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• Q1 sees 6% increase in the BI Index 

• First Growths return to centre stage with particular interest in off-prime vintages 

• Full picture of both Bordelais strategy and market effects of EP2012 not yet clear 
 

Overview of the Market 

 

Following 6 long quarters in which prices have at best remained flat and more often than not have been 

battered by repeated bouts of selling (aggregate prices fell by 20+% from their peaks of summer 2011) it was 

perhaps a little surprising that the ‘bounce’, when it came, was quite so sharp and broad-based. That said, 

with the majority of major merchants running through 2012 with dramatically diminished stock positions, it 

was inevitable that once the supply side stabilised, inventory rebuilding would provoke at least a relief rally. 

Throw in a predictable degree of pent up demand, impatience and the increasingly stark contrast in pricing 

between current and older vintages and it wasn’t long before gentle price rises in Q4 2012 began to draw in a 

relatively well balanced mix of consumers and investors. 

 

The resultant Q1 increase of 6% in the BI Index was therefore characterised by a confidence and vitality the 

likes of which we have not seen for a long while. Whilst we might well have favoured a steadier, more 

progressive rise it is worth reflecting that fine wine’s recent strength pales in comparison to the extended 

bull-run enjoyed hitherto by the major equity markets (DJIA/FTSE up 11%/8% respectively on the quarter but 

Shanghai Composite again bucking the trend with a negative 1%) and other risk assets.  Elsewhere in the 

economic world, we were treated to the superficially improbable combination of a BoJ commitment to print 

until the end of days and a collapse in gold. Whatever one’s outlook, it seems that things remain far from 

settled. 

 

The Wine Market in More Detail 

 

Looking to the details, it was very much a quarter in which the First Growths stormed back to the centre 

stage: double digit showings from several vintages of Mouton went alongside comparable tick-ups for 

millennial Haut Brion and Margaux. Perhaps the most idiosyncratic increase was that of Latour 1995 which 

notched up the better part of a 15% following the inaugural post-EP, ex-Chateau releases. Accepting the 

novelty factor, we were all a little taken aback both by the enthusiasm for the direct release and the speed 

with which it established a new benchmark for secondary market prices. One-Nil to M. Engerer perhaps, but 

one suspects this practice will have rapidly diminishing returns.  

 

The general market ebullience failed to reach the likes of Lafite 86/00 and Margaux 86 which remained 

unmoved. At a ‘brand’ level Mouton, Margaux and Latour all showed 7-8% gains with Haut Brion and Lafite 

lagging a little behind. Petrus and Cheval Blanc’s returns were modest in comparison, whilst the latter was 

bolstered by strong demand for the 1998. 

 



 

Activity amongst the Super Seconds was generally more subdued as the Pichons came in around the market 

average whilst Lynch, Cos and La Mission all failed to sparkle. At the vintage level the picture was distinctly 

bifurcated: strong returns in 04/06/07 reflect the continued (predominantly trade activity) popularity of 

‘cheap’ years, whilst the gains in 05/00 flowed from collectors and investors’ interest in 09/10 relative value. 

Elsewhere, 08 was again largely overlooked and demand for top wines in mature vintages (86/90) was 

underwhelming. In aggregate this was a quarter of winners and also-rans, indicating perhaps the 

understandable delicacy of market confidence. 

 

The Flow: Price and Volume Correlations 

 

Looking at the flow picture we see many of the strongest price increases supported by corresponding 

upsurges in volumes traded. As a general theme, sales of off-prime first growth vintages rallied strongly, up a 

hefty 43% over the same period 2012; Mouton alone contributed an astonishingly large percentage of this 

jump and leapfrogged Lafite to become the number  1 First Growth by volume. The continuing success of 

Mouton, particularly in new markets, means that Mouton and Lafite alone make up over 55% of off-prime 

vintage sales. While HB, Latour and Margaux all notched notable increases, the growing gap between them 

and the top two in outright numbers is a little concerning, particularly in light of the substantial rally in prices 

for Margaux and Latour in particular. It’s relatively straightforward to see prices (for Margaux at least) 

softening if the supply side picture begins to ease…(lots of 11/12 in the pipe….) Latour’s ongoing experiment 

with supply side restriction could have a way to run, though their new cellars are going to be shading 

Crossrail for scale in a few years. 

 

On the prime front, the picture is more complicated. After a couple of years in the doldrums, top vintage 

Margaux, Particularly 96 and 03, has flown out of the door. By contrast, Latour and Mouton have both dipped 

considerably, particularly when 2009/10 are taken out of the equation. Sales of older vintage Lafite have also 

waned, though overall numbers are up, supported by a surge of interest in the 09/10 pairing. Investors and 

consumers alike clearly perceive value in the younger end of the spectrum after recent declines. 

 

Lafite aside, a notable backwardation still exists between the 09/10 duo and the more mature prime vintages. 

With a considerable portion of 2009 concentrated in the hands of a number of private investors and a similar 

or greater volume of 2010 still at the negoce or Chateaux, one could consider a parallel with the real estate 

market: 09 the unforeclosed, no-income properties in the market and 10 the shadow inventory sat cluttering 

up balanced sheets and not offered for sale. The most benign scenario is for these to both slowly unwind 

over the coming years, though even then this would likely create some faltering in the momentum of the 

market as a whole. 

 

The Elephant in the Chai: EP 2012 

 

As EP 2012 starts to roll in earnest it appears to be generating as many questions as answers. Whilst demand 

for Mouton/Lafite/Margaux was solid it is has been well short of the level required to force prices up. Why 

such reticence this year when last year’s grievously over-priced offerings went comparatively well? Why does 

Lafite 12 at a 40% to the 07 not fly off the shelves? How much wine have the major players (and negociants) 

actually released? What effect, if any, will Parker’s scores have? Given these uncertainties and the numerous 

false-starts of the last 18 months it is unsurprising that confidence remains some way off fully established. 

 


