
B.C. wineries use word “organic” loosely 
Vancouver Playhouse International Wine Festival symposium to examine truth in labelling 

Glen Korstrom

Federal, provincial and 
U.S. logos make certified 

organic food easy to spot on 
store shelves. When it comes 
to organic wine, however, 
consumers still need to do 
their research to ensure that 
what they are getting is ac-
tually certified to be organic. 

B.C.’s wine industry has 
grown from 13 wineries in 
1984 to more than 130 today. 
Almost all have proprietors 
who have either chosen to use 
pesticides or who could not 
be bothered to wade through 
red tape to ensure that their 
grapes get government certifi-
cation for being organic. 

Some, such as Kalala Or-
ganic Estate Winery, have no 
government certification but 
get around the law by not ac-
tually claiming on the bot-
tle that their vino is organic. 
The word organic is already in 
Kalala’s corporate name. 

“It’s outrageous,” said 
Summerhill Pyramid Win-
ery owner Stephen Cipes. 
“Consumers are tired of being 
duped. It hurts the credibil-
ity of the word organic if you 
don’t have a certification and 
you call yourself organic.”

Cipes estimates that he 
spends more than $40,000 
annually to comply with gov-
ernment regulations to be able 
to state on his bottles that his 

wines are 100% organic. 
“As of the 2007 vintage 

we are 100% organic in the 
field and in the cellar. Before 
that, we had certified organ-
ic grapes but not certified or-
ganic wine,” he said. 

Kalala winemaker Karnail 
Singh Sidhu worked for Cipes 
for about a decade and helped 

Cipes stickhandle the require-
ments to get certified.He is 
passionate about the value of 
using organic grapes. 

Sidhu’s 2007 Chardonnay 
icewine won a gold medal at 
the French wine competition 
Chardonnay du Monde on 
March 17, he believes, partly 
because it was made with or-
ganic grapes. 

Sidhu is going through the 
certification process but, he 
admits, right now he has no 
independent third-party con-
firmation that the grapes meet 
federal or provincial stan-
dards for being organic.

“It’s a three-year process 
before you get certified, but in 
my case, I just applied last year 
and I’m going to get certified 
this year,” Sidhu told Business 
in Vancouver. “I was already 

organic but I just didn’t apply 
for certification.”

Sidhu said he follows of-
ficial Canadian organic stan-
dards and has a 35-foot buf-
fer zone between his vineyard 
and his neighbour. That zone 
is partly owned by the neigh-
bour, who had to sign a docu-
ment to swear he would not 
use pesticides or other chem-
icals in that area. 

Federal organic products 
regulations came into effect 
June 30, 2009. These regula-
tions require organic products 
to be certified according to 
Canadian organic standards if 
they are traded across provin-
cial or international borders. 

Sidhu only sells his wine 
in B.C. so he likely would not 
even be breaking any laws if 
he did infer on his label that 

his wine is made with organ-
ic grapes. 

“There are a lot of doubts 
about ecowashing,” said 
Harry Hertscheg, director 
of the Vancouver Playhouse 
International Wine Festival, 
which runs April 19 through 
25. “That’s one of those terms 
that means that you’re saying 
something is green when it 
can’t be proved.”

One of the festival’s 63 
events will be an April 21 sym-
posium on truth in labelling 
at the Morris J. Wosk Centre 
for Dialogue.

Plenty of winemakers 
from New Zealand will be on 
hand because New Zealand 
is one of this year’s festival’s 
theme regions. 

They will discuss the Sus-
tainable Winemakers New 
Zealand program that was 
introduced in 1995 and is a 
framework of industry stan-
dards set to be achieved as of 
the 2012 vintage.

That program includes 
more than 510 vineyards and 
85 wineries, or about 80% of 
the New Zealand wine indus-
try. These members must ad-
here to specific environment-
al regulations in the vineyard 
and winery and all wine must 
be produced under independ-
ently audited schemes. 

“New Zealand has a his-
tory of a unified wine in-
dustry. Things move very 
quickly there. They adopted 
screw caps in a flash,” said 
Hertscheg, who visited New 
Zealand for its Pinot Noir 
2010 conference in February. 

“On the other extreme, 
there are wine producers in 
Germany and France that 
believe in what they’re doing. 
They will claim organic but 
they are vehemently opposed 
to certification because of add-
ed costs and paperwork.” •
gkorstrom@biv.com

Kalala Organic Estate Winery has yet to have an independent third party verify that its grapes are 
indeed organic, said the Okanagan winery’s winemaker Karnail Singh Sidhu
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New business model  
for managing waste
The Burnaby Board of Trade 
will be hosting Chris Corps 
of Asset Strategies for a 
presentation on integrated 
resource management (IRM) 
in May. 

IRM is a means of reducing 
one’s carbon footprint while 
generating revenue. 

Corps is advocating 
amendments to provincial 
policy based on the IRM 
model, and his discussion will 
be based on a study done for 
Metro Vancouver.

The event takes place May 
5, 5-7 p.m., at the Executive 
Hotel, 4021 Lougheed Highway. 
Call 604-412-0100 or e-mail 
admin@bbot.ca for tickets.
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KISS for Credit

This whole cap-and-trade approach 
to CO2 control strikes me as a bit 
of a boondoggle. Cap-and-trade’s 
main benefit is that it can be made 
to work transnationally, minimal 
harmonization required. But it takes 
a whole bunch of complex rules, 
regulations and enforcers (not to 
mention lawyers, consultants and 
accountants) to make it work. All 
of that reads expensive to me. A 
simple tax on CO2 production like the 
one BC has put forward creates that 
nice easy-to-understand, easy-to-
influence direct incentive to reduce 
CO2. Minor need for bureaucrats.  
Nice direct consumption taxes are 
the economist’s preferred poison and 
this approach has one key benefit: 
it follows the KISS principle: keep it 
simple, stupid. Plus if all the deniers 
are right, no damage if you stop.
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