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On March 12, 2024, while attending ProWein—the world’s premier trade fair for wines and
spirits—Marta Vidal, CEO of Vallformosa, received a phone call from Silvia Rodriguez, the
company’s director of communications. With excitement in her voice, Silvia delivered exciting
news: Vallformosa had officially become the first Spanish winery to earn B Corp certification—a
historic milestone for the company and the industry.

Vallformosa was a winery with over 150 years of history, situated in el Penedeés, the Catalan
region renowned for its cava. This sparkling wine produced using the traditional method
represented a well-established industry, with the region generating nearly 250 million bottles
annually. Vallformosa’s portfolio included a range of sparkling and still wines enjoyed in over
50 countries, embodying a commitment to quality and environmental stewardship.

B Lab was an organization with over 15 years of experience, founded with the mission of
redefining business success. Based in the United States, B Lab was dedicated to certifying
companies that met high standards of social and environmental performance, transparency, and
legal accountability, known as B Corps. As of June 2024, there were 8,794 certified B
Corporations across 162 industries, in 101 countries, and employing over 800,000 workers.

Marta and her team had been working intensively to achieve this prestigious certification, yet they
understood that it was merely the beginning of their journey. Being a B Corp entailed a
comprehensive review of the company every three years, in alignment with B Lab’s strategy to
encourage continuous improvement. The pursuit of this recognition had been a year-long endeavor
for Vallformosa’s dedicated team, sparking numerous questions from the B Lab assessment.
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How should the B Corp certification influence Vallformosa’s sustainability efforts? What other
key considerations should Vallformosa take in crafting a robust sustainability strategy? Which
goals should be prioritized? What challenges lay ahead? And, crucially, how could Vallformosa
effectively measure its social and environmental impact?

Managing the challenges

Vallformosa was founded in 1865 in Vilobi del Penedes, Barcelona. Initially, the winery was a
family-owned venture, but it faced financial difficulties and was not renowned for its product
quality or practices.

In 2016, Josep Graells, a real estate lawyer based in Barcelona, gained control of Vallformosa
and became the chair of the board. He and Viceng Vidal, the former general manager, jointly
held a majority stake. The remaining stake of the shares were initially held by a family member,
who later divested, and two minor shareholders.

One of Graells’s first crucial decisions was appointing a new CEO, essential for transforming the
company’s product, operations, finances, and branding. After weeks of deliberation, he thought
of Marta, Viceng’s daughter. Marta had deep roots in the cava industry through her family’s
long-standing involvement and had grown up in the Penedés region. Her career in commercial
banking included leading the largest Bankinter office in Barcelona and later managing small and
medium-sized enterprises across Spain. When Graells reached out to her, she was based in
Madrid. After extensive discussions, she finally ‘accepted the challenge to lead the new
Vallformosa project.

When Marta assumed her role in 2017, the cava industry was grappling with significant
economic, social, and environmental challenges. The industry was stagnant, with bottle prices
continuously declining and many wineries struggling to remain profitable. This economic strain
negatively affected young people’s perception of agriculture, deeming it an unviable career
path. Within the sector itself, winegrowers were often undervalued, receiving unfair prices for
their produce. Alarmingly, 90% of winegrowers in el Penedés were over 40 years old, highlighting
a concerning demographic shift.

Additionally, climate change severely impacted the industry. Rising temperatures and decreased
rainfall caused considerable uncertainty for winegrowers, leading to lower yields and
productivity and altering the timing of the harvest season. Amid these challenges, questions
loomed large: What is the future of the cava industry? How will Vallformosa continue to progress
toward its social and environmental goals?

A novel business model

In 2010, amidst financial struggles, Vallformosa faced the loss of all its vineyards, retaining
ownership solely of the facilities for transforming grapes into wine and cava. Although Graells
initially perceived this loss as a significant setback, he came to recognize it as a remarkable
opportunity to revolutionize the sector’s traditional model. Historically, major cava companies
had wielded disproportionate buying power over winegrowers, dictating prices annually and
often offering unfair compensation due to the growers’ complete dependence on them. In
Graells’s perspective, this approach prioritized transaction over transformation, focusing on
price rather than value generation for the entire value chain.
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Graells was born in the quaint village of La Fuliola, Lleida. He hailed from a family of farmers and
envisioned a transformative path for Vallformosa. His vision diverged from the speculative
practices entrenched in the industry for decades. Instead, he proposed forging long-term
contracts with wine-growing families and offering 5%-10 % prices above the market value. By
2024, Vallformosa had established 48 long-term contracts with its growers, representing 60% of
its grape sourcing. This departure from the norm aimed to cultivate enduring relationships with
the winegrowers based on trust and sustainability. Furthermore, Vallformosa sought to anchor
its operations on product traceability and quality.

The business model developed by Vallformosa was unique in the industry, especially for a
company of its scale, reach, and global clientele. Unlike the other major players, who typically
sourced 70% of their cava production from cooperative base wines and processed only 30% of
grapes internally, Vallformosa processed 100% of the grapes purchased. The industry’s
prevalent model negatively impacted social sustainability, product quality, control, and
traceability. Many companies operated on what could be considered a speculative model,
setting low grape prices and ultimately purchasing only a portion, later turning to cooperatives
to further pressure prices by demanding less than was agreed upon.

The novel business model proved optimal for both Vallformosa and the winegrowers.
Vallformosa benefited from consistent product quality, supplierloyalty, and stability, along with
the flexibility to adapt vineyards to market demands. Meanwhile, the winegrowers enjoyed
better prices, continuous vineyard improvements, and support from an engaged client, which
simplified production methods and enhanced field efficiency.

Vallformosa’s deep relationship with suppliers was further strengthened by the establishment of
the Vallformosa Club in 2017, which provided various benefits to winegrowers, such as technical,
administrative, and legal assessment, fairs, concerts, leisure and restaurant perks, sports facilities,
excursions to other wine regions, and communal events like Christmas celebrations and the
Calcotada.! The 400 winegrowers and their families were members of the Club.

To realize the business model, Vallformosa embarked on a quest to implement real-time satellite
mapping and monitoring technologies of the entire contracted vineyard landscape, which
captured relevant information of the soil, grapes, and vines. Complementing these efforts,
Vallformosa was committed to product control through a dedicated technical team that
constantly supervised the fields and maintained direct relationships with the winegrowers. This
team assisted intesting grapes and determining the optimal harvest time. The company invested
in a quality control laboratory, ensuring meticulous analysis of raw materials to uphold stringent
quality standards. Vallformosa also launched an academy for winegrowers to teach best
practices for vine care throughout the seasons. The courses were mainly offered to
Vallformosa’s suppliers, who also sold their grapes to other wineries. Furthermore, Vallformosa
had a YouTube channel where most of this knowledge was shared freely.

This steadfast path proved its resilience, fostering year-on-year increases in revenue, gross
profit, and profitability for Vallformosa, except for the 2020 fiscal year, marred by the disruptive
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. By 2023, revenue had soared to €35.50 million, with a 10%
EBITDA and 6% annual growth rate (see Exhibit 1 for details).

1 A Calgotada is a traditional Catalan gastronomic and social event that celebrates the harvest of calcots, a type of green
onion, typical in Catalonia, Spain.
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