From: Fitzpatrick Winery and Lodge
Sent: Monday, October 14, 2002 3:04 PM
Subject: organic labeling for wine
I have been making wine from organic grapes since 1980. Not until 1986 did we start stating that on the label. Unlike any other commodity, the time between growing the grapes and selling the bottled wine can take at least 3 years and sometimes up to 5 years and that's not counting holding bottled wine back in a library for future sales. There are some very important issues that need clarification about future wine labels for wines made from organic grapes.
Eventhough the national organic bill was passed in 1990, the actual details were formulated and reworked over all that time until right now when magically the USDA thinks that on October 22, 2002 all products must magically comply with all the new rules. Well, let's set the information straight; as of today and for more than 10 years before organic grapes grown in California had/has to be registered with the state annually but not certified. Certification was optional. Also a processor (for example: winery) of organic products had/has to be registered with the state annually. So with all due diligence I am and have been registered as both an organic grower and organic processor (and the growers I buy from) with the State of California for more than a decade. I also opted to be certified organic as a grower since 1986 by CCOF. And as of early 2002 applied with CCOF to be certified as a processor as well. In addition to our estate grown certified organic grapes, we buy from one organic vineyard since 1989 that has/is registered organic with CA. The 2002 harvest is all harvested, wine fermented and is already aging, as is the 2001, 2000, 1999 etc.. Both the spirit and the letter of the law have been tediously followed in growing and processing. All that remains is aging, bottling, labeling and selling of these vintages. We are selling our 1999 and some 2000 reds now, both our 2000 and some 2001 whites now and all of the 2000 reds and 2001 whites are bottled but not labeled, and of course none of the 2001 reds or any 2002 whites or reds are even bottled yet. So over the next few weeks on outer to the next few years, Fitzpatrick Winery will be applying for label approvals for these wines. I expect the BATF to respect the current rules under which these wines were made - nothing can be done to the wine retrospectively. I will be sending in for label approvals after October 22nd and will design my labels to reflect the new rulings for wines made from organically grown grapes. CCOF processor certification is pending but not required of the vintages I have already made. Most of our wines are from CCOF certified organic grapes except one vineyard which is CA registered organic. I want to hear from BATF now if there is any disagreement with my assessment of applying this new label rule.
On another labeling note, no where in the NOP organic rules does it state that wine must have an ingredient label. As the BATF well knows, wines do not require ingredient labeling. Although I have no personal reservations with disclosing ingredients, I definitely do not think it should be done exclusively for wines made from organic grapes until the entire wine industry is ready and required to do the same. Knowing that this industry wide ruling would take a long time and much debate and may never happen, I sincerely believe that the organic wine industry should not be mandated to do that which is not required by the entire wine industry in regard to ingredient labeling.
I'm in support of the new organic rulings in general with some reservations but the transition time needed for wine must be realistic and reflective of the time necessary for all our previous vintages to move naturally through the marketing channels. After all the NOP took their sweet time over 12 years since the actual national organic law was passed by Congress until they could create these current standards.
Please keep me in the loop on these matters because if it wasn't for other friends in the industry, I have received no communications from the BATF or USDA on these matters.
Brian Fitzpatrick
Fitzpatrick Winery
