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Bordeaux Index Market Report: H1 2011 

Headlines: 

• Confident market takes H1 appreciation to 13.4% 

• Top risers’ slots dominated by the resurgent Super Seconds  

• Haut Brion leads the 1
st
 Growth pack on performance 

• Continued dynamic of ‘off-prime’ vintages trumping ‘prime’ 

• Erratic en primeur campaign sees large gap between winners and losers  

 

As we pack up our buckets and spades in readiness for the beach, the fine wine market will look back on 

the first half of the year with a sense of broad contentment and, perhaps, just a little puzzlement. With the 

BI LiveTrade Index showing a YTD increase of 13.4%, wine sits pretty relative to the major equity (FTSE - 

+1% and DJIA - +7%) and commodity markets (Gold 7% and Oil(WTI)19%). Whilst much of the 

expansion occurred in the 1
st
 quarter, it has predominantly been a picture of steady, measured growth in 

marked contrast to the swingeing volatility that has plagued the financial markets. Wine has again proved 

to be a tranquil island in a sea battered by events as diverse as earthquakes in Japan, revolution in the 

Middle East and the never-ending saga (tragedy) of sovereign default in the European periphery. Given 

this context, it’s not difficult to assume that the longer the market’s stability continues the more interest it 

will attract. 

The health of the market is further expressed in the H1 sales figures which show an increase of over 15% 

on 2010, a particularly strong performance given the relative weakness of the 2010 En Primeur campaign 

(of which more later). Bordeaux dominates the horizon with over 70% of turnover by volume and nearly 

85% by value. At the rarefied end of the spectrum it is hard to understate the dominance of Bordeaux, a 

trend that is if anything still growing. As an illustration of the concentration, the proportion of trade 

attributable to ‘LiveTrade’ wines (comprised of the leading brands) continued at a steady 55%. Total sales 

to Asia came in at a little over 45%, a notch down (5%) on the same period last year.  

Turning first to prices we see that the top-performers are dominated by the ‘Super Seconds’ with the 

favoured vintages of La Mission (01/04) up an astonishing 60+%, Ducru Beaucaillou (00/03) pushing 

40%, and the likes of Pichon Lalande (03/06) and Pontet Canet (03/06) pushing 30%. Amongst the 1
st
 

Growths there were notable performances from the likes of Haut Brion (06/01/04), appreciating by over 

25%, and several recent vintages of Mouton (04/98/03) came in only slightly lower. At the other end of the 

spectrum, Parker’s re-rating (read downgrading) of Bordeaux 2008 prompted several sharp corrections, 

with falls of 17%, 15% and 16% for Lafite, Mouton and Latour respectively. Indeed, in a situation that we 

have not seen for many years, it was the power-house Lafite that occupied most of the loss positions. 

Perhaps nothing particularly dramatic, but drawbacks of around 5% for both 2003 and 1986 provided a 

worthwhile reminder that prices can go down as well as up. 

Looking across multiple-vintages for the leading Super Seconds a similar picture (unsurprisingly) is to be 

seen. On a cross-section of contemporary vintages, Mission Haut Brion showed 30%, with the ‘off-primes’ 

making up for a flat performance from the 00/05 coupling. Montrose was strong across all vintages, 

recording an average return of close to 20% and Ducru Beaucaillou followed suit with increases that 

shone in the ‘prime’ years but blistered in the ‘off-prime’. Turning to the 1
st
 Growths, the table below 

summarises the story and gives a little more colour to the ‘prime’/‘off-prime’ dynamic. For the periods,  1
st
 

Growth ‘prime’ vintages increased 8% and ‘off prime’ were up 15%. A similar pattern was at play for 
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Petrus and Cheval Blanc where vintages such as 01/04/95 trumped the prestige 90/98/00, this despite 

something of a ‘prime’ vintage binge in April/May which saw prices (temporarily) leap upwards. 

Wine  H1 Return Stronger Vintages Weaker vintages 

Haut Brion 20% 01/04 89/90 

Lafite 0.5% 00/07 86/03 

Latour 6% 99/06 03/08 

Margaux 11% 01/04 90/05 

Mouton Rothschild 14% 98/04 86/08 

 

Moving  on to the flow picture, the charts below reveal some market’s key narratives.  From Chart 1 we 

see stellar performances for Montrose, Lynch Bages and, most notably, Mouton Rothschild.  In a shift that 

has been a long time coming, Mouton has for the first time in 7+ years resumed its position as the most 

traded 1
st
 Growth.  Part of this ‘promotion’ is undoubtedly attributable to a weakening of Lafite sales but 

the real story is one of strong and consistent demand, something reinforced by the similarly robust 

performances of both Haut Brion and Margaux. In contrast, Latour is again left languishing with little more 

than half the sales volumes of the second placed wines.  Elsewhere, Pichon Lalande and Pontet Canet 

have particular reasons for cheer in a part of the market (Super Seconds) that has been one of the 

consistent good news stories of 2011. A little further afield, a production-adjusted assessment of La 

Mission Haut Brion and Petrus suggests all is very healthy and that demand, whatever the motivation, 

has fairly deep roots. 

 

 

Chart 1 

 

Delving a little deeper into the turnover picture we can see ‘off-prime’ vintages continuing to outsell ‘prime’ 

on a unit sales basis across most of the leading chateaux (Chart2). This dynamic is at its most prominent 

for Haut Brion, Lafite, La Mission, Latour,  Lynch Bages and Montrose. It is particularly noteworthy to 

contrast the 1
st
 Growths where the strong bias of Lafite, Haut Brion, Latour lies in marked contrast to the 

balanced picture of Margaux and Mouton. Amongst the Super Seconds, a similar equilibrium is evident 

for the likes of Cos d’Estournel, Ducru Beaucaillou and Pichon Lalande. It seems reasonable to observe 
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that the EU/US buying habits of Parker/Vintage that once dictated 1
st
 Growths prices are now much more 

in evidence for the more affordable Super Seconds, supporting the ‘displacement’ view of Super Seconds 

demand. 

Turning to the distribution by region (Chart 3), we see that Asian demand continues to be concentrated on 

Lafite and, a perhaps surprisingly, Pichon Lalande. Margaux, along with Ducru and Cos d’Estournel 

enjoyed a fairly even distribution in contrast to Leoville Las Cases, Leoville Poyferre, Pichon Baron and 

Lynch Bages where UK demand predominates. The latter is particularly noteworthy given its reputed 

status as an Asian brand. 
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Chart 3 

 

Drawing some high-level brand conclusions, Lafite continues to experience strong demand, albeit at 

levels significantly below the recent past. Purchasing remains dominated by Asia where sales of ‘off-

prime’ vintages continue to outsell ‘prime’ by a large margin. Whilst the extremely strong sales of Mouton 

are overwhelmingly encouraging there is a small caveat relating to the strong UK purchasing bias which 

speaks to possible concerns in the consumption/investment ratio. There is a similar picture for Haut Brion, 

where excellent aggregate sales, particularly for ‘off-prime’, are tempered by a strong UK bias.  We will 

look to a possible post-EP pick-up in ‘prime’ vintages of Haut Brion, where relative value gaps are now at 

their most striking. In contrast, Margaux has a balanced scorecard indicating a perception of value in both 

top and lesser vintages. Finally, to Latour where comparatively weak demand leads one to wonder how 

the wines manage to maintain current prices, let alone see them rise as they have done. Data in this 

market is necessarily partial but this persistent divergence in price/turnover is one of the miracles of the 

modern fine wine market. 

 Away from the 1
st
 Growths, the superb performance of Lynch Bages and Montrose is moderated only by 

the UK dominance in trading. It will be interesting to see how trade evolves for the Super Seconds at the 

new (higher) price level in the latter half of 2011. One suspects that, given the momentum, displacement 

and EP narrative, if the environment remains benign this bracket will continue to excel albeit at a slightly 

less dazzling rate.   

 

Bordeaux 2010 En Primeur 

The mention of puzzlement in the introduction was of course with reference to the disappearing circus 

that was EP2010. With release prices up 10-15%, a hostile GBP:EUR rate and plenty of 09s knocking 

about at suspiciously low prices, prospects looked dim for this year’s ‘Vintage of the Century’. The 

campaign saw a whopping 35% reduction in sales by volume but less than 10% by value, reflecting both 

higher prices and a bias towards the most expensive wines. As to the perennial question of whether Asia 

buys En Primeur, then the numbers this year provide considerable encouragement. The proportion of 

sales to Asia by volumes increased from 24% for EP2009 to 32% for EP2010. Similarly, the proportion of 

sales to Asia by value jumped from 32% for EP2009 to 45% for EP2010. So the answer is clearly yes, 

Asia does buy EP but its buying is both smaller and more narrowly focussed than its physical wine buying 

activity. 
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Further insight as to the nature of the campaign can be seen in two telling factors. The first, is the sharp 

increase in the proportion of total sales attributable to the 1
st
 Growths (and La Mission) from 42% to 50% 

and, secondly, the steep fall in average margin on the year previous. In short it was a campaign focussed 

on the big guns accompanied by a price sensitivity far removed from the gay abandon of last year. One 

might go so far as to suggest that the role of the ‘professional’ buyer/investor was felt more strongly this 

year than ever before. 

Away from the 1
st
 Growths the successes of the campaign were to be found amongst the likes of Lynch 

Bages, Pontet Canet, Grand Puy Lacoste and Montrose, although the latter was significantly down on 

EP2009. Clearly, where critical praise and fair (ish) pricing combined there is an abundance of demand 

for the upper echelons of Bordeaux. Contrast this with the likes of Cos d’Estournel, Leoville Las Cases 

and Palmer where sales volumes dipped markedly as potential buyers were left without (any) compelling 

reason to part with the cash. One can, of course, go a little further to the real villains of the peace (we all 

know who you are) who seem to be suffering a level of self-delusion that would result in their 

incarceration in less liberal or enlightened regimes.  

The aggregate numbers clearly suggest that the Bordeaux system (chateaux and negotiants) are 

retaining a great deal more stock than in previous vintages. Such an observation certainly fits the 

messages of allocation ‘cut backs’ that accompanied the release of every faintly desirable wine, and no, 

we don’t believe that it is being sold by the container ship load to mainland China. It is of course quite 

understandable that the producers would wish to limit secondary market value-extraction and that the 

second and third ‘tier’ producers would wish to catch-up with the true glitterati, but it has to be recognised 

that this is being ‘achieved’ on massively reduced sales and with the risk of permanently ostracising much 

of the traditional consumer base . Moreover, the tail-risk of holding so much of their own stock ought to 

give these aspirant proprietors considerable pause for thought. Time will tell but one has the feeling that 

this may be the year that Bordeaux’s self-confidence slipped over to hubris.  

That said, if the Bordelais are proved right again and 2010 prices come to be the new benchmark then 

opportunities galore exist amongst the back vintages for building relative value positions. Looking to the 

peer vintages that clearly guided EP2010 prices (see chart 4/5) then one is naturally attracted towards 

vintages such as 2005 (similarly some 1996s). Anybody remember them?.  

Chart 4 
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Chart 5 

 

 

 

 

 


