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Trip to the Bolivian Wine Region of Tarija. August 2009

The department of Tarija has the second most important gas reserves in South America; as such there is a huge amount of changes happening in this region of Bolivia. Political differences between the current Government in La Paz and the region department of Tarija are extremely polarised, Although there is very obvious new wealth in Tarija Poverty still abounds a outside the centre of the picturesque town. 

Having spoken to all the major wine producers there is certainly a huge potential for new planting s with up to 8,000 hectares of viable land which is projected to triple the current area under plantings, whether this is realised and by who remains to be seen. But the land is there.

In the mid sixteenth century Catholic Missionaries introduced Vines into Bolivia, In fact some planting in the province of Potosi the priests started distilling the fermented grape juice and taking its name from the town they lived in sinkani has evolved into the now Famous national spirit Singani.

It was also at this time, that Wine being exported from Spain was being spoiled and becoming expensive, so it was a natural progression that the outlying colonies had to start making their own wines.

In fact it has been shown the first vines were in fact conducted onto the native trees such as the Molles tree and the vines used the trunk and branches for support. 

It is not until the 1960s that there really became a commercialization of wine, whereby producers were making wine, and distributing to other areas of Bolivia.  Tarija represents over 80% of all grape production in Bolivia.


The Bolivian Vineyards are at an altitude of between 1,700 and 3,000 above sea level making them among the highest plantings in the world. As with most High Altitude plantings the wines tend to have a much higher concentration of Aromas and flavours and colours and this was evident in the wines we tasted, climatic temperature changes can be greater than 20 degree in Celsius between day and night. From what we tasted in Bolivia the white wines tended to be the Moscatel Alejandria, which is very close to the Torrontes grape in its DNA. Perhaps it is because the Moscatel has a stronger skin it tends to develop better than the torrontes, or perhaps it is because the history of this grape to make Singani make this the most planted White variety, even for White wine production. 

There is Torrontes planted but we found none of them to have the complexity or the aromas we are used to seeing in Argentine Torrontes. This probably has more to do with the lack of investment in equipment and winemaking techniques than a different adaption of the grape in Bolivia. There is some Chenin Blanc and Chardonnay and a small amount of Sauvignon Blanc. None of the white wines we tried were of particular note, aromatically the wines seems dead with the exception of the Moscatel Alexandria which was excellent but would never last more than 6 months after bottling and certainly unable to export.

The three Red Varieties that shine in these conditions are Cabernet Sauvignon and Syrah and Malbec. Most of the rootstock comes from Chile.

Today in Bolivia most of the guiding systems tend to be Trellis and Californian T cross trees and the more traditional ‘Espalda’ or ‘parrales’ system.
There are an estimated 2,500 hectares of productive vines in the Tarija valley. 85% of these are considered small producers and own .5 to 1 hectare. With the remaining holding an average of 10, there appears to be some consolidation of this in the last 5 years with the major producers buying up land and production. Harvest much like Salta region takes place in March. 

Rain tends to come in February and they have an average of 400 millilitres in this short period, perhaps this is a major flaw in the Bolivian wines, they loose a lot of their concentration very close to the maturity of the grape. The other major problem in Tarija is the salts in the ground, there are two types White that can be dealt with and Black salt which basically cannot be washed away.

Hail is also a problem and tends to arrive in October. Hail nets are used by some Wineries in this critical period. At 2,000 US$ a hectare you can imagine not much is covered. 

Table grapes represent 50% of the production with the remaining pretty much split between Wine and Singani. The domestic market is accounting for 90% of the Wines markets with some exportation to in Quantity with Peru first, then Canada, USA and Finland and Spain.

In 2008 this was valued at 250,000 US$ and shows how small and new Bolivia is in terms of its Wine industry.
TASTING AND BUYING WINE

Carlos Brun runs the best Wine shop in Tarija, he is extremely enthusiastic knows all the wineries and was my guide through my time in Tarija. He can be contacted at the shop that is on the corner of Calle Sucre and La Madrid.
la Vinoteca de Tarija
lavinoteca@hotmail.es
Wines tasted here were

Kohlberg Ugni Blanc 2007. 4 Us$. Very light, Brilliant colour, slightly sweet on the mid mouth a very simple yet enjoyable wine.

La Concepcion Cabernet Sauvignon Reserva 2008 7 US$

Deep colour 6 months in Oak from 13-year-old rootstock. Purple fruits, and apricots, which was unusual, good structure and length a well made wine.

Aranjuez Duo Torrontes Moscatel 2008 5 US$

Nothing much going on here; very little aroma or structure. Pretty disappointing.

Sausini Merlot 2006. 10 US$

As with all the wines of Sausini they are fantastic on the nose, this had a truly great complex nose of purple fruits, some coffee and perhaps even nutmeg, their wines are unfiltered. Once in the mouth they terrorize you with the wood, I am not saying the wood is bad, but I would say its is unnecessary and is completely hiding any fruit. Like the Cabernet I think these wines, might improve in 5-7 years, but for now, they are either the to the taste of the Wine maker and or for people who find this flavour of wood pleasant.

WINERIES 

Aranjuez is one of the older names in the valley and produces excellent wines. Their vines are all above 2000 meters, I got the impression they are the most respected Winery in the region but they do not have any recent capital investment so the future is not certain.

Campos De Solano. This is not a wine making family, the Graniers, I didn’t like their wines, I didn’t like their attitude and frankly thought it was the most bizarre way to treat a person who had made an appointment, I asked If I could try some of their wines and was looked at as If I came from Mars. 

Casa Grande

I did visit this Winery and they definitely   moving into the finer wine market in the future. There appears to be some major investment going on at the winery. They have 20 hectares of planting in Cabernet and / Malbec the rest they buy in from 10 different producers. Their capacity is 400,000 Litres and they are currently using 60% of capacity. They have a French Wine consultant Francois Thorez and tend to use American oak. They have big plans to provide tourism services and are building a restaurant and tasting room. 

Magnus Winery some 20 Kilometres outside of Tarija, is perhaps the little gem amongst all the Wineries, a small family run winery, which is making simply excellent Cabernet Sauvignon, the Matriarch, Liz, who also runs a fabrics shop in the centre of town, has people labelling the wines whilst selling fabrics, the winemaking tradition of this family goes back 80 years. I would say this wine has to one of the great finds and I wish them a lot of luck and hope they continue doing what they are doing. The Cabernet the only Wine they make sells for about 12 us$ per bottle.

La Concepcion

Sergio Prudencio is the Winemaker and studied at Davis University back in the 70’s, he also brought back with him lots of different clones to study with the help of CENAVIT the national grape and wine research institute. Sergio was delightful and it would seem to me the only winemaker who had overseas training. We tasted from the barrels and the tanks and drove all over the extensive estate. He had an unfiltered merlot that was simply stunning and what I particularly liked about Sergio is he really tries to use as little wood as possible and attempts to be as organic as possible. The Winery itself is no architecture feat in fact none of them are, however the Original House of the estate is beautiful. Anyone Visiting Tarija should try to arrange seeing La Concepcion estate and Trying their range of wines. The Sangani isn’t half bad too. Mind you after trying so many wines, all the Sangani's were good. 
Kohlberg.

Like Conception, Kohlberg have the largest production and the most sophisticated equipment. This winery has taken the lead in exportation and opening up new markets for Bolivia. The Varietal wines did not excite but all the Reserve wines, and there are many were all extremely well made and without defect. The Syrah and cabernet stood out as wines that could hold up in international markets. Their premium Syrah Don Julio a tribute to the patriarch was a wonderful wine but at 35U S$ it would have to be.

TRAVEL AGENT

For anybody interested in Tourism in Tarija they can certainly contact us or we would also speak to Auria the owner of Viva Tours based in the centre of Tarija. They are professional and extremely knowledgeable about their area.  There are plenty of things to do around Tarija apart from wine and this agency would be the best people to talk to.

 Bolivia +591. Cell 76189005 offices 6638325
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Viva Tours - Tarija  auriventur@hotmail.com
HOTEL

The only real hotel to stay in Tarija is Hotel los Parrales. Taking the name from the wine vineyards. The wine theme continues through the hotel. Breakfast and lunch were both more than adequate. They have a wonderful view over the valley and Town and the staff were extremely courteous. The rooms were large and air-conditioned each one having a view over the River and Valley. 80 US$ per night.

Los Parrales 
EVENTS

2,3,4 of October each year there is a Wine and Singani exposition in Tarija and it is an ideal time to visit if you wished to know the wines of Bolivia better. 

SUMMARY
There are certainly some interesting Wines coming from Tarija, it’s a pity there seems to be little effort on behalf of the Wineries to be more welcoming and Tourist friendly, it seems very much a take it or leave it attitude. Perhaps this will change with time. We would also suggest security is an issue; the explosion of wealth from the Gas reserves has attracted some unsavoury elements. We would exercise extreme caution at night and early in the morning even in the main squares of Tarija.
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