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Headlines 

• BI Index finishes flat for the year 

• Turnover up year on year, leading Bordeaux prices broadly stable 

• Continued price depreciation across 1
st

 Growths 

• Burgundy continues to shine 

• Champagne ‘most improved region’ with sales up 90% on ‘12, 400% up on ‘11 

• Outlook is one of cautious optimism 

 

Introduction: 2013 

If 2013 were an animal it might well be a duck: a serene calm presented to the outside world whilst 

frantic and occasional violent activity proceeds below the waterline. It was a year in which the signs of 

recovery and normalisation – turnover up year on year, good momentum in the final quarter and 

leading Bordeaux prices broadly stable – were combined with evidence of ongoing weaknesses – 

continued price depreciation across the 1
st

 Growths, falls in both Bordeaux and Burgundy turnover and 

repeated blows to the integrity of the fine wine market. In contrast to the hopium-rich equity markets 

of the developed world, which enjoyed one of their best returns in a decade, fine wine remained 

focussed on purging itself of recent excesses. If you will, it was a year of necessity rather than choice. 

Overview 

With turnover by value up 4% year on year, but still some 29% down on 2011, and a relatively strong 

H2, 2013 is to be welcomed as a contributor to an enduring re-building of activity and as such much 

more appropriate than the dramatic ‘bounce’ predicted elsewhere
i
. Sales to Asian-based clients were 

again the main contributor with a little under half (slightly down on 2012) of total turnover emanating 

from the East; that said, they were down in absolute and relative terms leaving the UK to show its 

resilience (particularly in H2) ending up over 10% on 2012. With encouraging volumes and the near 

absence of traditional investment activity, it was a year, much like its predecessor, in which key steps 

were taken towards remedying the fallout from the recent boom and bust. 

The BI Index finished the year flat having given up the 5% gains achieved in the 1
st

 quarter. This puts the 

measure some 20% off the all-time high of 2011 and, as such, returns leading Bordeaux prices to the 

levels of early 2010. However the broad measure of the Index masks some stark differences, with the 

one-time belles of Margaux 2003, Mouton 2005, Mission 2000 etc. falling back to their 2006/7 levels. 

For the optimists this is evidence that the catharsis is drawing to a close whereas the pessimists have it 

as further proof that the large run-ups of 2005-11 were an isolated event that will take many years to 

unwind let alone to replicate. Once again, it was the younger vintages that felt the worst of the pain 

(particularly the 9/10/11 triplet) as the burden of excessive release prices continued to weigh. In 

contrast, mature vintages (pre ’96) fared much better, insulated as they were by relative scarcity and a 

robust consumption market. Indeed given the tight supply in this sector it feels increasingly unlikely that 



 

mature Bordeaux will be subject to more of the downside pressures that have plagued the market in 

recent years. 

Region by Region 

Champagne 

The award for ‘most improved’ region is a slam dunk for Champagne. With, as we shall see, a sharp 

decline in market share for Bordeaux there was plenty of scope for catch up in other regions. But at 

very nearly a quarter of total sales in H2 2013, Champagne was incontestably the vogue trade of 2013. 

Showing a 400% increase on 2011 (90% on 2012), we’re talking the better part of GBP13m of sales. A 

figure made all the more remarkable by the fact that this happened in a year in which aggregate 

champagne sales are reported to have fallen. 

Helped by a clutch of new release - Cristal 2006, Dom Pérignon 2004, Taittinger Comtes de Champagne 

2005 etc. – it was perhaps destined to be a bumper year but it is fair to say that we were surprised by 

the surge in interest. Within the cohort it is Krug and Dom Perignon that have traditionally 

predominated, but with sales increasing across the board, they are now joined by substantial 

contributions from the likes of Roederer, Selosse and, above all, Taittinger.   

Taking half a step back, the relative ascent of Champagne reflects the two combined themes that we’ve 

given voice to throughout the year; the unwinding of the Bordeaux-led investment play and the cooling 

of China-led buying. An apology in advance for sweeping generalisations but China doesn’t buy 

Champagne (1.2% in 2013). It is note worthy that the dominant (investment) trade of 2013 should be 

focused on a wine which has next to no interest for the consumer base which, in the main, led and 

justified the great rally of the years to 2011. The real driver of change has been the UK with 2013 sales 

having increased a massive 5-fold on 2011. Secondly, with Bordeaux still somewhat out of fashion it 

oughtn’t have surprised that punters would take a fancy to this previously overlooked segment of the 

market. With a host of top-flight vintages in the pipeline it will be fascinating to see how deep the hole 

goes. Either way, we suspect that the profile of this effervescent sector will remain elevated through 

the year ahead. 

Bordeaux 

The regional contribution of Bordeaux fell from a swollen 80% (by value) in the investment led frenzy of 

2011 to an altogether more modest 55% in 2013. But for those looking for a headline, the key statistic 

must be that red Bordeaux as a share of turnover fell below 50% in H2 2013. One has to hark back many 

a long year for the last time this was the case. The trend of retrenchment continued through to the First 

Growths where total turnover was 10% down on 2012 and some 50% down on 2011. In terms of 

regional preference, it is Asia that continues to take the lion’s share of 1
st

 Growths, remaining at a 

steady 55%. Interestingly there was again an emphasis on prime vintages with 52% of total 1
st

 Growth 

sales coming from the top physical vintages (2009, 2005, 2003, 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986 and 

1982), up from 47% in 2011 when the ‘off-prime vintages’ were all the rage in the China-led trade. 

A quick word on China. Caution is always required with Middle Kingdom data as direct sales almost 

certainly represent only a fraction of total sales. Nevertheless the direction of travel is fairly clear. Sales 

are 60% down on 2011 and 30% on 2012. Price falls, over-stocking and President Xi’s crackdown on 

official ‘excess’ have combined to hammer this most heralded part of the market. The cash-rich 



 

neophytes that so delighted the market have gone and will likely not return any time soon. But before 

the doomsayers rejoice a little perspective is called for. Not only have the number of active clients 

increased but so too has the breadth of wines exported to China. As the distribution improves, profile 

grows and costs come down this young market will undoubtedly be back as a more balanced and 

sustainable player. 

Back to the 1
st

 Growths, we saw average margins tumbling by a third in the 3 years to 2014 as greater 

price transparency and liquidity give these top wines a commodity like quality. This is a trend that can 

only continue. All that said, Bordeaux remains by far the most important region (a full 40% more than 

the next best) in terms of trade and investment. A full 6 of the top ten selling ‘brands’ are from 

Bordeaux with, no surprise, Lafite again sitting atop the pile.  

Lafite sales slipped marginally in absolute terms but, at 23% of Bordeaux sales, was slightly up on 2012 

and 2011 but of course way down (nearly 50%) on 2011 totals. Prices for prime vintage Lafite pulled 

back nearly 5% making it again unappealing to all but traders. The 2012 release was well pitched but 

priced at a level that further price falls were to be expected suggesting no imminent end to the price 

softening. Carruades disappeared from the top-flight as China demand, and with it prices, evaporated. 

Elsewhere amongst the 1
st
 Growths, Mouton overtook Latour to take the second spot, this despite a 

sharp fall in volumes. Latour’s back-vintage releases were inadequate to cover for their absence from 

EP as turnover dropped a precipitous 30%. In contrast Haut Brion and Margaux held steady with activity 

bang in line with 2012.  

A brief word on the second tier – Las Cases, Lynch Bages, Pontet Canet etc. - Here turnover has 

collapsed some 70% by value as the group briefly flirted with a great ‘catch up’ (H1 2011) before 

crashing on the rocks of the 2011/12 retrenchment. Fortunes within the set were fairly uniform save for 

Pontet Canet which seems to have weathered the storm well and Cos d’Estournel which (in no small 

part as a result of its EP failures) has plummeted way down the league table. Elsewhere, Petrus showed 

strongly in 2013 with sales 20% up on 2012 and la Mission recovered some of its former glory with a 

40% surge on 2012. Here too drinking/mature vintages have a much more positive story to tell. 

Bordeaux En Primeur 

Where once it provided excitement and possibility EP is in real danger of becoming the biggest turn-off 

in the fine wine business. With sales of nearly GBP 20m of the fabulous 2010 vintage (itself well down 

on the feeding frenzy of 2009) EP sales fell nearly 70% in the car-crash of 2011 and recovered a little, 

but really not much, in 2012. The burden of the decline has fallen disproportionately on the smaller 

chateaux as the proportion represented by 1
st

 Growths has increased from 44% for the 2010 vintage to 

a mammoth 68% for 2013. Given the lower proportion of fixed costs for the 1
st

 Growths and their 

greater market savvy it is perhaps unsurprising that they have been quicker to reduce release prices but 

there is still a mountain to climb before ‘Brand Bordeaux’ is freed from the fallout caused by the record 

high prices of the 09/10 campaigns and the price falls that followed. Furthermore, one suspects that it 

will be particularly painful for the second tier who have been, in many instances, far too quick to see 

the exceptional as the normal. 

  



 

Burgundy 

Stealing all the headlines in recent years the Burgundy star has grown brighter and brighter. It may 

therefore come as something of a surprise to learn that Burgundy sales fell by nearly 15% in 2013. That 

is still some 12% up on 2011 but it speaks directly to a slowdown in the key element of the market, 

namely DRC. Following a path in some ways comparable to lafite, DRC dominated the explosion of 

interest in top end Burgundy from a 2011 peak where it represented over 50% of all red Burgundy sales 

by value, falling to ‘just’ 35% in 2013. Such a steep fall in turnover is typically associated with 

corresponding moves in prices but here prices, with the exception of the super-hyped 2009/10, have 

remained broadly flat.  Away from DRC the picture is altogether headier as trade in the likes of Roumier, 

Rousseau, Meo Camuzet and Lafon have gone from strength to strength. Prices have followed suit with 

the most in demand crus leaping by as much as 50% in the last couple of years. Where is this heading? 

Well, time will tell but it is perhaps instructive to look at the concentration of sales for a clue. For 

Bordeaux sales our top-10 clients represent 15% of the total whereas for Burgundy that number is 

nearly 50% (similar for 2011). The picture is also skewed it terms of destination with a whopping 2/3 

purchased by Asian based customers in 2013. Given this context it is unsurprising that we’ve seen a 

little gentle profit taking of late but such is the religious fervour elicited by top Burgundy that we find it 

hard to see this clutch of favoured domains being abandoned any time soon. 

It’s only when the tide goes out that you see who was swimming naked. 

 Returning to the ornithological metaphor, 2013 was also a year in which several chickens came home 

to roost. The high values and seemingly inexorable price increases of recent years attracted many 

deeply unwelcome newcomers to the market. Two sets of events to have rocked the fine wine market 

are; the Kurniawan counterfeit trial and the failure of several ‘wine investment’ businesses. Coverage of 

the former has been exhaustive and merits no further comment other than to say the impact is likely to 

be more far-reaching than many suspect and that vigilance is required in all sectors of the market. On 

the latter matter, you might reasonably expect us to welcome the disappearance of ‘competitors’ but in 

reality the manner of their activities and the nature of their failures has done great harm to the whole 

market. Both sophisticated and vulnerable parties lost significant sums of money through the operation 

of Le Bordeaux, Vinance, Bordeaux Fine Wines, Noble Cru etc. and it will take considerable time to re-

build trust in the eyes of financial advisors and the wider public. These ‘failures’ also resulted in a 

tsunami of Bordeaux being sold back into the market adding significantly to supply channels. We must 

hope that this particular boil has been lanced. 

  



 

Outlook 

The strong start to the year has seen sales matching that of last year, despite the earlier Chinese New 

Year which pushed buying into the preceding December.  Prices have picked up a little and supply is, in 

certain lines, drying up. All grounds for optimism but given that this is a replay of last year caution is 

certainly recommended. The real question remains whether the large stock piles built up by funds, 

individuals and firms in the 5+ years to 2011 have been meaningfully distributed or whether they 

continue to lie on the sidelines awaiting a bid. Again, there are grounds for cautious confidence. As 

mentioned above, the investment buyer who played such a large part in 2005-2011 has been effectively 

absent from the market over the last 2-2.5 years. Moreover, this cessation of the investment trade has 

taken place at a time of unprecedented divestment by highly concentrated funds, companies and 

private individuals. For Bordeaux it has been a perfect storm and, with prices for many of the First 

Growths 30-40% down from their highs, a very painful one. However, during this investment hiatus 

trade has not stopped, drinking did not cease and private collectors did not abandon their passion. The 

world moved on and with it the basic supply-demand picture of drinking/mature wine improved greatly. 

No tub thumping but certainly some light at the end of the tunnel.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i
  The analysis contained herein is based on BI data which, whilst providing perhaps the broadest and deepest 

coverage available, is necessarily idiosyncratic. Thus certain market trends are likely to be both enhanced and 

diminished – cavet lector. 


