Environment
Planet-friendly practices
deliver more than a halo of
wellbeing, as Chris Wilson
reports

T

he wine world is full of woolly terms
– hands-off winemaking, wild ferments – but one of the woolliest and
most widely used has to be
“sustainability”.
It’s a wine marketer and PR’s wet
dream, a phrase manipulated in order to hang all sorts
of things from it, from various vineyard and winery
techniques to other non-committal and difficult-tomeasure “green” credentials.
But there is a place for the term in the pantheon
of winemaking, it just needs careful and universal
definition. Unlike organic or biodynamic – terms which
are measurable and accountable, boxes must be ticked,
rules must be followed in order to use these terms
on labels and elsewhere – “sustainable” has no industrywide definition and it’s interpreted and used differently
by all corners of the trade.
Leading climate and viticulture expert Alistair
Nesbitt, from wine production consultancy Climate
Wine, defines it in very simple terms. “The basic tenets
are mainly good business practice and common sense,”
he says. “Being sustainable in a winemaking context
takes some planning and requires the ability to record
and monitor various financial and resource metrics.
We’re talking here about implementing resource efficiency, lean production and environmental awareness
without a compromise to quality.”
There’s no mention in his definition of specific
practices as these depend on myriad factors, most
importantly geography, climate and weather, but
Nesbitt believes that water conservation and energy
efficiency are key considerations. “A focus on biodiversity and ecosystems services appears more prevalent
in viticulture than 10 years ago,” he adds.
“As with any business, awareness of resource use
and cost, and climate change mitigation are driving
business decisions.”
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Best practice

What’s clear here is that the concept of sustainability
in a winemaking context is as much about process,
best practice and regulations as it is about the specifics of vineyard and winery practices. If you get the
blueprint right, all these things will follow.
An over-arching definition in these terms is echoed
by wine producers. “We view sustainability as adopting good business practices aimed at continual
improvement, seeking more effective solutions and
appropriate use of resources, along with being socially
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““

Being sustainable in a
winemaking context takes
some planning”
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Alistair Nesbitt

Many insects
are invaluable in
the vineyard

and environmentally responsible,” says Julie Ibbotson
from New Zealand winery Saint Clair.
Patsy McGaughy,communications director of Napa
Valley Vintners, supports this view too, but also throws
a quality measure into the mix along with specific
environmental goals. “Sustainability depends on
crafting quality wines while farming in a manner
which prevents soil erosion, limits harmful inputs,
protects wildlife and natural habitat, conserves water
and energy and reduces waste,” she argues.
Regarding measures taken to fulfil the sustainability
brief there are the obvious environmental ones concerning water and energy use, restoring wildlife
habitats to protect biodiversity and using lightweight
packaging, but there are many others that are
often overlooked. These less sexy elements
include reducing landfill waste, staff
training and social practices such
as fair wages for staff.
This final point is important as being sustainable has
a social element, not just
environmental and business
codes. The attention given to
this area in the South African
wine industry is one of the
reasons it leads the way when
it comes to sustainable winemaking. Its Integrated
Production of Wine and Black
Economic Empowerment
schemes help to address the
social issues of sustainability
as well as the more obvious
environmental ones.
Asked what she looks for when
sourcing South African wines for the
Waitrose portfolio, wine buyer Victoria Mason
is clear that, as well as attention to detail in vineyard
management and the winery, she wants to see “ethical
working practices (including Fairtrade and WIETA)”
and is “increasingly looking for wine bottled at origin”.
It’s refreshing to see this approach from the UK
trade and it’s clear that there’s an appetite among
consumers for wines produced in an environmental
and socially responsible manner.

‘Authentic’ consumption

Neil Palmer, director and co-founder of Vintage Roots,
one of the UK’s leading importers of organic and
biodynamic wines, says that his company’s growth
in the past two to three years – in the on and off-trade
– is due to “consumers looking for authenticity and
sustainability in their food and drinks”.
Palmer says that although Vintage Roots has many
“organic” customers, including wholefood shops, pubs
and restaurants, many of his customers are less concerned with the organic status and buy solely on quality
and value, which raises a couple of points. First how
does organic wine production fit within the sustainable framework? And do organic and sustainable
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““

Sustainable
winemaking
practices contribute
to overall quality”
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practices add a monetary premium to
the wine?
“As a ‘production scheme’ organics
encourages a focus on sustainability, particularly environmental sustainability,”
argues Nesbitt. “However, it’s important
to state that a ‘conventional’ producer could
be just as sustainable, or more so. A grape
grown in an organic vineyard could be
processed in the most inefficient winery.
Climate change and associated stresses on
viticulture, market forces and regulatory
structures are driving wine production to
pay more attention to sustainability as a business tool, and whether organic, biodynamic, or
otherwise, these drivers require good business practice
and responsibility beyond what happens in the
vineyard.”
This brings us to price, and Neil Palmer is clear
that there isn’t any premium for organic. “The wine
has to sell on quality and value first,” he says.
The same applies to sustainable wine, says Nesbitt.
There’s no reason why operating a wine business in
a sustainable manner should increase the cost of
production. “One could argue that if a wine producer’s
business is sustainable (environmentally, socially and
economically) then the business model works, whatever price they are selling their wine for.
“If you took that question and applied it to, say, a
car manufacturer – is a car produced in a sustainable
way more or less expensive than a car manufactured
‘unsustainably’, what would the answer be? The very
definition of sustainable implies good business and
therefore the end cost must be one consumers are
willing to pay, otherwise the business by definition
is unsustainable.”
It’s a viewpoint that’s shared by producers too. “It
often costs money to implement sustainable practices
but once they become part of the day-to-day routine
it can then cost nothing while being maintained
ongoing,” says Saint Clair’s Ibbotson.
“Our participants tell us that being sustainable is
not only the right thing to do for the future, it provides
numerous immediate cost-saving opportunities,”
adds McGaughy.
So, rather than being more expensive to produce,
sustainable wines can actually save producers money
at the same time as adding invaluable marketing and
consumer-facing benefits to their businesses. This
is backed up by new research commissioned by the
California Sustainable Winegrowing Alliance released
in January this year that shows the majority of the
US wine trade considers sustainability when making
purchasing decisions.
“We know that consistent, quality wines are the
number one driver for consumer wine purchasing
decisions and we believe sustainable winemaking
practices contribute to overall quality,” says McGaughy.
Ibbotson puts the benefits a little more bluntly.
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“Sustainability
stories form part of
Saint Clair’s marketing
and promotion. For some
people the environment is an important factor and hence they are more likely
to purchase products from companies that
undertake sustainable practises. Explaining
and telling the sustainable story gets consumers emotionally involved, producing a
positive response to the brand.”

Pushing the message
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These messages are clear when splashed
across a producer’s website and on bottle
packaging, but how do restaurants push
the sustainability message on wine lists
and engage the end consumer?
Jamie Grainger-Smith is the founder of
hospitality consultancy Think.Eat.Drink,
which specialises in helping the food and
drinks industry to become more forwardthinking and environmentally aware. A
restaurateur by trade, he established Acorn
House and TED restaurant, both of which
pushed a sustainable message.
“We’d promote sustainability through
messages on the menu and by breaking
down the wine list by category, such as
carbon-neutral, organic and biodynamic,” he
says, “and by sparking conversations with our customers about it.”
Grainger-Smith is passionate about ethics in food
and drink and believes the wine industry is at the forefront of sustainability in his sector. “Wineries and
people in the wine trade are one step ahead when it
comes to sustainability. There are a lot of great producers out there who champion this type of thinking.
“Sustainability is the future and we all need to take
it seriously and embrace it. We all have to be a bit
wiser and responsible going forward.”

The
wine
industry is
credited with
being at the
forefront of
sustainability in
food and drink

