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ALL FIRED UP

IMPACT’S “HOT BRAND” AWARDS RECOGNIZE A BOUNTIFUL LIST OF FAST-GROWING PLAYERS

BY SHANE ENGLISH, JULIA HIGGINS, AND DANNY SULLIVAN
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ach year, Impact recognizes the wine and spirits brands

driving the fastest growth across the drinks industry.

While 2020 may have been a year in which the busi-

ness faced unprecedented challenges, you’d hardly

know it looking across a “Hot Brand” roster that
numbers a full 89 brands—including a whopping 51 spirits
labels as well as 23 domestic wines and 15 imported wines—
up from 70 winners a year ago.

The spirits Hot Brand list is loaded with entrants from the
thriving Tequila and whisk(e)y categories, and also details the
explosion in the RTD cocktail segment over the past year. On
the wine side, the domestic roster remains heavily tilted toward
California, but also includes a number of entries from regions

as varied as Oregon, New York, and North Carolina. Among
imports, Italy and New Zealand lead the way in honorees, joined
by fast-rising brands from France, Spain, and Australia.

The annual Hot Brands honor roll adheres to stringent crite-
ria. There are three different ways to qualify: Brands must have
shown double-digit growth in each year from 2018-2020, or
be an established player with at least 15% growth in 2020, or
else be a top ten brand with at least 5% growth in 2020 and
15% growth since 2017. The minimum volume requirement
for spirits and imported wines is 200,000 cases, while domes-
tic wines must meet a threshold of 250,000 cases.

Whiskies And Tequilas Loom Large

While it’s no surprise that whisk(e)y and Tequila make up the
bulk of Impact’s spirits Hot Brands, the list also reflects a
newer, still growing trend: spirits-based ready-to-drink (RTD)
cocktails. In 2020, seven spirits-based RTDs made the grade
and posted some of the strongest gains of any brands on the
list. Marketers and retailers point to the on-premise shutdowns
and the general disruption of bar and restaurant life during
the Covid-19 pandemic as one of the prime drivers of RTD
growth, but many, like E. & J. Gallo spirits chief Britt West,
see wider reasons for the category’s growth. West points to the
popularity of malt-based hard seltzers combined with consum-
ers’ decade-long inclination toward premiumization as setting
the table for spirits-based RTDs, which typically sell at a
premium compared to their malt-based competition and can
offer drinkers at home a closer experience to sitting on a
barstool in their local watering hole.

The leading Hot Brand, by nearly 2 million cases, is Tito’s
vodka from Fifth Generation, which became the largest spir-
its brand in the U.S. last year. In 2020, the brand was up 18%
to over 10 million cases, according to an estimate from Impact
Databank. Tito’s has ridden an enormous wave of success, more
than doubling in size since 2016 without adding flavors or new
products. “The vodka category comes down to one brand,”
said Jess Bailes, president of Florida retail chain ABC Fine
Wine and Spirits. “It’s Tito’s. [t really is a phenomenal brand.”

Three other vodka brands earned spots on the Hot Brands
list. E. & J. Gallo’s New Amsterdam vodka, at 6.1 million
cases, was up 27.1%. The brand’s 2020 performance was driven
by the massive success of its pink lemonade-flavored Pink
Whitney offshoot, which reached roughly 800,000 cases on
its own last year. Sazerac’s Platinum 7X returned to the Hot
Brands list, increasing 12.5% to 1.85 million cases, alongside
Western Son Distilling’s eponymous vodka, which reached
332,000 cases on 43.7% growth.

Though vodka brands are a minority on the 2020 Hot
Brands list, the spirit is a common ingredient among the explo-
sively popular spirits-based RTD cocktails. The largest vodka-
based RTD to earn a Hot Brand award is E. & J. Gallo’s High
Noon Sun Sips, a spirits-based hard seltzer made with fruit
juice. Last year, the brand rocketed to just under 3 million cases,
adding over 2 million cases in 2020 alone. West notes that
despite the phenomenal growth the brand was at times slowed
by a shortage of cans and limits on production facilities.
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2020 DISTILLED SPIRITS HOT BRANDS 2
(thousands of 9-liter case depletions)
Percent Change®
Brand Company 2017 2018 2019 2020 '17-'18 '18-'19 '19-20
Tito’s Fifth Generation 6,068 7,400 8,770 10,350 22.0% 18.5% 18.0%
Crown Royal* Diageo North America 6,037 6,323 6,876 7,225 4.7 8.7 5.1
Fireball Sazerac Co. 4,915 5,210 5,625 6,300 6.0 8.0 12.0
Jim Beam* Beam Suntory 4,892 5,266 5,724 6,253 7.6 8.7 9.2
New Amsterdam* E. & J. Distillers 4,375 4,550 4,800 6,100 4.0 55 271
Hennessy Moét Hennessy USA (LVMH) 3,672 3,704 3,972 4,725 0.9 7.2 19.0
Jose Cuervo Margaritas Proximo Spirits 2,081 2,216 2,246 3,338 6.5 58 424
High Noon Sun Sips E. & J. Distillers - - 738 2,950 - + +
Malibu Pernod Ricard USA 2,015 2,098 2,246 2,711 4.1 70 20.7
Patrén Bacardi USA 1,886 1,876 2,161 2,706 -0.5 15.2 25.2
Jose Cuervo Especial Silver Proximo Spirits 1,436 1,250 1,483 1,970 10.0 18.7 32.8
Platinum 7X Sazerac Co. 1,305 1,475 1,645 1,850 13.0 115 125
1800 Promixo Spirits 949 1,058 1,167 1,531 11.6 10.2 31.2
Monaco Atomic Brands 299 577 1,110 1,522 93.3 923 371
Rémy Martin Rémy Cointreau USA 955 1,016 984 1,520 6.4 -3.2 545
Don Julio Diageo North America 539 745 920 1,230 38.3 235 337
Woodford Reserve Brown-Forman Beverages Worldwide 532 651 792 977 224 21.7 234
1800 Ultimate Margarita ~ Proximo Spirits 483 515 598 973 6.7 16.0 62.8
Wild Turkey Campari America 658 705 705 810 7.1 - 15.0
Espolon Campari America 295 392 510 768 329 30.1 50.6
Cutwater Cutwater Spirits (Anheuser-Busch InBev) 35 170 300 735 + 76.5 +
Courvoisier Beam Suntory 489 533 585 706 8.9 9.8 20.8
Ole Smoky® Ole Smoky Distillery 288 334 414 672 16.0 24.0 623
Casamigos Diageo North America 197 333 450 645 689 35.0 435
Skrewball Infinium Spirits - 27 162 581 + + +
Cazadores Bacardi USA 349 433 492 561 239 13.6 14.2
Rumchata Agave Loco Brands 500 465 475 550 -7.0 2.2 158
D’Ussé Bacardi USA 170 305 372 548 79.1 222 471
Canteen Canteen Spirits - - 90 517 - + +
Gentleman Jack Brown-Forman Beverages Worldwide 387 404 418 489 4.4 35 170
Familia Camarena E. & J. Distillers 410 365 323 423 -11.0 115 31.0
Pendleton Proximo Spirits 266 298 345 397 12.2  15.7 149
Basil Hayden’s Beam Suntory 181 253 320 393 39.3 26.6 228
Everclear Luxco® 220 205 208 360 -6.8 1.2 735
Olmeca Altos Pernod Ricard USA 210 266 322 358 272 208 11.3
Milagro William Grant & Sons USA 255 295 306 355 15.7 3.7 16.0
Cointreau Rémy Cointreau USA 264 275 299 345 4.1 8.7 153
Four Roses Four Roses Distillery 210 240 285 335 14.0 19.0 175
Western Son* Western Son Distillery 101 172 231 332 70.3 343 43.7
Ezra Brooks Luxco® 238 248 285 330 42 150 15.7
Buzzballz Southern Champion 216 253 272 325 17.1 75 19.6
Old Forester Brown-Forman Beverages Worldwide 189 223 271 320 180 215 181
Jose Cuervo Tradicional Proximo Spirits 151 185 240 287 228 29.7 195
Buffalo Trace Sazerac Co. 181 200 235 275 105 175 170
Bird Dog?* Western Spirits Beverage Co. 179 187 194 259 4.5 3.7 335
Elijah Craig Heaven Hill Brands 110 135 205 246 22,7 519 20.0
Herradura Brown-Forman Beverages Worldwide 179 192 213 245 73 109 15.0
Proper No. Twelve Proximo Spirits - 41 131 232 + + 7.1
Teremana Mast-Jagermeister U.S. - - - 230 - - +
Blue Chair Bay Fishbowl! Spirits 137 161 180 200 177 116 11.3
Jack Daniel’'s Brown-Forman Beverages Worldwide - - 164 200 - + 22.0
Tennessee Apple
Total Hot Spirits 49,204 54,226 61,954 78,262 10.2% 14.3% 26.3%
1 Criteria:
Established brand with double-digit growth each year in 2018, 2019, and 2020 3 Based on unrounded data
Established brand with at least 15% growth from 2019 to 2020 #Includes flavors
Special consideration—top ten brand with at least 5% growth in 2020 and at least 15% growth since 2017 ® Includes moonshine and blended whiskey
Significant new product € Acquired by MGP in 2021
2 Calendar 2020 minimum volume requirement = 200,000 cases
Source: IMPACT DATABANK ©2021
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“Consumers want to take spirits-based products to places
where they used to drink beer,” he explained. “Within malt
competitors, we see about a 20% repeat rate among consum-
ers, and High Noon’s repeat rate in IRI channels was about
33%. That is also what gives us great confidence going into
2021 of what the true potential is for the brand.”

Playing in a similar space to High Noon are brands like
Canteen, which offers a line of fruit-flavored Vodka Sodas and
earned its first Hot Brand award after growing from 90,000 to
517,000 cases last year; Monaco, which reached 1.5 million
cases last year and features a lineup of spirits-based fruit-flavored
cocktails; and Buzzballz, which markets a variety of premixed
cocktails in easily portable packages. The Southern Champion
brand grew by 19.5% last year to reach 325,000 cases, earning
its first Hot Brand award.

The final canned cocktail to earn a Hot Brand award is
Cutwater Spirits, an Anheuser-Busch InBev (A-B InBev)
label. Last year, Cutwater more than doubled, reaching
700,000 cases. The brand has a vast portfolio, offering roughly
20 cocktails using Cutwater’s own house-distilled spirits.
“Cutwater is part of an exploding category of RTD cocktails,”
says A-B InBev vice president of marketing for beyond beer
Lana Buchanan. “We grew 120% in 2021 in IRI channels
driven by both our core propositions and innovation. Because
Cutwater has such a diverse lineup, featuring cocktails made
with nearly every spirit base, we believe that there is easily a
Cutwater cocktail for everyone.”

While canned cocktails stormed the Hot Brands list this
year, they were not the only premixed format to earn honors.
Proximo scored two Hot Brand nods for a pair of premixed
Margaritas: Jose Cuervo Margarita and 1800 Ultimate Margar-
ita. Jose Cuervo’s bottled Margaritas skyrocketed 42.4% last
year to just over 3.3 million cases, marking an incredible accel-
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eration compared to 2019, when the brand grew just 5.8%.
1800 Ultimate Margarita saw a similarly massive jump,
increasing 63% to 973,000 cases, a huge increase from the
roughly 16% bump it saw in 2019.

When counting Tequila-based RTDs alongside straight
Tequilas, the category makes up roughly 30% of the Hot Brand
winners for 2020. While a variety of price segments are repre-
sented, Hot Brand Tequilas skew toward the super-premium-
and-above end, with three of the leading luxury-priced brands
earning spots on the list.

Patrén, the leading Tequila Hot Brand, reached 2.71 million
cases last year after growing by 25.2%. The brand is the leading
light for premiumization in Tequila, being a major force not just
in the luxury segment of the market but also in the overall play-
ing field. Joining Patrén in the luxury segment are two Diageo
brands—Don Julio, which crossed 1 million cases last year for
the first time, and Casamigos at 645,000 cases.

Also in Tequila’s 100% blue agave segment, Proximo’s 1800
Tequila reached 1.5 million cases after growing 31.2%. Proximo
also scored two other winners, with Jose Cuervo Tradicional
rising 19.8% to 287,000 cases and the lone mixto Tequila to
make the grade, Jose Cuervo Especial Silver, which was up
32.8% to just under 2 million cases. Behind it and the luxury
brands is Campari’s Espolon. The widely popular brand contin-
ued its surge last year, rising 50.6% to 768,000 cases. Campari
CEO Bob Kunze-Concewitz recently noted that the company
could look to add another Tequila to its lineup looking ahead.

Bacardi, E. & ]. Gallo, Pernod Ricard, and William Grant &
Sons also found success with 100% blue agave Tequilas, with
Cazadores, Familia Camarena, Olmeca Altos, and Milagro all
earning Hot Brand honors. The newest Tequila to meet the Hot
Brands criteria is Mast-Jdgermeister’s Teremana, which retails
at around $28 a 750-ml. The brand, created by actor Dwayne
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“The Rock” Johnson, reached 230,000 cases in only a partial
year on the market. “We want this to be a Tequila for the people,
and our price should reflect that,” Johnson says. “Across all of
my careers, I've focused on developing a relationship with the
audience, rather than marketing to a consumer.”

Whisk(e)y, the largest category on this year’s Hot Brands
list, is well represented with 18 winners coming from the
U.S,, Ireland, and Canada. Crown Royal, the largest whisky
to earn Hot Brand honors, was at just over 7.2 million cases
for 2020, including its thriving flavor portfolio, and grew by
8%. Crown Royal is the top-selling spirits brand in the U.S.
market in retail value terms. Also continuing to rise is Fire-
ball, a flavored Canadian offering that hit 6.3 million cases
after growing 12% last year. Trailing
those massive players is Pendleton,
the third Canadian whisky to earn
a spot on the Hot Brands list. In
2020, the Proximo brand grew by
14.9% to just under 400,000 cases.

American whiskies like Bourbon
and Tennessee whiskey make up 14
of the category’s 18 winners. Lead-
ing labels including Jim Beam,
which grew 9.2% to 6.3 million
cases; Brown-Forman’s Woodford
Reserve, which gained 23.4% to just
under 1 million cases; Wild Turkey,
up 15% to 810,000 cases; and
Gentleman Jack, which rose 17% to
489,000 cases, all earned Hot Brand
honors for their performance in 2020.
Brown-Forman also earned Hot
Brand honors for Jack Daniel’s Apple,
the brand’s newest flavored offshoot.
The release hit 200,000 cases in its
first year on the market.

But the winners were not limited
to the biggest names in the industry;
newer and innovative offerings also
showed strong growth in 2020. Chief
among newcomers is Infinium Spir-
its’ Skrewball Peanut Butter whis-
key, which hit 581,000 cases in its third year on the market.
“In 2020, we were fortunate to experience distribution in all
50 states for the first full year,” said Infinium Spirits vice pres-
ident of marketing Marcel Durand. “Overall, sales in the
off-premise are robust across all regions and types of retail
outlets, but we really miss the opportunity to be interacting
with the valued bartending community.”

Other flavored whiskies also kept up the momentum, with
Western Spirits’ Bird Dog making the list after growing by
33.5% to 259,000 cases last year. The brand offers flavored
and unflavored whiskies, highlighting popular variants like
cinnamon and honey alongside more unique offerings like
praline and jalapefio honey. And Ole Smoky, a brand that
dabbles in unflavored Tennessee whiskies alongside its

American whiskies like
Bourbon and Tennessee
whiskey make up 14 of the
distilled spirits category’s
18 winners.

massive portfolio of flavors, returned to the list at 672,000 cases.
The brand grew by over 60% last year and eclipsed the half-
million-case mark for the first time, while adding a 9% abv
range of canned cocktails to its lineup.

Other American whiskies earning Hot Brand honors are
Beam Suntory’s Basil Hayden’s, a super-premium whiskey that
reached 393,000 cases after growing 22.8%; Four Roses’ name-
sake brand at 335,000 cases on 17.5% growth; Brown Forman’s
Old Forester, which increased 18.1% to 320,000 cases; Sazerac’s
Buffalo Trace, which grew 17% to reach 275,000 cases; Heaven
Hill’s Elijah Craig at 20% growth and 246,000 cases; and Luxco’s
Ezra Brooks, which reached 330,000 cases on a 15.6% increase.
In January, MGP Ingredients announced that it would acquire

Luxco for $475 million, adding Ezra

Brooks, among others, to its brand

— stable. Meanwhile, Brown-Forman is

doubling down on Bourbon brands

like Old Forester and Woodford with

a $95 million expansion plan at its
Louisville distillery.

The lone Irish whiskey to make the
grade is Proper No. Twelve. The
brand, co-owned and promoted by
MMA fighter Conor McGregor and
distributed by Proximo Spirits, grew
77.1% to 232,000 cases in its second
year on the market.

Rounding out this year’s Hot Brand

= spirits winners are entrants from
Cognac, rum, liqueurs, and grain alco-
hol. Cognac leads the way with four
awardees—including category leader
Hennessy, which reached 4.73 million
cases on 19% growth—and smaller
but fast-growing labels like Rémy
Martin, Courvoisier, and D’Ussé,
which grew 54.5% to 1.52 million
cases, 20.8% to 706,000 cases, and
47% to 548,000 cases, respectively.
Among rums, Pernod Ricard’s Malibu
and Fishbow! Spirits’ Blue Chair Bay
showed the enduring popularity of
flavored expressions. Malibu reached 2.71 million cases on
20.7% growth last year, while Blue Chair Bay—founded by coun-
try singer Kenny Chesney—increased 11.3% to 200,000 cases.
In liqueurs, Agave Loco’s Rumchata, up 15.8% to 550,000 cases,
and Rémy Cointreau’s Cointreau, increasing 15.3% to
345,000 cases, also performed well enough to earn Hot Brand
nods. Cointreau recently looked to build on its 2020 gains
by investing in its first Super Bowl ad. “This is a big step for
us in terms of supporting the on-premise, but also in terms of
Cointreau coming forth and becoming a bigger brand in the
next phase of our growth,” says senior brand director Wendy
Duan. Finally, in a category of its own, is Luxco’s Everclear;
the high-proof grain alcohol earned its first Hot Brand honor
after surging 73.1% to 360,000 cases.
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Domestic Newcomers Abound

California once again leads the latest domestic wine Hot
Brands list, though the state’s share is slightly less dominant
this year than it has been in years past. In 2020, ten brands
became newly minted domestic wine Hot Brands. Of those,
four were from California, and the rest illustrated a broad-
ening diversity in domestic wine, with wine-based cocktails
leading the charge, accompanied by wines from lesser-known
American wine regions like North Carolina and New York.
Across the board, brands were buoyed by virtual outreach
with consumers, who were stuck at home isolating at the
onset of the pandemic. And while ten new brands did join
the list last year, the brands that saw some of the strongest
growth benefited from longstanding familiarity among
consumers, who turned to tried-and-true labels during a year
full of considerable tumult.

At the top of 2020’s domestic wine Hot Brands list is Deli-
cato Family Vineyards’ Bota Box, which jumped 41% last
year to over 11.3 million cases, making it far and away the
most voluminous Hot Brand of its kind. Over the course of
the pandemic the brand has seen substantial growth in such

channels as supermarkets and convenience stores, where
consumers are gravitating towards 3-liter boxed formatting
in droves. Bota Box’s slightly more upscale and robustly
flavored Nighthawk extension—originally debuted in 2019
with Gold Buttery Chardonnay—has also been an additional
avenue of growth for the brand, bringing in a younger
consumer set.

Two returning Hot Brands have likewise channeled
consumer affinity for bolder wines, and with great success.
Jam Cellar’s Butter Chardonnay is back this year after grow-
ing 18.6% to 925,000 cases; close on its heels is WX Brands’
Bread & Butter, which recorded growth of 88.4%—the
second-highest of any Hot Brand—to 880,000 cases. Accord-
ing to WX Brands senior vice president of marketing Jeff
Ngo, the continued trend toward premiumization bolstered
Bread & Butter’s growth, as did a focus on augmenting the
brand’s online presence throughout 2020.

Behind Bota Box as the No.-2 domestic wine Hot Brand of
2020 is Josh Cellars from Deutsch Family Wine & Spirits. The
California-based brand leapt 34.7% last year, closing in on
4.55 million cases—more than double its volume just three

2020 DOMESTIC WINE HOT BRANDS'2
(thousands of 9-liter case depletions)
Percent Change®
Brand Company 2017 2018 2019 2020 '17-°18 ’18-'19 '19-°20
Bota Box Delicato Family Wines 6,040 6,900 8,004 11,302 14.2% 16.0% 41.2%
Black Box* E. & J. Gallo Winery 6,430 7,037 6,849 7855 9.4 2.7 147
Josh Cellars Deutsch Family Wine & Spirits 2,164 2,660 3,372 4,543 229 26.8 34.7
Apothic E. & J. Gallo Winery 3,265 3,305 3,320 4,050 1.5 0.5 220
Winking Owl E. & J. Gallo Winery 1,725 2,200 2,375 3,100 275 8.0 30.5
Barefoot on Tap E. & J. Gallo Winery - 100 1,100 1,700 + + 54.5
Meiomi Constellation Brands 1,169 1,266 1,313 1,542 8.3 3.7 174
Rancho La Gloria Patco Brands 56 223 427 1,300 + 91.6 +
Decoy by Duckhorn Duckhorn Wine Co. (TSG) 587 711 855 1,086 21.1 20.2 271
MD 20/20 The Wine Group 805 804 854 986 -0.1 6.1 155
Butter Chardonnay Jam Cellars 545 703 780 925 289 110 186
Bread & Butter WX Brands 190 304 467 880 60.1 53.7 884
Oliver Oliver Winery & Vineyards 355 385 459 671 8.7 19.1 46.2
Line 39 O’Neill Vintners & Distillers 406 487 555 622 20.0 14.0 120
House Wine® Precept Wines 272 338 451 589 245 335 305
Duplin Duplin Winery 518 521 487 563 06 6.5 155
Barefoot Seltzer E. & J. Gallo Winery - - - 525 - - +
California Roots Trinchero Family Estates 125 390 425 475 + 9.0 118
Yosemite Road The Wine Group 260 330 390 430 269 18.2 10.3
Buzzballz Chillers Southern Champion 57 115 233 414 + + 773
AtoZ A to Z Wineworks 285 292 313 361 2.5 73 153
Justin Justin Vineyards & Winery 250 275 303 339 10.0 10.2 119
Freakshow Michael David Winery 192 201 251 299 45 250 19.0
Total Hot Domestic Wine 25,685 29,547 33,583 44,554 15.0% 13.7% 32.7%
1 Criteria: 2 Calendar 2020 minimum volume requirement = 250,000 cases
Established brand with double-digit growth each year in 2018, 2019, and 2020 3 Based on unrounded data
Established brand with at least 15% growth from 2019 to 2020 4 Acquired from Constellation Brands in 2021
Significant new product 5 Includes some imports
Special consideration—top ten brand with at least 5% growth in 2019 and at least 15% growth since 2017
Source: IMPACT DATABANK ©2021
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years prior, when it stood at 2.16 million cases. While Deutsch
CEO Peter Deutsch notes that considerable effort has been
put into building Josh in the on-premise, the brand greatly
benefited from the pandemic-related off-premise boom.

E. &J. Gallo is present on 2020’s domestic wine Hot Brands
list with four labels: three California wines, and one wine-
based seltzer. The wine juggernaut’s Apothic and Winking
Owl brands sit in the No.-3 and No.-4 positions, respectively,
and both are new additions to the list as well—Apothic joined
after leaping 22% to 4.05 million cases in 2020, while Wink-
ing Owl registered growth of 30.5% to 3.1 million cases. From
under the Barefoot umbrella come two
wines: Barefoot on Tap, which burst
onto the scene in 2018 with 50,000 cases
and reached 1.7 million cases last year
on growth of 54.5%; and Barefoot Selt-
zer, a new Hot Brand that posted
volume of 525,000 cases in its debut
year. For all of Gallo’s Hot Brands,
online activity was a common thread
in their triumphs. “E-commerce played a tremendous role in
the success of Apothic, Winking Owl, Barefoot on Tap, and
Barefoot Seltzer,” says Gallo’s vice president of commercial
wine marketing, Anna Bell. “2020 saw a dramatic growth of
the e-commerce channel, which has reached historic highs.
We've also seen the growth of alcohol delivery, a channel
that’s actively attracting new consumers.”

Barefoot is not the only wine brand to successfully break
into the wine-based cocktail category, which has fared well
as a result of its health-conscious bent and its ability to bring
wholly new consumers into wine. From Patco Brands comes
newly minted Hot Brand Rancho La Gloria, a wine-based

Margarita; the brand initially launched in 2017 with 56,000
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On the 2020 domestic
wine Hot Brands list,
super-premium brands
Jrom California were a
prominent presence.

cases, and has since skyrocketed to 1.3 million cases, with
last year’s percentage growth registering a remarkable 205%.
Southern Champion’s Buzzballz Chillers is the final wine-
based RTD cocktail on this year’s Hot Brands list. Featuring
a lineup of flavors like Horchata, Lotta Colada, and Hazel-
nut Latte, Buzzballz Chillers were introduced last year and
depleted 414,000 cases.

Elsewhere on the 2020 domestic wine Hot Brands list,
super-premium brands, most often from California, were
another prominent presence. Constellation Brands’ Meiomi,
which is retail-priced at around $25 a 750-ml., joined the
2020 list following years of consecutive
growth; most recently, the brand
soared 17.4% to reach 1.54 million
cases. Also new to this year’s list is
Oregon label A to Z, from A to Z Wine-
works. The brand hit 361,000 cases by
the end of last year on growth of
15.3% and with a lineup that falls in
the $15-$28 range. A to Z founding
partner and CMO Deb Hatcher points to supermarket
accounts as key to growth in 2020. “We maintained our
solid relationships with trade and grew our business
through strong national grocery distribution,” she says.
“Shoppers who were reluctant to linger at complicated—
even overwhelming—wine shelves gravitated to trusted
brands known to offer quality for great value.”

Returning super-premium domestic wine Hot Brands
include Duckhorn Wine Co.’s entry-level label Decoy by
Duckhorn, as well as fellow Californian brands Justin, from
Justin Vineyards & Winery, and Freakshow, from Michael
David Winery. Decoy is led first and foremost by its Caber-
net Sauvignon, according to Duckhorn senior vice president
and chief marketing and business development officer Carol
Reber. “The Decoy Cabernet is the anchor of the lineup,
and it’s far and away the No.-1 Cabernet in the $15-and-up
segment,” she says. “That’s followed by the Pinot Noir and
Chardonnay, which, altogether, are the three most signifi-
cant wines in the lineup.” In addition to Decoy’s core wines,
which are retail priced at $20-$25 a 750-ml., the brand has
also released more limited-edition offerings as of late, focused
at slightly higher price points and more specific vineyard
sites. Duckhorn recently filed papers with the SEC in a move
toward becoming a public company.

Freakshow kept growth robust during 2020 in part by real-
locating some of its advertising dollars toward online partners
like Instacart and Bazaarvoice. “We wanted to ensure Michael
David wines stayed in front of consumers as more ventured
into delivery and curbside grocery,” says vice president of sales
and marketing Melissa Phillips Stroud. “This was a new tool
for our winery, and we continue to explore the various avenues
of marketing toward online shoppers.” Recently, Freakshow
has also branched out with new packaging options for its
Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay, including 187-ml. cans
and kegs for on-premise accounts. Overall, the brand jumped
19% last year to just under 300,000 cases.
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Paso Robles-based Justin continued its upward momen-
tum in 2020, reaching 339,000 cases after rising 11.9%.
While the brand, like its other super-premium counter-
parts, suffered from the on-premise closures brought about
by Covid-19, it stayed connected to consumers via a robust
virtual tasting program. “We quickly pivoted our business to
bring the winery experience to people’s homes,” says Clar-
ence Chia, senior vice president of marketing, e-commerce,
and direct-to-consumer at Justin. “We were one of the first
wineries to launch a suite of virtual tasting offerings; with
fewer people traveling for leisure coupled with the limita-
tions placed on our hospitality industry, it was important
that we create a virtual environment that would allow us
to provide the same level of hospitality and knowledge
that we do with our guests in person at our tasting rooms.”
The winery hosts public virtual tastings on Instagram Live
and Facebook, hosted by founder Justin Baldwin or
winery-connected sommeliers.

The final three California Hot Brands on the 2020 list
are The Wine Group’s Yosemite Road, O’Neill Vintners &
Distillers’ Line 39, and Trinchero Family Estates’ California
Roots. The former two climbed 10.3% and 12% last year,
to reach 430,000 cases and 622,000 cases, respectively, while
the latter experienced slightly slower growth of 11.8% to
get to a volume of 475,000 cases.

Rounding out the 2020 domestic wine Hot Brands list are
labels that come from four other states: New York, Indiana,
North Carolina, and Washington. From New York is MD
20/20, a brand that’s infused with various flavors—among
them Blue Raspberry, Banana Red, and Dragon Fruit—
which overcame declines in 2017 to now attain Hot Brands
status in 2020, following growth of 15.5% to 986,000 cases.
Oliver, from Indiana-based Oliver Winery & Vineyards,
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returns to the Hot Brands list this year after achieving gains
of 46.2% to 671,000 cases. Oliver’s lineup features sweeter,
fruit-forward wines.

Also serving up sweet wines is Duplin Winery’s eponymous
label, which joins the latest Hot Brands list after jumping
15.5% to 563,000 cases. North Carolina-based Duplin is
investing an initial $15 million in a 35,000-square-foot enter-
tainment complex in Panama City Beach, Florida, which will
mark its third location. The final 2020 domestic wine Hot
Brand is Precept Wine’s House Wine, a Washington-based
brand. Available in a number of packaging formats, House
Wine has seen great success with its 375-ml. cans, as well as
for its 3-liter boxed wines, and reached 589,000 cases on
30.5% growth in 2020.

Italy, New Zealand On The Rise

Fifteen imported wine labels qualified as Hot Brands in 2020.
The honorees are split much more evenly along geographic
lines than in some years past, mainly due to the fact that
several of last year’s [talian brands like Castello del Poggio,
Mionetto Prosecco, and Zonin Prosecco were unable to sustain
the momentum necessary for Hot Brands status. That trend,
coupled with gains from competitors in France and New
Zealand, yields a list of four Italian labels, four Kiwi labels,
and three French labels, along with Spanish, Australian, and
multiple-origin honorees.

Even within a roster of rapidly rising Hot Brands, Stella
Rosa was a standout last year. The Italian label, imported by
Riboli Family, has led the import contingent for several years
running but took off like no other in 2020. Its stable of
low-abv wines grew more than 100% last year, climbing from
2.5 million in 2019 to 5.25 million in 2020. It would be easy
to attribute this sort of frenzied jump to some sort of “pandemic
bump” but Riboli Family vice president Steve Riboli says the
picture isn’t so simple. “We had a fantastic January, February,
and March that launched us into 100% month-over-month
growth before Covid-19 even hit,” he notes. “But then the
rocket ship took off. We really relied on our family and made
sure our employees were safe, and then it all just sort of fell
into place. It was really a mind-boggling experience but we
got through it and it wasn’t a fluke.”

While the year was a major success for Stella Rosa, it was
not without exceptional challenges. The brand is produced
and bottled in Piedmont, Italy, which was hit hard in the
first wave of the virus last spring and was placed on a
near-total lockdown. Just as Stella Rosa was taking off like
never before, sourcing more of it suddenly became a huge
challenge. “We hated not having the inventory on some
items at a time where they were selling super-fast, but we
have now been able to grow our production to meet the
still increasing demand,” Riboli says. “Thankfully, our team
and our partners, both distribution and retail, were able to
work through the challenges of growing as quickly as we
did over such a short period of time. We can’t even begin
to speak to the performance of the brand without recog-
nizing the performance of the teams that made it happen.
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2020 IMPORTED WINE HOT BRANDS!2
(thousands of 9-liter case depletions)

Percent Change®

Brand Company 2017 2018 2019 2020 '17-'18 ’18-'19 '19-'20
Stella Rosa Riboli Family Wine Estates 1,661 2,070 2,481 5,250 24.6% 19.9% +
La Marca E. & J. Gallo Winery 1,410 1,600 1,920 2,400 13.5 20.0 25.0%
19 Crimes Treasury Wine Estates Americas 1,040 1,575 1,629 2,180 51.5 3.4 33.8
Kim Crawford Constellation Brands 1,232 1,327 1,366 1,615 7.7 29 18.2
Roscato Palm Bay International 810 891 982 1,207 10.0 10.2 229
Oyster Bay Oyster Bay Wines USA 800 888 967 1,115 11.1 89 153
Matua Treasury Wine Estates Americas 425 527 615 729 240 16.8 185
Cupcake The Wine Group 635 620 600 700 24 32 16.7
La Vieille Ferme Vineyard Brands 472 548 572 670 16.1 4.3 172
Gérard Bertrand Gérard Bertrand USA 391 449 512 569 14.8 140 111
90+ Cellars* Latitude Beverage Co. 392 412 446 515 5.1 8.1 15.7
Whitehaven E. & J. Gallo Winery 250 300 345 440 20.0 15.0 275
Luc Belaire Sovereign Brands 105 180 200 420 71.4 111 +
Campo Viejo Pernod Ricard USA 202 263 317 374 299 204 18.2
Provisions Precept Wines 47 124 175 250 + 41.1 429

Total Hot Imported Wine

! Criteria:
Established brand with double-digit growth each year in 2018, 2019 and 2020
Established brand with at least 15% growth from 2019 to 2020
Significant new product

Special consideration—top ten brand with at least 5% growth in 2019 and at least 15% growth since 2017

Source: IMPACT DATABANK ©2021

9,872 11,774 13,126 18,434 19.3% 11.5% 40.4%
2 Calendar 2020 minimum volume requirement = 200,000 cases
3 Based on unrounded data

4 Acquired from Constellation Brands in 2021

To sum it all up in one sentence, it was probably the most
successful and stressful year that we have ever had.”

The Wine Group’s Cupcake brand, also from Italy, joined the
Hot Brands list following a strong turnaround last year. After
dropping by 20,000 cases in 2019, Cupcake added 100,000 cases
in 2020, reaching 700,000 cases on 16.7% volume growth.
It was bolstered by Cupcake LightHearted, which launched
last June. The new line splits the difference between tradi-
tional wine and a Stella Rosa-style low-abv offering, clocking
in at 8% abv and 80 calories per
5-ounce serving. Additionally, E. & J.
Gallo’s La Marca continued chugging
along, adding nearly 500,000 cases as
it crossed the 2 million-case mark on
25% growth.

Roscato, from Palm Bay Interna-
tional, rounds out the Italian
entrants. After years of growth in
the 10% range, Roscato popped last year, accelerating to
22.9% and breaking the million-case barrier to hit 1.2 million
cases. “Roscato’s performance in 2020 was nothing less
than astounding,” says Palm Bay senior director for brand
development Hal Cashman. “The growth of the sweet wine
category has rapidly brought in new consumers and demo-
graphics to the Roscato brand. Additionally, the Roscato
mix is weighted toward off-premise and thus the shift of
consumers to more heavily favor this channel in 2020
clearly benefited the brand.”
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Italian label Stella Rosa
was a standout
[in 2020] ... Its stable of
low-abv wines grew more
than 100% last year.

Elsewhere in Old World wines, La Vieille Ferme led the pack
among French Hot Brands. As for many on the list, business
picked up last year as the label grew more than 17% and nearly
100,000 cases, reaching 665,000 cases in all. Vineyard Brands
president and CEO Gregory Doody attributes the gains to an
ongoing effort to expand resources given to both national and
regional accounts, “which is starting to pay dividends.” One
notable trend that Doody highlights and which is echoed by
others was that the migration to the off-premise seems actu-
ally to have expanded many consum-
ers’ horizons. “As everyone settles
into the new normal, we continue to
see tremendous growth in off-premise
channels, but we're also seeing a
greater variety of our wines selling
well,” he says. Just behind La Vieille
Ferme is Gérard Bertrand from
Gérard Bertrand USA. The French
table wine brand continues to post solid growth and was up
11% last year to 569,000 cases.

Newcomer French label Luc Belaire, from Sovereign
Brands, had an exciting 2020. It nearly edged out Stella
Rosa for strongest growth, percentage-wise, though it was
working from a much smaller base. The brand jumped 110%,
rising from an even 200,000 cases in 2019 to 420,000 cases
last year. Its sparkling lineup is composed of four offerings:
Belaire Rosé, from Provence-Alpes-Cote d’Azur; Gold, a
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir blend from Burgundy; Luxe,
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a 100% Chardonnay from Burgundy; and Luxe Rosé. The
brand also markets “Fantdme” editions, which come in
bottles featuring luminescent labels.

Pernod Ricard’s Spanish brand Campo Viejo also returned
as a Hot Brand. The brand’s portfolio, which includes both
still wine and Cava, maintained growth above 18% and rose
to 374,000 cases last year. “Campo Viejo’s Cava and still
Rosé had started to see some real traction in 2019 in the
on-premise, particularly around brunch socializing, with up
to half the brand’s volume consumed there,” says brand direc-
tor Shannon Lovell. “Due to this, we did see the effects of
the closure of the on-premise. That said, we did see a lift in
sales in the off-premise, particularly with our Campo Viejo
reds portfolio.”

Down under, Treasury Wine Estates’ 19 Crimes proved
that its 2019 stall in growth was simply a bump in the road.
The brand returned to form in 2020, tacking on more than
half a million cases—just as it did in 2017 and 2018—on
34% growth. Now approaching 2.2 million cases, 19 Crimes
was bolstered by the success of its recent release of Snoop
Cali Red, created in partnership with rapper Snoop Dogg.
Also from Treasury, New Zealand brand Matua continued
its ascent, adding more than 100,000 cases as it climbed 18%
to 729,000 cases. “We are thrilled with the results of both
brands in 2020,” says vice president of marketing John Ward-
ley. He notes that, like the rest of the industry, the loss of
the on-premise due to pandemic restrictions was a blow, but
Matua and 19 Crimes’ strong performance on e-commerce
platforms helped mitigate losses. On Drizly, for instance,
Matua and 19 Crimes Cabernet Sauvignon are the No.-10
and No.-19 wines in overall sales, respectively, according
to Wardley.

Opyster Bay Wines’ eponymous brand, also from New
Zealand, picked up speed as it broke 1 million cases. Its eight-
wine portfolio, which encompasses various varietals and styles
from Marlborough and Hawkes Bay, grew 15%, ending up just
north of 1.1 million cases. Gallo’s New Zealand label White-
haven increased 27% to 440,000 cases as well.

The top New Zealand brand, however, was Constella-
tion Brands’ Kim Crawford, which saw a surge of growth
following several years of minimal gains. The brand
reached 1.6 million cases on an 18% increase. Julie Ross-
man, Kim Crawford’s vice president of marketing, chalks
up the advance to multiple factors, “including increased
distribution, more effective merchandising support, and
accelerated off-premise growth due to on-premise closures,
as well as investments in TV and digital media.” Constel-
lation is building on its success with the recent launch of
Kim Crawford in 250-ml. cans and the debut of Kim Craw-
ford Illuminate, which is at 7% abv and contains 70 calo-
ries, with Sauvignon Blanc and rosé options in national
distribution this month.

Two brands sourced from multiple regions—90+ Cellars
and Provisions—likewise earned honors. 90+ Cellars, from
Latitude Beverage Co., joined the list on 15.7% growth and
515,000 cases in depletions last year. Provisions, from Precept
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Wines, was also a newcomer. Its 43% growth in 2020 was
enough to boost it above 250,000 cases.

Opverall, this year’s imported wine Hot Brands roster
outshone its iterations from recent years. Its collective volume
of 18.4 million cases outpaced 2019’ total by around 5.3 million
cases. And its average growth of 40.4%, driven by strong gains
across the board and ringers like Stella Rosa, was also leaps and
bounds ahead. Numerous challenges still face the category, includ-
ing unresolved tariff disputes and pandemic restrictions, but
imported wine’s Hot Brands are showing the way forward. [l
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