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SA wine industry at a turning point in 2018 
 
The South African wine industry can expect a turning point in 2018. Wine producers and 
cellars face harsh realities such as a smaller wine grape crop and increasing financial 
pressure, but are ready to take on challenges with a renewed focus and seize opportunities 
on the global, political and economic horizon. 
 
“We are now entering a new growth phase in the wine industry’s seven year cycle,” said Rico 
Basson, Vinpro managing director at the wine industry body’s 13th annual Nedbank Vinpro 
Information Day on 18 January 2018. 
 

Smallest crop in 12 years 
 
“The 2018 wine grape crop is expected to be the smallest since 2005, due to a decline in 
vineyard area, an ongoing drought and crop losses due to frost and hail,” said Francois Viljoen, 
manager of Vinpro’s viticultural consultation service. 
  
The total area planted to vines has declined by nearly 7% in the 
past ten years to 95 775 ha – mainly due to producers uprooting 
vineyards and planting alternative and more profitable crops 
such as deciduous fruits, citrus and blueberries.  
 
The prevailing drought currently gripping the Western Cape 
means that wine grape producers don’t have enough water at 
their disposal to irrigate vines properly. “We haven’t received 
sufficient rain in the last three winters to raise dam levels, and water 
supply is running out. Vineyards are showing signs of water stress, 
which will result in smaller berries and lighter bunches,” said Viljoen. 
 
Producers with low-lying vineyards suffered severe frost damage in certain areas in the 
Western and Northern Cape in September and October. Hail damage over a large area in the 
coastal regions in November will also contribute to crop losses. 
 
As a result, the industry is expecting a R700 million shortfall at farm gate – this at a time when 
production cost has doubled in the past decade and the minimum wage for farm workers is 
set to increase by 17% in May. 
 

 
 



                                             

Wine shortage demands higher prices 
 
On the plus side, wine prices are expected to rise due to a looming wine shortage. 
 
“Stock levels are estimated to be the lowest in 15 years,” said Basson in his annual state of 
the wine industry review, which measures the industry’s progress against 2025 targets set by 
the Wine Industry Strategic Exercise (WISE). 
 

“Assuming we are at optimal stock levels and taking account the 
smaller 2018 harvest, the projected nett shortfall on existing total 
sales of 945 million litre (export and local) is 9% or 90 million litres. 
The questions we need to ask are: Will the local or export markets 
shrink? Will wine be imported? Can we deplete stock levels below 
minimum and who will be the highest bidder?” said Basson. 
 
There will also be a global wine shortage as wine producing 

countries in other parts of the world had a tough harvest due to 
natural phenomena such as frost damage, heat waves and veldfires. 

Europe yielded the smallest crop in 36 years.  
 
“Take advantage of this by negotiating higher price points. 2018 should be the new baseline 
year from which we should grow value going forward,” said Basson. 
 
Basson said it was encouraging that local wine sales volume grew by 2.8% to 406 million litres 
in 2017, but even more positive that the value increased by 8.6% to R13.2 billion.  
 

Be memorable  
 
Create a brand that people remember, and you will be successful. Lulie Halstead, CEO of UK-
based market research company Wine Intelligence, said wine brands need to a recognisable, 
pronounceable and memorable name or icon. “Brand awareness will be the biggest 
determinant for success towards 2030. Greater awareness leads to 
more sales.” 
 
“Universally, wine is synonymous with reward, treat, relaxation 
and celebration. Wine tourism and hospitality create the perfect 
opportunity for you to make your brand part of your consumer’s 
lasting memories,” she said. 
 
The South African wine industry has recently made great strides 
in this sector. A wine tourism strategy has been formalised, with 
Vinpro signing an agreement with Wesgro and the SA Wine Route 
Forum, and appointing a wine tourism manager in January this 
year to coordinate all related efforts. 
 
Be where your consumers want to buy. Online purchases are on the up, especially in emerging 
markets such as China. Accountability is set to increase, with consumers drinking in 
moderation and businesses opting to export branded bulk to reduce their carbon footprint. 
 
Although the majority of wine consumers globally are still older than 50 years, they are open 
to new formats, wine styles and packaging. Prosecco and Rosé sales have skyrocketed in 
countries such as the UK and Germany, and wineries have had great success with wine in 



                                             

cans. “Producers should take note and ensure that they are adaptable enough to take 
advantage of these new trends,” said Halstead. 
 

Less is more 
 
In 2018 there will be fewer spots available on fewer shelves and fewer spots available on 
fewer wine lists. “For the industry to stay afloat it needs fewer individual brands, but rather 

more focused and stronger brands at every price point,” said Mike 
Ratcliffe, managing director of Warwick Wines. 
 
The temptation for South African wineries is to offer something to 
everybody. However, every new brand that gets added to the 
range has the potential to dilute the industry’s focus. “Focus on 
our passion and on the wines that you are individually good at 
producing,” he said. 

 
“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 specialisation,” said Ratcliffe. 

 

Take ownership 
 
The sustainability of the South African wine industry is in the hands of every person or entity 
in the value chain, said Vinpro chairman, Anton Smuts. 
 
“Producers and boards need to take full ownership and 
responsibility of their product, by being informed regarding market 
trends and pricing structures. Wine grape producers only have 
38% control over the value chain that manages their own 
product. Work closely with the entities involved in the rest of the 
value chain with regard to strategic direction,” he said. 
 

Talent development a priority 
 
At the same time, it is the industry’s collective responsibility to drive 
transformation and talent development at every level. Basson said close to R 72 million (20%) 
of the wine industry’s statutory levies were invested in transformation in the past four years, 
with a major focus on enterprise development, skills development and socio-economic 
development.  
 
Apart from this the private sector spent R125 million on 172 corporate social investment (CSI) 
projects in 2016, and the industry secured government funding of R12 million in 2017 for 
enterprise development. Aware, a joint effort from the wine, beer and spirits industries to raise 
awareness for responsible alcohol use and drive socio-economic development in wine 
industry communities, was relaunched in 2017 with a budget of R150 million.  
 
The percentage of the wine grape harvest that is produced under ethical conditions has grown 
remarkably from 20% in 2015 to 66% in 2017, as per the Wine and Agriculture Ethical Trade 
Association (WIETA). “This means that 39 917 farm workers now produce more than 900 000 
tons of wine grapes under ethical conditions created by 1 400 wine grape producers,” said 
Basson. 
 



                                             

“Talent development and retention in the wine industry remains a priority for Vinpro. We are 
actively working with other stakeholders on fast-tracking this, with the recently launched 
Learner Management System (LMS) as a major step. 
 

Nurture agriculture 
 
The global economy is in South Africa’s favour, but growth has been 
slow due to political and policy uncertainty, said Isaac Matshego, 
economist at Nedbank. 
 
The proposed Land Expropriation Bill will not only affect job 
creation and income generated by the agriculture, mining and 
manufacturing industries, but also the banking sector, as these 
are capital-intensive industries. “We need to nurture these 
industries to ensure that they boom,” he said. 
 
Political uncertainty is expected to increase towards the 2019 political 
elections, which will have an effect on business confidence. “There 
has been a euphoria following the election of Cyril Ramaphosa as the president of the ruling 
ANC at the end of 2017, which has resulted in a rebound in the rand and revived confidence. 
I am cautiously optimistic about our economy post election. The rand will certainly be our gage 
in this regard.” 
 
He emphasised the importance of ensuring that domestic capital remains in the country before 
attracting foreign capital. 
 

Ramaphosa brings hope 
 
Political commentator Max du Preez said Ramaphosa’s election will be seen as a critical 

turning point in South Africa’s history. “He shouldn’t be seen as a 
messiah, but will certainly restore the country’s natural order.” 
 
The past decade has made South Africans cynical. “When Cyril 
Ramaphosa was elected as the new ANC president, we should 
have danced in the streets as the Zimbabweans did when Robert 
Mugabe was forced to resign – not because they loved 
Ramaphosa, but because it signalled the end of a catastrophic 
Zuma era.” 

 
Ramaphosa has soon after his election put deeds to his words in a fight 

against corruption, with the National Prosecuting Authority investigating 
17 cases involving asset seizure amounting to R50 billion. 
 
South Africa is one of the most open societies in the world, which means that it is never likely 
to become a failed state. We have everything going for us, and now we also have a 
modernised president to get the country back on track,” said Du Preez. 
 

Work together, grow together 
 
In keeping with the theme of growth and new beginnings, Vinpro announced that the 
organisation renewed the brand to strengthen its continued emphasis on sustainable growth.  
 



                                             

“Celebrating 15 years in 2018, the organisation looks to the future with a renewed commitment 
to the sustainability of everyone that affects or are affected by the wine industry – with new 
branding to support it,” said Smuts. 
 
As main sponsor of the Nedbank Vinpro Information Day for the 12th consecutive year, 
Nedbank reiterated the importance of working together to ensure sustainability. “Nedbank is 

committed to the continued support of the wine industry and events 
such as this are crucial in helping us to understand the landscape 
and how we can work together to increase profitability, global 
competitiveness and sustainability in the wine industry,” said 
Herman de Kock, executive head: Business Banking Sales at 
Nedbank.  
 
“We are proud to be associated with the wine industry; more so 

that this goodwill has been recognised and reciprocated. Our 
commitment to the sector is evidenced by the substantial market 
share the bank has gained, and we continue to partner with the 
industry for good through a number of initiatives.” 

 
Old Mutual and Old Mutual Agri Insure were also involved as sponsors. 
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