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THE GREAT SOUTHERN 

TRENDKILL: 
Is there still a time and place for 
‘Brand Australia’?
Words by Daniel Honan

Rootstock 2015
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“In 2010, wines from Natural Selection 
Theory (NST) and Jamsheed challenged 
the role and validity of Wine Australia's 
export tasting panel of experts when the 
NST Project Egg and Jamsheed Ma Petit 
Francine were rejected by the panel for 
being cloudy,” says James Erskine from 
Jauma in the Adelaide Hills, SA. 

“Both wines already had ‘high end’ 
customers in the UK seeking them out,” 
continues James. “After a number of 
meetings with Wine Australia, the result 
was the dissolution of the expert tasting 
panel, which remains an important metaphor 
for the awakening and acceptance of new 
styles of Australian wine.”

Six years after this evolutionary event, 
the wide brown land next to us is awash 
with enthusiastic, passionate and open-
minded winegrowers of all ages, in all 
regions, crafting and creating wines that 
seek to revere the unique expression of 
place and time that is encapsulated in a 
bottle of wine. 

“There has been a flourishing of smaller 
producers making wine, with the help 
of more experienced producers, without 
the inhibitions of a classical winemaking 
education,” explains James. “The results 
have opened the minds of consumers and 
other producers alike.”

In 2016, Australia’s largest wine 
company, Treasury Wine Estates (TWE), 
announced an initiative that would put an 
emphasis on the regionality of their wines, 
calling them ‘regional gems’. The TWE 
press release read:

“... iconic wines from regional Australia 
will form a key part of the next stage of 
the Company’s global brand strategy... 
Regional Gems marks the next stage of 
TWE’s brand transformation strategy.”

Many in Australia’s wine industry 
thought this move may sound the death 
knell for ‘Brand Australia’ — that obscure 
phrase which is meant to stand for and 
encompass every wine region in Australia, 
all 65 of them, across 4240km (from Hunter 
Valley, NSW, to Margaret River, WA).

“We did such a beautiful job (in Australia) 
becoming mass producers, and mass 
consumers of wine,” says Herrmann Wines 
winegrower Tamara Irish, “but, what’s 
also happened is that we’ve become mass 
consumers of meaningless wines that we 
consume indiscriminately... People don’t 
have to pay much for it and so it doesn’t 
matter if it’s good, bad or indifferent.  
It’s just wine.”

By flooding the market with cheap, easy 
drinking wines, ‘Brand Australia’ was able 
to make inroads into making wine one of 
the first drinks of choice for Australians.

“Well, so what, who cares?” asks Tamara. 
“It’s crap wine and it has meant people now 
find it difficult to identify what is a truly 
fine wine. One that is true to its roots and 
is an authentic expression of wherever it 
came from.”

Switching to regional focus makes a lot 
of sense. New Zealand wine has always 
promoted itself as a regional producer of 
wine, and it’s a heck of a lot smaller — 

Ho w e v e r ,  w h e n  a 
significant evolutionary 
change does occur, the 
theory proposes that it 
is generally restricted to 
a rare, but rapid event 

(on a geological time scale), where one 
species splits into two distinct species.  This 
rapid change is known as cladogenesis.

Similarly, wine exists on an evolutionary 
continuum that has been ongoing and 
ever changing for thousands of years.  
If you lived within or were to look only at 
a small, isolated section of this continuum, 
you generally wouldn’t see much change 
happening at all. It is only with the benefits 
of hindsight and historical observation that 
we are able to tell that something quite 
dramatic happened in a particular period 
of place and time.

In evolutionary biology, punctuated equilibrium theory 
states that most species, once formed, will exhibit little 
net evolutionary change for most of their geological 
history, remaining in an extended state of stasis. 

James Erskine of 
Jauma Wine
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in terms of landmass — than Australia. 
Just as you don’t see ‘Brand France’ or 
‘Brand Italy’, you won’t see ‘Brand New 
Zealand’, so why should wine drinkers 
expect to see ‘Brand Australia’? Even the 
most well-known wine from Aotearoa is 
recognisable by its place name.

“For years ‘Brand Australia’ decried 
the whole notion of terroir and focused 
on the grape variety and the style,” says 
Doug Wregg, from UK wine importer and 
distributor Les Caves de Pyrene. “The UK 
market is sensible to a certain style of wine. 
We are questioning provenance, looking for 
freshness and pleasure, instead of powerful, 
and superficially impressive wines. Since 
the UK is a key market for Australia, the 
winegrowers tend to listen to the message 
and cut their cloth accordingly.”

In a real turn up for the books, Wine 
Australia has finally cottoned on to the 
emerging producers of Australian wine 
— the very same producers that, six years 

ago, they denied an export license to — and 
started to actively promote them in the UK 
and elsewhere. Officially dubbed ‘The 
Artisans of Australian Wine’, producers 
like Jauma and Jamsheed have, at last, been 
embraced by Wine Australia. This is part of 
an attempt to start draining the great wine 
lake left behind after years of unbridled 
growth, thanks to an export target of $1 
billion, set in 1995 to be achieved by 2025, 
but instead was reached and surpassed just 
four years later, in 1999. Wine Australia 
even recently held an ‘Artisans of Australia’ 
wine tasting event, set in an irrepressibly 
trendy Shoreditch nightclub in London. 

“There has been a fundamental cultural 
shift in Australian wine already,” says Doug. 
“Many of the winegrowers, and the young 
people drinking these new wines, have 
travelled extensively and their tastes have 
changed. The new Australian producers 
have a very strong following among the next 
generation of sommeliers and wine buyers, 

and they’re all wanting to taste something 
that is unique and comes from a place.”

James says a focus on regionality and 
sub-regionality can facilitate this desire to 
taste wine that is ‘true to its roots’.

“Regionality and sub-regionality force 
winegrowers to look for the unique attributes 
of the varieties they work with in their 
region,” says James. “It’s a part of terroir, 
in the sense that the successes of one or 
more producers in a region can change 
the culture of taste among wine drinkers, 
and thereby promote change and diversity, 
something Australian wine lacked between 
2000 and 2010.”

Such change and diversity is positive for 
the perception of Australian wine around 
the world. If it continues, which it will, it 
will mean the end for ‘Brand Australia’ and 
encourge new ways of thinking about and, 
therefore, drinking wine from this wildly 
diverse and wide brown land.

Si Vintners (WA)  
2015 Si White (Semillon/Chardonnay) 
$37 (NZ) / 12.4% Alc

Misty straw yellow with a heady, 
aromatic burst of lemon, peach 
flesh and pear. Past the lips, 
it’s all stone fruits and yellow 
citrus drenched in melted butter, 
calmed by a flash of acid and 
soothing textures.

Jauma (SA) 
2016 Pet-Nat Chenin (Chenin-Blac)
$30 (NZ) / 10.5% Alc

This foggy, pale white and fizzy, 
frothy, fun park of a wine flies in 
the face of a homogenised ‘Brand 
Australia’. It’s all apples and pear-
skins drizzled with white flowers 
and fresh bush honey, with a bolt 
of thirst-crushing acids running all 
the way through.

THREE GREAT SOUTHERN 

TRENDKILLERS 
Jamsheed (VIC)  
2016 Ma Petite Francine (Cabernet Franc) 
$37 (NZ) / 12.0% Alc

Dimly lit shades of red to black 
fruits, herbs and autumn leaves 
leave an impression of pinot 
tormented by the power of 
cabernet. A mere brushstroke 
of SO2 before bottling allows 
freshness and a faint sense of 
righteousness to come to the fore. 


