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Boisset Bets on the South of France
With the acquisition of Skalli Family Wines, the
French wine giant gains a foothold in the Languedoc

Ben O'Donnell
Posted: December 2, 2011

Boisset Family Estates, a major wine player in Burgundy, the Rhône
and California, has closed a deal to buy Languedoc-based Skalli
Family Wines, a pioneer in southern France. The price was
undisclosed. The deal adds 1.5 million cases of annual production
and over 6,000 acres' worth of grower contracts to the Boisset
portfolio, which will now produce 7.5 million cases a year from its 25
wineries.

Skalli's history in wine tapers back to the 1920s, and it was among
the first houses to recognize the potential of international varieties like
Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot in southern France. It is
a purchase Boisset has been considering for some time. "You always
look at the leader, and you always get inspired by the No. 1," said
president Jean-Charles Boisset. "And Skalli is the clear No. 1 quality-
oriented family company in the south. So we've always observed with
a level of interest and admiration what the family has done there, and
we thought, well, if [proprietor] Robert Skalli wishes to pass on the
company to someone, we should volunteer because we feel we are a
good candidate to pursue his philosophy."

The purchase is intended to bolster Boisset's position among entry-
level wine drinkers. The company started as a Burgundy négociant
known for value wines, but in more recent years it has expanded by
acquiring premium producers like Burgundy’s Domaine de la
Vougeraie, Bouchard Aîné & Fils, Mommessin, J. Moreau & Fils in
Chablis, Louis Bernard in the Rhône Valley, as well as Carneros'
Buena Vista Winery. According to Boisset, 95 percent of the
company's portfolio now falls in the $8-and-up category.

"We've been very focused in Burgundy, Beaujolais, the Rhône, Napa,
Sonoma and Carneros," said Boisset. "But it's important as well to
have wine in the $8 to $10 price point. And this is really where Skalli
fits in, which is important to communicate our vision and story at the
restaurant level, by the glass, and of course in retail, for bringing
people into tasting wines from the beer and spirits categories."
Boisset also cited Skalli's established presence in developing markets
like China and India as a plus.

Skalli's biggest labels are the Fortant de France and Couleurs du Sud
labels, but the company also bottles Famille Skalli, Domaine de Silene and F. by Skalli, as well as some
Rhône selections. Boisset compared the size of the acquisition to his family's 2009 purchase of Raymond
Vineyards in Napa, California's biggest brand by volume.
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The philosophy behind the buy, however, is more like the one that inspired Boisset to pick up Lockwood
Vineyard in Monterey, Calif. in November. "When you look at the south of France story and Monterey, Calif.,
story, it's actually very similar," said Boisset. "The story is to be written in the future. The south of France
really got reignited in the last 40 years. So we feel the south of France makes sense, and we feel the
Monterey region in California, on a parallel basis, makes a lot of sense too."

The Skalli team will remain in the Languedoc, making the wine, aging and bottling onsite. Boisset praised the
operation for its deep roots and practices borne of experience. "Many brands in the south of France come
and go, but they've been very consistent, very reliable, very loyal to the community, the growers and the
fabric of the region." He added, "If we had to start that from scratch, it would take decades to create."

"I’m very glad that it’s Boisset who will perpetuate and continue the spirit of the Skalli family," Robert Skalli
said in a statement. "Boisset understands and will continue the quality of the wines and the partnerships that
we’ve established for years."

This isn't the first deal between the two families. Skalli founded St. Supéry Vineyards and Winery in Napa on
a property the family bought from the Boissets in 1984. St. Supéry was not included in this latest deal. But
"obviously, would they one day be open to selling St. Supéry, we would be certainly delighted to meet, and to
discuss, and to be part of what they have started there as well," said Boisset.
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