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Playhouse wine festival 
braces for revenue hit 
Higher costs and fallout from the ongoing economic 
downturn threaten bottom line even though the 
32nd annual event will be the largest thus far
Glen Korstrom

It will be hosting more 
events than ever and have 

access to the larger Vancou-
ver Convention Centre, but 
the 32nd annual Vancouver 
Playhouse International 
Wine Festival will be hard 
pressed to generate record 
revenue during its April 19-
25 run.

Fac tor s  c on s pi r i ng 
against record revenue goals 
include: 
•higher venue and service 
costs at the new convention 
centre;
•lower-priced event tickets 
because this year’s theme 
grape style is affordable rosé; 
the festival’s theme regions 
– Argentina and New Zea-
land – also produce more af-
fordable wines than their old 
world counterparts; and
•lower auction proceeds 
expected thanks to the lin-
gering economic downturn. 

Festival director Harry 
Hertscheg jokes that he al-
ways low-balls his revenue 
projections to ensure that he 
surpasses them.

“It’s risk management,” 
he said.

Hertscheg officially aims 
to generate $1.74 million, but 
has “every intention” of beat-
ing last year’s $1.79 million 
gross.

The festival generated a 
record $1.96 million in rev-
enue in the heady days of 
early 2008, when Italy was 
its theme region. 

The Playhouse wine fes-
tival draws about 25,000 
people annually and has gen-
erated more than $6.8 mil-

lion for the theatre company 
since the festival launched 
in 1979.

Bettering 2008’s revenue 

total will be impossible, said 
Hertscheg, who has added 
stability to the festival since 
he took the helm in 2001.

Before Hertscheg, the 
festival had gone through 
four festival managers in as 

many years. 
Revenue was down last 

year because the festival was 
held in the depths of the 
economic downturn and its 
regional focus was on B.C. 
and its moderately priced 
wines.

This year’s festival will 
feature wines from 14 coun-
tries.

Ticket sales got off to 
their fastest start ever this 
year. More individual tick-
ets sold this year than ever 
because the festival will host 
63 events, two more than last 
year. 

But Hertscheg said ticket 
revenue will be less than it 

has been in past years.
Event prices are lower, 

he said, “partly because of 
the recession and we want to 
make the festival accessible. 
Partly it’s because the ticket 
prices relate to [the price of] 
wines that will be served at 
the event.”

The festival is best known 
for its three large public tast-
ings. This year, they’ll fea-
ture a record 196 wineries 
pouring an average of four 
wines each on April 22, 23 
and 24.

Those events will take 
place in 46,000 square feet 
of space in the new Vancou-
ver Convention Centre. His-
torically, they were in 39,000 
square feet in the old Van-
couver Exhibition and Con-
vention Centre. 

Nightly attendance for 
the main tastings will be 
kept at about 2,500. 

The majority of the festi-
val’s events are either wine 
seminars or restaurant din-
ners or lunches.

Much of the festival’s 
revenue comes from its bac-
chanalia gala dinner and 
auction, which this year 
is scheduled to take place 
April 21 at the Fairmont Ho-
tel Vancouver. 

Auct ion revenue in 
2008 hit $405,000, but last 
year dropped to $180,000. 
Hertscheg is anticipating 
slight glitches as the festi-
val’s four full-time and 10 
part-time staff and 350 vol-
unteers get used to the Van-
couver Convention Centre’s 
layout. 

Hertscheg said festival 
costs at the old Vancouver 
Exhibition and Convention 
Centre were $196,828 last 
year. He’s budgeting about 
$225,000 this year for simi-
lar services at the new Van-
couver Convention Centre.

“Those figures are apples 
to apples. But it’s like com-
paring different varieties of 
apple because events and 
specifications are different 
each year.” •
gkorstrom@biv.com

Vancouver Playhouse International Wine Festival director 
Harry Hertscheg: event prices are lower “partly because of the 
recession and we want to make the festival accessible”
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The festival generated 

a record $1.96 million 

in revenue in the heady 

days of early 2008

5April 13–19, 2010 Business in Vancouver news


