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Ethics and Social  Justice Issues in the Wine Industry 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In October 2005,  the Unit  for Environmental  Ethics hosted a Symposium ent i t led 
Ethics and Socia l  Just ice Issues in the Wine Industry .  The goal  was to ident ify  
and discuss some of the major pract ica l  moral  chal lenges faced by those involved,  
direct ly and remotely,  in the growing and making of wine,  which l ies  at  the very 
heart  of  the Western Cape region’s  cultural  ident i ty  and economic act iv i ty .   
 
A broad range of role players in the wine industry was invited to attend and share 
their  v iews.  They were,  in order of presentat ion:  
 
1 .  Nicky Taylor from the Wine Industry Ethical  Trade Associat ion 
2.  Karen Harr ison from the Cape Winelands Distr ict  Municipal i ty  
3 .  Vuyokazi  Luxande from the Women on Farms Project  
4 .  Johan van Rooyen from the South Afr ican Brandy and Wine Company 
5.  Sue Winter from the Biodivers i ty in Wine Init iat ive 
6 .  Andries Tromp from Integrated Product ion of Wine 
7 .  Johan Reyneke from Reyneke Wines 
8 .  Andre Morgenthal  from Wines Of South Afr ica 
9 .  James Pietersen from The Vineyard Connect ion 
 
Prof .  Johan Hatt ingh acted as chair ,  ass isted by Leanne Seel iger and Peter Esser 
as faci l i tators .  Frauke Munster from the CSIR attended as an observer .  
 
What fol lows is  a synopsis  of the moral  issues and imperat ives ,  and some ways of 
meet ing these,  which were highl ighted by part ic ipants during their  discuss ions.  
For the sake of conceptual isat ion they are  grouped into three major themes,  
namely issues of social  and distributive justice ,  i ssues of concern with inherent 
and instrumental  values of  nature ,  and issues of ethical  business practices  in 
the industry .    
 
 
Social  and distributive justice issues 
 
The scope of socio-pol i t ica l  di lemmas of the “new” South Afr ica is  a lso evident in 
the wine industry .  In the post-colonia l ,  post  apartheid era the issues of c lass ,  race 
and gender are as re levant and chal lenging as any other per iod.  
 
 
Address ing histor ical ly  unfair  labour pract ices in the industry 
 
The wine industry has a  part icular ly  pernic ious history regarding labour pract ices ,  
or  rather exploitat ion,  exemplif ied by paternal is t ic  labour re lat ions,  poor wages 
and working condit ions and the notorious “dop system”. The radical  revis ions of 
labour law that  fol lowed on regime change in the mid 1990’s  and South Afr ica ’s  
reacceptance as ful l  partner in the internat ional  economy demanded that  these 
pract ices be remedied.   



 
Yet ,  i t  was only after  reta i lers  in the United Kingdom introduced new standards in 
their  supply chain management that  the imperat ive to implement and monitor fa ir  
labour pract ices was ful ly  recognised by South Afr ican wine producers ,  and this  
provided impetus for s ignif icant uptake of  fa ir  labour pract ices in the industry .  
 
Local  factors that  provided fert i le  ground for change included:  

·  Business owner support  for development and empowerment 
·  A need and support  for concrete guidel ines for implementat ion of new 

labour legis lat ion 
·  Union support  for intervent ion in l ight  of low levels  of  unionisat ion in the 

wine industry 
 
The Wine Industry Ethical  Trade Associat ion has responded to the issues by 
faci l i tat ing col laborat ion between al l  the role players in the industry ;  from grass 
roots labour,  through business owner-manager ,  wine producer and agent .  Through 
a structured process the desired best  pract ices ,  based on legis lat ion and 
internat ional  standards,  are communicated in the form of a Code to stakeholders .  
Appropriate tra ining mater ia ls  were developed to ass ist  with the understanding 
and “uptake” of best pract ices .  A structured audit  was developed by which 
compliance to the Code is  assessed.  Audits are fol lowed in turn by feedback and 
recommendat ions for further improvement i f  necessary .  Sat isfactory 
implementat ion of the Code leads to accreditat ion with WIETA. Accreditat ion 
decis ions are mult i -stakeholder ,  decentra l ised,  process where inputs are welcomed 
from al l  interested part ies .   
 
WIETA thus a ims to promote ethical  trade,  empowerment and improved working 
and l iv ing condit ions for employees across the industry through a hol ist ic and 
considered faci l i tat ion of best  labour pract ice in the wine industry .  
 
 
Address ing issues of distr ibut ive just ice 
 
The basic di lemma facing publ ic  management of the Cape Winelands Distr ict  is  
that  the s i te  at  which socio-economic problems present themselves is  pr ivate land 
and private business ,  outs ide of the jur isdict ion of publ ic  managers .  
 
A rather complex picture emerges from an overview of socio-economic indicators  
of the populat ion of the Western Cape.  It  shows clear ly  how the interact ions 
between labour pract ices ,  populat ion growth and sett lement patterns have created 
and entrenched unacceptable socio-economic condit ions for the vast  major i ty  of 
the populat ion l iv ing and working in the distr ict .   
 
Seasonal i ty  of labour demand and an oversupply of  unski l led workers have led, 
over t ime,  to a greater  number of low wage earners l iv ing in the region,  without 
land tenure.  The result  is  a  s i tuat ion in which distr ibut ive just ice as  far  as  
educat ion,  land reform, heal thcare and basic  services are concerned,  fa l ls  short  of  
const i tut ional  ideals .  
 
Gender bias  is  a  key concern,  as  the greatest  burdens of poverty and socio-
economic injust ices are typical ly  borne by women. The s i tuat ion of higher  
numbers of women employed at minimum wage without job securi ty  or land 

 2



tenure exacerbates the a lready disadvantaged posit ion women f ind themselves in .  
This  part icular  issue is  expanded on in the sect ion that  fol lows.  
 
The great  chal lenge to publ ic  management is  to forge partnerships with pr ivate 
business and landowners ,  notably those const i tut ing the wine industry ,  and to 
support  ini t iat ives that  technical ly  fa l l  outs ide of the direct  sphere of inf luence of 
local  government.  In this  regard,  the Cape Winelands Distr ict  Counci l  has made 
some progress through ini t iat ives such as a  water  and sanitat ion subsidy 
programme, mobi le  heal th c l inics ,  psycho-socia l  ski l ls  development programmes 
and off-season publ ic  works programmes specif ica l ly  targeted at women. 
 
 
Address ing gender bias  in distr ibut ive just ice concerns 
 

Women who work and l ive on farms would appear to have benef i ted from the 
growth in the wine industry ,  i f  employment rates are considered in isolat ion.  Yet ,  
an increase in the absolute number of women employed in agr iculture has not 
translated into more secure l ivel ihoods for women. The dual  process of neo-
l iberal  economic reform and pol i t ica l  democrat isat ion resulted in improved labour 
r ights  in terms of law,  but concomitant deter iorat ion of working and l iv ing 
condit ions of women farm workers and their  famil ies  in real  terms.  

 
This  demographic group st i l l  epitomises socio-economic vulnerabi l i ty .  Housing 
contracts  and manager ia l  posi t ions,  as  examples ,  s t i l l  e lude women. Women as a  
group also continue on a histor ical  path of mult iple burdens as  housekeepers ,  
mothers and care givers to the aged and s ick,  in addit ion to being breadwinners .  
The apparent disconnect between growth in the wine industry and the welfare of 
women is  made inte l l ig ible when neo-l iberal  economics’  fa i lures to distr ibute 
resources equitably and to uphold good governance are considered.  
 
The advent of democracy in South Afr ica coincided with the global  spread of 
free-market economics ,  sett ing the needs of Labour at  odds with those of Capita l .  
Competi t ion in the global  market  puts pressure on producers to manage 
product ion costs ,  of  which labour forms a s ignif icant part ,  especia l ly  in the form 
of permanent staff ing and the benef i ts  that  accrue to i t .  Casual ,  seasonal  labour 
becomes the management solution.  
 
At the root of the problems of socio-economic r ights of disenfranchised 
demographic groups,  l ies  the issue of property r ights .  Whereas property is  by 
def ini t ion that  which is  ut i l i sed to create wealth,  i t  i s  in fact  the labour performed 
on the property that  generates the increases in mater ia l  wealth,  which then 
accumulate to the property owner,  rather than the labourer .  I t  is  in the vast 
discrepancy between the wages of the labourer and the value of the property on 
which labour is  performed that  this  injust ice festers .  
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Valuing Nature 
 
In the wine industry the s imultaneous dependence on and destruct ion of the 
natural  world poses an inte l lectual  and pragmatic chal lenge.  New -  or perhaps not 
so new -  concepts are  needed to stem a t ide of environmental  damage that  now 
threatens to impact the industry i tse lf ,  as i t  certa inly wi l l  in the long term. 
Susta inabi l i ty  is  the keystone of the future,  yet  i t  wi l l  be in the implementat ion 
that  the concept sustainabi l i ty ,  a long with the feas ibi l i ty of  an industry ,  wi l l  s tand 
or fa l l .  
 
 
Instrumental  support  for Biodivers i ty  Stewardship 
 
Where the socia l  and environmental  responsibi l i t ies  are met without expect ing ful l  
monetary return on private investments ,  but where benef i ts  accrue to greater  
society instead (so-cal led ext e rna l  bene f i t s ) ,  the concept  of Stewardship is  at  work.  
Examples of this  have tradit ional ly  been production based,  such as watershed 
management,  environmental  control ,  drainage and maintenance of roads and 
footpaths.  The pr ivate landowner bears the costs and responsibi l i t ies  for these 
tasks ,  and is  (perhaps)  subsidised by the publ ic  purse in return for the publ ic  
benef i ts .  
 
More recent ly ,  service based concepts have a lso entered the sphere of Stewardship 
pract ice .  These include scenic and cultural  value of landscapes,  recreation,  
wi ldl i fe  habitat ,  pol lut ion prevent ion,  animal  welfare and ecosystem services (for  
example,  the c leansing of water  by wet land systems) .  Biodivers i ty is  a lso now seen 
as belonging to the fold of environmental  services that  deserve Stewardship.  
 
The s i te  of the Western Cape wine industry is  a lso that  of the smal lest  and r ichest  
plant kingdom on the planet ,  the Cape Floral  Kingdom. Preservat ion of the 
biodivers i ty  of the CFK landscape is  at  the top of g lobal  conservat ion agendas.  
S ince over 80% of the land of the CFK is  in pr ivate hands,  and 90% of wine 
product ion occurs in this  domain,  the buy- in from landowners and industry 
players remains crucia l .   
 
Any expansion of vineyards translates into a loss of habitat  in the CFK, making 
for a  very direct  confl ict  between private land r ights  and economic incent ives on 
the one hand,  and preservat ion and conservat ion pr ior i t ies  on the other .  In 
addit ion,  habitat  retent ion is  at  present not legis lated and therefore is  dependent 
on att i tudes toward and values of nature held by landowners ,  which in turn 
inf luences the wi l l ingness to conserve in combinat ion with the perceived 
monetary value of conservat ion.  
 
Market  mechanisms can only part ly  support  a  demand for Stewardship,  through 
the “green” preferences of consumers.  Thus the inf luence of government 
regulat ion and,  increas ingly ,  the pressure from concerned groups on producers are 
the necessary means through which to establ ish and maintain acceptable 
Stewardship pract ices in the industry .   
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The South Afr ican Brandy and Wine Company,  in concert  with Wines of South 
Afr ica has spearheaded an integrated approach to Stewardship involving both 
direct  use value and non-use value in a strategy to ensure Stewardship of  
biodivers i ty  in the wine industry.  
 
By l inking the concept of t e rr i o r  and the unique (and highly threatened) 
biodivers i ty  of  the Cape Flor ist ic  Kingdom, direct  use value for Stewardship is  
der ived.  I t  forms the foundat ion of a  market ing strategy appeal ing to “green” 
consumer values and directed at  markets  character ised by high environmental  
awareness .  In addit ion,  the tourism industry can make direct  use of Stewardship 
as a  draw card through development of  Biodivers i ty  Wine Routes and s imi lar  
in i t iat ives .  
 
Non-use values are a lso to be der ived from Stewardship,  g iven the appropriate  
regulatory environment.  Fiscal  instruments can be implemented to provide 
incent ives for non-use,  as  wel l  as  mandatory compliance with non-use pol icy  
e i ther supported by benef i ts  in kind,  or  re inforced by penalt ies  for non-
compliance.  
 
Yet ,  even in the context  of direct  benef i ts ,  returns are not immediate .  Both 
supply-s ide and demand-s ide buy- in must be establ ished and mainta ined through 
viable and col lect ively supported mechanisms.  The Biodivers i ty  in Wine ini t iat ive 
(BWI),  and Integrated Production of Wine (IPW) represent organised efforts  to 
establ ish such buy- in from producers and consumers a l ike .  
 
The ethic of at tunement  i s  what character ises the BWI’s efforts  in promoting 
Stewardship.  Attunement refers  to a posit ioning of humans within,  not above or  
apart  from, creat ion and involves learning to l ive ,  work and play within the cycles 
and processes of our ecology.  
 
The BWI const i tutes a  partnership between the South Afr ican wine industry and 
the conservat ion sector ,  with the goal  to minimize biodivers i ty  loss and 
contr ibute to susta inable wine product ion.  A set  of  guidel ines have been 
developed which a ims to prevent further habitat  loss in cr i t ica l  s i tes ,  increase 
tota l  conserved area,  and promote changes in farming pract ices that  enhance the 
market ing opportunit ies  to “green” markets  and consumers for South Afr ican 
wines .   
 
Membership to the BWI is  gained through scrut iny of farming and conservat ion 
pract ices and ensures that  the wine producer is  not merely “greenwashing” when 
making conservat ion cla ims,  but ful ly  compliant with biodivers i ty  guidel ines .  The 
BWI also partners with the Integrated Product ion of Wine scheme that  
emphasises biodivers i ty  conservat ion among other e lements of susta inable  
farming.   
 
The IPW is  an ini t iat ive from the wine industry i tse lf ,  organised by the Wine and 
Spir i t  Board and endorsed by government,  through which a set  of 15 guidel ines 
was establ ished to achieve the prof i table and environmental ly  fr iendly product ion 
of wine.  Producers ,  who voluntar i ly  join the scheme, are tra ined regarding the 
implementat ion of these guidel ines and are then responsible to se lf-assess their  
compliance.  Although resources a l low only l imited pol ic ing of compliance,  IPW 
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off ic ia ls  do conduct spot checks and non-compliant producers are referred to the 
BWI for ful l  audits  and fol low-up.  
 
Two problems were noted regarding these efforts  to develop Stewardship.  The 
f irst  was that  increased consumption as a basis  for biodivers i ty  conservat ion 
leaves a sense of contradict ion that  is  not eas i ly  resolved.  The second point was 
that  the costs  associated with Stewardship in turn prohibit  the promotion of 
distr ibutive just ice pr ior i t ies .  
 
 
Address ing the inherent value of nature in the production of wine 
 
An awareness that  humans fa l l  short  of a  ful l  understanding of l i fe  in a l l  i ts 
complexity informs a respect  and appreciat ion for aspects  of nature that  would 
conventional ly  fa l l  outs ide the pr imary concerns of modern agr iculture .  In this  
sense,  the Biodynamic approach to agr iculture forms a counterweight to the 
overbear ing mater ia l ism and spir i tual  poverty observed in modern culture .  
 
In pr inciple ,  the Biodynamic farm is  v iewed as an organism that  funct ions in 
harmony with i ts  own internal  cycles and processes ,  and those outs ide i t ,  
extending to the cosmic and spir i tual  spheres .   
 
In pract ice ,  this  translates to an “organic” farming process ,  where use of art i f ic ia l  
fert i l isers  and pest ic ides are proscribed. The minimum external  input is  
encouraged and,  ideal ly ,  the farm i tse lf  produces a l l  the resources necessary to 
grow high qual i ty  food,  f ibre and t imber.  In addit ion,  a  range of specia l ly  
formulated herbal ,  mineral  and organic preparat ions are appl ied to soi ls  to 
increase fert i l i ty  and vita l i ty  of  plant  and animal  l i fe .  
 
As far  as  wine is  concerned,  the a im is  to produce a product that  authent ica l ly  
portrays the uniqueness of the vineyard and the season of i ts  growth,  with as l i t t le  
intervent ion as possible .  Where intervent ion is  made,  i t  should benef i t  nature as 
such,  just  as  i t  would the farmer or wine maker .  This  ref lects  a  deep ecological  
ethic ,  predicated on a world-view that  the universe consists  of  a  dynamic web of 
interre lated events ,  and that  things exist  by virtue of their  re lat ionships to other  
things.  
 
Ult imately ,  Biodynamic agr iculture and wine production does not want to c la im a 
superior i ty  over conventional  forms because i t  must see i tse lf  too in re lat ion to 
other systems.  The incompatibi l i t ies  between Biodynamic processes and those of 
conventional  farming and winemaking remain unresolved,  yet  this  may possibly  
provide the tensions necessary for agr iculture to remain a creat ive and dynamic 
pursuit .  
 
 
Ethics and the Business of Wine 
 
Wine is  an industry,  as  i t  i s  c learly  acknowledged in the t i t le  of this  symposium 
and report .  The business of wine deserves and needs to be the subject  of  cr i t ica l  
ref lect ion.  
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Address ing issues regarding the ident if icat ion with wine as a  natural  product 
 
During the 2003-2004 growing season a scandal  rocked the South Afr ican wine 
industry .  High prof i le  winemakers were accused and found gui l ty  of  adding 
art i f ic ia l  f lavour enhancers to their  wine without disc losing i t ,  thus present ing the 
wine as having “natural ly” acquired i ts  f lavour character ist ics .  
 
This  in turn sparked a debate around the quest ion of what exact ly  const i tutes 
wine and why such addit ions should be seen as moral ly  offensive.  Three moral  
object ions can be ra ised against  the pract ice of adding f lavour enhancers .  
 
First ly ,  the regulatory body for wine qual i ty ,  the SA Wine and Spir i t  Board,  
cert i f ies  wine to be of such and such an or ig in.  In conjunct ion with the 
“reasonable” person’s  heurist ic  understanding of the winemaking process – which 
does not include f lavour enhancers – cert i f icat ion is  the contract  with the 
consumer that  what  is  bought is  indeed what is  des ired.  In addit ion,  law 
specif ica l ly proscr ibes addit ives .   
 
Secondly ,  competi t ion between winemakers to produce superior qual i ty  wines is  
dependent on a level  (as  can be)  playing f ie ld .  Al lowing addit ives would make fa ir  
competi t ion impossible and render the very idea of t e r r ior  meaningless .  
 
The third issue is  that  the quest  to sat isfy consumer preferences ,  in order to 
maximise prof i ts ,  creates incent ive to manipulate products so that  greater  
perceived value is  obtainable at  a  re lat ively better  pr ice than a competi tor ’s  
product .  This  in i tse lf  is  not necessar i ly  perverse,  but cont ingent on the extent  
and contexts  in which such manipulat ion takes place.  In the case of wine,  an over-
emphasis  on the customer sat isfact ion mandate of business wi l l  lead to a 
transmogrif icat ion of wine into an unrecognisable ,  perhaps even unhealthy or  
dangerous,  product .  
 
Whereas the case of f lavour addit ives c lear ly  presents as  object ionable ,  and with 
good reason,  i t  a lso opens the debate regarding the legi t imacy of adding anyth ing  
for that  matter  (e .g .  wood chips)  to wine and cal l ing i t  just that ,  as  wel l  as  
technological  intervent ion (e .g .  micro-oxygenat ion) when v intages would 
otherwise be re jected and money lost .  
 
 
Address ing perverse market ing mechanisms in wine retai l ing,  and other issues 
 
Shrinking prof i t  margins due to currency shifts  and inf lat ion,  and a pressurised 
export  market  contr ibutes to a h ighly competi t ive local  market ,  especia l ly  in the 
restaurant trade,  for South Afr ican wine producers .  
 
Tradit ional ly ,  producers have contr ibuted in kind for the pr ivi lege of being on a  
restaurant ’s  wine l is t .  Logos on bott le  openers ,  umbrel las  and on mirrors ,  e t c e t e ra ,  
have become an accepted part  of  the scenery.  
 
This  pract ice progressed to candid offers  by producers ,  or requests  by reta i lers ,  of  
supplying the restaurant with much needed and cost ly  i tems,  such as fr idges ,  for  a  
specia l  prominence on wine l is ts ,  and/or purchase contracts .  Consumers too,  
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inherent ly  consent ing to aggress ive forms of market ing,  broadly accept this  as  
part  of  the game and good business sense to boot .  
However ,  current ly ,  some restaurants are accept ing hard cash in return for tota l  
control  of  a  wine l is t  by a  producer .  This  ra ises the quest ion whether such a 
pract ice const i tutes br ibery and unfair  competi t ion,  and if  not ,  whether i t  i s  
respectable to buy exclusivi ty  in this  manner.  
 
Objectors say that  i t  i s  not ;  that such a pract ice prohibits  competi t ion between 
wines based on meri t  and is  thus a disservice to wine dr inkers ,  who’s preferences  
should be indulged by restaurateur and wine maker a l ike ,  not vice versa .  
 
Wine,  i t  i s  argued,  is  a cultura l  product as  much as i t  is  an agr icultural  one.  It  is  
c losely  l inked with the natural  and socia l  histor ies of regions and has s ignif icant  
interact ion with food through i ts  abi l i ty  to enhance the taste experience.  In the 
tradit ion of wine dr inking there is  a lso great  scope for comment on the product ,  
making for a  mutual  interact ion between consumers and wine.  This  interact ion is  
integral  to the understanding of what wine represents and how i t  funct ions.   
 
These factors demand a certa in integr i ty  from the product ,  the least  of  which 
involves ful l  access to information,  not only about the wine i tself ,  but the process 
by which i t  is  suggested to be an appropr iate accompaniment to a meal  or  
moment.  Buying space for a wine on a l is t  makes a travesty of wine culture .  
 
Several  other issues are a lso re levant at  the point  of sa le  and reta i lers  need to 
debate their  share of responsibi l i t ies  regarding:  
 
Discr epanc i es  be tween expor t  agent  pr i c e s  and lo ca l  t rade pr i c e s  – An impress ion is  
created that  local  consumers (South Afr icans and tourists  a l ike)  are being taken 
advantage of when local  wine pr ices exceed those in reta i l  s tores abroad.  
 
Environmenta l  impac t s  – Knowledge and information about specif ic  wines’  impacts  
on the environment should be avai lable to the reta i l  customer at  point  of sa le .  
 
Heal th  impac t s  – Ethical  concerns about hea l th impacts of a lcohol  consumption 
and abuse should be ref lected at  the point  of sa le .  
 
Wine and Tour i sm  – Current discrepancies between the conventions that  govern 
tourism and alcohol ic  beverage use,  such as  the prohibit ion of l iquor trade on 
Sundays,  begs appreciat ion and possibly ,  change.  
 
Genet i c  eng inee r ing  – The responsibi l i t ies  of  the retai ler  with regards to supplying 
information about genet ic  manipulat ion in wine product ion is  not c lear .  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Neither the range of  issues ,  nor the debate concerning any one of them, is  
considered in any way conclusive or exclusive.  Rather ,  i t  i s  intended that  these 
views serve as impetus for further debate,  adding to the number of issues and 
perspect ives of ethics in the wine industry ,  and that  these r ipple outward and 
onward.  
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