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W
ine industry PR events aren’t 
generally extravaganzas with 
spruikers, exotic dancers and 
immodestly-dressed women 
parading in dimly-lit halls against 

an audio backdrop of harmonies and discords 
specially designed to alter flavour perceptions – 
unless of course you’re talking about the inaugural 
New Zealand Summer of Riesling main event 
‘Climax’ held earlier this year at Pegasus Bay 
Winery in Waipara.

Deviating from the usual run-of-the-mill events, Ed 
Donaldson from Pegasus Bay and Angela Clifford, 
‘Riesling Girl’ (and co-organiser of the NZ Summer of 
Riesling), wanted to challenge the idea of a traditional 
wine dinner when launching the campaign and activate 
all senses – taste, sight and sound. “We wanted to scale 
the heights of a Riesling experience just as Riesling 
soars to heights beyond other varieties,” says Clifford. 
“I think Burlesque is a perfect fit – it’s a beautiful thing, 
edgy and exciting, communicates its intent very well 
and is dressed in deliciousness.” 

A little bit of creativity in a PR event, provided it’s 
well executed and without too much gimmickry, can 

ROLL UP! ROLL UP! COME AND HEAR ABOUT THESE UNBELIEVABLE WINES FROM 
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ONE A BEAUTY IN ITS OWN INDIVIDUAL WAY. MISHA WILKINSON REPORTS.

certainly swing a positive result with the crowd and 
ensure a memorable experience for all. While we 
may not all be able to stage burlesque spectacles,  
we can do a good job of juggling our PR and media 
activities with a little training and professionalism.  
I find PR to be a curious double-act combining art 
and science – rather like winemaking. There are 
some general rules and procedures that should be 
followed but it also involves the art of being a good 
communicator and knowing just how to manage that 
flow of information to your various audiences 
without turning things into a dog and pony show. 

So how well do the wine media think wineries are 
handling their PR/media relations? The responses 
from some of New Zealand’s key wine journalists 
vary as widely as wineries’ competence in PR.  

John Hawkesby, one of NZ’s leading TV and 
radio presenters, regular wine columnist and all 
round nice guy, thinks most do a very good job.  
“I only review producers who bother to send me 
samples,” he says. “By the way, if I loathe a wine  
I simply don’t review it.” Michael Cooper, one of 
NZ’s most acclaimed wine writers with 36 books to 
his credit, says, “I find about half the wineries keep 

ACROSS THE DITCH

Burlesque dancer Venus Star at Climax, part of the inaugural New 
Zealand Summer of Riesling at Pegasus Bay Winery in the Waipara 
Valley. Photographs by Dave Richards www.daverichards.co.nz   
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in touch on a regular basis, another 25% respond to 
my initiatives and the final 25% appear reluctant to 
have their wines tasted and written about.” Yvonne 
Lorkin, wine columnist and Wine and Beverages 
editor of Dish Magazine, is at the other end of the 
spectrum and says, “That’s tricky – I would say 
maybe only 10%”, and Rebecca Gibb, freelance 
wine journalist (writing for Decanter and Harpers 
Wine and Spirits amongst others), is the least 
generous and thinks less than 5% of wineries do a 
good job of PR. “I’m actually struggling to think of 
any wineries that really do it well,” she says, adding  

there is “a major lack of professionalism in wine 
PR in New Zealand and it needs to be addressed”.

With that sort of variance it’s obvious that different 
wine writers have different requirements and 
expectations. It’s not that you need to jump through 
hoops or bend over backwards to please, but you do 
need to understand what they’re looking for and why. 

Cathy Hicks, wine marketing consultant at Vine 
Marketing, says most wineries think sending out 
samples for reviews is generally all they need to do 
“and then when they do try to impress they tend to 
not be very innovative and just follow other people’s 
ideas – lunch in a top restaurant ... yawn”. Hicks, who 
thinks only about 20% or less of wineries are doing 
a good job of PR, cites disorganisation, shabby 
materials, no story, late deliveries etc. as being some 
of the issues she regularly hears back from the media. 

There are certainly common themes when it 
comes to understanding what journalists want. It’s 
madness to be still sending journalists wine 
samples in polystyrene packaging. In spite of nearly 
all the NZ wine industry being certified sustainable, 
it still seems there is a reasonable percentage that’s 
‘certifiable’! It’s also crazy to think journalists are 
interested in wins at the local wine show.  
The number of wines paraded in domestic and 
international competitions is mind-boggling. Gibbs’ 
attitude sums up the general media attitude: 
“Couldn’t give a monkey’s. I’ll recommend wines  
I like, not what somebody else does.” So don’t 
bother spinning your wheels trying to get the media 

interested in awards unless there’s something 
extraordinarily unique and unusual about the win.

If you don’t have at least a basic wardrobe of 
high resolution bottle shots, don’t bother even 
starting to garner media attention. Many journalists 
report they have often wanted to recommend a 
wine but not been able to as a professional bottle 
shot wasn’t available. And if you want to be an 
even bigger media attraction, you need to be able 
to pull something out of your hat by way of 
fabulous professional vineyard and winery shots.

The fact is you don’t want to become one of those 
wineries that journalists can’t forget for all the 
wrong reasons, like the wineries that send the wrong 
wines or the wrong information or both; or the 
winery that sent six emails to a journalist one day 
about the six new wines they launched – each with 
its own press release; or getting the journalist’s name 
wrong; or bailing up a journalist in a public place 
and screaming at them because of a three-star rating 
that you thought should have been a five-star rating. 
Or even worse, organising a journalist trip but failing 
to book the ticket, arrange the pick-ups or provide 
an itinerary. And the horror stories get worse!

As Hicks advises, “It’s better to do less, well, 
rather than try and do more, badly.” And if you 
need help, there are PR professionals to call on 
rather than risking your own three-ring circus.

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

A QUICK 
GUIDE TO 
‘TAMING’ 
SOME OF NZ’S 
KEY WINE 
MEDIA

JOHN HAWKESBY (TELEVISION AND 
RADIO PRESENTER, MC AND WINE 
COLUMNIST)
•  Loves lots of information –  

and appreciates honesty in 
communications. 

•  “Biggest bugbear is NOT including RRP.”
•  “Don’t expect me to let you know 

when I will review your wine – too 
complicated and time-consuming.” 

MICHAEL COOPER (WINE AUTHOR, 
EDITOR & COLUMNIST)
•  Don’t tell him how the wine should 

taste, nor mention accolades 
awarded by other commentators or 
wine shows. “My job as an 
independent critic is to develop my 
own conclusions about each wine’s 
style, quality and value and then pass 
those opinions on to my readers.”

•  Don’t forget to send samples of recent 
releases at the time of their release 
“with technical and price information”.  

•  “Keeping the ‘bullshit factor’ to a 
minimum. One Pinot Noir received 
yesterday was accompanied by a 
press release that repeatedly told me 
how ‘romantic’ the wine is.”  

YVONNE LORKIN (WINE COLUMNIST 
AND WINE/BEVERAGES EDITOR OF 
DISH MAGAZINE)
•  “So many bottles just arrive with no 

information whatsoever in the package.” 
Requires retail price information, release 
dates and “a business card or contact 
details would be good”.

•  Gets annoyed with wineries who 
expect the wine will be tasted and 
reviewed the day it arrives. “However 
if a winery wishes to have a fast 

response then all they have to do is 
call me or flick me an email to explain 
the urgency and I’ll do my absolute 
best to provide what they’re after.”

•  “I love finding out about the story/
background of the winery and the 
particular wine I’m looking at. I like 
being told about the family, the 
weather, the dramas, the general 
goings-on in the vineyard.” 

REBECCA GIBB  
(FREELANCE WINE JOURNALIST)
•  Doesn’t like receiving non-targeted 

samples “sent out willy nilly when I 
don’t have any articles coming up 
that are vaguely related”. Her advice 
– “Call me and ask first.” 

•   “And I certainly don’t need tasting 
notes with the samples sent, I can 
make my own – that’s the point of 

sending the bottles in the first place! 
More technical information would be 
good e.g. pH, TA, alcohol, plus RRP 
and stockists plus the senders 
contact info for bottle shots on a 
sticky label attached to the bottle 
rather than a piece of paper that is 
easily lost.”

•  Does not want to receive press releases 
“for every single wine you release”.

•  Is interested in news and getting 
updates of how the season is going. 
“We aren’t in the regions so it would 
be good to get info – also any new 
trials, etc.”

JOELLE THOMSON (DOMINION POST 
WINE WRITER AND DRINKSBIZ EDITOR)
•  “There are a lot of wineries and wine 

stores that don’t send wines and seem 
to expect us writers to know about 

them. Um, how? “Keep in touch. It’s 
the only way we’ll know you’re there.”

•  Warns unsolicited samples don’t 
always result in a write-up. “There 
are so many great wines, so few 
opportunities to write or talk about 
all of them but it does build up a 
picture in our minds and the writers 
among us with integrity will learn 
about your wines and if it takes 
time for us to say something, be 
assured that we will.”

•  “Please don’t phone or email us  
four times regarding one wine or  
one tasting.”

•  “It’s a real shame that people  
seem to have lost understanding  
of how to use an apostrophe.  
It really bugs me. I’m a journalist.  
I love words. Let’s try and use the 
apostrophe, please.”

The barrel hall at Pegasus Bay, where NZ wine journalist Jo 
Burzynska set up her installation created from the sounds of wine.

Burlesque dancer Venus Star.

Invited media from Australia, Ben 
Edwards and Dan Sims, at Climax.


