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UrUgUay: OVErVIEW

Uruguayan wines are generally consumed domestically, but with 
quality on a par with Chile and Argentina it’s time we raised 
awareness of their potential, writes Richard Hemming MW

Happiness can be quantified in 
many different ways. These 
days, rightly or wrongly, one 
of the most important meas-
urements of contentment is 
the speed of our internet 

connection. By that metric, one of the happiest 
places in the world is Uruguay, with an average 
download speed faster than the United States. 

Such a statistic might surprise anyone unfamiliar 
with Uruguay, which so often gets overlooked in 
favour of its bigger, noisier neighbours in Brazil 
and Argentina. It may be the second smallest 
country in South America, but for many years 
now Uruguay has been quietly building up a repu-
tation as a progressive and exciting country – and 
the same goes for the wine it produces.

Uruguay by numbers
According to official body Instituto Nacional de 
Vitivinicultura (INAVI), there are currently 190 
wineries in Uruguay, which produced 65.8 million 
litres of wine in 2015, a production figure that 
has stayed consistent for the past three vintages. 
There are 7,000ha of vineyard and the majority 
of them are family-owned sites, boutique if you 
will, giving the country a head start with UK 
independents on the lookout for something that 
can never be mainstream and instead offers some-
thing of intrigue and with a point of difference. 

Even though few producers export, the most 
recent number being 35, the number is growing 
with each year that passes, leading to a band of 
producers that is actively looking to appeal to 
international markets, and the employment of 
famous consultants such as Alberto Antonini, Paul 
Hobbs and Michel Rolland will have done nothing 
but broaden their scope and help this interna-
tionally driven outlook. Currently, Uruguay’s 
biggest export destination is Brazil, followed by 
North America. A total of 40 different countries 
sell Uruguayan wine and although volumes may 
be small, the price achieved is US$3.59 per litre, 
which compares favourably with US$2.31 for Chile 
and US$3 for Argentina (according to the US 
Department of Agriculture).

Most wine is therefore consumed domestically, 
and the per capita consumption is an above-average 
24.5 litres, close to that of Germany. Among the 
vinifera varieties, Tannat is the most widely planted 
black grape and the country’s main focus in terms 
of quality so it is understandable that much 
investment, research and development has already 
been successfully completed here to improve its 
quality even further. As for other important vari-
eties, they include Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon 
and Cabernet Franc. For whites, Sauvignon Blanc 
has the biggest area, followed by Chardonnay, 
Viognier and Albariño.

Tenacious Tannat
Specialising in one particular grape variety has 
several advantages. Firstly, there is the potential 
to become known as the world’s leading source 
of that variety and secondly, it is a straightforward 
message to establish with consumers. This tactic 
certainly worked for New Zealand Sauvignon 
Blanc and Argentinian Malbec, and Uruguay is 
hot on their heels in having cemented its own 
wine identity.

DISCOVERING 
URUGUAY
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And even though The Wine Society’s Uruguay 
buyer Toby Morrhall points out that “the biggest 
problem is the perception that Uruguyan reds 
will be tough”, he also admits that “the reality is 
of course very different. Uruguyans now pick 
Tannat riper, take it off the skins earlier, sometimes 
use micro-oxidation to make lovely balanced wines 
in a softer style.”

Indeed, in its official promotional material, 
Wines of Uruguay focuses on Tannat’s purported 
health benefits, claiming: “Tannat has the highest 
levels of polyphenols and resveratrol, so it is the 
healthiest of all reds.” Their evidence suggests 
Tannat has more than three times the level of 
polyphenols than Cabernet Sauvignon, which 
could well be another route to help break into 
market given health is such a hot topic these days, 
indeed, any “positive” angle is a useful plus to 
the wine industry as a whole. 

While there is every reason Tannat can and 
should successfully continue to be Uruguay’s 
flagship red, there is currently no famous equiv-
alent for a white variety. Sauvignon Blanc has the 
largest area under vine and many Uruguayan 
Sauvignon Blancs have performed well in competi-
tions, but while some have their doubts about it 
there are plenty of others to choose from, with 
Morrhall adding “there is some very good 
Chardonnay, Marsanne, Roussanne and Albariño”.

Albariño is an intriguing prospect, and the 
Spanish version certainly is very popular in the 
UK, so could well be the king of white wine 
contenders for this market. Vincognito has been 
selling a Uruguyan Albariño made by Bouza since 
June 2016. Founder James Bloom describes it as 
having “more fruit weight than the larger-
production Galician Albariños, but it doesn’t 
scream ‘New World’ to me either. In fact, I think 
it’s similar to some of the more intimately handled 
ones from Rías Baixas, such as from Zárate and 
Nanclares, where lower-yielding, old, ungrafted 
vines provide the fruit concentration.”

Promo power
Uruguay has all the right raw material, but no 
country can rely on this alone for international 
commercial success. The wines also need to be 
given sufficient promotional support to establish 
them and INAVI operates several strategies to 
help Uruguayan wine grow. 

Globally, it believes in the importance of winning 
medals in wine-tasting competitions and to  
date Uruguay has performed well, with a current 
tally of 913 medals in 24 years, including 18 golds 
and 231 silvers in OIV-endorsed competitions. 
Emphasising these successes shows that Uruguayan 
wines can perform alongside their peers and win 
international recognition.

INAVI also has strategies in specific markets. 
In the United States, the Taste of Tannat tour is 
a series of masterclasses aimed at the wine trade 
to try and increase the visibility and awareness 
of Uruguayan Tannat. Headed by Master Sommelier 
Evan Goldstein, the events take place in New York 
City, Los Angeles, San Francisco and other major 
cities. In the UK meanwhile, Uruguayan wines 
appear at various trade tastings as part of the 
portfolios of importers as well as on their own 
stand at the London Wine Fair.

Another way that promotional activity could 

be increased is “by giving substantially greater 
attention to using social media ... and publishing 
an online newsletter providing readers with 
news, stories and information about its member 
wineries and activities,” according to the 
International Wine Review’s recent report on 
Uruguayan wine. 

Carla Bertellotti, whose company Wines of 
Uruguay UK imports several producers, believes 
“there is still a lot of work to do to promote 
Uruguay” and suggests Uruguay could join  
forces with the generic bodies for Argentina or 
Chile as a more cost-effective way of promoting 
itself. Also, she says “having someone with a 
good reputation championing the category  
would be fantastic”, which she herself has done 
in managing to land listings of the Uruguayan 
wine she imports in Michelin-starred UK restau-
rants such as Pied à Terre, Dinner by Heston 
and Sat Bains.

Overcoming the challenges
While having impressive restaurant listings  
is a subtle marketing tool in itself, more promo-
tional work is important because just like other 
exciting emerging wine countries, Uruguay faces 
challenges in establishing itself within a market 
such as the UK. 

Bertellotti points out “the main obstacle is  
the lack of knowledge about Uruguay as a country 
in the first place, and as a wine-producing 
country”. 

At The Wine Society, most Uruguayan wine 
is sold as part of a subscription service, “and 
the feedback is very positive”, which highlights 
that once Uruguay can break through the  
recognition barrier its acceleration in the market 
will be that much quicker, because when the 

wines are tried, they are enjoyed and appreciated. 
In other words, it’s about getting the wine in 
front of people. 

Bertellotti adds that there are “a great deal more 
Uruguayan wines in the UK market now than in 
2009” (when she started her company), “so 
importers are more interested”. 

While the quality of many Uruguayan wines 
can be very impressive, if they are priced at a 
reasonably high level alongside wines from more 
familiar and established varieties and origins, 
many consumers need that all-important hand-
sell, which is why high-end restaurants and 
independent merchants seem to be the natural 
breeding ground for producers looking to export 
to the UK successfully.

Positive positioning
That said, Uruguay also has many natural advan-
tages regarding wine production. The rainfall 
figures of close to 1,000mm per year, comparable 
with that of Bordeaux, means there is no 
requirement for irrigation. Furthermore, the 
mostly flat terrain of the vineyard area (Uruguay’s 
highest point is only just over 500m above sea 
level) allows for automation and modern, efficient 
viticultural methods. Frost is rare thanks to the 
maritime influence of the Atlantic ocean, while 
more inland areas enjoy higher diurnal variation 
to allow for slower ripening and greater flavour 
development.

As the industry evolves, new viticultural regions 
are being pioneered. Morrhall mentions Garzón 
and Mahoma as two of particular interest. The 
former “has a cool climate (like Leyda in Chile), 
and rolling hills of granite soil. It is early days 
yet but will make lovely reds and whites which 
are fresh and balanced.” 

Mahoma is a warmer site with schist soil 
producing “rich, ripe wines with good freshness”. 
Because Uruguay’s wine industry is still relatively 
young, there is bound to be plenty of exciting 
terroir in the country, just waiting to be 
discovered.

Realising the potential
The variables involved in achieving success for 
the Uruguayan wine industry are in many ways 
no different to those for any other country. Several 
important factors are already in place: they have 
a specialist variety of their own, plenty of regions 
with amenable growing conditions, healthy 
volumes of domestic consumption and steadily 
growing exports. 

Crucially, the quality of the wine is not in 
question. It is already being taken seriously by 
importers and retailers in the UK and the US, and 
there is a general consensus among critics and 
experts that the best Uruguayan wine can 
comfortably compete on a world stage.

And yet, for the engaged wine consumer, 
Uruguay remains an unknown quantity. Increasing 
the awareness and understanding of not just the 
wine industry but the country as a whole would 
be enormously beneficial and such activity is 
already in place to help achieve the full success 
that Uruguay deserves.

GEO- 
REFERENCING 
GENIUS
Geo-referencing is a scheme that 
ensures traceability for every 
element of a wine. By scanning a 
QR code on the label, consumers 
can find out the origin of the 
wine, down to the individual 
parcel of vineyard where the 
grapes were grown, as well as 
tracing its production process.  
It’s an ambitious plan that is 
funded by the Instituto Nacional 
de Vitivinicultura, and the  
intention is for every bottle of 
Uruguyan wine to display a 
geo-referencing QR code on its 
label by the end of 2017.

£3.01–£4 -37%
£4.01–£5 -3%
£5.01–£6 +55%
£6.01–£7 -5%
£7.01–£8 +90%
£8.01–£9 +17%
£9.01–£10 +138%
£10.01 and up +14%

There are a great 
deal more 
Uruguayan wines 
in the UK market 
now than in 2009”
Carla Bertellotti

There are 7,000ha of 
vineyards in Uruguay

With 1,000m of annual 
rainfall, growing conditions 
are similar to Bordeaux
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Gimenez Mendez Alta Reserva Sauvignon 
Blanc 2016 (12% abv)
Region: Las Brujas
Light, crisp, bitter grapefruit scent. Clean and 
well defined, with perhaps a few grams of 
sweetness on the finish. Would hold its own as 
a by-the-glass pour in pubs, and has good 
varietal character in a simple, gluggable style. 
£POA, Maidenhead Wine Company

 
 
 

Bouza Albariño 2015  (13.5% abv)
Region: Montevideo
Peach and stewed apricot scent with some 
dairy character giving complexity. Lively and 
flavoursome on the palate, with a slight spritz 
on the tongue. Quite full and unctuous on the 
mid-palate, and while the balance is good it 
might benefit from just a touch more acidic 
refreshment. 
£18.95, Laytons

 
 
 

De Lucca Reserve Tannat 2015  
(14.5% abv)
Region: Canelones
Vivid purple hue. Baked black fruit aromas, 
simple and light and soft. This is a good 
example of how modern and plush Tannat can 
be, but the flavours lack complexity. A 
straightforward, casual sort of style.
£9, Wines of Uruguay UK

 
 

Pizzorno Merlot Tannat 2015 (13.5 abv)
Region: Canelón Chico
Sweet raspberry fruit on the nose. Ripe and 
mouthfilling on the palate, with the Merlot 
giving softness and body to the Tannat. Slightly 
bitter, but this packs plenty of fruity punch and 
would appeal to fans of Argentinian Malbec.
£8.99, Watermill Wines

 
 

Garzón Tannat 2015 (14% abv)
Region: Garzón
Lovely fresh, vibrant fruit here, giving black 
bramble fruit plus a lovely milk chocolate 
character, too. The oak is quite obvious on the 
palate, but the structural balance is smooth 
and easy-drinking. This wine is a good 
illustration of Tannat’s potential for  
mainstream appeal.
£13.99, Blends Wine Estate

 
 

Familia Traversa Noble Alianza Marselán 
Tannat Merlot 2014  (13.5% abv)
Region: Montevideo
Comprising 50% Tannat, 30% Marselan, 20% 
Merlot. Interesting fruit flavours here – plum 
and date, plus a light smoky tone. Light in body, 
and even has the softness to be served slightly 
chilled. The blend of grapes works well in 
giving a range of different flavours.
£12 RRP, not yet imported into the UK

 
 

Artesana Edición Limitada Tannat Zinfandel 
Merlot 2013 (15% abv)
Region: Las Brujas
Comprising 55% Tannat, 25% Zinfandel, 20% 
Merlot. Big, bold and concentrated, with loads 
of dark berry flavours. Very much a heavy hitter, 
but the intensity of flavour is very impressive.
£18.99, Harley Wines

 

 

Pisano Reserva Personal de la Familia 
Tannat 2013 (13.5% abv)
Region: Progreso
Juicy black fruits, very fine tannic grip, and a 
good dose of acidic freshness. The fruit 
character is still youthful and may well open 
up over the next five years.
£19.90, Ehrmanns Wines

 
 

Marichal Reserve Collection Tannat 2013 
(13% abv)
Region: Canelones
Jammy fruit flavours, plus a lovely aniseed 
flavour. There’s a good dose of sweet spice and 
a lovely chewy texture to the finish. Good stuff.
£12.50, Wines of Uruguay UK

 
 

Narbona Roble Tannat 2012 (14.4% abv)
Region: Puerto Carmelo
Baked fruits with an aromatic spiciness giving 
clove and cinnamon aromas. Lovely mint and 
menthol character on the palate adds an extra 
dimension. Lovely.
£22, Hispamerchants

 
 

Alto de la Ballena Reserva Tannat  
Viognier 2011 (14% abv)
Region: Maldonado
Comprising 85% Tannat, 15% Viognier. Despite 
the high percentage, the Viognier influence 
isn’t very evident here. Instead, the flavour 
profile has loads of ripe black fruit aroma and 
subtle spice. Firm tannic finish.
£POA, ABS Wine Agencies

 
 

Antigua Bodega Stagnari Prima Donna 
Tannat 2011 (13.5% abv)
Region: Canelones
Piquant spices and lots of juicy blackcurrant 
flavour here, with medium body and well-
judged tannins to give firmness without being 
intrusive. Smart.
£19.99, Harley Wines

 
 

Progreso Sueños de Elisa Tannat 2011 
(13.5% abv)
Region: Progreso
Soft and smooth, with simple black fruit 
flavours. Perfectly pleasant, with good 
structural balance and a straightforward  
fruity finish.
£39, Ellis of Richmond

 
 

Familia Deicas Preludio 2010 (13.5% abv)
Region: Canelones
Bursting with flavour – open, complex, 
developed and a similar style to older Rioja. 
Not subtle, but very convincingly done, and 
with great persistence.
£19.09, Georges Barbier of London

 
 

Carrau Amat Tannat 2011  
(14% abv)
Region: Cerro Chapeu
This is 50% new barrel fermented. Fairly 
closed on the nose, and the palate has a 
compressed, dense style. Big, bold and with 
firm tannin. Fulfils the traditional expectation 
of Tannat.
£20, Fine Wines Direct

TASTING NOTES


