
 

Wine feels the effects of a changing climate
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The signs of climate change are universally evident, but for French
winemakers, already feeling the effects of competition from other
countries, the year of volatile weather does not bode well. A lot of rain, a
late spring and a summer that never arrived have resulted in earlier
harvests. This has contributed to grapes with lower acidity and higher
sugar content. In other words, higher alcohol and fruitier resulting in
cloying wines - with too much residual sugar and not enough acidity to
balance the character of the wine. 

The changing climate has affected the delicate balance of weather, soil
and other factors central to the production of wine. Last year saw the
smallest harvest in at least 40 years, according to the Agriculture
Ministry. The estimate is that overall production is down by 20 %
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because of the temperamental weather across France. 

It is believed that if nothing is done to reduce global greenhouse gas
emissions, vineyards will be displaced more than 1,000 km beyond their
traditional boundaries by the end of this century, jeopardising the wine-
growing industry. Already, it is becoming difficult to produce fine wines
using the Pinot Noir grape on its traditional territory in Burgundy. But
the effects of climate change on wine crops have also been visible
around the globe. 

Professor Gregory Jones, a research climatologist at Southern Oregon
University in the United States, believes the changing environment is
starting to shake a system that's been central to European wine for
centuries. He says: 'Europe has historically been about regional identities
based on varieties of wines and particular styles. Those that have
adaptive capacity in the face of climate change are going to be much
more able to adapt across a range of different climate futures.' 

But wine regions can adapt and take on the challenge of global warming
by adopting different techniques. These include planting the vines in
shallow soil to reduce water consumption, introducing controlled
irrigation and shading the grapes from the sun. More drastic measures
include large-scale industrial techniques, such as alcohol removal, which
is already widely employed in wine regions in Australia, Spain and South
Africa. 

However, Professor Jones warns: 'Weather fluctuation of more than two
or three times more than what you're used to may jeopardise the entire
French viniculture system. France has a long, rich history of growing
grapes and making wine. Production has varied, there are good years and
bad years, and French wine growers have always dealt with that. The
issue today is that it appears climates are both changing and varying
more than they have historically and our potential to adapt across those
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climates is more challenged.' 

But studies have indicated that climate warming could prove beneficial
for some countries previously considered too cold for wine-making, such
as Germany and England. It seems that climate change and a taste for
'lighter' wines might hold new promise for Continental European wines. 

  More information: www.greenpeace.org/austria/Glo …
ima_Weinbau_2009.pdf
www.climateandweather.net/glob … /effects_on_wine.htm
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