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Ontario’s grape 
and wine industry 
is the definition 
of value-add 
agriculture



LETTER FROM CHAIR AND 
PRESIDENT & CEO

While we were able to secure from the government a 
continuing commitment to the VQA Support Program, 
the Canada-United States-Mexico Agreement (CUSMA) 
received final approvals and we saw several positive 
steps on red tape reduction and tax measures, 2019/20 
will forever be remembered by the start of COVID-19.  

During the year we continued to talk with the 
government about retail modernization, interprovincial 
trade and the Australia WTO trade challenge among 
many key issues. However, much of this discussion came 
to a grinding halt as the industry and all levels of 
government turned their focus to grappling with the 
massive implications of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

That being said, the world did not stop because of 
COVID-19. WGO worked with our industry partners to 
propose a solution to the WTO challenge. While the 
government did not accept the industry proposal, WGO 
has continued to work with the provincial and federal 
governments to explore options to reach a negotiated 
settlement that treats the Ontario wine industry fairly 
and provides us with a foundation for future success. 

The last few months of 2019/20 was dominated by the 
pandemic and its dramatic impacts on our industry. Many 
retail channels including licensees, farm gate sales and 
exports were all but eliminated as was revenues from 
special events. While curbside pickup and online sales 
were able to help put a dent in those lost revenues, 
COVID-19 is having immediate and long term 
consequences for our industry. WGO will continue to 
work with the provincial and federal officials to 
encourage tax and other changes that will have a lasting 
impact on the future of our industry.   

As we usher in a new era with our rebrand of Wine 
Growers Ontario (WGO), the fact that the Ontario grape 
and wine sector is the definition of value-add agriculture 
will continue to be our underlying message. From grape 
to wine and attracting over two million visitors to Wine 
Country every year, our industry is contributing to the 
overall economy of Ontario and forming the foundation 
of vibrant regional economies in our province.

Del Rollo

Chair 
Wine Growers Ontario

Aaron Dobbin 

President & CEO
Wine Growers Ontario

2019/20 was a year of uncertainty and 
challenges, and capped by the most 
difficult time in our industry’s history. 



ONTARIO VQA WINE SALES*

ONTARIO’S WINE ECONOMY

TOTAL VQA WINE SALES (IN MILLIONS OF LITRES)

	 2019/20	 2018/19	 % CHANGE

LCBO	 9.6	 9.2	 +4.3

Wine Retail 	 5.6	 6.3	 -11.1 
Stores		

Direct Delivery 	 4.2	 4.2	 0

TOTAL	 19.4	 19.7	 -1.5

*Ontario Wine Quarterly Scorecard Report Q4 2019/20 Rolling 13 months

TOTAL VQA WINE SALES (IN MILLIONS OF DOLLARS)

	 2019/20	 2018/19	 % CHANGE

LCBO	 169.6	 162.3	 +4.5

Wine Retail 	 146.8	 148.8	 -1.3 
Stores		

Direct Delivery 	 63.3	 62.7	 +0.9

TOTAL	 379.8	 373.8	 +1.6
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More than 18,000 jobs are 
created in Ontario as a 
result of the Wine and 
Grape Industry



KEY HIGHLIGHTS OF 2019/20

RETAIL MODERNIZATION

There were several milestones on this 
file over the year. The Ken Hughes 
report made it very clear that the 
government’s focus would be consumer 
choice and convenience. The provincial 
budget reinforced that any reforms 
would be judged through that lens.  
This was a welcome change from  
the Ed Clark process where the 
government’s focus was squarely on 
more government revenue, often at the 
expense of our industry. WGO developed 
a thorough set of recommendations 
which, if implemented, would allow the 
entire Ontario industry to move forward. 
While our industry agreed on almost all 
of those recommendations, 
unfortunately we were unable to reach 
consensus and WGO proceeded with 
our discussions with government. We 
met with several ministers, political staff 
and public servants from many 
ministries including the Premier’s Office, 
Finance, Agriculture, Attorney General, 
Economic Development, and the LCBO.  
While those and follow-up meetings 
went well, it’s clear that the government 
is focused on addressing the challenges 
posed by the Beer Master Framework 
Agreement.  

VQA SUPPORT PROGRAM

The 2019 provincial budget announced 
a 25% cut in the OMAFRA budget, 
which raised concerns about the future 
of the VQA Support Program. Working 
with the Ontario Craft Wineries  
(OCW) and Grape Growers of Ontario 
(GGO), we were able to quickly get 
confirmation that the cheques expected 
in June would still be forthcoming. In 
September, after further extensive 
discussions with the government, 
Minister Hardeman announced a further 
one-year transition program that will 
provide $7.5M to the VQA Support 
Program for 2020/21.  

On April 1, we received confirmation 
from Minister Hardeman that the 
government was extending the VQA 
Support Program for 2021/22. WGO 
will continue to stress the need for a 
permanent uncapped VQA Support 
Program or its proxy. 

GRAPE PRICE ARBITRATION

For the first time since 2008, we were 
unable to reach agreement with the 
GGO on grape prices and we were 
forced to proceed to arbitration. While 
we believed our proposal better 
reflected the state of supply and 
demand across varietals, the arbitrator 
ruled in favour of the GGO. While our 
supply number was more accurate than 
the GGO’s, we clearly have work ahead 
of us to ensure we are better able to 
put forward our arguments should 
arbitration be required again next year.

TRADE

The Canada-United States-Mexico 
Agreement (CUSMA) is finally done. 
On the international front, WGO was 
heavily engaged with Wine Growers 
Canada (formerly Canadian Vintners 
Association), the province and the 
federal government in preparing for the 
Australian WTO trade challenge. We 
supported our federal and provincial 
public servants as they prepared and 

delivered the defense of our industry 
against challenges to the federal excise 
tax, as well as Ontario-specific issues 
including the treatment of domestic 
wines in grocery and the taxation of 
owner-produced wines sold in WRS 
stores and wine boutique stores. The 
WTO panel met December 3-4. WGO 
has continued to work closely with 
officials, Wine Growers Canada and our 
industry partners in Ontario to see if a 
negotiated settlement is possible with 
Australia. If such a settlement proves 
impossible we will work with our 
colleagues to address any negative 
decisions, should there be any, by  
the WTO.  

On the domestic front, WGO has and 
will continue to work with the province 
to move forward on direct-to-consumer 
shipments across Canada. We believe 
such shipments to customers, 
particularly in Quebec and Alberta, 
would be beneficial to smaller wineries 
who specialize in smaller batch 
premium wines.



A COUPLE OF WINS

Unfortunately, in our industry we are 
often reacting to minimize the 
implications of legislative, regulatory or 
other decisions impacting us. But on 
those rare occasions we do get a win 
or two. This year we got a couple.  

•	 In March, the government directed 
the LCBO to pause the scheduled 
increase in markup and they paused 
the scheduled increase in the basic 
tax rates applicable to the sales of 
Ontario wine at boutique stores and 
non-Ontario wine at WRS and wine 
boutique stores. This pause is 
scheduled to the end of 2020.

•	 In its budget the Ontario 
government announced that wineries 
and cideries would have greater 
flexibility to promote their products 
by removing the required serving 
sizes offered at manufacturing sites.

•	 In September, the government 
changed the time for returning 
unsold products from farmers’ 
markets from 24 to 72 hours and 
gave wineries and cideries who have 
a “by the glass” license the flexibility 
to extend service hours from 9 a.m. 
to 12 a.m. seven days a week.

AGM/SYMPOSIUM/INSIGHT

This year we worked with Wine 
Growers Canada and VQA Ontario to 
put on the Wine Symposium at the 
same time as our AGM. The Symposium 
featured a number of excellent 
speakers and it all wrapped up with a 
great dinner at Jackson-Triggs and a 
celebration of Dr. Joseph Peller, who 
was awarded the Canadian Wine 
Industry Award of Distinction. Craig 
MacDonald won the Karl Kaiser 
Canadian Winemaker Award and Laurie 
Macdonald won the Wine Industry 
Champion Award. The event was so 
successful that we are looking
to replicate it again in 2021. 
Unfortunately, the Insight Conference 
did not take place this year and we 
were informed by the GGO that after 
reviewing the budget commitment for 
2020 they have decided to withdraw 
their support. WGO will be adjusting 
our budget to focus our resources on 
our AGM and the Symposium. 

Approximately  
2.4 million  
tourists visit  
Ontario wineries 
annually 
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ABOUT WINE GROWERS ONTARIO

The WGO is committed to growth and jobs throughout the 
entire industry including agriculture, food processing, 
manufacturing and tourism. The WGO represents the bulk of 
the industry in terms of jobs, capital investments, sales, exports 
and grape purchases. Our members:

•	 MAKE OVER 80% of the wine produced in Ontario

•	 Purchase the VAST MAJORITY of the grapes grown by 
independent farmers

•	 OPERATE THE LARGEST TOURISM WINERIES in the 
province with the most visitors

•	 MAKE OVER 50% OF THE WINE made from 100% Ontario 
grapes

•	 Are responsible for over TWO THIRDS OF THE INCREASE  
IN VQA SALES AT THE LCBO over the past five years

OUR VISION

Growers and wineries together nurture a grape and wine 
industry that reflects consumer demand and is sustainable and 
profitable for all stakeholders.

OUR MISSION

To increase the visibility and recognition of the economic and 
community value of the Ontario grape and wine industry in 
partnership with all stakeholders.

To create consumer preference for our wine through the quality 
and value of our products in every market segment.  

THE WGO PARTICIPATES IN THESE ONGOING 
INDUSTRY-RELATED INITIATIVES:

•	 Wine Growers Canada (WGC)

•	 Ontario Grape and Wine Research Inc. (OGWRI) 

•	 Cool Climate Oenology and Viticulture Institute (CCOVI) 
Advisory Council 

•	 Cool Climate Oenology and Viticulture Institute (CCOVI) 
Executive Committee  

•	 Best Bar None Ontario 

•	 Wine Marketing Association of Ontario 

•	 VQA Marketing Committee

•	 Government Industry Steering Committee

•	 Grape Negotiation Committee 

•	 Grapes for Processing Industry Advisory Committee (GPIAC) 

•	 Ontario Wine Society

•	 Tourism Industry Association of Ontario

•	 Culinary Tourism Alliance

•	 Greater Niagara Chamber of Commerce 

•	 Food and Beverage Ontario 

•	 Ontario Chamber of Commerce 

BOARD OF 
DIRECTORS 

GREG BERTI 
Director, Andrew Peller 
Limited

PAUL BOSC 
Director, Château des 
Charmes 

JIM CLARK 
Past Chair (Ex-Officio), 
Colio Estate Wines

RYAN CONTE 
Director, Megalomaniac,  
John Howard Cellars  
of Distinction 

JOHN DE SOUSA 
Director, Grower

AARON DOBBIN 
President & CEO  
(Ex-Officio),  
Wine Growers Ontario 

ROB ENNS 
Secretary-Treasurer, 
Grower 

DOUG HERNDER 
Director, Grower

HANK HUNSE 
Director, Small Talk 
Vineyards

TOMMASO MAGNOTTA 
Director, Magnotta Winery

TOM O’BRIEN 
Director, Regional 
Association – Cooper’s 
Hawk Vineyards

DEL ROLLO 
Chair, Arterra Wines 
Canada 

J. MURRAY SOUTER 
Vice-Chair, Diamond 
Estates Wines & Spirits

PHIL TREGUNNO 
Director, Grower

ROGER VAIL 
Director, Grower

MANAGEMENT 
TEAM
AARON DOBBIN  
President & CEO

KAREN LOCH 
Executive Assistant

BRAND NAMES  
OF MEMBERS
Arterra

Back Roads Wine 
Company

Balance

Big Ideas

Bodacious

Bricklayer’s Estate Wines

Chateau des Charmes

CHV Wines

Colio Estate Wines

Cooper’s Hawk Vineyards

Dan Aykroyd

EastDell Estates

FRESH

G. Marquis

Girls’ Night Out

Hat Trick

Inniskillin Wines

Jackson-Triggs  
Niagara Estate

Kittling Ridge

Lakeview Cellars

Le Clos Jordanne

Magnotta Winery

McMichael Collection

Megalomaniac

Niagara College Teaching 
Winery – Dean’s List

Open

Peller Estates

playdate

Sandbanks Winery

Seasons

Serenity

Small Talk Vineyards

Thirty Bench Wine Makers

Trius

Tzafona Cellars

20 Bees

Two Sisters Vineyards

Unwined

Vinoteca Inc. Premium 
Winery

Wayne Gretzky Estates

Members of WGO include 
all sizes of wineries, 
independent grape 
growers and regional 
associations.


