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1. UI Grad to Head Stepping Up

By Jim Butts — The Daily Iowan

June 21, 2005 
IOWA CITY, IA -- A mere three blocks up the street from a swarm of bars advertising cheap drink specials and low cover charges sits Angela Reams' new office.

From that windowless room in Stanley Residence Hall, the 25-year-old UI graduate will battle a long-contentious issue - alcohol abuse at the UI. She was recently hired as the coordinator of the Stepping Up Project.

"I'm not intimidated," said Reams, who started her new job on June 1. "I look forward to the challenge."

Formed in 1996, Stepping Up provides students with alternative activities to drinking, such as "Night Games," while also lobbying for stricter policies on alcohol.

Phillip Jones, the UI vice president for Student Services, said he hired Reams because of the Iowa native's postgraduate work and experience teaching alcohol-education workshops at the university.

That familiarity with the alcohol industry should help her "hit the ground running" in her new job, said Jim Clayton, the outgoing Stepping Up co-coordinator.


"She has experience cleaning up after the Clydesdales," he said.

Clayton, who was originally hired as co-coordinator of the project along with the late Carolyn Cavitt, will stay involved with the program. He was recently elected co-chairman of the project's "Board of Directors," known as the executive committee, along with Mary Khowassah, the director of the UI Student Health Service.

In the past, Clayton has supported policies restricting access to alcohol by those under 21. Reams, while still delivering the same basic view, was more diplomatic about Stepping Up's support of a 21-ordinance.

"It's one way to reduce the harmful effects of underage drinking," she said. "There is no one solution. I think everyone understands that."

Sitting at her desk, she said she hoped to continue Stepping Up's student activities and public-policy projects, and she also hopes to expand the project out of the office and onto the campus.

"I'm really hoping to gain a lot more student involvement," Reams said. "I'm looking for diverse opinions from everyone."
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2. Online Wine Business can be a Corker 
Verne Kopytoff, Staff Writer – Chronicle 

June 19, 2005 

Wine.com leads the nation in retail shipping, but its ink is still red 

Workers silently plucked bottles from the shelves at Wine.com's Oakland warehouse, a cavernous facility that feeds wine cellars across a broad swath of the country. One order for Manzanita Canyon Chardonnay was destined for Austin, Texas. Another, calling for cases of both Chateau Ste. Michelle Cabernet Sauvignon and Seghesio Sonoma Zinfandel, was headed to Las Vegas. 

As illustrated by the disparate ZIP codes it ships to, Wine.com has pursued a national business model that has made it the nation's biggest online wine retailer. 

But the company's big ambitions have also made profits elusive. After a succession of owners and hundreds of millions of dollars invested and spent, Wine.com has hired SG Cowan & Co., an investment bank, to help it obtain new financing or find a buyer. 

The decision comes as Wine.com's business is making progress. Sales are up, an important partnership with Amazon.com is in place and a recent Supreme Court ruling has given the industry extra visibility. 

"We've had a number of unsolicited inquiries," said George Garrick, chief executive. "Wine is a hot category right now." 

Like many Internet firms, Wine.com, based in San Francisco, is built on the premise of convenience. Customers can search among 14,000 wines from around the world, read recommendations and learn some wine basics such as the proper way to hold a wine glass (by the stem, the site says). 

Direct shipping to consumers is available in 36 states. Legal restrictions make it impossible or too costly to sell wine in the rest of the country. 

A U.S. Supreme Court decision propelled interstate wine sales into the news recently. The justices struck down state laws in New York and Michigan that permitted local wineries to ship directly to consumers but did not allow out-of-state wineries the same right. 

Wine.com was unaffected other than getting some free publicity. The company buys only from wine wholesalers, not wineries. 

Garrick believes profitability is at least two years off. To break even, its annual revenue must be around $120 million, he said. 

Last year, Wine.com's sales were $32 million. The company said it is on track to generate $50 million this year, up more than 50 percent. 

Wine.com's losses are somewhat of an anomaly in online retailing. Many other small e-commerce sites, such as jewelry seller BlueNile, reached profitability some time ago. 

Garrick explained the shortcoming by saying that consumers are latecomers to buying wine online. It's "at about the stage where categories like books and records and video were in the late 1990s," he said. 

Nationwide, the wine industry's sales were $23.2 billion in 2004, according to the Wine Institute, an industry trade group. Online retailing accounts for just a fraction of that. 

Wine.com's history is contorted even for a dot-com. A succession of owners has used the domain for online retailing, with mostly limited success. 

One incarnation with a big staff and automated warehouse burned through $200 million in venture capital before going bankrupt in 2001. EVineyard acquired some of the assets in 2001 and then assumed the Wine.com name. 

Soon after, the company was back in financial trouble. Chris Kitze, Wine. com chairman, bailed it out with his own money, landed new investors and hired a new management team. 

Along the way, executives have had to postpone plans for an initial public offering. Predictions about when the company will be profitable have been extended several times. 

"I don't think the company has anything to be ashamed about," said Kitze, a serial entrepreneur who previously sold Xoom.com, an e-commerce and community site to NBC television's Internet arm. "There were a lot of fits and starts in the beginning." 

Wine.com faces the added burden of various state alcohol laws. Industry experts say the regulations add millions of dollars in costs. 

For example, Wine.com had to open a warehouse in New Jersey to do business there because state law prohibits shipping to residents from out of state. 

In all, Wine.com has 11 warehouses nationwide, two of which are operated by partners. Online retailers in other industries usually have far fewer facilities to minimize expenses. 

Hal Gershman, chief executive of Winebuys.com, an Internet wine retailer in Brisbane, gave Wine.com accolades for growing into an industry giant, but he suggested that smaller is sometimes better. 

"In the Internet business, simplicity of distribution, while it may limit the number of states you go to, can get you to profitability," Gershman said. 

Winebuys has one warehouse that serves 15 states. It is among dozens of small competitors to Wine.com, including 1-800WineShop in San Ramon and WineBid in the Napa County community of American Canyon, which have limited selections and reach. 

Offline, Wine.com faces off against big grocery store chains including Safeway and Trader Joe's, plus local liquor stores. 

Garrick acknowledges that shipping regulations are costly. But he added that they also protect the company against potential competitors, who would need at least a year to create a national Web site that complies with the patchwork of laws. 

When Garrick took the helm at Wine.com last year, sales were flat. His first mission was to restore growth through marketing and partnerships. 

In a major victory last month, Wine.com was named the exclusive wine seller on Amazon.com, a pillar of online retailing. That deal accounts now for about 10 percent of Wine.com's sales, Garrick said. 

The company is also constantly testing new features to increase sales. Recent offers include flat rate shipping to encourage bigger orders and wine that comes with personalized labels for gifts. 

To keep Wine.com operating, Garrick hopes to raise up to $20 million in financing. Selling the Web site is also being discussed, he said. 

Industry experts said possible buyers include Barry Diller's HSN television shopping channel, 1-800-Flowers and a private investment firm. 

"This is definitely a space that people have looked at and quote, unquote drooled over for a long time," said Kent Allen, analyst for the Research Trust, an Internet research firm. "Being able to hook up with Amazon is something that gives them the Good Housekeeping seal of approval." 

On a recent day, workers at the Wine.com warehouse were filling boxes, roaming the rows of shelves with carts in tow to transport the bottles. Others were standing at tables putting together gourmet gift baskets, a sideline to the company's primary business. 

Piles of straw and boxes covered large parts of the floor. A forklift moved pallets. 

June is the slow time for Wine.com. Business typically peaks around the holidays, as is the case with most retailers. 

Wine.com's workers are invited to tastings every Friday afternoon. Guest sommeliers from a wholesaler or from Wine Spectator, the magazine, sometimes lead the sessions. 

Garrick said he always enjoyed drinking wine. But he added that he, like most of his employees, is no expert. 

"One of the mistakes that some of the early companies made was that they thought it was all about being a wine expert," Garrick said. "It really isn't. 

"We're experienced at running and growing companies," Garrick said. "It just happens that our product is wine." 
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3. Pernod Ricard, Fortune Brands and Diageo Divide up Brands Belonging to Allied Domecq
Les Echos 

 Jun 20, 2005
FRANCE -- French wines and spirits group Pernod Ricard is to acquire the Kahlua, Malibu, Ballantine's, Beefeater, Tia Maria and Stolichnaya brands from UK competitor Allied Domecq, along with Spanish wines Siglo and Rioja Campo Viejo and the Perrier-Jouet and Mumm champagnes. Of the Montana wines, Pernod Ricard will keep the Church Road, Stoneleigh and Corbans brands.

UK rival Diageo will take over the remaining Montana wines from Allied Domecq, and will also acquire Bushmills whiskey from Pernod Ricard. US group Fortune Brands will take over the Harvey's, Teachers, Laphroaig, DYC, Canadian Club, Sauza, Courvoisier and Maker's Mark brands from Allied Domecq and the Larios brand of gin from Pernod Ricard.
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4. Underage Imbibing to Cost Adult-like Prices

By Jim Butts – The Daily Iowan
June 22, 2005

IOWA CITY, IA -- It's official - the cost of getting caught drinking underage will double July 1, the Iowa City City Council decided Tuesday.

Next month, fines for first-time offenders issued tickets for possession of alcohol under the legal age will rise from $100 to $200. Second time and subsequent offense fees will rise from $200 to $500.

With no discussion, the council expedited the ordinance so it would require one fewer public hearing and then unanimously approved it. The ordinance, which now matches a state law passed in May, will immediately be written into city code.

Councilors had previously said an increase in fines would deter underage drinking. The city will funnel any extra cash it takes in from the increased fines to its general fund.

During Tuesday's meeting, the council also inched closer to voting on an extended agreement with Mediacom, the city's cable-TV provider. The council will talk about the agreement during its July 5 meeting. In the past, councilors had expressed concern over the length and value of a proposed agreement, but they were cautioned that any renegotiation could jeopardize funding for the city's public-access channels.
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5. Iowa Great Places Initiative Subject of Fairfield Meeting

By Erik Gable – Fairfield Ledger
June 22, 2005

FAIRFIELD, IA -- "In order to be prosperous and vigorous," Iowa director of cultural affairs Anita Walker said Monday night, "we must have a good quality of life."




Walker was describing the theory behind the state's new Iowa Great Places initiative, which will coach communities to develop and showcase their unique assets. She discussed the program during an open forum at the Fairfield Public Library.
Three pilot locations will be chosen for the Great Places initiative, Walker said. Coaches will work with people in each of those places to connect them with state resources that can help them promote their communities.
Walker reviewed some of the state resources that are available for community improvement and promotion.
For example, she said, the Legislature has set aside $40 million worth of historic preservation tax credits for communities that create certified cultural districts.
Walker said a wide range of state agencies are helping with the Great Places initiative -- even the Iowa Alcoholic Beverages Division, which is willing to turn its trucks into moving billboards to promote Great Places locations.
A great place, Walker said, is a place "where all members of the community can intersect and engage and feel comfortable." It's a place with a vital, diverse economy where people can pursue all kinds of different careers, she said, and where people are open to creative new ideas. It's a place with a pleasing environment, and one where people can have good experiences in addition to just looking at the scenery.
Walker said communities need to look at the face they present to visitors, asking whether it's attractive or whether "you feel like you're coming in through the back door." She said great places should look like the people who live there have pride in their community.
Education is another key, Walker said, adding that "young people and families aren't going to want to live there unless they feel like their children can get a quality education."
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