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With high mark-ups providing a positive contribution to the F&B bottom line, wines are a natural up-sell for hotel restaurant servers.  And the current focus on organic foods and healthy living should make the appeal of organic wines that much stronger to guests.  Shouldn’t it?  


We’d like to think so, but based on the slim margin of organic wines seen on most wine lists, it seems we’ve still got a long way to go to change public perception.  Years ago, as light beers entered the market place, convincing drinkers to select a light beer seemed as simple as getting them to pick a side between “tastes great” and “less filling”; either way they win.  More challenging is getting hotel diners to drink organic wine.  The stumbling block?  The diner’s unfounded fear that this luxury product just won’t taste good.  Michael Green, Gourmet’s Wine Consultant and President of Liquid Assets Consulting Group, explains why guests have been hesitant about ordering that bottle of organic wine.  He says, “Historically organic wines were dreadful because they weren’t stable, because they didn’t add sulfites.  For example, whites would change color quite early on in their lives.  But with current winemaking techniques and understanding of technology and viticulture practices this has changed.”

At Gilt, the signature restaurant at The New York Palace, sommelier Jason Ferris doesn’t place a big priority on having organic wines on his list because it is not a big priority with his audience.  When he worked in California he had more on his list. Now in New York, of the 1,500 wines he currently stocks the organic offerings come down to two; a Lolinas cabernet sauvignon from the Redwood Valley and a chenin blanc from the Loire Valley.  He comments, “I think I’ve maybe had one person since 2005 ask me about organic wines.”

Though guests dining at The Palace may not be clamoring for organic wines, some hoteliers are pushing through this change more successfully than others.  It is the hotels where green, environmentally sound practices are embodied by upper management and appealing to the guests who stay there.  Terry Frishman, Food Consultant and President creativemarketingworkshops.com comments, “Hotels that offer organic wines, and even biodynamic wines, which have stricter certification requirements than organic, are saying to their guests that "we care about you."  They are also communicating that they want to provide quality products that are important to your lifestyle and choices.”   

At Boulders Resort in Carefree, Arizona many of the wines are as organic as the food grown on premise in the garden.  Bonterra, one of the oldest organic and biodynamic wine producers known for their stellar sauvignon blanc and other varietals, even provided some vines from their McNab ranch to be planted at the resort.  Boulders organizes special wine and food events to draw attention to this pairing.  It not only reinforces the hotel and guest’s commitment to organic wines and a good food but these events are also a great way to fill rooms.  

The Muse Hotel in the heart of Times Square has no problems filling their rooms but filling their guests’ wineglasses with organic wines is a slightly different story.  At the hotel’s restaurant District Assistant GM Marissa Barr oversees the wine cellar and despite Kimpton’s “green” focus and their clientele’s buy in to that way of life Barr still finds that many of her guests visibly balk at organic wines.  So visibly that she’s adjusted her marketing strategies.  She explains, “In July when I took over the ordering of the wines I added a handful that was organic and biodynamic productions.  In August I decided to put an asterisk on the wine list next to the ones that were organic/biodynamic.  I kept track of sales in July, August, and September.  In July, before I put an asterisk on the menu next to the organic/biodynamic wines I was going through six to seven bottles of each of those per month.  In August I was lucky if I sold a bottle of each.  Now that the designation is off we’re selling six again.”  She attributes their reluctance to a lack of exposure and a value proposition saying, “A bottle of wine is a luxury to a lot of people.  If they are going out and getting a bottle they are going to get what they know.  People think it’s [organic] not going to be what they are used to.  Eventually people are going to realize there isn’t a difference.  Ultimately it’s about process and organic doesn’t impact the process and letting people know it doesn’t change the way it tastes is important.  My staff is well versed in the biodynamic and organic process so they can pass that on to people.    The more education they get the more it can change.”

Green concludes with this advice to hoteliers looking to boost their organic wine sales, “I think there are certain folks looking specifically for organic wines.  But ultimately they are looking for good quality wine and they’d rather have something that tastes good rather than something that just is labeled organic.  Ultimately the quality has to be in the bottle.” 
