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A zero-tax policy has helped Hong Kong's
wine trade to become the toast of Asia
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HE EFFECTS OF the removal of Hong Kong's

wine tax last year were dramatic and im-

mediate. In the following 10 months, 10 major

wine auctions were held, wine imports rose

by 80 percent and Hong Kong was well on
the way to becoming “Asia’s wine hub”.

“Hong Kong is the first free wine port among major
economies with unparalleled connectivity in Asia,” said
then Financial Secretary John Tsang in May. “We are
one of the world’s fastest-growing markets for wine
and we aim to be one of the world’s great wine trad-
ing and distribution centres. From March to December
2008, Hong Kong's global wine imports increased more
than 80 per cent year-on-year to the tune of some
US$350 million.”

In the past 15 years, Hong Kong’s wine policy has been
erratic, to say the least. Before 1994, there was a fixed
rate of HK$34 a litre on wine plus a duty of 20 percent
of the value. In 1994, an ad valorem — or according to
value — duty was imposed at 90 percent, which by 2007
had been cut to 40 percent.

The elimination of all duties in February 2008 made
Hong Kong Asia’s only city with neither wine duty nor
sales and consumption taxes.

Major international names that held auctions in the
months after the changes included Bonhams, Christie’s,
Sotheby’s, Acker Merrall & Condit and Zachys Wine &
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Savouring the bouquet
at the Hong Kong
International Wine Fair
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Liquor. Acker Merrall & Condit held two sales
in Hong Kong in 2008 and has organised four
this year, the final one scheduled for November
7. Its 30 May auction realized HK$37.5 million,
including a HK$532,400 for six bottles of rare
1985 Henri Jayer Richebourg Burgundy. A case
of magnums of 1989 Haut Brion Bordeaux
fetched HK$193,600.

“Hong Kong has certainly led the way in demand
on the Bordeaux side,” says Acker Merrall & Condit’s
President and Auction Director John Kapon. “Also, a
lot of Hong Kong buyers are buying in the New York

sales, and some Americans have been buying in the
Hong Kong sales as well.”
While Hong Kong wine lovers are known for their

Ermitage 1998 sold by
Acker Merrall & Condit

enthusiasm for Bordeaux, the government is keen to

RAcker Merrall & broaden the local market. The government has recently

ConditiiE& L&l
Ermitage 1998{£ER

signed a Memoranda of Understanding on wine with
France, Spain, Australia and Italy, and further agreements
are pending, all designed to encourage the development
of wine-related businesses in the trading, retail, logistics,
and storage sectors.

Vinexpo, the world’s most prestigious trade-only wine
fair, chose the Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition
Centre as the venue for Vinexpo Asia Pacific 2008 and will
return in May next year. The Hong Kong Trade Develop-
ment Council held the inaugural Hong Kong International
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Some 240 exhibitors
showcased products at
the 2008 Hong Kong
International Wine Fair
(left)
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Checking the nose at
Vinexpo Asia-Pacific
(above)
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A case of Romanée-
Conti 1990 goes under
the hammer at

an auction by Acker
Merrall & Condit
(above, right)
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Wine Fair in August 2008 and will hold the second from
4 to 6 November this year.

“It [the zero-tax rate] has been incredibly beneficial to
the free trade of wine in Hong Kong, the increase in all
aspects of wine-related businesses and the solidification
of Hong Kong as the fine- and rare-wine trading centre
of Asia,” says Greg De’eb, Concept Founder and General
Manager of Crown Wine Cellars.

“Crown Wine Cellars’ business has grown substantially
in the past 24 months with a 200 percent growth in cel-
lar space — about to become 500 percent after Crown
Wine Cellars 4 is opened — more than double the staff
count and treble the vehicle count.”

Berry Bros. & Rudd has also enjoyed healthy growth
in its business. The company has been in the wine trade
since 1698 when it was established in St James’s Street,
London, the city still regarded as the wine hub of Europe
and a role model for Hong Kong.

“The zero tax has been beneficial to the wine trade,
but more importantly it has also been beneficial to the
consumer,” says Nicholas Pegna, Berry Bros. & Rudd
Hong Kong’s Managing Director. “We have seen a desire
for wines from Burgundy grow — the lines of Burgundy
that we carry in our Hong Kong Lee Gardens shop now
almost equals the number of Bordeaux wines that we
stock—as well as our range of New World wines increasing
tomeet demand. Our Fine Wine School, established in
2008, is going from strength to strength. It is extremely
exciting to watch as the interest in fine wine grows and
diversifies.”

Although Pegna is more cautious in his assessment
of Hong Kong’s future as a wine hub, he agrees it is now
the regional focus of the fine-wine trade.

Patricio de la Fuente Saez, Managing Director of wine
and spirits distributor Links Concept, says his Hong
Kong sales have risen by more than 20 percent since
the tax was removed.
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John Kapon, President &
Auction Director of Acker
Merrall & Condit
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top hotels in Hong Kong now have top sommeliers
who have worked at some of the best restaurants in
the world and are now putting together amazing wine
lists. As far as getting wines goes, | don’t think there is

“When we look at the big picture it has been a very
good promotional tool for Hong Kong,” says Saez. “Most

anything that is not available in Hong Kong.”

ternational.wine trade is now a high priority for the
government and organisations such as the Hong Kong
Tourism Board and the Hong Kong Trade Development
Council. In otherwise distinctly bearish times the mood
in the Hong Kong wine trade is definitely bullish.
De’eb says indirect taxes — or tax revenue generated
from successful wine businesses rather than directly
through import duty — that companies such as Crown
Wine Cellars are paying have a definite and direct impact
on the economy, especially in this time of downturn
and high unemployment. “Add to this our very real
and acknowledged status as the rare and fine wine
capital of Asia and I believe that we have many good
years ahead of us. At the last count London managed

Securing Hong Kong’s future as a centre for the in-

400 or so.”

W ine-related services are a growing
sector in Hong Kong, ranging from
fine-wine storage to wine education
courses. These companies are among
the leaders.

CROWN WINE CELLARS

Hong Kong’s leading wine-storage
specialist. Facilities include underground
temperature- and humidity-controlled
cellars that shield fine wine from light
and vibration. Its services are used by
the trade and collectors.

+852 2580 6287
www.crownwinecellars.com

THE FINE WINE SCHOOL

Operated by wine merchants Berry Bros.

& Rudd, the Fine Wine School offers wine
appreciation tuition from beginner level
up, including courses accredited by the
Wine & Spirits Education Trust leading to

advanced and intermediate certificates.
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Berry Bros. & Rudd
dates back more than
300 years in the
UK(above)

Berry Bros. & RuddiE
RECHE300SENE
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Henri Jayer Richebourg
1985 Burgundy

19855 Henri Jayer
Richebourg Burgundy

The school also organises wine events.
+852 2585 6004, www.bbr.com

PLATINUM WINES

A wine trading company and consultancy
service providing advice and purchasing
assistance to collectors seeking to
build private cellars of investment-
quality wines. It specialises in affording
buyers access to lesser-known, high-end
producers that often make only limited
quantities of wine.

+852 2537 1696

www.platinum-wines.com
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+852 2580 6287
www.crownwinecellars.com
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THE FINE WINE SCHOOL
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+852 2585 6004, www.bbr.com
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+852 2537 1696
www.platinum-wines.com
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