FESTIVAL
WINE & SPIRITS

There's No G ray Area
C hains H ave to S tay O ut !
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, I would be out of business!"
So says Joe Gray, proprietor of Festival Wine & Spirits in Annapolis' 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 supermarkets and big-box retailers to sell beer, wine, and possibly
spirits.
"I 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. I don't know if consumers or legislators really understand that."
But it's part of Gray's side job as President of the Anne Arundel 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, "I've seen the importance of people paying
attention. It's been a couple of years since I moved into the President'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 paying 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 attention. 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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JOE GRAY
leagues have to fend off the chains. "It's
what we talk about in all of our meetings," he concluded. "'What does the
threat look like this year?' We have to remain vigilant!" n
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