EUROPEAN WINE LABELING LAW

In Europe, laws specifying which grape varieties are permitted for every appellation, or wine region.  These laws also mandate minimum quality standards and regulate label statements.  

Naming Old World wines by region makes a lot of sense when their history is taken into account.  Grape varieties are grown in their native regions, and those that make great wine in one place might not adapt well to another.  Cuttings from the vines that adapted best to local geography were used to plant new vineyards, while disappointing vines were weeded out.  The regions and towns that sold the finest wines became familiar to buyers abroad over the years.  
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In the 1930’s, France enacted laws to protect the reputation of the country’s renowned wines from fraud.  Since they were known by the names of their regions of origin, the regulations set conditions and minimum quality standards for using the place names on the label.  
French wine law is all-encompassing regulation based on the principle of regional specificity, known as the Appellation Controlée system.  Often abbreviated to A.C., this translates to Controlled Appellation, and governs every single aspect of wine production.  The smaller the named region of origin, or ‘appellation’, the stricter the quality standards have been set.
As the most famous and most imitated wines of the Old World are those of France, the French laws were later taken as the model for all wine regulation in the European Union.  Understanding the principles of A.C. law is the key to reading European wine labels. 

All European wine producing countries must meet E.U. standards for quality and label statements.  Each country has adopted its own system, but all are modeled on the regional system that France originated.  Only Germany and Austria modify that organizing principle.  While growing region remains important in these countries, their system ranks wines as superior based on the ripeness of the grapes at harvest.  This has evolved because the cool climate in those areas can have such an influence on ripening and thus wine quality. 
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French wines are separated into tiers of quality, a hierarchy of sorts.  At the lowest quality level, French wine labels may not name a region, a grape or even a vintage, but merely provide vague descriptions like ‘Table Wine’ and ‘Product of France’.  As wines aspire to higher status, they must meet specified quality standards.  To earn the right to use words consumers would associate with quality, like famous place names, winemakers must follow strict guidelines in every aspect of viticulture and vinification.  
The top rank in the hierarchy is Appellation Controllée, known as the A.C. level.  Wines of this rank account for most French exports.  There are hundreds of A.C. level appellations in France, and more appear each year.  They range from huge regions to individual vineyard sites and often overlap, with the smallest nested within larger appellations.  Among French Appellation Controllée wines, smaller delimited areas always denote superior quality.  
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A.C. laws govern every single quality and flavor factor for each individual wine appellation, controlling:

· APPELLATION BOUNDARIES

· PERMITTED GRAPE VARIETIES
· GRAPE GROWING PRACTICES
· WINEMAKING TECHNIQUES
· WHAT MAY BE STATED ON THE LABEL

The rigor of the quality standards for each individual French appellation depends on the region’s quality potential.  The size, or area, of an appellation has a straightforward relationship with quality rank within a regional hierarchy.  For simple regional wines from huge appellations, like Burgundy’s Bourgogne A.C., the guidelines are fairly relaxed.  But, the minimum quality standards for the region’s deluxe Grand Cru appellations, like the tiny single vineyard of Corton-Charlemagne A.C., are set staggeringly high.
Within the highest quality wine regions of France, there are sometimes multiple layers of A.C. hierarchy.  The ranks of appellation quality for France’s most complex region, Burgundy, are mapped out below as an example.  All five of these ranks are Appellation Controllée, and would fall within the top tier of the wine classifications of the previous section.
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The pros and cons of this system can be, and are, debated endlessly in the wine trade, but there are some clear results for everyday consumers.  The primary benefit is a consistent flavor profile and minimum quality expectation for each French appellation.  The major frustration is a seemingly endless and growing list of appellations.  For each, we are apparently expected to memorize the grapes if we want to guess at their style.  It’s enough to drive you to drink!
Luckily, most other European countries, like Italy and Spain, do not go as far as France in creating sub-appellations within sub-appellations.  However, the fundamental principles of their wine laws are generally the same.
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