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S P E C I A L  R E P O R T
R I O J A

Rioja is arguably Spain’s most recognised wine region.

R ioja has achieved an international 
reputation with its Crianza, Reserva 
and Gran Reserva quality grades and 

paved the way for Spain’s rise to become 
a major player. Today, the DOCa is more 
successful than ever, but alongside the 
classic quality grades the generic wines have 
also taken on a significant role.

ADDING VALUE 

Rioja has been able to continuously 
increase its sales volumes over the years 
and now markets almost 400m bottles a 
year. The quality grades Reserva and Gran 
Reserva have been able to show significant 
growth in the last few years in particular. 
This is a major success for the region as 
its core business has moved further in 
the direction of high-quality wines. When 
they leave the cellar, over 62% of all Rioja 
wines have been oak-aged, although not 

all barrel-aged wines are so marked on the 
back labels of the three common quality 
grades. A not insignificant proportion is 
comprised of wines with a generic back 
label which, alongside the majority of the 
white wines and rosados, also covers a 
significant number of red wines. 

In earlier times these were almost 
exclusively wines known as red vinos del 
año, i.e. wines launched for sale in the 
spring after harvesting and intended for 
immediate drinking. These continue to 
include ‘normal’ tintos and red wines made 
using the traditional carbonic maceration 
method. Over the course of the years the 
smaller producers in particular moved 
to enhancing the quality of the generic 
base grade with its green back label 
by introducing new wine varieties. The 
producers retained on the one hand the 
line of simple tintos produced without 
the use of wooden barrels, but on the 

other hand also expanded their range of 
generic wines with more sophisticated 
varieties. By using higher-quality grapes 
and barriques, alongside the simpler, young 
wines, producers were able to create added 
value wines that quickly began to establish 
themselves on the market. 

This new generation of wines helped 
rejuvenate the image of Rioja and has 
significantly expanded the range of DOCa 
Riojas, structurally as well as qualitatively. 
How high the current proportion of high-
quality wines with generic back labels is 
cannot be precisely calculated, but it’s 
estimated that 38.5% of total production 
are wines with the green back label.

THE WAY TO THE TOP

No one could have predicted that the basic 
category would develop into a platform for 
absolute top-quality varieties. One of the 

Rioja wines drive modernity
Rioja became famous with its barrel-aged red wines which are 
amongst the bestsellers for wine retailers around the world. 

And now the generic wines – the ‘green back labels’ – are emerging into the spotlight.
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reasons for this somewhat unexpected but 
spectacular development can be found 
in the increasing segmentation of the 
producer structure. At the end of the 1980s, 
winegrowing families began to emancipate 
themselves and establish projects of their 
own, rather than supplying large wine 
producers and cooperatives with grapes or 
wine by the barrel. However, by marketing 
their own simple young wines they could 
earn neither prestige nor money. Further, 
the long ageing periods required by the 
Reserva and particularly Gran Reserva 
categories, with the associated tying up of 
capital, would have driven the majority of 
these newly minted entrepreneurs to ruin. 
The new generation of wine producers was 
practically forced to take up the option of 
marketing their top-quality wines under 
the green back label. Gradually a solid 
class of small and medium-sized bodegas 
emerged with product lines other than 
the usual portfolio of the well-established 
wholesalers. 

The practice of labelling higher quality 
wines or selected specialities with the 
generic back label has long since also 
been adopted by the bigger players. Today, 
premium wines with the green back label 
are a firmly established element of the 
group of premier cru Riojas. All of the 
relevant wine guides, be they national or 
international, which deal in any way with 
Rioja, include amongst the best wines 
of the region just as many ‘genericos’ as 
varieties from the traditional Reserva and 
Gran Reserva categories. The new wines 
with the green back label have completely 
transformed the range of DOCa wines in 
less than 20 years. 

FERTILE SOIL FOR 
CREATIVITY

The generic base level offers the grower a 
certain degree of liberty depending on the 
variety. Particularly with the super premium 
wines based on clear but complex fruit, it 
can pay to work outside of the Reserva 
category. In doing so the wine producer 
in a weaker or more complicated year 
can escape the straitjacket of a prescribed 
ageing period in small oak barrels. It 
becomes possible to move away from the 
225-L barrique and use larger vessels such 
as tuns or 500-L barrels. The producer is 
also free to decide when the wines should 

be released. It is no wonder then that the 
generic back label has become a potpourri 
of the most varied specialities. 

This alternative to the more classic wines 
has not damaged the appeal of the Rioja 
name. Indeed, the top quality ‘genericos’ 
have brought the region to a new clientele 
and have decisively strengthened the view 
of the DOCa around the world. For even 
though a large number of renowned 
oenologists have washed their hands of 
the classic classification concept of Rioja 
wines, the Rioja brand remains. And this 
is precisely the difference between Rioja 
and the Super Tuscans, a comparison 
which is repeatedly drawn. Rioja has had 
to accept the withdrawal of one single 
renowned producer, but so far no one 
has followed them. Apart from a lot of 
top-class Tempranillos it is precisely the 
characterful new creations based on the 
complementary varieties – pure Mazuelos, 
Garnachas or Gracianos – which have 
expanded the range of Rioja wines. 

Since there is no vineyard classification in 
Rioja, the bodegas found their own solution 
by registering the name of the vineyard or 
parcel as a brand name. It should be noted 
here that it is not only the small enterprises 
which shine with wines like these. Larger 
houses too have for years been buying up 
well-respected specialities of this kind.

Naturally this development has its 
downside. Consumers with little experience 
in Rioja are often overwhelmed by the 
range of generic varieties. Apart from 
the traditional classification according to 
ageing times, the region does not provide 
any other information on the label which 
could help the purchaser to make a 
qualitative judgement about the wines. 
Consequently, the only guide to elevated 
quality in a generic wine is the price. Rioja 
customers interested in exploring new 
ground in generics must be well-informed 
when they approach the product range or 
be prepared to experiment. However, the 
winegrowing authorities have introduced 
an aid to orientation. In order to be able to 
differentiate young, fruity, red wines with 
no barrel ageing at all from a quality one 
influenced by wood, the producer can use 
the term madurado, or aged, on the label. 
These are wines at the entry level which 
have spent some time in oak. 

THE RISE OF WHITES

High-quality white wines from Rioja 
have always existed, although the range 
has never been large. With just a few 
exceptions, they’ve always been considered 
a pleasing sideline. Today the production of 
white wine is taking off and Rioja Blanco is 
slowly stepping into the light. This is surely 
due to the approval of new grape varieties, 
be it the Verdejo which is new to the region, 
the natural mutation Tempranillo Blanco or 
the rediscovered native Maturanablanca. 
Some confirmed fans of Rueda or Albariño 
may turn up their noses at the rather 
reserved expression of fruit in the white 
Riojas. In fact in the last five years a few 
white wines with a really harmonious and 
catchy expressiveness have been presented 
under the green back label which 
absolutely deserve consideration. Almost 
unnoticed, a few start-ups have planted 
new vineyards on the previously little-
considered northern slopes of the Sierra 
de la Demanda, along the southern border 
of the appellation. These cool plots are 
already producing attractive blancos. What 
is going to happen when the vines are older 
and the winemakers richer in experience? 
Rioja will always remain a great producer 
of red wines. This does not conflict with 
the development of an independent style 
of white wine unencumbered by prejudice.

The Ebro River winds its way through Rioja


