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P
ossibly the biggest changes have been due 
to the oversupply and the pressures that 
have been put on the domestic market,” 
says Jane Jackson, national sales manager 
(retail) for Negociants New Zealand 

and a 25-year industry veteran. “That has really 
altered the landscape with reduced margins to the 
distributor and the flow-on effect that’s had down 
to the producer level.” She has also seen a gradual 
breakdown of the traditional roles of importer, 
wholesaler and retailer and especially with the latter 
creating their own brands. “I think there’s much 
greater complexity in the market now,” she says. 

Sue Davies, who runs her own import and 
distribution business Wine 2 Trade (having been 
with a larger distributor for many years), believes 
the biggest impact has been the reduced quantities 
of top end wines being sold. Many wineries have 
reduced the quantity of their premium wines and 
diverted fruit to other labels resulting in “some 
very good buys on second tier labels”. But what Misha’s Vineyard. Photo: Tim Hawkins.
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does this do to winery profitability and why would 
a consumer ever return to the top tier label?

There have also been changes in the number and 
structure of distribution companies with Jackson 
seeing a contradiction with both consolidation and 
expansion. “There have been some mergers but 
small distributors have also come into the market,” 
Jane says. Jackson has noticed more producer-
driven activity due to the oversupply and the 
opportunities that has created with new direct-to-
retail models which by-pass the distributors. 
Davies’ view is that some distributors have now 
become large and unwieldy and that’s led to a 
“stack ’em high and watch ’em fly” mentality in 
order to drive volume and cashflow. 

That’s certainly how Liz Wheadon, general 
manager of premium wine retailing chain Glengarry 
Wines, views things. “Everyone‘s trying to fight with 
discounts and price,” she says, “but that’s not a 
long-term strategy – you’ve got to be able to deliver 
more to the customer.” Wheadon, responsible for 18 
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fine wine stores and five on-premise outlets within 
the family-owned Glengarry group (and with 16 
years of history in the company), feels that most 
distributors fall short in selling a story and building 
a brand. “Producers need to assist the distributors 
in selling wine,” she says. “I find many distributors 
are now trying to sell wine using a typical retail 
grocery model and it’s all about volume and quick 
returns.” She talks of the increasing concern about 
the ‘investment and return per case’ to the point 
where sales reps are now mindful of how much 
time they spend with each retailer. “With that sort 
of approach you lose the relationship and the story 
that needs to be told.” 

Davies says “the relationship is very important.” 
And Jackson will tell you the same thing. “I believe 
our relationships with our customers are 
extraordinary – and so the good brands want to work 
with us. It’s a case of getting the foundation right and 
then you build on top of that.” She also points out it’s 
also equally important to understand both customers’ 
and principals’ goals and then be able to align them 
with the goals and priorities of your own business. 
“Wine is the vehicle but it’s a people-based business 
and it’s about having a clear understanding about 
how you’re adding value.” She talks about having 
relevance and resonance, (her two favourite words), 
with both customers and producers. 

Daring to ask Wheadon which distributors are doing 
a good job, she pauses, and then mentions names of 
some distribution companies then quickly follows 
with individuals’ names. It’s certainly clear that the 
companies that do well with Glengarry are the ones 
that have sales reps who have built good relationships. 
It’s not rocket science! As Wheadon says, “It comes 
down to the relationship and the individual.”

As to whether there are too many wine 
distributors in the NZ market currently, Jackson’s 
view is that “the market will decide” with Davies 
believing that many distributors makes for a more 
balanced offering and keeps the competition honest.” 
However Wheadon feels there are far too many, but 
then admits that with a lack of places to sell 
premium wines she probably gets an unfair share of 
the calls and the courting. The reality is across the 
range of alcoholic beverages offered by Glengarry 
Wine, of which 75% are wine sales, the average bottle 
price is well above NZ$20 – more than double the 
average price of wine in the supermarkets. “For 
anyone trying to sell wines over $15 a bottle there 
really aren’t too many retail options,” she says.

SPECIALS?
“When I hear my team saying ‘we need to keep doing 
this because once the market goes back to what it 

was...’ I say ‘Stop! Retailing has changed, and that’s 
not just wine but across all retailing, and it’s 
continuing to do so and the market is not going back 
to where it was’,” says Wheadon. She admits 
Glengarry sells about 35-50% of their wines on 
promotion versus the supermarkets which she thinks 
is more like 95% on promotion. At the height of the 
economic crunch, she admits selling up to 60% of 
wine on special, but says it’s come down from that. 
“There’s a little less of the fire-sales on products now 
and I think customers are sick of seeing some of the 
quality that’s been in those fire-sales,” she says. 
“There’s certainly been a reduction in the number of 
quality brands needing to clear stock.” 

Davies has also seen a lot of “very distressed 
sales” but believes things will even out. “People are 
realising that this not the way to go – there are 
places that do care about quality. I believe that if 
you ‘special’ your wine it will ruin the brand – it is 
a ‘death loop’. It is better for wineries to drop fruit, 
keep up the quality and over deliver,” she argues. 

TRENDS?
Wheadon reports sales of NZ wines continue to 
increase – positive news indeed since Glengarry has 
a very international portfolio of wines with 45% of 
their range from Europe. She sees increases in sales 
of wines from Italy and Spain (due partly to 
Wheadon’s current passion for anything Spanish) 
and also says Alsace is very strong and that has had 
some negative impact in sales of NZ Pinot Gris 
which she finds too variable in style. Sales have also 
increased in Riesling in large part due to the extra 
effort Glengarry have placed on education and 
segmenting their range according to perceived 
sweetness and thus taking the guesswork out of 
consumers’ selection. Pinot Noir (predominantly 
from Central Otago) is still a favourite and accounts 
for 50% of all their red wines sales and there’s 
currently some small interest in some of the newer 
varietals from NZ like Viognier and Arneis. Wheadon 
also sees increasing requests for wines that are low 
sulphur or organic wines as well as lower alcohol 
wines as consumers become increasingly interested 
in wines that are healthier for them. On the decline 
are sales of Australian wines, which she thinks is 
due to customers not wanting those bigger styles 
and their associated high alcohols. 

Davies still sees demand for Pinot Gris and says 
Chardonnay is also on the comeback. Jackson 
concurs and says it’s actually the bigger buttery 
style of NZ Chardonnay for which she’s regularly 
fielding requests and both concur with Wheadon 
that Central Otago is still very hot for Pinot Noir. 
“Marlborough has not had the pick up – despite 

making very good Pinot Noir,” adds Davies.  
The other trend Jackson comments on is that 
“investment buying is a thing of the past”. 

INNOVATION?
The upheavals of the past few years means people 
have had to think differently, according to Jackson. 
It’s required people to be “fleet of foot”. She says 
the tougher trading conditions have also forced 
producers and distributors to re-evaluate and 
realign their own structures and to look hard at 
profitability as well as better understand 
customers’ businesses to add value and be relevant. 
She argues that hard times can provide impetus to 
a business with some positive outcomes and quotes 
an old saying: “In good times bad habits are formed 
– in bad times, good habits are formed.”   

But does the retail sector feel distributors are 
adding value by coming up with some new 
approaches? “There’s absolutely no innovation!” 
says Wheadon. “Nothing’s driven by our suppliers – 
it’s always Glengarry that have the ideas.” She says 
the distributors come to them with deals but are 
not offering any value-add. “We’ve all got to get 
smarter about how we do business. I don’t think 
we’re doing the wineries justice the whole way 
through the channel,” she laments.  

And don’t get Wheadon started on wine writing. 
“There’s a lack of good wine writers,” she says. 
She’s immensely proud of the Glengarry Wineletter 

where she likes “to take people on a journey about 
wines.” It’s unusual in the NZ market where most 
commercial publications have generally dumbed 
down wine journalism to be essentially a collection 
of producer-paid-for bottle shots and an assortment 
of different ranking systems with little regard for 
the stories and the people behind the labels. Wine 
journalism is another casualty of the global 
downturn and the reduced advertising revenues 
with publications having to turn to advertorial to 
make things work financially. 

ACTIONS?
Jackson sums up what’s most important for wine 
producers now. “Any brand owner has to be very 
articulate and clear about their brand and what it 
represents.” Added to that you need to ensure 
you’re partnering with a distributor who has strong 
leadership and focus, one with whom you’re 
philosophically aligned and one that enjoys great 
customer relationships and can deliver value to 
them. Then, and only then, should you make an 
appointment with Wheadon – and make sure 
you’ve got a few original ideas in your back pocket 
if you want to create a positive impression. 
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