Americans Impressed With Quality of New Zealand

Two American viticulturists who visited New Zealand as part of the Cool Climate Symposium are very impressed with the innovativeness and the quality of this country’s wine industry.

Martin Mochizuki, President of viticultural consultants, Mochizuki and Associates, along with Vince Bonotto, Director of Vineyard Operations for Chateau & Estate Wines, both hail from the Napa Valley. Between them they are in charge of nearly 9000 acres of vineyard in both the Napa and Sonoma Valleys.

Attention to detail is one of the things about New Zealand that struck Vince most of all.

“The detail in the canopy management, the structure and laying out of the vineyards, and the actual farming is impressive. I always look at the way people farm and everybody here is doing a really good job.

“I think New Zealand has been more innovative and more open minded to certain aspects of mechanisation than we have in California. Part of that of course is because of labour – we have labour, but as the costs of those things start to rise at home, California is going to have to look at some of the things that you have done down here,” he said.

“The way you grow Sauvignon Blanc here and the way you leaf pluck your trellis and machine harvest is something we will have to expand on in California I think,” Martin said.

He was surprised to see how high the quality of the Sauvignon Blanc was from Marlborough, even if the majority of it was machine harvested. In the Napa, he said all high-end vineyards would be hand picking – which increased production costs.

Both agree that Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc, while already a hit with American consumers, is likely to become an even greater attraction in the future.

“This type of Sauvignon Blanc was made in the US at one time,” Martin said. “Maybe not as extreme as New Zealand, but it was very (fruity). That style changed about 20 or so years ago, when the market didn’t like the herbal flavours.”

“People wanted it to taste more like Chardonnay,” Vince added.

“So they smoothed the flavours out, went for the tropical, passionfruit flavours less of the capsicum. They went to a lot of effort so it wouldn’t taste herbaceous. They did a lot of devigouring the vines, opened up the canopy to the sunlight.”

Many growers at the time decided when phylloxera hit, that they wouldn’t replant in Sauvignon, as the market for the wine was dropping away. Martin said they instead chose to replant in the more popular varieties of Cabernet and Chardonnay. But that may change in the near future.

Martin says as more wine drinkers are praising the New Zealand Sauvignons, wineries are starting to look at how they can produce a similar style – which is almost a step back in time.

The three major varieties in the Napa are Cabernet, number one, followed closely by Chardonnay and the third largest variety in terms of land planted is Merlot.

Both viticulturists say the growing techniques are not too different to New Zealand and even some of the problems faced in this part of the world are also affecting the California growers. While the insects and subsequent damage caused by them may be different, both parts of the world have to fight mildew and botrytis. 

Another major problem for the Californian wine industry is something that every businessman in New Zealand will relate to. The ever-increasing cost of production. Vince says in America it is getting very expensive to “do business – period!”

Increases in the cost of steel has had a major impact on vineyard development, labour costs are rising, which is why both men believe mechanisation will be important in the future. Electricity prices continue to soar. And then there is the cost of fuel, which has been fluctuating between $2.40 and over $3 a gallon, in the past year. The highest prices were paid around the time of Hurricane Katrina, which affected oil wells in the Gulf.

However both were stunned to hear that New Zealanders were paying upwards of $1.65 a litre – the equivalent of $6.25 a gallon.

“Oh well maybe ours isn’t that bad,” quipped Martin.

But perhaps the greatest problem faced by both countries, is how to get more of their wine onto the shelves and into the consumers hands.

“Competition on the world market is a big thing. There’s plenty of room for everybody, but we have to expand the consumer base, even within the US,” said Vince. “There are young people out there who are willing to drink something, sometimes it’s beer, sometimes it’s RTDs and other times it’s wine. The US is not traditionally a wine drinking country and we have to work on that.

“Certain ethnic groups, such as the Italians or French who came to America, brought with them a history of drinking wine and that has passed on in families. But then there is this other large group of people from other parts of Europe and other countries who aren’t used to drinking wine – they tend more to beer or something else. That is a large part of the market.”

An American wine marketer once told me that 86 percent of American homes do not own a corkscrew, (which isn’t a bad thing given how much New Zealand wine is now screwcap,) but it is an indication that the market is not looking at purchasing wine on a regular basis. It’s something Vince says doesn’t surprise him.

“When I was at college, we drank wine because it was cheap – but college kids have more money these days, or so it seems. We have to target them, get them wanting to buy wine.”

“The industry has done a pretty good job with the 30 to 60-year age group,” Martin believes. “But now it’s the 21 – 30-year age group that needs to be marketed to.”

While getting wine onto the shelves is the first step – getting the consumer to purchase it is the next hurdle. For the past 12 months the New Zealand industry has been told to make the most of a story about the wine in all marketing. Vince and Martin agree it is something New Zealand can do really well.

“One thing I like down here is that you have names that actually mean something. Names like Cloudy Bay and Spy Valley. Those things are talking points. Someone buys a bottle of this wine and they can talk about it after they have drunk it. It is something a person remembers.”

Both men spent a fortnight in New Zealand, taking part in the Cool Climate Symposium in Christchurch for the first week, and then heading to Marlborough in time for the Festival, before heading to Central Otago. So what is it that they will take back to California, from this their first visit to this part of the world?

Martin: There are some very good wines and very nice vineyards here. And I think there’s going to be a lot of New Zealand wines on our shelves at home in the future. A lot more than now, especially with the quality and the way they are being farmed – we are going to see much more of them.”

Vince: “The viticultural aspect of the growing here is what really impressed me and it is going to be something that I will share with the guys that work for me. It has given me food for though and it sill stimulate some thing outside the box.

“For such a small geographical area, you have all sorts of climates and all sorts of things going on. It really is unique. And I think from a viticultural standpoint, this is an exciting place to grow grapes.”

CAPTION: Martin Mochizuki (left) and Vince Bonotto – visiting Marlborough for the first time.

