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Take the Train, Bacchus 

By MICHAEL T. LUONGO

In today’s terror-worried business travel climate, the adage that wine does not travel well seems especially meaningful. The Transportation Security Administration relaxed its liquids ban last month, but wine purchased outside the airport still cannot be carried on a plane.

As a result, wine dealers, teachers and consultants have been forced to rethink how to get bottles to far-flung tastings and client meetings.

Michael Green, 42, a New York wine consultant, travels with wine bottles about 120 days a year advising Gourmet magazine and other clients like fashion houses, luxury retailers and restaurants. Shortly after the Aug. 10 liquid ban, he was forced to check two bottles — a white wine and a red Chilean wine called Purple Angel — he had planned to show a client in Palo Alto, Calif. He wrapped the bottles with “white athletic socks and a hefty bag,” but when picking up his bags upon landing, he found that “of course, it’s the red one that breaks — the Purple Angel had become a purple haze.”

Checking wine can also increase travel costs. Julio Lasmartres flies several times a month as a New York-based sales representative for the Argentine winery Terrazas de Los Andes. Usually, wine is shipped from his regional distributors directly to meetings, but when he is showing new wines that are not yet carried by his distributors, he is forced to carry the bottles himself.

Before the liquid ban, Mr. Lasmartres carried his wine onto the plane in a special shoulder bag with foam padded slots for six to nine bottles. Now he checks his wine by the case, or wraps individual bottles in his clothing. But, he said, he usually has to pay an overweight fee of up to $80.

Gladys Horiuchi, a spokeswoman for the California Wine Institute, a wine industry trade and advocacy group whose members include wineries and producers representing 85 percent of United States wine production, said the ban caused problems for very few of its members. It most directly affects small importers, wine consultants like Mr. Green and wine writers.

Large companies have an infrastructure advantage, with wine warehoused around the country. Regardless of company size, large quantities of wine for trade shows are usually shipped from the distributor. The wine industry works on a three-tier system with importers and wineries shipping to distributors, who then ship to retailers.

Richard Genova, vice president for sales at Pasternak Wine Imports, based in Harrison, N.Y., says that with distributors in all 50 states, his only inconvenience under the ban is sending samples of new wines from overseas. When he needs to send bottles himself, “bubble wrap and an excellent container” like Styrofoam boxes prevent breakage, he said.

Some importers have lost business because of the ban. On the morning of Aug. 10, Enore Ceola, the 37-year-old chief executive of Mionetto USA, an Italian wine importer, flew from Newark to Chicago, bringing four sample bottles for a presentation. “I was listening on the radio, and I thought, Oh my God, this will be a problem,” he said. He packed two bottles in his luggage, but the two in his carry-on were confiscated. The company, with a staff of 12 and sales under $10 million, “lost a few months of business” for those wines because they could not be sampled, Mr. Ceola said.

Shipping wine ahead of an event is no guarantee. Robin Kelley O’Connor, 54, found that out before the ban when wine sent by a distributor did not reach an event in Oregon. Mr. O’Connor travels 250 to 300 days a year representing the Bordeaux Wine Bureau and is also president of the Society of Wine Educators, which has 1,600 members. The Oregon event was for the society and only by scrambling at local stores did he solve his emergency.

To prevent problems, Mr. O’Connor, who is based in New York, prefers to travel with his wine, and since the liquid ban, this has meant avoiding planes whenever possible. For recent trips to Boston and Washington, requiring large amounts of wine, he said, “I felt compelled to go by train because I knew I could not make this happen if I was flying.”

Beyond breakage, shipping wine or placing it in luggage bound for hot locales can be destructive. Mark Oldman, 37, a wine educator and author of the book “Oldman’s Guide to Outsmarting Wine” (Penguin, 2004), said he never traveled without wine, both for his own use and for classes he teaches. He now ships or checks wine in his luggage. “I have had situations where I’ve suspected the wine has lingered in the back of a U.P.S. van,” suffering heat damage, he said. The same issue exists for luggage on hot tarmacs.

Wine industry representatives can also be burned by the complexities of state wine shipping regulations. Allison Levine, vice president for marketing and events at Blue Lifestyle, the company established by the wine expert Anthony Dias Blue, has sometimes flown to three states in a single day. “The biggest challenge is not knowing the law from one state to the next, and you think you’re following it, and the next state has a different law,” she said.

Wine representatives had an easier time before the ban, as most states allowed passengers to carry on two bottles, under personal-use exemptions. Now that they have to check in or ship their bottles, they have to be more mindful of state-by-state restrictions. Steve Gross, director of state relations for the California Wine Institute, said “depending on the state law, it might not be legal” to check wine as luggage or ship it directly.

The Wine Institute’s Web site has a section on the complexities of state wine shipping laws. Among the most restrictive are Alabama, Maryland and Utah. Nevada and New York are more liberal with shipping, but other states, like Massachusetts, allow only certain forms of shipping. 

It is unlikely that the liquid ban will be lifted anytime soon. A spokesman for the T.S.A., Darrin Kayser, said, “For whatever business purposes, we have had those questions, but we rely on the traveling public to work with us and recognize these are very vital security measures.”

The ban is everyday business now. Mr. Ceola of Mionetto USA said: “I understand what is happening in the world. I don’t complain too much.”
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