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Fine wines travel first class as a
result of Hong Kong's wine-hub plans

BB E R AN

hen Hong Kong removed the import duty on wine
w in 2008 in line with the governments intention to

position the city as the “wine hub of Asia”, imports - not
surprisingly - rose sharply. Year on year, wine imports increased by
more than 80 percent to about HK$2.73 billion (US$350 million).

Wealthy Hong Kong wine lovers with valuable collections cellared
overseas, mostly in Bordeaux or London, seized the opportunity to
bring all or part of them home. Established wine retailers increased
their inventory. New wine-importing businesses opened, and there
was a sudden flurry of auctions.

No fewer than 10 fine-wine auctions were held in 2008, by Bonham,
Christie’s, Sotheby’s, Zachys Wine & Liquor Store and Acker Merrall
& Condit - the last of which went on to hold a further four record-
breaking auctions in the course of 2009, the most recent of which on
19 September sold all the lots and realized HK$50 million.

Relatively little of that business, at least so far, has benefited the
air-cargo industry. Most of the wine comes in by sea in temperature-
and humidity-controlled containers.

PRESSURE FOR EARLY DELIVERY

“If we must ship by air to Hong Kong for a client’s special request,
we include temperature-controlled gel packs in the cases to keep
the wines cool, and it has worked very well so far;” says Acker
Merrall & Condit President and Auction Director John Kapon.
“Styrofoam containers provide protection against breakage. The
advantage of air is speed.”

Wine retailers generally move wine by air only if they are under
pressure for early delivery, according to Geordie Willis, Business
Development Manager of the Hong Kong branch of Berry Bros.
& Rudd (BBR), Britain’s oldest wine merchant established in 1698.
“You'll find that it tends to be only the higher-priced wines that
are shipped by air”

For all shipments BBR uses logistics professionals with specialist
beverage-industry experience, including JF Hillebrand, which has
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been in the business of transporting wine since 1844, and Davies
Turner. Cathay Pacific is among the carriers those forwarders
instruct, and Willis states that BBR has been impressed by

the service it has received.
If air-freighted wine is not properly protected,
problems such as movement of the cork and
seepage can occur. “We ship in custom-made
polystyrene export cases specifically designed
to withstand impact and to insulate against
temperature change,” says Willis. “In the pa‘st, when
requested by customers, we have also used thermal blankets
and in one instance an ‘acro-recfer’ an intermodal container that is
refrigerated for the transportation of temperature-sensitive cargo.”

GROWTH IN WINE SENT BY AIR

Although these precautions increase costs, they are more than
justified for high-value bottles. At Acker Merrall & Condits 19
September, 2009, auction a jeroboam of Domaine de la Romanée-
Conti Burgundy sold for HK$435,600.

According to Gregory De 'Eb, General Manager of Hong Kong
wine cellar and storage provider Crown Wine Cellars, there has
been some growth recently in the movement of wine by air.

“While most wine travels by sea, some UK and US merchants are
happy to use air;” says De "Eb. “In the case of the auction houses,
it appears to be customer driven if it happens at all, while the air-
freighting of merchant wines appears to be driven by both the
customers and the merchants themselves”

The usual reason for this is haste. Speed is sometimes essential, and
BBR’s Willis estimates that the company can get any wine a customer
wants flown to them within nine days from the order date.

“The courier companies such as Cathay Pacific courier general
handling agent Linehaul Express, DHL and Federal Express all seem
to play a role here;” says De ’Eb. “But there are also smaller specialist
companies such as Nippon Express and, most predominantly in
the UK, Seabrook Export Services, which are extremely active in
the controlled air-freight field. Seabrook can even arrange movable
pressurised and cooled mini-containers that can be transported by

plane - very expensive, but of course very efficient”

Wine experts warn that no matter how carefully they have been
shipped, bottles should not be opened immediately on arrival.
Geordie Willis advises that wines can get jet lag, too.
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