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Booming Wine Tourism: The Push for Sustainability  

by Jessica McCommon, CREST Intern Spring 2017 

 The demand for wine tourism is skyrocketing as prime wine regions all over the world innovate 

to accommodate for this emerging market. Wine tourism can be defined as “visitation to vineyards, 

wineries, wine festivals, and wine shows for which grape wine tasting and/or experiencing the attributes 

of a grape wine region are the prime motivating factors for visitors” (Hall and Macionis cited in Thach 

2007). This sector, often linked with culinary, agricultural and eco-tourism, has experienced tremendous 

growth over the last decade; spurring wineries to invest in new infrastructure and tasting rooms, 

hospitality staff and events, and increased marketing efforts. However, rapid expansion also brings 

growing concerns of sustainability and environmental impact. Wineries can have a considerable impact 

on both the environment and surrounding communities due to incredible land and water usage, 

chemicals and pesticides, as well as energy use and packaging facilities and materials. The push towards 

tourism and marketing in the wine industry paired with the growing consumer demand for eco-friendly 

products and experiences has led many wineries 

worldwide to adopt sustainable practices. As this 

market continues to expand, a commitment to 

sustainability may become imperative for wineries 

to remain competitive and capitalize on the many 

benefits that tourism can bring to the wine industry.  
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 The Great Wine Capitals Global Network (GWCGN) highlights the best of wine tourism in the 

“nine greatest wine regions in the world,” identified as: Adelaide, South Australia; Bilbao Rioja, Spain; 

Bordeaux, France; Cape Town Cape Winelands, South Africa; Mainz Rheinhessen, Germany; Mendoza, 

Argentina; Porto, Portugal; Napa Valley, California; and Valparaiso Casablanca Valley, Chile (GWCGN 

2017). The promotion of tourism in these regions, as well as other wine destinations, can be attributed 

to multiple factors, predominantly being regional strategy for the improved economic returns provided 

by the hospitality and tourism industry. Wine country encourages the development of related hotels, 

restaurants, and local events conducive to the wine culture that tourists seek. Strategies include regional 

advertising, strategic partnerships with tour operators and travel agencies, wine trails and signage to 

help visitors find local wineries, and events such as harvest parties, food and wine celebrations, barrel 

tastings, grape stomping, and music and wine festivals. With increased global competition in wine and 

new wineries continually emerging, many wine businesses are turning to tourism for a competitive 

advantage (Thach 2007). Direct-to-consumer sales are also proving to be a significant force in the wine 

industry, as winemakers are able to achieve 

higher profit margins, and smaller wineries are 

able to thrive without the competition of major 

players through distribution. This market is 

almost entirely supported by wine tourism and 

tasting rooms, where wineries work to develop 

unforgettable experiences for visitors and 

promote brand loyalty (McMillan 2017).   

 Another factor driving increased interest in wine tourism is paralleled by the shift in societal 

values, with an increased interest in environmental issues and sustainability. This has led to a huge 

boom in agricultural and eco-tourism, which fits perfectly with vineyard tours and the scenic landscapes 



 

                                                            

 

offered by wine country throughout the world. However, consumer demand is not the only thing 

motivating wineries to adopt sustainable practices; climate change poses a tremendous threat to the 

wine industry. The National Academy of Sciences suggests that warming temperatures will 

monumentally effect the geographic distribution of wine production, significantly altering the previously 

mentioned wine and grape growing regions currently thriving from production and subsequent tourism 

in the area (Mozell and Thach 2014). Concerns about the long-term health of the wine industry has 

prompted the development of many organizations dedicated to sustainable wine and grape growing 

standards all over the world; realizing that the wine industry is entirely dependent on natural resources 

and must work to conserve and protect these natural assets. This perspective also strongly correlates to 

wine tourism, being that if vineyards are not appropriately maintained and natural resources are 

exploited, the natural beauty and charm of wine country will disintegrate, with tourism demand rapidly 

following suit.  

 



 

                                                            

 

However, this high tourist demand is not always as favorable to local communities as it may be 

to wineries relying on the lucrative direct-to-consumer sales that originate in their tasting rooms or 

hospitality events. Silicon Valley Bank conducts research on the state of the wine industry annually, with 

wine tourism accounting for a small portion of the subsequent report. In California, specifically, local 

regulations continue to evolve aimed at slowing tourism and winery growth. Most opposition stems 

from the perception that increased development and tourism will threaten the character of many quaint 

wine growing regions. In a survey of winery owners across the U.S., 80 percent felt that tourism was 

appreciated and supported locally. However, a large majority of California wineries revealed that while 

they welcome tourism, it is publicly opposed by local residents; with several respondents in California’s 

Central Coast, Sonoma and Napa Counties claiming that tourism is unwelcome and actively opposed. 

Residents link growing wine tourism to increased traffic, noise and drunk driving in California; however, 

studies have been conducted disproving these claims. Furthermore, the wine industry has proven itself 

responsible for job growth, positive economic impact, and philanthropic efforts to offset the vocal 

minority opposition (McMillan 2017). A study conducted by the Wine Institute on the economic impact 

of the California Wine Industry in 2015, reveals that wine attracts 23.6 million tourist visits to California 

wineries each year, and generates $7.2 billion in annual tourism expenditures (Dunham 2015).  

There are many benefits and challenges to the development of wine tourism across the globe. 

Winery visits and wine events often notably increase sales for wineries and provide the opportunity to 

attract new customers, fostering brand loyalty. 

The industry also offers positive economic 

impact to local winegrowing economies. 

However, wine tourism can be challenging to 

implement successfully, requiring partnership 



 

                                                            

 

and cooperation within the community. Environmental concerns also pose a significant threat to the 

wine industry as a whole, and specifically wine tourism that depends on the natural beauty of millions of 

acres of vineyards across the globe. However, sustainability efforts focusing on environmental, social 

and economic impact have made headway throughout the industry. Sustainability is becoming a 

standard throughout the grape growing community, and an increasingly important strategy for wine 

tourism marketing and promotion. By working closely with various stakeholders to maintain open 

dialogue, winemakers and tourism operators can address concerns and establish standards of 

sustainability that will increase benefits for both the wine and tourism communities worldwide.  
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