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ACROSS THE DITCH

Misha Wilkinson

STAYCOURSE

ob Campbell MW is one of the strongest

campaigners for the New Zealand wine

industry, albeit he does it without

political motivation and with the utmost

diplomacy (for the most part anyway!)
As part of that elite group with a Master of Wine
qualification, Campbell has been sharing his
knowledge since 1986 with an estimated 22,000
people having attended his wine diploma courses
across NZ, Asia and Europe. His international
agenda also includes his contribution to wine
publications in seven countries, wine competition
judging in nine countries and various assignments
with government trade organisations to ensure NZ
wine is on everyone’s agenda.

STATE OF THE NATION

A buoyant NZ wine industry started to deflate after
its bumper 2008 harvest and then a number of
global issues started reverberating in the market.
How does Campbell view the impact of that
unplanned, over-budget crop of 2008? “It was a
serious wake-up call,” he says, but adds it wasn’t
just the large harvest that caused issues. “In 08
there was a surplus of wine, in ’09 a surplus of
grapes and in '10 and '11 there was a surplus of
vineyards as growers scrambled to sell in a market
of few buyers.”

It’s not only the issues of oversupply that are
hitting the headlines as there has been much talk
about the NZ wine industry being too reliant on
Sauvignon Blanc. And of course there’s no end of
whining from the west as to its vast volume,
razor-sharp taste, and, well, let’s face it, ‘global
dominance’ and any other aspect of it that can
possibly be remarked upon negatively. Does
Campbell think Sauvignon Blanc has helped or
hindered us? “Both helped and hindered,” he
says, but quickly adds, “Suddenly casting
Sauvignon Blanc as a villain when it is the major
casualty in a recession-hit, oversupplied market
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with the NZ dollar at a record high, is pathetic
and ignores the major contribution that
Sauvignon Blanc has made to all NZ wine. It also
ignores the fact that the market will correct and
Sauvignon Blanc will regain some of its former
strength and profitability.”

As Campbell rightly points out, “If Sauvignon
Blanc sneezes the whole New Zealand wine
industry catches cold.” But he quickly adds the
reverse is also true. “A serious accolade to
Sauvignon Blanc, (and there have been many)
benefits the industry as a whole,” he says.

He believes, to a modest extent, it has blinded
buyers to some of NZ'’s other wine strengths,
however he stands firm in his position that it is the
variety that has been the entry ticket giving NZ
wine credibility in the world market and remains
“a useful calling card”.

So does Campbell think the light still shines on
NZ from overseas markets? “Yes, in the eye of the
consumer, at least,” he says. “I think wine critics have
been hard on New Zealand because a wounded
industry makes more news than a healthy one.”

THE PRIMARIES

Sauvignon Blanc places highly on the polls at
around 85% of NZ’s exported wine, and trailing a
long way behind in second position is Pinot Noir
coming in at just under 6% (January 2012 NZ
Winegrower export statistics). Aside from the
figures, what really is the next most important
variety to shape and position NZ wine? Campbell
would like to say Chardonnay, but he thinks the
variety needs work to become really established as
it’s too variable in style thanks to regional and
winemaking differences. “Riesling is inherently
non-commercial so it won’t cut the mustard,” he
says. “Pinot Gris is a possibility but it too needs a
lot of work.” But what about all those other
varieties NZ produces: Syrah, Gewurztraminer and
those Bordeaux blends? Do we need to be a little
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“I think wine critics have been hard on
New Zealand because a wounded industry
makes more news than a healthy one.”

Bob Campbell MW. Photograph by Tim Hawkins.
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more liberal and expand the view of NZ wine by
adding in a few more of these grape varieties, or do
too many confuse the message? Campbell
reiterates that NZ is already defined by a grape
variety. “To deny that is to lose all international
identity on a wider commercial scale,” he says.
Campbell agrees that we need some complexity but
warns that “many different varieties/brands might
not confuse the message for a large wine company
like Pernod Ricard, but do we really want New
Zealand to operate on those principles?”

Recently in the UK, New Zealand Winegrowers
held a masterclass of nine different expressions of
NZ Griiner Veltliner. It caused a small social media
stir with Jancis Robinson tweeting somewhat
cynically that, “Kiwi Griiner Veltliner is so
established that a masterclass in it is being offered
at this month’s generic NZ tasting in London.”
Okay, perhaps the term ‘masterclass’
was a tad overstated and a more conservative
approach may have been appropriate. Is it a variety
we should be mentioning at all? Campbell’s view is
that we should certainly exploit the potential of
new varieties like Griiner Veltliner but we should
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be prepared to retire them if they don't fire in the
marketplace. “New Zealand would be in danger of
becoming a bit crusty if we don’t continually test
new varieties, districts and winemaking/viticultural
techniques,” he says. With only 30 hectares of
Griiner planted so far, it’s still very much at the
debate stage.

THE WAR ON TERROIR
With all this talk of grape varieties, should NZ wine
branding be varietal-led or region-led as it is in the
Old World? Marlborough has undoubtedly become
synonymous with Sauvignon Blanc and to a large
extent Central Otago is now inextricably linked to
Pinot Noir. Campbell believes that initially the
message should be varietal-led and once that
message is communicated, the regional differences
should be introduced. But he warns this should be
done slowly so as not to confuse the market. “The
varietal message is stronger and simpler than the
regional one,” he says.

With Pinot Noir, NZ first made a splash
internationally with the Pinots from the Wairarapa
region (i.e. Martinborough) but in a fairly short

Capturing
Brand Stories

The new owners of Stonehaven Wines approached
Just Add Wine in 2011 to redesign their flagship
identity and develop their portfolio of brands.

They required an identity to communicate on both
corporate and consumer levels; a mark to represent
the quality contract winemaking facilities, premium
brand portfolio and the beautiful Limestone Coast
cellar door destination.

In response to the brief Just Add Wine created the
Stonehaven Wines monogram, consisting of the letters
SW elegantly intertwined to express the flow and
precision of their production capabilities, contained
in a circle to give memory of a branded wine barrel.
The colour palette takes its inspiration from three
subjects; the warm red terra rossa soils, the ancient
layers of fossilised limestone, and gold to reference
premium cues and credibility in winemaking.

To discuss capturing your brand story please contact
Max Harkness on 0420 636 371

or email max@justaddwine.com.au
www.justaddwine.com.au
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space of time, and after a liberal dose of healthy
propaganda from the progressive and cohesive
southern-most wine region, Central Otago became
the ruling party in NZ for Pinot Noir. In terms of
which regions Campbell sees as doing a good job in
helping the NZ wine category, he agrees that
“Central Otago and to a lesser extent Hawke’s Bay
are the most active” in their promotion of their
regions and therefore helping the NZ wine
category. “Marlborough does it by default because
it makes the biggest statement without trying.

The rest coat-tail,” he says.

Surely it follows that a single focus on a variety
would make a region stronger from a brand
recognition perspective — and perhaps even from a
wine quality perspective? “Yes I think so,” says
Campbell. He feels Waipara “needs a hero or two” and
suggests perhaps Pinot Noir and Riesling, and says
Hawke’s Bay has Bordeaux reds and Syrah (and
Chardonnay to a lesser degree) but needs to work
much harder at establishing those varietal/region links.

ASIAN FOREIGN AFFAIRS

As with most wine exporting nations, China is
continually held out to be the next frontier, but will
it be a market that will make a big difference for
NZ wines? Campbell has been visiting Asia for
many years delivering wine education and has been
spending more time in China and Hong Kong
recently. He says China “seems promising” but
admits it’s still very challenging.

With NZ'’s orientation as a white wine producer
and China’s predilection for red wine (as it’s a
lucky colour), there would seem to be a mismatch
from the outset. “My feeling is that tastes could
change very quickly in China (everything else does)
so they could well want our whites in the near
future, although they’re a bit of a hard sell now,”
Campbell says. And that isn’t the only challenge
that Campbell sees for NZ, as the biggest walls to
climb in China are “sussing out the culture and
knowing who to trust”.

In coming months Campbell will be judging at
the Shanghai International Wine Challenge, visiting
some of the local Chinese wineries and doing some
wine promotion education work for New Zealand
Trade & Enterprise and New Zealand Winegrowers.
We can be sure he’ll be campaigning for Sauvignon
Blanc while there too!

YES, WE CAN
Certainly the overproduction of 2008 and the GFC
have tipped the balance for NZ wine exporters, not
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to mention a huge increase of newcomers in the
market and a general oversupply of wine globally,
but are there more positives than negatives ahead?
“I'd like to think so,” says Campbell. “We've learned
a valuable lesson — the market is not bottomless —
and, as all vineyard development has virtually
ceased, expect to see a Sauvignon Blanc shortage
in the not too distant future. As the head of a large
Australian winery said, ‘Marlborough Sauvignon
Blanc is now a world brand that deserves a place
on every serious restaurant wine list. It probably
has a spot on about 20% giving lots of room for
expansion’.”

Does Campbell have tips for NZ wineries for the
coming year? “Work the market, educate, hand sell
the lesser-known wines, talk to people, develop
and communicate a strong and credible story to
give identity strength to your brand and to the
greater New Zealand brand.”

His final promise: “Hang on in, market conditions
will improve.” Will we get World Peace too?

Follow Bob on Twitter at @VinoNZ or see his
website at www.bobswinereviews.com

MISHA WILKINSON owns Misha’s Vineyard
Wines in New Zealand.
Email misha@mishasvineyard.com
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