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As we end 2004 it is worth reviewing the beverage statistics to determine where wine ranks within the pantheon of available products. 


To best understand the current state of wine consumption we will need to examine the statistics related to both production and consumption. However, we should be review the numbers with the caveat offered by Mark Twain when he suggested that the statistics follow only lies and great lies in the hierarchy of untruth. Nevertheless, they do offer a tale of wine for U.S. residents.


The average American consumes carbonated soda at the rate of 48 (12 oz.) cans each month (as compared with the 10 units for our European neighbors); more beer (20 to 12 units); milk; sports drinks; fruit and vegetable drinks; and coffee. Europeans consume slightly more liquor, substantially more tap water and tea, and, of course, wine (at more than a 3:1 ratio). In the course of a year Americans consume on average 20 gallons of soft drinks and coffee, but only two gallons of wine. The United States ranks 30th amongst wine consuming nations. The vast number of Americans report that they only drink one or two glasses of wine each year. That consumption largely takes place during the November and December holidays.


That having been said, American wine consumption has increased – recently. The Adams Wine Handbook reporting on the consumption rates for 2002 indicated that ‘despite a sluggish economy, U.S. wine consumption reached a 16 year high”. Americans consumed 246 million 12-bottle cases in 2002, a gain of 5%, with table wines leading the way.


Interestingly, while both domestic and imported wines ‘reported healthy gains’, imports outperformed domestic production with a 16.1% increase to nearly 50 million cases. American production increased to 171 million cases, or a 3.5% increase. This increase in foreign production occurs at the same time the enthusiasm over the ‘Two Buck Chuck” peaks. The Adams report suggests that the numbers indicate a ‘growing sophistication among American consumers”. Um ……. 


The United States is the fourth largest producer of wine in the world with an average of 22,000 hectoliters (according to the Wine Institute) from 1997-2000. We trail only France (56,000), Italy (53,000), and Spain (34,000) in total production. Sounds good, but everything is comparative. 


The United States is the third largest landmass on earth (following Russia and Canada). France is 48th on list, Spain is 51st, and Italy is 70th. The United States enjoys an advantage of 8 times the available land of the top three wine producers, and a favorable population to land ratio of almost 4:1. Conversely, the average American consumes just over 8 liters of wine each year. Is 8 liters the same as 2 gallons? Remember Mark Twain’s warning! In France the number is 60 liters, in Italy 54 liters, and in Spain 41 liters. Again, these statistics are courtesy of the Wine Institute. 


Now, in fairness to U.S. producers’ wine consumption is cultural. Europeans introduce their children to wine as youngsters. Europeans see wine as an intrinsic element of the dining experience. The Slo Food program encourages matching food to wine as a means of increasing the enjoyment of both. To that end some U.S. products have found their way onto European tables (although these are largely high end rather than everyday wines). U.S. wine exports grew by 17% in 2003 with the largest increase going to England. Conversely, the Australians (especially Yellow Tail, which now produces nearly 7 million cases annually) have seen the largest increase in exports to the United States. France suffered the greatest decrease (largely in response to tensions in the arena of international politics).


So, what kinds of wines are we drinking?


The Wine Institute provides some insight. Between 1992 and 2002 the acreage devoted to the production of Cabernet increased by 2X. Chardonnay acreage grew by 40%; Pinot Noir by 250%; and most white grapes held steady or slightly decreased. So what is hot? Merlot (what a surprise!!!) increased by 500% to become the third most planted grape (following Cabernet and Chardonnay). Zinfandel production increased by 40%. This versatile grape is finding a market. However, the winner was Syrah. In 1992 only 530 aces were planted with this Rhone varietal. In 2002 there were 16,000 acres of vines. Together Zinfandel and Syrah far exceed Merlot acreage and have begun to challenge Cabernet for production supremacy.


All interesting. But, as to the meaning of these statistics?????? Are they a comment on taste or marketing?  Lift a glass as you ponder the answer. 


Happy Holiday from all of us at Sterling. 

