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BACKGROUND
Driven by the organic and sustainability movement and consumers chasing a more ethical 
and organic and healthy lifestyle coupled with climatic factors, growth opportunities in niche 
wine categories like organic wine, low alcohol wine and biodynamic wine are being created. 
In fact there are quite a number of alternative wine categories and in an attempt to clarify 
some of these new categories, Wine Intelligence has created the Sustainable, Organic, Lower 
Alcohol and other alternative wines (SOLA) opportunity index that assesses a total of 13 
different types of wine looking at attributes like Fairtrade, organically, sustainably and 
biodynamically produced, carbon neutral, preservative free and vegan products (see Box 1). 
Especially wines with an organic seal are becoming prolific and point to the fact that there 
will be many more as consumers become more concerned about what they eat and drink. 
Where is the alternative wine journey headed?i Typically, in this new field, the presence of 
several competing climate and health friendly alternative categories with different claims 
(organic, biodynamic, sustainable wine, artisanal, etc) is creating confusion among the 
consumers who are not well informed about these product specifications or properties.ii This 
uncertainty and confusion is affecting consumer choices.iii This edition of VinIntell will provide 
an overview of these alternative styles and will focus on trends and opportunities in mainly 
Organic, Biodynamic and Low / Alcohol free Wine.  
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INTRODUCTION
In a broader context, the search for healthier and more sustainable 
consumption is reaching a critical moment globally. An interesting 
observation is the following: “When sustainable alternatives 
are widespread, affordable and just as good as or better than 
the legacy option, then eco-consumption becomes less about 
the status of opting in, and more about the shame of opting out. 
That’s why in 2020, millions of consumers will seek out products, 
services and experiences that help them alleviate rising eco-
shame”.iv This is a significant shift in which eco consumption is a 
status play and provides some context to the growth opportunities 
for alternative or SOLA wines. Some of the most prominent eco-
consumption events have been the launch of the Tesla Roadster 
and Tesla Model 3 (3rd bestselling car in the UK)V, Adidas’ recycled 
plastic trainers (11 million pairs sold in 2019)vi, ubiquitous fake 
meat burgers; eco alternative are going mainstream and becoming 

1. Organic wine
2. Sustainably produced 

wine
3. Fairtrade wine
4. Environmentally 

friendly wine
5. Preservative free wine
6. Sulphite free wine
7. Carbon neutral winery
8. Lower alcohol
9. Non-alcoholic wine
10. Orange / skin contact 

wine
11. Biodynamic wine
12. Vegan wine
13. Vegetarian wine
(SOURCE: WINE INTELLIGENCE 
SOLA OPPORTUNITY INDEX)

BOX 1: LIST OF 
ALTERNATIVE WINES
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as available, affordable and effective as the 
legacy option, there's no reason not to choose 
them. Eco-consumption becomes less about 
the status of opting in, and more about the 
shame of opting out. Increasingly widespread 
shame at air travel – or flygskam in the original 
Swedish – is now set to diffuse across every 
B2C industry and throw in Greta and it’s a 
shift with profound and imminent implications 
for consumerism, business, everyone.vii In 
terms of food, globally there is evidence of a 
consumer and producer shift towards products 
that are authentic, healthy, nutritious, natural 
and sustainably grown and produced. In South 
Africa organic and vegan options are growing 
with retailers increasingly stocking such 
merchandise (see figure 1).viii

Back to wine. All wines are processed in 
some form or another and all comprise the 
elements of growing and harvesting, adding 
ingredients and fermenting and storing and 
logistics although they do not have ingredients 
and listed. Conventional wines can contain 
many chemicals and additives to enhance and 
manipulate the wine. It is in these elements 
that the differences arise e.g. organic wines, 
sustainable wines and biodynamic wines are 
different because of the way the vineyards 
grow and harvest the grapes to create the wine 
and what ingredients are added. But now, with 
the eco-consumption shift, wine consumers 
want to know what goes into what they drink, 
and how it was produced. With a wine market 
increasingly globalised and with factors like 
the impact on climate change on agriculture 
top of mind, wine producers are paying more 
attention to organic and biodynamic productsix 

to address factors such as consumer tastes and 
demands and environmental factors including 
climate and climate change; greenhouse-
gas emissions (carbon neutrality); energy 
efficiency; biodiversity; vineyard management 
(viticultural approaches); composting and 
mulching; water conservation, water reuse and 
wastewater management; chemical use; and 
recycling and reuse.

UNPACKING THE TERMS
It is certainly useful to attempt a description of 
the group of wines that are considered niche or 
alternative (Wine Intelligence’s SOLA wines). 
The focus of this VinIntell is, however, mainly 
on organic, biodynamic and low / Alcohol free 
wines. The table contains the characteristics of 
each category of wines and includes the new 
classes proposed by South Africa Wine and 
Spirits Board in 2019:x 

WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Low Alcohol 
Wine
(New proposed 
class in South 
Africa) 

•	 Alcohol content of more than 0.5% but less than 4.5%
•	 Alcohol may only be removed by prescribed processes and not by other means  

e.g. adding exogenous water
•	 Variety and vintage year allowed if the wine was provisionally certified before 

dealcoholisation
•	 Sensorial evaluation for provisional certification will be optional
•	 Product may not be certified for origin 
•	 Labelling requirements of the Liquor Products Act will apply
•	 In the UK: 1.2% ABV or less (UK food labelling regulation since 2009)xi

•	 Also called lower alcohol wine (Wine Intelligence SOLA Index)
•	 In the EU a low alcohol must be 1.2% ABV or below and an indication of its 

maximum ABV should be included on the label
•	 Australian Food Standards Code: A ‘low-alcohol’ beverage must contain no more 

than 1.15% ABV
De-alcoholised 
(New proposed 
class in South 
Africa)

•	 Alcohol content no more than 0.5% 
•	 Alcohol may only be removed by prescribed processes and not by other means  

e.g. adding exogenous water
•	 Variety and vintage year allowed if the wine was provisionally certified before 

dealcoholisation
•	 Sensorial evaluation for provisional certification will be optional
•	 Product may not be certified for origin 
•	 Product is not eligible for certification seal
•	 Labelling requirements of the Liquor Products Act will apply
•	 The mandatory class designation (De-Alcoholised) or a permissive alternative class 

designation (Non-Alcoholic or Alcohol Removed) must always be indicated in 
conjunction with the expression “contains less than 0.5% ABV”

•	 Glycerol may be added to this product after de-alcoholisation (disallowed in many 
other countries)

•	 In the UK drinks with an ABV of 0.5% should be called “de-alcoholised” (UK food 
labelling regulation since 2009)xii

•	 De-alcoholised wine is different from other wine alternatives, such as alcohol-free 
wine (grape juice in a wine bottle) or light wine (wine with lower sugars and lower 
alcohol, resulting in a wine that has fewer calories), in that it is wine produced 
using a traditional method, and then the wine is filtered to remove almost all of the 
alcohol. Approximately 0,5% alcohol remains behind, which also helps to give the 
wine a longer shelf life.xiii The process of making it is different than the process of 
making non-alcoholic wine. This process can be quite expensive and time 
consuming, as the wine usually has to go through 2 – 4 times before enough 
alcohol is removed for it to be classified as de-alcoholisedxiv

•	 In the EU: A drink from which the alcohol has been extracted if it contains no more 
than 0.5% ABV and the product should also include an indication of its alcoholic 
strength (or state that it contains no alcohol)

FIGURE 1: Tesla Model 3

FIGURE 2: Checkers’ new store in Constantia 
features Vegan cake, a selection of vegan 

cheese, plant-based cold cuts, vegetarian braai 
items, and a fridge with Linda McCartney’s 

plant-based burgers and sausages
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WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Alcohol Free 
Wine (New 
proposed class 
in South Africa 
– also called 
Non Alcoholic 
Winexv)
 

•	 Alcohol content less than -0.05% 
•	 No analytical tolerance allowed
•	 Alcohol may only be removed by prescribed processes and not by other means  

e.g. adding exogenous water
•	 Variety and vintage year allowed if the wine was provisionally certified before 

dealcoholisation
•	 Sensorial evaluation for provisional certification will be optional
•	 Product may not be certified for origin 
•	 Product is not eligible for certification seal
•	 Labelling requirements of the Liquor Products Act will apply
•	 Glycerol may be added to this product after de-alcoholisation (disallowed in many 

other countries)
•	 Other literature states that alcohol free wine is wine that 0% alcohol. Alcohol free 

wines do not have the same flavour profile as mainstream wine, due to the grapes 
never having been fermented, even when traditional wine grapes are used

•	 An EU description says alcohol free wine can only be applied to a drink from which 
the alcohol has been extracted if it contains no more than 0.05% ABV, and the 
products should also include the ABV (or state that they contain no alcohol) on the 
label in order to use the descriptor “Alcohol free wine”xvi 

•	 In Europe, a non-alcoholic descriptor says “this should not be used in conjunction 
with a name commonly associated with an alcoholic drink. There is an exception for 
non-alcoholic wine where it is derived from unfermented grape juice and is intended 
exclusively for communion or sacramental use. The labelling or advertising of these 
non-alcoholic wines should make it clear that it is exclusively for such usexvii

•	 Australian Vintage-owned wine brand McGuigan has entered the low and no-alcohol 
category with a range of five 0% ABV productsxviii

•	 In the UK: Alcohol-free products must be 0.05% ABV or lower, and anything with 
an ABV of 0.5% should be called “de-alcoholised.” Drinks producers and industry 
leaders said the current guidelines are confusing for consumers. While some argue 
that the guidelines should be made to match those used in the EU, others say the 
maximum ABV for low alcohol drinks needed to be raised

WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Defining features of other alternative wines outside the three classes summarised above
Organic Wine •	 There are different definitions of organic of which the main one is wine produced 

from grapes grown organically without the use of pesticides or other synthetic 
material and winemaking methods used adhere to rules and regulations of an 
organic certifying body. Similar to biodynamic wine in the sense that both 
incorporate practices without the use of chemicals, organic wine is produced with 
organic grapes (across markets definitions vary)

•	 In the US it is "a wine made from organically grown grapes without added 
sulphites" while in Europe it is "a wine made from organically grown grapes that 
may contain added sulphites." Since sulphites occur naturally in wine (they’re in 
grapes’ skins), it’s impossible for a bottle to contain no sulphites. Organic wines are 
the only wines that can receive a legal certification from the USDAxix andxx

•	 Best opportunity for growth – globally organic wine is 2.8% of sales  
(Wine Intelligence 2019)

•	 Best markets: Finland, Sweden, Germany
•	 Organic does not mean no additives of any nature are added. There are additives 

that are added yeast, egg whites, and animal enzymes (like rennet in cheese) 
allowed in organic wines

•	 The whole winemaking process from growing the vines to bottling the wine must be 
organic. Not all wines labelled ‘organic’ are certifiedxxi

•	 The main advantage of organic growing is that there will be fewer chemical residues 
in the soil, atmosphere, groundwater and the wine itself. The long-terms effects of 
these residues on the planet are unknown. So organics can be seen as a cautious, 
‘safety-first’ approachxxii

•	 All other ingredients used to make the wine (like yeast) must be certified organic
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WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Biodynamic 
Wine

•	 Extended version of organic wine stimulating health of the vine through 
homeopathic means to avoid disease. Organic principles apply and so some 
additional practices such as the lunar calendar

•	 Biodynamic / organic farm practices view the farm or vineyard as one solid 
organism / ecosystem which functions as a whole, with each portion of the farm or 
vineyard contributing to the next

•	 Biodynamic methods used both to grow the fruit and during the post-harvest 
processing: (e.g. employing compost as fertiliser and avoiding most pesticides) 
while also employing soil supplements prepared according to Rudolf Steiner’s 
formulas, following a planting calendar that depends upon astronomical 
configurations, and treating the earth as “a living and receptive organism”

•	 Two factors distinguish this from other forms of organic farming: the use of herbal 
sprays and composting techniques, known as ‘preparations’; and the timing of the 
operations on the land, which is strictly regulated by the cycles of the moonxxiii

•	 In the US and elsewhere: 3rd Party Certified Organic-no synthetic pesticides, 
herbicides, fungicides, fertilisers (Demeter)

•	 Chemical fertilisers and pesticides are forbidden for the sake of soil fertility 
•	 A range of animals from ducks to horses to sheep live on the soil and fertilise it, 

creating a rich, fertile environment for the vines to grow in 
•	 Following the biodynamic calendar is an integral part of the process. Sometimes, 

these farming practices, from pruning to harvesting, are controlled by the 
biodynamic calendar. It breaks all the tasks associated with farming into four kinds 
of days: root days, flower days, fruit days, and leaf days. Each of these days has 
certain tasks associated with it that are reflective of Earth’s four classical elements 
(also on the harder-to-prove-scientifically end of things): Fruit days are meant for 
harvesting, leaf days for watering, root days for pruning. On flower days, the 
vineyard is left alonexxiv 

•	 In terms of taste, the literature states that it is near impossible to blind taste a wine 
and deduce whether biodynamic practices were implemented or notxxv

Non-Organic 
Wines

•	 Can use chemicals like herbicides and fungicides in the vineyards and other 
additives (like sulphur or Mega Purple) in a wine

WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Sustainably 
produced wines 
/ Carbon 
neutral wines

•	 Sustainable Wine South Africa (SWSA) is the alliance between the Wine and Spirit 
Board (WSB), the Integrated Production of Wine (IPW) scheme and Wines of South 
Africa (WOSA). Together the WSB and WOSA are driving the South African wine 
industry's commitment to sustainable, eco-friendly production

•	 IPW complies with international wine industry environmental sustainability criteria, 
including the 'Global Wine Sector Environmental Sustainability Principles' as 
published by the International Federation of Wine and Spirits (FIVS) and the 'OIV. 
Compliant producers as verified by the WSB are issued with an IPW certification 
seal. Guidelines for sustainable Viti-viniculture: Production, processing and 
packaging of products' as published by the International Organisation of Vine and 
Wine (OIV)xxvi

•	 No consistent definition and there is no sustainable wine certification, but rather 
several different associations and certifications, each with its own set of rules

•	 In the US: No certification-can be grown organically but no 3rd Party Certification
•	 Wine produced in environmentally friendly manner e.g. a carbon neutral winery or 

water and energy efficient or using grapes grown with minimum chemical input 
minimizing the effect their winemaking process has on the environment

•	 Grapes are grown in a vineyard that prioritises water and energy conservation, 
ecosystem and wildlife preservation, and soil, air and water quality. The process 
may be organic, but it may not be and sometimes the ingredients are organic,  
but they do not have to be

•	 Facilities and transportation in this winemaking process place a focus on energy 
efficiency and social responsibility

•	 Not all vineyards that produce sustainable wines have the same practices. You could 
have two different sustainable wines sitting side-by-side and find out that their 
farming; winemaking, storing and transporting processes were completely different. 
The restrictions are much more subject to individual preferences 

Fairtrade /  
Ethical wine

•	 Wine certified by Fairtrade International (protecting workers’ rights and the 
environment and promoting products that meet social, economic and environmental 
standards)

•	 No definition or certification but centres on the principle of green products and best 
opportunity for growth after organic and Fairtrade thanks to generic and known 
concept that is ready to understand (as opposed to organic wine, vegan wine and 
biodynamic wine)

•	 There are 42 Fairtrade wine producer organisations globally 
•	 22.2 million litres of Fairtrade wine sold globally with biggest opportunities in the 

UK and Ireland
•	 South Africa’s ethical wine trade (WIETA): 61% of total wine grape production 

ethically certified (12% in 2015); largest producer of Fairtrade wine in the world 
(Vinpro)xxvii



1110

WINE CATEGORY DESCRIPTORS

Preservative 
free wine

•	 Wine with no added sulphites (all wine contains sulphites, a natural by products 
from the fermentation process)

Sulphite –  
free wine

•	 Wine that contains no more than 10 parts per million total sulphites and 5 parts 
per million free sulphites. Wine with more than 10mg per litre must state it 
contains sulphites

•	 In South Africa, claims that a wine is free of sulphites may only be made if such 
wine contains no discernible sulphites. Claiming that no sulphites were added or 
that the product is low or lower in sulphites, may only be made if the wine contains 
no more than 10 milligrams per litre, measured as total sulphur dioxide

Orange / skin 
contact wine

•	 Orange wine elevates the uncontrolled fermentation process to a principle of style. 
The must from white grapes is fermented with the skins, like red wine, and often 
left to rest for a long time, sometimes months. Contact with the air is explicitly 
desired during vinification; though filtration, sulphurisation and any other kind of 
intervention is ruled out. This results in orange to bronze coloured wines with 
tannins, oxidation signs and sometimes vegetable soup or sauerkraut aromas. 
Most of them are complex

•	 The wines are in demand despite or particularly due to their eccentric style
Vegan / 
Vegetarian 
Wine

•	 Winemaking without any interaction with animal products (conventional wine might 
use fining agents like casein)

•	 According to wine app Vivino, the terms to look out for on a label are ‘unfined’  
or ‘unfiltered’ 

•	 Several common fining agents are animal-friendly and are used to make vegan 
winexxviii

•	 According to Forbes, the USDA and FDA do not regulate the labelling of alcohol 
products, thus the ingredient listings are rarely straightforward. That makes it 
difficult for vegans to figure out the options – unless it is directly stated  

•	 BeVeg is a vegan certification logo represented in more than 70 countriesxxix BeVeg,  
as a law firm, defined and set out vegan standards to follow

Natural wine •	 Creating wine with “nothing added and nothing taken away” / as little human 
intervention as possible, letting nature take its course

•	 Unofficial term used to describe certain wines produced by organic or biodynamic 
vineyards

•	 Made in the winery with no heavy machinery, no manipulation and no additions 
except for low levels of sulphur (with some producers refusing to use any sulphur  
at all)

•	 Bottling occurs without filtering or finingxxx 
•	 Natural wines in South Africa are regulated and certified. Other countries may have 

different practices xxxi

•	 Farmed organically 
•	 Processes like malolactic fermentation are given free rein 
•	 No certification-can be grown organically but no 3rd Party Certification

REGULATION AND 
CERTIFICATION 
The growth in SOLA wine categories is leading 
to calls for certification and regulation to be 
drafted and / or amended guided by 

i n t e rna t i ona l  r u l e s  and 
legislation. There are certainly 
challenges ahead in terms of 
compliance and certification. 
Th ink  abou t  conve r t i ng 
conventional vineyards into 
organic or biodynamic viticulture 
vineyards. Today many wine 
producers use a combination of 

conventional, organic and biodynamic 
practices as they move towards sustainable 
viticulture. Many countries have their own 
certifying organisations. At present, there are 
similarities and differences among organic, 
sustainable and biodynamic wines and all 
follow laws, regulations and guidance. The 
majority of these rules are related to labelling 
and selling wine. The primary difference 
between each wine type is in the growth and 
harvest of the grapes, ingredients and 
winemaking process. Organic winemakers are 
focused on a purer process while sustainable 
winemakers place a priority on being 
environmentally friendly, socially responsible 
and economically sound. Biodynamic wine 
producers on the other hand make organic 
wines using farming processes that align with 
the lunar calendar and involve specific soil 
treatments. The certifications for each type of 
wine are very different. Herewith a brief look 
at some of the regulations and certifications: 

THE EUROPEAN UNION (EU)
•	 Organic wine: The latest EU regulation on 

organic wine has taken effect from 2012 and 
now also includes wine-making in cellars.xxxii 

The requirements are the same for all EU 
countries. Winemakers must adhere to 
these requirements to claim organic 
certification and the European organic label 
and it is no longer possible to certify grapes 
alone. Any mention of “wine made from 
organically grown grapes” is no longer 
allowed on wines produced since the 2012 
vintage. 

•	 Biodynamic wines have a double certification: 
one declares that they are organic and the 
second (biodynamic) could be guaranteed by 
a US-based organisation called Demeter. For 
the most part, biodynamic agriculture, 
including wines is certified by Demeterxxxiii 

which since 1927 is the most important 
association in biodynamic agriculture and the 
only official certifier of these products at the 
international level.xxxiv

UNITED STATES (US)
•	 The US sets Federal Standards for  food 

products with the Organic in name. All 
agricultural products must meet strict 
standards that are verified by a third party. 
Wine is also governed by these laws and in 
order to be called Organic Wine or Made 
with Organic Wine the wine also must be 
made in a certified Organic Facility and 
follow the set guidelines for making the 
wine. The National Organics Program 
(NOP) governs these processes and 
approves all additives to the wine. 

•	 The US’ Department of Agriculture 
(USDA)’s National Organic Program 
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regulates the standards for any farm, wild 
crop harvesting, or handling operation that 
wants to sell an agricultural product as 
organically produced.

•	 For biodynamic wine, Demeter certification 
applies 

AUSTRALIA
•	 The Australian government endorses a 

number of certifying bodies, including the 
largest Australian certifier for organic and 
biodynamic produce. To ensure a product is 
genuinely organic, it can be certified organic 
by Australia’s Department of Agriculture and 
Water Resources, or the Bio-Dynamic 
Research Institute’s DEMETER mark.

•	 For organic wine, a strict standard, the 
ACO certification verifies and guarantees 
that a product complies with national 
production standards and that its 
provenance can be traced. Under the ACO, 
the organic certification process takes 
three years and involves property testing, 
a written plan detailing the organic farming 
methods the wine producer will use and 
annual audits. To make sure wine is 
certified organic, labels must include for a 
certification logo, such as ACO or NCO 
(National Association for Sustainable 
Agriculture Australia Certified Organic). 

•	 For biodynamic wine, since 1957, the Bio-
Dynamic Research Institute has been 
involved in research and practical 
development of the Australian DEMETER 
Bio-Dynamic Method of Agriculture, 
demanding the application of the 
biodynamic method from farms and 
businesses, and encouraging community-
based, sustainable, ecological activities. 

BRIEF CONTEXT ON 
EACH ALTERNATIVE 
STYLE
There are 3 viticulture approaches: Besides 
the conventional (non-organic approach which 
draws on a range of agricultural practices, 
including traditional farming methods, some 
synthetic sprays and fertilisers, modern 
technology and environmentally conscious 
approaches) there are other categories:
1. Organic viticulture which can also draw on 

both traditional and modern farming 
practices but avoids the use of synthetic 
fertilisers, pesticides and herbicides. 
Instead, organic materials such as rock 
phosphate, plant-based materials, animal-
based products and chemical-free sprays 
are usedxxxv andxxxvi andxxxvii. Australia has 
the largest volume of certified organic 
agricultural land worldwide.   

2. Biodynamic viticulture, drawing on the 
ideas of Rudolf Steiner, is similar to 
organic viticulture, but also incorporates 
the phases of the moon and special 
soil preparations.xxxviii The biodynamic 
movement has strong connections with 
sustainability approach and is sometimes 
considered as an extreme evolution 
of organic agriculture. Organic and 
biodynamic techniques are strictly linked 
but with an important difference: organic 
viticulture is regulated by an official set 
of rules (i.e. in EU Council Regulation EC 
No 834/2007 and EC Reg No 203/2012) 
while biodynamic regulation is still founded 
on a voluntary basis, without any public 
intervention.xxix 

3. Sustainable viticulture where the attention 
toward environmentally friendly practices 
and green products is increasing in the 
worldwide consumers’ choices (organic- 
and/or biodynamic-labelled food or showing 
claims on sustainability or other bio-
sounding expressions and characteristics). 
Consumers describe the wine market of the 
future as addressed toward organic-
labelled, carbon-free, vegan or other 
environmentally friendly products. These 
characteristics appear to be common in the 
evolution of wine consumption in the Old 
World countries as on the New World wine 
markets (ie, the USA, Chile, Australia, New 
Zealand and South Africa) even if the 
consumers’ sensibility and interests are 
different. xlSince 1972 in South Africa, 
South African wines have an official seal 
from the statuary Wine and Spirit Board.
The joint seal came into effect in 2010.xli In 

the US, the Sustainable Winegrowing 
Program (SWP – wine community body) 
gives growers and vintners educational 
tools to increase adoption of sustainable 
practices and to measure and demonstrate 
ongoing improvement.xlii New Zealand and 
Australia also have sustainability programs.

TRENDS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES
Across the board and drawing on a number of 
research papers the following general trends 
can be summarised:
•	 With consumer health, environment 

awareness and responsible wine making 
growing and wine consumption (think drink 
and drive issues) being important drivers, 
there are emerging opportunities presented 
in niche areas such as organic, low-alcohol 
natural and biodynamic wines. Wine 

SOURCE: Wine Australia (www.wineaustralia.com)
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Intelligence’s 2019 Global SOLA Index 
affirms that the tide is rising for all 
alternative wines. This is also evident in 
the growth in social media conversations 
on low and no alcohol drinking of 80% in 
the US in 2019.xliii

•	 The market increasingly calls for visible 
progress in terms of developing sustainable 
and environmentally friendly wine 
production techniques, delivering a product 
that aligns with consumers’ need to live a 
healthier and more balanced life. The 
market is certainly more conscious of the 
impact of their purchases on their health 
and wellbeing and on the environment. 
However, there is also confusion in the 
market: The presence of several competing 
“green” categories with different logos and 
claims (natural, organic, biodynamic, 
sustainable wine, etc) has created 
confusion among the consumers who are 
not well informed about these product 
specifications or properties; this fact has 
increased the consumers’ uncertainty and 
affects their choices.xliv

•	 Consumers are also often unable to make 
informed purchase decisions when choosing 
among sustainable and conventional food, 
because the benefits associated with 
susta inable products are poor ly 
communicated to them and because they 
have limited knowledge of sustainable 
agricultural production practices. In addition, 
it could be difficult for producers to 
communicate complicated farming practices 
to consumers. These problems seem to be 
particularly hard to solve for biodynamic 
products in general and increase when 
dealing with biodynamic wines.xlv

•	 Younger consumers are the key 
demographic that present the most 
opportunity for alternative wines due to 
their  open-minded att i tudes and 
willingness to invest time, social media 
influencing, education and money into 
their health. They are also prepared in 
general to pay a premium for wine in the 
off- and on-trade. However, in general, 
awareness in some categories, such as 
lower alcohol and no-alcohol wine, has not 
yet translated into higher purchase levels 
or intent to purchase. 

•	 Consumer interest in wines that are 
cert i f ied organic, vegan fr iendly, 
biodynamic, preservative free or carbon 
neutral is growing, but this is not 
translating into sales according to a report 
published in Wine Australia’s Market 
Bulletin (2019.)xlvi This is confirmed by 
Wine Intelligence’s SOLA Index that says 
this market stays niche and shows no 
indication yet of changing buying 
behaviour probably due to blurring around 
definitions of these wine categories. 

•	 All alternative styles are underpinned by 
factors such a desire to make more 
env i ronmenta l ly- respons ib le  and 
sustainable wine and to give a wider choice 
to niche markets. The lesser knows styles 
do however create confusion resulting in 
“intellectual short-cuts” to get to a purchase 
/ consumption decision.

•	 A monitor of conversations on social media 
to gauge the interest and interaction with 
key US beverage categories, found that 
consumer conversations about beverage 
alcohol are down 18% overall in 2019 in 
line with health and wellness, but consumer 

interest in low alcohol beverages is rising 
consistently month-over-month in the US: 
implying that interest in low alcohol 
products is not limited to initiatives such as 
Dry January, but they are in search of 
refreshing options including mocktails and 
nonalcoholic drinks that could function as 
mixers or standalone beverages. 

•	 Consumers are not yet showing a strong 
affiliation to any particular category or any 
particular alternative wine brands. Nor are 
there any brands that really own the 
category as there are not many no-alcohol 
alcohol brands and mocktails and cocktails 
do not usually have brands associated with 
them.xlvii

•	 Best growth opportunities lie with organic 
globally in various markets and lower alcohol 
wine (probably because these are more 
familiar terms than biodynamic, vegan or 
sulphite-free wine). The rise in demand for 
organic wine globally, is contrary the flat 
overall wine consumption trend globally 
according to a WSR Drinks Market Analysis 
report released in 2018 in line with the 
organic health surge. According to research 
by the Pew Research Center, 71% of 
Americans are making purchasing decisions 
based on nutrition and ingredients labels. 
Furthermore, 68% of Americans have 
purchased organic food products within the 
past month, and they are choosing organic 
for a variety of benefits.

•	 Growth trends in niche markets such as 
vegan wine cannot be ignored. The main 
opportunities for organic wines derive from 
the rise in ethical engagement from both 
consumers and industry professionals, 
particularly in Germany, Finland and 

Sweden, despite consumers’ weariness of 
the definition of the term organic.xlviii US 
vegan certification body BeVeg published 
some interesting statistics on the vegan 
market alone (see figure 3). According 
to information professionals, GlobalData, the 
percentage of US consumers identifying as 
vegan grew from 1% to 6% between 2014 
and 2017 – a 600% increase. That number 
is still a small portion of the total, but other 
data reveals a growing interest in plant-
based foods by consumers who do not follow 
veganism.lxix

•	 Also in the niche within niche categories 
consumers seem to misunderstand the 
term ‘natural wine’ and there is low 

FIGURE 3: Recent stats on the general vegan market. 
Source: BeVeg, 2019
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awareness and mixed views on orange 
wine due to instability and quality issues. 

•	 There is strong and positive opportunity for 
sustainably-produced and environment 
friendly wines, despite complexity of 
sustainability certification and lack of single 
definition. 

•	 Biodynamic wine is currently seen as 
marginal in the category, with the validity 
of the biodynamic process eliciting strong 
and conflicting views among the trade. The 
literature clearly indicates the lack of 
knowledge regarding mainly, the 
biodynamic farming concept and label. 
While for organic wine it is clear that 
consumers are willing to spend more for an 
organic wine, there are no similar data re 
their willingness to pay more for biodynamic 
wine.l

•	 Lower-alcohol wine opportunity remains 
niche, with consumers turning to other low 
and non-alcoholic drink choices over wine 
(most notably beer).

Looking more specifically at trends noticed in 
each of the main categories, the following:

ORGANIC WINE
Organic wine is the leader among the 
alternative wines in terms of opportunities. 
Wine Intelligence’s 2019 SOLA Index found 
that organic wine leads in the wine opportunity 
index amongst consumers across 11 markets 
and is particularly strong in Finland, Sweden 
and Germany driven by strong retail objectives 
to increase the market share of organic wines.
liii This could be explained by the fact that 
‘organic’ is generally best understood and 

recognised by both trade and consumers based 
on external accreditation and strong awareness 
of the term in adjacent food and drink 
categories (e.g. coffee and chocolate). People 
are willing to spend more on sustainable 
drinks, and the total organic area under vine 
globally has increased by 234% since 2007 and 
in 2017 surpassed 400,000 hectares. Looking 
at the leasing organic grape producing 
countries, Spain, Italy, and France lead the 
march with total hectares around 80 000 and 
higher (see Table 1). Globally, the organic 
vineyards represent 4.5% of the total organic 
surface; In the EU, this percentage grows up 
to 7.8%. In France, wine constitutes an 
important part of the organic market, ie, more 
than 10%. South Africa lay in 15th place in 
2017 with 2 474 hectares globally in terms of 
organic hectares (see table below).

TABLE 1: Top Ten Organic Grape Areas Per 
Country: 2017

Rank Country Hectares

1 Spain 106 897
2 Italy 105 384
3 France 78 502
4 China 24 500
5 Turkey 15 921
6 USA 11 071
7 Germany 7 300
8 Australia 5 783
9 Austria 5 663
10 Argentina 5 372
Source: FiBL and IFOAM: The World of Organic Agriculture, Statistics 
and Emerging Trends 2019lii

Around the world, drinkers are predicted to get 
through 87.5 million cases of organic wine 
annually by 2022. The vast majority of organic 

wine is consumed in Europe and Europe is also 
the driver of organic wine consumption 
expected to be 78% of the global organic wine 
by 2022. Generally, people who buy organic 
tend to have higher incomes, are more 
urbanised and they are more likely to female 
and millennials and older who pursue healthy 
lifestyles and have a preference for natural 
food and beverage products.liii There may be 
further growth opportunities for organic wine, 
with the organic food culture trend growing 
with increased interest in ethical consumerism. 
On the other hand, interestingly, Wine 
Intelligence’s Australian research found that 
‘organic’ on a wine label is actually a deterrent 
to purchase, with males in particular less likely 
to purchase wine if it had ‘organic’ on the label 
than if it did not. It also seems that awareness 
creation falls short of translating into sales. 

TABLE 2: Australian Organic and Biodynamic Wine Statistics: 2018/2019

Value of certified organic and biodynamic wine  
exports combined

A$17 million in year ending March 2019 (up 34% on 
$12m reported in 2016

Number of export markets Up 21% to 64
Number of exporters Up 64% to 97
Portion of organic wine of organic and biodynamic 
exports 93% in year ending March 2019

Export volume growth of organic wine of organic 
and  
biodynamic exports

Up 51% to 288,300 9-litre case equivalents 
compared with year end March 2016

Export value growth of organic wine of organic and  
biodynamic exports Up 78% to A14.3 million FOB (free-on-board)

Export volume growth of biodynamic wine Up 58%
Export value growth of organic wine of organic and  
biodynamic exports Up 70%

Main export markets Sweden (49% of exports), Canada (12%) and the 
UK (10%)

Share of total bottled exports 0.5%
Total consumed in Australia 2018 680 000 9L case equivalents (up 28% from 2017)
Share of still wine consumption in Australia 1.3%

Australia’s export volume of organic wine has 
increased by 23% between 2016 and 2019 to 
311 000 9-litre equivalents. See table 2 for 
more valuable statistics on Australia’s organic 
wine market. 

BIODYNAMIC WINE
The biodynamic market is much smaller than 
the organic market and most wineries are 
small-scale, family-oriented businesses. The 
average surface of a biodynamic farm with 
grapes (for wine) varies from 4 to 30 hectares 
depending on the country. livThis wine segment 
can be considered as a niche within a niche. 
There is a relationship between organic and 
biodynamic growing; most of the producers 
that use biodynamic practices are also 
organically certified. Currently, biodynamic 
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wineries have varied sizes, ranging from small 
winemakers that give the grapes in the 
consortium to small and medium businesses 
and to get to big companies with hundreds of 
hectares. The largest number of Demeter 
farms with grapes for wine are in France with 
Italy, Spain, the US and Chile following. South 
Africa only has 3 Demeter certified grape farms 
and a total of 93 hectares with grapes for 

FIGURE 4: Worldwide trend of Demeter-certified farms (number of farms): 
Source: Demeter-International data
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Winery (Sonoma) Domaine Leroy (Burgundy) Maison Chapoutier (Rhone) Shinn Estate (New York). 

 
Figure 4: Worldwide trend of Demeter-certified farms (number of farms): Source: Demeter-International data 

Data on the biodynamic market is not prolific as yet. While some studies analyse consumers’ preferences toward environmentally 
friendly wine products, considering carbon neutral, organic and further eco-friendly claims, only a few of them describe in detail 
consumers’ preferences toward biodynamic wine. Results from a number of studies reveal that most consumers are willing to pay 
a higher price for sustainable wines and a few estimated that environmentally friendly ones receive a very limited premium 
compared to conventional wines, but none describe the willingness to pay for biodynamic wines. Consumers with knowledge of 
organic wines tend to have a more positive attitude toward biodynamic wine. That said, biodynamic food and wine consumption 
is becoming more popular among consumers, and consumption level has increased throughout the world both in production 
countries (such as Italy, France and Spain) and large importers (northern Europe, Japan and the US).   

Table 3: Total Biodynamic farms and biodynamic grape hectares: 2018  

Country Number of farms with grapes for wine Hectares with grapes for wine 
France 286 4 706 
Spain 74 1 303 
USA 58 1 314 
Germany 54 218 
Switzerland 37 215 
Austria 34 348 

Low / Lower / Reduced Alcohol  

Declining alcohol consumption coupled with strong innovation in low and no-alcohol drinks suggest that there are growth 
opportunities in the sector. Similar to no-alcohol wine (discussed hereafter), low alcohol wine shows a definite albeit slow volume 
growth trend. This trend is by far not the same steep growth curve as the sales of beer cider with an ABV less than 1.2% that grew 
in volume and value by more than 40% in 2018). Research firm, Nielsen, recently released figures that showed wine is “a sizeable 
category within no- and low-alcohol drinks, unlike its equivalent beer market, and has sold just under £40m, or 6.1m 75cl bottles 
in the last year”, but sales for low-alcohol wine showed a “small level of growth”lvi. This is affirmed by a study by US Consumer 
analytics company Social Standards (2019) which says consumer interest in low and no alcohol wines is growing albeit from a low 
base (more than 80% since end 2017). It took conversations on social media to gauge interest and interaction with key US beverage 
categories. Research indicates e.g. that 19% of the UK’s adult population is now teetotal and growing (10 million people) while 
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wines (see Figure 3). Globally, the number of 
farms has grown from 2 785 in 1997 to almost 
5 000 in 2016 and the surface, during the 
same period, from 87 000 to 164 000 hectares 
(see table 3). Some of the brands making 
biodynamic wine are: Nicolas Joly (Loire), 
Sybille Kuntz (Mosel), Montinore Estate 
(Oregon), Benziger Winery (Sonoma), 
Domaine Leroy (Burgundy), Maison Chapoutier 
(Rhone), Shinn Estate (New York).
Data on the biodynamic market is not prolific 
as yet. While some studies analyse consumers’ 
preferences toward environmentally friendly 
wine products, considering carbon neutral, 
organic and further eco-friendly claims, only a 

few of them describe in detail consumers’ 
preferences toward biodynamic wine. Results 
from a number of studies reveal that most 
consumers are willing to pay a higher price for 
sustainable wines and a few estimated that 
environmentally friendly ones receive a very 
limited premium compared to conventional 
wines, but none describe the willingness to pay 
for biodynamic wines. Consumers with 

knowledge of organic wines tend to have a 
more positive attitude toward biodynamic 
wine. That said, biodynamic food and wine 
consumption is becoming more popular among 
consumers, and consumption level has 
increased throughout the world both in 
production countries (such as Italy, France and 
Spain) and large importers (northern Europe, 
Japan and the US).  

TABLE 3: Total Biodynamic farms and biodynamic 
grape hectares: 2018 
Country Number of farms 

with grapes for 
wine

Hectares with 
grapes for wine

France 286 4 706
Spain 74 1 303
USA 58 1 314
Germany 54 218
Switzerland 37 215
Austria 34 348

LOW / LOWER / REDUCED ALCOHOL 
Declining alcohol consumption coupled with 
strong innovation in low and no-alcohol drinks 
suggest that there are growth opportunities in 
the sector. Similar to no-alcohol wine (discussed 
hereafter), low alcohol wine shows a definite 
albeit slow volume growth trend. This trend is 
by far not the same steep growth curve as the 
sales of beer cider with an ABV less than 1.2% 
that grew in volume and value by more than 
40% in 2018. Research firm, Nielsen, recently 
released figures that showed wine is “a sizeable 
category within no- and low-alcohol drinks, 
unlike its equivalent beer market, and has sold 
just under £40m, or 6.1m 75cl bottles in the 
last year”, but sales for low-alcohol wine 
showed a “small level of growth”lv. This is 

affirmed by a study by US Consumer analytics 
company Social Standards (2019) which says 
consumer interest in low and no alcohol wines 
is growing albeit from a low base (more than 
80% since end 2017). It took conversations on 
social media to gauge interest and interaction 
with key US beverage categories. Research 
indicates e.g. that 19% of the UK’s adult 
population is now teetotal and growing (10 
million people) while the segment that drinks 
no or low-alcohol drinks on-trade is also 
growing.lvi A third of young people abstain from 
alcohol and the proportion of them who have 
never tried it has almost doubled in the past 
decade.lvii The increased interest in this 
category is suggested in the introduction of a 
new event for the low and no ABV beverage 
sector in London in 2020 where a broad 
spectrum of drinks from beers, ciders, wines 
and spirits through to craft sodas, adult soft 
drinks, cordials and mixers will be exhibited.lviii 
For the moment, lower-alcohol wines are 
however struggling with inherent quality 
challenges and the availability of more 
attractive lower or non-alcoholic drinks 
switching to alternatives beyond wine e.g. 
‘mocktails’ and adult soft drinks for lower or no 
alcohol occasions rather than wine. Surveys 
indicate that consumers indeed want non-
alcoholic drinks that could function as mixers of 
stand-alone beverages rather than just 
mocktails.lx In other words, the lower-alcohol 
wine category may deliver some future 
potential, driven by consumer moderation 
trend.  
The strongest opportunity for lower-alcohol 
wine are among women rather than men while 
younger wine drinkers are more open to 
alternative wine styles.lxi The appeal for lower-
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alcohol or no-alcohol wines supports consumer 
appeal of more natural products as there is a 
stronger potential for wines naturally lower in 
alcohol rather than those reduced via 
mechanical methods. According to the SOLA 
opportunity index, the strongest opportunity 
for lower-alcohol wine was identified in 
Australia and New Zealand, while Nordic 
markets of Finland and Sweden had the highest 
opportunity for non-alcoholic wines. In both 
fields, there was low appeal in both Japan and 
the US, but there is potentially more 
opportunity for lower-alcohol wine in emerging 
wine markets of China and Brazil in comparison 
with more established markets. The key is 
marketing it as a positive choice in moderation 
and focusing on the fact consumers can go out 
and have drinks and still be safe to drive and 
not feel hungover the next morning.

NO ALCOHOL WINES / ALCOHOL 
FREE WINE / DE-ALCOHOLISED 
WINE
The demand for non-alcoholic drinks / alcohol 
free drinks is also on the rise although exact 
numbers are scarce. There is, however, a global 
confusion around the definitions within the 
category, with different regions having varying 
determinants of what is or what is not alcohol-
free or non-alcoholic. Not every drink labelled 
0.0% is truly zero alcohol (Wineland, 2019). 
With less than 0.5% alcohol, some non-
alcoholic wines could in theory be alcohol free, 
but this is not necessarily the case. In some 
non-alcoholic wines, the alcohol is removed by 
the process of de-alcoholisation. There are 
various beverage brands claiming to have 
alcohol concentrations of 0.0% when in fact, it 
contained up to 1.8% alcohol.lxi A dilemma 

arises that although there are positive qualities 
non-alcoholic drinks and brands that claims 
zero alcohol in their products, there are 
consumers who cannot have alcohol or 
consume a product that once had alcohol and 
now does not, i.e. a de-alcoholised product. For 
example, Muslims cannot partake in alcohol 
products as they are Haram, and pregnant 
mothers who want absolutely no alcohol, not 
even a trace element, must be afforded the 
opportunity to make an informed decision not 
to have alcohol.lxii In terms of opportunities 
more generic and known concepts such as 
Fairtrade, organic and environmentally friendly 
play in favour of greater opportunities in this 
category by creating awareness (Wine 
Intelligence, 2019).

SUSTAINABLY-PRODUCED, 
FAIRTRADE AND 
ENVIRONMENTALLY-FRIENDLY 
WINE
Following closely behind organic in terms of 
opportunities is sustainably-produced, Fairtrade 
and environmentally-friendly wine (Wine 
Intelligence SOLA Opportunity Index). A Wine 
Intelligence report released in August 2019 
found young consumers are increasingly paying 
attention to the impact of their behaviour on 
the environment and extending that sense of 
responsibility to wine drinking choices and are 
drawn to wine that is produced sustainably 
or environmentally, whether or not it comes 
with a consistent accreditation. This suggests 
that people have a growing intent to buy 
wines that are produced in a way that takes 
both the environment and those creating the 
product into consideration, and are willing 
to consider designations that are broader 

than just organic as supporting cues. Younger 
consumers are more aware of vegan wine 
and had a higher intent on purchasing wines 
with both sustainable and organic credentials.
lxiii Consumers on France and Italy perceive 
sustainable wine as innovative and trendy, 
healthy and ethical. They generally associate 
ethical attributes with natural/sustainable 
development, Fairtrade, and carbon-neutral 
wines.lxiv 
From the wine makers’ end there is also push. 
A new group of winemakers want to contribute 
to a better future. Here are some examples: 
Some wineries donate a percentage of profits 
or proceeds from a special cuvée to worthy 
causes e.g. Emmy Award-winning musician 
Dave Matthews’ Dreaming Tree wines has 
given more than US$1.5 mi l l ion to 
environmental organisations such as the 

FIGURE 5: Dreaming Tree

Wilderness Society. Profits from 
its new rosé will go to the 
International Rhino Foundation. 
Every bottle of Proud Pour’s 
Mendocino sauvignon blanc 
restores 100 wild oysters to 
local waters. Fetzer Vineyards in 
Mendocino was the first US 
winery to switch to green power 
20 years ago, and in 2016 
became the country’s first 
certified carbon neutral wine 
company. Equally important is 
social responsibility and how 
wineries treat workers. The 
Fairtrade movement promotes 
good working conditions and 
invests in development projects 
such as improving drinking 

water. In South Africa, The Wine and 
Agricultural Ethical Trade Association (WIETA) 
plays a major role as a multi-stakeholder 
forum to address issues of best practices in 
ethical trade through a Code of Good Practice 
that regulates labour, health and safety 
standards. WIETA issues fair labour certification 
which guarantees that wine is produced under 
fair labour conditions. At the annual wine think 
tank event Fine Minds 4 Fine Wines, organised 
by the Areni Institute, in July 2019 in 
Bordeaux, France, social sustainability was a 
hot topic. Laura Catena, whose family 
pioneered modern wine in Argentina, started 
the Bodegas de Argentina Sustainability 
Protocol. It encompasses training in many 
skills and language classes for workers and 
vineyard classes for local rural high schools to 
give students a way to remain in the arealxv
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CONCLUSION
The rise of environmentally conscious and ethical and healthy consumerism is leading to 
an increase in awareness of the alternative wine category, especially organic wine. With 
the rise of this type of consumerism comes consumer pressure that is creating a market 
for wines inspired by environmental and health issues and sustainability has developed 
into a priority in the wine supply chain. This is likely to become a major competitive 
advantage in the international arena, and organic, sustainable and / or biodynamic 
production could be seen as a strategy to diversify production. It is clear that consumption 
of wine categories such as organic, biodynamic, sustainable and lower / no alcohol are 
set for continued growth along the trend of a desire for lower alcohol consumption of the 
health or/ and environment conscious wine drinker. With organic and lower / no alcohol 
wines showing a clear growth trajectory, biodynamic wine’s growth is less clear. 
Biodynamic agriculture will not reach widespread level of development, but it will continue 
for a long time acting as a pressure force on the agrifood system. 

The myriad options available to consumers regarding making healthy or environmentally 
conscious wine purchasing decisions creates room for marketing and market education to 
address some of the confusion highlighted in this edition of VinIntell. Consumers often 
confuse organic wine with other alternative wines and believe that wine is naturally organic 
as it ‘comes from the ground’. Then there is also confusion around the terms ‘natural’ and 
‘skin contact’ for wine and many consumers do not understand the concept of biodynamic 
wine. There is also the question of regulation and certification with as yet a lack of 
standardisation globally. Indeed winemaking practices, such as organic, can vary between 
and even in markets and some markets like China do not officially recognise foreign 
organic certification. In the wake of many changes including and perhaps foremost climatic 
in nature, we can assume that the wines we are used to drinking will change. Some 
regions may need to change the grape variety; the heat may cause the acidity to drop.  
This should of course not be problematic as over centuries, wine taste has changed. Today 
our wines differ from the wines of the 1960s and 1970s. When the New World wines 
emerged in the 1990s, consumers quickly became accustomed to these warm-climate 
wines and the different style. The same holds true for alcohol levels. The alcohol level 
affects taste and structure. Although most consumers do not mind higher alcohol levels 
in wine, lower alcohol levels is now back on the agenda and consumers and even media 
start saying there must be a move towards low-alcohol wines. We are certainly entering 
an exciting and diversified and new wine production, sales and consumption era. Tighten 
the safety belts!
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