Production of Wine) 
seal, allowing full traceability of each 
bottle and visibly fl agging up adherence 
to sustainable and environmentally 
friendly criteria. 

Visit any of the schools or other 
community projects that have been set 
up as a result of such ethical practices 
and there’s no mistaking the positive 
eff ect that socially responsible business 
practices can and are having on real 
people and real lives. 

Consider, too, that some 160,000 of 
the 300,000 or so people employed by 
the wine industry on The Cape are from 
‘historically disadvantaged groups’ (WOSA 
fi gures) and the impact of empowerment, 
education, trusts, plus management and 
winemaking partnerships, should not be 
underestimated. 

SUSTAINABLE APPROACH
The impetus for this collective sustainable 
approach is undoubtedly rooted in a 
strong urge to right past wrongs, both 
socially and ecologically. But what 
makes South Africa especially fascinating 
is that it has taken the concept of 
sustainable initiatives to a level that is fast 
setting a new benchmark for the global 
wine industry. 

One catch, though, is that while 
sustainability is a Big Thing in South 
Africa, understanding of this among 
wine drinkers in key export markets 
lags behind the current state of aff airs. 
However, the kind of ethical, sustainable 
and green questions that consumers 
have been asking about food and clothing 
manufacture are increasingly being asked 
about wine, meaning that South Africa 
has a great opportunity to better promote 
its own sustainable credentials. 

South Africa’s embrace 
of socially responsible 
and sustainable 
winemaking is second 
to none. Andrew 
Catchpole asks if the 
message is getting 
through

“Perception or knowledge varies 
depending on where you go in the world, 
with European consumers being far 
more aware of ethical and sustainable 
initiatives than those in, say, the US or 
Asia,” says Siobhan Thompson, CEO, of 
WOSA. “However, it is something that we 
constantly need to reinforce and I think 
it is just a matter of budget to enable us to 
promote these elements more widely.”

Low budget, compounded by a weak 
rand, is one of the key issues, with WOSA 
(and thus, arguably, South Africa’s wine 
industry as a whole) at a disadvantage 
when compared with the government-
backed spending power and resultant 
promotional clout of some rival countries. 
More than one insider has bemoaned the 
lack of government support for the (still 
mainly white) wine industry, despite it 
being a signifi cant export earner and also 
striving to put its house in order. 

“Our perception is that there is general 
awareness that South Africa is building 
a more sustainable winemaking culture, 
and that people almost expect it, but the 
challenge is that only one organisation in 
the world has the brand recognition [for 
such initiatives] and that is Fairtrade,” says 
Gerhard van der Watt, CEO of Perdeberg. 

UNIQUE SITUATION
“Our unique political situation means 
government has imposed all sorts 
of codes on industries, but wine has 
embraced the WIETA code, it’s fl agged up 
on bottles, and I can’t think of anywhere 
in the world where half of the leadership 
is represented by labour and their unions. 
So this makes for a strong, creditable 
forum where people aff ected by the 
decision-making process are in that 
decision-making process,” he continues. 

The challenge now, says Van der Watt, 
is to better promote WIETA, explain 
what the code means and entails for 
producers and to do this by explaining 
that the “fi rst guardian of these practices 
is the consumer” who, by buying WIETA-
accredited wine, is automatically helping 
sustain and promote fair labour practices 
and care of the environment. 

For Carina Gous, luxury director 
at Distell, this ongoing education of 
consumers must necessarily also be linked 
to a message that fair play is only possible 
if the wine drinker is paying a fair price. 

“There is huge pressure on people in 
South Africa to be socially responsible 
and as a company we fully support 
WIETA, with all our own farms among 
the fi rst to be accredited, seals on all of 
our higher-priced wines and now we are 
moving towards buying only from WIETA-
accredited growers and producers for all 
of our wines,” says Gous.

“However, this adds costs, and what we 

haven’t done so well as an industry, having 
put in so much eff ort towards sustainable 
working practices, is make the consumer 
aware of the benefi ts this delivers,” 
continues Gous. “And to continue driving 
real benefi ts on the ground, we need to 
be able to command a premium price, so 
more education is defi nitely needed.”

One of the issues fl agged up is that of 
shipping in bulk versus bottling at source, 
which formed the basis of a quite divisive 
OLN debate in partnership with Origin at 
this year’s London Wine Fair. South Africa 
suff ers chronic unemployment among 
its young people and it was put to the 
panel by Su Birch (representing Creating 
Value at Origin) that bulk shipments strip 
both jobs and other related value from 
the production end of the supply chain. 

South Africa 
produces 75% of the 
world’s Fairtrade 
wine
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supermarket shelf probably has very 
little notion of the social impact their 
purchasing decision might make, despite 
caring about the world enough to perhaps 
pair this bottle with a more expensive 
free-range chicken. It’s not that wine 
drinkers don’t care. Many are simply still 
unaware that wine and its production is 
aff ected by exactly the same dynamics 
as food, clothing and other consumer 
products. This is changing, but slowly, and 
more education is needed. 

One interesting point that arose in the 
Chenin Workshop (full report on page 15) 
is that by championing Chenin Blanc as 
its signature grape variety, South Africa 
has a ready-made empowering variety. 
Chenin is still the most widely planted 
grape on The Cape and forms the basis 

GOOD VIBRATIONS
The counter argument, put from some in 
the UK trade, is that South Africa would 
be less appealing cost-wise at the volume 
entry level in relation to its rivals if bulk 
shipping didn’t take place, and thus jobs 
would suff er via diminished sales. 

EMOTIVE CLOUT
This, though, comes back to the issue of 
a wine trade that has consistently failed 
to encourage most consumers to pay a 
fair and sustainable price for what is in 
the bottle – to the detriment of growers 
and producers worldwide. South Africa, 
though, with its recent history writ large 
in black and white, surely has the emotive 
clout to champion this message. 

The average wine drinker plucking 
a South African bottle from the 

of a lot of Fairtrade wines. Moreover, 
its availability, reasonable pricing and 
relative ease to work with, plus its 
almost chameleon-like ability to make 
styles from light and crisp entry level to 
complex, high-end wines, means that it is 
a great “go to” grape for anyone starting 
out on their winemaking career (Cinsault 
would be the red equivalent). 

It’s an interesting idea that by 
simply choosing a Chenin Blanc over a 
Chardonnay or Sauvignon you could be 
making a diff erence to a society. But as 
a story that helps highlight the fact that 
wine purchases can have a very real social 
aff ect on the country of origin, it’s just 
the sort of memorable hook that helps 
to promote the wider message about 
sustainability in all its forms.  

Chenin is 
a great “go 
to” grape 
for anyone 
starting 
out on their 
winemaking 
career
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Raisin Social has built an enviable portfolio of 
South African brands and estates, ranging from 
Cape ‘first growth’ Kanonkop and Pinotage 
supremo Beyerskloof, to the benchmark wines 
of La Motte, by way of snappy modern label Savi 

and quality-focused brands such as Namaqua, 
Du Toitskloof, Ondine and Leopard’s Leap.  A 
philosophy of sustainability across its various 
facets typically informs the winemaking of all of 
these labels. 

wine range

enviable portfolio

Raisin Social’s commitment to Fairtrade and fair play  
leads the field in the UK

The SuSTainable  
Champion

adverTorial: Raisin social

S
ince the import of its 
first container of 
South African wine in 
the early 1990s, 
Raisin Social has been 
at the forefront of 

building a portfolio of ethically and 
sustainably produced wines in the UK. 
So strong is its commitment that this 
Surrey-based importer recently 
reinforced its credentials with the 
switch of two of the hugely popular 
Namaqua wines to Fairtrade. 

At a stroke this created the biggest 
Fairtrade label in the UK, via the 
Namaqua Reserve-level Chenin/
Chardonnay and Shiraz/Cabernet wines, 
and this while remaining part of the best-
selling South African range in the market, 
with all the brand recognition that this 
delivers. 

With consumers ever more conscious 
and questioning of the provenance of 
their wine and food purchases, Raisin 
Social’s move to deliver Fairtrade to 
the mainstream represents a ground-
breaking move for a strongly established 
brand, though one that has evidently 
proved popular, as continued sales 
growth suggests. 

This move was in part made possible 
through an ongoing partnership with 
the Co-operative, itself long a successful 
champion of Fairtrade wines. 

Significantly, Namaqua represents the 
first switch to Fairtrade of a non-own-
label major brand. This, however, is also 
only a part of a broader emphasis by 
Raisin Social on social and sustainable 
accountability, as a recent listing at 
upmarket Waitrose of Du Toitskloof 
wines in recyclable Tetra Pak reveals. 

Combining ethical responsibility 
with a focus on cutting the carbon 
emission related to wine packaging, this 
again represents an important advance 
from an importer that has consistently 
promoted this greener packaging. 

The social benefits of this long-term 
commitment to sustainability go far 

beyond the headline promise  
of delivering fair prices for grapes  
at source. 

Over a decade of involvement in 
community work, funded by Fairtrade 
partnerships with the Co-operative 
and others, has radically improved 
the prospects of young and old in 
local winegrowing and winemaking 
communities in South Africa (see inset). 

The results are perhaps best measured 
in the significant numbers of young black 
people that have progressed to colleges, 
universities and previously difficult-to-
attain jobs in the wider South African 
community. 

With sustainable, ethical and green 
concerns increasingly defining the 
practices and purchasing habits of 
both companies and consumers, Raisin 
Social’s holistic approach with a major 
mainstream wine such as Namaqua can 
only be a good move for all.  
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above: Breedekloof
Far left: social 
projects have been 
introduced to help 
both adults and 
children in south 
africa

playing fair

at the heart of  
the community
The Du Toitskloof winery is set in the Breede River 
Valley, right at the heart of one of South Africa’s leading 
winemaking regions, and was established as recently as 
1962. 

It now comprises 22 member farms, employing some 
1,600 workers and in 2005 it became one of the first South 
African wineries to enroll in the Fairtrade programme, 
quickly building up a range of Fairtrade projects to the 
benefit of hundreds of people in the local community. 

The Co-operative has been a ready supporter of the project 
from the outset and currently works in partnership with 
Raisin Social and the Namaqua Reserve-level wines, which 
are produced solely with grapes from Fairtrade-accredited 
Du Toitskloof vineyards. 

Moreover, sales of Namaqua wines are concentrated 
at key price points of between £4.50 and £7, delivering 
sustainable returns all the way back to the workers and their 
communities at the beginning of the supply chain. 

the Fairtrade ‘social premium’ is distributed across a 
variety of worthy causes:

n HousinG – R3 million for upgrading; 254 water fountains; 
electricity to 87 houses; solar geysers to 380 houses.
n ExtRa-CuRRiCulaR aCtivitiEs – youth club, women’s 
club and sports club.
n laBouR – Minimum wage; pay slips to all 585 farm 
workers; workers’ committees established on each farm; 
improved health and safety in the workplace.
n HEaltH PRoGRammE – clinical psychologist; 
medical nurse; annual screenings for TB; alcohol abuse 
rehabilitation.
n tHREE day CaRE CEntREs – 178 children aged three 
months to five years; 27 qualified carers; 132 children in 
aftercare; medical monitoring; healthy meals.
n adult litERaCy PRoGRammE – 270 participants; 75 % 
pass rate; computer literacy programme.
n  a Co-oPERativE CRaFt woRksHoP and maRkEt –  
providing useful supplementary income to local families.
n a PRimaRy sCHool with year-group classrooms, a 
library and a well-equipped computer suite..
n suPPoRt and BuRsaRiEs for students advancing to 
higher education.

raiSin SoCial influenCe

meaningful 
presence:

Fairtrade Wine has gone from strength to strength in 
the UK since it hit the retail shelves just over 10 years 

ago. The UK is currently the largest seller of Fairtrade wine in 
the world, and this is indicative of the growing customer 
demand, as well as ongoing commitment from retailers. The 
Co-operative, which was the first retailer to introduce 
Fairtrade wine in the UK, now sells the most Fairtrade wine 
both in the UK and globally.

anna pierides 
Wine ManageR, FaiRtRade Foundation

Together with our partner producers in South 
Africa, we have always taken the long view, and 

continue to supply some of the best value branded wines 
available in the UK.  By concentrating on provenance and 
traceability from the beginning (Raisin Social will be 30 years 
old next year) all our brands have a genuine source and a 
meaningful story.  Namaqua Fairtrade, launched in the Co-op 
last year, is now the biggest Fairtrade bottle brand in the UK, 
and we intend to build on this in other non-vitreous 
packaging formats such as Tetra Pak, in line with our 
strategy as a business to work responsibly within the 
industry.

Simon halliday
Raisin social Managing diRectoR

tHE Co-oPERativE is tHE uk’s lEadinG PRoPonEnt oF 
FaiRtRadE winEs, witH namaqua now its BiGGEst 
sEllinG FaiRtRadE BRand. 

I am delighted that we are now working with 
Namaqua on a Fairtrade basis; having been involved 

in Fairtrade wine for so long it is hugely gratifying to see a 
brand as well-known and respected as Namaqua  
embracing this ethical sourcing initiative. A big “hats off” 
to Namaqua for working with us in providing a fair  
deal for those producing the wine – my hope now is that  
other brands follow suit. 

edward robinson 
co-opeRative FaiRtRade and south aFRica buyeR
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AdvertoriAl: Boutinot 

S
outh Africa is really 
exciting, with a lot of 
producers 
rediscovering varieties 
and old vineyards, 
experimenting and 

honing what they are doing, and making 
really great wines in so many styles.

“Being somewhere between New and 
Old World in terms of fruit and structure, 
there does tend to be a generosity of 
expression to South African wines that 
can help pair with bolder flavours in 
many dishes. And the wines often really 
over-deliver quality-wise, especially 
in the mid-range, so can be very 
competitive on the list. 

 “Sauvignon Blanc from cooler coastal 
areas such as Walker Bay, Overberg 
and Elgin, is really exciting at the 
moment, with particular geographical 
styles emerging. There is less of that 
forwardness you associate with 
Marlborough, with some minerality 
beginning to emerge too, and these styles 
particularly complement seafood and 
dishes with a bit of spice.

“Well-made oaked styles of Chenin 
can have an almost Burgundian elegance 
and texture, so work well with quite rich 
poultry, such as guinea fowl, including 
dishes with buttery or creamy sauces. 
Pinot Noir, again from the cooler areas, 
matches well with a host of dishes where 
elegant red Burgundy would too, so 
game, lighter cuts of beef and venison. 

“And Cinsault, from amazing old vines, 
can have really expressive fruit, similar in 
a way to the southern Rhône, being very 
flexible on a restaurant list and giving the 
sommelier something different and a bit 
quirky to work with. 

“There are also some fantastic 
examples of Syrah and Syrah-based 
Rhône blends, from Stellenbosch, 
Swartland, Paarl and elsewhere, which 
are ideal for the kind of robust and meaty 
flavours that you often find on menus. 
Modern Pinotage has improved so much 
too and works very well with grilled food. 

donovAn rAll, vuurberg

starting small
there are so many vineyards, old vineyards especially, 
that don’t have a home yet, and while there is the 

possibility of making amazing wines, people like myself and 
those starting out don’t necessarily have the budget to buy five 
tons of grapes if they don’t have a market for what they are 
making. So it really makes sense to work in partnership with 
someone like Boutinot, which is looking for the same thing – to 
make interesting small parcels of wine out of South Africa. 

“in the Wandering Beeste vineyard, for example, i’m using 
perhaps 20% of the vines for my own Rall wines, but i also 
wanted the opportunity to make something different from 
that vineyard, an almost Crozes-Hermitage-style wine. And i 
can do this with Boutinot rather than the grapes getting lost 
in some massive blend. Similarly, with our tea Leaf Chenin, 
there is scope for a lot more from that vineyard, but the fruit 
needs to be treated separately and individually, and this is 
the same with so many great old vineyards.”

A MASter  
SoMMelier’S Advice

 Nigel Wilkinson MS, fine dining account manager at Boutinot, brings his 
well-honed sommelier knowledge to bear with advice on the rich pairing 

possibilities of South African wines with modern British cuisine 

“With the white blends that South 
Africa is doing so well, food-pairing 
depends on the individual wine, but 
generally these combine freshness and 
richness with a complexity and texture 
that makes them very flexible with food. 
From mussels and oysters to smoked 
fish, along with pates and robust salads, 
to quite strongly flavoured chicken 
dishes, these wines can often match 
diverse flavours very well. 

“Then there are smaller amounts of 
so many varieties, including Riesling, 
Semillon, Gewürztraminer, Pinot Gris, 
Touriga Nacional, Mourvèdre – quirky 
and interesting stuff that can often offer 
really good value while being different. 

“The reality is that if I can convince a 
sommelier to try these wines, then the 
wines usually convince the sommelier, 
offering something different, exciting, 
often great value for the quality and very 
flexible with food.”   

(left) Boutinot 
winemaker Marinda 
Kruger-van Eck in 
the vineyard
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COOl 
ReGIONS, 
HOT 
VARIeTIeS

W
th so much diversity 
crammed into the 
Western Cape’s 
winelands and an 
evolution of styles and 
varieties sweeping the 

scene there is an embarrassment of 
choice on off er, which can be baffl  ing for 
the newcomer to South African wines. 

However, while experimentation 
and discovery continue apace, a greater 
emphasis on regionality has been 
emerging as growers and winemakers 
have come to better understand their 
meso-climates and soils and which 
varieties are best suited to these myriad 
sites. 

With this in mind, we’ve come up with 
an A-Z of Cape grapes, growing areas and 
other buzzing phrases that any aspiring 
Cape wine lover (or stockist) should know. 

AROmATIC ANd 
OFF-PISTe WHITeS 
Limited but exciting bottlings of varieties 
as diverse as Riesling, Gewürztraminer, 
Verdelho, Grenache Blanc, Pinot Gris and 
Semillon are beginning to reveal a fresh 
and aromatic new face of South Africa.

BORdeAUX VARIeTy BleNdS
Long a stalwart in the winemaking canon, 
the best from Stellenbosch and elsewhere 
are world class, sitting somewhere 
between Old and New World in style, 
off ering a charm and drinkability that 
Cabernet-based blends often take time 
to develop. 

BURGUNdIAN BeAUTIeS 
The quality of Cape Chardonnay is on 
an all-time high, with more restrained 
styles showing beautiful poise and 
elegant balance, while cooler climate 
Pinot Noir has been evolving ever greater 
complexity alongside its Cape trademark 
of attractive, supple Pinot fruit. 

CAPe POINT
At the foot of the southerly Cape 
Peninsula below Cape Town, with some 
vineyards overlooking the cold ocean, 
here the cool growing conditions excel 
in producing refi ned Sauvignon Blanc 
and Semillon. 

CHeNIN BlANC
The Cape’s most widely planted grape is 
fast becoming recognised as South Africa’s 
outstanding fl agship variety, not least for 
its ability to produce styles ranging from 
crisp entry level to complex, layered and 
sublime wines of the highest order. 

CONSTANTIA
Elegant Cape Dutch architecture provides 
a stunning backdrop for similarly 

Andrew Catchpole creates an A-Z for 
all that needs to be known about The 
Cape and its wines

ANAlySIS: THE BUZZ
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Key 
What’s 
Where

Western Cape
Coastal Region
DistRiCts:
n swartland
n stellenbosch
n tygerberg
n Cape Peninsula
n Constantia (Ward)
n tulbagh
n Paarl
n Franschhoek Valley
n Darling
n Wellington

n Klein KaRoo
DistRiCts:
n Calitzdorp
n langeberg-garcia

CaPe south Coast
DistRiCts:
n overberg
n Walker Bay
n swellendam
n Cape agulhas
n Plettenberg Bay
n elgin

oliFants RiVeR
DistRiCts:
n lutzville Valley
n Citrusdal Valley
n Citrusdal Mountain

BReeDe RiVeR Valley
DistRiCts:
n Breedekloof
n Worcester
n Robertson

WaRDs not PaRt
oF a Region
l Ceres
l Cederberg
l Prince albert Valley
l swartberg
l lamberts Bay

northern Cape
n Central orange River
(Ward)

WINeGROWING AReAS
OF SOUTH AFRICA
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elegant  whites, including Sauvignon, 
Semillon and Muscat, with some well-
balanced Cabernet blends in the mix. 

elGIN
From apples to vines, this higher altitude, 
cool-climate region is all about elegance 
and restraint, with varieties such as 
Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Noir 
and Riesling benefitting from long hang 
time and slower ripening. 

elIm
This small ward around historic Elim 
forms part of the broader Cape Agulhas 
region at the southernmost tip of Africa, 
where winemakers are increasingly 
sourcing varieties including Sauvignon 
and Semillon, plus restrained examples of 
reds, including Shiraz, all of which benefit 
from a long, cool ripening season.  

FUNKy WHITe BleNdS
Chenin plus all-comers would appear to 
be the cornerstone of a movement that 
has swept the Cape with winemakers 
excelling in producing stunning blends 
from often unusual bedfellows with 
results that have wowed critics and trade. 

Hemel-eN-AARde
Winding up above the whale watchers 
paradise of Walker Bay this evocatively 
named slice of ‘Heaven on Earth’ 
produces several of SAs best Chardonnays 
and Pinot Noirs from its cool valley slopes. 

HOlISTIC WINemAKING
South Africa leads the world in matters 
of sustainable winemaking, embracing 
the mantra in all its forms, from social 
and ethical to eco concerns, leveraging 
its viticultural bounty to improve the lot 
of society. 

Old BUSH VINeS
Pockets of old bush vines are still 
being discovered and tapped anew as 
winemakers look to realise their full 
potential, often in superb blends for 
which The Cape has become known, but 
with a nascent move to craft more site-
specific, small batches of wine. 

OVeRBeRG
Along with neighbouring Bot River 
and other emerging names, Overberg 
is a prime example of more recent 
developments as newer regions come to 
light across the Western Cape, offering a 
medley of Chenin, Shiraz, other Rhône 
varieties and more besides. 

KleIN KAROO
Until recently better known for its 
succulent lamb and fortified wines from 
around Calitzdorp, this rambling semi-

arid region is nonetheless cropping up 
on winemakers’ tongues as a source of 
intriguing old vines and varieties, with 
some at altitude. 

PINOTAGe
You might be forgiven for thinking this 
Pinot Noir-Cinsault cross was an early 
South African experiment in replicating 
Marmite, given how it divides opinions. But 
its champions are undeniably making the 
best expressions yet, eschewing the more 
rustic styles of old and focusing on fruit-
expressive, complex and even age-worthy 
styles that have been turning heads. 

QUIRKy RedS 
Juicy and joyful Cabernet Franc, 
characterful and versatile Cinsault, 
punchy Tempranillo, aromatic Touriga 
Nacional, powerful Petit Verdot, brooding 
Nebbiolo – The Cape has a wealth of 
emerging varieties just now getting into 
their stride as winemakers explore new 
and overlooked varieties. 

RHôNe RANGeRS
Red Rhône varieties and blends, led 
by Syrah/Shiraz, including Grenache, 
Mourvèdre and Cinsault, plus whites such 
as Viognier, Roussanne and Marsanne, 
are exceedingly well suited to many Cape 
vineyard sites, evidenced in a tide of 
outstanding wines. 

SPARKlING WINeS
Increasingly gaining recognition beyond 
South African shores, the best are made 
by the classic method (Méthode Cap 
Classique or MCC on the label) typically 
blended from Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, 
though with some good Chenin and even 
Sauvignon Blanc-based styles. 

STelleNBOSCH
Still the kingpin on SA’s wine scene, 
producing outstanding Cabernet-
anchored Bordeaux-style blends, but with 
a growing roll-call of Mediterranean and 
other successes to its name. 

SWARTlANd
The self-styled revolutionary hotbed of 
evolution and innovation where a new 
breed of philosophical winemakers 
are crafting superb Chenin-led and 
red-Rhône varietal blends from fabulous 
pockets of rediscovered old bush vines. 

.zA
South Africa’s crunchy online suffix, 
opening the portals to a wealth of web-
based resources, ranging from Wines of 
South Africa’s own informative website 
(wosa.co.za) to a host of often excellent 
winery websites giving the lowdown on 
The Cape and its winemaking. 
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Spirited ChoiCe

S
outh Africa’s wines 
have been creating 
such a stir that it’s easy 
to overlook the best of 
the rest of the 
alcoholic drinks 

coming out of the country’s various 
breweries and distilleries. At the volume 
end, many would be surprised to 
discover quite how big some of these 
brands are, while equally compelling is 
the domestic craft and microbrewing 
scene that has witnessed an explosion of 
new beers and ciders at the tip of Africa. 

Consider that Amarula is the second 
biggest premium liqueur in the world, 
outselling Baileys in some markets. Or that 
South Africa is the second biggest cider 
market in the world after the UK, also 
being the second biggest cider producer 
in the world, led by the brands Savanna 
and Hunter’s. Then there are a wealth 
of brandies and rums, which, although 
admittedly have less of an export profile, 
add into a mix that provides quite a choice 
beyond the vine. 

Savanna cider, of course, has a high 
profile here in the UK, selling well on a 
mix of crisp, fresh character, laid-back 
Cape lifestyle imagery and the benefits of 
riding a wave of popularity that has swept 
the category along. Hunter’s, too, is in 

We have 
struggled 
to get 
the image 
right for 
brandy, but 
have now 
stabilised 
the decline 

The Cape produces a wealth of ciders, beers and brandies that 
can spice up a South African portfolio

AnAlySiS: looking beyond wine

growth in the UK market, again selling an 
image of sunshine and refreshment that 
appeals to rain-soaked Brits who can at 
least imagine that they are supping on a 
sundowner or two on The Cape. 

Alongside these Distell brands are 
certain big hitters such as Castle Brewery, 
owned by SAB and one of the oldest 
breweries in South Africa. It remains 
by far the leading export lager, with 
a good degree of recognition beyond 
South Africa’s shores. All of these brands 
and more can be sourced in the UK at 
specialist South African food and wine 
importers such as Jumbo Importers and 
The Savanna. 

Currently, however, it seems to be 
the mainstream spirits that don’t have a 
profile-raising export champion, although 
plans by Distell to shake things up may 
well see this change. 

“There has been a decline of brandy 
and a growth of whisky and wine in 
the domestic market, but this is quite 
normal for an emerging market as people 
move into the middle class, start going 
out to restaurants and aspire to drink 
international brands,” says Carina Gous, 
luxury director at Distell.

“But while the domestic spirits industry 
has been hit, there is now much more 
differentiation being made in South Africa 

between some really amazing products 
and those for mainstream ritual drinking,” 
continues Gous. “We have struggled to get 
the image right for brandy, but have now 
stabilised the decline and are also looking 
at its links to the broader, growing wine 
category, because brandy is essentially 
closely linked to wine.”

Gous suggests that, domestically, those 
new recruits to wine will most likely be 
open to good brandy and other premium 
spirits, and while wine and cider remain 
at the forefront of Distell’s international 
push of South African brands, the 
possibilities for brandies are being looked 
at closely once again. 

What is notable is that factors such as 
the rise in quality wine culture and the 
recognition for other categories carved 
out by the big non-wine brands have 
helped pave the way for smaller, premium 
spirits, ciders and beers to emerge.

Microbreweries have been proliferating 
across South Africa, crafting small batch 
beers and ciders, much to the delight 
of the local population. Names such as 
Devil’s Peak Brewing Company, Riot, 
Bridge Street Brewery, Sxollie and many 
others beside have brought a full-on 
craft beer and cider revolution to South 
Africa’s drinking scene. Winemakers are 
at it too, and not just with beer, as people 
experiment with boutique production 
levels of various drinks styles, such as the 
Caperitif, a fynbos-as-botanicals-infused 
vermouth-style drink made by leading 
Swartland winemaker Adi Badenhorst.  

The field in Britain is open for 
imaginative importers to bring some  
of this new wealth of drinks in, allowing 
off-licences, bars and others to capitalise 
on both the popularity of craft drinks  
and – by association – their South  
African wines.  

While south africa 
may be best known 
for wine, there are 
plenty of other 
export possibilities
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CAPE CRUSADERS 
We asked Cape champions old and new for their views on South Africa

THW FINAL WORD: INDIE POWER

CONDOR WINES

LEE EVANS 
With our portfolio of 
Argentina and Chile we are 

pretty much where I want to be, so 
I’m looking to move my sights on to 
a new category and adding a third 
southern hemisphere country 
makes sense. South Africa is a 
learning curve for me, but there are 
also certain characteristics and 
attitudes it shares with Chile and 
Argentina, with a strong coastal 
infl uence but with some vineyards 
at altitude, and there are also 
exciting wines still emerging. 

We sell a lot to independents, 
but also to regional wholesalers, 
and when I’ve spoken to our 
customers asking what they fi nd 
exciting, where there is interest, 
without any prompting many said 
South Africa. The price-to-quality 
ratio is good and there has been a 
revolution there, generating a lot of 
momentum, so South Africa really 
looks like a winning category.

In the £8-£15 area there is some 
superb value, and South Africa is 
producing some great Rhône blends, 
plus the Chenins and white blends. 

There is a new emphasis coming 
through, with younger winemakers 
who don’t have the shackles of an 
older industry. I’m looking forward 
to exploring more at Cape Wine. 

THE WINE RESERVE  

ELAINE ARNOLD 
We look for a mix of smaller 
estates, plus established 

names and the more commercial on 
our [62-strong] list. Price isn’t really 
an issue here, so we have a big 
following for wines such as 
Crystallum, but also Goats do Roam, 
and estates such as Kleine Zalze, 
Jordan, Chamonix, plus newer 
listings such as Gabrielskloof and 
Hamilton Russell – all sell well. 

While some customers still come 
to South Africa with baggage, we 
tend to give our opinion of the wines 
quite forcefully and this, along with 
some good price points, plus less of 
a worry about vintage variation, has 
built a popular following. 

Many people are still stuck in 
Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay and 
Bordeaux blends, so other whites 
and Rhône varieties are a slower 
hand-sell. 

But the more adventurous are 
happy to experiment and even 
expect something diff erent. These 
are people who are reading a lot 
about the excitement of South 
Africa’s wines, with many also 
travelling there, so this is really 
generating interest. And, unlike 
countries such as Chile, South 
Africa doesn’t seem to be stuck in a 
price point. 

CRUSH WINES  

CHRIS ELLIS 
South Africa needs to be 
more inventive with 

branding and supporting these 
brands at higher levels as well as the 
lower level, be prepared to take a bit 
of a risk, with more sponsorship and 
advertising – think of the money the 
Australians poured into the market 
to secure their place originally. 

Quality levels are good. South 
Africa can compete with most other 
regions, but the way it will gain a 
competitive edge will be through 
marketing. The challenge is for 
South Africa to really prioritise 
the UK, because it wants to work 
with us and can make workable 
margins, so there needs to be more 
investment. And if more money 
is going back into the industry 
it does eventually make its way 
to the vineyards and the people 
experimenting. For a healthy wine 
industry it’s very important to be 
given the confi dence of working in 
our market at every level. 

South Africa is producing 
ever better quality wines so has 
to ask more for what it is off ering 
and this is only likely to happen 
in mature markets. What’s got to 
happen is some quite big brands 
need to step up and gain space in 
the middle market. 

AMPS FINE WINES

PHILIP AMPS 
On the wholesale side South 
Africa has become very 

competitive with Chenin and 
Merlot, eating into some of Chile, 
with inexpensive, simple wines, and 
also New Zealand Sauvignon. With 
retail, we’ve always been quite 
strong on £7-£10 South Africa, then 
there’s a real jump to £15-£20. But 
there is general interest and the 
strength of sterling against the rand 
also helps. At a recent tasting 
showing £10-£25 Cape wines the 
consensus was one of consistently 
good value, even at the highest 
price level. 

South Africa is doing 
international varieties well, 
but the grape or region seems 
less important than an overall 
perception of quality and value. You 
can pick single varieties, Rhône and 
white blends, some with oak, wines 
such as the odd Riesling or Cabernet 
Franc or Cinsault, and see the whole 
story of what is going on with wine 
in South Africa. 

There is still a certain amount of 
hand selling, but this is changing as 
more and more people come and 
look at the South African shelf. Not 
long ago you had to take them there, 
so there is greater acceptance and 
willingness to try. 
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