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Betting 
on the 
Singapore 
market

N
ew Zealand and Singapore 
have a natural affinity—both 
are island nations, both have 
populations of just under five 
million people and both share  

a perimeter of 193km. In Singapore’s 
case that’s the perimeter of the entire 
island and for New Zealand it’s just 
the perimeter of Lake Taupo in the 
North Island, since New Zealand is 
geographically 384 times larger than 
Singapore! 

And it also seems both countries love 
drinking New Zealand wine. In fact in 
Singapore they’re taking to it like 
mother’s milk—hardly surprising given 
most Singaporeans grew up on New 
Zealand milk powder, so perhaps there 
was some early pre-conditioning for  
New Zealand beverages or a very clever 
long-term game plan in place!

In terms of establishing political and 
economic ties between the two countries, 
it was back in 2001 that New Zealand 
entered into a Closer Economic Partnership 
(CEP) agreement with Singapore which is 
the most comprehensive trading agreement 
New Zealand has ever negotiated, outside 
of its relationship with Australia.

New Zealand wine exports to Singapore 
increased a massive 60% from June 2007 

to June 2008, according to New Zealand 
Winegrowers, becoming the largest 
market for New Zealand wine in Asia. 
With growth slowing to just 32% for the 
year ending June 2009, Singapore still 
retained its premier position and in  
fact was almost twice the size of any 
other Asian export market. The increasing 
action on this island state with the first of 
two mega casino developments opening 
earlier this year, means things are heating 
up in Singapore with potential windfalls 
for those with bets on this market.

Although New Zealand wine has been 
growing rapidly in Singapore, it’s still 
French wine that dominates the market, 
representing 40% of all wine by volume 
imported into Singapore last year and  
68% by import value—and expensive 
French wine imports at that! Australia 
comes in second with 27% of the volume 
imported, but only 15% of value with New 
Zealand sitting in sixth position at 4% of 
all imported volume, but in value moves 
up two places ahead of the US and Chile 
to fourth position with 2.6%. 

However the Singapore market doesn’t 
necessarily mean a winning hand for all 
wine exporting countries. Importing just 
US$420 million of wine in 2008, a slight 
decrease over the previous year, 

Singapore wine imports only reached 
US$293 million last year—a 30% reduction 
in wine value which equated to a 15% 
drop in volume. Last year, out of 
Singapore’s top eight countries for wine 
imports, all showed decreasing volumes 
and values with the exception being 
wines from New Zealand and Chile.  
The drop in volume was no doubt related 
to some of the fallout from the GFC and 
the chances are that it’s not going to be a 
continuing trend. Some of the downturn 
in value is no doubt to do with the 
changing tastes as wine drinkers become 
a little more savvy and less beguiled by 
the French.  

Sarah Mayo, who runs The Local Nose, 
a Singapore-based wine recommendation 
website and who also organises New 
Zealand’s annual trade fair, says French 
wines have certainly dominated the fine 
wine market for years while Australian 
wines have dominated the low end.  
“I think many consumers are moving past 
the entry-level Aussie wines and looking 
for something new that offers quality but 
not the expense of high-end French wines, 
in particular Pinot Noir,” explains Mayo. 
“New Zealand is in a nice price and quality 
position to capture the restless palates and 
those who can’t afford Nuits St. George six 
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Marina Bay Sands, Singapore (photograph courtesy of Marina Bay Sands). 
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times a month. Also, there’s a definite 
trend towards drinking lighter red wines 
and discovering new aromatic wines like 
Pinot Gris—people are thinking beyond 
Sauvignon Blanc.” 

Singapore, as with most Asian 
countries, has a wine market that has 
developed in contrast to the way drinking 
developed in Australia or New Zealand.  
The wine drinking populations of the 
Antipodes have migrated from fortified 
wines, wines in casks, and those sweet 
(and cheap) German Rieslings and Chianti 
in raffia-adorned bottles, and have 
gradually moved up the quality ladder to 
premium wine by the bottle (well, for 
most of us). 

In Asia, wine was seen as a status 
symbol—it said something about your 
worldliness and sophistication and therefore 
wine consumption (well, wine purchasing 
anyway) started at the top end of the market 
making the most expensive and 
most famous Old World brands 
the winners. But the game is 
changing in Asia with 
consumers now buying wine to 
drink and not just to give as 
gifts or to collect and boast 
about, and selections are 
moving away from those wines 
with just the expensive price 
tags to wines with labels they 
understand and flavours they 
enjoy. 

There are large numbers of 
well-educated and highly-paid 
professionals across a broad 
range of nationalities living in 
Singapore’s urban 
environment. This is a market which is 
well-served by top quality restaurants 
and bars and this has led to an overall 
increase in demand for wine from all 
over the world. There are some things 
that play in New Zealand’s favour in 
Singapore and, according to Chris 
Yorke, global marketing director of 
New Zealand Winegrowers, “One 
advantage that New Zealand has is 
that it is increasingly being recognised 
as offering reliably high quality wines 
that are exceptionally food-friendly 
and which represent outstanding 
value for money.” Mayo agrees with this 
and believes, “more educated palates and 
connoisseurs are exploring the range of 
New Zealand Pinot Noir wines and other 
aromatic varietals, in particular Riesling, 

as they offer high quality but more 
affordable, everyday drinking pleasure.”

There has also been an increase in 
activities promoting New Zealand wine in 
Singapore which certainly seems to have 
yielded results. In November 2006 New 
Zealand first participated in the Wine for 
Asia trade event assembling the largest 
ever showcase of wines in Singapore with 
37 New Zealand brands participating. 
Even at that stage New Zealand had 
recorded the fastest growth of any of the 
top seven New World wine producers in 
the previous four years with a staggering 
292% increase—from a small base, of 
course. And it was at a time when there 
was a proliferation of importers and 
distributors who were searching for new 
wine brands to represent. 

NZ Winegrowers has been organising 
events in Singapore for four years now and 
in the past two years has moved from 

participating in a larger format 
international wine show to holding its own 
standalone NZ Wine Fair which includes 
masterclasses and wine dinners in various 
clubs and restaurants. At last year’s event 
40 New Zealand wineries showcased 200 
wines to Singapore trade and consumers 
and plans are in place for more events in  
October.

Ziena Jalil, New Zealand’s Trade 
Commissioner to Singapore, says the 
segment of people drinking New Zealand 
wines are the young and sophisticated 
locals as well as the expatriate 
population. This expatriate community is 
well catered for with regular events 
ranging from tasting evenings, wine 
dinners and wine fairs to a novel ‘Round 
the Vines’ event organised last month by 
Jalil’s team at New Zealand Trade and 
Enterprise, where wine enthusiasts went 
on a virtual wine tour visiting several top 

venues around Singapore trying 
wines along with food prepared by 
top New Zealand chefs including 
Jason Dell. At this year’s event, 
Singapore celebrity Vivien Tan 
was announced as ‘New Zealand 
Wine Ambassador 2010’.  

Chris Yorke believes the interest 
in New Zealand wine is because 
there is a relatively high level of 
wine appreciation by consumers 
in Singapore, a good level of 
English usage in the market and 
there is a national obsession with 
food—which New Zealand wine 
pairs with so well. “New Zealand 
wine is attractive to distributors 

too as it sells at a premium price 
point which translates to good margins,” 
says Yorke. Sarah Mayo also has strong 
views on New Zealand’s price 
positioning too, and says, “I personally 
believe New Zealand wins with a pricing 
strategy that places the entry level at the 
mid-mid+ price range, e.g. SGD$28 for 
the entry level Sauvignon Blanc with no 
promotions below that.”  

“I see no reason to race with Australia, 
Spain and the Languedoc to the bottom of 
the entry-level range for very little margin 
and a loss of brand prestige,” she adds.

And Singapore is a market that can 
afford premium prices because when you 
consider that it ranks as No. 5 in the 
world in terms of GDP per capita, (or 
purchasing power parity), it translates to 
almost double the purchasing power of 

Top: A New Zealand aromatics masterclass held in 
November. (Photograph courtesy of New Zealand 
Winegrowers.) Above: The New Zealand stand at a 
Wine for Asia trade show. (Photograph courtesy of 
New Zealand Trade and Enterprise.)
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New Zealand. And by the way, that 
positions Singapore with the highest 
purchasing power of all markets in Asia—
some 50% greater than Japan and 15% 
more than Hong Kong. On a global scale, 
Singapore’s purchasing power is 30% 
greater than Australia and even 6% more 
than the US. No wonder Singapore has 
upped the ante and managed to find 
suitable players to invest US$10 billion 
into the tiny island in the form of two 
huge casino projects.

The $US5.5 billion Marina Bay Sands, 
the most expensive stand-alone integrated 
resort property ever built, partially opened 
last month. It houses 2,500 hotel rooms, a 
casino, multiple restaurants, convention 
space and a huge shopping mall. But the 
big feature is a SkyPark, which at nearly 
three acres is large enough to park four 
A380 jumbo jets. It’s a cantilevered 
platform which sits atop the three 
55-storey hotel towers offering 360-degree 
views of the Singapore skyline with an 
observatory, rooftop restaurants, 
nightclubs, gardens and even a swimming 
pool. The second casino is the $US4.7 
billion Resort World Sentosa which 

opened in February and even includes a 
Universal Studios theme park. You’d wager 
a bet that with this much action going on 
in Singapore there’s likely to be a little 
more wine drunk on the island. Mayo 
believes it will be a big driver in market 
growth over the next three to five years.

In general, wine activities are 
continuing to increase in terms of size 
and sophistication. Last month, for the 
first time, the World Gourmet Summit, a 
two-week food and wine extravaganza 
held annually in Singapore, also 
incorporated a three-day Grandeur of 
Wine event which had a range of tasting 
events, wine dinners and masterclasses 
which included Bob Campbell and Jeremy 
Oliver representing New Zealand and 
Australia respectively (and organised by 
Sarah Mayo). And in May, for the first 
time, Robert Parker Jr. (aka ‘The Million-
Dollar Nose’), was in Singapore for what 
was billed as the Ultimate Parker in Asia 
Event with three days of wine activities 
including a two-day grand tasting with 100 
wineries from around the world, more 
masterclasses and a charity dinner 
serving seven wines that Parker has 
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pronounced as ‘100 point wines’ at a mere 
SG$2,500 per ticket. 

But not all the wine that comes into 
Singapore is consumed in Singapore, as it 
also acts as a regional hub with 
approximately 50% of wine being 
re-exported mainly to its south-east Asian 
neighbours, which is another reason 
Singapore is an attractive target.  

No import duty is charged on wine, but 
excise duty based on alcohol percentage 
is levied on wine along with GST, which 
doesn’t make a huge difference at the 
premium end of the price spectrum but 
ends up being quite a large percentage of 
the cost for those entry-level wines at the 
supermarket. New Zealand is more 
focused on the specialised wine shops 
and the on-premise sector and there are 
plenty of fine dining and high-end hotel 
restaurants in Singapore where price is 
less of an issue. 

Ziena Jalil explains that New Zealand 
wines command a price premium but it’s 
one that seems to be sustainable. “The 
wine market like most other segments 
was hit by the global recession in 2009 
with most major wine import markets 
showing negative growth,” she says. “The 
surprising fact was that New Zealand 
wines showed a 9.3% growth in the same 
period, so this would not mean that New 
Zealand wines are recession proof, but 
there is a fundamental value to our wines 
and the wine drinking population in 
Singapore appreciate it.” 

So far New Zealand has held a good 
hand when it comes to playing the 
Singapore market, but the next hand may 
deal a blow. The latest forecasts from 
New Zealand Winegrowers indicate that 
for the financial year ending June 2010, 
there will be a slight decline in exports to 
Singapore, however China, which was at 
fourth position as an Asian export market 
back in June 2008, grew 128% to June 
2009 and is set for a massive 266% 
increase by June this year which will 
make it the new Asian leader for New 
Zealand wine and twice the size of any 
other Asian market—how the tables turn! 

MISHA WILKINSON owns Misha’s 
Vineyard Wines in New Zealand. Phone 
+65 9828 5735 or email 
misha@mishasvineyard.com
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Top: The New Zealand stand at a Wine For Asia trade show (Photo courtesy of New Zealand Trade and Enterprise). 
Above: The $US5.5 billion Marina Bay Sands in Singapore (Photo courtesy of Marina Bay Sands).
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