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Quality Virginia viticulture
“Wine is made in the vineyard ”

• Then why do we see:
Vi i i l l t t d dit (d ll

Wine is made in the vineyard.

– Virginia-grown grapes largely contracted as a commodity (dollars 
per ton), with little consideration for superior quality?

– Some Virginia wineries purchasing bulk juice and grapes from 
California because that’s cheaper than Virginia grapes?California because that s cheaper than Virginia grapes?

• However, there is some movement:
– VWA agreed this year to require at least 95% Virginia-grown g y q g g

grapes in the Governor’s Cup Competition.

– VWA is developing a wine quality program to assure consumers of 
the product in the bottle.

– Some recognized vineyards are contracting with wineries on the 
basis of:

• per-acre or 
• percent-of-bottle-price• percent-of-bottle-price .



Quality Virginia viticulture

• Winemakers have told me that purchasing Virginia winegrapes 

Q y g
Overcoming inertia

can be a gamble.
• We don’t have a long legacy of recognized producers.  Many 

growers don’t come from established farming families.
• We don’t have an extensive training syllabus or apprenticeship• We don t have an extensive training syllabus or apprenticeship 

for new growers.
• We haven’t developed long-term commercial relationships.

• Over the past year, I have been working with several groups to 
draft a program of quality winegrowing that would:
• Identify practices that consistently lead to superior quality 

grapesgrapes
• Recognize growers who commit to such practices
• Focus initial efforts on those varietals that have performed well 

in Virginia.
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Corcoran (then Waterford) Vineyards 2005 Cab Franc Gold 2007

y g
What are Benevino’s qualifications?

Corcoran (then Waterford) Vineyards 2005 Cab Franc – Gold, 2007 
Virginia State Fair; Silver, 2006 American Wine Society (no Va CFs 
earned gold)

Gadino Cellars 2006 Cab Franc – Silver 2006 American Wine SocietyGadino Cellars 2006 Cab Franc Silver, 2006 American Wine Society

North Gate Winery 2007 Cab Franc - Gold, (first ever Va CF) 2008 
American Wine Society; Gold, 2009 Eastern Seaboard Competition

Fabbioli Cellars 2007 Cab Franc- Gold, 2009 Virginia Governor’s Cup

Sunset Hills 2007 Cab Franc Reserve - Double Gold, Best in Category, 
2009 E t S b d C titi2009 Eastern Seaboard Competition

Of the five Cab Franc wines winning Gold in the 2009 Virginia Wine 
Classic, four sourced Benevino Vineyards fruit.
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Wh t did d t t ib t t th i ?What did we do to contribute to these wines? 

• Our initial efforts at Benevino 
Vi d i t d f id blVineyards consisted of considerable 
research into climate, soil, varietals, 
and techniques to:.

• Identify quality sites (soil depthIdentify quality sites (soil depth 
and drainage—air and water, pH).

• Match variety to climate (GDDs, 
growing season length, aspect).

• Select rootstock for soil (depth, 
drainage, organic matter, 
nutrients)

D t i t lli d i i• Determine trellis and vine spacing 
for vine vigor (soil, variety, 
rootstock)

• Plan and coordinate vineyardPlan and coordinate vineyard 
practices with weather.
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B i t ib ti ( t )Benevino contributions (cont.)

Once operational, we  focused efforts on:
• Standard/contingent sprays (rain since• Standard/contingent sprays (rain since, 

visual treks)
• Pruning (node density, bud fruitfulness, 

shoot growth) 
• Shoot thinning (density, length) 
• Fertilizing/nutritional supplements
• Shoot positioning
• Visits from winemakers during theVisits from winemakers during the 

growing season
• Leaf pulling
• Irrigation

F it d i / h t• Fruit dropping/green harvest
• Fruit chemistry
• Consultations with winemakers on picking 

decisions.
For each of the efforts above, the practices highlight the best alternatives 
identified through research to date.
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Wh h ld ?Why should growers care?

• Other than yield (of minimally acceptable fruit), what are the 
d i d t t t ?revenue drivers under your current contracts? 

• If you’re being paid per ton of grapes, why wouldn’t you turn 
on your irrigation system 2-3 days before harvest?  Perhaps a 
b tt ti ld b t b id d f (better practice would be to be paid on pounds of sugar (a 
gross measure of ripeness), rather than per ton of grapes, (a 
measure of yield, not quality).

• If premium wine truly is made in the vineyard winegrapes• If premium wine truly is made in the vineyard, winegrapes 
shouldn’t be priced as a commodity.  We adopted the tag line 
“Premium Wine Grapes” because we felt that more value is 
created by improving quality than by increasing yield.  

• We marketed the ability of client winemakers to increase their 
prices for premium wines.  At our suggestion, several wineries 
initiated reserve categories for these wines, with a price 
premium of $4 per bottle.  Subsequently, we’ve seen price 
premiums up to $10 per bottle.



Quality Virginia viticulture
Wh t’ i it f th ?What’s in it for the grower?

• At Benevino, we do accept price-per-ton contracts (our reputation isn’t yet 
big enough to force whole scale change in contracting practice), but g g g g p ),

• we assign specific blocks to client wineries and 

• invite each winemaker to visit his/her block twice during the growing 
seasonseason. 

• Also, at a minimum, we insist on a bonus provision for superior quality.  

• In return, we accept penalties for poor performance.
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I ’t i ?Isn’t price a zero-sum game?

• In general, grapes represent about 10% of the bottle price.  

• If the winemaker can charge $4 more per bottle ($2 at 
wholesale), he/she can afford a few dimes to the grower who 
made it possible.  (Yes, the winemaker crafted the creation, 

hi h i h h t th li ’ h f th i )which is why he gets the lion’s share of the premium.)  

• An additional 20 cents per bottle is about $167 per ton.  That’s 
about 10% of your revenue, but 40% of your profit for many 

i dvineyards.  

• If you know that a second (or third) passage through a 
vineyard block is likely to improve ripeness or flavor profile by 

tibl t bli th i k t i tha perceptible amount enabling the winemaker to raise the 
wine’s price (and your revenue), wouldn’t you complete that 
practice?
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OK h t th d t il ?OK, what are the details?

• The quality vineyard program we have outlined consists of fourThe quality vineyard program we have outlined consists of four 
basic parts:
• Registration

Certification• Certification

• Verification

• Harvest Specifications.p
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Registration allows for tracking 
participation, and building a 

y g
Registration

database of successful activities.  

The participants commit to 
information development andinformation development and 
sharing—of site characteristics as 
well as vineyard practices, as we 
recognize that not all the quality 
f ffactors have yet been identified.  

World winegrowing regions are 
several centuries of practicalseveral centuries of practical 
knowledge ahead of us, and we 
don’t have that long to catch up.  

F lit Vi i i i “ i i tidFor quality Virginia wine, “a rising tide 
lifts all boats.”
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Certification

• Quantifiable, so that they are defensible, replicable, and verifiable. 

Defense of the practice initially follows from published research,Defense of the practice initially follows from published research, 
but we may establish our own experiments.  These will have expert 
oversight to ensure that our findings are defensible and have 
maximum grower applicability.  

A replicable standard is implementable by multiple growers.  To 
illustrate, a practice defined as 5 to 8 cm2 of leaf per gram of fruit 
is quantifiable, but hardly implementable by vineyard labor.  q , y p y y

A verifiable measure can be confirmed by an independent entity 
walking the vineyard.
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C tifi ti ( t )Certification (cont.)

• Growers will be asked to submit a spray plan before the season.  
That plan will be reviewed by a trained professional for 
reasonableness.  Because sprays are subject to weather, each 
grower will be required to submit his actual schedule at the end ofgrower will be required to submit his actual schedule at the end of 
the season.

• Practices have been drafted so that they can be implemented with 
a minimal questions or interpretations.  Growers will be asked to 
certify that they have performed the practices at the schedule on 
the checklist.  

• The practices checklist cites activities that are time-dependent 
based on vine growth (e.g., bud break, 80% bloom, 50% veraison).  
Thus, they can apply to multiple varieties.  Varietal specific 

diti ( th t f l f lli ) li t dconditions (e.g., the amount of leaf pulling) are listed on a 
separate sheet.
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V ifi tiVerification

• Because different varieties require more or less accumulated heat q
(or days) during a growing season to achieve full ripeness, each 
variety may require specific actions to promote full ripeness.  
• Merlot may require  maximum specifications for yield, 
• Cabernet Franc may require thinning of shoulders• Cabernet Franc may require thinning of shoulders.  
Thus some practices are specific to variety.

• As noted above, because the practices are quantifiable, they can 
be verified.  In addition to certifying practices, program 
participants agree to independent verification of the listed 
activities.  
• This encourages a vintner to establish new contract• This encourages a vintner to establish new contract

relationships, because the intended practices can be verified,
• It provides for resolving disputes between grower and 

winemaker.
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H t S ifi tiHarvest Specifications

At the end of the season, the proof of the grower’s efforts will be 
measured by grape chemistry metrics denoting ripeness; e.g., Brix, 

id d H Th i l d d t th t hacid, and pH.  These measures are included to ensure that each 
grower has reasonably matched variety, rootstock, and trellis to his 
site.  For example, no amount of vineyard practices might produce 
quality Cabernet Sauvignon on a site receiving only 160 frost-free q y g g y
days (or less than 2800 growing degree days) per season.

In addition, any quality program must rule out basic flaws, such as 
YAN SO2 or MP in the lot delivered to the winemaker The currentYAN, SO2, or MP in the lot delivered to the winemaker.  The current 
practices are designed to minimize currently identifiable flaws.  As the 
programs progresses, it is expected to include appropriate techniques 
to eradicate flaws that do arise.
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checklists for documentation
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Wh i ht j i ?Why might growers join?

• Because you are probably already doing most of these 
activities already, 

• So additional effort should be small AND 

• To document superior fruit 

• To avoid disputes 

• To show value to wineries.
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Wh t th t ?What are the costs?

•Out-of-the gate cost limited to verification and fruit testing•Out-of-the gate cost limited to verification and fruit testing

•Fruit testing to be accomplished between grower and winery 
during season.

•Official harvest test to be sampled by verifier, sent to 
independent lab.

•Verification cost expected to be limited to travel if Extension 
A d l l ifi ’ iAgents used, else also verifier’s time.

•If sufficient grower interest and extension agent commitment 
develops, would be looking to VDACS for admin funding.

•Expect first year to be ~$100/vineyard—goal: recoup that in bonus 
payments from winery clients.
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N t StNext Steps

•We’re looking to pilot the program this year for 2 varieties—•We re looking to pilot the program this year for 2 varieties—

•Cabernet Franc

•Viognier

as representative of Virginia’s capabilities.  If this proves out, we 
would extend to other well-recognized varieties in future years.

•Need a minimum of 5 growers (and their winery clients) for each 
variety, to replicate our activities.
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Questions?Questions?

Contact me at: jwbenefiel@aol.com

703-729-4609
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Th k YThank You


