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B
ula. Welcome to Fiji – not just a tropical 
paradise of white-sand islands, spectacular coral 
reefs and gentle swaying palms, but also a 
country with a vast array of hotels and resorts 
catering to rising tourist numbers and a growing 

sophistication in the resident population’s food and wine 
habits. A modest population of just 870,000 swells with 
another 675,000 tourists annually who, while perfecting their 
tans, choose to drink mostly Australian and New Zealand 
wines – hardly surprising given they represent 51 percent 
and 15 percent of tourists respectively, according to Fiji 
Bureau of Statistics 2011. So perhaps a trip to Fiji combining 
a little business with pleasure might be on the cards?

Liam Hindle, managing director of Victoria Wines, had his 
first brush with wine production and sales in Fiji long before 
he established his wine import/distribution business. It 
happened when he was a government geologist in the early 
1970s. “I had an American Peace Corps assistant who started a 
business selling a homemade lemon, lime and ginger wine 
under the trade name of Takia Wines,” he says. “It was all 
made in a very large aquarium with copious amounts of Fiji 
sugar and was hand bottled, labelled and corked. It tasted 

dreadful but was both cheap and alcoholic and so had some 
appeal on the local market.” His assistant suddenly started to 
get pallet orders from a hotel on the island of Taveuni and as 
Hindle happened to be mapping the island at the time, he was 
asked to investigate. “I was amazed to find that the sales were 
all through the public bar and that they were all drinking it by 
the jug – split 50-50 with the local Fiji Bitter beer,” Hindle says.

Twenty years later Hindle started Victoria Wines. “It was an 
accidental start as I purchased the stock of the soon-to-be-
bankrupted Suva Cooperative Store so that they could pay the 
staff wages before the liquidators moved in that afternoon 
and laid all the staff off – sans wages,” he says. Hindle says 
initially the stock was to supply his own restaurant and bar 
but he became fascinated by wine and decided to grow the 
business. “There was no wine culture in Fiji then and flagon 
wines ruled and most were oxidised; even the supposed five-
star hotels then served flagon wines for wines by-the-glass 
and it took years of persuasion to get them to move to table 
wines,” says Hindle. “Most wine sales were to tourists in the 
hotels and there was little wine sold to the local Fijian or 
Indian populations as this was another ex-British colony 
where beer drinking was the norm.” 

Fiji doesn’t spring to mind when talking about export markets for Australian 
and New Zealand wines, but with the tropical paradise attracting 675,000 
tourists a year, having your brand on wine lists there makes perfect sense.   
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Hindle says things have changed markedly though over the 
past 15 years “with the growth of a local middle class, with 
higher education levels and international travel – and it has 
been more marked with women than with men!” The island 
nation is definitely edging towards a more sophisticated food 
and wine scene and last year the three-day South Pacific Food 
& Wine Festival was held at the Sheraton Hotel. It included 
degustation dinners by celebrity chefs from around the world 
including New Zealand’s Peter Gordon and Michael Meredith, 
masterclasses, and culinary workshops hosted by MasterChef 
Australia finalists. Robert Oliver, a Kiwi who was raised in 
Fiji and Samoa, was the Culinary Ambassador for the event. 
He is the author of Me’a Kai: The Food and Flavours of the 
South Pacific – which won Best Cookbook in the World at the 
2010 Gourmand World Cookbook Awards in Paris. Having 
worked globally as a chef, he’s now focusing efforts to create 
a market for food tourism in the South Pacific and sees the 
festival being the first significant step towards that.

Australia currently supplies about 38 percent of the total 
food and beverage market in Fiji and also shares a position 
of preferred supplier alongside New Zealand. In terms of 
wine, Australia is Fiji’s largest supplier by a significant 

margin with about 100 Australian wineries supplying 66 
percent of the total market, according to Austrade. This 
translates to 700,000 litres of wine at a value of A$3.3 million 
or A$4.85 per litre (Wine Australia, YE June 2013). 
Comparatively 45 New Zealand wineries export 139,000 litres 
worth A$1.5 million but with a much higher per litre price 
averaging A$10.82 (New Zealand Winegrowers YE June 2013 
est.) They’re not big volumes but you could argue the market 
is still attractive for Australian or New Zealand wine 
exporters given its proximity, ease of trade and labelling, and 
the fact that most of the wine is sold on-premise through 
smart resorts and hotels across the islands. 

Victoria Wines is one of the largest distributors and deals at 
the premium end of the market. Although there are no reliable 
statistics, according to Hindle “we do have the data that shows 
we imported 52 percent of all New Zealand wines that came to 
Fiji in the last six months of 2012”. Hindle admits he was an 
early enthusiast for New Zealand wines and in the early days 
imported over two-thirds of all Kiwi wines. “So it is good to 
see that we haven’t lost too much market share to our 
competitors,” he quips. “We certainly have the widest range 
available in Fiji, and are the only ones to age wines here.” 
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Hindle is also proud of his Australian range. “We have good 
numbers of great Australian reds from Henschke, Jim Barry, 
Yalumba, Glaetzer, Rockford, Cape Mentelle, Giaconda and 
Vasse Felix, some of which stretch back to the early 1990s,” 
he says. With a range of more than 600 wines, he says wines 
from Australia and New Zealand each account for 35 percent 
of his range with the remainder sourced from France, Chile 
and Argentina.

Along with wholesale distribution, Victoria Wines also has 
three retail outlets and is opening a new wine shop with an 
adjoining wine bar. In fact it will be Fiji’s first wine bar and is 
set to open in September in Suva’s new Damodar City 
development. For Victoria Wines, retail sales have grown 
quickly over the past five years, moving from less than 10 
percent of turnover to now almost 30 percent, but Hindle 
confirms the majority of the company’s sales are on the 
wholesale side mainly to hotels.

So what varietals are people drinking in Fiji? “Sauvignon 

wines? Hindle thinks there are “but they have to have points 
of difference”. Downton also thinks there are opportunities 
since visitor numbers are increasing year-on-year with 
noticeable increases in visitors from Asia and Europe, which 
will require tweaks to the food and beverage offerings. 

However, breaking into the market comes down to finding 
the right distributor. Downton usually deals with three or 
four distributors at any one time and ensures site visits are 
conducted with each to check on their handling and storage 
of wine. The key distributors in the market are Punjas Wines 
& Spirits, Yee’s Cold Storage Seafood, P. Meghji, Motibhai, 
Lawhill Ltd, Tappoo and of course Victoria Wines. Hindle 
says there are seven wine importers/distributors in Fiji, apart 
from his own company, but says most of the distributors are 
“part of large diversified Gujarati business houses and they 
have mainly concentrated on cheaper, mass-selling lines”. 
(The Gujaratis started coming to Fiji from the state of 
Gujarat, India, from 1904 and dominate Fiji’s retail trading 
sector). “We have tried to carve a niche by having a very 
wide and diverse range of wines that are carefully cellared as 
Fiji’s climate is very unforgiving of bad storage and 

AustrAliA currently supplies About 38 percent of the 
totAl food And beverAge mArket in fiji And Also shAres A 
position of preferred supplier Alongside new ZeAlAnd.

Blanc is the biggest seller – four of our five top-selling wines 
are Sauvignon Blancs – three from New Zealand and one from 
Chile,” Hindle says. “Pinot Gris is the biggest mover with a big 
increase in popularity, Chardonnay is regaining some ground 
and Riesling is starting to get more long-overdue attention. 
With the reds, Australian Shiraz is still very popular but Pinot 
Noir sales are increasing all the time and the fruity, easy-
drinking style of the South American reds – together with 
currency-driven price advantages over Australian and New 
Zealand wines – makes them big movers in this market.”

Brad Downton, originally from Adelaide, has been in Fiji for 
two years working in F&B with five-star hotels and is just 
about to take up a new role as director of Food & Beverage 
with Warwick Fiji Resort & Spa where he’ll be busy with its 
five restaurants, five bars and a nightclub, not to mention the 
conference/wedding venues within the hotel. Most of the wine 
he’s sold has been from Australia, with New Zealand after that 
and then South America. He doesn’t see any South African 
wines in the market, very little from America and is just seeing 
a few Spanish wines becoming available. He estimates his split 
between white wine and red wine is 65 percent to 35 percent. 
“Not much sparkling wine is drunk here – it’s predominantly 
Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay in the white wines,” he says. 
Downton also sees sales of Pinot Gris and Riesling becoming a 
little stronger and says rosés are also increasingly popular. 

“In terms of red wines, Pinot Noir is our biggest selling 
wine,” he says. It is predominantly from New Zealand although 
he says there are a couple of Chilean brands also hitting the 
market with some good-value offerings. After that, Merlot is 
the next most requested red variety followed by Shiraz, 
Cabernet Sauvignon and various blends. “The first thing I 
noticed when moving to Fiji were the entry-level wines at a 
number of key establishments,” says Downton. In fact there’s 
certainly a perception that the hotels are making the most of 
their captive tourist audience and offering very standard wine 
selections at over-inflated prices. Downton defends the pricing 
and argues that Fijian taxes are largely responsible. “The 
tourists are so important and all the hotels are competitive so 
you just can’t afford to exploit them,” he says. 

Hindle confirms taxes are high and they have been 
increasing. “Over the last few years there has been the 
introduction of the 15 percent Import Excise Tax and a five 
percent Turnover Tax on top of the F$3.44/bottle duty and 

15 percent Value Added Tax,” he says. Then there are 
shipping costs which Hindle estimates at F$1/bottle plus the 
storage costs. Then the hotels have a 150 to 200 percent 
mark-up which is cumulative on that. “It means that there 
are no cheap wines in Fiji hotels and there has been 
resistance from tourists who see what they consider 
outrageous prices in the hotels for wines that sell cheaply in 
supermarkets at home. This has led to hotels seeking more 
boutique wineries which might have less brand recognition 
even though their prices are often higher,” says Hindle.

That’s exactly what Downton’s done – he’s put together wine 
lists featuring boutique wineries with some not-so-well-known 
brands” to create a differentiated offering from other hotels. 
His varietal mix may not be indicative of most Fiji hotels but 
he’s been working at the premium end of the market and being 
more innovative than most. One of his initiatives was to 
summon help from a qualified sommelier within his hotel group 
overseas, to come and spend two months and thoroughly train 
the staff on wine varieties and the new wine list. The additional 
knowledge his staff acquired paid off with increased wine sales 
– helped along by additional incentives offered to the F&B 
team. Moving to his new role, one of the first things Downton 
will be expected to revamp is the wine list. “Being Australian, 
it’s expected you’re a wine connoisseur,” he says.

So are there still opportunities in this small market for new 
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temperature control. We also do wine training, have a large 
wine club and conduct regular wine tastings that have proved 
popular and are now always booked out in advance with 80 
to 90 people attending,” explains Hindle. 

So are there any other obstacles to selling wine in Fiji? From 
a distributor’s perspective, it’s the distance from suppliers and 
often long shipping times which make stock management 
difficult. “Usage can be very variable and flying stock in to 
keep wine lists in the hotels stocked is ruinously expensive,” 
say Hindle. “Also, given Fiji’s ambient temperature is up to 30 
degrees, keeping wines stored at 16 degrees is an expensive 
business especially with Fiji’s high electricity charges.” 

Downton’s view is a little different: “The biggest obstacle to 
wine sales in Fiji is that most people want to have tropical 
cocktails.” And of course with Fiji’s local sugar cane industry, 
there’s plenty of local Fijian rum available and at good prices. 
Perhaps skip the idea of doing business in Fiji and just enjoy 
the tropical delights. Another Mojito please! 

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

The Leukaemia Foundation of Australia is proud 
to be partnering with WISA and looks forward to 
the Australian Wine Industry’s ongoing support.
www.leukaemia.org.au
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