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When it comes to marketing wine 

produced in a manner that follows 

sustainability practices, there 

couldn’t be a better time to take 

action on market and demographic 

trends related to consumer choice. 

With digital communication and social media today, 

consumers are much better informed in their choice of 

products on the market and are increasingly seeking those 

that incorporate environmental, social, and economic 

values. 

Generation X and the millennials are driving the next 

wave of consumers in the wine market, with preferences 

beyond the style, varietal, and terroir qualities of wine. 

Although price and quality still influence their choices, 

they are also interested in value-added factors, particularly 

related to the triple bottom line of sustainability in the wine 

production process. When buying, they are 

reading labels on products and looking 

for information on these values. Enter 

certification! 

A new era of relationships with 

customers and between businesses 

in the supply chain has emerged and 

is rapidly changing traditional business 

models 

in the 

food and 

beverage 

sector. The global shift in consumer 

preferences toward businesses that 

integrate social and environmental 

factors has in turn created a new playing 

field upon which businesses are seeking 

suppliers that can satisfy the demand in 

meeting those preferences. Consumers, retailers, and 

hospitality businesses are favouring suppliers that can 

verify commitment to sustainability throughout their 

operations. 

No better example than the recent announcement by the 

Earls chain of restaurants to source its beef supplies from 

producers that are certified in meeting standards for beef 

raised under humane practices. Whether it’s certified beef, 

free-range egg production, fair-trade coffee or sustainable 

wine, markets are dramatically and rapidly changing 

according to consumer values.

Progressive management practices that are certified 

demonstrate a commitment to sustainability values, which 

in turn result in innovation, competitive brand distinction, 

and increased market share and reach. Certification 
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in New Zealand, California and South Africa. 

Canada is in the early stages of development.
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involves a voluntary 

self-assessment 

of sustainability 

criteria and 

metrics, which are 

verified through a 

third-party audit on 

an ongoing basis. 

It offers a tool to 

examine operational 

practices with a view 

to improvement in light 

of industry standards that 

integrate consumer values and 

input in their development. 

Certification initiatives provide 

wine producers with specific 

measurable standards and performance 

goals that can guide and monitor 

change to improve operations. Labelling 

and logos identify producers that meet 

sustainability standards and attract customers. 

The certification process can also strengthen the many 

environmental initiatives already underway in the wine 

industry. 

CertifiCation to level the playing field

Certification of sustainability in the wine industry in 

Canada is in an early stage of development compared to 

other countries. It is well advanced in New Zealand, South 

Africa, and California, and supported by the FIVS Global 

Wine Producers Environmental Sustainability Principles. 

Sustainability certification and verification programs 

are gaining traction at the international level, lending 

a competitive market edge to producers. The industry 

in Canada is beginning to introduce certification, with 

sustainability programs developed in British Columbia 

and Ontario. These can serve as the foundations to build 

certification programs that enable better positioning among 

competitors in both domestic and international markets. 

The B.C. Sustainable Winegrowing Program has developed 

a self-assessment guide which can be followed to initiate 

a program or build upon already existing initiatives. 

Developed through the B.C. Wine Grape Council, it is 

organized into separate vineyard, winery, and winery 

hospitality components, and provides a comprehensive 

framework from which to select and work through different 

elements of sustainability. Options for certification are being 

studied. 

The Ontario Viticulture and Winery Sustainability 
Certification Program has introduced a voluntary and 

confidential self-assessment and certification program to 

recognize environmentally sound, economically feasible, 

and socially sustainable practices. It was established to 

provide a marketing opportunity for raising awareness of 

industry commitment to the environment and to increase 

the ability of Ontario’s wines to compete at home and 

abroad. The program was launched in 2015 and has received 

a Premier’s Award for Agri-Food Innovation Excellence.

Sustainable Winegrowing New Zealand has become a wine 

industry world leader in sustainability and certification. 

Since introducing a sustainability policy in 2007, about 

90 per cent of their wine produced is now certified. The 

program provides a framework to improve vineyard and 

winery performance in terms of environment, social, and 

economic sustainability. It has also developed management 

tools that address production issues and helps companies 

develop environmental management systems.

Sustainable Wine South Africa has achieved certification 

of more than 90 per cent of its wine. Certification comes 

with a seal that indicates meeting requirements relating 

to agrochemicals, unregistered chemicals, non-permitted 

residues in grapes, natural predators in vineyards, 

cultivation of virgin soil, registration and treatment of water 

use, and the health and safety of workers. Compliance is 

assessed annually through a self-evaluation questionnaire, 

which is independently audited. 
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The California Sustainable Winegrowing Program has 

evolved since 2003 into one of the most widely adopted 

sustainability programs, fostering a culture of continuous 

improvement in industry. Last year, there were more than 

480 vineyards and 90 wineries that achieved certification. 

They produced nearly 65 per cent of the wine in the state. 

Communications, outreach and education have contributed 

to the success of the program, which has held over 500 

workshops targeting specific practices such as energy 

efficiency and air and water quality.

Moving into the future with CertifiCation

Considering international market competition, as well 

as opportunities for brand differentiation in domestic 

markets, there is an urgent need to advance wine 

industry sustainability and certification programs in 

Canada. Although some B.C. and Ontario wine producers 

acknowledge they need to become more engaged in 

sustainability, time and cost are perceived as constraints. 

When asked about sustainability, the common replies are 

‘we are already doing that’ or ‘it’s just not a priority given 

the time and costs involved’. There are always challenges 

to business success and innovation, but therein lie 

opportunities.

The long-term benefits of certification far outweigh the 

initial and ongoing time and cost implications. Market 

research clearly demonstrates customers are attracted 

to and willing to pay more for sustainable products. 

This not only offsets the initial investment for wine 

producers but, combined with increased market share and 

operational cost savings, results in opportunities for higher 

profitability and a ‘win-win-win’ for producers, retailers, 

and consumers. 

Timely response to develop and enable certification 

as a priority is needed now by the wine industry to 

sustain and grow the business into the future. Industry 

leadership is necessary, not only to expand participation 

in sustainability programs, but also to act as an 

enabler to develop certification as a vehicle to improve 

environmental, social, and business performance. 

Assessments and audits for certification need to be 

easy to follow and quick to adopt in order to facilitate 

implementation. Extending resource capacity and funding 

opportunities, as well as multi-faceted communications, 

education, and outreach programs for raising awareness 

within industry are recommended to bring into focus the 

changing market place and potential rewards of certifying 

the sustainability of wine produced in Canada.o

4   Assessment of vineyard and winery operations to 
establish environmental baselines

4   Sustainability planning, reporting, branding and 
certification to increase sales and market reach

4   Water, energy and waste management initiatives for 
operational efficiencies and cost savings

Sustainability North is a Canadian consultancy 
and advisory practice that helps organizations to 
create and sustain shared business, social and 
environmental value.

Our expertise has been applied in different industry 
sectors across the country and abroad. We specialize 
in advancing sustainability for small and medium 
sized enterprises, with a particular interest in the 
wine industry.
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