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Introduction

The more one reads about the subject of en primeur sales, the more controversial it becomes. There has recently been a lot of disaffection with a system that, many feel, has become inappropriate, especially in our present time of economic crisis. ‘Arriving at my desk each morning, I’d put down a newspaper filled with stories about the increasingly terrifying state of the global economy and catch up on the latest happenings in a bizarre parallel world where one set of millionaires was making calculations about just how much more money they could extract from another set of millionaires,’ writes David Williams for the World of Fine Wines.
 En primeur is a multifaceted issue that involves ethical and financial questions for all involved: producers, merchants, critics, and consumers. The latest en primeur vintage, 2011, was an average year following two superb vintages when prices soared. For an average vintage, however, prices in 2012 remained too high, many claimed, and the market has slowed down as a result. Furthermore, in the same year Château Latour took the radical step of leaving the en primeur scene, which has led to much discussion about the viability of this system that is ‘so Bordeaux’. Many at the same time argue that en primeur is a tradition that cannot simply be wiped out and that is ultimately useful, even necessary, for both producer and consumer. 

In my short essay I briefly examine both sides of the en primeur coin and propose a move in the direction of the gradual shift of the system towards a more viable model. 

History

‘En primeur’ is a French term describing a French phenomenon; it essentially means young wine which is being bought as a future—that is, before the product is bottled, and certainly well before it is ready to drink. En primeur sales have been a traditional and central part of the Bordeaux wine trade but also exist, although in different forms, in the wine regions of Burgundy and the Rhone.
 A caveat must immediately be added: I have called it a ‘traditional’ part of the Bordeaux market, but in fact en primeur trade does not go back a very long time. While cask samples have for long been shown to, and early sales made through, brokers (courtiers) and merchants (négociants), for the consumer to be involved in the process is a very recent change that took place only a few decades ago.
 Historically, there were three players in the system: producer, broker, and négociant. Négociants bought bulk wine from the estates (châteaux) which they then stored, blended, matured, and, at the appropriate time, bottled; the wines would be sold on to consumers, under their own label, only around the time of bottling. 
Much of this changed with the emergence, and wine enthusiasm, of an affluent American middle class in the 1970s, who were keen on buying Bordeaux wines that, at this point, were already being bottled by the châteaux.
 After 1982, a good year for the dollar—and a vintage which Robert Parker in the USA proclaimed great, disagreeing with British merchants—American buyers interested in speculation flocked to stock up on Bordeaux wines. This was the year when prices started shooting heavenwards and haven’t stopped since, although there have been points, such as the 1973 or 1997 vintages, which represented a major recession, for various reasons, in Bordeaux sales.

The En Primeur System
Let us now take a closer look at how en primeur works. The wine is produced, and in the early spring following the harvest, the top châteaux issue samples for tasting.
 It is mainly merchants and wine critics who have access to these tasting events taking place on the premises of the châteaux or centrally organized by the Union des Grands Crus de Bordeaux. Opinions are formed, and subsequently aired, about the vintage, and speculation begins as to which wines will be worth investing in. The châteaux, who now possess some feedback information, publish their prices in May or June, and release a certain amount of wine—also called a tranche—on the market. This amount depends on the producer’s need for cash and their reading of the market.
 Further tranches are released in stages and at differing prices that will reflect the response of the market to the original price. The wine is not physically bought, however, since it is still sitting maturing in barrels at this stage in the château cellars. What buyers (traditionally the négociants but today more and more the consumers) are paying for is the hope that the wine will turn out so good that it will be worth more money when it is actually ready than it was at the point of sale en primeur. And so buyers pay and wait another two years before being delivered the bottled product. 

As I have mentioned above, traditionally the system also involved middlemen, or courtiers, who served, and do to some extent today, as brokers between producer and merchant. Brokers collect and present samples and inform their clients about the fluctuations of the trade. What we witness today is a shift towards the disappearance of brokers, with merchants taking on brokering roles as the tasks of wine maturation, storage and bottling have been taken over by the châteaux themselves. 

Pros and Cons
The en primeur market is a delicate business, some argue, which can only thrive if prices are good.
 A basic rule is that only those wines will find interest which are released at lower prices than the available vintages. If prices reach absurd heights, the system will collapse—traders and investors will lose interest as there will be very little likelihood for prices to increase even further in the future. ‘If prices do not drop dramatically for the 2011 Bordeaux, I do not think there will be any fine ‘futures’ wine market in the civilized world that will buy these wines’, Robert Parker has said.
 
Critics

Speaking of Parker, I believe it is in order to briefly mention the debatable role of wine critics on the en primeur stage. It is undoubtedly based on their scores and reviews that many châteaux try to justify exorbitant prices, and wine writers seem all too aware of the influence they may have. It is good, on the one hand, that, with the ‘democratization’ of the en primeur scene, writers get to represent the interests of the consumer. At the same time, when writers’ scores lead to soaring wine prices the same consumer may feel betrayed by the system. On her website Jancis Robinson writes with moving openness about the critic’s dilemma: ‘I do increasingly feel like a pawn in a game designed to part you with as much money as possible.’ Had it not been for readers’ express wish for her to publish her tasting notes and scores for the 2010 vintage, Robinson would have put this off until wine prices had already been announced by the producers.
 
Producers

For most producers, whether en primeur is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is not a question; they do not really have a choice. If they want to survive, they need both the cash flow and the publicity the annual wine craze brings. Mark Hellyar of Château Civrac, once part of the en primeur scene and now a vocal opponent, calls the primeur cycle ‘a critical marketing and ego-building process’ that can become a drug. It is only open to the biggest names, he adds, and involves a very small percentage of the production of Bordeaux as a whole. Hellyar claims that en primeur is ‘the single most significant factor in destroying the market for “normal” drinking wines’. So, while the system may guarantee some financial security to those participating, it puts immense pressure in the form of ‘crippling trade prices’ on those who are left out.
 
Consumers

The main advantages of the process for the consumer include being able to secure sought-after wines, in unusual formats (such as magnums or half bottles
), at lower prices, and if one gets involved for investment purposes, then correct speculation and a bit of luck can mean that the price of the wine one has bought may multiply in time. But this is precisely where the risk lies, as often prices fail to go up and may in fact go down. This is the case, for example, in times of economic recession or when a series of outstanding years, when prices shoot up, are followed by an average year when prices are not moderated accordingly. Apart from not making money on one’s investment, one is also risking not actually getting the wine at all in recession years, as one of the links in the sales chain may fail—that is, go bankrupt. Currently the biggest problem from the consumer’s point of view is the fact that the financial advantage of buying en primeur has diminished. 
At the same time, there is the psychology factor. People’s motivation to purchase is, studies suggest, greatly influenced by the hype and excitement surrounding en primeur.
 It may be called ‘circus’ and ‘game’, but it’s a game people seem to love playing. That said, prices can, and have, reached such heights that wines become unattainable to normal people. 
Finally, a definite benefit of the current system for consumers is the presence and influence of wine critics. While their high scores may act counter to buyers’ interests and push up prices, they can do the opposite, too, as has been argued by Thomas Matthews of Wine Spectator: ‘the critics […] are acting as advocates of consumers. Critics […] give consumers an independent assessment of wines’ quality. Then, when consumers are faced with the option of buying Chateau A at $X or Chateau B at $2X, they can make judgments informed by some expert opinion that is not invested in either the chateaux’s reputation or the price levels.’
 

This, however, ties in with a further risk for consumers, in that they are investing in what Jancis Robinson likes to call an ‘embryonic product’, often relying on others’ and not their own judgement.
 The wine is far from ready when the trade tastings take place and there is no knowing how it will turn out in years’ time—and whether the consumer will actually like it—not to mention the fact that samples are often manipulated so as to make the best possible impression on tasters, and tasters in turn may be less than impartial if being hosted or entertained by a château. 

Alternatives?
Latour the Opt-out
Not everybody subscribes to en primeur. Some châteaux never have, and some are dropping out of the game now. Why? Frédéric Engerer, president of Château Latour, has said that consumers are more and more interested today in wines that are ready to drink and that have been stored under optimal conditions. Engerer, who has called the sale of wine that will only be drunk a decade later a ‘paradox’, added that selling their wine years later would also be a better strategy for offering vintages over a longer period of time. 
The wine trade and press have responded favourably to Latour’s decision. Chris Adams of New York-based Sherry Lehmann has said: ‘their being able to assess a vintage as it ages and making a more informed decision about its release date will consistently deliver to the market a wine that has been meticulously cared for with a clearer context for its consumption.’
 David Williams has listed a number of reasons why Latour’s move makes sense: their wine will not be drunk too young and its provenance will be guaranteed; they will have greater control over price, supply, and who they sell to, and they can keep the difference between release price and mature wine price.
 It is all well, however, for an enterprise the size of Latour to decide to go its own way. They have the money to finance a decade’s worth of stock—but others may not.
 There is also the question how this will affect wine prices: négociants have argued that it will be an expensive business for consumers because châteaux who decide to release their wines in smaller quantities, controlling circulation, will be able to command higher prices.
 
What Wine Critics Say

Tim Atkin, another author who is highly critical of the en primeur system, and who has called the process a ‘bruhaha’ and an ‘annual poker game’, has suggested—and I think there is a lot of sense in this—that wines should be tasted and sold after two years of maturation. He also believes that Latour’s move may bring about a reform.
 
Jancis Robinson has urged a change to the timing of the publication of critics’ tasting notes and scores, which may greatly influence prices. Her reasoning is that if notes only come out after prices have been announced, they can have no detrimental effect from the perspective of buyers’ wallets. Bordeaux expert Christian Seely has, however, argued that such a move would be counterproductive and would only increase speculation.
 
David Williams believes the en primeur system is not going to go away any time soon—certainly not before it can be seen whether Latour’s move has paid off. And since so many châteaux need en primeur sales to ensure financial security and good publicity, it is probably here to stay. But it will only be viable if producers are prepared to offer a good deal.
 

Conclusion and Personal Commentary
I agree with those experts who find that there is something absurd about an en primeur sale structure where one pays for wines well before they are bottled, let alone ready to drink—especially since these purchases are often based on assessments of wines that are in such an early stage of development that they cannot be an indication of anything. At the same time, to argue for ‘the ending of this system’ as the essay brief states would be nonsensical. En primeur now has a strongly established tradition that is necessary for the survival of many producers—operating under heavy bank loans—and cannot simply be wiped off the face of the earth. Even though it has many faults, some of which may seem graver at certain times than at others, the system is here and will not go away, although I do believe it can take a different route. Changes, reforms—yes; abolition—no. 

The changes I can envisage involve a higher degree of ethical thinking at both ends of the market. The maxim that things will cost whatever people are prepared to pay may be true, but I think the wine trade can do better than that. Wine is a very human-focused product, and while its business aspect cannot be ignored, the soul cannot either. Wine is a work of art and whoever appreciates art is not prepared to see its products treated as mere commodities that can go up or down in price. 

I do not think that centrally regulating prices is a solution in our day and age, but the consumer public and wine writers can certainly exert ‘grassroots’ influence which, I would like to believe, could have much impact and draw certain lines. As the new Chinese market goes berserk over French wine, I believe it is time to put things into perspective: as Mark Hellyar has said, ‘wine should be consumed with good friends and a good meal. Not traded like a virtual commodity or paraded in an Asian boardroom as a trophy.’
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