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The South African wine industry has been very patient.  
 
Our industry has been biding its time, we have been building long-term capacity, we have 
been honing our skills, we have been building our relationships and we have been waiting 
patiently for recognition. We have been waiting patiently for global recognition. And we have 
achieved some success. A lot of it. It sometimes feels that we surprise ourselves when we do 
get recognized. It is almost like we feel we don’t deserve it. Could it be that global critics just 
trying to be nice to us with a couple of fleeting positive comments? Could it be that we are 
actually deserving of these compliments? Or maybe we already fully deserve this recognition 
– which we absolutely do - and that should become part of our DNA. Our industry has been 
positively recognized – and this should form the basis of a new confidence. 
 
I would like to say a sincere thank you to Vinpro for allowing me this opportunity to share my 
thoughts. I would also like to thank all of you for your attention. I am humbled and deeply 
appreciative.  
 
Confidence will be the central psychological pillar of my presentation today. I will attempt to 
make a case for a new confidence. A new confidence that can be a central rallying call for an 
entire industry. A new confidence which, will be careful to never express itself as arrogance, 
but which can provide a unifying catalyst which holds our industry together.  
 
We have so much to be positive about as an industry and expressing this can be huge 
psychological obstacle which we should defeat. Our new confidence should become a new 
foundation onto which we build our future. We know that people have been saying a lot of nice 
things about the South African wine industry, but I think that it is time to put or shoulders back 
and act the part. 
 
I want to now change direction and share a few observations about the strange structural 
defects in the global wine industry. South Africa is a very small wine producing country and it 
will be the global themes that impact us most. The international wine industry is changing 
under our feet and I would like to spend a few minutes talking about two key over-riding 
themes. 
 
THE FIRST THEME - RETAIL CONSOLIDATION 
 
The global wine industry doesn’t make that much sense. The world of wine business can be 
generally defined by the opposing forces of producer fragmentation and retail consolidation. 
Distributors and importers are consolidating, merging and getting bigger. Retailers never stop 
expanding and consolidating – and getting bigger. The simple fact is that retailers and 
distributors live and breathe by their ability to achieve economies of scale. They have to get 
bigger to survive. But this trend is even crossing into the online space. The recent acquisition 
of Whole Foods supermarkets by Amazon is a first disturbing, but inevitable wake-up call. 
Mergers between online and physical retailers are upon us and we enter a brave new world 
that nobody yet fully understands. It is also likely just the start with much speculation that 
Amazon is just getting started. Amazon is opening in Cape Town and has advertised for 53 
positions since January 8th – that’s in the past 10 days alone! 
 
This massive consolidation trend cannot happen in isolation and will require a change in mind-
set from the supplier base. These distribution and retail giants will need growing suppliers with 



matching balance sheets to allow them to achieve the inevitable search for economies of scale 
which has been driving the growth in the first place. Suppliers that are unable contribute 
towards the economies of scale get dropped – that’s just how it is. This is a huge global trend 
and it is real. It is not coming. It is now. 
 
THE OPPOSING FORCE OF PRODUCER FRAGMENTATION 
 
When last did you hear about South African winery consolidation, mergers or acquisition to 
attain scale? The trend has started and there is some consolidation going on, but not much. 
It could easily be pointed out that our wine industry is actually trending towards fragmentation. 
This means more wineries and more brands. Short to medium term global market growth will 
almost certainly be consumed by those suppliers that are able to understand the dynamics 
and play the game. This is going to require significant supply-side economies of scale. In a 
nutshell, in 2018 there will be fewer spots available on fewer shelves and fewer spots available 
on fewer wine-lists, but those shelf spaces and listings will become bigger and require larger 
supply. Positioning for this trend is going to take some ‘kop’. 
 
Adding new wines to a range is easy. Reducing a wine range is hard. On a personal note, I 
have really struggled with my own brands and it has taken a huge commitment from me and 
my team to reduce our range – and move towards a greater focus. Bit we have done it. 
 
The consolidation of route to market is perhaps the single defining feature of the global wine 
industry. This defining trend should logically drive production strategy towards a consolidation 
of brands and a reduction in range. We need fewer brands with the ability supply the market. 
Strong brands will never flourish without the benefit of adequate supply. On Tuesdy I attended 
the Wines of South Africa Asia interest group meeting. A point was raised about the fact that 
most higher-priced South African producers are in fact unable to fulfill the demands of many 
wine contracts. They are just too small and as a result we are uncompetitive. 
 
On a micro scale, this means more wineries should be cutting back on their bloated product 
ranges and putting all their energy behind the star performers. But this isn’t really what’s 
happening on the ground. Especially not in South Africa. 
 
Just have a look at the figures from the Platter wine guide about the non-stop growth in the 
number of South African brands.  
 
I was in Europe last year and had an interesting realization in conversation with one of the 
more successful wine companies. OK, listen carefully to this statement:  
 
“It is really hard to find specialist producers in South Africa.” 
 
Wait – what? 
 
I would again like to change direction and speak about focus as this ultimately leads back to 
my point. Focus will be the second – much more practical - pillar of my presentation today. I 
am on record as being critical - in many ways - of the distinct lack of focus generally exhibited 
by the wine industry in South Africa and around the world.  
 
Focus 
 
What do I mean when I talk about wine industry focus? 
 
Do we have an established national or regional focus? What does South African wine 
represent? What do Stellenbosch, Hemel-en-Aarde, the Swartland or Elgin represent? What 
is their regional focus? What is our national brand DNA? 



 
Regional focus 
 
Focus does not have to be on a variety, or even a style. Focus could be a unifying defining 
soil-type, the regional climate, an attitude or even a bunch of winemakers in Botrivier growing 
hipster beards. Events like the Elgin Chardonnay Colloquium, the Swartland revolution, the 
Hemel-en-Aarde Pinot Noir Celebration and the Stellenbosch Cabernet Collective are driving 
forces in defining focus. These and many other domestic movements are reshaping 
perceptions, defining regional identities and are giving guidance to their constituents on a 
move towards greater focus. South Africa is moving in the right direction fast and we should 
be excited about the regional identities emerging because this focus is what will uplift the 
industry, raise prices, create interest and sell bottles. 
 
Winery focus 
 
But what about individual winery focus? This is an area that I think deserves attention.  
 
Focus in this context refers to brands that are defined. We have some excellent examples in 
South Africa of leaders like Beyers Truter and Ken Forrester. I would be surprised if there was 
anybody in the room that was unable to explain their general focus. Beyers has spent his 
career championing Pinotage and Ken has been a driving force behind Chenin. They are 
examples of focus and they have been successful. We know exactly what they do. And that’s 
the point. 
 
I think that it is time for a little audience participation. 
 
Show of hands:  
 
“How many of you are employed by a wine producer?” 
“Raise your hand if you have a portfolio of 20 wines or less?” 
“How many of you have a portfolio of 10 wines or less?” 
“Does anyone have a portfolio of 5 wines or less?” 
“Let’s see the hands of wineries that produces only one or two wines?” 
 
I will say again that it is really difficult to maintain a small portfolio. Having a small range is not 
always the correct strategy, but in this complex global wine market it is generally going to be 
a more successful strategy. 
 
Pulling together confidence and focus 
 
My contention is that the South African industry has reached a point where our best wines are 
world class. Those brands are uplifting our brand image and pulling the rest of the industry up 
- fast. But we are a finite industry. We represent barely a few percentage points of global wine 
production. We are an insignificant producer as defined by volume. We are limited by land, by 
climate and more recently by water. We simply cannot compete with bigger national industries 
on the same scale. And we shouldn’t be trying to compete on scale.  
 
Sometimes it feels like everything is bad. But it isn’t. We have a number of crazy advantages 
and we have started to discover them. Our ancient undulating and diverse terroir is actually 
phenomenal. The passion and courage of our winemakers is legendary and we have been 
discovered. Our wines represent our terroir and present a believable selling proposition.  We 
have even started working together. So, what will be the decisions that we take now to 
entrench and build on our position?  
 
This could be quite controversial, but this is what I think. 



 
We need fewer individual brands. We need focused brands and we need bigger brands. We 
need these bigger brands at all price points. 
 
What does focus look like? 
  
(Audience participation) Compare with the greatest wines?  
Chateau Lafite, 15-20,000 x12 R8000 pb 
Opus One 28,000 x12 R4500 pb 
Screaming Eagle 400-700 x12 R45,000 
Cloudy Bay 60-100,000 x12 R400 
Chocolate block, 48,000 x12 R200 
 
Brands are big and small 
 
There may well be producers in the room that have been turned off by my talk of Big retail and 
big brands. Our industry is diverse and this makes us strong. I understand that not everyone 
is trying to build a mega-company and not everyone has an interest in distributing their wines 
through the big retailers. And that’s great. In fact, it is really great and this should never be 
what pulls an industry together.  
 
The most recent successes of our industry have, in many ways, been driven by the small guys, 
the mavericks, the winemakers and winegrowers challenging the status quos. The 
revolutionaries if you will. We have had revolutionaries in every decade and in most regions. 
But how does it help if those iconic wines are produced in miniscule quantities, unless they 
are demanding very high prices. And what about sustainability? Is the brand able to financially 
sustain the vineyards and workers? These are key considerations and without them the brand 
will not flourish. 
 
I am completely convinced that even at the ultra-expensive icon end of the wine industry, we 
need strong brands, we need fewer brands and we need bigger brands. At every price point.  
 
Definition of brand 
 
It may be helpful at this stage to revert to the definition of a brand. How does this definition 
apply to your brand? 
 
“A brand is the intangible sum of a wine’s attributes: its name, packaging and price, its 
history, its reputation, it’s terroir, it’s personality and the way it is communicated.” 
 
What defines your winery? What makes my brand different? Does your brand stand out from 
the clutter? 
 
The word brand is not a swear-word. A brand is a term that comes to represent success. It 
represents recognition and recognition is a strong measure of success. We should be very 
clear that brands exist at every price point. Brands exist at every size. We should celebrate 
brands because they represent achievement – in so many ways. Brands have the power to 
inspire an industry. Brands are a tangible expression of confidence and focus and most 
importantly – they sell wine. Lots of it. 
 
Let’s express our new confidence with a new focus 
 
Confidence is a peculiar emotion. The temptation for our wineries and for our brands is to 
become a country that offers something to everybody. This is something that creeps up on us. 
Brand-extension is invisible and usually driven by demand. Brand extension is often 



symptomatic of ‘the tail wagging the dog’. Every new brand that gets added to our range has 
the potential to dilute our focus.  
 
Given this amazing industry platform, it would be a mistake if I did not take the opportunity to 
summarise my position around these big words that are confidence and focus. 
 
I truly believe that we should make an industry wide commitment to protecting against 
fragmentation. We should be fighting dilution and moving towards an era of greater 
specialization. Specialization is a tangible manifestation of focus, and focus is what will make 
us stronger in the coming decade. 
 
The most appropriate course of action for our industry, in my opinion, would be to express this 
new-found confidence with a new-found focus. We should focus on our passions and focus 
on the wines that we are individually good at producing. What if we focused only on what we 
are very good at? What if we each developed a reputation for being good at something 
specific, and then entrenched that position. What if our greatest wines were part of a much 
smaller range and we were able to produce 100,000 cases of that brand. When will we have 
our first ten million case South African wine brand? Do we automatically think that it has to be 
cheap? What if your portfolio was cut in half and your volume doubled? Imagine the economies 
of scale, the reduction in clutter and the dramatic lowering of our stress levels. Imagine if each 
South African wine was a brand? 
 
Our South African industry has overcome numerous obstacles, taken he steps forward and 
we are now in a strong place. Now is our time. 
 
Thank you very much. 
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