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After luxury bags, counterfeit luxury wines

Petrus, Romanee-Conti, Chateau d'Yquem - wines coveted by connoisseurs, and targeted by counterfeiters. 

According to French wine professionals, a handful of rare and fine wines face the same threat from fraud as luxury handbags and designer sunglasses. Trafficking in fake wine has "always existed a little, but it's definitely amplified with the rising prices of fine wines", said Sylvain Boivert, director of the association representing Bordeaux wines classified back in 1855, the Conseil des Grands Crus Classes en 1855. 

To the relief of many, the fakery remains small scale.

"We are not dealing with industrial counterfeit production, unlike the luxury brands," he said.

The counterfeiting "touches five to six of the very top wine estates in Bordeaux where there is a real potential to make a capital gain and where there is a world-wide demand because the products are rare," said wine tycoon Bernard Magrez, owner of 35 estates, including several in Bordeaux.

Nor have Bordeaux's rarefied cousins in Burgundy been spared, notably Romanee-Conti, one of the world's scarcest and most expensive wines.

Jeroboams, the equivalent of four bottles, of the 1945 vintage from this 1.8 hectare estate have recently been sold in auctions, according to Laurent Ponsot, a renowned Burgundy producer.

Alas, Romanee-Conti did not bottle their 1945 in jeroboams.

Ponsot, owner of Domaine Ponsot, has had his own misadventures with counterfeiters.

At a sale in New York in 2008, the vintner was shocked to discover that "106 bottles out of 107" were fakes. The catalogue listed "a sale of Clos Saint Denis 1945 and other old vintages when we didn't even begin producing this particular appellation until 1982," he recounted.

"The counterfeiters aren't Asian, they are European or American", said Ponsot, who had to fly to New York to stop the sale.

The methods used to fool buyers are only limited by the imagination of the counterfeiters: photocopied labels, different chateaux names on the capsule and the label, to name a few.

Sometimes the bottle is authentic but doesn't contain the wine or the vintage indicated, or only partially.

"The further one is from the original market, the cruder the fakes," said Angelique de Lencquesaing, founder of the internet auction website IdealWine.
As new markets emerge, fraudsters seize the opportunity to cash in.

According to Magrez, counterfeiting increased "when Russians began consuming after the fall of the Wall."

