FESTIVAL

WINE & SPIRITS

THERE'S No GRAY AREA

Cuains Have o Stay Qurl

BY TEDDY DURGIN

"Giant Food is great for my business. It's the anchor of my shopping center. But I'm two
doors down. If they were permitted to sell beer and wine, | would be out of business!"

So says Joe Gray, proprietor of Festival Wine & Spirits in An-
napolis' Festival at Riva Shopping Center. Gray is one of many
packaged goods store operators statewide who's alarmed that
the Legislature year in and year out considers allowing major su-
permarkets and big-box retailers to sell beer, wine, and possibly
spirits.

"l don't think people understand the ramifications of what
chain stores can do to small businesses,” he told me during a
recent interview. "When big chains take over and push out the
mom-and-pops, customers lose variety. They lose service. You
won't go into a grocery store and find somebody like me there to
explain a wine to you. You completely lose that kind of service.
The variety will suffer too. A chain store will basically go towards
the streamlined stuff. | don't know if consumers or legislators re-
ally understand that."

But it's part of Gray's side job as President of the Anne Arun-
del County Licensed Beverage Association (AACLBA), an affiliate
of the Maryland State Licensed Beverage Association, to make
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as many people understand as possible. It's all about getting the
word out and showing strength in numbers.

"Association membership will make you more aware of what's
going on and the power of the state Legislature and how it can
change your whole world," he stated. "We try our best to get
our message out. But sometimes it just doesn't sink through to
people. We need all of the support we can get."

He continued, "l've seen the importance of people paying
attention. It's been a couple of years since | moved into the Presi-
dent's role. It's been especially hard this past year with all our
Zoom meetings and distancing. We just want to make sure things
don't slip through the cracks, especially now with people pay-
ing a lot more attention to their personal issues, their businesses,
and their families [amid the pandemic]. We worry that some chain
measures will get pushed through when we're not paying atten-
tion. We're trying to make sure that doesn't happen."

Gray has been making it happen in the business since he was
a teenager, following in his father Robert Gray's footsteps. The
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"I don't think

people understand

Gray family first owned
a liquor store and deli
in Edgewater, which
they sold in 1999. A
year later, Robert and

a cousin opened up
Waugh Chapel Wine
& Spirits, which they
have since sold. In Au-
gust 2010, the family took
ownership of Festival Wine
& Spirits.

Sadly, his dad passed away last
June of cancer. But he had instilled in his
offspring a strong work ethic. "Everything
| have is because of my dad," said Gray.
"Working beside him for most of my life, |
got to see how much of a hard worker he
was. A lot of people own businesses, and
they let other people run them. Festival is
run by my brother, Jim, and myself. And
like our dad, we're very hands on. We're
full-time workers here, and we lead by ex-
ample. Our employees see our hard work
and dedication, and it trickles down."

At Festival, customer service is para-
mount. "l love interacting with my cus-
tomers," Gray said. "We've long been a
wine store. Our first eight years at Fes-

the ramifications of
what chain stores can
do to small

businesses,"

tival, our sales were
probably 50 percent
wine. There's a lot
of interaction when
you are dealing with
wine and people. It
makes you feel good
when you help some-
one pick out a bottle,
and they come back and
tell you, 'That was a great
choice!""
In recent years, the Gray brothers
have expanded into craft beers. In 2018,
Festival Wine & Spirits expanded its cool-
er from 11 doors to 17 doors because
of the more aggressive move they had
planned towards craft beers. "Sales are
way up as a result," Gray touted. " We've
just been trying to follow the trends of the
market. This extends to local products.
With Maryland wines, we carry Boordy, St,
Michaels, Fiore, Linganore, and more. It's
the same with craft beer. We carry every-
thing from Calvert Brewing and Jailbreak
to DuClaw and Manor Hill. The market is
full of home-grown stuff, and we do our
best to support our locals."
But first and foremost, he and his col-
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leagues have to fend off the chains. "lt's
what we talk about in all of our meet-
ings," he concluded. "'What does the
threat look like this year?' We have to re-
main vigilant!" W

Are You a Member of MSLBA,
Maryland State Licensed Beverage Association?

MSLBA members are Maryland beer, wine & spirits retailers representing bars, clubs, restaurants &
stores on alcohol beverage issues. They know their best chance for competently and successfully
dealing with external forces such as legislation, regulation, suppliers, enforcement agencies, prohibition
efforts, and unfair competition, is by joining MSLBA with other independent retailers for reputable
representation.

Joe Gray of Festival Wine & Spirits

“Association membership will make you more aware of what’s going on and the
power of the state Legislature and how it can change your whole world.”

MSLBA—Representing Alcohol Beverage Licensees since 1950

Contact MSLBA for Membership Information:
Phone: (410) 871-1377 E-Mail: MSLBAmembers@msn.com
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Visit us on the web at www.mslba.org






