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The Opportunity 

One of  the founding principles of  The Buyer is to 

find ways in which we can help bring beer, wine and 

spirit producers closer to the key decision makers 

across the drinks supply chain. Be they distributors, 

suppliers or the final on-trade buyers representing 

bars, restaurants, pubs and hotels. 

To act as a facilitator and develop initiatives that help 

producers, suppliers and buyers work more effectively, 

efficiently and profitably together. For some drink producers 

the UK on-trade is a complex and confusing sector to work in. 

It has also fast become a highly specialised, multi-channel 

sector, each requiring a different strategy relevant to their 

specific customer target groups. Which is why we have 

developed The Buyer’s Case initiative.

The Buyer’s Case Initiative
 

• Allows drinks producers and suppliers to target their 

products at key buyers in the channels they want to 

work with. 

• The Buyer will work with producers, or suppliers, to 

identify the outlets where they would like to see their 

beers, wines or spirits listed. 

• We will recruit buyers in different operators and send 

them a case each of  the products in question to be 

tasted and assessed. 

• Providing direct feedback from the buyers about 

whether their product would, or would not be suitable 

for that outlet and why.
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Les Vignobles Foncalieu challenge

Les Vignobles Foncalieu has a clear-cut strategy 

for the UK premium on-trade. As a producer 

and co-operative of  quality wine from three key 

French wine regions, the Languedoc Gascony 

and the Rhône, it believes it has the diversity 

and range of  wines to suit different channels of  

the premium on-trade.

Its challenge is to increase its foothold in the market 

by building distribution, sales and availability with 

the right outlets and operators in those channels 

where its wines are going to be understood and 

relevant to their customers.

Working Together

To help better understand the needs of  the UK 

premium on-trade, Les Vignobles Foncalieu teamed 

up with the Buyer to take part in the first Buyer’s 

Case initiative. Over the coming pages this report 

sets out: 

• How the project was devised and put together 

• Which buyers and outlets took part 

• The Foncalieu wines that were selected for each 

buyer and their channel 

• The direct feedback from each of  the on-trade 

buyers
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.
How 

In order to establish the right buyers and outlets to work with, The Buyer 

and Les Vignerons Foncalieu first identified which channels of  the premium 
on-trade were the most important and relevant for its wines.

A shortlist of targeted outlets and businesses was agreed and The Buyer then approached 
the main wine buyer to see if they would like to take part in the initiative.

It was decided the project would focus on outlets in the following key areas:

• premium hotel / country house
• premium wine bar/restaurant
• wine merchant/bar
• regional pub group

Its selected wine ranges for the project included:

● Atelier Prestige: a range of  its top wines which are made by hand selected 

growers working together to produce artisanal wines (Suggested list price: £50).  

● Château Haut Gléon: – from the Château of  the same name in Vallée de Paradis 

(bought by Foncalieu in 2012). The Château and Domaine ranges are available in the UK 

(Suggested list price: £40-£50). 

● Les Extraordinaires: a range of  innovative wines that bring together interesting blends, 

or unexpected grape varieties for the region (Suggested list price:  £20-£28). 

● Le Versant: single varietal wines designed to show the purest expression of  each grape 

variety (Suggested list price: £20-£25).

The final panel of  buyers and outlets selected were: 

Clement Robert MS, group sommelier and buyer for 28-50 Wine Workshop 
& Kitchen, the three strong group of wine bars and restaurants in central London, 
including Fetter Lane, Marleybone Lane and Maddox Street. 

Noel Reid, wine buyer, Robinsons Brewery, responsible for sourcing and managing 
the wine list for its 300 plus estate of company-owned pubs spread across the north 
of England, as well as building a more premium wine offer for its growing free trade 
business. 

The Vagabond Wines buying team which runs three combined wine bars and 
wine merchants in Fulham, Charlotte Street and Spitafields. Its model is to offer 100 
machines serving wines by the glass as well as wines to take away. 

Alwine Mascaro, head sommelier, at Hotel Terravina, the boutique country house 
hotel owned by Gerard Basset MW MS, at Netley Marsh near Southampton.

Background to Les Vignerons Foncalieu 
 

The Les Vignerons Foncalieu is one of  France’s largest 

co-operatives working with and producing wine from 

over 1,000 winegrowers. 

It is able to manage and source grapes from vineyards across three 

main wine regions: Languedoc-Roussillon; Gascony; and Rhône. 

Its vineyards stretch from the mountains of  Corbières to the shores 

of  the Mediterranean.
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The Process

Foncalieu was able to select the most appropriate wines from its range 

best suited for each buyer. 

The individual cases were sent to the buyers at each of  the participating outlets for 

them to carry out tastings. In each case the buyers were asked to taste the wines and 

consider the following questions. 

• What do you think of  the wine and the style?

• Is this the kind of  wine of  you would consider listing (note there is no obligation 

to do so if  yes)?

• If  yes please explain why. 

• What do you think of  the price point?

• What do you think of  the packaging? Any suggested improvements. 

• If  you did list a wine would you put it on by the glass or the bottle or both?  

Explain why.

• Which channel of  the on-trade do you think this wine is best suited for?
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What did you think of the wines and their style? I thought that the white wines lacked 
a bit of definition despite being well made. I like the reds a lot more, particularly “Le 
Lien”. In general the red wines are full bodied with a beautiful fruit expression and a nice 
freshness to them.

“The wines are certainly food friendly and 
they are showing real elegance and finesse.”

Are these the kind of wines you might consider listing? For us the wines 
are too expensive to list by the glass and not prestigious enough to go on 
our fine list. I would consider the reds by the bottle in our “Sommelier 
recommendation” section. 

What do you think of its price point? Languedoc wines at that price 
point are always a tough sale despite the high quality of the wines.

What do you think of its packaging? Any improvements needed?   
I like the packaging. I tend to like minimalist packaging. Perhaps the 
cuvée could appear in a slightly smaller lettering on the label

Which channel of the on-trade do you think these wines are best suited for? 
Because of their price point I would see them in fine dining or high-end brasserie or wine bar.  
The wines are certainly food friendly and there are showing real elegance and finesse.

Case Study: Clement Robert

Group sommelier and wine buyer for 28-50. 
Wines tasted: Le Versant Chardonnay, Petit Paradis and the four 
wines from the Atelier Prestige range
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Petit Paradis Blanc

What do you think of the wine and its style? Elegant and unique, 
certainly down the path less trodden route. Interesting with subtle cherry 
blossom.

Is this the kind of wine you might consider listing? Yes. It would add 
interest to the list. Great food partner for white fish, crayfish, cream 
sauces, chicken etc.

What do you think of its price point? A little heavy for the north – 
would see £20-25 as less pricey.

What do you think of its packaging? Well thought out and interesting. 
Perhaps add the white varietals used to the label.

If you put it on the list would it be by bottle or by the glass or both? Price would mean 
bottle only. But it would be great by the glass for food matching.

Which channel of the on-trade do you think this wine is best suited 
for? Gastro pubs. 

Le Versant Viognier

What do you think of the wine and its style? Not enough varietal 
character. The wine is dominated by attractive mineral notes. It feels more 
Grenache Blanc in style. Elegant and crisp. Very well made.

Is this the kind of wine you might consider listing? No – despite how well made the wine 
is, our customer would expect a little more peach blossom. We enjoyed its leaner style but 
this has gone a touch too far. 

What do you think of its price point? £2 too heavy. Would happily sell for £17.95 in the 
North.
What do you think of its packaging? Really good. Clean, quality driven, very attractive.

If you put it on the list would it be by bottle or by the glass or both? At £18 it would be 
served by the glass as a varietal option but style would need changing.

Which channel of the on-trade do you think this wine is best suited for? Any (all – gastro 
pubs, casual dining, wine bar, fine dining). It has wide ranging options.

Le Versant Grenache Rosé

What do you think of the wine and its style? Pretty colour, however, this could turn. It is 
an unusual style with orange peel and bell pepper notes. It is almost more vegetal than fruity. 
Very dry and slightly austere. 

Is this the kind of wine you might consider listing? It lacks identity and definition. It may, 
though, work well with Asian cuisine. It needs to specify this on the label.

What do you think of its price point? A little heavy. It needs to be less than 
£20.

What do you think of its packaging? Very good. It’s like the Viognier. Nice 
and clean with a quality image. 

If you put it on the list would it be by bottle or by the glass or both?
By the glass but not for us.

Which channel of the on-trade do you think this wine is best suited for?
Gastro pubs but it is an unusual product to find the right home. 

Case Study: Noel Reid

Wine buyer, Robinsons Brewery

Wines tasted : Le Versant Viognier, Le Versant Pinot Noir, Le Versant 
Grenache Rose, Les Extraordinaires Griset Gris de Gris, Petit Paradis Blanc;
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Le Versant Pinot Noir

What do you think of the wine and its style? Absolutely lovely. Classic 
Pinot colour in glass. Nose has no hint of greenness but offers crushed 
velvety strawberries and light spice. The palate shows cherry and ripe 
integrated tannins. No hard notes. Perfect by the glass option.

Is this the kind of wine you might consider listing? Absolutely – 
perfect introduction to Pinot Noir. A classic style and easy drinking. 
Could pour by the glass or pair it with a number of foods (cheeses, 
game, lamb).

“Absolutely lovely. Classic Pinot colour 
in glass. Nose has no hint of greenness but 

offers crushed velvety strawberries and light 
spice. The palate shows cherry and ripe 

integrated tannins. No hard notes.  
Perfect by the glass option”

What do you think of its price point? Unfortunately a touch too heavy. Perfect for the 
South of England. It’s key that this wine should be served by the glass with pricing to 
accommodate.

What do you think of its packaging? Again good clean, quality and very attractive on 
the eye. 

Which channel of the on-trade do you think this wine is best suited for? Multiple 
channels – a cheap fine dining Pinot option.

Case Study: Noel Reid (cont)

What did you think of the wines and their style? The Le Versant range both showed 
good typicity and quality of fruit. The Sauvignon was true to its style, fresh, clean, 
enjoyable and easy to drink. The Syrah was the same, quite light and fresh for a Syrah. 
It showed good fruit profile without trying to do too much. Neither wines were 
overly complex but offered good simple layers for an ‘entry level’ styled wine. 

The Corbières La Lumière and Les Illustres Coteaux d’Ensérune tasted relatively one 
dimensional. Both well made and in balance but having a lack of fruit concentration 
and short finish.

Are these the kind of wines you might consider listing? The Le Versant range is 
a yes. They are very well made and show great typicity of the grapes used. Good 
value for money and strong packaging. The packaging was smart, modern and easy 
to follow. We would put the wine on the wine machines by the sample, glass or 
bottle. AOC not at this stage. The AOC styles (La Lumière and Les Illustres) are well 
made, but not overly complex. The AOC range label needs to less busy and complex.  
We would look at other vintages when they are released though, price depending.

“The Le Versant range is a yes.  
They are very well made and show 
great typicity of the grapes used.”

Which channel of the on-trade do you think these wines are 
best suited for? Le Versant wines seem to be quite versatile.  
We would happily sell it wholesale as well as in retail or for the 
on-trade. 

Case Study: Vagabond Wines
Wines tasted by the Vagabond Wines’ buying team: Le Versant 
Sauvignon, Le Versant Syrah, Petit Paradis,  La Lumière AOP 
Corbières. Les Illustres IGP Coteaux d’Ensérune, L’Apogée, 
d’Ensérune.
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What did you think of the wines and their style? The tasting met my expectation. 
Every wine has their own typicity and taste.

Les Illustres IGP Coteaux d’Ensérune has a very deep dark cherry colour 
with a good viscosity. The nose develops very jammy notes of blackberry 
and cassis with liquorice stick and cinnamon spices and an herbal fragrance 
of Garrigues herbs. 

The palate is rich and powerful with well integrated tannins and a full 
body. The flavours are more on the spices and herbs. Overall, it is a juicy 
wine with a very appealing nose and a warm palate. Very easy to drink. 
After a few hours, the wine expresses more the Cabernet Sauvignon with a 
refreshing note on the mid-palate.
 
The L’Apogée AOP Saint-Chinian is also deep in colour with a purple rim. 
The nose is extremely fruity with notes of summer berries. It is balanced 
with white pepper notes and light spiciness of cinnamon and liquorice. The 
palate is refreshing, less chewy than what you expect when nosing, with a 
robust, warm and peppery mid-palate and a long fruity finish. Overall, it 
is an intriguing wine, with a great complexity of aromas and a fresh palate 
that makes you salivate.
 
Le Lien AOP The Minervois has a dark ruby core with a light stain.  
The first nose is gamey and smoky with spicy liquorice and clove.  
The fruit is of red cherry and sour berries. The wine is well balanced, full-
bodied but elegant with a good tannic structure and a fruity palate of 
raspberry and red cherry. It shows a good expression of Syrah grape with a 
balance between the fruitiness and the gaminess. 

La Lumière AOP Corbières shows a very colourful hue with tainted 
legs. The nose is very appealing with fruity and juicy dark cherry and 
red berries, but also floral notes of lilac and rose and spices. The nose 
is impressive and the palate is refreshing with soft tannins, fruitiness 
of red sour berries and sweet spices of cloves and cinnamon. A very 
elegant palate. Overall the fresh backbone of the wine balances the 
expressive fruitiness of the nose. 

We could understand the style of winemaking throughout the tasting.  
A great fruitiness, spices and oakiness present and noticeable, full 
bodied wines with extraction. But at the same time all four have their 
own specific flavours and balance. I personally like this rich style of 
wines. My favourite is the Coteaux d’Ensérune for its easy appealing 
nose and rich and well-balanced palate.

From a hedonist point of view, the wines will show much more complexity paired with 
food, which has got full flavour and character. I noticed that the day after opening, the 
complexity of all the wines had increased and each of them were much more representative 
of their grapes. So decanting the wines an hour or two hours before serving would be 
perfect.

“We could understand the style  
of winemaking throughout the tasting.  
A great fruitiness, spices and oakiness 

present and noticeable, full bodied wines 
with extraction. But at the same time 

all four have their own specific  
flavours and balance.”

And the styles? I wouldn’t judge or advise anything related to the style of each wines, because 
I think that they are all well-made, I didn’t detect any faults, and in general I liked them all. 
My preference for the Coteaux d’Ensérune and the Minervois reflect my choice of taste.  
I would not choose the Corbières or the Saint-Chinian because the freshness on the palate 
surprised me, as I expected richer wines.  

Case Study: Alwine Mascaro

Head sommelier at Terravina
Wines tasted: Atelier Prestige range of four wines. 
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Producer’s view: Les Vignobles Fonaclieu’s  
Marie-Annick Consola: sales manager for UK, 
Ireland and Scandinavia.  

Why did you want to get involved with the Buyer’s Case 
initiative? We wanted to look at opportunities for opening 
up new distribution channels in the UK and were keen to 
trial this different approach suggested to us by the team 
at The Buyer.  Richard has wide ranging experience of the 
wine industry and a good business network, these factors 
were important and played a big part in my decision to get 
involved. The activity has been a really good way of putting 
specific wines in front of key buyers, and for me, has been a 
really positive experience.

What did you want to achieve from the initiative? The main purpose was to achieve 
new listings and to build relationships with people who we always find it difficult to 
be in contact with.

How useful have you found the project? We have succeeded in making contact with 
key buyers and are now in a position to be able to personally follow up with them and 
their individual needs and interests. 

What have you learned from the buyers’ responses about the UK market? 
That they are looking for detailed information in order to be able to make decisions 
and that they look to informative websites and newsletters, like The Buyer, so that 
they can access that information. 

Has it changed how you might approach the UK on-trade in the future? Yes. 

Contact: Email at consolama@foncalieu.com 
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Case Study: Alwine Mascaro (cont)
Are these wines you would consider listing? 
Our wine list gathers a selection of traditional and quirky wines.  
On the traditional side, I would choose the Minervois for its elegance and expression of 
the Syrah grape. It is the style guests would expect from a Syrah from the south of France. 

On the more quirky side, I would happily pick the Coteaux d’Ensérune. The richness of 
the palate with the expressive fruit on the nose and the smoothness of the tannins will 
appeal to a completely different range of customer. 

Younger guests who loves Argentinian Malbec and Australian Shiraz. The origin makes it 
a great “Sommelier Wine” because it needs recommendation and explanation. Very few 
people know about Enserune, it is a great opportunity to discuss with guests.

What sort of price point would you sell these wines?
Looking at the style and the effort made on each wine, I would say that their quality is 
equivalent. Therefore I would pay approximately the same price for each: from £15 to £20. 
Maybe closer to the lower end for the IGP and closer to the higher end for the AOPs. But 
overall quite similar prices. The price reflects the work and research of quality, character 
and individuality of each wine and therefore is higher than the average price for the region 
AOPs.  Following our way of pricing, the wines would be on our wine list at £47 to £60, 
which is roughly following the recommended price.

The Buyer’s Case: Summary
Four buyers and four different cases of wine. And four very different responses to them. 
All of which go to show the great diversity and differences in opinion there are when 
choosing the right wines for different types of outlet in the on-trade. The good news for 
Les Vignerons Foncalieu is that each of the buyers liked specific wines that were more 
suitable to their channel. Wines that the respective buyers are now looking to put on their 
lists. Which is what The Buyer’s Case is all about. Putting producers and their wines in 
direct contact with buyers who may not have come across them before. If you would like 
to take part and put some of your wines out to the market for buyers to taste and get their 
first-hand advice and practical feedback on their commercial value then please contact The 
Buyer’s editor, Richard Siddle at editorial@The-Buyer.net.
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