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• Q1 market rally is short-lived 

• Turnover down on Q2 2011 but up on Q1 2012 

• Burgundy continues to soar in Asia 

• EP2011 campaign fails to gain traction 
 

Overview of the Market 

 

After the battering sustained by the fine wine market in the back-half of 2011 it was something of a relief to 

see prices strengthen, albeit only slightly, in the 1st quarter of 2012 as bargain hunters stepped forward and 

forced sellers stepped back. However, this relief rally was to be short lived as the Q1 price plateau proved 

little more of a pause as prices again fell sharply through Q2 2012;  Not since the bleak times of autumn 2008 

have we seen such a sustained and aggressive period of selling. Seemingly gone are the days when 

substantial stock-holders discreetly handled their disposals away from the public gaze - instead we saw a 

mass of public offerings that made the real flow of stock look more like a tsunami. Undoubtedly a great deal 

of wine changed hands during this period but nothing like the volume implied by the abundant offers that 

ricocheted from merchant to merchant. Save for a courageous few and those actually needing stock, the 

market simply sat on its hands and waited for prices to slide further. But enough navel-gazing: the numbers 

speak for themselves and the BI Index stands off 7% for the quarter and over 20% for the year to date. With 

prices back to the level of early 2010, and several years earlier for many of the 1st Growths, we can formally 

declare the heady buoyancy of the post-Financial Crisis era well and truly dead. 

 

Back in the real world the broader financial market context echoed the travails of the wine market as major 

indices pulled back 3-6%, weighed down by the familiar concerns over debt in the Eurozone and slowing 

growth in China. In short, wherever you gazed confidence was in desperately short supply. 

 

The Wine Market in More Detail 

 

Looking at the wine market in a little more detail we see that, as a group, the 1st Growths are 9% off this 

quarter and some 28% down on the year. In what is very much a story of continuation (or symmetry) rather 

than change, Lafite led the 1st Growths lower just as it led them up; the Pauillac estate has seen a slide of 

13% this quarter and over 35% (up to 60% for the now unloved 2008) year to date, all of which means that 

one has to be a relatively long-term holder of these wines to have any residual value. How the mighty have 

fallen. Latour and Mouton meanwhile weathered the storm somewhat better than their peers but their 

numbers are still best described as woeful.  

 

At the level of vintages it has largely also been ‘a plague on all houses’ but with the 2008/2007s/2005s 

suffering the most egregious losses and 2001/2000/1990 weathering the storm comparatively well. Away 

from the 1st Growths losses were similarly ubiquitous if less dramatic: the broad set of Super Seconds are 

showing declines of 5% for the year to date with prime vintage Pavie and Angelus proving relatively robust 

and La Mission taking a hit comparable with its 1st Growth peers.  

 

Briefly covering BI’s aggregate numbers we note that turnover is down a third on the booming Q2 2011 but 

up 25% on Q1 2012. It is of interest to note that average bottle price has fallen nearly 25% over the last 18 

months and the percentage of turnover derived from LiveTrade stock has fallen from nearly 40% to around a 



 

quarter. Alongside the slide in prime Bordeaux has been a substantial increase in Burgundy; from around 5% 

to over 20% of turnover. Interestingly it is Asia that has consistently dominated Burgundy sales (average 60% 

by value for the last 18 months) rather scotching the lazy assumption that little is known beyond the elite 

brands of Bordeaux.  

 

The Immediate Future 

 

So what to expect over the coming months? It’s hard to be optimistic in the short-term as persistent macro-

economic problems combine with on-going institutional selling and a stubborn reluctance on the part of 

merchants to carry stock. Furthermore, it is H2, with its summer and Christmas breaks, that tends to be the 

weaker half of the year. Yet, as Warren Buffett often remarks, the time to buy an asset is often when nobody 

else wants it. That is to say, whilst prices for the top wines have come back a long way there are grounds to 

believe that the fundamentals for a price recovery are now much stronger (this time is different) for three 

distinct reasons: 

 

• Firstly, there are currently far fewer concentrated investment holdings of mature stock than 

previously.  

• Secondly, a high proportion of the sales over the last 5 years have been for export and whilst this will 

mean lower external demand in coming months (notably from China) the available Ex-Europe/US 

stock is greatly lower today than in 2008. 

• Thirdly, as prices continue to slide there is a growing possibility of the more mature markets - the US 

and Japan particularly, both of whom retreated from the global scene due to Asian-driven price 

inflation - re-emerging as serious buyers. 

• Finally, is the basic story of growing and maturing international interest in fine wine which shows 

itself every day to all involved in the market. It is clear that there are manifold headwinds in the near 

term but, as they say, nobody rings a bell at the bottom. 

 

En Primeur 2011: Fade to Grey… 

 

Alas no review of the quarter is complete without reflecting briefly on the damp squib that was EP2011. A 

naïve few had, with some justification, reasoned that a modest, early drinking, well-priced vintage was 

precisely what the market needed to generate a bit of positivity and swing the scales back in favour of the 

consumer. Of course, such neophytes were to be disappointed as the eyes of the world glazed over as wine 

after wine was offered ‘at an impressive discount to 2010’, ignoring the fact that any number of previous 

vintages were/are available at absolute (let alone real) discounts. Bordeaux will have the pleasure of 

disposing of these ‘value’ 2011s over coming months/years/decades. There were, of course, a few success 

stories as the likes of VCC, Clinet and Eglise Clinet offered good wines at sensible prices. 

 

Honourable mention must also go to Latour for their final appearance in the EP campaign. Predictably, given 

the story and strong critical opinion, the wine sold well although one suspects that, as has been the case for 

the last 5+ years, much of the wine remains at the Chateau. However one looks at it, EP2011 was a missed 

opportunity at best but more realistically provided the wine drinking public yet another reason to look 

elsewhere for their fine wine.  

 
 

 


