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INTRODUCTION 

The New Zealand wine industry is relatively small, producing only a fraction of 

1% of the world's wine - around a tenth of that produced by Australia. 

The development of the industry is also relatively recent but it has quickly 
earned a reputation for top-quality wine. 

HISTORY 

New Zealand winemaking goes back to the 19th century with some wine being 
produced for British soldiers as early as 1836.  

The modern industry really began in the mid-20th century and expanded rapidly 
in the early 21st century with production increasing by 17% annually in the first 

two decades.  

In 2017 NZ produced 285 million litres, 90% of which was exported, mainly to 
the USA, Britain and Australia. New Zealanders consume annually about 20 litres 

of wine per adult, around a third of which is imported from Australia. 

CLIMATE AND SOIL 

NZ wine regions extend for more than 1000 miles, from sub-tropical Northland 
to Central Otago at 46 degrees South, a comparable latitude to Bordeaux. 

The climate is maritime, meaning that the sea moderates the weather, thus 

producing cooler summers and milder winters. Maritime climates do however 
produce higher variability with cold snaps at any time and warm periods even in 

the winter. The cool nights tend to produce fruit which is always high in acidity. 

The wine regions are mainly located in free-draining alluvial soils.  

THE WINE INDUSTRY 

In Europe vines tend to be planted on relatively poor soils, so yields are low and 
the grapes can ripen fairly well despite the high acidity, but New Zealand's soils 

can be very fertile and this has necessitated New Zealanders having to devise 
ways of manipulating their vines, stripping leaves, and making every ray of 
sunshine contribute towards the ripening process. New Zealand is the home of 

canopy management and wine producers are allowed to make an unusually wide 
range of adjustments to the basic wine including deacidification and the addition 

of sugar during the wine-making process to increase the alcohol content.  



Stainless steel is widely used in production, resulting in an increased intensity 
and purity of the fruit which favour a dry style of wine. As a result,  NZ wines 

tend towards the dry end of the spectrum. 

THE WINES 

New Zealand wines combine the well-preserved pure fruit flavours of New World 
winemaking with the natural grape acidity associated with northern Europe. This 

crispness, sometimes piercing and a characteristic of New Zealand reds as well 
as whites, is a feature markedly lacking in the great majority of New World 

wines, including most of those still made in Australia. This is why a number of 
Australian producers buy wine and even grapes from New Zealand (especially 
Sauvignon Blanc and ingredients for sparkling wine blends).  

Wine drinkers outside New Zealand who have experienced New Zealand wines, 

tend to regard the country's distinctively pungent, fruity aroma with the razor-
sharp Sauvignon Blanc as the country's hallmark wine, but the dominance of this 

aromatic variety is a recent phenomenon – the first Sauvignon Blanc vines were 
only planted in the 1970s.  

Whatever the changes in fashion, it is clear that New Zealand is likely to remain 

a predominantly white wine producer and the growing interest in other aromatic 
varieties such as Pinot Gris and Riesling is reflected in increased plantings. 

Intensely flavoured yet elegant wines continue to be produced in a variety of 
different regions, notably Martinborough on the North Island and Central Otago 

in the south of the South Island. Some particularly well-favoured vineyard sites, 
especially around Hawke’s Bay on the North Island, can yield concentrated 

Cabernet/Merlot blends but these varieties sometimes struggle to ripen, yielding 
wines with marked herbaceous flavours. 

Some notes on wine varieties: 

WHITE WINES  

Sauvignon Blanc 

Best known of the NZ wines and dominates the NZ wine industry – around 60% 

of NZ total planting and 86% of total exports. Regarded as amongst the best in 
the world.  

Chardonnay 

Produced as far south as Central Otago although almost every region produces 

some Chardonnay. The wine is becoming less fashionable than it was 10 years 
ago, losing ground to Pinot Gris but sales remain buoyant and tend to command 

higher prices than other white varieties. 

Pinot Gris 



Emerged in the early 2000s to become the country’s fourth most planted 
variety, overtaking Riesling.  

Others 

Oher varietals include Riesling, Gewurztraminer and Viognier. 

RED WINES 

NZ is now becoming internationally well-known for red wines made from 
traditional French varieties.  

Pinot Noir 

Pinot Noir is the second most planted grape after Sauvignon Blanc. It tends to 

be fruit-driven, forward and early maturing in the bottle and quite full-bodied. 
The better-quality examples are marked by their earthy flavours and greater 
complexity. 

The top wines are said to come from Central Otago and Marlborough regions. 

Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Merlot and Cabernet Franc 

These grapes do well in the warmer regions, in particular Hawke’s Bay on North 
Island. The wines combine a fragrance and muscular structure more akin to 
European styles but with ripe, new world flavours. 

Production of Cabernet Sauvignon has dropped to a third of what it was in the 
early 2000s and has been overtaken by a tripling of Syrah planting.  

Other Red Wines 

There are small plantings of other red varieties including Tempranillo, Pinotage 

and Montepulciano. 

ROSE 

Many wine producers that produce Pinot Noir or Merlot also produce rose wine. 

SPARKLING 

Methode Traditional wine is made in NZ, much of it in the Marlborough region. 
Production has been declining owing to increased popularity of sparkling 

Sauvignon Blanc. 

WINE REGIONS 

A new law came into force 2017 establishing a Geographical Indication (GI) 
classification equivalent to the European Protected Geographical Indication 

(PGI). Eighteen regions have been identified. The country's three biggest wine 
regions by far are Marlborough, Hawke’s Bay and Gisborne, with the first way 



out ahead of the rest in terms of the volume of wine produced. There are still 
hundreds of farmers producing grapes, typically as just one of several 

agricultural activities, for the country's big bottlers such as Brancott Estate 
(owned by drinks giant Pernod Ricard), Constellation NZ (Nobilo), Delegat’s 

(Oyster Bay), and the Villa Maria group (including Esk Valley and Vidal). 

Notes on some of the regions: 

Hawke’s Bay 

The oldest and second largest region. 

The warm  climate successfully ripens red grape varieties with the best grown in 
the Gimblett Gravels appellation. Key grapes are merlot, cabernet, syrah and 

richly flavoured chardonnay.  

Martinborough 

A successful area for Pinot Noir. 

Central Otago 

The best seasons produce excellent Pinot noir. Fully flavoured and superbly pure, 
this wine is in high demand for export.  

Key grapes are pinot noir, pinot gris and riesling.  

Marlborough 

By far the largest wine district in terms of production and area under vines. Its 
production is predominantly sauvignon blanc and accounts for just over three 
quarters of New Zealand’s entire wine production. Its Pinot Noir is also now 

attracting attention.  

Gisborne 

Well-known for Chardonnay and Gewurztraminer. The word’s most easterly 
wine-producing region.  

Canterbury 

The Canterbury GI covers a very large area. 

The North Canterbury region produces Riesling, Pinot Noir, Sauvignon Blanc, 
Pinot Gris and Chardonnay. 

The Waipara Valley is a subregion of the Canterbury GI. The valley floor provides 
a warm microclimate  ideal for viticulture. It is regarded by one critic as the 

most exciting place to grow pinot noir. 



 

CURRENT TRENDS: PRODUCTION, EXPORT AND RECOGNITION 

The UK’s dominance as an export market has eroded.  The UK has dropped to 
23%, behind the USA at 31% and only slightly ahead of Australia at 22%. 

Exports to Canada, China and the Netherlands are growing.  Wine has overtaken 
wool to become the country’s 12th largest export. 

An emerging trend in NZ is an increased recognition of high quality wines 
coming from small boutique wineries. 

Cloudy Bay Vineyards set a new standard for New World Sauvignon Blanc and 
was perhaps accountable for its huge increase in popularity particularly in the 
USA. Following that success NZ has continued to build a strong reputation for 

other styles including Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Cabernet/Merlot brands, Pinot Gris 
and Syrah. Several wines have won awards in international competitions during 

the past few years. 
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