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INTRODUCTION

EXCITING
TIMES

T

By all accounts 2017
is set to be a fine year
for South African
winemakers and
consumers.
“2017 is an absolutely epic
vintage,” says winemaker
Duncan Savage. “The wines have
fantastic finesse, acidity and
complexity. I am really excited
about seeing these wines to
bottle.”
The enthusiasm of
Savage and fellow new wave
winemakers, as explored on
pages 6-8 and in Tim Atkin’s
feature on 10-11, demonstrate
why South Africa is still the
best place to go for genuinely
interesting wines right across
the quality and price spectrums.
When it comes to South
Africa’s export markets, the
UK remains number on the list
as the trade and consumers
embrace the energy and style
of an industry that also offers
keen pricing to give Cape wine
a competitive edge over many
other nations targeting the UK
trade. Innovation is always on

Longley House, International
Drive, Southgate Avenue, Crawley,
West Sussex RH10 6AQ
www.drinksretailingnews.co.uk
@drinksretailingnews

the table where South Africa
is concerned and we explore
the burgeoning interest in
wines from non-traditional
varieties and lesser-known
wine regions in our Off The
Beaten Track and SA Styles
features, where winemakers
and industry experts predict
which grapes and sites will
shine in the future.
Elsewhere, there is a
focus on how South Africa
is faring in the independent
off-trade channel, looking at
the strengths and challenges
in this competitive sector, an
examination of its entry-level
credentials and also a take on
how the premium end of the
market - in both the on- and
off-trades - can be tackled
better. There is a consensus
here that more needs to
be done to educate both
customers and consumers
about the unique offering that
South Africa has at premium
level.
This DRN report dives
headfirst into these themes
and more, and we hope you
will find it an enlightening
read that delivers fact and
opinion - and stirs debate - on
this fascinating and vibrant
country.
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NUMBER CRUNCHING – A
SNAPSHOT OF SOUTH AFRICA
NATIONAL
CRUSH 2016

1.37 MILLION
TONNES

EXPORTS
■ Exports of Sauvignon Blanc (17%) and Chenin Blanc (3.1%) showed growth, while
Chardonnay decreased by 9.5%
■ Overall white wine exports to the UK increased by 1.5% to 55.3 million litres
■ Shiraz exports showed small growth while all other red varieties showed decline

DECREASED BY
6.7% FROM 2015

■ Overall red exports to the UK decreased by 13.3% to 37.9 million litres
■ Exports of rosé wines fell by a third, while sparkling wine exports increased by
7.8%

TOP UK EXPORTS BY VARIETY (WOSA, 2016 DATA)
Chardonnay

4.7m L

Sauvignon Blanc

17.2m L

Chenin Blanc

10.7m L

Cabernet Sauvignon

2.6m L

Shiraz

6.4m L

Pinotage

3.9m L

Merlot

2.5m L
20m L

10m L

0m L

UK MARKET (DATA FROM WOSA, CGA AND NIELSEN FOR 2016)
The UK remains the top export market for South African wine with value
increasing by 1% from 2015 to 2016
South Africa maintained its position as fifth largest supplier to the UK wine market but
has dropped market share by 1% in the past year to 10% of market share by volume

In the off-trade South Africa is the fifth biggest supplier by volume
with 10% of market share

THE AVERAGE UK OFF-TRADE
PRICE PER 75CL BOTTLE OF
SOUTH AFRICAN WINE IS
£4.78
■ In the on-trade South Africa
increased its market share in
2016 by 0.2% to 5.9%, giving
it the seventh largest share of

In 2016 packaged wine from South Africa showed 8%
growth by value but declined by 6% by volume

the market

In 2016 bulk wine from South Africa declined by value (14%) and volume (8%)

the on-trade (2016) is £3.53,

number crunching v1 SUBBED.indd 4

■ The average price of a 17.5cl
glass of South African wine in

up 4.1% from 2015

05/05/2017 16:49
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IN THE VINEYARD
VINEYARD AREA

Total number of wine grape vines (2015): 292m
Vineyard area of wine grape vines (2015): 98,597ha
Vineyard area with vines over 35 years old (2016): 3,538ha

REGIONS

TOP 10 PLANTED
VARIETIES IN 2015 AS % OF
TOTAL AREA UNDER VINE

WHAT’S PLANTED WHERE
WHITES

20% of Sauvignon Blanc is planted in Stellenbosch
Paarl accounts for 22.9% of all Viognier plantings
52.5% of Semillon is to be found in Breedekloof
Chardonnay is king in Robertson where 1/3 of all

Chenin
Blanc
18.2
Cabernet
Sauvignon
11.3

Colombard
12

Shiraz
10.5

plantings can be found

Sauvignon
Blanc
9.4

REDS

18.1% of Shiraz is planted in Paarl
Stellenbosch accounts for 21.4% of Cabernet Sauvignon and
42.4% Cabernet Franc under vine
Swartland is the Pinotage capital with 18.2% of plantings
49.2% of Cinsault can be found in Breedekloof

Chardonnay
7.2

■ Paarl 15.90
■ Robertson 14.47
■ Swartland 13.50
■ Breedekloof 13.21
■ Olifants River 10.41
■ Worcester 8.95
■ Northern Cape 4.75
■ Klein Karoo 2.66

number crunching v1 SUBBED.indd 5

Merlot
6.0

Ruby
Cabernet
2.4
Muscat de
Alexandria
1.9

LARGEST REGIONS BY AREA
UNDER VINE (HA) 2015
■ Stellenbosch 16.14

Pinotage
7.5

MOST WINERIES BY REGION

Stellenbosch 171
Paarl 128
Robertson 66
Worcester 57
Swartland 33

05/05/2017 16:49
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YOUNG GUNS
How did South Africa become the go-to destination for original and forward-thinking wines?
Chris Wilson meets the winemakers behind this new wave of winemaking

T

he juxtaposition of a
young, vibrant scene
full of original ideas and
rule-breaking winemakers
and an old guard who
have been making worldrenowned wine from the same land
for generations has created a welcome
frisson within the South African wine
industry. This culture clash has been
important to the change in direction and
image of the industry since the turn of the
decade.
Many of the new wave winemakers
are taking advantage of the lack of

new wave winemakers SUBBED.indd 6

restrictions in South Africa with regards
to varieties, blends, yields and – crucially
– geography. This has opened myriad
doors for winemakers young and old. The
perceived boundaries to entry of land
and capital ownership have been broken
down as young men and women with no
land at all and rented, often shared cellar
space have become international stars.
In South Africa in 2017 it’s possible to
make wine almost anywhere, as Bruce
Jack from Flagstone deftly explains. “A
filmmaker friend of mine made a Shiraz in
his bathtub this vintage,” he says. “That’s
a pretty exciting place to make wine. It

It’s possible
to make
wine almost
anywhere

might have been even more exciting if
Penelope Cruz had been in the bathtub
at the same time, or Idris Elba, for that
matter – depending on what gets your
motor running.
“We are seeing an explosion of
small, almost micro producers, crafting
creatively conceived wines in limited,
but commercial quantities,” he adds.
“The labels are imaginative, sometimes
inspired with a definite SA look threading
through them, and the wines often
show deft touches of winemaking with
experimentation in pursuit of freshness.”
It’s clear that there’s a shared

05/05/2017 16:33
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L-R: Winemakers
Duncan Savage,
Marelise Niemann
and Samantha
O’Keefe

philosophy among the young guns,
similar in parts to the original “garagiste”
model pioneered by Frenchman Jean-Luc
Thunevin in the 1990s. Their approach to
winemaking and ownership of resources
is worlds apart from those of the larger
wineries in more traditional areas such as
Stellenbosch, Paarl and Franschoek.
“For a lot of the new rock star wineries
it’s less about the cellar resources and
owning vineyards – they go out and find
the best vineyards, other people’s fruit
and they find space in cellars to make
the wine,” says Samantha O’Keefe from
Lismore Estate. “It’s not really garagiste

new wave winemakers SUBBED.indd 7

in that they are making wine in quite
significant quantities, but it’s a business
model as well and it works because you
don’t have any of the risks of farming,”
she adds.
Many of the most successful wineries
are the ones that can secure the best
fruit, and often this fruit is blended
across regions depending on what the
winemaker is trying to achieve. “Some
of the most exciting wines are coming
from these type of winemakers because
they are more nimble, rather than being
bound by a certain appellation or ward,”
says O’Keefe.

Winemakers
have become
more and
more nimble

NO VINEYARDS, NO PROBLEM

Apart from the fact that owning vineyards
is capital, labour and cash flow-intensive,
there are other advantages to not owning
any land. “It allows us to be flexible in
sourcing grapes and tap into the treasure
trove of old vineyards spread all over the
Western Cape,” says John Seccombe from
Thorne & Daughters.
This view is echoed by Momento’s
Marelise Niemann. “You are free to
explore regions and vineyards from
all over SA and not just those you own.
This leads to much more interesting and
diverse combinations in the cellar with
more freedom in wine style,” she says.
However, there are downsides. “Your
vineyards are never 100% secured, even
though most of the time it’s a pretty solid
contract unless the vineyard gets sold,”
says Niemann, while Duncan Savage of
Savage Wines puts it more bluntly: “I
drive a shit load and there is always the
risk that the farmer decides to pull out a
vineyard. The positives far outweigh the
negatives though.”
Savage, Niemann and Seccombe are all
part of the Zoo Biscuits collective, a group
of winemakers who got together for the
Cape Wine Fair in 2015. The reason was
to form a group of like-minded producers
to stand as one in order to create a bigger
awareness than they would have had on
a number of separate stands. They had so

05/05/2017 16:34
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much fun they decided to stick together
for a few more wine tastings and shows.
“The Zoo Biscuit gang is a fantastic
bunch of awesome people who have a
real drive and passion for what they do.
It’s super-inspiring spending time with
them and sharing ideas and experiences,”
says Marelise Niemann.
As well as ideas and exhibition space,
they also share tangible assets such as
fruit, equipment and cellar space. “One
of the benefits is to share vineyards that
you would normally not have been able
to take on by yourself due to the size of
the vineyard,” adds Niemann. “Most of
us have a much more outside of the box
approach, which really keeps things
interesting in the cellar and in the bottle.
Never a dull moment, be it during or
after work. And we really push ourselves
and each other to make the best possible
wines from all different vineyard corners
of SA.”
Seccombe of Thorne & Daughters
shares cellar space with two other Zoos
(Crystallum and Momento) and says that
being part of this group of like-minded
creatives has certainly created an
environment that has allowed all three
producers’ wines to thrive. “We share
ideas and collaborate on vineyards, so
there is an enormous practical benefit to
being part of the group too. In the cellar
we back each other up by helping out
when the others are on the road.”
Another common thread that runs
through many of the new wave wines is a
minimum intervention approach. “I like to
do as little as possible to the wines,” says

new wave winemakers SUBBED.indd 8

www.drinksretailingnews.co.uk ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO SOUTH AFRICA 2017

Lismore Estate
Vineyards in
Greyton

Seccombe. “Hands-off, gentle handling of
grapes and wine to produce more elegant
and finer wines,” says Niemann. Duncan
Savage sings from a scarily similar song
sheet, but goes one step further than
many. “The wines are planned around
the vines,” he says. “We have 13 different
growers we work with and we don’t blend
in the cellar. Everything is pre-determined
from the vineyards. The idea is to express
the terroir in the form of wines with
purity, elegance and finesse and not make
weird, funky wines.”
This is a very important point – the
aim is to make quality wines, not quirky
wines. “I am also against complete
non-interventionism as I like to produce
wines that are polished and make a clear
statement of place,” says Seccombe.

THE OLD GUARD

There’s still
a core
of wellrespected
oldergeneration
winemakers

Whether it’s a reaction to the new wave of
wines coming from lesser-known regions
or an increased international appetite for
something different – and it’s probably
both – there’s a sense that the Cape’s
famous established regions and wineries
are keen to ride this wave too.
“We are also experimenting with
varietals and blends not always associated
with SA, such as Nederburg’s Bordeaux
and Rhône-inspired wines,” says Distell’s
Joseph Walsh. “The growth in plantings of
Mediterranean grapes also demonstrates
how versatile the climate is.”
Pieter de Waal of Mount Abora
Vineyards and Hermit on the Hill Wines
is closer to the Zoo Biscuits philosophy

than that of the Stellenbosch estates, but
has huge respect for the more traditional
producers. “There is still a core of wellrespected older-generation winemakers,”
he says, “and I don’t think we offer a threat
to the long-established producers. We
represent a very small fraction of the total
winemaking establishment. If there’s
any resentment from other producers
it would probably be ego-driven and
relate to the fact that the current cycle of
media interest is not aimed at awardwinning wines or muscular, concentrated
examples made for long maturation,
but rather wines that offer excitement
and refreshment at moderate levels of
alcohol.”
Savage, meanwhile, looks to
Stellenbosch for some of his best fruit.
“I never saw myself buying lots of fruit
from there but 80% of my Syrah these
days comes from amazing Stellenbosch
vineyards, both of which you can see the
ocean from,” he says.
It’s clear from all the winemakers
quizzed that the current hype around less
interventionist winemaking is a fillip for
them but, as in all things, the pendulum
will swing the other way again. Are they
concerned about this? No, because there
is an overriding belief in what they are
doing, as well as the knowledge that their
new wave approach isn’t a fad and will
continue to create interesting and quality
wines.
“There is so much potential
everywhere I look,” says John Seccombe.
“Despite our irreverent attitude, we can
produce world-class wines.”

05/05/2017 16:34
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A TALE OF
TWO CAPES

Tim Atkin MW
discusses South Africa’s
place on the world
winemaking map

SA place on the map SUBBED.indd 10

of Table Mountain in 1659 from “mostly
Muscadel and other, white round grapes”,
in the famous words of Jan van Riebeeck.
South Africa hasn’t been fermenting
grapes for as long as Chile and Argentina,
but it’s way older than Australia. The
Saffers enjoy their bragging rights over
the Aussies.

QUOTA SYSTEM

L-R: Sam O’Keefe,
Eden Sadie,
Rosa Kruger

History is all around you in the winelands,
with its Cape Dutch architecture and
dramatic landscape. Several of today’s
best-known wine farms date back
to the early days of the Cape colony:
Blaauwklippen, Groot and Klein
Constantia, Meerlust, Rustenberg, Rust en
Vrede, Saxenburg, Spier, Vergelegen and
Zorgvliet all existed by 1750 and are still
flourishing.

And yet that’s only part of the story.
The modern South African wine
industry is largely a creation of the postApartheid era. To take only the most
obvious examples, all of them part of
the country’s exciting New Wave, Alheit,
AA Badenhorst, Boekenhoutskloof,
Boschkloof, Botanica, Cape Point,
Crystallum, David & Nadia Sadie,
Keermont, Lismore, Mullineux & Leeu,
Newton Johnson, Porseleinberg, Rall,
Restless River, Reyneke, Sadie Family
and Savage did not exist when the first
democratic elections were held in 1994.
A similar contrast exists in terms of
the country’s wine regions. Stellenbosch,
Constantia and Paarl have all been
growing grapes for more than three
centuries, but new or rediscovered areas
are emerging all the time. Until 1992, a

TIM ATKIN

A

“soutpiel”, or “salt dick”,
is a wonderfully graphic
Afrikaans term for
someone who is neither
wholly South African
nor British, whose
nether regions, metaphorically at least,
are left to dangle in the Atlantic Ocean.
For red-blooded, rugby-playing types,
it’s the worst thing you can be: a global
fence-sitter.
The ironic thing is that this duality –
neither here, nor there, but a bit of both
– could be and often is applied to South
Africa’s wine industry. If I had a few quid
for every time someone has told me that
this combines elements of the New and
Old Worlds, I’d have a nice duplex in
Stellenbosch by now.
The country really does have a foot
in both hemispheres when it comes to
the style of its wines, a combination that
I shall come to in a minute. But it also
bestrides the past and the present. The
first Cape wines were made in the shadow

05/05/2017 17:09
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fame of Eben Sadie and his single parcel
releases, but also because of the work of
vineyard consultant Rosa Kruger, who has
published a list on her website (iamold.
co.za) of all the vineyards that were
planted before 1982 and promotes them
with characteristic enthusiasm. The total
may be small at only 3,538ha, but includes
some bright viticultural jewels.
And the New World link? The thing that
strikes most visitors to South Africa is its
energy. This is partly down to the youth
of many of its best winemakers – there is
a greater pool of talent in their twenties
and thirties than in any other country –
but also to the cheap price of grapes and
the low barrier to entry. This may not be
sustainable in the long term, especially if
the drought that has affected the Cape for
the past two years continues, restricting
yields – but for now, it’s easy to become
a winemaker. All you need is some cellar
space, a source of fruit and a few dreams.
Selling wine isn’t easy, particularly at
ambitious prices, yet that hasn’t stopped
plenty of people trying.

OLIFANTS RIVER

South Africa’s
Wine Regions

AU
TE
LA
SP
RE
CE

SWARTLAND

CONSTANTIA

K
OO
KL
DE
EE
BR

PAARL

ROBERTSON

STELLENBOSCH
CAPE
TOWN
ELGIN

WORCESTER

OVERBERG

FRONTIER SPIRIT

strict quota system (which reflected the
control exerted by the government over
every aspect of South African life) made
it hard or even impossible to develop
previously unplanted regions. Now South
Africans are free to plant what they want,
where they want: Cederberg, Ceres
Plateau, Citrusdal Mountain, Elim, Elgin,
Greyton, the Hemel-en-Aarde Valley,
Langeberg-Garcia, Malgaas, Montagu,
Oudtshoorn, Rawsonville, Slanghoek and
the Eastern Free State Highlands.
South Africa’s vineyards may be
concentrated in six main areas –
Stellenbosch, Paarl, Robertson, the
Swartland, Breedekloof and Olifants River
account for around 84% of the country’s
98,597ha – but the Cape is increasingly
diverse, extending from Lutzville on the
West Coast to Plettenberg Bay at the end

SA place on the map SUBBED.indd 11

of the Garden Route. It’s not Chile, but
it’s still a long way from one end of the
winelands to the other. And winemakers
are still exploring.
The Cape’s climate is essentially
Mediterranean, but it also has cooler
pockets influenced by altitude or
proximity to the Atlantic or Indian
Oceans. That’s what makes it suitable for
such a wide range of grape varieties and
wine styles. South Africa can produce
pretty much everything, from fizz to
fortifieds, Sauvignon Blanc to Viognier,
Pinot Noir to Syrah-based blends. Add
the diversity of soil types, which include
shale, schist, iron, granite, sandstone and
even a little limestone, and you have an
even more complex picture.
Indeed, one way in which South Africa
increasingly resembles the Old World
(or at least the best bits of it) is in its
growing focus on terroir. It is becoming
clearer with every vintage that some
areas are particularly well suited to
specific styles. Obvious examples are
Chardonnay in Elgin, the Hemel-en-Aarde,
Ceres Plateau, Overberg and Robertson,
Sauvignon Blanc in Constantia, Darling
and Durbanville, Chenin Blanc in
Stellenbosch, the Swartland and Tulbagh,
Pinot Noir in Elgin and the Hemel-enAarde, Grenache in Piekenierskloof and
the red Bordeaux varieties, especially
Cabernet Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc,
in Stellenbosch.
Wines from old vines – another
European focus – are often associated
with South Africa, partly because of the

The modern
South
African wine
industry
is largely a
creation of
the postApartheid
era

Paradoxically, the lack of political and
economic stability – you think the UK
has got problems until you read about
President Zuma’s antics – adds a frisson
of urgency and excitement to the whole
thing. South Africa isn’t quite the Wild
West, but there’s a frontier spirit to
its wine industry, as well as a sense of
camaraderie that’s reminiscent of what
Australia had in the 1980s.
Where does South Africa sit in the
world hierarchy these days? I’m not the
only person who thinks it’s uniquely
exciting and is a match for any other New
World country in terms of quality and
ahead of the field on value. Ironically,
the comparatively low prices of Cape
wines is good for consumers, but not for
producers or growers. To be sustainable,
South Africa has to charge more.
Value aside, I think the Cape has
half a dozen very strong suits: Chenin
Blanc, Chardonnay, white blends (both
Bordeaux and “Mediterranean” style,
although the latter sometimes includes
Chenin in the mix), Syrah, Bordeaux
blends and Rhône blends. I’d also add
Méthode Cap Classique and varietal
Cabernet Francs as two categories to
watch. All of these categories produce
wines that, at their best, show a distinctive
sense of place.
Does this leave South Africa in the
New or Old Worlds? The past or the
present? I think it combines elements
of all these things, which is what makes
it so special. It’s dynamic, exciting and
still developing, with a sense of itself and
boundless energy and creativity, but it
also benefits from tradition, knowledge
and experience, from centuries of doing
things well. If that makes me a soutpiel,
then so be it. South Africa is unique in the
wine world, and that’s worth celebrating.
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SA REPORT C
South Africa is doing many things

ROUND TABLE very well, but there is always

room for improvement, not least when it comes to
communicating its unique stories and pushing the
premium. Chris Wilson gathered a team of industry
experts to discuss what works and what needs work
WHY DOES SOUTH AFRICA WORK
FOR THE UK MARKET?
Victoria Mason, wine buyer South
Africa, Waitrose
What’s been great for South Africa
within Waitrose specifically over the
past five years is the sales growth we
have seen year on year and market share
growth as a result of that. At entry level
the wines are massively over-delivering
compared to other countries, so now we
have that loyalty and customer base that
buys into that and knows what it’s getting.
The exciting thing now is how to trade
them up and how to push that
price point.
Martin Williams, founder and CEO,
M Restaurants and M Store
From a winemaker perspective it seems
to be much more open and dynamic
than most New and Old World countries.
There’s no holds barred. It’s interesting
because South Africa generally uses

round table v1 SUBBED NEW_rev3.indd 12

international grapes that are recognisable
to the consumer, but it’s got a new take on
it. And it’s incredibly accessible and good
value for money.

Jo Wehring, UK market manager,
Wines of South Africa
People really enjoy doing business with
South Africa, particularly the UK market,
and culturally we have a strong link. It’s
very warm ,it’s very welcoming when you
go there. All of those things come through
when you’re looking at brand South Africa
and even on a basic business level. South
African winemakers are allowed to be the
personalities, even within big companies
and big brands. That storytelling and
those faces are allowed to come through
– it’s all about personality. You don’t
get this sense that the brand is the only
thing we’re allowed to talk about and I
think that’s one of the reasons we get this
interesting, unique scene. From a WOA
perspective that makes it easy for us to
work with.
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T CARD
WHERE ARE THE OPPORTUNITIES
FOR THE CATEGORY?

James Harvey, national sales
manager, Distell Europe
Externally if we’re looking at South
Africa we can say it’s exciting and all the
constituent parts are there. They can
pretty much make anything, they have
very old vines, they have bush vines, new
trellises, they’ve got everything there.
But I think sometimes there’s an internal
mindset which is not quite as confident,
and I think that replicates in terms of
pricing. Most of the Chenins here [in
the tasting] are £8-£15 but some of those
wines, if you said they were from the Loire
you could probably sell them for £40.
That’s something as a country we need
to work on. Some of this is going to come
from the branded side, so what we’re
really trying to do is focus on a range
of ultra-premium wines and pull the
category further forward. It will take time,
but the constituent parts are there.
Sam Howard, fine wine manager,
Harper Wells
It’s all about the winemakers. We sell the
winemakers and the personalities and
that’s where South Africa is so strong.
I’d love to see South Africa not getting
bogged down in selling varieties as brands
– don’t worry about varieties, worry about
the people and places. I’d love customers
to buy into regions rather than grapes.

round table v1 SUBBED NEW_rev3.indd 13

SHOULD THERE BE MORE
FOCUS ON SINGLE VARIETALS
OR BLENDS?
JH: I’m more focused on the on-trade
and if you look across the total on-trade
in the UK at the moment people are
really trading into Sauvignon Blanc,
Merlot and Shiraz across the board, so it
is really those single varietal labels that
are becoming much more popular, and
there’s a bit of a drop of in the blends.
VM: What’s really great from a white
wine perspective is that customers do
see South Africa as Chenin Blanc and
within that there are really different
styles of Chenin Blanc, it has so much
to offer. Some of the things I’m really
excited about following a visit in
February are what’s being done with
Rhône varietals, so it would be great to
celebrate those and start to champion
them from a supermarket perspective.
Some of that will start to come through
in the next six months or so. I would
love to be able to start to introduce
customers to these at a really accessible
price point. I’d like to showcase the
diversity of South Africa more within my
fixture more than I do at present, while
acknowledging that you still have to have
the key international grape varieties there
as they are driving sales.
MW: Where it works really well is where
there’s a personality, so Hamilton Russell
is a great example, as is Ken Forrester
– where that personality is almost
associated with a region and grape
variety. Below that, the educated
wine-lover who knows Adi Badenhorst
or Duncan Savage is blend-led – they
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are excited by the new wave of young,
exciting winemakers. The education
element is taking away the fear of blended
or unlabelled wines.

HOW CAN SOUTH AFRICA
COMMUNICATE ITS PREMIUM
MESSAGE BETTER?
JW: There is a big focus on positioning
South Africa as a premium wine producer
and growing value – that’s very important
for the industry as a whole. South Africa
does offer incredible value for money
when you look at the price points, but
profitability in the industry is an issue.
That’s not to suggest South Africa isn’t
important in the supermarkets, but it’s
about building that momentum with
higher-priced wines as well. In terms of
image building for South Africa, the fact
that our top wines are really accessible is
really valuable in terms of building that
premium image.
JH: It’s quite a complex tapestry because
a lot of our wines are actually small
blends. We have elements of bush vines
in there, elements of different parcels
from different regions, which make for a
really good story, but the communication
of that isn’t really there. I think that’s the
same across a lot of the bigger producers.
Ee are not really talking about how
exciting the wines are at premium level
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and below. As a country this is something
South Africa really needs to work on –
getting that message out there.

JW: Producers have to support their
products in the marketplace. The bottle
and the wine and label in itself isn’t
enough, it is feet on the ground that count.
Social media is a good medium for being
able to tell stories and South African
producers aren’t necessarily that engaged
on social media. It’s definitely something
as an industry that we can get much
more involved in. It’s such a powerful tool
for producers, and I think people don’t
realise how important it can be.

HOW IMPORTANT IS BRANDING
AND LABELLING WHEN IT COMES
TO SA?
VM: It’s crucial. We have quite a traditional
customer base and labels such as
the Rustenberg John X Merriman – a
traditional estate wine – definitely works
with our customers. But we can’t just do
what we’ve always done and we want to
bring in new customers and a younger
generation, so looking at those quirkier
labels and telling stories is important
too. There are a lot of producers in South
Africa who are hugely flexible and hugely
keen to work with us to develop a brand
that works specifically for Waitrose. This
open-mindedness helps a lot.
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SH: That’s the same for independents. If
you can’t hand-sell it, the label is critically
important. It’s the single most important
thing. Pieter Walser’s Blankbottle is a great
example of this – they are great wines,
they are absolutely bonkers – and the
label doesn’t tell you anything about the
wine. It’s a bold consumer who takes it
off the shelf and hasn’t spoken to anyone.
That’s not really a route to success.
MW: We have a retail outfit too, and when
it’s a modern, premium label it ticks all the
boxes. So it’s not too try-hard or château-y,
or French-y, but it’s not so insane that it
puts you off.
JH: The new wave of labelling is really
important. From a big brand perspective,
it’s about how you retain the integrity of
the brand and have a label that connects
really well. With Nederberg, for example,
you have to factor in how the brand works
in all the big markets across the world, so
it depends who your priority market is
and where you sell the most wine. There’s
quite a lot to think about.

GIVEN THE UK CONSUMER’S
LOVE OF SPARKLING, IS THERE
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR CAP
CLASSIQUE IN THE UK MARKET?
SH: It doesn’t really work for us, it’s a tick
box, sadly. If it was £15 on the shelf in the
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Crémant de Loire market, it might work
better, but ours isn’t.

MW: We have one, but again it doesn’t sell.
Having said that I tasted a fair amount of
Cap Classique when I was in South Africa
and I think it’s really good. They do it well,
some were outstanding.
JH: We are going to be focusing quite
heavily on it over the next few years, as
I think there’s a really great opportunity
for brands such as Pongrácz and Graham
Beck in the market. The consumers who
drink Prosecco are pretty interested
in entry-level Proseccos, but when you
get to DOC or DOCg, they are not quite
as interested in those, so I think there’s
a really good opportunity to get that
trade-up with a well-made sparkling wine,
whether that’s an MCC or even a top cava.
So from our side we see a big opportunity
there. I think it should be a focus for South
Africa in the future as they’ve got that gap
in the market on price as well.
JW: We are going have a small focus on
sparkling at the Intrepid South Africa
show in September because it is underrepresented here and there are some
really delicious wines being made. The
UK sparkling market is dominated by
Champagne, Prosecco and Cava and it’s
very difficult to break into, but from a
message perspective we’d like to show
what’s going on.
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A TASTE
OF THE CAPE
T

o contextualise some of the themes of the round table discussion we put together
a handful of tasting flights, which concentrated on the signature red and white
varieties Chenin Blanc and Pinotage, as well as Bordeaux and Rhône-style blends. A
handful of Chardonnays and Cape blends completed the picture.
The panel found great quality and value across the flights, with some of the more premium
wines punching well above their weight and offering complexity, texture and fruit that belied
their price points.

CHENIN BLANC
Mulderbosch Chenin Blanc
2016 (B £10)
Good, classic, well-made
Chenin
Delaire Graff Chenin Blanc
2014 (B £14)
Well poised, with great stone
fruit

Kaapzicht Chenin 2016
(F £9.99-£10.99)
Clean and zippy with pear
fruit and a floral finish
Kaapzicht Kliprug Chenin
2015 (F £13.50-£14.50)
Rich and full with an oaky,
vanilla nose. Very seductive

Flagstone Tributary Chenin
Blanc 2015 (A £12.99)
Tropical and rich. Great
presentation

Catherine Marshall Amatra
Chenin 2015 (F £13.99£14.99)
Rich and weighty, really
long, rounded finish and lush
tropical fruit

Kumala Reserve Chenin
Blanc 2016 (A £9)
Well-made wine, new
packaging looks fantastic

Darling Cellars, Arum Fields
Chenin 2016 (F £7.99-£8.99)
Sherbet-lemon and
grapefruit fizz, great value

The Tea Leaf Chenin Blanc
(C £13)
Grassy with a saline edge
and grapefruit zip

DeMorgenzon DMZ Chenin
2016 (F £11.99-£12.99)
Lean with a limey edge and
delicious mouthfeel

Perdeberg Dry Land
Collection Barrel Fermented
Chenin Blanc (C £13)
Rich, honeyed, good length.
Great structure and nice use
of oak

Indaba Chenin 2016
(F £8.50-£9.50)
Amazing value – pear and
gooseberry with a green kick
on the finish

Nederburg The Anchorman
Chenin Blanc 2016 (E £14.99)
Classy and food-friendly
approach, will stand up to
big flavours
Fleur Du Cap Unfiltered
Chenin Blanc 2015 (E £10.49)
Steely and fruit-forward, so
fresh
Durbanville Hills Chenin
Blanc 2016 (E £8.99)
Great value affordable
Chenin, fresh, fruity style
Migliarina Chenin Blanc
2014 (G £15.50)
Complex, lovely minerality,
well balanced
Beaumont Hope Marguerite
2015 (G £20.95)
Beautiful – how Chenin should
be at the premium end
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Donkiesbaai Steen 2015
(F £23.99-£24.99)
Developed and weighty;
steely acidity to balance
rich, fleshy fruit

PINOTAGE
Flagstone Writer’s Block
Pinotage 2015 (A £15.99)
Crisp with red berry fruit
and a fresh and grippy finish

WINES WITH AGENCIES
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.

Accolade Wines
Armit Wines
Boutinot Wines
Cape Wine Exporters
Distell Wines
Seckford Agencies
Vincisive

Smashing value – red fruitdominant with developed
leathery characters
David & Nadia Sadie
Paardebosch Pinotage 2014
(G £15.95)
Elegant and linear with
reserved fruit. Delicious long,
tangy finish
Kaapzicht Pinotage 2015
(F £15.99-£16.99)
Bright with prune and sour
cherry, some smokiness and
firm tannins
Lemburg ‘Spencer’ Pinotage
2013 (F £14.99-£15.99)
Fresh as a daisy with
raspberry and redcurrant
fruit and a splash of vanilla
spice
Darling Cellars Old Blocks
Pinotage 2014 (F £8.50£9.50)
Floral and fruit-driven (plum,
loganberry) with a savoury/
mushroom edge

Perdeberg Dry Land
Collection Pinotage (C £13)
Full-bodied fruit-bomb.
Bold and clean with some
complexity

Darling Cellars ‘Chocoholic’
Pinotage 2015 (F £9.99£10.99)
Stylistically on cue, with
chocolate and coffee
characters and balanced
acidity

Fleur Du Cap Unfiltered
Pinotage 2014 (E £8.99)
Refined and classy. Long with
liquorice and vegetal notes

BORDEAUX/BORDEAUX
BLENDS

Durbanville Hills Pinotage
2014 (E £8.99)

Drinks Retailing News would like to
sincerely thank Vivat Bacchus for
hosting the round table and tasting
at its London Bridge venue.
Contact: Vivat Bacchus
Tel: 0207 353 2648
info@vivatbacchus.co.uk

Flagstone Free Run
Sauvignon Blanc 2015
(A £12.99)
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Classy with tropical fruit,
green pepper spice and a
mineral finish
Fish Hoek Fairtrade
Sauvignon Blanc 2016
(A £7.99)
Citrus pith and herbs
dominate this brilliant value
Sauvignon
Mount Rozier Flower Garden
Sauvignon Blanc 2016
(D £9.99)
Crisp, bright flavours slightly herb driven. Citrus
and floral tones
Mulderbosch Faithful Hound
Red Bordeaux Blend 2014
(B £16)
Dusty red fruit combined
with gamey smokiness.
Very classic in style and
presentation

Great presentation. A
classy wine to match, with
raspberry, spice and a
mineral edge
Journey’s End Sir Lowry
Cabernet Sauvignon 2015
(D £14.99)
Spicy and lively Cab with
delicious dark chocolate and
mint characters
DeMorgenzon Maestro Red
2015 (F £18.99-£19.99)
Very French is style with
a herby, garrigue edge
and restrained black fruit.
Perfumed nose
Rustenberg John X
Merriman 2014 (F £14.99£15.99)
Pronounced black fruit with
liquorice, mint and spice. A
Stellenbosch classic

Flagstone Music Room
Cabernet Sauvignon 2014
(A £15.99)
A chunky, red fruit and
fennel-driven wine, with
chewy tannins and a long,
stylish finish

Indaba Mosaic 2015
(F £8.50-9.50)
Classic BDX blend, juicy and
upfront with subtle tannins
and a hint of leather

Le Riche ‘Richesse’
Cabernet Sauvignon-Merlot
(C £13)
Benchmark Bordeaux blend
- plummy, smoky, subtly
oaked

Flagstone Word of Mouth
Viognier 2016 (A £12.99)
Delicious new word Viognier
- peachy, lush, great
mouthfeel, not over-cooked

Nederburg The Brewmaster
2013 (E £16.99)
Cabernet-dominant
blend and you can tell –
blackcurrant with silky
tannins and a hint of smoke
Mount Rozier Beekeeper
Merlot 2015 (D £8)
Tangy and fresh with lovely
balance between bright fruit,
tannin and acidity. Top value
Kumala Reserve Malbec
2016 (A £9)
A weighty wine with plum
and blackberry fruit and a
smooth finish
Journey’s End Bluegum
Merlot 2014 (D £13)
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RHÔNE/RHÔNE BLENDS

Flagstone Dark Horse
Shiraz 2013 (A £15.99)
Smooth and grippy with
black pepper and cinnamon
spice
Fish Hoek Fairtrade Shiraz
2016 (A £7.99)
No-oak here, just fruit
(redcurrant, damson) and a
whiff of black pepper
Kumala Reserve Shiraz
2015 (A £9)
Smoky and gamey with
cooked meat characters to
balance abundant red fruit
Percheron Old Vine Cinsault
(C £7.50)
Light, bright and floral. So
easy drinking

Nederburg Motorcycle
Marvel 2015 (E £16.99)
Classic Rhône blend with
Carignan at the fore.
Date, plum, cherry wood
characters with pink
peppercorn
Newton Johnson Family
Vineyards Granum 2014
(G £24.50)
Complex and flinty with
red fruits, pepper and cigar.
Elements of their Pinot, but
much bigger
Darling Cellars, The
Capeman 2015 (F £6.99£7.99)
Easy-drinking red, attractive
red fruits with some black
pepper. Eye-catching label
The Curator Red 2013
(F £9.50-£10.50)
Shiraz/Cinsault blend that’s
grassy with red liquorice and
a fresh finish
Ernie Els ‘Big Easy’ Red
Blend 2015 (F £15.99£16.99)
Big Rhône blend that’s
warm and spicy. Lifted by
4% Viognier. Would be great
with barbecued food
Withington ‘Roan Ranger’
2015 (F £8.99-£9.99)
Soft and juicy, with a
lightness of touch. Beautiful
label

CHARDONNAY
Mount Rozier Wild Peacock
Chardonnay 2016 (D £8.99)
Fresh with melon and guava
fruit. Offers great value
Journey’s End Honeycomb
Chardonnay 2016 (D £10)
Bags of freshness and
good acidity, delicate apple

crispness. Super value
Journey’s End Destination
Chardonnay 2015 (D £20)
Soft and creamy, nicely
rounded oak and layers of fruit
Calender Peak Chardonnay
2015 (C £24.50)
Bold, classy, rich. Could be
from Burgundy or Napa.
Very good

WHITE BLENDS
Bees Knees Chenin Viognier,
2016 (D £9.49)
Has a natural edge, but
is clean and tight. Lovely
waxy close
Flagstone Noon Gun 2016
(A £9.99)
Blend of Chenin, Sauvignon
and Viognier. Delicate with
melon, orange peel and a
long finish
Vuurberg White (C £16)
Tight, modern winemaking,
lovely structure and great
complexity
David & Nadia Sadie
Aristargos 2015 (G £25.95)
Gorgeous. Depth, savoury
flavours, structured and
elegant. A wine to get really
excited about

RED BLENDS
Flagstone Longitude 2016
(A £9.99)
Blend of Shiraz/Cabernet
Sauvignon/Malbec; bright
and smooth with black
berries and mint
Flagstone Dragon Tree 2014
(A £12.99)
Big wine - dark and brooding.
Lifted by sweet spice, tomato
leaf and smoke
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THE NEXT BIG THING
To get a grip on future trends, we asked six winemakers
and influencers what’s next for South African wine

MIKE DAWSON
JOURNEY’S END VINEYARDS
There are many exciting prospects
coming out of South Africa right now
which deviate from the traditional
norm. Winemakers in the Swartland
have definitely taken big steps in producing
wines that are unusual in style by growing unique
varietals and adopting very interesting generally
minimal intervention winemaking techniques.
We have tried to incorporate a few of these
techniques in our winemaking philosophy at
Journey’s End where we have been practicing
carbonic fermentations whole bunches dropped
into the tank which is thereafter impregnated with
carbon dioxide gas stimulating an intercellular
fermentation and producing wines with intense
fruit concentration and soft tannic structures as
well as white wine skin contact fermentations
which create very interesting blending
components for us. Creating a region identity is
very important in selling wine and we have been
taking big steps in trying to produce a product
that is truly unique to Journey’s End.”

BERNARD LE ROUX
ZORGVLIET WINE ESTATE
I think that Stellenbosch and, in particular, the Banghoek Valley
is extremely exciting at the moment. An appreciation for less
extracted, more refined wines in general has opened up the true
potential of the Banghoek Valley, and similar moderate-climate
areas. Bordeaux varieties are now more often grown on the correct, less
vigorous sites and, coupled with the maturation of vineyards in the area, give
winemakers the ability to make very interesting wines with character. I see
coastal areas and Cabernet Franc-based wines as the next big trends. This
variety is difficult to grow and was previously very much misunderstood. I
think that one can produce fresh and aromatic wines with good structure and
complexity from the variety, but it needs to be planted in cooler areas. More
naturalistic approaches to winemaking are going to introduce the market to
some very interesting wines. Of course, Rhône-style blends and Chenin Blanc
from the Swartland are very popular and trendy and I think this will continue.
South Africa has great stories, wonderful terroir and very talented, characterful
winemakers. The industry has confidence in these attributes and has started to
communicate them well by promoting eccentric, individualistic wines from the
Swartland. The other wine regions need to follow the example.”

NELEEN STRAUSS
HIGH TIMBER RESTAURANT
I don’t think there are massive new trends; it’s more a matter of continuation and
development of the currently newish trends. I believe new regions - off the beaten
track, such as Oliphants River, Clanwilliam, Citrusdal, Malgas and Montagu – will
make an impact. Regarding varieties, Cinsault will continue to prosper, as will
Chardonnay from Elgin and Hemel-en-Aarde. Look out too for tamed Semillon from old vines and
cooler areas where they’ve learnt to manage the pyrazines. Also alternative varieties such as
Albariño, Grüner Veltliner, Touriga Nacional, Assyrtiko and other warm-climate varieties will come
into their own. Styles in the more funky format will become mainstream, the continuation of the
old vines theme, skin contact, fresher reds, less oak will dominate the cutting-edge new releases.
The industry can push premium by better use of small release, accessibly priced second wine
labels and better use of archive stock and secondary market stock to fulfil demand for mature
wines – producers holding back more library stock, they have to know it’s an appreciating asset.”
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JO WEHRING
WINES OF SOUTH AFRICA
We will see more planting and exploration of lesser-known varieties,
in single varietal wines and also in blends. South Africa’s winemakers
are naturally curious and will push boundaries and continue to
innovate. Cinsault is rapidly becoming a very fashionable variety
in premium South African wines, with a back story as one half of the homegrown grape, Pinotage is woven into the history of the industry but winemakers
are creating modern wines, with light, elegant finesse. Protecting and utilising
vineyards older than 35 years is an industry project that is shaping trends while
also protecting the future of the industry. In terms of regions, Swartland, Paarl
and Stellenbosch are home to a large proportion of South Africa’s old vines and
these sites, as well as providing grapes for well-established producers, are being
explored by the younger generation of winemakers, keen to discover something
old and transform it into something new. Of wine tourism, this is a growing trend
in South Africa, a country arguably already a world leader in this area. 2017 will
see the winelands host the second Business of Wine & Food Tourism conference in
September. The conference is designed to support industry, share knowledge and
inspire both the wine industry and those promoting tourism around it.”

BRUCE JACK
ACCOLADE WINES

PIETER DE WAAL

There are three trends to watch. The first is the continuation of
our rejuvenation and reinvention of old in some cases very old
vineyards. These are found scattered all over the place, but there
is a concentration of them on the west coast from the Swartland
northwards. The excitement is in the handcrafting (in small batches) of these
wines. They show a wonderful expression of their terroir because they are
in balance. The second is the Overberg region. This is a surprisingly diverse
region with the beguiling combination of both altitude and cooling maritime
influence. Areas in the Overberg that are producing jaw-dropping quality are
Elim, Elgin, Hemel-en-Aarde, Bot River, Malgas and the Overberg Highlands.
While each sub-region produces slightly different styles a common theme is
elegance and savoury juiciness. Reds north of the Akkedisberg are making
waves, while Chard in Elgin is the new standout. Bot River delivers Chenin
Blanc with more length and finesse than almost anywhere else in the country.
The third exciting trend is how traditional strongholds have strengthened
their superiority, such as Stellenbosch and Cabernet blends, with the subregion of Simonsberg showing decades of pedigree.”

MOUNT ABORA VINEYARDS
It’s not so much that the whole
industry is going to flip over
to a new paradigm and start
producing a new grape variety
on a grand scale or a specific region making
big waves. I would rather hope that we see
more experimentation and diversity on offer.
I also like the idea of having a new take on
previously held beliefs such as Jasper Raats’
Driefontein Sauvignon Blanc that offers a
completely different perspective on what
is usually expected of this grape variety.
Semillon, for example, was the most planted
white grape variety in the 19th century and
today represents 1.2% of total vineyards. My
business partner, Krige Visser of Arcangeli
Wines, and I have been playing around
with barrel fermenting some Semillon from
different origins the past couple of years and
I think we’ve pretty much realised that there’s
huge potential for this grape variety to make
a revival. I would also like to play around more
with niche and geeky varieties such as Gamay
Noir, Grenache Blanc and Roussanne I already
make an MCC-style sparkling wine from
blending these two grape varieties and why
not even some Nero d’Avola?”
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OFF-TRADE
SECRETS
Nimbleness and
versatility are the
secrets to South Africa’s
success in the off-trade,
discovers Justin Keay

S

outh Africa is that rare
thing: a wine-producing
country that can be all
things to all people - or
all wine drinkers, at least.
Shoppers that prefer wines
from the New World can buy into the
innovation, the emergence of dynamic
new regions and a new generation of
winemakers that do not play by the rules.
Because there aren’t that many.
Thinus Kruger, who set up Fram after
12 years as winemaker at Boschendal, is a
prime example of this brave new wave of
winemaking.
He says Cape winemakers have
moved on from feeling they have to ape
other regions, such as making Cabernet
Sauvignon in the Napa style, or Shiraz
in a Barossa style, or even Riesling in a
Germanic or Alsace style.
“I make wines the way I want to that
I would like to drink myself, pure and
simple,” he says.
South Africa continues to be attractive
to more traditional drinkers, who
appreciate the way the country’s older
estates typically adhere to Old World
practices. They appreciate South Africa’s
generally Burgundian styles of Pinot Noir
and Chardonnay, the Bordeaux blend –
perfected by the likes of Morgenster and
Rustenberg and by newcomer Glenelly
– and that the Syrah produced is generally
Rhône and not Australian Shiraz in style.
“A lot of these wines would not look
out of place in a tasting of French wines
in a ripe year, says Charles Lea, owner of
London indie Lea & Sandeman.
“At the same time you have big, fullbodied New World-type wines such as
The Big Easy by Engelbrecht Els which are
remarkable value at under £15. The fact is
South Africa does most things well, which
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A lot of
these wines
would not
look out of
place in a
tasting of
French wines

is why our whole range moves, right
across the board.”
Thomas Webb, general manager of
Thelema Wines, the Stellenbosch winery
established 34 years ago by his parents
Gyles and Barbara Webb, echoes this.
“Because South Africa has such a diverse
climate – unlike, say, Australia or Spain –
we can pretty much do anything we like
in terms of wine production,” he says.
“That includes reacting to the demands of
off-trade customers and ensuring they see
a good price-quality ratio.”
Thelema offers a perfect example
of how the industry has evolved to the
benefit of the off-trade. For the past 10
years or so, it has been selling wines

from its sister winery, Sutherland,
in the cool-climate Elgin Valley. Very
different in character and style but
definitely not a second label, the range
has more acidity and is designed to be
“more approachable” – it offers Riesling,
a Viognier/Rousanne blend, a lightly
oaked Chardonnay and a Pinot Noir, to
sit alongside Thelema’s more established
(and oakier) Chardonnay, Merlot and
Cabernet Sauvignon.
“Sutherland enables us to offer wines
pretty much across the taste spectrum,”
says Webb of the move.
Such sentiments are echoed across the
off-trade. “I feel South Africa has really
found its niche,” says Rachel Gibson,
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needs to reappraise the way it makes
wines retailing for under £10 in the UK,
suggesting that many taste “dirty” and
boast unattractive rubber qualities, even
some of the whites. He says producers
clearly can and do make good entry-level
wine but, equally, many do not.
This, coupled with the failure of entrylevel brands to gain market traction and
wider recognition (think Porcupine Ridge,
Wolf Trap and Goats do Roam, all of
which have become less widely available
than a few years ago) suggest entry level
is something that the industry needs to
think about more clearly.
Chile, with wines by Concha Y Toro and
Errazuriz generally offering better quality
and consistency, is the model to follow
here, according to Taylor, and sales data
shows Chile is enjoying strong growth at
entry-level in the UK.
“Getting brand loyalty right at the
entry level is key. If you don’t get this right
there is less chance of the consumer then
trading up,” he says.

POSITIVE PRICING
owner of Wine Utopia, a small chain
of independents based in Winchester.
“Regions are becoming more defined and
consumers are becoming more aware
of the differences while, variety-wise,
producers seem to pretty much offer
everything from Sauvignon Blanc though
to Chardonnay, Viognier and Roussanne
and, among reds, from Pinot through to
good Merlot and Cabernet.”
Gibson contrasts South Africa today to
some 18 years ago when she was working
at Majestic and the main producers on
offer were KWV and – at the high end –
Kanonkop.

LESS OBVIOUS CHOICES

“The innovation we are seeing right now
is remarkable, with producers focusing on
attractive but less obvious choices such
as old vine Chenin Blanc, Rhône blends
and Cabernet Franc,” she says. “They are
doing all these things, yes, but they are
doing them well.”
Gibson, who will be introducing a lot of
these wines to her customers at a tasting
in Winchester on June 23, says she is set to
double her South Africa range from 20 to
40 this summer.
“Customers really respond to them. If
I have someone coming in and wanting
something to accompany the Sunday
roast costing not more than £15, more
often than not they leave with a South
African red, because you get a lot of wine
for your money.”
Simon Taylor, owner of Hampshirebased wine merchant Stone, Vine & Sun,
says a key strength that has emerged over
the past few years – aside from Sauvignon
Blanc and barrel-fermented Chardonnay –
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South African
producers
shouldn’t
be afraid of
educating
consumers

is the white blend, often Chenin Blanc-led
but increasingly also white Rhône blends.
“Sauvignon Blanc is especially good
value and South Africa offers intense
cool-climate examples, so is much steelier
and better value than New Zealand, while
their barrel-fermented Chardonnays,
selling at around £14, fly off the shelves
and are a fraction of what you would
be paying for an equivalent quality
Burgundy,” Taylor says, pointing to the
Domaine des Dieux 2014 from Hemel enAarde as a prime example.
However, Taylor believes South Africa

Another positive is price. The fact that
South African wines haven’t risen in price
very much compared to European and
Australasian wines, which have all felt the
effect of their currencies’ appreciation
over the past year, has proved key to
the very price sensitive off-trade, where
even a small change can influence sales
disproportionately. Indeed, the rand,
buffeted by growing concerns about the
controversial policies of President Jacob
Zuma – who fired much of his cabinet at
the end March, plunging the currency to
near historic lows – is just about the only
country against which Brexit-shredded
sterling hasn’t lost ground.
“Brexit does represent an opportunity
for South Africa to get a bigger foothold
here as wines from other markets rise in
price, but it also carries dangers,” says Lea.
South Africa must not allow itself to
become too focused on price because
when the currencies change, the market
moves against you Instead, he says,
producers should take a leaf from the
book of producers such as New Zealand,
which has kept quality and distinctiveness
to the fore.
Looking ahead, Lea argues that South
Africa needs to make consumers much
more aware of regionality and the impact
this can have on the wine they are buying.
“Consumers need to understand why
a wine made from, say, a cool-climate
region such as Elgin or Walker Bay
tastes very different from one made in
Robertson or Swartland,” he says. “South
African producers shouldn’t be afraid
of educating consumers because our
experience shows they are keen to learn,
and the more they get it, the more likely
they are to trade up.”
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OFF THE
BEATEN TRACK
Chris Wilson charts
the up-and-coming
winemaking areas the UK
trade should be tracking

S

tellenbosch, Constantia,
Franschoek, Paarl are
long-established wine
producing regions of
South Africa that have
helped put the country’s
wines on the map, becoming tourist and
wine route hot spots in the process, but
away from these ‘first-growth’ regions
some of SA’s most revered wine is being
made in lesser-known areas.
Here, with the help of winemakers
and industry experts, we look at some
of the future areas where quality, talkedabout wines will be made.
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By no means definitive, this guide
charts a handful of the Cape’s under-theradar winemaking areas with notable
geographical and climatic features and
grape varieties referenced to help paint
the picture. There’s plenty more to
explore…

BOT RIVER

Part of the broader Walker Bay district,
the ward of Bot River is an “area gaining
recognition and producing some of South
Africa’s top wines”, according to WOSA’s
Jo Wehring. It benefits from cooling ocean
breezes and shale soils. Rhône varietals
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as well as Chenin, Pinotage and Shiraz
are the stars here and each winery puts
its own home-grown spin on production
and style.

BREEDEKLOOF

With vines planted on alluvial valley soils
and a plethora of old Chenin vineyards,
Breedekloof has plenty to shout about.
“This is one to watch,” says Wehring.
“There’s investment in the region too,
seen in the opening of an architecturally
stunning new dining experience
led by celeb chef, Pete Goffe-Wood.”
Chardonnay, Semillon and Pinotage thrive
here too, and there are even plantings of
Barbera and Petit Verdot.

CAPE AGULHAS

The southernmost tip of Africa is
home to some stunning vineyards
and wines, most notably in the subward of Elim, where cooling coastal
winds ensure a long and cool ripening
season. “Elim is the undisputed best
place for Sauvignon Blanc and Semillon
in SA,” says Accolade winemaker Bruce
Jack. As well as elegant and refined Sauv
and Semillon, there’s also great Pinot and
Shiraz to be found.

CERES

This famous table-fruit growing region
is situated 1,060m above sea level, atop
the Swaarmoed Pass in the Matroosberg.
It is one of the highest-lying vineyard
locations in the Western Cape and it
gets so cold in winter that the vines
can sometimes be blanketed in snow.
“Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Noir and
Riesling vines grow in sandstone soils,
delivering grapes of outstanding quality,”
says Nederburg winemaker Andrea
Freeborough.

ELGIN

off the beaten track v2 SUBBED.indd 25

According to Boutinot’s South Africa
buyer Robin Naylor, Elgin is ripe for a
Pinotage and Riesling revolution. His view
is that the elegant, cooler-climate wines
coming from this high-lying district – from
these two varieties and others – will make
people think again about what grows
best where. Elgin, just an hour from Cape
Town on the way to Hermanus, is already
on the map for its Chardonnay, Pinot Noir
and Shiraz, so watch this space.

GREYTON

“It’s an apple valley, and right now
famers are planting apples,” says Sam
O’Keefe of Lismore Estate, Greyton’s only
commercial wine producer. She’s been
making wine in here since 2006 and
believes the area’s summer rainfall, large
diurnal temperature shift and heavy,
chunky shale soils over a clay sub-base
are perfect for vines. O’Keefe grows
Chardonnay, Viognier, Sauvignon Blanc
and Syrah, but not apples.

altitude and cool evenings. Certainly
one to watch.

Touriga
Nacional
is ideally
suited to the
awesome
terroir of
Malgas

SWARTLAND

Swartland’s star continues to rise. “Still the
most exciting place to make wine,” says
winemaker Donovan Rall. Thanks in part
to the region’s old bush vines, Rhônestyle blends and game-changing Chenin
Blanc, producers here were the catalyst
for the recent new wave of wines and
winemaking talent from the Cape.

PLETTENBERG BAY

For interesting wines and future trends
“look out unexplored origins such as
Plettenberg Bay”, says Pieter de Waal
from Mount Abora Vineyards. Plett, as the
locals call it, is the newest and furthest
appellation up the east coast – the first
vines were planted here in 2000.
The cool coastal climate and high
carbon soils have proved to be ideal for
Sauvignon Blanc.

MALGAS

A newly established ward 50 miles east
of Cape Agulhas where altitude, stony
soils and a dry climate have resulted in
drought-resistant Mediterranean varieties
thriving. “Touriga Nacional is ideally
suited to the awesome terroir of Malgas,”
says Ben Jordaan from Cape Wine
Exporters. “The cooler climate brings
out a complexity and balance difficult to
achieve in the warmer Port regions.”

OLIFANTS RIVER

One of the Cape’s best-kept secrets, this is
the place to come for quality, affordable
wines made primarily from Chenin,
Colombard and Sauvignon. One of its subwards, Piekenierskloof, is a favourite of
Duncan Savage of Savage Wines, who says
it’s “developing a fantastic reputation”,
thanks in no small part to its high

BUT DON’T WRITE OFF
STELLENBOSCH!
“In the next couple of years there will definitely be a resurgence from Stellenbosch.”
Duncan Savage, Savage Wines
“Stellenbosch is having a renaissance and
proving to be the star again.”
Joseph Walsh, Distell: “
“Don’t write off the established producers of
Stellenbosch – the ship may be
difficult to turn but with their wide choice
of established vineyards we could surely
expect a renaissance of areas such as the
Helderberg, Bottelary and Simonsberg.”
Pieter de Waal, Mount Abora Vineyards
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PLUCKY PINOTAGE

South Africa’s signature red variety is a true Marmite wine – loved, side-lined
and misunderstood in equal measure. Tim James discovers that, while it’s easy
to make bad wine from Pinotage, when it’s good it’s very, very good

N

ot all would agree about
calling Professor Abraham
Perold, South Africa’s
most eminent academic
viticulturist of the 20th
century, a “mad scientist”,
although some do doubt whether his
crossing of Pinot Noir and Cinsault (then
known locally as Hermitage) to create
Pinotage was his greatest achievement.
The “mad” epithet mischievously
popped up when Alex Dale of the
Winery of Good Hope was considering
a name for his Pinotage. He thought of
Dr Frankenstein, the eponymous hero
of Mary Shelley’s novel, who created his
monster, says Dale, “by stitching together
body parts which should never have been
assembled”. Perold provided a parallel
“by stitching together biological strangers
to form a new creature”.
It’s a cruel thought, and a perverse
homage, as Dale admits – why not, after
all, at least aim to combine Pinot’s subtle
greatness with the generous yields and
heat tolerance of Cinsault? As it happens
the Radford Dale Frankenstein – made
from Stellenbosch Pinotage – turns
out to be a fine modern wine, a good
advertisement for South Africa’s signature
red grape.
At least one label, however,
compensates with more reverential (not
to say pompous) reference to the eminent
viticulturist – KWV Heritage Abraham
Perold Tributum, a blockbuster, Pinotagebased blend. Meanwhile, a youthful
member of the non-establishment wing
of Cape winemaking offers an ironical
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lacking”, as they frequently were before
the mid-1990s when South Africa
emerged from its ignominious isolation.
What’s more, “we tried to make Pinotage
like other red varieties”, adds Beeslaar,
“which seldom worked.” But Beeslaar
– like many others – is positive about
changing perceptions of the grape, and
observes greatly improved quality in the
past decade or so. “There’s now a maturity
of understanding the fruit, with people
focusing more on site, wood usage and
extraction, and responding successfully to
Pinotage’s idiosyncrasies.”

reworking of the Pinot/Cinsault fusion by
blending the grapes in the bottle rather
than on the laboratory bench. Le Sueur
Wine’s Paradoks aims to preserve the
freshness, lightness and perfume of the
original varieties that is too often lost in
varietal Pinotages. Part of the paradox is
two light-coloured grapes being crossed
to produce such a deep-hued, forthright
grape as Pinotage.
In fact, while Cinsault and Pinot Noir
are among the darlings of the avant-garde
in the Cape, Pinotage is more likely to be
shunned, although it continues to have
numerous champions in other circles.
André van Rensburg of Vergelegen has
been the most outspoken of the grape’s
detractors and some outsiders have
joined in – one British wine journalist not
long since described the grape as “vile”.

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

NO MARGIN FOR MISTAKE

Poor Pinotage. It surely can’t be a
matter of inherent quality, given some
undeniably excellent long-lived varietal
offerings. Kanonkop’s is the best known
of them – and a Kanonkop Pinotage won
the Robert Mondavi Award as best red
at the 1991 Wine and Spirit Competition
in London. Abrie Beeslaar, current
Kanonkop winemaker (also producing his
own superb Beeslaar Pinotage), believes
that Pinotage is simply less forgiving of
inadequate winemaking than many other
varieties, and that’s the reason for its poor
reputation in the past.
“Pinotage has less of a margin for
mistake,” says Beeslaar. This is significant
when “basic winemaking skills are

Pinotage
continues
to have
numerous
champions

Few grapes, though, have had such a
heavy load of cultural significance to
bear. As the only significant locally-bred
grape, Pinotage came to symbolise
something like proud self-sufficiency and
achievement in an industry which, at
ownership and winemaking levels, was
conservative Afrikaans, nationalistic, and
beleaguered. But if the grape was loved
(and had to bear all the new oak and
extraction that could be thrown at it), it
was inevitably correspondingly despised,
especially since its virtues were not being
allowed, as Beeslaar suggests, to emerge.
It’s hard not to think that this status
doesn’t resonate in the current, brilliant
wave of Cape winemaking and its break
with the past. Yet recuperating the best
elements of tradition is also a feature
of that movement – witness the recent
interest in Cinsault, once despised but
historically important. Perhaps Pinotage
will still find its place in the avant-garde, as
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TIM’S TOP
TIPS: SIX
PEERLESS
PINOTAGES
KANONKOP KADETTE
2015: Made in ever-bigger
volumes from brought-in
Stellenbosch grapes, but
an unembarrassed junior
partner of classic Kanonkop
Pinotages – easier, less
concentrated and complex
perhaps, but not dumbed
down; appetising and
replete with rich dark fruit.

well as in the quality mainstream. There
are significant portents.
Thinus Krüger’s Fram Wines Pinotage,
from the same Skurfberg (Olifants River)
farm where Chris Alheit and Eben Sadie
pick Chenin Blanc, is fresh and delightful,
made with all the naturalness of his
colleagues’ famous wines. David and Nadia
Sadie inherited a Pinotage wine when they
moved to the Swartland farm where they
are in partnership with the landowner.
Now, characterised by their customary
restraint and elegance, it’s transformed
from the rather dull stuff it used to be – it’s
even “set to shift the Pinotage paradigm”,
as Cathy van Zyl MW suggests in the
current edition of Platter’s Wine Guide.
Francois Haasbroek, whose Blackwater
range has revolutionary credit, says that
his local and UK agents are pestering
him to try his hand at Pinotage. While
the market is full of “dreadfully boring
examples”, he’s “definitely not averse to
it”. Finding the right vineyard would, of
course, be key. “My best guess would be
naturally low vegetative growth vineyards
with either a distinctly rocky soil or some

Pinotage pioneers –
Abrie Beeslaar from
Kanonkop (L) and
Spioenkop’s Koen
Roose (R)

We started
making it
like Pinot
Noir and
took it off
from there

form of cooling – be it altitude or wind;
or possibly both can deliver fruit worth
giving a shot,” he says.
At present, Pinotage occupies some
7.5% of the Cape vineyard and is grown
everywhere – except, on the whole, in the
sort of places where Haasbroek thinks it
should be. There’s a little in the Hemelen-Aarde Valley, such as Southern Right,
but the sole plantings in coolish Elgin,
for example, are those of Koen Roose at
Spioenkop. Roose believes that Pinotage
was “born with genes of elegance”, and
certainly his own subtly perfumed,
well-oaked examples happily show the
connection with Pinot Noir.
Alex Dale, he of the Frankenstein name,
accepts that the grape has been widely
misunderstood – including by him: “I did
not respect it and I had no interest in it,
but then we started making it like Pinot
Noir and took it off from there.”
Now, Dale says, he’s grown fond
of Pinotage (especially with bottle
maturation). “It is a grumpy old creature,
but when you show it some love it
surprises you with what it gives you back.”

INNOVATION & EXPERIMENTATION
IN PINOTAGE
A RENEWED FOCUS ON PINOTAGE IS ACTUALLY VERY EXCITING,”
SAYS NEDERBURG WINEMAKER ANDREA FREEBOROUGH

“The quality of Pinotage has improved considerably over the past few years, largely due to the efforts of
the Pinotage Association and a few winemakers in the SA wine industry who have made a big effort to
share their learnings. However, Pinotage is still considered the love or hate it variety by many, mainly due
to its unique characteristics that are unlike any other. Given that it’s a uniquely South African variety, it
should be an area of innovation and experimentation.
“Over the years, Pinotage has, however, continuously evolved and reinvented itself. It is a versatile grape
variety, and consumers should be given the opportunity to taste the various styles now available, from
refreshing rosés to fruity, accessible as well as bold, barrel-matured reds. It’s now even available from
some SA producers as blanc de noir and MCC. And I believe that the chocolate and coffee expressions are
still to the taste of some consumers new to wine.”
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JACOBSDAL PINOTAGE
2013: Traditionally made
on an old Stellenbosch
family farm – ho nest,
unpretentious and good
value red wine, balanced,
firmly built and satisfying.
SPIOENKOP PINOTAGE
2015: This Elgin example
brilliantly balances
avant-garde lightness
and traditional structure,
accentuating the grape’s
Pinot Noir origins with
perfume and elegance,
but seriously oaked for
ageability.
The equally good 1900
version is partly from
Stellenbosch.
CHAMONIX GREYWACKE
PINOTAGE 2014:
From cooler, high-lying
Franschhoek vines, this
excellent full-bodied, fullflavoured wine is made in a
uniquely complex manner
to add some freshness
to richness, including
earlier-picked whole-bunch
fermentation plus partlydried grapes added later for
a second fermentation.
DAVID & NADIA
SIEBRITSKLOOF
PINOTAGE 2015: The
revolutionary Swartland’s
lightish, underworked,
old-oaked and generally
understated but eloquent
answer to Stellenbosch
power: herby, scrubby,
fresh, marvellous.
BEESLAAR PINOTAGE
2015: Perhaps the finest,
grandest Cape Pinotage,
deserving of five, 10, 20
years in bottle. Off shale
soils in Stellenbosch, with
more red fruit freshness than
most of this darkly luxurious
style, gently yet implacably
structured, and a lovely Pinot
Noir-like perfume.
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T

STYLES

Home-grown, international and esoteric grape varieties are
thriving in the Cape, but which varieties and styles are the best fit
for UK consumers, and what do winemakers and buyers think are
the grapes of tomorrow? Chris Wilson gets his hands dirty
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here’s a wine farm
in Tygerberg on the
outskirts of Cape Town
named Altydgedacht that
produces a wine called
Tintoretto, after the great
Italian Renaissance artist. As the name
suggests, there’s an Italian element to
the blend, with up to a third made up of
Barbera, depending on vintage. The other
components are the very South African
Pinotage and international blockbusters
Syrah and Cabernet.
This wine – and its material parts –
speaks volumes about the diversity of
grapes grown in the Cape and how South
African winemakers love to experiment.
Tintoretto is also a reminder of just how
important and popular a blend is in this
part of the world, and you won’t find this
assemblage of grapes anywhere else on
the planet.
North of Tygerberg in the bush vine
heartlands of Swartland, it’s the Rhônestyle blends, both red and white that
have put this region on the map. Here
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Syrah, Mourvèdre, Cinsault and Grenache
and Marsanne, Roussanne and Viognier
shape many of the wines. “Swartland
is doing really well with all the Rhône
varieties planted,” says Sean Niewoudt
of Swartland Winery. “There’s been very
positive feedback from press and wine
critics on cultivars such as Mourvèdre,
Carignan, Roussanne and Viognier.”
The native Chenin Blanc also does very
well here, but John Seccombe of Thorne
& Daughters – who sources grapes from
all across the Cape winelands - thinks the
area is ideal for varieties from further
afield. “In the Swartland there are some
plantings of Greek and Spanish varieties
that should be better suited to the
climate,” he says.

SUPER CINSAULT

Duncan Savage, who makes Aldi’s
critically acclaimed Project Sauvignon
Blanc alongside Thys Louw, says:
“Mediterranean varieties will always do
well, but many interesting Spanish and
Portuguese varieties will be finding a

home in South Africa over the next
few years.”
A variety that every winemaker,
importer and buyer is desperate to
shout about is Cinsault. This red variety
is widely planted in southern France
and Corsica and is a parent of Pinotage,
the other being Pinot Noir. As a single
varietal it has shown great potential and
is an important part of many of the most
popular Rhône-style blends coming out of
Swartland and elsewhere.
“We will see more single varietal
Cinsault and blends with old vine Cinsault
hitting the market,” says winemaker
Donovan Rall, but Aldi buying director
Mike James thinks it’s a hard sell in the UK.
“Cinsault should work stylistically, but has
a way to go from a customer acceptance
point of view,” he says.
James believes that South Africa’s
trump card when it comes to variety
is Sauvignon Blanc. “At the entry level,
Sauvignon works best,” he says. “I believe
because SA offers the best quality-value at
this level and has less competition from

the likes of Australia and New Zealand at
entry-level price-points.
“SA whites can be off-the-scale great
when they achieve the balance of chalky
minerality, ripe citrus and hints of tropical
and/or stone fruit – that style, when right,
works best for consumers. Pinotage and
Chenin also work well at the entry level, as
they are varieties that customers expect
to be able to find in a SA range.”

KEY VARIETIES

This concept of customer familiarity and
expectation is something that has an
impact on sales at Waitrose too, according
to South Africa buyer Victoria Mason.
“Our customers very clearly identify
Chenin Blanc with South Africa, and vice
versa, and this is reflected in the fact that
it accounts for more than a quarter of our
South African white wine sales,” she says.
“Chenin Blanc and Sauvignon Blanc
are the two key varieties Waitrose
customers love.”
Mason is so impressed by the work
done showcasing Chenin “in all its

SA whites can be off-the-scale
great when they achieve the
balance of minerality, ripe
citrus and stone fruit
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glorious diversity” that she feels that
winemakers don’t need to plant weird
and wonderful varieties just because they
can. “I don’t think SA winemakers need
to experiment with esoteric grapes just
for the sake of it. The work being done
to really celebrate Chenin Blanc is going
to have a much bigger and more positive
impact on customers’ engagement with
South African wines and I am sure this is
going to continue.”

TRADING UP

Aldi’s biggest challenge with South Africa
is getting customers to trade up. “Gaining
customer buy-in for SA wines at a mid
or upper-tier and therefore price-point
remains a challenge,” James says.
Although names such as Stellenbosch
and, more recently, Swartland help
communicate why the wine costs more,
it’s the international varieties on the label
that really help to shift more expensive
wines. “Customers are more likely to
trade-up to recognisable red wines such
as Cabernet-Merlot/Bordeaux blends
than they are to Cinsault,” he adds, and
white blends encourage a higher spend
too. “Chenin has the baggage of cheap
and cheerful, so to encourage trade-up
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Dynamic,
innovative
winemakers
can make
a South
African wine
stand out
from the
crowd

and to make unique SA whites, blends
with Viognier, for example, can work
from both a style and customer-facing
standpoint.”
Away from the supermarkets,
South Africa remains popular in the
independent sector, both with customers
and retailers. “It’s my favourite New
World country, it’s the most interesting,”
says Sam Owens of Cambridge-based
Thirsty. “There are interesting grapes, not
just the five or six big guns that you see
everywhere, there’s Chenin and Cinsault
and some quirky Italian varieties. Plus
there are lots of old vines knocking about,
I’m a big fan.”

FUTURE TRENDS

Thirsty sells mostly wines in the “handsoff, new wave” style from the likes
of AA Badenhorst and Pieter Walser
(Blankbottle), both at the Cambridge
premises and at Owens’ French-based
wholesale business, Le Verre Gourmand.
“Not because we’re trendy so-and-sos,
but because we like that style and our
customers do too, both here and in
France,” he says.
It is wines from these cutting-edge
winemakers that excite Aldi’s James too.

He says as well as packing at source and
its associated social benefits, and getting
hold of an £8.99 wine that can be sold
at £6.99, one of the main things he looks
for when buying SA wine is “dynamic,
innovative winemakers who are full of
personality, drive and passion – they
can make a SA wine stand out from the
crowd”.
Which brings us back to Savage.
Looking into his crystal ball he sees
Chenin, Cinsault and Grenache as ones
to watch over the next few years, but
champions Syrah, especially from coolclimate areas, above all others. Another
winemaker willing to make a prediction
on future trends is Donovan Rall. He
believes that “less traditional versions of
wines from varieties such as Pinotage and
Cabernet Franc” will be big.
Victoria Mason agrees that tastes are
changing and thinks that the time is right
for customers to experiment a little more
with South Africa. “Consistently highquality wines from brands such as Zalze
and Porcupine Ridge have pulled the
customer into the category and we now
have a frequent shopper engaging with
South Africa, to whom we can start to
introduce something new,” she says.
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Sustainability in winemaking may be tricky to pin
down, but it’s a safe call to say that South Africa
leads the way in many areas of sustainable wine
production, from looking after vineyard staff to
protecting biodiversity and ensuring the longevity
of old vines. Chris Wilson explores

LEADING THE WAY IN
SUSTAINABILITY

T

he Oxford English
Dictionary defines
“sustainable” in an
environmental context as
“conserving an ecological
balance by avoiding
depletion of natural resources”.
While this definition was not written
within a winemaking context, nor even
a wider context of food production, it
features elements which are relevant to
the wine industry’s desire and need to
operate in a sustainable framework both
now and in the future.
The concept of “avoiding depletion of
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natural resources” is common sense for
an industry in which the source material
is wholly dependent on the natural
resources of soil, water and sunlight.
This goes hand-in-hand with the idea
of enabling future generations of wine
producers to meet their own needs
with regards to being able to produce
wine from healthy vines in healthy soils,
climate permitting.
There’s increased focus on this in
countries and regions where climate
(in this case drought and extreme
temperatures) plays a leading role, such
as South Africa, so it’s no surprise that its

wine farms and the industry as a
whole takes these challenges as seriously
as anyone.

ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

Above L-R: The
IPW neck label, Adi
Badenhorst tends
to an old vine, a bee
hive at Journey’s End

In 1998 the ground-breaking Integrated
Production of Wine scheme was set
up. It’s a voluntary environmental
sustainability programme which falls
under the jurisdiction of the Wine &
Spirit Board of South Africa. The scheme
was established by wine producers and
partners not directly involved in wine
production, such as research institutes
and suppliers of pesticides. It is self-
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CASE STUDY 1:

The IPW scheme
safeguards the long term
future and health of
vineyards and is a pull
for tourists too

funded and not financially supported by
the government.
The fundamentals of the scheme
hang on the international wine
industry’s environmental sustainability
criteria, such as the Global Wine Sector
Environmental Sustainability Principles
as published by the International
Federation of Wines & Spirits. These
guidelines are tailored for the South
African industry and laid out for members
to follow. Many are common sense
practices, such as water preservation,
integrated pest management and winery
carbon emissions, but nonetheless they

sustainability v2 SUBBED_rev.indd 33

have had a real impact on the industry.
The scheme has been hailed as huge
a success with almost 100% of all South
African wine since 2000 being produced
following its guidelines, but in reality the
key to its success is not the simplicity of
the guidelines or its low entry threshold.
Rather, the success is due to the fact
that all members have been able to
dramatically reduce the costs they pay
for water, pesticides, and fertilisers by
participating and following the rules.
A further fillip for the scheme is a
partner project that was established
in 2004 to promote awareness and

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE
WE CATCH UP WITH ROLLO GABB FROM JOURNEY’S END
VINEYARDS TO TALK SUSTAINABILITY AND SOLAR
What are your key sustainability measures?
“We have a broad range of programmes to help ensure
we are increasingly sustainable as well as independent.
With significant lack of investment in national
infrastructure – water and power are key areas of
focus – we recycle all our cellar water through our own
treatment plant so that it can be used for irrigation.
We also ensure we catch as much rain water as we
can with natural channels and flows directed to our
dams. With power shortages across South Africa and
ever increasing electricity prices we have also come
off grid with our own PVA solar system powering the
cellar and properties. From a farming perspective we
have a broad number of measures. These include the
planting of lupins and barley between our vineyard
rows to help preserve our top soils and naturally raise
the nitrogen and fertiliser. We have this year launched a
bee programme to assist with pollination of plants and
vines during the flowering season.”
What more can be done by the industry as a whole?
“There is no doubt that solar can play a major part in
sustainable wine farming in South Africa. It is, however,
a big investment and commitment that falls outside of
requirements for regular wine production and as such
I can understand why it has not bedded in as much
as it could have done so far. With the lack of major
infrastructure investment over many years leading to
power shortages and significant electricity increases
solar has to now make sense.”
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participation in driving conservationminded farming practices in the
Western Cape to protect and encourage
biodiversity. Since it was set up more than
40% of all South African winegrowers
and vintners have become members of
the Biodiversity & Wine Initiative (BWI)
and receive free advisory support and
guidance provided by the World Wildlife
Fund.
A tertiary benefit of the IPW and BWI
projects is that both chime very well
with consumers enjoying South African
wines around the world and seeing the
IPW badge on the neck of every bottle,
and also for tourists visiting the Cape
Winelands.
This has two advantages for the
industry – it safeguards the long-term
future and health of vineyards, and also
attracts tourists to the country and its
wineries.
From a UK trade point of view, the
visibility of the IPW neck tag gives South
African wines a point of difference on
the shelf and further enhances the
country’s reputation. Phil Innes from
Birmingham’s Loki Wines, however,
doesn’t use it as a sales tool, despite being
aware of and supportive of the scheme.
“Although it is not something that I use
in the sales of South African wines, I do
feel it is a worthwhile pursuit for South
African wines and something they should
continue to do,” he says.

CASE STUDY 2:

I AM OLD
For the past 10 years across the winelands of South Africa viticulturist Rosa
Kruger has been locating and cataloguing all the vineyards known to be older
than 35 years. Her hope is that these vines can be protected and form part
of the heritage of the Western Cape.
The problem faced by many wine farmers is that old vines, while producing
good quality fruit, produce low yields, so there is a financial incentive to
grub them up and plant new, high-yielding vines in their place. Eden Sadie
compares old vines to ‘old men’ - they just can’t work as hard as young men.
However, their significantly reduced yield is even more precious. “Old vines
often make bright wines that reveal the landscape in which they grow,”
says Kruger.
Her research and cataloguing has formed the Old Vine Project and it has
thrown up some astonishing finds. Seven of the vineyards discovered were
planted before 1905 and in total there are 3,538ha of vineyards counted in
South Africa (including 1,376 of sultana – Thompson’s Seedless, not used for
wine) with vines that are more than 35 years old.
“The Old Vine Project aims to promote sustainable viticulture through
sustainable projects and trade initiatives, in order to extend vineyard
lifespan which forms part of our heritage,” says André Morgenthal, who is one
of the drivers of the project.
There are three key objectives to the project:
To establish the viability of negotiating with growers/vineyard owners,
including the Co-ops, to prevent the uprooting of old vineyards currently
under financial pressure due to low yields and low prices paid for the grapes
To stimulate an appetite to allow vines to age
To then negotiate a viable and sustainable model between willing buyer
and willing seller. Ultimately, to keep the old vines in the ground, whether old
or ageing
This final objective is paramount in achieving the other aims, as if a model
can be found whereby fruit from old vines attracts a premium when sold
there’s a real incentive to keep the vines in the ground. “The premium price
point trickles down to the grower and the vineyard worker and the premium
quality enhances the images of SA wines,” says Morgenthal.
The Old Vine Project is supported by the I Am Old website (iamold.co.za)
where you can see interactive maps of each wine-growing region and lists
of each old vine block, including the year it was planted, the cultivar and the
area planted. There’s also a great gallery of some of these beautiful, twisted
old vines.

SOCIAL AWARENESS

As well as caring for the environment
in an ecological sense, sustainability as
a concept also carries a responsibility
for social and economic equity. This
much-neglected string to the bow comes
into sharp focus in post-Apartheid South
Africa, which is why there is a drive
by the wine industry to increase the
number of wineries run by disadvantaged
black individuals. This Black Economic
Empowerment, as well as the number
of wines produced under Fairtrade
certification, shows that sustainability is
about more than simply environmental
factors directly involved in wine
production.
It’s clear through these initiatives
and the unique geographical,
environmental and political demands of
country, that the South African
wine industry is a trailblazer for
sustainability in wine production. From
environmental, social and marketing
standpoints this is a win-win situation,
so it’s no surprise that other wineproducing counties are looking to South
Africa for guidelines and inspiration when
it comes to sustainability.
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An old bush vine
in Swartland

Old vines
make wines
that reveal
the landscape
in which they
grow
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SUPPLIER
INSIGHT

We quizzed UK buyers and importers
on the challenges and opportunities
facing the industry and why South
Africa is such an exciting place

ROBIN NAYLOR

JOSEPH WALSH

SOUTH AFRICA BUYER, BOUTINOT

COMMERCIAL DIRECTOR (UK & IRELAND), DISTELL

What excites you most about
South Africa?
Everything. Especially the continued
momentum of young people with nothing to
lose unafraid to make anything and stick a
mad label on it. There is nowhere else in the
world with the same energy right now. And
it goes on.
How do you communicate South Africa’s
unique offering?
We shout about it, we make people go
there. In the past 15 months we have taken our entire on-trade
team and their customers, our entire international sales team and,
just now, our entire UK national retail team. That’s all relevant
sales teams and a big bunch of customers. The sales guys are now
also equipped to repeat the trip themselves and we are creating
ambassadors for South Africa in our customers.
How have you evolved your South African portfolio?
In the past five years our offer has evolved from fairly classical
ranges of cultivars under same brands, traditional producers
etc, to much more dynamic single brand wines, exciting young
producers (Donovan Rall & Spioenkop), biodynamic wines
(Waterkloof), as well as ensuring regionality and specialism in our
representation and outstanding value in terms of our entry-level
offering, responsibly sourced and constantly evolving in terms of
provenance, quality and winemaking methods.
How does the industry promote and sell premium wine better?
Shout about it more to people with money and a voice. Do
more full-on South Africa sommelier events around the world.
Present only the premium wines at WOSA events and distributor
portfolio tastings, just market the really good stuff. Encourage
supermarkets to really explore different varieties.

There is nowhere else in the world with the
same energy as South Africa right now
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What excites you most about South
African wine?
Regionality, provenance and heritage – South
Africa is not only a cultural melting pot but
also has a diverse and varied climate. Buyers,
sommeliers and consumers are increasingly
asking us for specific regions. They are
becoming much more familiar with styles.
How is South Africa performing for your
business?
We increased our UK footprint and resources
so growth was expected. What has pleased us most is the new
channels we have connected with, particularly wholesale and
convenience. It is great to see positive growth not only in volume
but particularly in value in the on-trade, a trend which we hope
to see reflected in the off-trade with premium opportunities for
our estate wine. As consumers are selectively purchasing more
premium wines, SA has a unique opportunity to showcase the
quality on offer.
How have you evolved your offering?
It has been more revolution than evolution. We appreciated we could
no longer just offer an FOB delivery basis to customers and had to
propose more options. We needed to offer the trade a flexible model
which worked in terms of portfolio, quality, availability, customer
service and terms. We have established our European distribution
hub in the UK to enable us to react quickly to UK demand. We’ve
also partnered with Greencroft and have now commenced UK
bottling. We have now a dedicated account management team
engaged directly with our customers. We also needed to adapt
to the UK’s evolving palate and increased wine knowledge so we
engaged our customers at an early stage with blending styles and
packaging designs.
What challenges does South Africa face as an industry?
We don’t just want the SA category to be perceived as containing
price fighter wines. That would be a narrow minded view of the
category with little longevity. Cash conscious consumers will simply
move to different regions for their entry-level wine. We have to
stand for more than that and continue to champion our premium
wineries and luxury portfolio brands. It’s important to avoid deep
discounting in off-trade to ensure the premium, region-specific
message has weight.
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CHRIS BUCKWELL
SOUTH AFRICA BRAND MANAGER, ACCOLADE WINES
What excites you most about South
African wine?
The strong growth of higher quality, more
premium South African wines in the UK
and seeing consumers experiment with a
broader range of grape varieties, for example
Malbec and Viognier. Our access to fruit and
flexibility of our winemakers means we can
react quickly and effectively to new trends
and market opportunities.
How is South Africa performing for your
business?
It has been a tough year for the South Africa category, which has
lost share to other origins. However, Kumala, the number one South
African wine brand in the UK, is seeing strong growth in its premium
tier as consumers trade up and Kumala Reserve has grown 29.4%
(Nielsen, year to February 2017). We also see premiumisation of
the South Africa category in the on-trade with growth of Flagstone
proving consumers are willing to invest more if the proposition is
right.

ROLLO GABB
MANAGING DIRECTOR, CAPE WINE EXPORTERS
How do you communicate South Africa’s
unique offering?
South Africa is able to offer high quality
single vineyard and appellation wines at
prices that no other wine-producing country
can touch. There is such a hotbed of diversity
with each ward and sub-ward delivering
different profiles to the next – the more
emphasis that can be placed on regionality
and specific wards within those regions the
better. This can be achieved by producers
within their respective areas working
together, pooling resource and delivering
interesting tastings and events to further promote both their wines
and what they do best. The greater the teamwork the greater the
progress for the industry as a whole.
What challenges does South Africa face as an industry?
In the background we suffer ongoing political instability and lack
of industry support from the government – this instability fuels
volatility in exchange rates. Inflation runs at 6.6% and is further
fuelled by a lack of range and competition in suppliers including
energy and dry goods. As a result of the industry being dominated
by a handful of corporates focused on selling lowest common
denominator wines, we suffer from a lack of understanding or
acceptance of our premium wine offering, despite it being one of
the most dynamic in the world today. By working together as a
premium movement we can overcome this smog and contribute
something generally very positive for the industry as a whole.
How does the industry promote and sell premium wine better?
We need to see increased collaboration of knowledge and resource
among the premium wine community – whether they be garagistes,
hipster winemakers or quality boutique estate owners. The past 10
years have seen significant improvement with greater exchange
of knowledge and ideas between winemakers, viticulturists and
marketers. Self-funded organisations such as PIWOSA, Swartland
Independent and Zoo Biscuits have done a huge amount for the
industry with winemakers and vineyard owners hitting specific
markets as a united movement, delivering well executed and
interesting, creative tastings for press, trade and consumers. The
more groups like these that can spring up the better for the industry
as a whole. We need a call to arms and to confidently get out there
into the marketplace with our great wines.

buyers insights SUBBED v1.indd 38

What have you done to move South Africa on as a category?
We identified the opportunity to trade shoppers up and drive value
in the South Africa category and have placed greater focus on
developing Kumala Reserve, the premium tier within the brand. We
have also simplified the Kumala range, aligning the tiers through
and invested in an extensive rebranding project. We’re always
exploring new grape varieties and asking what could be next for our
South African portfolio.
How does the industry promote and sell premium South African
wine better?
Putting new products on the shelf will not be enough. Promoting
premium is about educating both customers and consumers about
the unique offering that South Africa has. Using regionality to tell
stories and tapping into areas that are already gathering a positive
following. Brands such as Flagstone do extremely well in the
premium market as they tell a story that consumers engage with.
The Kumala Reserve range with wines from Swartland has done a
phenomenal job at the top of the Kumala hierarchy, by exploring
regions and interesting grape varieties.

INDIE VIEWPOINT
WE GET THE INDIE INSIDE TRACK ON SOUTH AFRICA
FROM PHIL INNES OF LOKI WINES AND CAMBRIDGE
WINE MERCHANTS’ HAL WILSON
How is South Africa performing for your business?
PI: It is one of the top performing areas, across all price points.
HW: Good growth in 2016 in line with overall growth of 11%.
What do you look for when buying South African wine?
PI: Generally when buying South African wines I am just looking
for things that sit in between modern and classic. I think this is
where a lot of producers do very well. But also I am looking for
the producers that are producing things that are a bit different,
in particular wines from Swartland and Elgin.
How do indies promote and sell premium South African wine
better?
HW: We have customers looking for better quality wines and
South Africa has loads, but they are quite pricey so probably
don’t make it on to supermarket shelves. We have some great
value high-quality wines from SA and average selling price is £14.
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