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The last week of September 2005 found me in Jerez for a 6 day study-visit, sponsored by Emilio Lustau S.A. I left Jerez feeling pampered by Lustau’s hospitality, and fascinated by the numerous tastings and the superb food-matching workshops. It all offered me a great opportunity to deepen my knowledge into the region’s cultural and viticultural traditions which are all reflected on the style of its drinks. 

It is true that Sherry is the jewel on the crown of Andalusia’s beverage exports and reigns supreme on the local market. Nevertheless, the other native gem, Brandy de Jerez is also deeply rooted in the Spanish, and particularly in the local-traditions, but is little-understood by the U.K. consumers.

It therefore seemed worth writing a report that could hopefully bring the readers some understanding of the drink, its current position and its potential within the UK market.

What’s in a name?  The making of Brandy de Jerez
The history of Brandy de Jerez is a venerable one, stretching back in the 14th century Spain. It was among the first European countries to master the art of distillation for brandy-making, originally introduced by Moors for perfume-making as far back as in the 10th century. 

The elements that differentiate Brandy de Jerez from Cognac, Armagnac and other styles brandy are:

· The grape variety: Airén. Although the maturation must take place in the Brandy de Jerez zone (formed by Jerez, Puerto de Santa Maria and Sanlúcar de Barrameda),  the grapes and the distillate wine originate outside of its demarcated zone, that is from La Mancha, the cradle of Airen, 

· The distillation: usually in column stills, and only rarely in the traditional “alquitaras” pot-stills. The best brandies are made entirely of the low-strength “Holandas” distillates. 

· The solera ageing system. This “dynamic” ageing system results in spirits of greater complexity due to blending various brandy vintages, some of which are several decades old. This marriage of old and new spirits and their deliberate exposure to the air, when cascaded down the barrels in the solera, soften the fierce young distillates into a remarkably smooth and mellow spirit, that is ready to drink at a much earlier stage, in contrast to other brandies which are aged in individual casks. 

· The use of ex-sherry barrels for ageing, which impart different flavours and colour nuances to the brandy. For example, ex-Fino barrels lead to paler, subtler brandies, while ex-Oloroso barrels yield darker, sweeter, nutty-savoured ones. Noteworthy, sweeteners may legally be added, in the form of e.g. prune juice & almonds (Osborne’s rich house-style). 

All those production elements combine to yield a brandy that bears the warmth and ripe fruitiness of Southern Spain, coupled with the hallmark richness and smoothness of Solera-ageing. 

There are three levels of Brandy de Jerez, determined by age.

· Solera brandies (minimum 6 months),

· Solera Reservas (minimum 1 year), 

· Solera Gran Reservas (minimum 3 years) – in practice an average age of over 12 years 

They roughly relate to VS, VSOP and XO Cognacs respectively.  

The three major volume-producers are Gonzalez Byass, Terry and Osborne
. Lustau maintains a small but exquisite solera of brandies in its Jerez “La Duquesa” bodega. 21 bottas are devoted to its flagship 40 years-old Gran Reserva “Senor Lustau”.
Brandy de Jerez in the UK 

The UK market for brandies is divided into two broad categories: The one comprising the better-established Cognac and Armagnac and the all-inclusive “others”. Brandy de Jerez falls in the latter, more obscure one. Despite its excellent quality esp. in the Gran Reserva styles, it has clearly been struggling to make its presence felt in the competitive UK environment. The only noticeable brand is Byass’ Soberano, but most sales are generated by supermarket own-brands (BOB)
. The weakness of the distribution network is obvious even with the specialist importers, where the listings are limited e.g. Spanish specialist Laymont & Shaw carries just two brandies.

The reasons for its failure to win the British consumers are diverse:

For a start, Brandy de Jerez lacks the awareness and the cachet enjoyed by other spirits such as Cognac, and is largely viewed as cheap & cheerful, and rather old-fashioned. This is a partly an effect of the strategic choices of the multinationals that between the 60’s and 80’s dominated the drinks scene in Jerez, to pull their weight behind Sherry to the detriment of the brandy category. Nowadays, the locally-owned firms, such as Byass, Lustau, Osborne, Williams & Humbert have emerged as the driving force behind the attempt for the qualitative and commercial rejuvenation of the category. However, such small companies lack the financial muscle to enter the UK off trade with the ever-increasing discounting demands of the large multiple retailers. 

The other side of the problem is the fierce competition from other, more established products. Indeed, shelf-space in the UK off trade favour fast-growth, popular spirits like vodka and listings come at a premium price, that is prohibitively expensive to fit Jerezanos’ limited export budgets.

The situation is exacerbated by the fact that brandy producers prefer to commit more effort and resources to other export markets, where Spanish products have direct appeal due to linguistic or historic links, such as the Latin America and Philippines
. 

It is then no wonder why the British consumer awareness about Jerez Brandy is so low.

The way ahead for Brandy de Jerez

There is one underlying prerequisite in order to stimulate the demand for the product in the UK market. Producers would need to devote more attention and resources to it. The potential market is there: As the statistics show
 the UK demand for brandies is growing, albeit from a small base, driven by the category leader Cognac and is underlined by a gradual consumer shift towards the more aged, quality brandies.

The key lines of action to develop the category are explained in the following paragraphs:

The first aim should be to set it apart from other spirits: To educate the consumer about its core product values: The centuries of heritage, the authenticity, the exceptional quality esp. in older styles. Producers should particularly emphasise the fruity, mellow and approachable character of Brandy de Jerez, as a distinct advantage over other leaner, drier styles of brandy. 

The education initiatives may come in the form of seminars and tastings, using e.g. brand ambassadors, endorsements by wine-writers and also by forging affiliations with education providers such as the WSET. The core audience should be catering professionals and specialist retailers. Such activities can be more effective, if producers within the framework of their Brandy de Jerez confederation, jointly finance and co-ordinate their campaigns in the UK. 

The Brandy de Jerez needs to overcome its image as an old-fashioned drink. Producers are trying to rejuvenate the category with original upmarket offerings. Much attention is lavished to flagships Gran Reservas. Examples include the release of limited editions, e.g.  the 50-year-old brandy “Family Reserve Ne plus Ultra”, or novelties such as the “Uno and Mill” single-cask Brandy, both by Sanchez Romate, the long-time classic Conde de Osborne in ultra-sleek Dali-designed bottled, the rare VVO 30y-old by Sandeman, the most Cognac-like brandy Lepanto OV by Gonzalez Byass. Further to that come various repackaging projects, mainly at the top-end of the category, in sleek bottles and expensive decanters to convey sophistication and a more contemporary image. These products underline the quality message and provide the category with diversity and buzz to keep consumers intrigued. 

In addition, it is important to promote a clearer labelling of styles:  The Generic Body and the producers should agree to a uniform way of explaining the terms Solera Reserva/ Gran Reserva, with an added reference on the label about the age of the solera or the year it was established. For example Lustau’s Gran Reserva prominently states the later (“est. 1940”). This can help the consumer understand the level of elaboration that goes into the drink and in this way increase its perceived value.

The issue of perceived value, shaking off its cheap and cheerful image, is indeed a key challenge for marketing Brandy de Jerez. A bold proposal takes inspiration from another niche brandy: Armagnac has successfully re-invented itself in the UK, after steering away from young brandies to promoting aged ones, as a vehicle to support its core message of individuality, artisan production and quality.

In a similar manner, Jerezanos should concentrate on aged brandies in the UK, from Reserva level upwards. The younger products can instead be channelled to other, more price-driven markets such as Germany and the Philippines, traditional outlets for bulk brandy
. This re-positioning as an upmarket, niche spirit will sacrifice volume-sales for greater margins that can be re-invested back to strengthen its marketing. Most importantly it will instil a clear quality message into consumer minds. For this message to be uniform and consistent across the board in the UK, Jerez companies need to work together under the wings of the Brandy de Jerez Federation on a synergetic export strategy that focuses exports on the top-end of the market.

The future of the category in the UK doesn’t lie in achieving volume, but quality cachet and thus higher margins. The on-trade is the best avenue for this. Since the off-trade is prohibitively expensive for small, non-established brands, the better alternative for reaching the public is enlisting the support of the sommeliers. With its range of small to medium-sized producers and exclusive editions of aged products, it suits the hand-sell because it gives sommeliers plenty to talk about.  They can promote product awareness and encourage customers to trade up to higher quality brandies. Apart from naturally targeting the Spanish-themed catering establishments, Brandy de Jerez can exploit its novelty value and seek the adventurous consumer in upmarket style-bars and restaurants in major UK cities that often acts as trend-setters.  An expanding demand in the on-trade can have a domino effect and eventually force the off-trade to ask for more listings at the quality end of the category.

The perception of seasonality, i.e. purchases heavily skewed towards Christmas and winter, has been a major hurdle for Brandy de Jerez to increase its drinking occasions. One way to highlight versatility can be by food-pairing, such as with cheeses and deserts. Seminars, tasting notes on labels and dedicated sections in the producers’ websites can get this message across. 

Some producers exploit the idea of versatility via cocktails & mixability, like Osborne with its revamped “Toro” brandy. But in the case of aged brandies, which the Jerezanos should try to concentrate on, this “mixology” message might be incompatible with the quality image.  Many believe that aged, elaborately-crafted products should not be destined for the shaker, but for savouring on their own. It could be premature at this stage to stretch the category into the crowded cocktail market, before establishing a clear quality identity and a core audience that could carry the brand values forward.

The same conflicting message about quality and brand-positioning arise from offering young brandies pre-mixed with fruits (e.g. Caballero’s and Garvey’s). They are mirroring the success of Cognac-based drinks like Alize. Back in Spain, their popularity makes them useful cash-cows for the producers, while they wait for ageing brandies to mature. But when it comes to the UK market, those products should be clearly offered as liqueurs, rather than as flavoured Jerez Brandy.  

The high brand-equity of Spain among the British can become another important catalyst for growing the category in the UK. The use of evocative imagery or wording in the point-of-sales material and advertising campaigns in Britain to cross-reference the product with Spanish lifestyle, culture and gastronomy, can only add further value and appeal to it. Producers are already trying to directly reach the British holiday- makers in Spain through their visitor-centres and wine-tourism facilities. In addition, more effort could go into placing their aged products with selected hotels and restaurants in Spain that cater for the discerning British traveller.

Brandy de Jerez, unlike Cognac, lacks the lavish marketing budgets and the big name brands that would drive awareness of the category. Yet, the big sherry houses that are behind some of the most exiting brandies, like Gonzalez-Byass, Osborne, Hidalgo, Lustau, have plenty of consumer currency in the international wine scene. They can provide familiar trusted “hooks” that draw consumer attention and coax trial and experimentation of their brandy products.

As a conclusion, Brandy de Jerez is fighting back to rejuvenate its market position in the UK. It lacks neither the quality, nor the heritage, nor the producers with deep knowledge in international drinks business.  What is needed is a long-term, coordinated and consistent strategy from the brandy industry in Jerez as a whole, in order to capture its niche of the market, to grow premium sales, and restore their product where it really belongs: To the forefront of quality spirits. 

� The Drinks Business, Brandy, Spanish Report 05/06, p.40


� “Tesco and Sainsbury’s sell between 15,000 and 20,000 cases annually, mostly Reserva”. The Drinks Business, Brandy, Spanish Report 05/06, p.40


� 2004 statistics: The Philippines topped the list with 13.3m bottles, trailed by Mexico with 2.9m bottles, while the UK lagged behind with 1.3 million, largely BOB Reserva. 
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� Mintel report, Dark Spirits UK, April 2005


� In 2004 the Philippines imported 13.2m bottles, of which 12m Solera, Germany follows with 2.9m (2.3m Solera) and China with 1.2m- all Solera. 
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