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It was inevitable. The tug of war between broccoli and grapes in Santa Barbara County that had reached epic proportions was resolved late in 2001 when the California Agricultural Commissioner declared that for the first time grapes had exceeded broccoli as the county’s top crop. 


While Napa and Sonoma still represent the dominant wine production regions of California, the growers and vintners of Santa Barbara County are extending their influence in both quantity and quality. Over the past decade planting in the county has doubled the number of acres under vine from 9,000 to 20,000. The number of wineries has tripled and more than 140 growers provide grapes. In the process the Santa Barbara producers have expended over $450 million in vineyard development (costing between $25,000 and $30,000 to develop each acre). 


The primary concern of the growers and the producers of the region is two-fold. First, the price of grapes has peaked, but the cost of producing grapes continues to increase. The change in the world financial market, and the glut of excellent value-priced wines on the market has changed the wine-buying climate. Sophistication amongst the wine buyers has moved them away from price as a determinant of quality.


There is also concern that American wine consumption has not grown over the past ten years. This concern exists despite the fact that 90% of wines consumed in the United States are consumed by only 16 percent of the population. Americans on average consume only two gallons per capita as opposed to France’s 16 gallons and Italy’s 14 gallons. It would seem that there is substantial opportunity for greater consumption of wine by American adults.


Despite these concerns the Santa Barbara producers express optimism over the potential for growth in their particular region. Tom Beckman, President of the Santa Barbara County Vintner’s Association (and a good producer of Rhone style wines in his own right) noted, “like any business it becomes survival of the fittest”. Most of the top growers and producers in the region feel confident that the high-quality of grapes grown in Santa Barbara will provide some level of immunity from the concerns expressed in other California wine regions. 

Wine has been a part of the county’s history for more than two centuries. Father Junipero Serra (remember him from elementary school history), brought the first vine cuttings to Santa Barbara in 1782. The valley was so fertile that one vine, planted in 1842, ultimately continued to grow for 50 years, developed a trunk nine feet around, and produced an arbor that covered two acres, while yielding ten tons of grapes. 

While all of the nation’s wine producers suffered during Prohibition, the Santa Barbara region took longer to revive and has only seen a resurgence in its grape and wine production over the past 20 years. Researchers at The University of California – Davis have determined that Santa Barbara County with its excellent balance of topography, climate, soil, and water make it one of the ideal grape regions in the state. The first vines were planted in the early 1960’s in the Santa Maria Valley (elevations to 800 feet) and shortly after in the Santa Ynez Valley (elevations to 1500 feet). Not surprisingly these two valleys have become the most recognized of the county’s production areas and both have been granted appellation status by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF). 

More than 30 wineries now call the region home, produce over 350,000 cases of wine each year, generate over $360 million for the local economy, and offer employment to nearly 4,000 individuals.  

While there is production of the classic Bordeax varieties, the county has gained a reputation for outstanding Rhone varietals. Many of those have made their way into the Sterling Wine Club collection, and are now a regular part of many cellars. We have enjoyed Babcock and Beckman, Byron and Fess Parker, Foxen and Gainey, Lane Tanner and Qupe, Sunstone and Zaca Mesa during the four years we have offered wines through the Sterling Wine Club. 

