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IN A CHILLY cave at Hourglass Winery in Calistoga 
last February, I listened to seven winemakers talk 
about Napa Valley’s American Viticultural Areas 
(AVAs). I found myself questioning, yet again, 
whether the US’s half-hearted appellation system 
has any meaning beyond a geographic address. 

The ever-loquacious Tim Mondavi, who co-owns 
Continuum winery on Pritchard Hill, staunchly 
defended Napa Valley and its 16 sub-AVAs, such as 
Carneros, Stags Leap and the newest, Coombsville. 
After reciting the de rigueur mantras, ‘wines are 
made in the vineyard’ and ‘location matters’, most 
of the other winemakers on the panel admitted that 
when you look closely at any individual AVA, the 
generalisations about a common character to its 
terroir and wines break down.

To me, most of California’s 116 AVAs are more 
about marketing and money than terroir and taste. 
In a way that’s not surprising – singling out special 
vineyard spots here only has a 42-year history.

Napa Valley became California’s first AVA in 
1981, and it quickly became a powerful public 
relations tool as the region’s producers trumpeted 
the valley’s wine virtues. The land rush was on 
across California to claim the same status for other 
areas, with some hit-and-miss results.

Napa has become identified with Cabernet in 
the same way that Sonoma has with Pinot Noir and 
Chardonnay. And Cabernets from Napa’s Stags Leap 
District, Howell Mountain and a few other AVAs do 
seem to have some similarities in taste character.

But those from other AVAs do not. During a rainy 
weekend shivering in cold winery sheds on Spring 
Mountain, I hunted for signature aromas, tastes, 
textures, styles and structures at appellation-wide 
tastings. I found none. It’s not surprising when you 
consider that elevations in the Spring Mountain 
District AVA stretch from 183m to 671m.

When wine lovers see the Spring Mountain name 
on a label, though, they assume that the wine inside 
has a similar character to others from the same 
grape variety. If that is not the case, what is the 
point? AVAs may appear to be the US equivalent of 

the French appellation contrôlée system, but they 
are far from it.

While a Californian AVA is supposed to be a 
growing region with a unique character, there is 
none of France’s rigid prescriptive regulations that 
mandate which grapes must be grown where and 
how they must be planted and harvested. For 
example, in California only 85% of the wine in the 
bottle has to come from the AVA on the label.

Even if wines from the heart of an AVA seem to 
have a distinctive character – like the lush texture 
and smooth tannins in Cabernets from Napa’s Stags 
Leap District – the problem that arises is in the 
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Above: the Napa Valley is 
sub-divided into 16 AVAs, 
the most recent of which is 
Coombsville

Left and far right: 
how much notice 
do you pay to 
the viticultural 
regions listed 
on Californian 
wine labels?
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unregulated details of clones, rootstocks, 
viticultural techniques and cellar practices used by 
different winemakers. Add to that the arbitrary 
boundaries of the delimited region – often those 
lines have little to do with terroir, as many of Napa’s 
are based on town boundaries.

At the Hourglass Winery seminar on the AVA 
system, winemaker Aaron Pott drew laughs when 
he recounted how the boundaries of a proposed 
Tulocay AVA (which failed) included a Home Depot 
parking lot. A surprising number of AVAs that 
include the word valley – Napa Valley, Anderson 
Valley and Sonoma Valley – stretch the definition of 
‘valley’ to include elevations up to 762m, where 
climate conditions are markedly different. Several 

AVAs also contain just a single winery. Then there is 
the issue of boundaries. Everyone wants the cachet 
of being in rather than out, which is why drawing 
boundaries has always been highly political and 
controversial. Those who are left out become 
grumpy and even litigious. 

Consider the angry brouhaha in Santa Barbara 
County this year. Grower Blair Pence, who sells 
grapes to wineries like Au Bon Climat, filed a 
petition with the US Treasury Department’s Alcohol 
and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, which 
regulates AVAs, to expand the Santa Rita Hills AVA 
boundary to include three of his vineyards. Grapes 
from outside the AVA sell for $1,000 per tonne less. 
So far, the proposal remains undecided.

The Sonoma Coast appellation, which sprawls 
across 1,943km2 from San Pablo Bay to the 
Mendocino County line, is a gerrymandered mess. 
Many of the wineries are so distant from the coast 
that the idea of a Pacific Ocean effect is laughable. 
What makes more sense is the much smaller West 
Sonoma Coast area, which is not recognised as an 
AVA. It is a narrow band of ‘true’ coastline west of 
Highway 116.

Ted Lemon, owner-winemaker of Littorai winery, 
is an enthusiastic member of the West Sonoma 
Coast Vintners association. ‘Part of the idea of AVAs 
is a cultural dimension to which we don’t pay 
enough attention,’ he says. ‘Politically, the West 
Sonoma Coast is the most liberal – counter-cultural 
and environmentally radical.’

But Lemon is not in favour of sub-dividing the 
Sonoma Coast into much smaller pieces. ‘It’s too 
soon; we don’t know enough,’ he says. The sub-
appellation Fort Ross-Seaview has been approved 
and several more are being discussed. ‘I’m 
concerned we’re perpetuating our mistakes,’ he says. 

He is right that AVAs should be developed from 
the inside out, through vineyard and winemaking 
experience, rather than from the outside in. The 
process should be more than geographic sleight of 
hand and jockeying for marketing advantage.

Ironically, many who could use the Fort Ross-
Seaview name on their labels do not. Lemon, who 
makes a Pinot Noir from Hirsch Vineyards in the 
AVA, says consumers are much more familiar with 
the names of top vineyards. 

In the end, it is quality that counts. Most AVAs 
do not map that – yet. The producer remains by far 
the most important name on a California label. D
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Above: Howell Mountain 
Cabernet Sauvignons such 
as Dunn Vineyards’, run by 
Randy Dunn (left) can show 
similarities to other Napa 
AVAs known for their 
Cabernets, such as Stags 
Leap District

Elin McCoy is an author and wine and spirits columnist 
for Bloomberg News and Bloomberg Markets


