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It there some trouble in paradise?

Italy is the largest wine producer and consumer in the world. The 1.2 million growers in Italy produce about 1,500 million gallons per year. France, the second largest producer, is just a little over 1,400 million per year (the United States produces about 550 million gallons each year). Italians on average consume almost 90 liters of wine per year (26 gallons) as compared with the 2 gallons per person in the United States. And, almost 40% of the wine imported to the United States is from Italy.

So what could be wrong?

Two issues to consider. First, there has been a dramatic decline in the available ‘value’ wines from Italy. In reviewing the 2000 vintage for ‘value wines’ The Wine Spectator listed only four Italian products amongst their choices. On the other hand, Chile, a nation that produces only 1/10 the total gallons of Italy, had 19 wines listed. Now, Chile is attempting to break into the import market that is currently controlled by Italy, and a lower priced wine is one of the primary means of attracting buyers. Moreover, there is a lower labor and land cost that allows Chilean producers to offer their products at a more attractive retail price. The reality of economics is difficult to overcome. Italy becomes an economic target by virtue of its success in the marketplace.

But, the second issue is more artificial.  

Until the early 1960’s Italian had virtually no government policies directed toward the wine industry. Unlike the French, who had established a rigid hierarchy of producers (even though the 1855 Bordeaux list was created by looking at the prices for which certain producers sold, and was translated into a set of production standards that has dominated both the French wine industry) Italian winemakers were free to market their wines by whatever means they felt best served their objectives.

Since most Italian wines did not leave Italy, and were served as table wines in local homes and eating establishments, there was no real pressure to provide more accurate or standardized labeling. Since Italians drank local wines they knew what they were getting. Wines were a lifestyle more than a business. 

By the early 1960s Italian wines began to slowly find a place in the world market. Increased travel, the efforts of Angelo Gaja and the Antinori family had given a human face to the bottle, and Americans in particular were intrigued by what they saw and what they tasted.

In 1963, following the model of the French agency AOC, the Italian government created the DOC (Denominazione di Origine Controllate) to establish minimum standards and regulation for the wine industry. Also in 1963 they created a designation DOCG that was to be awarded to the wines of the highest quality.

However, many Italian winemakers chose to simply ignore the new government designations. In 1992, frustrated over its inability to gain sufficient control over the industry, and concerned about new entries (like Australia) into the world market, the DOC tightened the laws.

As with many politically motivated decisions in Italy, this one failed.

Italian wines have 2,000 label variations. There are 20 regions, subdivided into 98 provinces. Circles within circles with the consumer expected to know which of the smallest circles produce the finest wines. And, you need to know which grapes are permitted to be included in the government designation of fine wines.

The list is as follows: Vino da Tavola may come from anywhere in Italy and are defined by any rules. Grape choices are left to the producer; IGT (Indicazione Geografrica Tipica) is the newest category, and indicates that these are wines subject to minimum standards of production; DOC is a designation restricted by government mandate to particular rules concerning vinfication and is limited to 290 zones identified by the agency; DOCG is the designation for wines from the up to 24 designated zones with the 290 of the DOCG where the agency has determined that the finest wines are produced. Not surprisingly, Tuscany and Piedmont dominate the DOCG zones.

Many of the finest producers, aware of consumer sophistication, and that wine buyers are comfortable looking for indications on labels of wine quality, have sought designation as a DOC or DOCG from the government.

Others have chosen to rely on their reputation and the consumer and wine writers’ ability to see beyond the label. Sassicaia, one of the finest and most expensive Italian wines was listed as a Vino da Tavola until 1994. Only recently was the wine awarded DOC status (no DOCG award because it does not originate from one of the designated regions). Labeling is an imperfect art. 

All labels serve as guides. Labels were created from historic experience and are not altered to reflect recent positive changes by a particular producer or vintage. Trust your palate. If you like a wine, you should purchase it regardless of how a particular government has chosen to identify the wine. 

