
	  

                                                                 
 
 
 
 

Consuming and Constructing Place: A Case Study on Winery Development in Lake 
Erie North Shore 

 
by 

 
Julia Withers 

 
 
 
 
 

 
A Thesis 

presented to 
The University of Guelph 

 
 
 
 

 
In partial fulfilment of requirements 

for the degree of 
Master of Arts 

in 
Geography 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada 
 

© Julia Withers, September, 2013



	  

	  

ABSTRACT          
 
 
 

CONSUMING AND CONSTRUCTING PLACE: A CASE STUDY ON WINERY 
DEVELOPMENT IN LAKE ERIE NORTH SHORE 

 
 
 
Julia Withers       Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2013     Professor John Smithers 
 
 
 
 A key and ever-present challenge for wineries is to develop identity through 

product branding and differentiation. The purpose of this paper is to explore the 

relationship between place, product and experience in the wineries of a designated 

viticulture area that has received little attention to date – Lake Erie North Shore, Ontario, 

Canada. A case study grounded in semi-structured interviews was conducted between 

May and December 2012. All 16 grape-producing wineries operating in the region at the 

time of the fieldwork were interviewed at the cellar door. Findings revealed that both 

governance factors (free trade agreements, provincial regulations, and economic 

conditions), and those relating to place – are heavily implicated in the development of 

this sector. Specifically, most wineries have gone beyond capitalizing on the climate and 

shoreline, to include more nuanced attributes of place, and are highly engaged in the 

natural, built and social capital around them.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Research Problem  

 This research considers the way in which local food has become a dominant 

force in the transformation and re-branding of rural regions. Wine production has 

been noted as a significant driver of rural change, and is the focus of this thesis. There 

is increasing recognition in the literature of the environmental conditions that certain 

regions have, which make them bio-physically able to produce grapes, but also other 

characteristics that allow grape producing regions to become wine destinations 

(Telfer, 2001; Bruwer, 2003; Getz, 2006; Alonso and Liu, 2010). Along the way, 

place and locality have become important pieces in the way in which wine 

destinations are created. This thesis examines the way place factors into the branding 

and (identity) promotion of wine regions.  

 

For the purpose of this thesis, the concept of terroir encompasses both the physical 

aspects of a grape growing region, such as the climate and soil conditions - as well as 

social components such as cultural influences and winemaking knowledge and skills 

acquired from the past Gade (2004). 

 In rural areas, wineries are becoming a vehicle for localities to stimulate their 

economy and promote various forms of economic development. This strategy has 

been deployed in Canada, as well as in many other wine regions, for example 

Western Australia, New Zealand and in the United States – where it is reported that 

independent wineries have exhibited considerable growth in wine production and in 
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tourism over the past decade (Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). Community 

members and local governments in emerging wine regions are beginning to recognize 

the importance of a flourishing regional wine industry on the local economy 

(Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). 

 In Canada, the wine industry has become a significant contributor to the 

overall economy, especially within the country’s major grape growing provinces - 

Ontario, British Columbia, Quebec and Nova Scotia (Canadian Vintners Association, 

2013). Direct and indirect benefits include job creation, tourism, tax generation and 

agricultural growth. Specifically, by 2013, the Canadian grape and wine industry was 

responsible for more than 31,000 jobs in Canada, ranging from manufacturing, 

agriculture, tourism, transportation, research, restaurants and retail (Canadian 

Vintners Association, 2013). The Canadian wine industry generates $1.2 billion in 

federal and provincial tax revenue and liquor board mark-ups per year, while wine-

related tourism in Canada attracts three million visitors each year, generating more 

than $1.2 billion annually in tourism revenue and employment (Canadian Vintners 

Association, 2013). 

1.2 Overview of the Ontario Wine Sector 

 This research focuses on the province of Ontario, with particular interest in 

the Lake Erie North Shore viticulture area. Ontario is Canada’s largest wine growing 

region (Doloreux and Lord-Tarte, 2012). The Ontario wine industry is dominated by a 

few large wine companies that produce the bulk of International/Canadian Blends; 

and small/mid-sized firms that produce principally 100% Ontario and estate bottled 

wines (Carew and Florkowski, 2012).  
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 Ontario’s wine industry is heavily regulated by the provincial government. 

After Canadian Prohibition was repealed in 1927, the Importation of Intoxicating 

Liquors Act of 1928 assigned the responsibility to regulate the sale of alcohol to 

provincial governments (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). For example, the Liquor 

Control Board of Ontario (LCBO) gained exclusive control over the province’s 

alcoholic beverage retail pricing, listing, distribution and sales (Heien and Sims, 

2005). In addition to controlling access to retail markets, the LCBO regulates sales 

and taxation of all wine produced and sold in individual Ontario wineries.   

 In 1999, an Appellation of Origin system, similar to the French Appellation 

d'Origine Contrôlée (AOC) system, was introduced (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). 

Designated viticulture areas were created in Ontario with the passing of the Vintners 

Quality Alliance Act in 1999. This sought to establish and maintain an appellation of 

origin system for consumers to identify Vintners Quality Alliance wines - which are 

produced using 100% Ontario grown grapes - on the basis of the areas where the 

grapes are grown and the winemaking methods used (Service Ontario, 2011). The 

Vintners Quality Alliance (VQA) is a regulatory agency responsible for maintaining 

the integrity of local wine appellations and enforcing winemaking standards (VQA, 

2013). Ontario has identified four primary designated viticulture areas: Niagara 

Peninsula, Lake Erie North Shore, Pelee Island, and Prince Edward County (see 

Figure 1.1). These areas are considered cool-climate growing regions. In this report, I 

am interested in the Lake Erie North Shore viticulture area. 
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Figure 1.1 Wine appellations of Ontario 
Source: VQA, 2012 

1.3 Lake Erie North Shore  

 The counties within and surrounding Lake Erie North Shore are undergoing 

processes of economic and agricultural diversification away from a prior focus on 

automotive production and cash crop agriculture, toward a more consumption-based 

economy that promotes lifestyle, leisure, recreation and tourism. Some commentators 

suggest that a multi-functional landscape may be emerging, which aims to preserve 

and promote the Lake Erie shoreline and beaches, forests and biodiversity, and 

cultural and agricultural heritage. This has implications for place identity and gives 

rise to opportunities to re-brand or even promote place. A prominent sector in this 

place remaking scenario is the expanding grape and wine industry. There is a 

regulatory/compliance element in this dynamic, as well as an active interpretation of 

place and identity.  
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 The Lake Erie North Shore represents a very suitable site for conducting 

research on the development of the wine sector. The region is under very active 

development, with a long history of ‘early days’ wineries, together with the recent 

and rapid development of new wineries. Growth is being driven by market conditions 

and provincial regulations – and by the effectiveness in which local, place-based 

assets are being capitalized upon at an individual winery and regional level.  

 Lake Erie North Shore is an emerging wine region that is constrained by a 

political and regulatory institutional framework, while being disadvantaged by a lack 

of proximity to a large urban base. This has led to size and scale differences amongst 

regional wineries, contributing to structural diversity. These constraints have affected 

the way wineries conduct business. In particular, place deployment may be conveyed 

more by new wineries, which rely on cellar door traffic, than by older wineries that 

have ‘grandfathered’ off-site retail licenses.  

1.4 Aims and Objectives 

 The overarching purpose of this research is to explore the relationship 

between place, product and experience in the wineries of the Lake Erie North Shore 

Appellation of Ontario, Canada. It would be very limiting to try to look at what is 

going on with relation to branding and place association, without recognizing realities 

of the regulatory environment. Preliminary data analysis suggested that governance 

arrangements were every bit as impactful on winery development as place-based 

assets, so attention is paid to both aspects. However, the main focus is on place. The 

overarching goal will be addressed through the following objectives: 
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1. Describe the structural and development characteristics of the wineries in the 

Lake Erie North Shore wine appellation;  

2. Summarize key regulatory and governance factors underlying winery 

development and operation in Ontario and relate these to reported challenges 

and constraints faced by wine entrepreneurs, and;  

3. Identify the key elements of place and locality that are invoked to create, 

brand and promote wine and wineries, and explore existing and potential 

diversification into on-site value-added activities and off-site regional 

ventures. 

1.5 Outline 

 The remainder of this thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapter Two 

presents a literature review that provides context for the research on contemporary 

rural change and winery development. Multifunctional rural transition is discussed, 

with particular focus on rural tourism and the consumption of local products in the 

place of origin. Local food and wine is presented as a dominant force in this 

transition, and the need to study deployment of place and locality is presented. 

 Chapter Three describes the research approach for the study, and provides an 

overview of the study site, including a description of some of political and geographic 

constraints faced by producers in Lake Erie North Shore. The research data collection 

methods are explained, followed by a description of the analytical approach.  

 Results are presented in Chapters Four and Five. Chapter Four addresses 

objective one and two, which seek to examine development and structural 

characteristics of the wineries, such as time of establishment and production 
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capacities, as well as the regulatory environment in which they operate. Chapter Five 

addresses the place-specific perspective of the research, exploring the key elements of 

place and locality that are invoked to create, brand and promote wine and wineries. 

Regional assets that are being drawn upon include climate, agricultural heritage, and 

the Lake Erie Shoreline. In addition, this chapter explores winery interest in 

diversifying into additional on-site value-added activities and off-site regional 

ventures, including the marketing of Essex Pelee Island Coast (EPIC) wine region, 

and a county business venture called Explore the Shore. Data derived from on-the-

ground personal observation, promotional material, and interviews with individual 

wineries and a tourism agency representative are used to support findings. 

 Chapter six summarizes the main findings of the research, outlining 

contributions, recognizing limitations and identifying possible areas for further 

research.
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Chapter Two: Context and Literature Review 

 The purpose of this chapter is to situate the research within the context of rural 

development driven by changes in society's demand for rural landscapes and 

products. First the concept of a multifunctional countryside is presented, and aspects 

of a transition away from commodity-based production toward preservation of the 

rural idyll are explored. Next rural commodification is defined and the rise of 

landscapes of consumption is explained by an increase in rural tourists who want to 

consume rural products and explore their place of origin. The ways in which local 

food may be refashioning rural landscapes through culinary tourism offerings is 

explored, and the chapter concludes with an in-depth discussion on wine tourism at 

the regional level, as well as the importance of driving cellar door traffic at the 

individual winery scale. This gives rise to a research opportunity to study how and 

why regional wineries invoke place and locality in their wine enterprises.   

2.1 A Changing Countryside 

 While not universal, contemporary rural change in many developed regions 

can be seen as the transformation of productivist landscapes that are centered on 

primary production, to post-productivist landscapes, which have been shaped by a 

societal demand to consume a wider array of commodities that the countryside has to 

offer. Society’s demands on rural landscapes have begun to stretch beyond the 

production of food and fiber, to include the consumption of inherent natural and 

cultural capital (Argent, 2002; Woods, 2005).   
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 The rise of modern agriculture in the post World War II era has been 

characterized as an exercise in industrialization where emphasis in farming shifted to 

production and profit maximization propelled by new technology and the ethos of 

business. Authors such as Ilbery and Bowler (1998) and Woods (2005) have 

suggested that this form of farming came to be reflected in three key structural 

characteristics and processes: intensification, concentration, and specialization. 

Intensification involved the pursuit of higher agricultural productivity and an increase 

in the utilization of agri-chemicals and other biotechnologies (Woods, 2005). 

Concentration resulted in the creation of larger farm units but there was a reduction in 

the total number of farms and specialization involved investment in expensive 

machinery that was tailored to a single crop, discouraging diversity in production 

(Woods, 2005). Exhaustive literature in rural sociology, agricultural economics, 

geography and other disciplines, provides a review of the drivers behind and impacts 

of this transformation. It has been argued that the resulting landscapes in many 

rural/agricultural regions were driven by interests in production, and where 

standardization and sameness stood as defining qualities.  

 Over the past several decades agricultural overcapacity, low commodity 

prices, shifting (shrinking) government programs and the growing litany of negative 

outcomes of so-called ‘big-agriculture’, has resulted in a slowing, and in some areas a 

reversal of these trends.  This change has also been propelled by a growing consumer-

based critique of the food system, and by a revaluation of rural. As a consequence, it 

has been suggested that new ‘post-productive’ rural landscapes are emerging with 
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new associated demands and values (Ilbery and Bowler, 1998; Woods, 2005; Holmes, 

2006; Wilson, 2009 and Woods, 2011).  

 The literature suggests this post-productivist transition has involved four key 

components: extensification; farm diversification; countryside stewardship; and 

enhancing value of agricultural products (Ilbery and Bowler, 1998; Woods, 2005). 

Extensification aims to slow down production, reduce artificial inputs, restrict 

subsidies that support intensive farming, and implement conservation easements for 

removing lands from agricultural production (Woods, 2005). Farm diversification 

encourages the development of non-farm enterprises on the farm, with an importance 

placed on emphasizing countryside stewardship, which rewards farmers for creating 

and maintaining rural landscapes (e.g., farmers are paid to restore hedgerows, walls, 

ponds, orchards). Agricultural product value enhancement is achieved by specializing 

in quality regionally branded produce (Woods, 2005).  

 This post-productivist transition has given rise to what Holmes (2006) has 

characterized as multifunctional rural landscapes, which involve a more complex, 

variable mix of production, consumption and protection goals. Increasingly, 

multifunctionality is being recognized as a characteristic of rural holdings, where 

actors tend to show strong tendencies for local and regional embeddedness (Wilson, 

2009). Holmes (2006:143) makes reference to a multifunctional rural transition 

occurring in Australia, where multifunctionality ‘... is extended to encompass all 

modes of broad scale rural resource use and is not solely an attribute of agricultural 

use’. Argent (2011:186) refers to the rise of amenity-oriented rural land where ‘rural 
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land is increasingly valued for its perceived aesthetic, capital gain and status 

characteristics rather than solely for its productive capacities’. 

 Arguably changes in societal demands on rural spaces is driving a shift away 

from the exploitation of rural resources for production, such as intensive agriculture, 

forestry, and mining, toward the protection and consumption of rural spaces for 

tourism, recreation, leisure, and education (Woods, 2011). It is argued that the use of 

rural space for lifestyle, recreation and leisure, is tied to the idea of ‘consuming 

rurality’, or, at least, consuming attributes of an imagined ‘rural idyll’ (Woods 

2011:92). 

 Increasingly, rural space is being consumed by market-driven urban interests 

attracted to rural regions by residential, lifestyle, or investment opportunities and by 

farm households increasingly dependent on non-farm income (Holmes, 2006). The 

literature identifies three main factors that account for the emergence of these 

transitioning rural landscapes: an accessible and large urban market; the availability 

of cultural markers (cuisine and heritage amenities); and the presence of one or more 

motivational drivers (the desire to profit, to preserve historical integrity and to 

promote economic growth) (Halpburn and Mitchell, 2011). It can be argued that the 

consumption economy is now at least as important as the production economy in 

sustaining rural livelihoods (Woods, 2011). Geographers have shown considerable 

interest in the development of these landscapes of consumption (Halpburn and 

Mitchell, 2011).
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2.1.1 Rural Commodification and Place   

 The cultural and environmental preservation of rural landscapes is an essential 

component of the response to changing societal demands to rural assets. These rural 

transformations can occur when stakeholders are able to preserve and commodify 

aspects of the rural idyll, such as agricultural landscapes and traditional production 

techniques (Garrod, Wornell, and Youell, 2005). Other attributes of rurality that can 

be consumed include scenery, nature, tranquility and heritage (Woods, 2011). This 

may enhance the preservation of rural spaces, while enabling stakeholders to achieve 

some financial gain (Halpburn and Mitchell, 2011). 

 When aspects of rural areas are marketed for tourist consumption, these 

features are commoditized into a countryside capital asset base, which can lead to the 

creation of a rural tourism value chain (Garrod et al., 2005). Commodification occurs 

when an object becomes a commodity and its exchange value – the price that 

consumers are prepared to pay for the object - exceeds its use value (Woods, 2011). 

Authors such as Garrod et al. (2005) consider re-conceptualizing rural resources as a 

type of capital asset. Countryside capital may include: natural elements (wetlands, 

geology, soil, hedgerows and field boundaries), built elements (rural dwellings, 

agricultural buildings, and markets), and social elements (heritage sites and local 

cuisine) (Garrod et al., 2005). 

 The protection and promotion of these aspects of countryside capital is 

increasingly driving tourism in many rural areas. It is thought that in many areas, 

tourism may have gone from being a minor element of the rural economy and 

experience, to becoming a highly active and dominant agent of change and control of 
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rural communities (Butler, Hall, and Jenkins, 1998). Further, it is argued that the 

tourism industry has replaced agriculture as the lynchpin of many rural communities 

(Garrod et al., 2005).  

2.2 Place of Origin 

Rural products may be classified by their place of origin. Regionally produced 

foods may be linked to quality, while contributing to place identity, and helping to 

establish a reputation for tourism in the area. Food and beverage tourism plays a role 

in creating a sense of place through the commodification of agricultural connections 

to regional places of origin, and in establishing locality, where site and production are 

becoming critically important characteristics of the food and beverage consumption 

experience. The literature supports that local food and beverage production and 

consumption is an intrinsic part of the development of regional identity (Bessière, 

1998; Everett and Aitchison, 2003; Woods, 2011). Further, it is argued that there is a 

growing appreciation of local food by tourists, with a ‘significant proportion willing 

to pay more for a locally identifiable product’ (Everett and Aitchison, 2003:160). 

Regionality is an important aspect for promoting local food and wine tourism 

products from a specific place (Hall, Mitchell, and Sharples, 2003). The preservation 

of rural landscapes, and the promotion of traditional production and consumption 

techniques, is essential for driving rural tourism.   

The patrimonial principle describes the protection of rural landscapes, 

traditional food products, and other central elements of national and regional heritage 

(Gade, 2004). The patrimonial principle sums up the reflexivity between place and 

quality. For example, food and wine quality may be signified through association 
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with particular places or regions (Ilbery and Kneafsey, 2000). Regional food 

classification schemes in Europe, such as Protected Designations of Origin (PDO) 

and Protected Geographical Indications (PGI) enable distinctive regional foodstuffs to 

command a high price as ‘authentic rural produce’ (Woods, 2011:116).  

Wine was one of the first agricultural products to be identified with its place 

of origin. In countries such as France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Canada, traditional 

knowledge and methods of wine making have been formalized in legislation by the 

formation of controlled appellation boards. At a minimum, these organizations define 

the geographic extent of the wine growing area and specify the varieties that may be 

grown within its borders (Pincus, 2003). In Canada, the Vintners’ Quality Alliance 

[VQA] certifies that they ‘establish, monitor and enforce an appellation of origin 

system… that allows consumers to identify wines on the basis of the area where the 

grapes are grown, the methods used in making the wine and other quality standards’ 

(VQA, 2013).  

The association between place and product quality is strongly embedded in 

the minds of many consumers and has been promoted through the discourse of terroir, 

which claims that the special quality of an agricultural product is determined by the 

character of the place from which it comes (Overton and Murray, 2011). The term 

terroir is used in reference with special food and wine regions referring to ‘a specific 

area with an outspoken cultural and historical identity’, including the knowledge of 

local know-how which is how ‘local cultural produce and cuisine’ came about 

(Bessière, 1998:31). A terroir defines the special quality of certain agricultural 

products and this is determined by the physical characteristics of the place it came 
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including: the soil; bedrock; landforms; (micro and macro) climate; exposure in 

creating growing conditions; and human characteristics including unique human skills 

or practices acquired from the past (Gade, 2004).  

Wine is produced in distinct terroirs that reflect the physical and social 

characteristics of a place. Wine production is linked to place and identity from a 

cultural and agricultural perspective. It is implicated with the human realm of an area, 

and the strong historical connection between people, landscape and place (Moran 

1993; Gade 2004). Terroir is a highly important concept in viticulture (grape 

growing) and viniculture (winemaking) because it relates the sensory attributes of 

wine to the environmental conditions in which the grapes are grown (Van Leeuwen 

and Seguin, 2006). Since wine production techniques must be specially adapted to 

local conditions, the wines produced are strongly connected to a particular region in 

the world (Pincus, 2003). 

2.3 Food, Place and Rural Tourism  

 Rural tourism can be defined as touristic activities that involve the 

consumption of the rural landscape, artifacts, cultures and experiences, involving 

differing degrees of engagement and performance (Woods, 2011). The rural tourism 

experience encompasses the attractiveness and cultural meaning of the tourist site and 

the surrounding rural landscape (Carmichael, 2005). Many researchers identify a need 

for rural areas to promote themselves with an identity or brand image (Bessière, 1998; 

Garrod et al., 2005; Woods, 2011). Marketing a sense of place and locality 

contributes to the development of place identity, which encompasses the essence of 

the physical qualities, the landscape, people, culture, quality and the vibrancy of the 
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area (Garrod et al., 2005). Driven by a growth in interest in educational and industrial 

tourism, rural tourists may want to understand rural production systems and purchase 

rural products that are tied to the host region (Carmichael, 2005). 

 Agri-tourism is a form of rural tourism that capitalizes on aspects of agrarian 

production (Daugstad and Kirchengast, 2013). Agri-tourism can create opportunities 

for rural areas to promote culinary tourism. An increase in demand for authentic, rural 

products is leading to the growth of culinary tourism, which encompasses both food 

and wine tourism (Woods, 2011). As noted earlier, rural landscapes in many 

developed economies are in transition away from productivist agricultural regimes 

toward the development of multifunctional rural landscapes. Woods (2011:116) states 

that, ‘food tourism is part of the broader re-connection of taste and place, reversing 

the separation of the spaces of production and consumption of food that have been a 

feature of productivism’. Many rural regions have introduced initiatives aimed at 

packaging individual food and beverage tourism attractions together and promoting 

the district in terms of the wider ‘gastro-idyll’ (Woods, 2011:117). Food tourism 

operators attempt to capitalize on narrowing the gap between producers and 

consumers, by offering experiences such as: a farm shop selling produce and value-

added products directly to farm-gate visitors; pick-your-own fruit operations; 

museums and displays illustrating aspects of the production process; on-site 

restaurants offering home-grown regional cuisine; and farm accommodations to 

witness food or wine production at close quarters (Woods 2011). 

 Culinary tourism is a tourism experience in which one learns about, 

appreciates, or consumes ‘branded local culinary resources’ (Smith and Xiao 
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2008:289). Culinary tourists are drawn by the opportunity to sample and consume 

traditional food and beverages (Smith and Xiao, 2008). Examples of culinary tourism 

activities available in Canada include: Aboriginal feasts; lobster/oyster/mussel 

hauling and suppers; visiting a traditional ‘Cabane a sucre’- a maple syrup cabin; 

dinner and theatre packages; cooking schools and tours along a food/wine/beer route 

(Deneault, 2002). Culinary tourism facilities include: food and beverage processing 

facilities such as farms, wineries, farmer’s markets; land uses such as farm, orchards, 

vineyards, and urban food districts, and routes such as wine, beer and gourmet food 

trails (Smith and Xiao, 2008). Examples of culinary tourism organizations include: 

restaurant certification systems such as Michelin or Taste of Nova Scotia; food/wine 

classification systems such as VQA; and stakeholder associations such as the Grape 

Growers of Ontario and the Ontario Greenhouse Vegetable Growers; and Slow Food 

International (Smith and Xiao, 2008). Culinary tourism events include food and wine 

shows and harvest festivals (Smith and Xiao, 2008). 

 Researchers Everett and Aitchison (2003) conducted a study to capture a 

depth of data relating to identity, heritage, personal experience and the role of food 

within the county of Cornwall, UK (Everett and Aitchison, 2003). Among their 

discoveries, three specific trends became apparent from their data. Food can be used 

as a means of increasing tourist spending; as a means of extending the tourist season; 

and can be used as a typology to assist destination marketing (Everett and Aitchison 

2003). 

 Food and wine can play an essential role in developing regional identity 

through the commodification of culinary heritage. Culinary heritage is linked to 
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specific eating habits and production. Literature supports that local food and other 

local stakeholders have contributed to boosting tourism and creating an identity for 

regions, that draws tourists (See Bessière, 1998; Everett and Aitchison, 2003; 

Wargenau and Che, 2006). For example, wine and food festivals can help promote a 

local community’s tourism resources (Inbakaran and Jackson, 2005) while 

contributing to the development of the region’s identity (Alonoso and Liu, 2010). 

2.4 Wine Tourism at the Regional Scale   

Wine tourism is a clearly defined niche market that is growing in popularity in 

areas that are branded as wine producing regions (Carmichael, 2005). Various 

definitions of wine tourism develop as the discipline continues to evolve (Bruwer, 

2003). However, the most widely cited definition of wine tourism is ‘visitation to 

vineyards, wineries, wine festivals and wine shows for which grape wine tasting and 

or experiencing the attributes of a grape and wine region are the primary motivations 

for the visitor’ (Hall and Macionis, 1998:197). While wine tourism, and the active 

development and promotion of the wine tourism product is a relatively recent 

phenomenon (Bruwer, 2003), wine tourism is emerging as one of the most significant 

areas of tourism in many countries and small wine regions around the world 

(Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). At a regional scale, a rising interest in wine 

tourism supports larger, local tourism infrastructure and a growing enthusiasm for 

local agriculture (Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012).  

 A highly complex relationship exists between the wine region as a tourist 

destination, the visiting consumers, and the wineries (Bruwer and Lesschaeve, 2012). 

Wine tourism takes place within the ‘winescape’ of a region (Telfer, 2001; Bruwer, 
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2003; Alant and Bruwer, 2004; Johnson and Bruwer, 2007; Bruwer and Lesschaeve, 

2012). A winescape can be characterized by three main elements: the presence of 

vineyards, the winemaking activity and the wineries where the wine is produced and 

stored (Telfer, 2001). Sparks (2007) agues that the concept of a winescape should be 

expanded upon to encompass more of the feeling of region, which is a culmination of 

all of its physical and cultural parts. Therefore, the definition of a ‘winescape’ can be 

extended to encapsulate the interplay of: ‘vineyards; wineries and other physical 

structures; wines; natural landscape and setting; people; and heritage, town(s) and 

buildings and their architecture and artifacts within, and more’ (Johnson and Bruwer, 

2007: 272). Thus it is not just wine that is consumed during wine tourism 

experiences. The rural and regional landscape is an integral element of what author 

Carmichael (2005:186) refers to as the ‘wine tourism experience’.  

2.4.1 Winery Tourism at the Individual Winery Scale  

Cellar door sales are an essential function of the winery business. The main 

service setting for wine tourism is the cellar door (Carlsen, 2011). Wine tourism 

directly impacts the profitability of individual wineries cellar door 

operations (O’Neill and Charters, 2000; Carlsen, 2011). Drawing tourists to wineries 

is becoming increasingly important for wine enterprises in emerging regions as they 

realize the opportunity to make direct sales and avoid distribution costs or middlemen 

(Alonoso, 2011). Cellar door sales also offer larger profit margins and provide an 

opportunity to enhance brand awareness and loyalty (Carlsen, 2011). Thus selling at 

the cellar door enables enterprises to increase revenue at very little cost (Bruwer, 

2003). This is especially important in today’s highly controlled and competitive wine 
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industry, where the marketing budgets of smaller wineries are dwarfed by the larger 

wine companies (Carlsen, 2011).  

 The VQA appellation system - which governs the quality of the wines in both 

Ontario and British Columbia, has encouraged cellar door sales of high quality wines 

(Carmichael, 2005). At the individual winery scale, the core activity of wine tourism 

is visiting winery-tasting rooms by tourists in a wine region (Bruwer and Lesschaeve, 

2012). The cellar door is one of the most desirable and unique consumption settings 

available to wine tourists, with wineries offering the tangible product of the wine as 

well as intangible products such as the landscape, ambiance, service experience, and 

winery expertise and knowledge (Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). Many small 

wineries have built value into their cellar door tourism product, in order to 

differentiate themselves and attract visitors, and establish or reinforce quality 

(Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). 

 It is important to note that the size of the enterprise determines the type and 

degree to which winery businesses participate in aspects of the industry including 

marketing and driving cellar door traffic. It is argued that the degree of involvement 

in wine tourism is to some degree relative to the size of the wine enterprises, with 

small wineries known to have a higher degree of involvement and reliance on wine 

tourism, than medium-size and larger enterprises (Bruwer, 2003). Small wineries 

depend more so on wine sales at the cellar door, and many cases; the cellar door may 

be a small winery’s largest distribution channel, (Lockshin and Spawton, 2001). 

Estimates indicate that the majority of small winery sales occur at the cellar door, 

making wine tourism, and cellar door traffic a critical aspect of a small winery’s 
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success (Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012). 

2.5 Research Opportunity  

 This review has summarized scholarship that suggests that rural areas in many 

regions are undergoing a physical, economic, and symbolic transformation away from 

mainly primary production, toward the preservation of diverse rural assets and the 

promotion of consuming rural products in their place of origin. Local food and wine 

product offerings have become a dominant force in this rural transformation. It is 

evident that actors from within both the local food and wine sector and the area of 

rural economic development, have seen opportunities to collaborate in the promotion 

of rural assets- or country side capital- to create and capitalize on place identity. All 

wine assumes a sense of place and locality during production, but the degree to which 

a wine enterprise chooses to invoke these attributes in the production and marketing 

of wine products varies drastically between wineries and wine regions.  

 The research responds to a variety of gaps that were identified during the 

review of rural contemporary change scholarship. Argent (2011:186) notes that 

perhaps an area that is neglected in the multifunctional rural transition literature is the 

dimension of ‘increasing diversity and complexity of political activity and 

representation in rural areas’. Researchers Everett and Aitchison (2003) note that 

insufficient academic research has been conducted to understand the ways in which 

tourist engagement with local food contributes to the development, regeneration and 

evolution of place identity, and its related components. While an increased focus on 

winery cellar-doors in the literature is an advancement that coincides with a rapid 

growth in wine tourism (Bruwer, 2003), wine tourism and its links with other tourism 
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sectors have so far received little attention in the literature (Hall, Sharples, 

Cambourne, and Macionis, 2000); and the amount of published research on ‘cellar-

door tourism worldwide is sparse’ (Bruwer, 2003:423-424). 

 While some research has focused upon cellar door tourism from the consumer 

experience perspective (See Carmichael, 2005; Sparks, 2007; Johnson and Bruwer, 

2007; Riscinto-Kozub and Childs, 2012), there have only been limited studies that 

delve into this topic from the winery-enterprise perspective, and that questions the 

motivations of producers - who are deploying attributes of place in order to fit into a 

regional reputation while differentiating their individual enterprise (for examples of 

literature in this stream, see Hashimoto and Telfer, 2003; Alonso and Liu, 2012; 

Maguire, Strickland, and Warwick, 2013). 

 Authors such as Bruwer and Lesschaeve (2012) argue that wine tourism 

involves more than just visiting wineries and vineyards - and includes the surrounding 

environment, ambience, atmosphere, regional culture, and local food and wine. This 

research aims to explore these regional dynamics further, in a designated viticulture 

area that has received little attention to date– Lake Erie North Shore, Ontario. An 

opportunity exists to explore the relationship between place, product, and experience 

in the wineries of the Lake Erie North Shore Appellation of Ontario, Canada. The 

intent is to come to a better understanding of how various aspects of structural 

diversity amongst winery enterprises may alter the place deployment of place and 

locality. 
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Chapter Three: Research Design 

This chapter presents information on the research approach, data sources and 

methods of analysis.  It also presents an overview of the physical and settlement 

characteristics of the study area and establishes a baseline understanding of the 

historical regulatory context for winery development in Ontario.  

3.1 Research Approach  

The objectives of this research necessitate in-depth information gained from 

direct in-situ engagement with the research subjects, making large survey techniques 

inappropriate. Instead, the approach was guided by the logic and methods of case 

study research. The work focused on a defined geographical location and drew upon 

both objective details of enterprises and the active voices of participants.  It was 

necessary and important to document the details of enterprise development decisions, 

as well as to to probe how those in the wine sector “believe” the qualities of their 

terroir and community enhance their products now and into the future. As noted in 

Chapter 1, terroir is used to describe both the physical attributes of place that 

contribute to grape-growing, as well as social and cultural elements of place that 

facilitate wine-making, including cultural heritage and wine productions practices and 

skills acquired from the past (Gade, 2004). 

The work demanded the presence of the researcher in the field and on the 

winery properties - as much evidence of the conflation of place and product is evident 

in the physical arrangement of wine infrastructure and the various visual elements of 

place and product (e.g. signage, promotional material, labeling etc.).   
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A starting point of the research is to understand what factors drive structural 

diversity amongst wineries within in a defined viticulture area. Secondly, and lying at 

the heart of the research, is the need to discern the extent to which wineries are 

capitalizing on varying attributes of place, and how this can impact cellar door traffic 

and wine tourism to the region, as well as greater destination marketing strategies. 

The goal of the interactions with wine sector actors was to facilitate discussion on 

how deployment of place and locality by wineries may shape and transform both the 

winery and the region’s identity by creating and marketing landscapes of 

consumption.   

A case study, grounded in qualitative, semi-structured interviews with 

regional winery representatives, was undertaken between May 2012 and December 

2012. In order to meet the outlined objectives, the decision was made to focus on one 

locality at one point in time (though participants were asked to reflect both backwards 

and forward in time to describe the trajectory of their enterprises). The case study 

achieved 100% coverage of the population of sixteen grape-wine producing 

enterprises operating in the viticulture region of Lake Erie North Shore, at the time of 

the fieldwork. There are benefits and drawbacks to this research approach.  

The case study research method was particularly useful for the nature of this 

research, as it provided the geographic context for the study, which is important when 

studying wineries and the physical and social and landscapes in which they operate. 

The case study approach facilitates on-the-ground observation and data collection. 

Wine is a place-specific product and its related components, wineries and wine 

tourism, capitalize on aspects of the region, while helping to construct to place 
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identity. Case studies involving on-the-ground observation are particularly useful 

studying for these nuances that may be overlooked in the use other research methods.      

 Conducting a case study focused on one wine region allows the researcher to 

drill deeply into a set of dynamics of a particular place. However, one draw back of 

this research method is that it does not offer far-reaching findings and comparisons 

that can be generalized to other places. While some insights drawn from the findings 

may travel well to other places, the intent of the project was not to generate a 

comprehensive statistical analysis that permitted explicit inferences elsewhere – 

although it is certainly possible findings in the chosen study region may resonate with 

other places and add empirical evidence to support further theorizing. 

3.2 Overview of Study Site  

The study site that was chosen for this research project is a designated 

viticulture area of Ontario called Lake Erie North Shore. This viticulture area 

comprises a narrow band along the north shore of Lake Erie in Essex, Kent and Elgin 

counties. Grape production is concentrated in the area that stretches along the bow-

shaped shoreline of Lake Erie from Amberstburg to Blenheim (Shaw, 2001), with 

approximately 500 acres in grape production. Geographically, the appellation is 

almost completely surrounded by water, with northwest exposure to Lake St. Clair, 

the fast flowing Detroit River to the west, and Lake Erie to the South (See Figure 

3.1). Lake Erie is the shallowest, most southerly, and warmest of the Canadian Great 

Lakes, and is the chief catalyst for the fledgling wine industry in Southwestern 

Ontario (Shaw, 2001). 
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Figure 3.2 Map of wineries occupying the Lake Erie North Shore region 
Source: EPIC Wineries, 2012 
 

With sixteen grape wineries in operation in the area at the time of the field 

work, along with a growing number of wineries on the brink of opening, and more in 

the pipeline for the region, Lake Erie North Shore is well positioned as an emerging 

wine region (See Figure 3.2). This region is home to Canada’s 4th and 5th largest 

wineries. The region’s wineries promote themselves under a winery association called 

Essex Pelee Island Coast (EPIC). The region promotes itself under a tourism agency 

called Tourism Windsor Essex Pelee Island (TWEPI).    
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Figure 3.2 Growth in winery development over time in Lake Erie North Shore 

Encompassing vineyards in the southwestern extremity of Ontario, the 

region’s wineries are located between latitudes of North 41° and 42°. Lake Erie North 

Shore experiences the longest growing season of all of Ontario's viticulture areas, as 

well as the highest number of heat units of all of Ontario's viticulture areas (VQA 

2012), which are two of the most important characteristics distinguishing Lake Erie 

North Shore from the other wine regions of Canada (Shaw, 2001). The Lake Erie 

North Shore wine region is comparable in latitude to northern California and the 

Chianti region of Italy, while the moderating effects of the water make the summer 

climate comparable to Burgundy, France (Shaw, 2001) (See Figure 3.3).  

0	  

2	  

4	  

6	  

8	  

10	  

12	  

14	  

16	  

18	  

1979	   1981	   1984	   1990	   1997	   2002	   2004	   2005	   2006	   2008	   2012	   2013	  

Year	  

N
um

be
r	  
of
	  W
in
er
ie
s	  
in
	  O
pe
ra
ti
on
	  in
	  

LE
N
S	  
	  



	  

	   28	  

Figure 3.3 Map showing perspective of similar latitudes between Lake Erie North 
Shore and other international wine producing areas 
Source: Wine Country Ontario, 2013 

Early harvests are common for the region; with picking usually beginning at 

the end of August and late-harvests often reach their peak by late October (VQA, 

2012). Common varietals to the appellation are Riesling, Cabernet Franc, and Merlot. 

Some wineries are capitalizing on agri-innovation and have created a new, 

local grape varietal that has been developed specifically for the region. Three 

varieties of this red varietal are currently being established. While the varietal has not 

been named officially yet, the varieties are currently labeled HG1, HG3, and HG4 – 

where HG stands for Harrow Grape after the nearby community of Harrow, Ontario. 

Three wineries are growing this varietal and two wineries are selling wine containing 

this varietal. One winery coined their product ‘Colchester Cuvee’ after the Colchester 

Ridge - a local geomorphological feature that combines advantageous soil and micro 

climatic conditions and provides many impressive vistas for the Lake Erie shoreline. 

Pelee Island is a separate designated viticulture area of Ontario. As Canada’s 

smallest viticulture area, Pelee Island sits in Lake Erie about 20 km off the shoreline 
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at the most southerly point in Canada and has approximately 600 acres in grape 

production (Shaw, 2001). Pelee Island serves as a supporting data field, because some 

wineries within Lake Erie North Shore, along with the region’s winery association, 

have implicated their marketing strategies within the presence of Pelee Island and 

some of its unique characteristics such as its world-renowned reputation for birding, 

its expansive vineyard plantings, and its history of winemaking that dates back to 

1871. However, it is important to note that there are no longer actual winemaking 

facilities on the island. One regional winery owns the majority of the 600 acres of 

vineyards, and ferries the fruit back to their mainland winery for wine production, 

which is located within the regional boundaries of Lake Erie North Shore. 

Similarly to the Niagara Peninsula and Prince Edward County, the wineries of 

Lake Erie North Shore are located in an agricultural region that is not strictly a 

winescape but more of a mixed farming region (Carmichael, 2005). The region is a 

rural area that has a rich agricultural heritage. The region has plentiful orchards and 

produces fruits such as apples, pears, peaches, plums, apricots, and berries, as well as 

vegetables such as asparagus. In addition, the region produces fruits, such as 

tomatoes, and vegetables, such as peppers, in an expansive greenhouse network, 

giving the region an international reputation for having the highest concentration of 

greenhouses in the world. The region also produces cereals/grains such as oats, wheat 

and corn, oil seeds such as soybeans. Finally, the region is small producer of beef, 

pork, and fish. 

While the region has ideal grape-growing conditions, it faces some major 

geographical, economic, and regulatory obstacles. With its close proximity to the 
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Canada/U.S. border, the region used to receive a high volume of traffic from U.S. 

tourists from areas such as Michigan and Ohio. However, new regulations requiring 

American tourists to have a valid passport, or an enhanced drivers license to enter 

Canada are reported to have had a dampening effect on traffic from the United States, 

especially among so-called day-trippers. In addition, unlike the Niagara Peninsula and 

Prince Edward County, Lake Erie North Shore is not located within close proximity 

to to a large urban base. For example, the distance for a Torontonian to drive by car to 

visits wineries in the Niagara Peninsula is approximately one and a half hours, and to 

visit Prince Edward County, it is approximately two hours in travel time. In 

comparison, a Torontonian would have to drive between three and half, to four hours, 

to reach the main clustering of wineries in the Lake Erie North wine region. This 

means that the region holds a smaller market share of Ontario wine tourists compared 

to other designated viticulture areas. Without a large tourist base, the region is unable 

to drive high revenues from tourism, and therefore suffers from a lack of investment 

in tourism infrastructure.  

From an economic perspective, the region was once well known for its highly 

developed manufacturing sector, specifically within the field of automotive 

production. However, in the 1980s, a large spike in gas prices and increased 

competition from foreign markets, led to the decline of the automotive industry in the 

region, and a large downtrend in manufacturing. It is argued that the region was never 

able to secure the place that it had in the economy in the view of Canadians, and 

arguably, the region got a reputation of a ‘Blue Collar Town’ that was always 

struggling financially. With a high unemployment rate, and the average wage going 
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down because the automotive sector has introduced a two-tier wage system, the 

region is seeing a net migration of young people out of the region, and an influx of 

retired seniors. Arguably, this may be advantageous for municipal tax bases, but may 

be causing a drain in the creative arts sector, while hindering entrepreneurial 

investment in the region. 

International and provincial regulations continue to strongly affect the nature 

and scale of winery business business development in Lake Erie North Shore. Some 

of the major, underlying factors that have contributed structural diversity amongst 

wineries in the region have been regulatory in nature. Political constraints have arisen 

within the wine industry since the implementation of free trade agreements between 

Canada and the United Sates, and later within all of North America (Heien and Sims, 

2000). Some of the major political constraints that have helped shape the region’s 

current wine industry, include the spill over effect of resulting nulled grape growing 

contacts, un-equal access to off-site retail licensing; and un equal access to blending 

licensing for the sale of Cellared in Canada products (Kingsbury and Hayter, 2006; 

Carew and Florkowski, 2012). 

The Canada–United States Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA), which 

commenced on January 1, 1989, had significant impacts on the Canadian grape and 

wine industry (Heien and Sims, 2000). When a free trade agreement is initiated, 

tariffs are eliminated between participating members. Under this agreement, tariffs on 

U.S. wine shipped to Canada, as well as differential markups for domestic versus 

imported wines, were to be eliminated over a seven-year period (Carew and 

Florkowski, 2012). Essentially, CUSFTA eliminated preferential treatment of 
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domestic wines and increased competition from imported wines on the Canadian 

market (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). Measures implemented under CUSFTA were 

later fully adopted by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), in 1991 

(Heien and Sims, 2000).  

For producers in some areas, free trade was widely considered to be the ‘death 

knell’ of the Canadian grape and wine industry (Kingsbury and Hayter, 2006:601). In 

Ontario, this created distress amongst producers who feared that the capacity of the 

domestic grape and wine sector would diminish greatly. In order to compete with the 

high quality U.S. wine that threatened to flood the Canadian wine market, producers 

were forced to increase the quality of grapes and wine produced. In Ontario, this lead 

to the cancellation of many verbal grape purchasing contracts between wineries and 

growers, as wineries sought to gain control of their inputs and began planting their 

own vineyards. As a result of canceled grape purchasing contracts between growers 

and wineries, grape growers were forced to find new markets for their 

grapes(Kingsbury and Hayter, 2006). Many grape-growing outfits elected to do the 

value-added processing themselves and open wineries, in order sell wine products in 

on-site winery retail stores - referred to as selling wine from the cellar door. As a 

result, the province saw an increase in the number of small and medium-scale 

producers (Kingsbury and Hayter, 2006).  

When these trade agreements were passed, Ontario assumed the responsibility 

of creating a level playing field for international producers to compete in the 

province’s grape and wine industry. In addition to implementing a uniform tax 

structure for international and domestic wines, the province reacted by halting the 
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issuing of off-site retail licenses to wineries that applied after 1989 (Carew and 

Florkowski, 2012). It was decided that it was against the free-trade policy that 

Ontario wineries could get licenses to open up stores and sell their wine, while U.S. 

producers could only sell their wine to the Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO), 

who would then retail the products in their monopolized stores.  

A small portion of wineries in Lake Erie North Shore, and other areas of 

Ontario, were able to capitalize on this new regulation by securing exceptions into 

this trade agreement - and were able to acquire a number of off-site retail store 

licenses prior to the 1989 cut-off (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). An un-equal 

distribution environment has arisen in Lake Erie North Shore, with some regional 

wineries being afforded the opportunity to sell wine in up to fourteen off-site retail 

stores, that can be relocated at any time with changing demand and demographic 

trends. 

The province of Ontario also reacted to the free trade agreement by halting 

blending licenses for the production and sale of Cellared in Canada (CID) products.  

Wineries that were able to obtain these licenses, prior to the implementation of the 

trade agreements, are able purchase inexpensive bulk wine from the international 

market, store it at the winery, blend a small portion of Ontario wine with the 

international product, and then sell it at their cellar door or in the LCBO as a Cellared 

in Canada product (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). It is argued that acquiring and 

shipping internationally- produced wine is less expensive per liter compared to 

producing the product in Ontario. This has created an un-equal playing field amongst 

provincial wineries, since the costs associated with producing CID products, is much 
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less than producing 100% Ontario wine - while consumer prices for both products can 

be similar (Carew and Florkowski, 2012). 

 The province’s regulatory environment for producing and selling wine has 

contributed specifically to aspects of this winery population, including winery 

capacity, investment capital, and place deployment. The on-the-ground consequences 

of the outcomes of nulled grape growing contacts; un-equal access to off-site retail 

licensing; and unequal access to blending licensing for the sale of Cellared in Canada 

products, are explored in depth with the winery representatives later in the analysis. 

3.3 Data Collection Methods 

The research drew on both primary and secondary data – the former derived 

from detailed interviews with local actors in the wine and culinary tourism scene and 

the latter drawn from published tourism directories, visitor guides and winery 

promotional/advertising materials. In commencing the research, a reconnaissance-

level scan was undertaken of published sources such as: regional tourism and winery 

websites and promotional material; industry websites belonging to stakeholders such 

as the Liquor Control Board of Canada and the Vintners Quality Alliance; as well as 

reports on sectorial and regional economic development, including the 2012 Wine 

Report published by the Windsor Essex Economic Development Corporation. 

During this time, multiple trips to the region, and visits to wineries occurred. 

Site visits were important in order to conceptualize the current condition of regional 

wineries. Field notes were taken on the regional wine products, winery structures, and 

the landscapes in which they operate. The data derived from these observations and 

reviews served as a secondary data source for the study. 
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 Facilitating direct engagement with people involved in the region’s winery 

and tourism sectors was an essential aspect of data collection. Face-to-face, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with key informants from all sixteen grape 

wineries operating in Lake Erie North Shore between May 2012 and December 2012. 

Conducting semi-structured interviews has been cited as a useful research method 

tool in wine geography literature (See Guthey, 2008; Alonso and Liu, 2010; Maguire, 

Strickland, and Frost, 2013). Semi structured interviews have a loose structure and 

consist of open ended questions whereby the interviewer or interviewee may diverge 

to explore an area in more detail (Britten, 1995).  

 There was an effort to engage respondents in the conscious and even nuanced 

ways in which they invoke elements of place. It was decided that the questions in the 

interviews would not be prompted with predetermined ques. There was no use of 

prompts to not unduly announce elements that respondents might actually invoke in 

answering a general question. This is due to the large variety, and subtle nature, of the 

nuances that can be expressed in place and locality deployment. There was concern 

that prompts would alter the way the key informants interpreted and answered the 

questions, perhaps by limiting the aspects in which the informant might delve, or 

creating bias in the perceived relevance of a certain place attribute. The aim was to 

not predispose certain types of answers when asking the question.  

 The interviews with winery representatives took place on-site at the cellar 

door, and lasted for approximately one hour (see Appendix A: Key Informant 

Interview Protocol). The semi-structured interviews were arranged around four main 

themes and seven unprompted questions that sought to delve into place deployment at 
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the individual winery and regional scale. One segment of the interview sought to 

explore aspects of the individual winery. Some of the lines of inquiry included time 

of establishment, corporate structure, product offerings, physical building 

characteristics and surrounding landscapes. A second research theme was centered on 

learning about the wine that was being produced at each of the wineries. An effort 

was made to discern which physical and cultural aspects of place were being 

incorporated into production and promotion of those wines. A third theme that was 

explored in the interviews was the customer base. Some of the lines of inquiry 

generated from that theme delved into topics such as cellar door traffic at the 

individual winery level, what types of wine products and winery experiences 

customers were demanding, and which main aspects of place and locality where 

being deployed to these visitors. A fourth theme that was explored in the interviews 

with winery key informants was the impact of wine tourism on individual wineries 

and on the region as whole. One line of inquiry surrounding this theme was the role 

of the individual wineries in contributing to winery diversity, and the development of 

regional identity. Discussions occurred that were centered on the role that a growing, 

collective presence of wineries might have on promoting the region as a whole, and 

gaining market share.  

 A conversation took place with a key informant from the region’s tourism 

agency, Tourism Windsor Essex Pelee Island. No formal interview guide was utilized 

for this interview, as the aim was to gain a general sense of the region’s current 

destination marketing focuses, and to determine what role the increasing presence of 

wineries in the region might have on future marketing and promotional efforts.  
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 All interviews were recorded and saved in an Audio Interchange File Format. 

The interviews were then transcribed verbatim into Microsoft Word. Detailed field 

notes were taken throughout the interviewing process. These documents were 

analyzed and then sections were coded and grouped into common themes that became 

prominent during the analysis. These concepts and quotes served as the primary 

source of data for the research project. Vignettes are provided throughout the analysis 

in order to convey individual winery experiences. Further, the inclusion of 

photographs has been used as an effective method for demonstrating individual 

winery and regional deployment of place.   
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Chapter Four: Governing the Wineries 
 
 While the central concern of the research is an exploration of the ways in 

which the concept of place is being co-opted and created by the emerging wine 

sector, the nature and development history (and potential future) of the wineries as 

production enterprises must also be understood in the economic, political, and 

regulatory context that has guided or constrained past decisions. Indeed, at any single 

point in time, these considerations are as important, if not more important, than 

placed-based capital. One cannot understand the ways in which place is being 

capitalized on by wineries, in isolation from economic policy, and the governance 

arrangements that affect the sector as well. 

 In this chapter, findings related to the first and second objectives of this 

research will be presented. There are two main themes in this chapter – both of which 

are implicated in the development of the wineries in the data set and of the region as a 

whole. The aim is to provide an understanding of the wineries as they were found at 

the time of the study, and to discuss what effect this regulatory backdrop has had on 

what happens on the ground. The chapter contains two main elements. First, a 

descriptive approach is taken to describe key structural features of the sample in 

relation to enterprise and operator characteristics. Next, attention is given to owners’ 

experiences and perceptions of the impact of economic and governance arrangements 

in the Ontario wine sector as these underlie some of the structural features now 

evident in this emerging wine region. 
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4.1 Overview of the Local Wine Sector 

 The purpose of this section is to address objective one - which seeks to 

examine the pace and scale of winery development in Lake Erie North Shore. This 

will shed light on specific business development characteristics of wineries, which are 

individual to this region. The discussion is organized around six specific business 

development characteristics: number of wineries operating in the region; time of 

establishment; winery production capacities; patterns of ownership; goals and 

motivations for starting up; product diversity and range of activity offerings.  

4.1.1Winery Establishment Times   

 There were sixteen grape-wine producing wineries operating in Lake Erie 

North Shore between May 2012 and December 2012. In mapping out times of winery 

establishment in the area, some interesting developmental history arose. It appears 

that there are two distinct eras in which wineries developed (see Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1 Timeline of winery establishment in Lake Erie North Shore 

 Eight wineries (the first few constituting a set of “early innovators”) 

established operations at a relatively even pace of development between 1979 and 

2005, followed by a notable spike in winery openings in 2006. Specifically 50% of 

the region’s wineries were established over the span of 26 years between 1979 and 

2005, while 50% of the growth has occurred over the last seven years, between 2006 

and 2012, with six new wineries opening in 2006, and two more opening between 

2008 and 2012. 

 Growth and expansion has been significant in the period of 2006 to present, 

and several new wineries are either in development or are reported to be in the 

planning stages. The significant and very rapid growth in the mid 2000’s has been 

attributed to several factors that include: heightened recognition of the existence of a 

regional grape and wine sector (as opposed to the isolated existence of a few specific 

enterprises) that established, in both perception and reality, a wine region; the 
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maturation of a grape propagation and vine planting initiative initiated in the late 

1990s; the critical mass created by the earlier wineries who laid the foundations for 

establishing a ‘cluster’ of wineries that together held the potential to reinforce and 

expand a place brand and drive tourism; and finally a potential oversupply of grapes 

on the market that led to the cancellation of grape purchasing contracts and the 

conversion of some grape growing outfits into wineries. 

 In some cases, it can be argued that the newer wineries have been able to 

invest a larger amount of initial capital to establish themselves. Further, these newer 

wineries show a sophisticated degree of place deployment in their enterprises 

including with: the use of locally sourced building, staff, and food products; 

preserving and promoting the agricultural heritage of their properties; and by 

conveying aspects of regional nature and culture into their products and marketing.        

4.1.2 Winery Production Capacities  

 An important business characteristic of the population of wineries in the 

region is that the production capacities of wineries varies greatly, over a large scale. 

The country’s fourth and fifth largest wineries by production operate in Lake Erie 

North Shore, amongst some mom and pop, small to medium sized wineries that 

operate from the home or farm gate (see Plate 4.1).  
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Plate 4.1 Diversity amongst winery size and scale exists in the region. Some wineries 
are run out of the home (left), while others have a much larger production capacity 
(right). 
 
 Data on the production capacities of fifteen of the sixteen wineries was 

reported. Due to the anonymity of the research, exact production figures cannot be 

disclosed. However, within this population of fifteen reporting wineries, eleven, or 

approximately 75% of these wineries can be classified as small sized producers –

producing up to 6,500 cases per year. Two, or approximately 15% of wineries can be 

considered medium sized producers – producing up to 10,000 cases per year. The 

remaining two wineries of this population of wineries can be considered large-scale 

producers, producing over 400,000 cases per year.  

4.1.3 Patterns of Ownership  

 Various patterns of ownership exist among the sixteen wineries that were 

operating in the region. Regardless of production capacity, the vast majority of 

wineries are classified as family owned and operated ventures. Specifically, 75% of 

regional wineries can be classified as family owned, with some additional employees 

involved in operation, while 15% of regional wineries operate as partnerships 

between two, non-related business partners. The remaining 15% of regional wineries 
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are the large-sized producers, and can be classified as operating within a corporate 

structure. 

4.1.4 Goals and Motivations for Starting a Winery 

 In most cases, it was a number of different goals and motivations that 

encouraged individual winery establishment in the area. However, the data revealed 

that four main themes contributed to the goals and motivations of winery proprietors 

in this region. These include a combination of: an ongoing family legacy of farming 

and interest in grape growing; having a European heritage and cultural experience 

with winemaking; retirement (in a few cases from the automotive industry with the 

benefit of secure pension income); and the outcomes of nulled grape purchasing 

contracts between growers and wine producers. Along their journeys, all winery 

proprietors developed a passion for viticulture and viniculture that contributed to their 

goals of opening wineries.   

 For 40% of enterprises, a winery was an appropriate way to sustain a family 

legacy of farming and to fulfill a passion of grape growing. For example, one winery 

representative commented on sustaining their family’s history of agriculture and 

explained, “This site has always been a fruit a vegetable farm. It has been in the 

family for three generations, growing a great variety of different crops. In the early 

80s, we just took a look at what was planted in the ground and what the price points 

were and we just thought we could do better growing grapes”. 

 For approximately 30% of winery entrepreneurs, it was their European 

heritage and prior knowledge of winemaking, that motivated them to seek out ideal 

grape growing conditions for wine production in Lake Erie North Shore, Ontario. For 
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example, one winery representative commented on their Italian heritage saying, “Our 

shareholders were Canadian with Italian descent. [Winemaker’s name] was brought 

from Italy to set up the winery and be the winemaker of this establishment”. Another 

example is drawn from the promotional material of a different wine winery’s website, 

which states “Born in Poland, [winemaker’s name] began working in the European 

wine industry prior to settling in the Lake Erie North Shore region where he has been 

involved in the wine industry for over 25 years”. 

 Another 30% of winery proprietors were motivated to open wineries after 

retiring from other careers. For various reasons, approximately 40% of those retiring 

were leaving the automotive industry. Of the sixteen wineries operating in the region, 

almost 20% of wineries were forced to turn their grape growing operations into 

wineries, when their grape purchasing contracts were dissolved. One winery 

representative described their experience with the outcome of a nulled fruit-

purchasing contract: 

“Like a good business man, I went over to [winery name]… and I 
said, if I grow grapes, will you buy them? And they said, 
absolutely, we’ll buy everyone’s grapes. So I said, great, I’ve got 
a buyer. So I started planting and I wait [four] years… and then I 
phone [winery name] and say, great my grapes are about to come 
in. And they say, sorry. We can’t buy your grapes. Too many 
grapes, we don’t want them”. 
 

 The on-the-ground impacts of cancelled grape contracts are discussed further 

in section 4.2. 
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4.1.5 Product Diversity  

 An important structural characteristic of the region is the diversity amongst 

wineries and winery product offerings. A range in the winery structures exists (see 

Plate 4.2). 

Plate 4.2 Pictures depicting a range of structural diversity in wineries found in Lake 
Erie North Shore. 
  
 For example, some of the newer wineries have invested large amounts of 

initial capital into establishing attractive, flagship wineries in the region - that display 

a sophisticated sense of place mobilization in their architectural designs and locally-

sourced building materials. On the other side of the spectrum, some wineries consist 

of pre-fabricated or corrugated steel buildings established at farm gates, in order sell 

wine. Some wineries are investing in building upgrades in an effort to draw more 

cellar door traffic and increase wine sales. 

 The majority of wineries in the region produce and sell grape-only wine 

products. However, a small percentage of wineries sell 100% fruit wines alongside 

their grape wine, as well as grape and fruit wine blends. The range of activities 

offered by wineries include a combination of: vineyard and winery tours; licensed 
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picnic areas – with lake and beachside destinations; wine tasting; life events and 

corporate gatherings; cellar door market-stands selling produce gown on-site; retail 

stores selling locally produced goods; restaurants; ‘pick-your-own’ fruit orchards; 

scenic walks that allow visitors to take in rural and agricultural landscapes; open 

house days with outdoor entertainment such as live music and annual festivals.        

4.2 Regulatory Aspects  

 Aside from the business development and structural characteristics of the 

wineries, there is the institutional, governance piece that needs exploring. The aim of 

this section is to address objective two in the thesis, which seeks to summarize key 

regulatory and governance factors underlying winery development and operation in 

Ontario and relate these to reported challenges and constraints faced by wine 

entrepreneurs. The summary of knowledge on the effects of governance arrangements 

is obtained from two sources: consultation of previous scholarly writings on the 

effects of the Canada United States Free Trade Agreement and the North American 

Free Trade Agreement (see Heien and Sims, 2005 and Carew and Florkowski, 2012); 

combined with conversations with winery representatives who spoke in detail about 

the effects of trade agreements on their specific operations.   

 As evident from the outcomes of the Canadian United States Free Trade 

Agreement of 1989, time of entry to the market place determined which wineries 

were able to grandfather exceptions to the trade agreements, which in turn enabled 

them to reach much larger production capacities. Some wineries were able to obtain 

multiple off-site retail licenses prior to 1989, while others were able to attain blending 

licenses prior to 1993.  
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 Consistent with Heien and Sims (2005) and Carew and Florkowski (2012), 

several winery respondents noted a few key impacts of the Canadian United States 

Free Trade Agreement of 1989: un-equal access to off-site retail licensing; un-equal 

access to blending licensing for the sale of Cellared in Canada products; and the 

outcomes of nulled grape growing contacts.  

 Un-equal access to off-site retail licensing arose after 1989, when the province 

put a moratorium on issuing further off-site retail licensing due to free trade 

constraints. However, one well-established winery was able to capitalize on this trade 

agreement, and established fourteen off-site retail store licenses, that are still in 

operation today.  

Grandfathering Exceptions into Free Trade Agreements:  
A winery’s perspective on their strategic gain of off-site retail licenses prior 

to the 1989 moratorium 
In this area, what makes us a little bit different from the other wineries is that we 
own and operate fourteen of our own retail stores… You had to have all your 
stores open by no later than 1989 because with the trade agreements that came 
in place, it was considered unfair trade arrangements that Canadians could have 
their own retail stores… For the Americans, they couldn’t open up a retail store 
here, so it was considered unfair that we have our own retail stores.  So 
[nowadays] every winery that opens up, gets one retail store with their 
manufacturing license – but prior to that, you could open up as many stores and 
you wanted. So [winery name] had fourteen stores open by ‘89 – and that’s how 
many we have today. We have moved them from time to time; they can go 
wherever they want… We move them based on if an LCBO moves in; we will 
go to a new location. 
 

The interviews confirmed that many winery representatives in the region hold 

strong views that these agreements have created an un-fair competitive environment 

for small and mid-sized wineries in Ontario, since other wineries are limited to selling 

wine at the cellar door, to restaurants, and in LCBO stores.  
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By 1993, the province of Ontario had also reacted to the free trade agreement 

by halting the issuing of blending licenses for the production and sale of Cellared in 

Canada (CID) products. This creates an un-equal playing field amongst provincial 

wine producers, since CID products often fetch similar prices to 100% Ontario wine 

products, while the costs associated with producing CID products, are much less than 

producing 100% Ontario wine. One winery respondent held strong views that unfair 

blending licensing interferes greatly with potential individual profit margins:     

“They have the opportunity to buy foreign wine for much less 
than I can grow it for… It is about $2.60/liter for the wine you can 
make from Ontario grapes… The foreign wine that you can buy, 
you can buy, delivered to the winery – costs about 70 cents/liter… 
27% the cost of our domestic product…” 

     
 This enables wineries that have blending licenses to achieve much higher 

production capacities, fetch much higher profit margins, and they are able to avoid 

the high risk and capital investments associated with producing and selling 100% 

Ontario wine. 

One of the larger wineries in the region that was able to obtain a blending 

license commented on how the winery relies on importing and blending foreign wine 

in order to meet high consumer demand for the various brands under their main 

winery name (see Plate 4.3). However, their growth, capacity and consumer 

popularity may be centered on their ability to funnel higher profit margins into clever 

marketing and distribution techniques that have allowed them to grow physically in 

capacity as a winery and in popularity amongst consumers. For example, one winery 

that was able to obtain a blending license explained:  

 “When you reach a certain brand size… we just couldn’t find the 
fruit. We couldn’t plant it fast enough ourselves and we couldn’t 
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source it either… So for example, one brand was established as 
VQA [100% Ontario fruit], but we had to switch it over half way 
through to a blend, because we just could not source enough 
appropriate fruit in Ontario to meet our demand. ”  

 

 
Plate 4.3 A winery displays signs in their winery for their broad product offerings, 
including 100% Ontario wine, as well as Cellared in Canada products. 
 

Another notable business development characteristic of the region is that some 

of the wineries operating in the region originated as grape-growing outfits that had no 

intentions of opening up wineries and selling wine to the public. An outcome of the 

CUSFTA trade agreements is that many grape purchasing contracts were cancelled by 

large winery buyers, and grape growers were forced to become wine producers and 

open wineries. Prior to these trade agreements, wineries supplied wine of non-

superior quality to local wine markets. Specifically, wine was being produced using 

inferior hybrid grapes to manufacture low quality wines that were protected from 

foreign competition by various provincial and federal government policies 

(Kingsbury and Hayter, 2006). However, these trade agreements removed this 

protection, and producers faced fears that large volumes of imported, bottled (not 

bulk) U.S. produced wine would penetrate the market and that the size of the 

domestic wine industry would be severely reduced. With the potential increase in 

high quality bottled wine from the United States, wineries sought to establish their 
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own vineyards and manage grape quality. One interviewee commented on the need to 

take ownership of grape production, because “Back then, when we opened up the 

winery, wineries were wineries and growers were growers. So we bought our grapes 

from growers. It wasn’t really until more than a decade later that we purchased our 

first vineyard. Because we thought we had to be more in control of our own destiny”. 

In Ontario, this lead to the cancellation of many verbal grape purchasing 

contracts between wineries and growers. As a result of canceled grape purchasing 

contracts, a few grape growers were forced to find new markets for their produce, and 

they began to open up their own wineries. One winery representative commented on 

their journey into wine production:  

 “We sold grapes for a time- never with a [written] contract… At 
the beginning of a growing season, we would contact different 
wineries – and have a handshake deal. In the 90s, it looked like 
our primary buyer’s structure was going to change. And it became 
sort of dicey where our crop would go. Since weren’t assured of 
sales, we did the value-added sort of deal and opened a winery… 
It was economic”. 

 
Outcomes of the CUSFTA agreements dramatically changed the structure of 

the provincial wine industry, while giving rise to major constraints to regional winery 

growth and development that still exist today. The interviews strongly support that 

large, well-established wineries have been able to achieve strong marketing and 

distribution channels outside of their wineries, and do not rely as greatly on making 

sales at the cellar door, compared to small and mid-sized wineries. Due to their large 

product presence in Liquor Control Board of Ontario stores, one winery felt strongly 

that the experiences encountered by cellar door visitors is more important than actual 

sales achieved via cellar door traffic:           
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 “How important is it to drive cellar door traffic compared to what I 
ship off into other provinces? Indecisively, I guess it is not like… 
bottom line… No it is  not important to us… I could  not care less if he 
buys the two bottles here or rather buys the two bottles at his [LCBO] 
store in Thunder Bay”.   

 
 In regard to objective one – describing the structural and development 

characteristics of the wineries – a description of the population was provided. 

Specifically, enterprises were placed into three size clusters based on their production 

capacities – small, medium, and large-scale producers. In addition, important business 

development and structural characteristics such as time of winery establishment, 

patterns of ownership, goals and motivations for opening, and ranges in winery 

products were presented. In addressing objective two – discussing regulatory and 

governance factors faced by wineries and how these create challenges and constraints 

for winery operation – findings were derived from the interviews with key winery 

informants and some of the on-the ground- impacts of un-equal access to off-site 

retail and foreign blending licenses, as well as outcomes of nulled grape purchasing 

contracts, were presented.  

 This chapter analyzed aspects of winery development that pertain to 

governance arrangements. These included outcomes of political free trade agreements 

and economic conditions. Chapter Five focuses on a more identity creating set of 

considerations relating to locality and place- and this lies at the heart of this analysis. 

The next chapter will shed light on some of the more place-based characteristics that 

are being deployed by wineries in the region, contributing to winery differentiation 

and regional diversity. Both the governance factors, and those relating to place – are 

heavily implicated in the development of this sector, so for a thorough investigation, 
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attention has been given to both aspects.  
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Chapter Five: Deploying and Creating Place in Winery Development in Lake 

Erie North Shore 

“To be successful in the wine business in Ontario, you need have decent wine - but 
you need to be able to attract people to your farm. And just putting a sign at the end 
of the road just isn’t going to do it”. 

-Anonymous Winery Respondent 
  

  While the regulatory aspects of the Ontario wine sector establish an 

institutional environment within which all wineries in the Province exist, a key and 

ever-present challenge is to develop identity through product branding and 

differentiation. Wineries in the study area are doing this both individually and 

collectively – often by drawing upon natural and cultural assets of the region. The 

aim of this chapter is to address objective three in the thesis – which seeks to identify 

key elements of place and locality that are invoked to create, brand and promote wine 

and wineries, and to explore existing and potential diversification into on-site value-

added activities and off-site regional ventures. The first section of the chapter 

discusses regional place attributes that wineries are incorporating into their 

operations, including terroir, agriculture, the shoreline and the synergy between food 

and wine. In the second section, interest in diversification into on-site value-added 

activities and off-site regional ventures is explored with reference to the region’s 

rebranding to Essex Pelee Island Coast wine country and their associated vintners 

association, and an annual community event called Explore the Shore. 

5.1 Deployment of Place and Locality  

 Data from the interviews, along with the analysis of business plans and 

promotional materials, revealed that all wineries in the sample are capitalizing on  
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bio-physical attributes of the region for grape growing, including its proximity to a 

large body of shallow water and its southerly location - which provides the region 

with the most sun heat units and longest growing season among viticulture areas in 

Ontario. However, at an individual winery level, enterprises are invoking a large 

variety of regional attributes that represent place and locality in the region, including 

a rich agricultural heritage and agri-tourism, natural and built features and culture. 

With respect to local food offerings, the degree to which wineries are capitalizing on 

the synergy between food and wine varies significantly in the region.  

5.1.1 Terroir: linking wine quality and place  

 The Lake Erie North Shore wine appellation has ideal conditions for grape 

growing, ripening and winemaking. Wineries in the region are situated between the 

41°and 42° parallel. The majority of respondents discussed establishing their 

vineyards in the region due to its southerly location and proximity to shallow Lake 

Erie. High heat units coupled with the moderating effects of the lake enable the 

region to boast the longest growing and ripening season of all Ontario grape-growing 

regions. Respondents consistently mentioned these biophysical attributes of place.  

 The shallowness of the lake enables it to warm up quickly and retain heat, 

which enhances the moderating effect of the lake on vineyards and increases regional 

temperatures, thereby lengthening the region’s growing season. One winery 

respondent summed up the advantages that these biophysical attributes provide: 

 “We’re on the 42nd parallel and we have the climate from the 
Great Lakes… the Western basin of Lake Erie… It doesn’t freeze 
anymore. It warms up very rapidly in the spring. It moderates and 
defines our growing season. Without that lake, and without the 
high heat units… we wouldn’t be able to keep these grapes on the 
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vines as long as we can… The actual climate exists and we have 
adapted locally”. 
 

 A warm climate, with high heat units and a long growing season, has enabled 

the region to nurture a reputation for being able to grow and produce high quality, 

full-bodied red wines that are not characteristic of Ontario’s cool-climate viticulture 

practices. One winery respondent felt strongly that, due to the region’s terroir, the red 

wine produced by vintners in Lake Erie Shore was often better than that produced in 

other wine regions of Ontario:   

“We get the most heat units out of anywhere in Canada. We get 
121 frost-free days, which doesn’t happen anywhere in Canada. 
And we are able to grow a quality red grape that is more 
consistent than other designated viticulture areas… we get a long 
growing season so they are able to reach maturity… So the brix - 
the sugar levels can get higher and make a really good quality 
wine”. 

 

 Further, the data suggest that the region’s terroir is able to support the growing 

of both red and white varietals. A winery representative commented on different 

grape growing and winemaking models that are being deployed in the region – 

wineries that focus on full-bodied red varietals, versus wineries that make wine 

lighter-style, cool-climate wines with white varietals:    

 “That is what makes for an interesting wine trail… We’re 
focused on more delicate, lower alcohol wines… Pinot Noir, 
Riesling, unoaked Chardonnay, and Auxerrois... And then there 
are people here growing Nebbiolo and Cabernet Sauvignon… 
Merlot and Cabernet Franc. If you go to [winery name] - they 
have a Meritage that is just absolutely wonderful, so we could 
grow anything here”. 

 

 Many winery respondents compared the region of Lake Erie North Shore to 

the other viticulture areas of Ontario. One winery respondent held the strong views 
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that the region’s long growing season creates superior growing conditions in 

comparison to Price Edward County, stating “Prince Edward County gets about a 

third less summer than we do. And what makes a superior red wine? Summer! If they 

are good, we are better. It is just climate”. Other respondents commented on how the 

region has has 15-20% more heat than the Niagara Peninsula, which encourages 

better grape ripening and higher sugar standards. For example, one wine respondent 

described the region’s ability to grow high quality Cabernet Franc that Niagara by 

explaining, “With a long growing season, our Cab Franc will ripen better. Now you 

can get Cabernet Franc from Niagara, but more often than not, it doesn’t fully ripen… 

it does not meet sugar standards”.  

 Another biophysical attribute that many respondents commented on is the 

region’s macro soil conditions, which again differentiate it from other viticulture 

areas in Ontario. A winery respondent described the macro soil conditions of the 

viticulture area as alluvial glacial deposits comprised of 95% Brookston Clay, which 

is a tough, hard soil. However, the region has pockets of Sandy Loam, which is a 

fertile soil, that is ideal for growing produce, fruit and grapes, because it is easy to 

keep the soil aerated and maintained. One respondent discussed how the macro soil 

conditions of Lake Erie North Shore contribute to the region’s reputation for being 

able to produce high quality red wine and individual white wines that are 

characteristic to this region only:  

“We have a distinctive flavour here that is separate from 
Niagara… Here you have Clay and Sandy Loam here – so we 
tend to produce some really lovely, Bordeaux styles reds… Our 
whites tend to be fuller in body… There are more concentrated 
flavours. But if you go to Niagara, and you’ve got that Limestone 
base growing – you have a whole different product”. 
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 A number of respondents commented on human and cultural aspects of wine 

production, noting that the region’s historic culture of winemaking that dates back 

almost 150 years to the beginning of grape growing on Pelee Island in the late 1860s. 

One respondent proudly shared how they got established with a winemaker from 

Northern Italy, who set the tone for the winery for close to 27 years. Another 

respondent commented on the region’s current knowledge base explaining, “We all 

have attitudes. There is not one wine maker here that hasn’t got an entrepreneurial 

spirit, a lot of money, and a lot of brains. Very smart, they were all professionals in 

other industries”. 

 Overall, the interview data supports the notion that that the region has a 

unique terroir, superior in several ways to other Ontario viticulture areas – a terroir 

that is ideal for the growing, ripening and production of both red and white varietals. 

While specific wineries may be capitalizing on different aspects of terroir, there is 

evidence to suggest that some cohesion exists in the message about place that the 

region, as a whole, is deploying.  

5.1.2 Local Assets as a Source of Opportunity and Identity  

 The ways in which different winery enterprises invoke and deploy place and 

locality can be linked to inherent structural diversity. Deployment of place can occur 

when wineries capitalize on aspects of  a region’s natural, built and cultural 

landscape. The interview data suggest that wineries in the region are capitalizing on 

five main regional attributes: agriculture and associated agri-tourism; Lake Erie’s 
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shoreline; the local environment; cultural heritage; and County Road 50. These 

attributes of place are discussed below.   

5.1.2.1 Linking Agriculture and Wine  

  It is evident that the Lake Erie North Shore wine region has a rich agricultural 

heritage, in addition to its growing reputation for viticulture. This association shows 

itself in both highly visible forms of agri-tourism and in more subtle nods to the 

agricultural history of several of the winery properties and the proprietors themselves.  

 A sub-sector of wineries is drawing consumers by offering a variety of 

authentic agri-tourism and wine tourism opportunities and by highlighting 

agricultural heritage. For example, one winery respondent commented on the strong 

link that exits between agriculture and wine: 

“When people come to a winery and they come to a region they 
need to be able to have a fabulous experience; and it cannot be 
disjointed … from the agricultural aspect of growing. People love 
to be out in the vineyard. They want to learn about canopy 
management, they want to know the process right from the vine to 
the bottle”.  

 

 This same winery is proud to offer an agri-tourism product that celebrates the 

removal of the gap between site of production and consumption for the customers by 

explaining, “When you remove the distance between how people relate to how their 

food is being produced… bringing them to a vineyard and pouring what they are 

looking at on the vine… people go mad about it”. 

 Other examples of wineries capitalizing on aspects of regional agri-tourism 

include one winery’s ‘grape to glass’ and ‘birth to beef’ business concept, which 

celebrates the traceability of all their products. Products such as homemade summer 
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sausage, fresh steaks and Berkshire Pork and beef hot dogs are produced by the 

winery proprietor himself and sold at the cellar door - alongside their unique baco 

noir wine and vegetables produced on-site (see Plate 5.1).  

  
Plate 5.1 One winery is raising local beef, pork and fresh vegetables that are being 
sold at the cellar door. 
 
 Another winery was operating as a ‘Pick Your Own Apples’ agri-tourism 

venture, prior to diversifying through obtaining an Ontario Fruit Winery License from 

the provincial government. This winery proprietor explains that “It was a nice add-on 

and it does put you into a pretty exclusive club. I mean, you can have your ‘pick your 

own this’ and ‘corn maze that’ – but until people can buy a glass of wine and take it 

around the farm – sorry you are not in this club”. 

 While this fruit winery does not grow grapes on site, the winery purchases 

grapes from regional growers to make some grape wine to ensure it can satisfy 

wedding and special event guests. A different winery respondent commented on how 

this winery is “…very agricultural as far as the livestock end of it”, since the 

proprietor raises goats, pigs and cows on-site, alongside his fruit orchards. The 

winery proprietor proudly conveyed the authenticity of the winery’s agri-tourism 



	  

	   60	  

offerings by explaining, “There are Berkshire pigs here and there are cows out. One 

day, on a Sunday afternoon, the cow lay down and had a set of twins just over there 

beside the fence. This is legit stuff. So this really is our strength”. 

 After purchasing an old fruit and vegetable farm, one winery respondent 

discussed converting two old barns into a part of a working winery. One barn is used 

for fermenting and barrel aging, and the other has been converted into the winery 

retail store (see Plate 5.2). This winery produces and sells a variety of fruits and 

vegetables on site, including pickled white asparagus from their field, as well as figs, 

chestnuts, berries and lettuce, and sells these local products alongside their wines in 

their barn-conversion retail store.  

Plate 5.2 One winery, situated on an old fruit and vegetable farm, houses the tasting 
room and retail store in a refurbished barn.  
 
 Another instance where a winery is commemorating the historic agricultural 

uses of their land, prior to acquisition and/or vineyard planting, is depicted in Plate 
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5.3, where the incorporation of a century old cattle fence into the tasting patio is 

demonstrative of a desire to showcase the property’s agricultural heritage.  

Plate 5.3 A winery opts to incorporate a 100-year old cattle fence into the tasting 
landscape. 

5.1.2.2 Commodifying the Shoreline  

 Perhaps the most prominent and most vigorously deployed natural 

environmental asset of the region is Lake Erie’s shoreline. Wineries, like any 

visitor/amenity-based venture see great value in capitalizing on the allure of the 

water’s edge. Winery expressions of this include offering visitors sites to take in 

natural vistas and access to licensed beachside picnics. The wineries of this region 

have distinct ties to the lakeside tourism sector, including an active accommodation 

industry.  

 There is one lakeside winery in the region that is capitalizing heavily on its 

proximity to the water. This winery is the only one in the region that has a beach on 
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its property (see Plate 5.4). Visitors are encouraged to purchase a picnic basket and a 

glass a wine to enjoy on the beach. 

 
Plate 5.4 This winery is the only winery in the region that has a beach, where visitors 
can enjoy a glass of wine and picnic basket, while taking in the views of Lake Erie. 
 
 Another winery, which is located a fair distance northeast from the main 

cluster of regional wineries, is capitalizing somewhat differently on its lakeside 

location (see Plate 5.5). This winery respondent explains how, “We have all 

developed a sort of niche of our own. Ours is the lake vista – it is beautiful. We very 

much promote the glass of wine, go for a walk – have a walk down the lane way 

because it lends itself to that”. 
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Plate 5.5 This winery encourages visitors to walk down to lake with a glass of wine, 
while having a look at the production facilities and vineyards during their walk.  
 
 Part of the shoreline is comprised of a geographic feature known as Colchester 

Ridge. It is a 15-20 metre high sand ridge that features a cliff at Lake Erie. This 

natural landform extends across the bow-shaped shoreline, and stretches across a few 

of the wineries in the region. Some wineries are capitalizing on aspects of this natural 

landform. One winery decided to incorporate the name of this local geographic 

formation into their marketing strategy because, “It said something about the region. 

It was unique”. Another winery takes advantage of the excellent drainage that this 

geographic formation provides for the expansive vineyard that is planted along it. In 

addition, this winery offers guests an exquisite, un-obstructed view of Lake Erie from 

a licensed patio situated on the cliffs of Colchester Ridge (see Plate 5.6).  
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Plate 5.6 One winery, situated on the cliffs of Colchester Ridge, allows guests to 
enjoy a glass of wine while taking in the views of Lake Erie. 
 
   Yet another winery is taking advantage of the region’s natural shoreline 

features in a less direct way. While this winery is not located directly on the water, it 

is utilizing the shoreline in its marking mix, including in their wine label design (see 

Plate 5.7).  

Plate 5.7 One regional winery incorporates the shoreline of Lake Erie into the wine 
label design. 

5.1.2.3 County Road 50 

 A few wineries highlighted the importance of a small historic highway that 

runs through Essex County, along the Lake Erie shoreline, that provides wine tourists 
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with access to many cellar doors. Historically, this road was referred to as the Talbot 

Trail. Today, the roadway is referred to as County Road 50.  

 One winery respondent described local efforts directed toward marketing a 

wine route along County Road 50 along the lines of a parkway in the nearby wine 

region of the Niagara Peninsula. This winery respondent explains, “We are trying to 

brand our self, we are really working hard. Because we think that in the next 7 years, 

we could be like the Niagara Parkway… Country Road 50 could be that famous”. 

Another winery respondent discussed the drawbacks of not having a cellar door 

located directly on the popular Country Road 50, by stating, “We are a little bit off 

the grid – so not on the ‘50’. So we are not on the driven path as such. So people… 

have to go out of their way to come here”.  

5.1.2.4 Other Environmental Assets  

 In addition to the direct importance of the geographical site and situation in 

the growing of grapes and selling of wine, wineries also seek to capitalize on other 

natural assets of the region in the branding and promotion of their products. This 

shows a degree of sophistication in terms of place mobilization that would surprise 

some people. It is not just about capitalizing on the natural shoreline - these wineries 

are much further on in their business development and their engagement with the 

capital around them.  

 Some wineries are capitalizing, for instance, on aspects of the regionally 

specific Carolinian forest. Few clusters of this bio-diverse forest still exist, although 

small concentrations are found within the region. Some are found inland, along the 

shoreline, and on Pelee Island. The Carolinian forest is home to an array of distinctive 
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tree and animal species that draws many tourists to the region. One winery respondent 

noted the impact of this natural asset on the winery’s visitor experience by explaining, 

“It is for the time they spent here, feeling and seeing about terroir. If you like the 

Giant Swallow Tail, the Sassafras, the Kentucky Coffee Tree – whatever you get a 

kick out of – you can see the environment – what the French call so nicely – the 

terroir”.  

 One winery is incorporating aspects of the region’s Carolinian forest by 

integrating the name and imagery of a Coopers Hawk, a bird that is indigenous to the 

distinctive forest, into their marketing mix. This respondent discussed how the 

property’s green open spaces and large trees differentiate it from other wineries in the 

region (see Plate 5.8).  

   
Plate 5.8 A regional winery capitalizes on aspects of the natural environment by 
incorporating the local Coopers Hawk into their marketing mix, and by offering 
guests glasses of wine in seats that are situated in large, open green spaces 
overlooking the vineyards. 
 
 Several wineries integrate aspects of place and locality into their winery 

enterprises by incorporating locally sourced materials into buildings. One winery 

respondent noted the inclusion of local wood in the winery, explaining how the 
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family had collected fallen trees from the Carolinian forest on their property for 40 

years before incorporating the locally harvested wood into the winery’s interior 

finishes (see plate 5.9). This winery respondent discussed incorporating almost all of 

the constituents of the Carolinian forest into the enterprise, including the use of 

hickory, red oak, black oak, and white oak in the retail room. The respondent noted 

that white oak is used to make barrels. 

Plate 5.9 A regional winery incorporates white oak, harvested from the local 
Carolinian forest, into the retail room. 
 
  Using locally sourced aggregate from Essex County is another way in which a 

winery was able to feature aspects of the local natural environment (see Plate 5.10). 

This winery respondent explained how the enterprise attempts to source locally as 

much as possible in all of its construction activities. For example, local contractors 
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were employed during winery construction, and the stone and concrete used for the 

structure were sourced from Essex Country quarries.    

 
Plate 5.10 A winery utilizes locally-sourced aggregate and stone from Essex County 
in the construction of the winery. 

5.1.2.5 Cultural Heritage 

 Another characteristic of place that wineries draw upon is the region’s cultural 

heritage. Features of cultural heritage upon which wineries are capitalizing include 

aspects of the War of 1812 and the region’s history of alcohol consumption and 

gambling.  

 One winery makes reference to the War of 1812 by incorporating the name of 

a wartime military base into their marketing. This winery respondent explained, “We 

are calling this ‘The Barn at Oxley’… Oxley was an 1812 community, and very 

important historically in this region then. We wanted to name it for where we are”. 
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This winery respondent also discussed plans to create an 1812 peace garden that will 

be placed on a bi-national peace garden trail.  

 There is also a winery that is capitalizing on aspects of the region’s historic 

reputation in connection to alcohol consumption and gambling. Specifically, a winery 

exists in the region that is modeled after a historical casino called the ‘Mettawas’ - a 

casino that was built by Hiram Walker, founder of Canadian Club, in 1889 in 

Kingsville (see Plate 5.11). This winery respondent compared the locations of the 

winery and the ‘Mettawas’ casino, by explaining, “It was built on a bluff, overlooking 

the lake, very much the same… We are probably about 10km displaced. If you look 

out in that direction, you see it curves around – It is pretty much the ‘Mettawas’ 

casino but modernized”.  

Plate 5.11 One regional winery is architecturally modeled after Kingsville's 
'Mettawas' casino of 1889. 
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 This section has described various elements of place and locality that wineries 

in Lake Erie North Shore are invoking in their business enterprises, including in their 

building structures, wine and tourism product offerings and their marketing mix. The 

most apparent attributes of the region that wineries are deploying include: agricultural 

heritage and agri-tourism assets; the Lake Erie shoreline; County Road 50; other 

environment assets such as the Carolinian forest; and cultural heritage. While the 

extent of and variability in which wineries are invoking these elements differ, 

attributes of place and locality appear to be deployed widely in this wine region. 

5.2 The Synergy Between Food and Wine 

 Many wineries commented on the synergy that has existed in the past between 

food and wine. Historically, wine and food have shared a relationship that is based on 

a strong connection to place and regionality, and the literature suggests that local food 

and beverage production and consumption is an intrinsic part of the development of 

regional identity (Bessière, 1998; Everett and Aitchison, 2003; Woods, 2011). 

Examples of local food offerings by wineries in Lake Erie North Shore include: 

offering visitors a meal in an on-site restaurant that has been prepared with 

ingredients procured from the region; selling winery visitors fresh seasonal produce 

grown on-site in the retail shop; selling visitors locally produced, sealed products to 

take home, such as cured meats, pies, wine jelly and honey; offering visitors a ‘pick-

your-own fruit’ experience in a licensed orchard; and offering visitors the opportunity 

to hold a special event at a winery with a menu of regionally produced food. 

However, the degree to which wineries are capitalizing on the synergy between food 

and wine varies significantly in the region.  
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 It is apparent that not all wineries provide food items alongside their wines on 

a consistent basis. Additionally, export-focused food supply chains and the absence of 

local food procurement strategies may be hindering culinary tourism in the area. 

While the importance of capitalizing on local food is stressed by some wineries, there 

may be opportunity to strengthen the presence and accessibility of local food 

offerings to visitors and residents. This section considers major differences in local 

food offerings and probes for explanations for such differences.  

 A small proportion of wineries have sought to promote and sell regionally 

produced food and wine winery visitors. One winery respondent felt that this is what 

differentiates his winery operation from others in the region:  

“Wine is food for us. We take a different perspective. I come 
from a pure food and culinary background… And in many other 
cultures, wine is food. So our perspective is that wine and food is 
sold simultaneously – and that sets us apart from many other 
wineries”.  
 

 A different regional winery respondent commented on this unique local food 

and wine ‘pairing’ by explaining how at this winery “…You are not just getting a 

wine experience there, you are getting a food and wine experience, where you can 

purchase food that is organic. He is a supplier of local products”. 

 Another winery in the region is capitalizing on local food offerings with its 

on-site bakery and rearing of cattle. This winery respondent explained how they are 

able to sell thousands of pies and apple strudels, as well as locally raised beef, 

alongside their wines.  Finally, one regional winery is promoting and selling their 

own local food products, such as Vert Jus, as well as products produced by their 

neighbours – including Lakeside Packing, the last packing company left in Canada. 
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Vert Jus and All Things Nice: 
The Intrinsic Value of Selling Value-Added Goods 

We have maple syrup made by a neighbour, we have pickles, sauerkraut, 
peppers, and salsa made by the only packing company that is left in Canada … 
1km down the road from us. They package a product for us called Vert Jus. Vert 
Jus is product made with the juice of unripened wine grapes. So in late July or 
early August, you do a green harvest, so you are pressing these small, hard, 
green bunches of grapes…Out of them comes a very, tart wine juice. And that 
wine juice is Vert Jus. It is a product that was made in the middle ages and is 
used in cooking. Nowadays, we are the fifth winery that is making this. It had a 
revival in the 1990s in Australia. It is used in place of vinegar for salad dressing, 
marinades, it is used to make drinks (vodka, Vert Just, and ice to have on a hot 
day). Our chef cooks with it, he reduces it with onions to make sweet Mexican 
style jams. Our neighbours at Lakeside Packing processed it for us and 
pasteurized it. So we are selling their product (see Plate 5.12). We are trying to 
sell our region. Because we think food and wine go together. They are related. 
Now I am not trying to say that one should serve pickles with wine. These 
products that we sell are important because it sends a message that we care 
about our community. Our sign says “Lakeside Packing – Our Neighbours” on 
it. We are selling products that our neighbours make. Part of it is promoting the 
region, but part of it is respecting the fact that they make really good products, 
just like we do”. 
 

Plate 5.12 One winery sells local food products packaged by a neighbouring 
packing company, Lakeside Packing. 
  

 Aside from the three winery enterprises described above, the data suggest that 

limitations on the presence and accessibility of local food offerings exist. While the 

importance of capitalizing on local food is stressed by some wineries, in most cases it 
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is poorly implemented. While opportunities exist for the region to capitalize on 

selling locally produced foods such as fish, pork, beef, pies, cheese and fruit and 

vegetables such as tomatoes, apples, peaches, asparagus, peppers, eggplants and 

cucumbers, it is apparent that a discontinuity exists in the regional distribution of 

these goods. A tourism respondent explained: 

“Disconnect is the right word. It is not easily understood how to 
access it… I think it will take longer here than anywhere else… I 
don’t envision that we will be similar in what we are doing to say 
– Stratford, or Oxford does, or Prince Edward County. We are 
going to be different”.   
 

 Challenges for visitors to access local food may be attributed to the seasonal 

or event-specific nature of these offerings. Poor procurements strategies and export 

orientation are also exhibited. This suggests value in potentially engaging in a set of 

conversations with farm representatives and food entrepreneurs in the region in the 

future.  

 Some wineries do not have any food products to offer winery visitors 

alongside their wine (locally procured or not). One winery respondent described how 

his winery offers “No food, no picnics, not a kitchen on site. Just the wine”. In some 

cases, local food offerings were available, but they were event-specific. Thus, one 

would have to book an event at the winery in advance to enjoy the farm and region’s 

local food products. One winery uses local chefs, and a 100% local menu, but food 

items are only offered to guests at special events that are booked in advance. Most of 

the wineries that offered local food to winery tourists only did so during the wine 

tourism season. Thus, tourists who visit the region between the months of October 

and April would not have the opportunity to consume a meal with their wine at the 
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cellar door. Additionally, while some wineries offered visitors the option of having a 

snack or meal, such as wood-oven pizza with their wine, the offering was only 

available to visitors on Saturday and Sundays.  

 Some wineries opt to sell sealed products, such as cheese and cured meats, 

alongside their wine to visitors. However, product procurement strategies were not 

always aimed at sourcing regional products, as internationally sourced food and gift 

products were being sold at various wineries (see Plate 5.13).  

 

Plate 5.13 A winery offers visitors the option of buying cheeses that have been 
imported from around the world, as opposed to using a local supplier. This may be a 
preference for the winery, or due perhaps to a lack of value-added producers in the 
region.  

 Barriers existed when wineries attempted to source local producers. This may 

be due to a lack of value-added producers in the specific region. For example, one 

winery respondent describes, “When we are offering things, we offer as much local as 

possible. Although it is not a developed thing, we would like to be able to offer more. 
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But as local as you can get is the Guelph area [for cheese], and that is where a lot of 

ours comes from”. 

 Accessibility issues also exist in the procurement of local vegetables that are 

produced in the region’s world renowned, expansive greenhouse hub. Indeed, Essex 

County has the largest concentration of greenhouses in the world. While a vast 

amount of produce is being grown in greenhouses in the region, efforts are directed at 

exporting food internationally, rather than funneling it through distribution channels 

in Essex County, throughout Ontario, or the rest of Canada. One winery respondent 

commented on how one major thing that defines the landscape of Essex County is the 

presence of greenhouses (see Plate 5.14).  

Plate 5.14 Essex County has the largest concentration of greenhouses in the world, 
nestled amongst the region's expanding vineyards. 
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 One winery commented on how the majority of food produced in these triple-

story greenhouses gets exported out of Canada to “Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 

truckloads, hundreds of trucks per day. I have the best tomatoes grown 30 minutes 

away, so why do I have Mexican tomatoes in my hand? I really don’t understand that 

market”. A different winery responded also noted that, “The greenhouses are a 

different story -Right now, they don’t have a huge interest in selling locally”.  

5.3 Prospects for Diversification 

 This section builds upon object three, and moves beyond the focus on 

individual wineries as in order to describe regional opportunities that can facilitate 

winery diversification into additional on-site value-added activities and off-site 

community ventures. The section is organized around two main themes, the first of 

which examines the rebranding of the region’s vintners association from SWOVA – 

the Southwestern Ontario Vintners Association, to EPIC - Essex Pelee Island Coast. 

The second theme considers the positioning of wineries within the Explore the Shore 

tourism initiative. Throughout, primary consideration is given to the potential 

deployment of the attributes of place and locality that were explored in Section 5.1.    

5.3.1 The EPIC brand 

 While it is important for individual wineries to differentiate themselves in the 

local marketplace, it is inevitable that wineries would also benefit from a strong 

regional brand and associated marketing message. The specific elements of terroir 

that wineries in Lake Erie North Shore are capitalizing on in different ways in order 

to promote high quality in their wine products were summarized in Section 5.1.1. The 

various elements of place and locality that wineries make use of to distinguish 
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themselves and draw visitors to their cellar doors, such as the natural shoreline and 

authentic agri-tourism activities, were summarized in Section 5.1.2. These features 

distinguish certain enterprises from others, but it is arguable that the greatest 

challenge for wineries is a collective one - to strengthen their presence in the Ontario 

wine market and grow visitor market share.  

 The recent emergence of the region’s current brand, Essex Pelee Island Coast, 

or EPIC, and the associated vintners association, provides a lens for assessing the 

collective challenge for wineries. Specifically, a description of the processes that led 

to the adoption of the EPIC brand sheds light on the elements of place and locality 

that are being drawn upon collectively by the region’s winery association. These 

include capitalizing on the place name of highly-trafficked Pelee Island, and 

including the word ‘coast’ to stir imagery of the shoreline, cliffs, and warm sandy 

beaches.     

 Prior to the rebranding as EPIC, the region’s winery association was called the 

South Western Ontario Vintners Association (SWOVA). In 2009, the Government of 

Ontario created 13 Regional Tourism Organizations (RTOs). Lake Erie North Shore 

fell within the large RTO-01: Southwest Ontario RTO, which runs from Amherstburg 

on the Detroit River, all the way to Simcoe County, and incorporates a range of 

locality-specific  tourism attractions, many of which do not incorporate wineries (see 

Figure 5.1).  
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Figure 5.1 Map of Ontario's Regional Tourism Organization RTO-01: Southwest 
Ontario 
Source: Ontario Ministry of Tourism, Culture, and Sport, 2013 
 
 The creation of this geographically extensive tourism region incorporating 

diverse localities led the winery association to believe that their name, the South 

Western Ontario Vintners Association, was too broad and not a good fit, and that they 

would need to change their name in order to differentiate their winery association. 

One winery responded noted that:  

 “When people think about South Western Ontario, they don’t 
think of Essex County… We came up with Essex Pelee Island 
Coast, because we are Essex County and Pelee Island is a place 
that everybody knows. There isn’t anybody in Canada that 
doesn’t know Pelee Island. It is the Southernmost point in 
Canada… They know the name and recognize it, so we wanted 
that name in there, and then the ‘Coast’”.  
 

 Another winery respondent commented on the importance of including Pelee 

Island in the name due to the island’s birding reputation and associated high tourist 
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visitation, by explaining that, “Point Pelee and Pelee Island are known throughout the 

world for their huge, natural dossier of birds. They get hundreds of thousands of 

birders down here every year”.  

 Another way in which the Essex Pelee Island Coast brand is deploying 

attributes of place and locality is in the imagery that has been incorporated into the 

official EPIC logo - including use of a lake, sun, shoreline, and agricultural land (see 

Figure 5.2).   

 

Figure 5.2 Official logo of the Essex Pelee Island Coast Wine Country  
Source: EPIC Wineries, 2012 
 
 Many wineries feel that re-branding the region as EPIC Wine Country will 

help differentiate the region from other Ontario wine regions and help develop 

tourism in the region. Stemming from this, one winery respondent felt strongly that 

the region should apply to change the name of the regulated designated viticulture 
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area - Lake Erie North Shore - to Essex Pelee Island Coast. This winery respondent 

discussed how people are getting confused about too many acronyms, and that there 

should be uniformity of names. Further, this winery respondent stated that, “What we 

do know is that there is not enough equity built into the Lake Erie North Shore name 

yet”. This emerging debate amongst vintners as to whether or not the region should 

apply to change the name of their designated viticulture area from Lake Erie North 

Shore to Essex Pelee Island Coast has created some uncertainty, while the potential 

for growth that would flow from more consistent branding is recognized by winery 

proprietors.  

  One winery respondent commented on the future progression of regional 

promotion as a whole, by discussing the merits of expanding the developing wine 

route, and saying, “We would like to have cideries on the trail, and small 

microbreweries on the trail. We are even interested in having Hiram Walker on the 

trail… They are a distiller… We are interested it showcasing what we have to offer 

locally, countywide”.  

5.3.2 The Explore the Shore tourism initiative 

 Explore the Shore is a regional tourism initiative that originated in 2010. It 

started with a few businesses that decided to get together and partner with the 

region’s tourism marketing agency - Tourism Windsor Essex Pelee Island (TWEPI). 

The goal was to create a weekend-long event that would attract a large volume of 

people and showcase what the region’s local businesses had to offer. The event was 

organized along historic County Road 50, which follows the natural shoreline of Lake 

Erie (see Figure 5.3).  
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Figure 5.3 Map of the region's annual 'Explore the Shore' event, held along County 
Road 50 
Source: Explore the Shore, 2013 
 
 The idea to hold a tourism event of this nature was the brainchild of a local 

winery proprietor, named Ann, from Oxley Estate Winery, who had been exploring 

alternative ways to sell wine by bridging the large producer-consumer gap that exists 

in this emerging wine region. The approach adopted was to learn from regions that 

had encountered and successfully addressed similar challenges. The idea to hold a 

regional tourism event arose after some extensive market research. The respondent 

explained, “We went to many places that were similar to our region - very rural, they 

were farms but then becoming other things… They were fairly recent wine regions…. 

Some of them have events at their local fair grounds - which we thought would be 

good in our area”.  
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 By its second run in 2011, Explore the Shore was supported by 29 local 

businesses, including six wineries, restaurants, craft stores, a stain glass window 

producer, and a lavender and blueberry farm. Specifically, in 2011 four small-scale 

wineries, one medium-scale, and one large-scale winery participated in the event. In 

2012, seven wineries participated in Explore the Shore (with addition of a new, but 

not fully opened, small-scale winery). An additional established, small-scale winery 

has since gotten on board with the initiative, and eight wineries, out of a total of 34 

local businesses, are scheduled to participate in 2013.  

 With respect to the deployment of place in the marketing of this regional 

tourism initiative, the name ‘Explore the Shore’ is evocative of the natural setting and 

assets of the locality. In addition, the imagery incorporated into this initiative’s 

official logo is similar to that of EPIC, and depicts place attributes that include a lake, 

the sun and the shoreline (see Figure 5.4).   
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Figure 5.4 Official logo for the Explore the Shore tourism initiative  
Source: Serenity Lavender, 2011 
 
 An analysis of the event marketing material for Explore the Shore revealed 

that individual wineries are invoking elements of place and locality in the descriptions 

they provide, in order to differentiate themselves from other wineries. For example, in 

2012, one winery offered visitors “a sandy beachfront and live music in the 

vineyard”, while another winery urged visitors to “taste wines made only from grapes 

grown in our vineyard”. One winery offered guests a unique opportunity to do a 

“vineyard tour and learn the history of 1812 through storytelling and a walk in the 

shoes of a local pioneer and soldier”. Another winery proudly showcased their 

Colchester Cuvee wine, “made from Essex County’s own grapes”, and offered 

visitors complimentary local beef mini sandwiches. In 2013, wineries will be holding 

events that include “Sharing the secrets of our soil and unique terroir with a 

geological display and learning activity” and “vineyard tours: Learn how wine is 



	  

	   84	  

grown in Ontario’s warmest viticulture area” (Explore the Shore, 2013). In 2013, one 

winery is featuring a sand castle competition and treasure hunt on their beach. 

 One winery respondent noted the positive impact that participating in ‘Explore 

the Shore’ can have on cellar door traffic and direct sales, by explaining that in the 

days that the event was held in its first year the winery earned as much revenue as it 

would have in two weeks of normal operation.  

 The involvement of wineries in the Explore the Shore initiative suggests a 

commitment to the growth of the regional wine industry, along with the desire to 

promote higher sales at the cellar door. The material examined indicates that wineries 

are invoking elements of place and locality in their event descriptions under the 

Explore the Shore umbrella.  It is likely that this same approach will be carried into 

future destination marketing strategies. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 The aim of this research has been to investigate the dynamics surrounding the 

historical and more recent rapid development of the Lake Erie North Shore wine 

region in southern Ontario.  While attention was given to both the historical context 

and the regulatory restrictions influencing development, the central focus of the 

research was to ascertain how, and why, place "matters" in the development process 

as it is currently unfolding. The political and geographical climate for selling and 

distributing wine in the Lake Erie North Shore wine appellation has led to structural 

diversity amongst wineries, which has created varying degrees of necessity for 

wineries to sell wine at the cellar door. This has made it essential for some wineries to 

enhance their wine tourism product by altering degrees of place and locality 

deployment.  

 In addition to the direct importance of the geographical site and situation in 

the growing of grapes, wineries also seek to capitalize on other natural assets of the 

region in the branding and promotion of their products. The research revealed a 

significant level of diversity and sophistication in the ways that winery 

owner/operators are mobilizing elements of place to support both the material and 

symbolic aspects of their business. Most wineries have gone beyond capitalizing on 

the climate and shoreline, to include more nuanced attributes of place, and are much 

further on in their business development and their engagement in the natural and 

social capital around them, than might be gleaned at a glance. The rebranding of this 

wine region to Essex Pelee Island Coast depicts the impact that wine and tourism can 

have on the evolution of place identity.  
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 Lake Erie North Shore was chosen as the study site as there is very little 

information published on this up and coming designated viticulture area. This region 

is an ideal study site because it is a rural area that is undergoing a transformative 

process from a primarily commodity based production landscape toward a 

multifunctional landscape that is drawing tourists that are interested in consuming 

aspects of rurality. The development of winescapes and visitation to wineries is a 

driving force of rural transformation occurring in the region.  

 A literature review was conducted that examined what is known about land-

use changes in rural areas described as transformations away from commodity-based 

production toward preserving and promoting the rural idyll, where consumers are 

encouraged to consume rural products in their place of origin. It is argued that 

visitation by wine and culinary tourists can help shape place identity. The review 

concluded with a discussion on wine tourism at the regional and the individual scale 

and highlighted the importance of the cellar door as the main service setting for wine 

tourism. 

 Fieldwork was undertaken in the vineyards, wineries, and surrounding rural 

areas of Lake Erie North Shore, in order to investigate what elements of place and 

locality are being invoked in order to differentiate individual enterprises and this wine 

region from others in Ontario. Specifically, the objectives of this research were to:  

1. Describe the structural and development characteristics of the wineries in the 

Lake Erie North Shore wine appellation;  
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2. Summarize key regulatory and governance factors underlying winery 

development and operation in Ontario and relate these to reported challenges 

and constraints faced by wine entrepreneurs, and;  

3. Identify the key elements of place and locality that are invoked to create, 

brand and promote wine and wineries, and explore existing and potential 

diversification into on-site value-added activities and off-site regional 

ventures. 

 A case study research approach was undertaken in order to investigate the 

nuances that exist between wineries and landscapes in which they operate. The case 

study, involving semi-structured interviews conducted with winery representatives at 

the cellar door accomplished complete coverage of the region’s sixteen grape-wine 

producing wineries. Information was also collected from an interview with a 

representative from the region’s tourism body. Secondary data was collected from the 

review of published sources, winery websites and promotional material, industry 

websites, and reports on sectorial and regional economic development.  

6.1 Summary of Main Findings  

In meeting the first objective, describing the structural and development 

characteristics of the wineries, it was determined that sixteen grape-wine producing 

wineries existed in Lake Erie North Shore at the time of study. Specifically 50% of 

the region’s wineries had established over the span of 26 years between 1979 and 

2005 - while 50% of the growth has occurred over the last seven years, between 2006 

and 2012. A major range exists in the scale of production capacities amongst regional 
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wineries. The majority of wineries were classified as small to medium sized capacity, 

producing from a few thousand cases of wine, up to ten thousand cases per year. A 

small portion of wineries were classified as large-scale producers, producing up to 

400,00 cases of wine per year. Most small to medium sized capacity wineries were 

family owned and operated, while the large scale operators had a corporate structure. 

For purposes of the core concerns of the research it was deemed noteworthy that the 

region exhibits two rather distinct periods of development - with several aspects of 

scale and market focus that derive at least partially from the timing of the winery's 

establishment. 

 In objective two, summarizing key regulatory and governance factors 

underlying winery development, it was discovered that wineries in the region have 

unequal access to important provincial licensing pertaining to product capacity and 

distribution. Specifically, not all wineries have licensing to operate off site retail 

stores, or to blend local and foreign wine in the production and sale of Cellared in 

Canada products. This may be hindering individual winery growth with respect to 

sales and profits. In addition, this has created a varying need to drive cellar door 

traffic. It was also discovered that some wineries in the region originated as grape 

growing outfits that were forced to diversify as wineries due to outcomes of the 

Canadian United States Free Trade Agreement that influenced large wineries to 

cancel grape purchasing contracts with small growers, and plant their own vineyards. 

It was concluded that different paths of development have led to structural diversity 

amongst the wineries.     
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 Much information was uncovered concerning the invoking and deploying of 

place, as per objective three. The importance of regional history and symbolism was 

unpacked and their inclusion by wineries in their enterprises and regional ventures 

was made apparent. Biophysical aspects of terroir that respondents mentioned most 

often include their southerly location between the 41°and 42° parallel, their close 

proximity to shallow, warm Lake Erie and the region’s ample high heat units. With 

respect to the deployment of place and locality, the some of the main place attributes 

that wineries were capitalizing on include: old barn buildings and agri-tourism; the 

Lake Erie Shoreline; indigenous flora and fauna; and aspects of cultural heritage, 

such as a history of winemaking, and County Road 50. 

 One of the ways in which some of the wineries in the region are invoking 

place in their enterprises is by offering visitors an array of local food offerings, 

including 100% local menus for on-site events, selling locally produced packaged 

goods, market stands selling produce grown on-site and a ‘pick-your-own’ fruit, 

licensed orchard enterprise. However, not all wineries in the region are capitalizing 

on the synergy that exists between local food and wine. It is important to note that 

while some wineries are differentiating their enterprises by offering unique local food 

options, these offerings are often not available on a consistent basis. Furthermore, 

supply chains in the region favour the export of locally grown produce. Better 

procurement strategies and linkages between food and wine are clearly needed to 

boost culinary tourism.   

 Place and space - with respect to regional location and rural landscapes, have 

contributed to the evolution of this winery region. On an individual basis, wineries 



	  

	   90	  

are invoking place and locality in different ways and to varying degrees. However, at 

a regional level, the wineries are speaking with one voice, under the Essex Pelee 

Island Coast Vintners Association, to promote the cohesive destination-marketing 

message of Essex Pelee Island Coast Wine Country, using symbolic regional 

imagery. Furthermore, wineries are increasingly participating in an annual, regional 

marketing event for tourists, hosted by local businesses in Essex County, called 

Explore the Shore. It was found that increasingly, regional wineries are 

invoking elements of place and locality in their Explore the Shore event descriptions, 

in order to promote unique activities to visitors and differentiate their offerings, with 

hopes of gaining a large market share of visitors and driving sales. These regional 

ventures promote opportunities for wineries to explore and participate in on- and off-

site diversification – while contributing to place identity and destination marketing. 

 It appears that this region will continue to experience growth in the local 

grape and wine sector. This growth may be driven by an evident shift toward land 

acquisition for vineyard establishment, and by the few wineries that were on the brink 

of opening in the region, at the time of the research. Overall, a significant task for the 

region will be branding or marketing itself as a desirable and differentiated tourism 

destination. However, the region’s apparent focus on promoting itself exclusively as a 

wine destination, rather than a culinary tourism destination, may be hindering the 

development of place identity, as well as the region’s capacity to develop and market 

itself to a broader tourist market. 

 Culinary tourism is a growing interest for tourists to the area. A sustainable 

regional culinary strategy should be successfully adopted, that is authentic and 
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capitalizes on the region’s rich, multicultural heritage, and draws upon the region’s 

strengths of producing high quality wines, fresh fruits, vegetables, and meat and fish 

products. Bringing on various regional food stakeholder groups will increase the 

success and sustainability of implementing an authentic culinary tourism strategy in 

the region. This would clearly be to the benefit of wineries, without whose 

enthusiastic participation the initiative would probably not be sustainable. 

6.2 Scope and Limitations of the Research 

 As a relatively young, emerging wine region, Lake Erie North Shore offers 

new approaches to studying transformations occurring in rural areas. There were 

some limitations to the study, which if examined, could allow for an enhanced 

understanding how emerging wine regions develop. The limitations are discussed 

below, and the suggested areas for future for research are given in the final section.  

 While this research project focused on a single wine region, the methodology 

produced a novel body of work from the perspective of the winery proprietor. Strong 

efforts were made to comprehensively describe the terroir of the region. The terroir 

component of the project referenced previous literature on the biophysical aspects of 

the region (See Shaw, 2001). Other aspects presented on the social and cultural 

aspects of the terroir, were based on the perceptions of the winery producers 

themselves, and have not necessarily been verified by other experts. 

 Wine tourism and its impacts on place identity were explored more 

extensively than culinary tourism. Although this could be considered a limitation, 

local food was not a major objective of the study, but underdevelopment of the 

synergy between local food and wine offerings, and underdeveloped culinary tourism 
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strategy, emerged as issues during the interview process.  

 There is opportunity to gather more insight into various forms of winery 

diversification.  The aim of objective three was to gauge interest into on-site and off-

site winery diversification, and the research focused on one example of on-site 

diversification, and one example of participation in an off-site regional/community 

venture. The one example of on-site diversification by participation in Explore the 

Shore provides good insight as to how value-added activities could be beneficial to 

wineries and other local businesses in the region. Efforts for developing off site 

regional/community ventures are in their infancy, and the true impact of these cannot 

be studied until more progress has been made. This research provided a snap shot of 

the wineries of Lake Erie North Shore as they existed between August 2012 and 

December 2012. This provided a rich data set on structural diversity of wineries in the 

region, as well as deployment of place and locality. There is opportunity to do further 

research in this region, and to potentially develop a comparative piece down the line.  

6.3 Applied and Scholarly Contributions 

 The findings from this research have great application to Lake Erie North 

Shore and the wine and grape sector of Ontario. Concrete examples were provided as 

to why Lake Erie North Shore could be considered a multi-functional landscape, 

preserving and promoting aspects of the rural idyll such as agricultural land uses and 

built features into various agri-tourism ventures including the development of 

vineyards and the establishment of wineries.  

 A significant applied contribution of this research is a well-characterized 

description of the region’s terroir, as conceptualized by individual wineries. The 
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research demonstrated that the structural diversity of wineries in the region varies 

greatly and that this is a result of the political and regulatory environment at the time 

of winery establishment, and specifically unequal access to licensing. The importance 

of the cellar door in winery operation and wine tourism was situated within the 

context of the Ontario wine market and strict regulatory confinements regarding wine 

sales in the province. 

 Lastly, this research has brought the rural tourism marketing efforts and 

branding of the region to the attention to future researchers who study this area. An 

arguable synergy between food and wine, the lack of tourism infrastructure, and the 

infancy of a cohesive, well developed identity of the region as a tourist destination 

were highlighted, presenting opportunities for progress in the culinary tourism efforts 

of the Lake Erie North Shore. 

 From a scholarly perspective, these findings contribute to research on wine 

tourism and the role it plays in creating place identity for emerging wine regions.  

This work expands on the idea presented by Carmichael (2005:186) that the rural and 

regional landscape is an integral element of the ‘wine tourism experience’. Evidence 

was provided in support of the argument that the winescape concept is complex and 

involves more than the three main elements stated by Telfer (2001) - the presence of 

vineyards, the winemaking activity and the wineries where the wine is produced and 

stored. The findings are in agreement with Sparks (2007) who states that the feeling 

of a region, which is a culmination of all of its physical and cultural parts needs to be 

included in the definition.  The findings also support Johnson and Bruwers’ (2007) 

broader definition of a winescape, which emphasizes the interplay between the 
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wineries, vineyards and important aspects of the social and physical environment, 

such as artifacts of the region’s natural landscape and cultural heritage. Evidence 

generated in this project in the Lake Erie North Shore Region resonated with other 

studies that have suggested that the cellar door is an important service setting for wine 

tourism, as well as serving as a crucial distribution channel for regional wineries. The 

observed ways in which place is invoked and conveyed at the individual and regional 

winery scale have a broad inference, and can help investigators identify place making 

equivalencies in other emerging wine regions.  

6.4 Areas for Further Investigation 

 There are a number of aspects of this topic that warrant further investigation. 

Many of the limitations of the study mentioned previously would be ideal starting 

points for expanding and furthering research in wineries in the Lake Erie North Shore 

and beyond.  

 Firstly, quantifying future business projections would be useful to researchers 

who may be interested in gaining an agricultural or economic forward-looking 

perspective of the region. There is an opportunity to re-visit the region in the future, 

to research changes in winery numbers, vineyard acreage, and production capacities, 

as well as changes to the overall winescape of the region and future expression of 

place deployment by wineries and regional ventures.   

 Gauging the impacts of international, national and provincial regulations on 

wineries in Ontario would serve as a useful investigation for gaining perspective on 

the political hindrances facing the grape and wine sector. Further, research on the 

impact of future international trade agreements on the grape and wine industry would 
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serve as an excellent topic for further investigation. Gaining a verifiable 

characterization of the region’s terroir, and thoroughly investigating the local food 

component of the culinary tourism equation would be a beneficial area of study for 

this emerging wine region.  

 In addition, more in depth studies on the impacts of on-site diversification at 

the individual winery scale on cellar door visitation and income generation could be 

useful for the region. Research as to how stakeholders should go about developing off 

site regional/community ventures in the area and the linkages between wineries and 

other tourism players and local food stakeholders should be studied.  

 Lastly, this research was conducted strictly from the perspective of the winery 

and did not include consumer perceptions. Gaining insight from consumers regarding 

perception on place deployment and identity, the importance local food offerings and 

the adequacy of tourism infrastructure would be invaluable for this emerging wine 

region.
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Appendix (A) Key Informant Interview Protocol 
 

1. Please tell me about your winery. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

2. Can you tell me about the wine that is made here? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

3. Please tell me about your customer.  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

4. Want is the main thing you want these people to know about your winery?  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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5. How do you go about conveying this message? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

6. Do you have linkages to any associations in the area? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

7. Does tourism affect your winery?  

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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