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By Greg Varley


I spent nearly 30 years of my life coaching high school debate, we won many more than we lost, but regardless of the outcome we always knew why the decision had been rendered. We did not always agree with the decision, but the reasons for decision were spelled out and we learned to adjust to the predilections of particular judges. Debates are supposed to have winners and losers. So to do football games, handball, poker, and, sadly, wars. 


Theatre, fine film, great music, world peace, extraordinary medical developments, and wine do not seem to lend themselves to the same absolute standards of winning and losing. Rare is the year in which the Grammy, Oscar, Tony, or Noble Prize winners are not questioned as to their worthiness in relation to other contenders. And then there is wine.


Across the world each year there are more than 300 sanctioned wine competitions offering from a few dozen to a few thousand options for tasters. The wines are organized into categories so refined that many competitions offer more medals then there are wines entered in the category. How about a category of semi-dry sparkling wines aged in oak for at least three years produced in northern Italy or Eastern Europe? And, while judges are not required to award prizes in every category there seems an unwritten rule that no one should be embarrassed if it is at all possible to avoid that situation. Winners are permitted to announce their medals on their websites, list them on their literature, and place replicas of the gold, silver, or bronze medallions on their bottles. So, what do they mean?


How many wines were in the category? Who many of the finer wineries entered the competition? Were the tastings blind? Was there a ranking of all the wines in category? Were their multiple tastings of the same wines as wines are eliminated until just three finalists remain? How are judges chosen? Is the judging consistent from year to year? Do the judges confer – is the list of winners a product of negotiation. Lots of questions – very few solid answers.


Who judges? 


While some of the most reputable competitions, like San Francisco, strive to find the most knowledgeable judges (noted critics, writers, producers, restaurateurs, etc.)  and seek their judges through applications and also encourage ‘interested and educated consumers’ to join the process. You do not find Robert Parker, James Laube, Jancis Robinson, etc., listed amongst the judges. 

There is virtually no consistency between competitions as to standards for judgment. In many of the gatherings the process is one of elimination. Keep reducing the number of wines on the table until there remain only those wines sufficient enough in number to guarantee that all the awards of merit are distributed. Even the often-debated 100-point scale of RM Parker and the Wine Spectator is usually jettisoned in exchange for almost entirely subjective evaluation. The few contests that include numerical scoring permit wines with scores as low as 70 (remember, a 65 is passing on a New York State Regent’s Examination – 70 is a D) to be eligible for awards. 


Who enters? The answer? Frankly, anyone willing to submit wines.


Many of the largest competitions (such as VinItaly – which does not include any of the 15 producers widely considered the best, Australia, Indianapolis, and San Francisco) traditionally draw between 3,000 and 3,500 entries. Judging takes place over two or three days with each team of five judges (a fairly consistent number) evaluating between 150 and 250 wines each day. A few competitions require a set of written comments be returned to each winery reviewing their entries, most competitions do not require judges to justify their decisions. 


Then there is the voting process. Since no absolute number exists in most competitions, and blind voting with only five judges would not suggest consensus, most competitions allow the judges to discuss the wines and through negotiation, brilliant argument, or shear force of will determine the medal winners. 


Medals are a marketing device. Competitions are designed for the producer. 

As with every means of evaluating products the consumer must be cautious. They need to ask questions, and they need to experiment. If you consistently enjoy wines that awards medals from a particular contest then that becomes an objective means of buying wine. If you generally agree with the views of a particular wine critic then look for wines they recommend. Or, trust the advice of your friendly Sterling staffer. However, regardless of the source of information nothing replaces your own palate.

