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BY DEBORAH PARKER WONG

hen Rare Earth, Bronco Wine Com-
pany’s newest wine brand made 
from organic grapes, hit the shelves 
of 450 Trader Joe’s stores in Febru-

ary, its arrival raised the question: Will Rare 
Earth be Bronco’s next Charles Shaw? Dur-
ing an interview with Bronco CEO Fred 
Franzia shortly after his polarizing keynote 
at the Unified Wine & Grape Symposium in 
January, his reply to that million-case ques-
tion stacks up in favor of the nation’s leading 
organic retailer. “If Trader Joe’s positions 
Rare Earth to be the number one organic 
item in America, it will be,” says Franzia, 
who believes that quality and accessibility 
will qualify the red blend (which retails for 
$7.99) to become the Charles Shaw of the 
organic category. 

As the mainstreaming of organic contin-
ues across the consumer package goods 
sector at a brisk pace, research on wine 
trends and fads (presented at Unified by 
Nielsen’s Danny Brager) found 30% of wine 
consumers surveyed were keenly inter-
ested in organic brands. When that trend 
is viewed in conjunction with the growth 
of red blends priced at less than $10 being 
driven by millennial, African American and 
Hispanic consumers, the future of an organ-
ic wine brand that’s in the right place at the 
right price could very well mean another 
home run for Franzia. 

With more than 60 brands to its credit, 
Bronco already markets a handful of brands 
made from organic grapes in addition to Rare 
Earth: Cottonwood Creek, Green Fin and 
Green Truck can be found labeled accord-
ingly at Trader Joe’s stores across 35 states. 
Sourcing organic grapes isn’t going to pose a 
challenge for Bronco, which is in the process 
of converting 5,000 acres in Madera Coun-
ty that will come online as certified organic 
next year. “When I asked CCOF [California 
Certified Organic Farmers] what the biggest 
obstacle was to going organic, I was sur-
prised to find the answer was weeds,” says 
Franzia. “Mechanical weed hoes are the 
solution to that problem.”
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In 2014, CCOF reported a total of 10,766 acres of 
certified organic wine grapes. The majority of that acre-
age is located in Mendocino County and fuels Fetzer’s 
organic brand portfolio, including Bonterra Cabernet 
Sauvignon, which retails for $14. By harvest time next 
year, Bronco will control more than one-third of the 
state’s CCOF vineyards and will have the resources to 
produce in excess of 400,000 cases of wine made from 
organic grapes.

INVESTING IN SUSTAINABILITY

The call to action for water conservation was a key 
message in Franzia’s keynote to the state’s growers, 
and the flood-irrigated almond orchards that line the 
road to the company’s winery in Ceres serve as a con-
stant reminder of the need to conserve. Franzia, who 
recently invested $2 million in a groundwater recharg-
ing project on South Tracy Lake, is among the early 
adopters heeding the state’s prescription for long-term 
water conservation efforts. 

“It takes initiative for landowners to front the capital 
costs involved in projects of this scale,” says attorney 
Jennifer Spaletta, who consulted on the project. “The 
incentives are there for groundwater management, and 
Bronco has faith that, over time, the project will pay 
off.” In 2011, the North San Joaquin Water Conserva-
tion District received a federal grant of $300,000, with 
Bronco picking up the tab for the additional costs of 
an environmental study and building a pump station to 
capture unused water from the Mokelumne River. 

As water becomes available under the district’s per-
mit, 3,000 to 4,000 acre-feet will be diverted to South 
Tracy Lake, west of Woodbridge, to recharge ground-
water and drip irrigate 1,300 acres of nearby vineyards. 
A planned second phase has the potential to irrigate 
another 5,700 acres. According to Spaletta, the project 
will only be used when water is available, which is esti-
mated to be 50% to 60% of the time.

In addition to easing demands on groundwater, there 
are environmental benefits: a state-of-the-art fish screen 

that protects fish from being trapped by the diversion, 
and the creation of a new riparian habitat around South 
Tracy Lake. “Everyone should be doing this,” says Fran-
zia, who cited that flood irrigation is still being used on 
about 60% of California’s 7.54 million irrigated acres. 
With South Tracy Lake as a model for best practices, he 
has several new groundwater recharging projects on the 
drawing board.

EDUCATION AS A DRIVER OF CHANGE

Just as education is speeding consumer adoption of 
organics, it also has been key to the adoption of moder-
ate wine consumption as part of the Mediterranean diet. 
In his Unified address, Franzia credited the efforts of 
erudite policy advisor John DeLuca, who became pres-
ident and CEO of the Wine Institute in 1975. DeLuca  
introduced the work of the husband-and-wife team, 
Carol and Malcom McConnell, to the board in 1986. In 
1987, the Wine Institute provided funding and research 
assistance that put their book, “The Mediterranean 
Diet: Wine, Pasta, Olive Oil and a Long, Healthy Life,” 
on the map.

“He had the support of the board and the chairman 
[Michael Mondavi] at that pivotal time,” says Franzia, 
who served as chairman of the Wine Institute in 1981 
and 1982 and as a board member for several years dur-
ing DeLuca’s 28-year tenure. 

DeLuca then spent the next seven years educat-
ing the press about the health benefits of moderate 
wine consumption. In 1991, CBS TV broadcast a “60 
Minutes” program titled “The French Paradox,” which 
included interviews with leading international alcohol 

+ A focus on organic grapes and sustainable practices 
is at the forefront of Bronco Wine Company’s efforts.

+ Education is key to consumer adoption of organics 
and the health benefits of regular, moderate wine 
consumption.

+ Continued employee and partner education is also a 
focus. 

+ Fred Franzia foresees the California wine industry 
will be selling in excess of 1 billion cases of table 
wine by 2040.
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moderate wine consumption con-
tinues to be the right choice,” says 
Franzia. “Emphasis on the Mediter-
ranean diet is vital to the wine com-
munity. By placing wine squarely 
in the nutrition column, it prevents 
disparaging attacks against wine as 
a gateway drug and the introduc-
tion of crippling taxes.” 

Franzia’s regard for DeLuca as a 
strategist and industry advocate is 
readily apparent: “He’s one of the 
smartest men I know.” In addition 
to securing federal funding for car-
diovascular and health research 
that validated the health benefits of 

researchers and credited the low 
rates of heart disease in France to 
regular red wine consumption. The 
broadcast heightened awareness 
of DeLuca’s efforts and, in 1993, 
working with the Oldways Pres-
ervation and Exchange Trust, the 
Harvard School of Public Health and 
the European Office of the World 
Health Organization, the Mediter-
ranean diet went mainstream when 
they created the Mediterranean 
Diet Pyramid. Today, the Mediter-
ranean diet is recognized as a “gold 
standard” eating pattern that pro-
motes life-long good health. 

“Supporting scientific research 
that states the health benefits of 

wine, DeLuca spearheaded many 
initiatives during his almost three 
decades with the Wine Institute, 
including the Code of Sustainable 
Winegrape Growing. With the for-
mation of the California Sustain-
able Winegrowing Alliance in 2002, 
sustainable winegrowing practices 
have since been widely adopted by 
California’s wineries and growers. 

With education playing an impor-
tant role in Bronco’s sustainabil-
ity efforts, Joseph “Joey” Franzia, 
Fred’s son, has spearheaded educa-
tion within the organization. Bronco 
introduced the London-based Wine 
& Spirits Education Trust (WSET) 
Level 2 certification for its sales 
teams in 2014. “Close to 90% of 

Bronco CEO Fred Franzia has several 
new groundwater recharging projects 
on the drawing board.

John DeLuca helped the Mediterranean 
diet, including moderate wine  
consumption, go mainstream.

Joey Franzia is spearheading education 
among Bronco employees.
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our sales force and marketing divi-
sion are now WSET Level 2 certi-
fied,” says Franzia, who also holds 
the certification. WSET certification 
has also bolstered the performance 
for Bronco’s distribution division, 
Classic Wines, which has a sales 
team that works with a large inter-
national portfolio that requires an 

sion as a Wine & Spirits Education 
Trust Approved Program Provider 
(APP). “Certification has become 
a baseline standard for the indus-
try, and being able to offer it to our 
partners and vendors represents 
an important value-add,” says Joey 
Franzia. As one of the nation’s larg-
est wine producers, Bronco joins 
Constellation, Gallo and Jackson 
Family Wines, all of which have 
robust internal education divisions.

ONE BILLION CASE GOAL

Bronco marked an impres-
sive milestone when Fred Franzia 
announced from the podium at Uni-
fied that the company had reached 
sales of 1 billion bottles of its flag-
ship brand, Charles Shaw. As the 
largest vineyard holder in California 
— the company owns 40,000 acres 
of vines — Franzia remains stead-
fastly committed to San Joaquin 
Valley, “I won’t plant grapes any-
where but here,” was his definitive 
reply when asked if he was among 
the San Joaquin-based growers 
expanding by acquiring coastal win-
eries. “The truth is that we should 
be planting better-quality grapes 
and growing them more efficiently 
to attack the 40% of the market 
now being supplied by imports,” 
he says. He points to vine pulling 
in the valley as the need to replace 
older, low-yielding vineyards, not 
as a function of oversupply. “San 
Joaquin Valley has the infrastruc-
ture to grow, process and supply 
the billions of gallons of high-qual-
ity wines that will be necessary 
to supply the demand side,” says 
Franzia. His long-term prediction 
for the sales of wine priced below 
$10 a bottle: By 2040, the Califor-
nia wine industry will be selling 
more than 1 billion cases of table 
wine annually. 

 
Deborah Parker Wong is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine, and a long-
time contributor to Vineyard & Win-
ery Management. She earned her 
WSET Diploma in 2009.
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understanding of winegrowing and 
winemaking practices from dozens 
of regions worldwide. 

Recognizing the vital role that 
continuing education plays in a 
rapidly evolving industry, Bronco, 
which had previously outsourced 
its WSET training, is now moving 
to establish an internal training divi-


