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Rob Stavins: 

For me, like for most people that I know who are wine freaks, they date it to a particular epiphany, a 
particular moment. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Welcome to Vintage Year, a podcast from the American Association of Wine Economists and the Journal 
of Wine Economics. I'm your host, Orley Ashenfelter, the Joseph Douglas Green 1895 Professor of 
Economics emeritus at Princeton University, and president of the American Association of Wine 
Economists. 

In this podcast series of conversations with leading thinkers and practitioners, we are creating an oral 
history of the origins of wine economics. Our guest today is Robert Stavins, who is A.J. Meyer Professor 
of Energy and Economic Development at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. He is 
renowned for his work in environmental economics and environmental policy, and also serves as a 
longtime editor of the Journal of Wine Economics. Rob, welcome. 

Rob Stavins: 

I am delighted to be with you. Orley. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Let's begin the discussion by talking about your background. Where did you grow up? 

Rob Stavins: 

I grew up in the far north side of Chicago. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Did you go to high school there? 

Rob Stavins: 

I went to primary and high school. This is West Rogers Park. I was two blocks from the border with 
Evanston, Illinois. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

So, you were near a great university, which I gather you had a more than a passing connection with it. 
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Rob Stavins: 

Yes, because actually my family being Midwesterners, their view is that you were born somewhere and 
you died in that same location. And so, the idea of my going away to school was not in the cards. And so, 
I did apply and had options for what some people would call perhaps better or at least more prestigious 
universities. I chose to accept the offer of admission to Northwestern itself, obviously a very 
distinguished school. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yeah, a very, very fine school. And did you do economics there? 

Rob Stavins: 

No, I never took a single economics course. I studied astrophysics and then philosophy, so it was physics 
and philosophy. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Well, that was definitely the best background you could possibly have for being an environmental 
economist. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, there you go. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Your work in the wine economics area, and will come more to that in the future. But one of the things I 
wanted to start off with was the fact that you have written a number of movie reviews as well as book 
reviews for the Journal. They're always extremely well written. For anybody that doesn't know the book, 
reviews have never had a pay window on them. At the Journal of Wine Economics, you can always read 
them, but I think probably the one that sticks in my mind, and I bet it sticks in yours too, is your review 
of the movie Sideways. And in fact, I noticed you used some of the lines from that in other reviews.  

Rob Stavins: 

That's right.  

Orley Ashenfelter: 

You fell in love with that movie, I guess. 

Rob Stavins: 

I think I did in a sense, and actually by the way, I'll mention right now that there's a new book out, which 
is about the making of Sideways, and I am currently reading that and will be writing a review of it for the 
Journal of Wine Economics sometime over the next six months. Having said that, what happened was 
that we heard about this movie. I didn't know anything about the author or the underlying book. I hadn't 
read the book. I did subsequently by Rex Pickett Sideways. So, my wife and I went, and we went to a 
movie theater. This was pre days of just streaming everything on the home tv. So, instead we went to 
the theater and we sat down. And then very early on in the film, Miles played by Paul Giamatti and the 
person who's essentially his sidekick in the film are driving in a car. 
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They're going on a bachelor tour before Miles's friend gets married and they're going… They're in Los 
Angeles, they're going up to Santa Barbara County. And Miles says something about Chardonnay. In fact, 
he has some bottles in the backseat. And the friend says, “but I thought you hated Chardonnay.” And he 
quickly responds, “I like all the varietals. I don't generally like the way the Californians do it with too 
much oak and secondary malolactic fermentation and the like.” And at that moment I turned to my wife 
Joanna in that theater in Brookline, and I said, “this is going to be good.” 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Because all those words are the words that technical professionals would use, and you never hear them 
in movies. 

Rob Stavins: 

And it was done in an entertaining way. It wasn't pedantic, the way I would tend to use those words. It 
was done in a way that was actually entertaining. And so, I loved it. The first time I saw it again. I saw it a 
third time when we invited some friends with spouses, some wine freaks and spouses to come over to 
our house to watch the film. And we had the wines that are in the movie. And I've got to tell you that 
one of the wines was the Cheval Blanc, and that was brought by the late great Chip Case. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Oh really? Oh my heavens, wonderful character. He was a great wine lover and a wonderful character. 

Rob Stavins: 

Absolutely. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Cheval Blanc. Yes. I think we have to come back to Cheval Blanc. Chateau Cheval Blanc. But before we do 
that, you obviously had an interest in wine before you went to this movie. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, I wouldn't say it started then. I mean, my initial enjoyment of wine was probably when I was living, 
not surprisingly in the San Francisco Bay area where it was just taken for granted. When being with 
other friends I noticed there was always wine at the dinner table. And so, I began to do that as well. But 
I think for me, like for most people that I know who are wine freaks, they date it to a particular 
epiphany, a particular moment. Jancis Robinson does this. The great Financial Times wine critic does 
that in her memoirs to a particular moment, specific wines when she was with a now former boyfriend 
at school at Oxford. And for me it happened at a dinner party, a very small dinner party, New Year's Eve. 
My wife and I had invited great friends of ours, John and Lily. I'll leave out their last names so they're not 
indicted for any of this. And I don't remember what the cuisine was. I think it might've been rack of 
lamb, but I do remember the three wines. They brought three bottles of red wine. They brought a 1976 
Chateau Lafite Rothchild, 1976 Beaulieu Vineyards George de Latour Private Reserve, and 1982 Penfolds 
Grange. And that was completely, I would say eye opening but also nose opening and palate opening for 
me. And that's experience has remained with me ever since. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Those three wines, of course, are classic of their type, in fact. 



  

Rob Stavins: 

Yes. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yeah, they're a classic Bordeaux, a classic California wine, and a classic Australian wine. So, they really 
did bring you the best. Maybe you should say their name. 

Rob Stavins: 

Well, it was John Pound and Lily Gordon. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Those are very good friends. I'd love to meet them. 

Rob Stavins: 

I don't blame you. I'll see if I can arrange it Orley. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Where did you go to graduate school? 

Rob Stavins: 

I went to graduate school at Harvard University. My PhD is from the Economics Department, and I 
graduated from there in 1988 with the PhD, and I immediately moved about a quarter mile away to join 
the faculty at the Kennedy School, where I've remained ever since. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

I wondered only because you mentioned that you were in the Bay Area where it's true wine is kind of a, 
in the Bay Area, it's wine; in LA it's movies, those are the two. And then Sideways, of course, combines 
them, which is a very unusual thing. I wanted to ask you about… And by the way, in the book review, I 
read it again, of Sideways, you point out that, which is actually quite funny if you think about it. The 
great Chateau Cheval Blanc, of course, is not made from Cabernet Sauvignon. It’s from, made from 
Cabernet Frank and Merlot. And isn't it the case that Miles hates Merlot? 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah. In fact, those are the two great varietals that one way or another, particularly Merlot, that he 
denigrates in the script in the movie, and yet it's the Cheval Blanc. And I think that that's in the book too. 
I subsequently read the book, which is fun reading by the way, by Rex Pickett. And I think it's that way in 
the book as well, so surely, and I'm sure Pickett was aware of that and just put it in anyway. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

It's very rarely the case that a book is really accurate about the use of wine in the context of the plot. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, no, that's very true. 



  

Orley Ashenfelter: 

The only other one I can think of is by Michael Dibdin. He was a mystery writer, and he writes about 
Italy, and he has a book about Barbaresco, which is very accurate. Very accurate. I think he had Jancis 
Robinson check his… He's no longer with us, so there won't be any more books like that. 

Rob Stavins: 

Is it a work of fiction? 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yes. It's a novel. Yeah. And it's based on… The idea is that some brother or maybe his son is accused of 
killing the father, and it turns out that this is in, he is approached in the middle of the summer, and it 
turns out it's about to be the greatest vintage in Barolo history. The commissioner of police says, “we 
must find some way to prove this guy is innocent because I need him to make the wine this year.” 

Rob Stavins: 

Right, So, your producer Doug Gavel, is going to be able to give me the title and author of the book at 
some point, and then I'm going to get a copy and maybe that'll be another review for the Journal of 
Wine Economics. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

You would really enjoy it, I guarantee you.  

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah. Yeah. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

He’s a very, very good writer and died way too young, but he has this kind of oddball detective who gets 
sent around different parts of…  

Rob Stavins: 

Interesting.  

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Now, you've written, I know you have a very flattering review of Jancis Robinson's book, which I really 
enjoyed. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yes, I liked it. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

It seems like something that you do like, but you've also done other movie reviews. 

Rob Stavins: 
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And some of them have not been so positive. But let me give you one that I was positive about, which 
was the movie Somm, which was actually a documentary by Jason Wise, who's done since then, has 
done I think two more documentaries and now has a internet-based television series actually about 
wine. I thought that it was fantastic because what it is is a documentary about, I think he features four 
characters who are all going to be taking the master of wine exam to be a master sommelier, the highest 
level, at least in the U.S., of these various degrees of examinations. And this includes importantly, a real 
time tasting examination, completely blind tasting so that the would-be sommeliers who were tasting 
don't know what wine it is, what grapes are in, even what part of the world it is from. They don't know 
anything. And then they have to say as much as they can specifically about it, and it traces them over 
the period of probably four to five months as they're preparing for the exam, and then we actually go 
inside the exam room as each takes it. And then at the end we find out what happened. And I'm not 
going to ruin the film because I really encourage your listeners to find Somm S-O-M-M. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yes, I've actually seen that. 

Rob Stavins: 

Oh, you have? 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yeah, I have seen that. And the ending is actually very helpful for people who have, think they know too 
much about wine, I think. 

Rob Stavins: 

Right, right. Indeed. Indeed. So, I loved that film, and then as a result of that, I actually had an 
opportunity to meet Jason Wise because I think because he had read my review in the Journal of Wine 
Economics, which was obviously a very favorable review. In fact, my greatest praise for it, at least I 
thought it was praise is that this is a documentary but you're going to feel like this the same as a feature 
film because there's a dramatic arc to the film that captures you and that has, I think, a great conclusion 
to it. So, he wound up contacting me because he was going to be wanted to come to the area. So, we 
had lunch at the Harvard Faculty Club where the wines do not live up to the kinds of wines that are 
featured in Somm certainly. And he asked for suggestions of Harvard faculty with whom he might 
interview, and my answer should have been, well, I'll tell you, the Harvard faculty member you should 
interview for your next documentary, Jason, is me. But instead, I gave him the name of someone who I 
think was in at the time was in the History Department. And so he interviewed him and he wound up in 
the movie. I didn't get in the movie. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yes, you did make a mistake. Now I heard a story, I don't know if this is true. I met the guy who was at 
one point, whose name I don't remember, but was at one point involved with the master, the whole 
sommelier educational system because they charge you money at each step of the way to take these 
exams. 

Rob Stavins: 

And they went through some huge controversies in recent years. 



  

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yes. And what I remember this guy telling me is that originally, they had taken a bunch of video and that 
they originally had it in mind to have that video edited into something which they could use as an 
advertisement for their program. That's the story he told me. And that what had happened is they'd 
gone to, I guess Jason was Hollywood guy probably, to have him edit it. The story that he told me was 
that then, I guess it must've been Jason Wise, he was talking about then said to him, “this is good 
enough. I can make an actual movie out of this.” 

Rob Stavins: 

Oh. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

That's the story I heard. I don't know if it's really true.  

Rob Stavins: 

Well, that's interesting. That could well be, because I never did ask him and I've corresponded with him 
since then how he actually got into this, so I don't know. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

And had the access that he had too. That's another thing. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, no, that's a great story. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

So, I know you have been a little bit more critical of some movies. It is true that I guess you always get 
good scenery in movies about wine, but then sometimes maybe not too much content. I read just 
recently, again, actually your book about the, your review of the documentary about Burgundy. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yes. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

I gather you weren't so impressed with that one. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, so I think to use perhaps a metaphor, or actually perhaps even it's close to a simile, is that there 
are what we could call coffee table books, and there are books that are not so huge that you can fit 
them on your lap, but they're actually good to read. And the latter set of books may have some nice 
pictures and also great text. The coffee table books stay on the coffee table and they're beautiful. And 
the film about Burgundy is the film equivalent of a coffee table book, in my view. So, it's quite beautiful. 
The photography is incredible. I mean, for a wine freak to see almost microscopic closeups of Romanee-
Conti, the vineyard itself, within the all overall holding of Romanee-Conti. It's beautiful, but it didn't 
offer anything of insight beyond that. 



  

Orley Ashenfelter: 

And I should note that you are the movie and book review editor for the Journal of Wine Economics and 
have done it for a long time, and we'll come back to that. But I do want to ask you about a substantive 
area in wine economics that you have worked in with coauthors. And these are two papers on a subject 
which is in the wine world. It's controversial and it's the role of, well, the French call it terroir, which I'm 
told means that you can't understand it unless you're French. Maybe not. But I think the idea is that 
some characteristics of the vineyard, and there could be many different characteristics, affect what 
comes out in the way of the wine. And you've actually done a couple of papers. I know one in Oregon 
and one in California trying to test some aspects of the accuracy of that. And I think you have somewhat 
different findings in the two papers. 

Rob Stavins: 

Well, so the origin of this in a sense is thinking about something that you've worked on and it's appeared 
a lot in the Journal of Wine Economics, which is the relationship between climate change and premium 
wine production. There's the reality that we would anticipate very different impacts on premium wine 
production in the old world versus the new world because in the old world, of course, premium wines 
are named by their location like Lefite Rothchild or Romanee-Conti, but in the new world, they're 
typically named by their grape varietal. So, that raises the question of does this concept of terroir, 
meaning the land, the microclimate, the slope, the soils, everything about it, which the French and 
would claim and many people would claim, well, that's everything about the wine. You can't do very 
much in the vinification process. It's the grapes and where they come from. Does that really hold up in 
the new world where we name wine by the varietals? And in a way we can examine this because there 
are not only in the old world where the Appellation system in France and similar ones in Italy and Spain 
and Germany, not only do they exist there, but we have them here as you know, the American 
viticultural areas, which I think they used to at least be under the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and 
Firearms. 

 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

They still are. 

 

Rob Stavins: 

They still are at figures. And so, there are designations for many of these wines. The better wines will be 
in an AVA typically. And so, what we were able to do then is to make a comparison in order to find out 
whether terroir mattered, and we figured it can matter in one of two ways. It can matter financially, 
economically in the narrow sense, not the welfare sense, but just financially in terms of prices, or it 
could matter in reality in terms of these fundamental geographic characteristics and weather affecting 
essentially the prices. But we didn't want to compare the prices of bottles because of course the bottles 
are in theory also the quality is also a consequence of first of all, blending from lots of different locations 
in some cases, but even if it's not blended, they are also a function of the work of the vigneron doing his 
job with the grapes and producing a bottle of wine from that. 

So instead, what we looked at are the sales prices, not the asking prices, but the sales prices of 
vineyards, and we subtracted out any improvements so that we're trying to get down to just the land. If 
there's a winery on the land, we subtracted that out and we got great data because of one of our co-
authors, Robin Cross… The other one was Andrew Plantinga, who was a professor down at University of 



  

California, Santa Barbara. Now we had the sales price of all of these properties, and then we looked at 
these in the case of the Willamette Valley Pinot Noir and then Napa Cabernet Sauvignon. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

So, we should say that the Willamette Valley is the main wine growing region in Oregon. 

Rob Stavins: 

Right. And famous for its Pinot. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Very famous for Pinot Noir, which of course is fairly recent. I mean, it didn't get started until 1980 or so. 
And Napa, of course, everybody knows is the famous region in California. There are lots of other places 
in California, but Napa, I think probably is better known than any other. 

Rob Stavins: 

And so, what we did then is that we carried out a pretty straightforward reduced form regression 
analysis in the case of the Willamette Valley and then looking at sample selection bias. We had a two 
stage econometric process, a little more involved in the work we subsequently did in the Napa Valley, 
but either way you could think of this as essentially trying to ascertain whether site attributes such as 
slope, aspect, elevation, soil types, weather, or the designated Appalachian, the AVA, are more 
important in terms of the determinant of the land price of the vineyard. That's essentially what we're 
asking and what we found in the case, unambiguously, in the case of the Willamette Valley, the first 
analysis of Pinot Noir sites, was that the prices were strongly determined by the AVA. It's actually sub-
AVA Appalachian designations, not by the specific site attributes, which says to us that the concept of 
terroir matters economically when people are buying and selling land. 

That is having an effect on the land price, but that the reality of terroir as proxied for in our case by 
these locational attributes, was not significant. And then in the case of Napa, we found that it was 
essentially of a mixed picture. It was no longer unambiguous. There were effects both of the AVA, the 
sub-AVA in the case of Napa of course, and in terms of the site attributes did seem to be having an 
effect. Now, an interesting question, which we have not looked at, and I would love it if someone would 
do it and publish it in the Journal of Wine Economics, would be to do such an analysis for some of the 
areas either in Bordeaux, Burgundy, the Rhone, wherever in France, 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Right, or Australia, I guess. 

 

Rob Stavins: 

Or Australia and find out to what degree terroir matters even in the old world. That's what I want to 
know. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

What I was struck by with your paper and the fact that the results were somewhat different is that the 
Willamette Valley course is a much, much more recent. Napa was a fine grape growing area. Well, 
actually in the 19th century, but I remember when I was a kid, I used to visit Oregon. I had an aunt who 
lived on an apple farm, and of course the main thing that was growing on those slopes back in those 



  

days was what we call filberts. They're nuts. Everybody else calls 'em hazelnuts, but in Oregon, they 
were called filberts. Those have all been pulled out and mostly have had been replaced by vineyards. But 
I wondered whether maybe in the long run, maybe it will turn out that site characteristics will show up 
in Oregon. It just hasn't happened yet.  

Rob, there are two more questions I would like to ask you before we come to the end of our podcast. 
You've actually seen not only the books, but the reviews of many books in the area of wine and the 
economics of wine over the last years. Is there any trend in those books, anything in them that tells you 
something about what might be going on in the wine world? 

Rob Stavins: 

Well, I think a trend that I see is that there are more books about wine, that's for sure. The other that's 
happening is that the diversity and the specificity of individual books has increased, and that seems to 
be a function of something that's happening in the publishing world, namely that one can now publish a 
book that's only for digital consumption, and it can have a very small number of readers. In fact, there 
are a remarkable number of self-published books that are becoming available, and so that's something 
that I see changing. That's more a function of changes in the world of publishing than in the world of 
wine or wine production or consumption. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Yeah, that's interesting. The technology of book publishing means that there can be more, I'd say 
specific books. I like, especially the idea of using the internet. I reviewed a book for you just recently. It 
was about wines of the Southwest, and that's a pretty esoteric area, and frankly, that was a book that I 
could see immediately needed updating and using the internet, of course would make that happen. The 
other question I just have to ask you about, because you're one of the world's really great experts in this 
field, and that's about climate change and what you think it's going to do to the wine world. 

Rob Stavins: 

Well, in virtually any economy of the world, the most sensitive climate sector is agriculture, and among 
the many agricultural crops in the world, in any place where premium wines are produced, then 
premium wine grapes are going to be the most sensitive of the agricultural crops to climate change. 
Because for the whole reason, just go back to the word terroir, because of the fact that the climate, and 
as you know well better than anyone in the world Orley from your pathbreaking work with the Bordeaux 
equation, is that the weather in a particular year determines the quality of the wine that's produced 
from that vintage. So, that tells us that climate change is going to be extremely important for 
production, particularly of premium wines.  

It was quite a while ago. It was in 2007 that I think we held what was probably the first conference that 
brought together academics with wine professionals looking at climate change and wine production, 
although we called it a symposium on wine and global warming. It was in Walla Walla, Washington in 
2007. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

I remember it. 

Rob Stavins: 



  

And nowadays, there is a tremendous amount. Now, I think that was, in a sense, pathbreaking. Your 
work, of course, was even more pathbreaking. But I'll close by mentioning that the notion that weather 
affects the quality of wine grapes actually goes back two thousand years because that relationship was 
written about by Pliny the elder who lived from 23 to 79 AD. Now there's some esoterica for you. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Probably the Romans were very interested in the Greeks as well, and whether the wine was any good. 

Rob Stavins: 

Yeah, exactly. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

They tried to figure out what made it. Well. Anyway, Rob, it's just been a joy to have you here today. 
Thanks so much. 

Rob Stavins: 

Oh, it's been my pleasure to be with you, Orley. Always a joy. 

Orley Ashenfelter: 

Our guest today has been Robert Stavins, the A.J. Meyer Professor of Energy and Economic 
Development at the Kennedy School at Harvard.  Please join us for the next episode of Vintage Year, an 
oral history about the origins of wine economics from the Journal of Wine Economics and the American 
Association of Wine Economists. I'm your host, Orley Ashenfelter. Thanks for listening. 

Announcer: 

Vintage Year is a production of the American Association of Wine Economists. Visit our website at wine-
economics.org. 
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