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· Has the sleeping giant awoken? Not yet completely, but it is getting there and things have improved noticeably since my last trip in December 2002. The quality of the wine is starting to become very interesting: Argentina is producing wines of real quality, interest and value for money at most price levels. It is maturing nicely as a wine producer of world class.

The obstacles

· The one principal remaining obstacle to its development is a lack of strategic vision, industry unity and a commitment to developing external markets in a concerted and long-term manner. Many times we were asked why Argentina is not doing better in the UK, and the answer seems to me to be that, while the country has had brief periods of excitement in this market, it has hitherto never managed to cement any long-term growth in the UK market (its share currently stands at 1.6%) because it has not invested in growing the market with generic investment and profile in the UK. Other markets have provided better short term profit margins, but this is not the kind of long-term growth Argentina should be looking for.

· My advice to Argentina is to do exactly what Chile has done and overcome the considerable differences between producers, sort out funding and establish a high profile UK generic office fronted by a forward-looking UK trade member. This will then provide them with clear aims and help marshal the industry with independent stewardship towards the success it surely deserves.

The wines

· Where before Argentina has often provided blockbuster, jaw-crunching, alcoholic wines, now we are starting to see some real elegance, complexity and style emerge. These are exciting times for Argentina.

· Perhaps the most exciting element of this, for me, is the move south, especially to Uco and Patagonia. This has the effect of delaying the phenological sequence and promoting a far greater coincidence of alcoholic and phenological maturation. So, whereas in Mendoza’s traditional areas, the aromas can often be slightly baked or over ripe (or, in CS, either under ripe because it’s been picked early to have less alcohol, or over ripe to get the phenological maturity), in Uco the fruit definition is fresher, with better balance and elegance on the palate, but no less character, definition or integration. We also had a very good Malbec from Humberto Canale in Rio Negro at the end of the trip that showed similar class.

· Malbec is looking a real star – a variety that can clearly stand on its own two feet, does not need to be blended (though adapts well to this if needed) and can make wines of real elegance and complexity. It has come a long way since France, and it is clear that the vine has adapted and mutated to suit this climate. There will be much more to come from this variety in Argentina.

· CS, on the other hand, is a work very much still in progress. It has, frankly, too often been planted in the wrong sites. This means it is often harvested under-ripe, with austere tannin and red fruit, because its alcoholic maturation is coming earlier than its phenological maturation – or it is harvested with jammy, over ripe aromas because the winemaker has had to wait too long to pick. Improved site selection and viticultural care (especially canopy management) is needed on this front.

· However, it does seem that Cabernet Franc and Merlot do have bright futures in Argentina. Though we only tried one varietal CFR (at Lagarde), it did seem to have everything that CS didn’t: ripeness, complexity, balance. Perhaps the slightly earlier sequence makes this variety better suited to Mendoza’s traditional areas. Also, Merlot in Uco (Salentein) showed real elegance and promise – again, perhaps a good example of sensitive site selection and viticultural management giving dividends.

· Pinot is still not working in Argentina – apart from in fizz. Salentein, Dona Paula and Catena all had still Pinots which lacked conviction.

· Tempranillo shows some quality. Bonarda too. Syrah should be doing better but isn’t yet, perhaps because it is planted in too warm sites and it needs development in better suited areas with older vines.

· As for the whites, these were clearly subordinate to the reds in quality. It seems that Argentina is not best suited to whites except in very specific areas, which are just starting to be developed, and with some good signs of promise. But this should not be the country’s main focus.

· Sauvignon Blanc is not suited to Argentina. It is my personal view that they should cut their losses with this grape and instead concentrate on the likes of Chardonnay, Viognier and other varieties suited to warm, continental climates. Sauvignon appreciates a maritime, gentle, humid climate (Marlborough, San Antonio, Loire, Bordeaux) and, frankly, it is not suited to Argentina’s fierce, dry, continental elevations. The best examples (eg Dona Paula’s) are only good because they are picked early – which gives freshness and varietal character but ultimately one dimensional wines. 

· Chardonnay is looking more impressive (Catena, Terrazas etc), especially in Uco. The continental climes seem to work well for this grape, and in cooler areas it can thrive.

· We tried very few Viogniers, and many of these were at best simple commercial styles, but I feel this may well be a white grape of some potential in Argentina.

Viticulture and winemaking

· Blending: often an underused tool, especially where CS is concerned. Why leave a CS 100% varietal and unblended if it is clearly too linear, angular as a result? The argument the producers use is that markets, especially in the US, respond better to single varietal wine labels than blends. I cannot understand this, especially given that 15% of another variety can legally be blended into the wine and not even mentioned on the label, making for a better wine and no additional problems. And surely a CS-Malbec blend would help promote Malbec, the country’s signature variety, alongside a better known name? If Argentina continues to slavishly follow the dictates of uninformed consumers, it will end up regretting its decision not to make better wines.

· Vintages: 2005 looks to be very good. 2002 and 2003 also good.

· Yields: need to be lower and better adapted to the price levels of the wine. For example, 12-15 tons per ha is fine for a cheap, £3-4.99 wine, but not above that, as we saw in some wineries. There is still too much insistence on retaining high yields in Argentina even at higher price levels – this needs to stop.

· Training: to my mind, Mendoza’s traditional pergola system is limited in its potential for quality. Its benefits are widely stated and well known, and it is true that in warm and sunny climates like Mendoza, which are also threatened by hail and frost, it is a system that works well. But only for basic quality. Other systems may well be developed and prove suitable, but for now VSP seems the best system for quality.

· Winemaking: some good sound and sensitive use of inner staves at lower end. Acidification generally handled well, though some wines are out of balance as a result. Admirably little over extraction. Also, it is noticeable (in contrast, for example, with Chile) that very little brett was seen in the wines.

The producers

· To my mind, the most successful wineries purely and simply in terms of the wines across the board were the following: Catena Zapata, Chandon, Carlos Pulenta.

· Terrazas: a quality producer clearly focused on the premium market. My one worry is with the quality of its Cabernet, which often seems unbalanced. Malbec is the success story here, though I would say that prices are somewhat steep given the quality, especially in the Afincado line. Cheval des Andes is a project that still needs to mature.

· Trivento: Rapidly expanding, commercially-focused winery with big investment (US$40m so far) from its Chilean owners Concha y Toro. Quality is still not yet all there, but the vineyards and project are still young. New brand Otra Vida developed for UK.

· Zuccardi: a producer fiercely committed to the UK market and to innovation, for which they should be congratulated. However, too many of the wines lack character due to high yields and, dare I say it, an unsuitable training system for real quality. I would like to see the experimentation pay off with some wines of real elegance and points of difference; for now this has yet to happen. But the positive attitude at the winery should see good results emerge eventually.

· Lagarde: historic producer moving into the new era. Whites are disappointing; reds are much better, with a good varietal basic Malbec and some impressive stuff at the top end, especially the Guarda, Cabernet Franc and DOC.

· Catena: a producer really pushing the boundaries of Argentina wine forwards, with a highly impressive R&D programme ongoing, clonal selections, high altitude vineyards, micro vinifications and terroir focus. It is interesting that this winery is now increasingly looking to Uco for its top reds. Excellent Chardonnay, Malbec and Cabernet. Interesting tasting of a 94 Malbec (Catena), which had aged well. Admirable concept of blending across vineyard sites, not varieties, which works well.

· Norton: traditionally one of Argentina’s most quality-focused producers, and the wines continue to show quality. Top reds are in a very powerful, rich, extracted style. Would be good to see more elegance and restraint introduced to the wines, which perhaps may start to emerge given the recent arrival of the dynamic young Maria Jimena Lopez in the winemaking team. 

· Escorihuela: large, historic producer. Commercially focused though highly formulaic winemaking (lack of varietal distinction).

· Chandon: making some excellent commercial sparkling wine. Charmat method handled very well. Impressive at all levels, especially with the Blanc de Noir. Not trying to be Champagne, which is good to see (especially given the involvement of LVMH!)

· Salentein: high in the Uco Valley, Salentein is just starting to get to grips with its marginal terroir. Merlot and Malbec are showing very well, with balance and freshness. More work is needed but prospects are good long term.

· Clos de los Siete: Laudable new project near La Consulta. A bit of an odd arrangement with the seven individual fincas side by side, all planted with a melee of varieties in different sites. Does this make viticultural sense, or just reflects a mania to incorporate the 7 partners? Time will tell. My impression was that both Clos de los Siete (03 and 04) were at best good commercial wines, and not worth the £10 price tag. However, the two single varietal Malbecs (Flechas de los Andes and Lindaflor) tried showed far more class, concentration and elegance. Perhaps this is the future here?

· Pascual Toso: Historic producer with a large emphasis on fizz. Some old vines too (Mal, CS, SB). Barrancas area. Wines showed the regularising, softening hand of US consultant Paul Hobbs, with prominent oak and soft tannins. Best were the reserve Malbec and Magdalena – though the latter is overpriced at around £50.

· Carlos Pulenta: stunning new development with the wines to match. We tried them over an excellent lunch in on-site restaurant La Bourgogne. Superb Semillon-Chard blend. Tomero are good quality varietals and Vistalba Cortes are impressively complex, ageworthy red blends. One to watch.

· Eral Bravo: new project by Matias Sanchez Nieto, formerly of Nieto Senetiner. Don’t own their own winery yet, and vines are young, so there is still plenty to do here. Wines are as yet unimpressive.

· Dona Paula: some good viticultural work being undertaken here, though the wines are sound at best. A new multi-regional red blend should introduce more interest to the line-up. Lower yields are needed, especially on the Dona Paula estate reds. Good new Tannat-Malbec blend. An interesting vertical of the top wine, Selección de Bodega, was illuminating – the best for me being the 04, then the 03, then 02, then 99. Perhaps this shows that the project is improving?

