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Are Kent and Sussex the future of Champagne?

KENT and Sussex could be the f uture of  Champagne production according to new climate change research.

A study by Tony Busalacchi, of  the University of  Maryland in the USA and Vino Veritas LLC, has suggested
rising temperatures will “alter growing conditions in wine-producing regions”, which will change which type of
wine can be grown where.

The Champagne region in north-eastern France has long been f amed f or its namesake sparkling wine, which
was popularised by the 17th century Brit ish aristocracy. But climate change is creating more and more
challenges, such as weather extremes, f or growing the grapes f or its f amous tipple.

Meanwhile, conditions in Kent and Sussex will move towards being perf ect f or producing the sparkling wine.
The soil across the two counties is also very similar to that of  the Champagne region, with a high chalk
content.

“In the last 40 to 50 years England has been growing grapes suited to a colder climate, similar to those seen in
Germany, but as the climate has warmed it has become better suited to growing champagne grape varieties,”
said Dr Busalacchi.

Grapevines can produce f ruit f or between 25 and 50 years, and some champagne houses have even begun
looking at buying land in the two counties, which comes at a f raction of  the price of  that in the French region,
f or f uture vineyards.

Dr Busalacchi said there is “no doubt” that English sparkling wines have a big commercial f uture, but that
issues may arise over how producers shape up in the international market.

Sparkling wines f rom Kent and Sussex are already gaining a reputation f or their quality, but price is currently a
stumbling block, with English wine still considered somewhat of  a niche market.

Mike Watson of  The Secret Cellar, an award winning independent wine merchants with branches in Tunbridge
Wells, Wadhurst and Oxted said: “Customers like the idea of  English wine but price is a slight issue -  still
English wines being comparatively expensive compared to lots of  other countries. Sparkling wine is where the
strength is and some very good sparkling wine is made in the UK. We have soils and a climate that are close to
those f ound in Champagne, thus decent sparkling wine is made.”

James Viner, a f reelance wine event host and educator based in Tunbridge wells said: “Quality sparkling wine is
made in the UK now but good equivalent bottles f rom Calif ornia or New Zealand, say, are half  the price, if  not
less, than the best English kit. I think if  English wine is to enjoy more international presence it needs to be
much more competit ive. Yet land costs, and theref ore that of  production, are very high. Astute marketing and
sales is key.”

Dr Busalacchi believes that a drop in price could come hand-in-hand with increased proclivity.

“If  producers can make prices competit ive on an international scale, we could see an English sparkling wines
explode in popularity, as we have seen with cava and prosecco in recent years.”

Look out f or our f eature all about local wine in next week's GO!
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