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California boxed wine for $100: Will people buy it?
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Boxed wine has suddenly gotten high-end. Some of the new brands, clockwise from top left: Tablas Creek, Cedric, Ryme,
Juliet, Really Good Boxed Wine and Ami Ami.

Chronicle composite from courtesy images and photos by Leigh-Ann Beverly, Communal Brands, Megan Glaab, Ami Ami,
GoodEyeKid and Juliet.

Would you pay $100 for boxed wine?

It sounds like a bold proposition, but that’s the going rate for some of the higher-

end boxed wines available today. During the last few years, new brands have rushed

onto the scene, including from acclaimed California wineries. They aim to capture
a discerning wine consumer who may be persuaded to buy bag-in-box because of

its lower carbon footprint compared with glass bottles.

The category is experiencing major growth in the U.S. Yet, the new wave of

producers faces an uphill battle as it tries to establish a market for upscale boxed
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wine: The traditional boxed-wine consumer isn’t going to shell out $100, while the

traditional consumers of $100 wines aren’t interested in buying a box.
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“Negative perception of the bag-in-box format has always been the brand’s biggest
impediment to growth,” said Kathy Pyrce, vice president of marketing for Delicato
Family Wines, which makes Bota Box, the top-selling boxed wine over $18 in the
U.S.
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Chilly Rouge

Red Wino and #hite Wine Blend

2022

Chilly Rouge, a boxed wine from Ryme Cellars in Sonoma County.
Courtesy Megan Glaab

In some wine-loving European countries, boxed wine does not carry a

stigma. According to Decanter, more than half of wine consumed in Sweden comes

from a box. Some of the earlier examples of high-end boxed wine available in the
U.S. came from Europe: In 2010, New York natural-wine importer Jenny Lefcourt
launched From the Tank in partnership with a French winery; in 2016, importer
Melissa Monti Saunders started Hérisson, a boxed Burgundy — as in, wine from
actual Burgundy, France, the most vaunted wine region on earth. “It got people’s

attention,” Saunders said.

More For You
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Something special is happening in this California wine region. This label is
proof

Vineyards are being ripped out en masse — a troubling sign for California
wine

Stateside, it took a prolonged period of being stuck at home for bag-in-box to really

catch on. The pandemic brought new drinkers into the boxed fold: Sales of 3-liter
boxed wine grew 30% by volume between 2018 and 2023, according to consumer
research company Circana (formerly known as IRI), a period during which overall

wine sales were down more than 10%.

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

Sensing an opportunity, newcomers rushed in. Between 2021 and 2023, brands
launched included Ami Ami ($30 for a 1.5-liter box), Juliet ($35/1.5L) and Really
Good Boxed Wine ($70/3L), all aspiring to become fixtures at liquor stores
nationwide. Business for these startups appears to be good. Juliet will produce the
equivalent of 10,000 cases of wine this year, co-founder Allison Luvera said, up
from 2,300 last year. Really Good Boxed Wine grew 260% from 2022 to 2023, said
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founder Jake Whitman. Several of these new producers have even formed a small

trade group, the Alternative Packaging Alliance.

Meanwhile, boutique California wineries like Tablas Creek ($95/3L), Bedrock
($106/3L) and Ryme ($65/3L) started putting small amounts of their highly regarded

wines into boxes. By leveraging their existing reputations, these wineries are
betting that they can subvert people’s expectations. “Rather than put something
cheaper into it, we’re hopefully shifting a little bit of perception as to what can be in

a bag-in-box,” said Bedrock owner Morgan Twain-Peterson.
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Hérisson, a boxed wine from Burgundy, France, imported by Communal Brands, launched in 2016.
Provided by Communal Brands

Ask these producers why they believe in boxed wine and they all give the same

main answer: sustainability.

Glass bottles are responsible for a large share — estimates range from 18% to 70%,
depending on the bottle type — of a winery’s overall carbon emissions. In theory
they’re recyclable, but in practice, fewer than 30% of wine and spirits bottles are
recycled in California, according to nonprofit advocacy group Californians Against

Waste. (That may change this year, now that the bottles are redeemable at recycling

centers.)

Cardboard boxes are much more environmentally friendly. But then there is the
pesky problem of the plastic pouch contained within. The general consensus
among boxed wine makers seems to be that the plastic bag is an unfortunate
necessity — there’s no other way, in the current technology, to keep the wine

fresh — and that it’s still far preferable to glass.

Compared to bag-in-box, the glass wine bottle’s carbon footprint is about five times
larger, and the water use about four times larger, according to the sustainability

rater Finch. “Which is worse: creating 4 pounds of glass or 4 ounces of plastic?” said

Tablas Creek owner Jason Haas.

This sustainability equation could be one reason why boxed wines seem to be

resonating with younger drinkers, a notoriously difficult segment for the wine

industry to capture. According to analyst IWSR, 22% of Gen Z drinkers purchased 3-

liter boxed wine in 2023, compared with 15% of wine drinkers overall.
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From the Tank, a boxed wine from France imported by Jenny & Francois Selections that began in 2010.
Provided by Jenny & Francois Selections

Still, the format hasn’t fully shaken its association with cheap swill like Franzia.
The inexpensive boxed wines have an eager customer base, but many retailers
report that boxes over $50 don’t sell well. “It’s unfortunate because the wines are

great,” said Barry Herbst, wine director of Bottle Barn in Santa Rosa.

Even when these boxes represent a great value, the cognitive dissonance can be
hard to overcome. “You have to do the math for people,” said Whitman, of Really
Good Boxed Wine. A 3-liter box is the equivalent of four standard-size wine bottles,
so his $70 boxes come out to a very palatable $17 per bottle. (Even the eye-popping
$160 box of wine from My Favorite Neighbor in Paso Robles (San Luis Obispo
County) works out to $40 per bottle.)

At this rate, with this many quality-minded wineries playing in the category, the
industry hopes it’s only a matter of time before the stigma starts to erode. Already,
the Juliet wines — which come in brightly colored, cylindrical boxes with purse-
like handles — are being served poolside at the Bellagio Hotel in Las Vegas, said co-

founder Lauren De Niro Pipher.

Advocates envision a future in which a large share of everyday wines are sold in
boxes. In this vision, glass bottles will be reserved for special-occasion wines,
especially wines that can age (and sparkling wines, whose bubbles cannot be
conveyed by a plastic bladder). The rest — “all those wines in heavy glass bottles at
Safeway that are going to be consumed almost immediately,” as Twain-Peterson
put it — might as well get boxed up. It would dramatically reduce the industry’s

carbon footprint.
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“There’s no reason for most drink-this-soon wines to go in a glass bottle that takes
so much energy to mine and melt and mold and ship,” said Haas. “There’s a lot of

wines that should really be sold in boxes rather than bottles.”

Reach Esther Mobley: emobley@sfchronicle.com
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