CREMANT, VOUVRAY, SAUMUR...
WHAT MAKES LOIRE SPARKLING
WINES SO SUCCESSFUL?

By & #g‘é;fpzik NARD Despitethe current economic headwinds, Loire sparkling wines have lost none of
COURTESY OF THE ESTATES their appeal. From Crémant and Vouvray to Saumur and Touraine, the region’s

appellations offer an elegant and affordable alternative to Champagne, both in
the domestic and international marketplace. Their resilience is underpinned by
quality, variety and unbeatable value for money.

THE LOIRE VALLEY OFFERS A RANGE OF SPARKLING WINES TO SUIT EVERY OCCASION

THE LOIRE VALLEY IS FRANCE'S SECOND LARGEST PRODUCER OF SPARKLING WINES

heir names are Crémant, Vouvray, Saumur and Touraine. As sparkling wine

appellations from the Loire Valley, they epitomise the variety and richness of their
extensive vineyard acreage. Long viewed as the poor relation to its prestigious rival,
Champagne, Crémant de Loire has now established itself as the standard-bearer for
Loire sparkling wines. With sales exceeding 100 million bottles in 2023, it not only
represents the most prolific appellation, but also one of the most credible alternatives
to Champagne, both in terms of quality and metrics. Produced using the traditional
method, it combines white varietals — Chardonnay and Chenin — and reds (Cabernet
Franc, Pinot noir) to offer wines that are both fresh and aromatic.
Itwould be a mistake, however, to take a blinkered approach to Loire sparkling wines by
only mentioning Crémant. After all, the region ranks second among French sparkling
wine producer regions by volume and is the source of many other appealing offerings.
A case in point is Vouvray, near Tours, which has built its reputation on highly aromatic
wines made entirely from Chenin grapes. Not far away lies Saumur, whose two-tone
soil types — limestone and schist — lend freshness and finesse to its quality sparklers.
And last but not least is AOC Touraine which, whilst producing still wines across the
colour spectrum, also stands out for its white and rosé sparkling pours.
It would be easy to surmise from this that Loire sparkling wines are enjoying brazen
success, but against a backdrop of declining consumption, climate change that increa-
singly implies agility and strong economic headwinds, you wonder how the wines not
only achieve stability but even prosper. There is no simple answer, because even though
the overall metrics stack up, each winery faces its own challenges, and occasionally rises

to them in the most unexpected ways.

26 WINTER 2024 - GILBERT & GAILLARD - THE FRENCH EXPERTS ON WINE WINTER 2024 - GILBERT & GAILLARD - THE FRENCH EXPERTS ON WINE



LOIRE VALLEY
SPARKLING WINES

LAETITIA HUET AND HER HUSBAND SIMON CIBOIS ESTABLISHED
THEIR BUSINESS IN 2019

BUILT IN ROCHEFORT-SUR-LOIRE IN 1840, CHATEAU PIEGUE CONTROLS A 28-HECTARE
VINEYARD

CHATEAU PIEGUE: “SUPERIOR
QUALITY WINES AT VERY
AFFORDABLE PRICES”

After spending twelve years in Canada as a cellar
master, Laétitia Huet chose to return to France in
order to realise her dream of producing authentic
sparkling wines. After setting up her business in
2019 with her husband Simon Cibois at Chiteau
Piégué in Rochefort-sur-Loire, the couple now
tend to their 28-hectare vineyard.

Their still wine range comes in all three colours
and is complemented by a Crémant de Loire and
a traditional method rosé sparkling wine which,
over time, have become their production staples.
“Half of the 2024 crop was earmarked for sparkling
wines, particularly our multi-award-winning
Crémant”, confirms Huét. Its success hinges
on a two-pronged strategy: “Focusing on export
markets, particularly North America, and on
direct-to-consumer sales in France. Our guest
accommodation and events, including our ‘white
evening, attract both wine enthusiasts and young
people travelling through. This boosts our local
visibility and energises our direct-to-consumer
sales”, she explains. Although she firmly believes
in the value for money appeal of Loire sparkling
wines, she issues a word of warning: “You see
Crémants selling for extremely low prices in super-
markets. The Loire has an image of being able to
supply high quality wines with affordable price
tags, but we mustn't take three steps backward by
slashing prices”.

LA BOUGRIE: “MAINTAINING

SIMILAR QUALITY WITHOUT

SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASING
PRICES”

A few kilometres away, the vineyards at La
Bougrie illustrate another facet of the resilience
of Loire sparkling wines. Now managed by a
Franco-Belgian team helmed by Vincent Goujon
and Benoit de Montleau, the 180-hectare property
stands out for its innovative approach and broad
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LA BOUGRIE BOASTS TOP QUALITY WINEMAKING EQUIPMENT TO PRODUCE ITS
SPARKLING WINES

array of sparkling wines, ranging from Crémant de Loire to Saumur Brut and
other quality white and rosé sparkling wines.

The estate skilfully adapts its production to a constantly changing marketplace.
“Crémants de Loire extra-brut and brut nature, which have lower sugar levels,
are more successful now than they were in the past”, explains wine expert Gary
Taminiau. The same holds true for the quality rosé sparklers, where demand for
medium-dry versions falls year-on-year. “There are also burgeoning markets like
those for ancestral method and Pet’-Nats”, adds Taminiau.

Stressing that “one of the challenges for the industry is to maintain similar levels
of quality without significantly increasing prices in order to remain competitive
in the marketplace”, communications manager Victoire de Montleau concludes:
“We work to establish more partnerships with targeted distributors overseas”.
This approach enables La Bougrie to remain competitive whilst at the same time
boosting its local and international appeal.

DOMAINE CGUERTIN: “ACROSS THE LOIRE VALLEY,
VOUVRAY IS THE MOST EXPENSIVE SPARKLING WINE
WITH THE HIGHEST PROFILE”

Established in Vouvray in 1946 and taken over by Frangoise and Gérard Guertin in
1978, the namesake property currently extends over 25 hectares between Vouvray
and Limeray, near Amboise. Gérard Guertin feels that Vouvray holds a special
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THE SALES TEAM AT LA BOUGRIE ENSURES PROMOTION OF THE
WINERY IN INTERNATIONAL MARKETS
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IN THE VINEYARDS OF DOMAINE GUERTIN, ALLEGIANCE IS PLEDGED

TO CHENIN
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LE CELLIER DE LA VERRINE - THE FAMILY ESTATE’S WINE STORE - CERARD GUERTIN HAS BEEN FARMING VINEYARDS IN

WELCOMES HOLIDAYMAKERS
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VOUVRAY SINCE 1978

place in the Loire wine scene: “Across the Loire Valley, Vouvray is the most expensive
sparkling wine with the highest profile”.

Vouvray’s reputation has withstood the ups and downs of the economy, although the
current market for Loire sparkling wines has been undermined by rock bottom prices
in multiple retail outlets. Guertin is concerned: “You can find Saumur brut for example
selling for under €4.5. That's worrying, though I don't think these prices will last because
production costs are rising”.

Despite the unforgiving 2024 harvest for Loire winegrowers, Guertin remains optimistic.
Although his vineyard only produced a quarter of its production potential, he is coun-
ting on the holidaymakers — Germans, Belgians, Russians and Chinese — that his son
welcomes at the lovely Cellier de la Verrine store which is ideally situated along the main
road to Vouvray.

CAVE DE LA COURMANDIERE: “CREMANT’S SUCCESS
HINGES ON ITS EXCELLENT VALUE FOR MONEY”

Just a short distance away, in Francueil, opposite the majestic Chateau de Chenonceaux,
the Cave de la Gourmandiére is the epitome of a successful co-operative model focusing
on local customers and accessibility. Taken over by the Vinicole de Touraine in 2018, the
co-operative is managed by Laurent Tessier. When it comes to sparkling wines, it hit the
ground running.
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LAETITIA HUET, THE OWNER
AND WINEGROWER AT CHATEAU
PIEGUE, IS PASSIONATE ABOUT
SPARKLING WINES

CAVE DE LA GOURMANDIERE IS
THE EPITOME OF THE SUCCESSFUL
LOCAL CO-OPERATIVE

DOMAINE CHARBONNIER IS
LOCATED IN THE HEART OF
LOIRE CHATEAU COUNTRY
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CHRISTELE RIO IS SALES ASSISTANT AT THE CAVE
DE LA GOURMANDIERE
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LOIRE VALLEY
SPARKLING WINES

“As soon as we took over the winery, we renovated
the cellar door facilities to make them a welcoming
venue”, explains Tessier. “We immediately deve-
loped a sparkling wine category. It was a strategic
decision that is now reaping rewards. Over half
our store sales are sparkling wines”.

Boasting 30 years’ experience in the trade and
in-depth knowledge of Loire vineyard sites,
from Nantes to Sancerre, Tessier has witnessed
the development of Loire sparkling wines: “In
the 2000s, I noticed a surge in their quality but
also clear progress in terms of packaging. Today,
it is obvious that the success of Crémant hinges
on its excellent value for money”. He adds: “It is
reassuring to see that, despite the overall decline
in consumption, consumers continue to show an
interest in Loire sparkling wines”. The Cave de la
Gourmandiere is building on this momentum by
helping to promote these festive, accessible wines
that symbolise the revival of Loire sparkling wines.

DOMAINE CHARBONNIER: “WE
HOPE THAT THE FESTIVE SEASON
WILL ENERGISE THE INDUSTRY”

Slightly farther east, along the hillsides of the Cher,
Domaine Charbonnier is a 22-hectare family-run
estate bought in 2009 by Stéphane Charbonnier
and his brother Michel.

Featuring wines in all three colours, and white and
rosé traditional method sparkling wines, the range
“regularly receives awards and, at the very least, is
mentioned in reference guides”, stresses Stéphane
Charbonnier.

Private customers now account for 80% of the
winery’s business, a strategy which allows it to
maintain special ties with consumers. A sizeable
chunk of its wines are sold direct-to-consumers
and the excellent value for money of its sparkling
wines coupled with the region’s attractiveness
to tourists have made it a go-to destination for
sparkling wine enthusiasts.

Despite this, Charbonnier points to the limitations
of a saturated marketplace: “Volumes are surplus
to demand and Crémants sell for much less than
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DOMAINE CHARBONNIER
IS THE STORY OF THREE
CENERATIONS OF
WINEGROWERS

THE FAMILY-RUN DOMAINE
CHARBONNIER PRODUCES
WHITE AND ROSE QUALITY

SPARKLING WINES

they used to. This makes sales challenging, but we hope that the festive season will
energise the industry”. This lucidity, combined with recognised expertise, enables
Domaine Charbonnier to remain on track despite the current headwinds.

CONCLUSION

Although the challenges raised by the wineries questioned are undeniable — the
low price points in supermarkets, unpredictable weather patterns and rise in
overheads — Loire sparkling wines demonstrate the resilience and agility of a wine
region that values tradition, but has its sights set firmly on the future.

Crémant de Loire, which spearheads the trend, stands out for its production
volumes and growing popularity overseas. Quality sparkling wines from Vouvray,
Saumur and Touraine are gradually ramping up awareness beyond French borders,
without disavowing their regional roots. Due to their unrivalled value for money,
the appellations can compete with the household names in the sparkling wine
market, whilst remaining accessible.

The strategies rolled out by the different wineries illustrate a range of approaches,
alternating between a local focus and international conquest, tradition and innova-
tion. As styles with lower dosages such as extra-brut and emerging segments like
Pet’-Nat gain traction, the ability of Loire sparkling wines to appeal to increasingly
demanding consumers grows. But above and beyond the metrics and trends, the
wines encapsulate a vision of accessible, festive and stress-free pleasure.
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