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EL CENTRO COLLEGE 
Food and Hospitality Services Institute 

 
RSTO 1319 Enology and Viticulture 

 
CLASS NOTES:  How to Read Wine Labels (6) 

 
• Before the 20th century, when bottles were not used for shipping wines, 

restaurants would buy wines in casks, and bottle the wine on premises.  
The restaurateur would print the labels, including the name of the wine, 
and as a guarantee to the guest, the owner/manager of the establishment 
would sign the label. 

 
• Wine labels can be very colorful and provide necessary information to 

the consumer.  Sometimes, wine labels may be misleading. 
 

• A well designed label should be simple, clear to read, and not contain 
superfluous or misleading information.  In some cases, in order not to 
reprint new labels every year, the winery may decide to have a separate 
vintage label identifying the year and put this on the neck of the bottle. 

 
• What you read on a USA wine label is the tip of the iceberg of a maze 

of regulations which involve both the federal and states government. 
 

• Because the federal government collects taxes on wine at its source of 
production – the winery must show on the label the alcohol content of 
the wine –the taxes on each bottle are based on this factor.  The higher 
the alcohol content the higher the taxes.  Sparking wine taxes are nearly 
3 times as high as the taxes on table/still wines. 

 
• Furthermore the federal government is concerned about the health and 

safety of our citizens. Therefore the winery is required to state that 
wines contain sulfites (except in organic wines) and that consumption 
of wines may affect the health and safety of those consuming them. 
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• The BATF enforces the label requirements through a system of label 
approval process.  A winery or an importer must obtain approval of the 
label for a wine, before the wine is sold or removed from customs, as in 
the case of imported wines. 

 
• There are seven (7) items which must be included on a wine label: 

(1) A brand name       (2) The class or type of wine 
(3) The name/address of the bottler  (4) The alcohol content of the wine  
(5) A sulfite statement/a health warning /the net contents (*)  
(6) Where the wine was made   (7) When the grapes were harvested 
    (*) In metric units 

 
• I- Brand Names:  This is usually the most prominent item on the label.  

For premium wines it is usually the name of the producing winery.  
However, a bottler may use different brand names to distinguish its 
product lines of different qualities.  A winery’s second brand name is  
often referred to as its “second label.” 

 

• II- The Class or Type of Wine:  Here the US law distinguishes 
between sparkling wines and other grape wines. – these are classes of 
wines.  Furthermore, we have types such as table wine(still wine), 
dessert wine, varietal wine, generic wine, and semi-generic wine. 
(a) Generic Wines:  The winemaker can use these names on a label 

without specifying where the grapes were grown to make the 
wine.  There are only two types of generic wine  recognized by 
US law: Vermouths and Sake.  What most of us  call generic 
wines – the law classifies as “semi-generic” or even as wine types 
such as red wine or white wine. 

(b) Semi-Generic Wines:  This designation can be applied  to any 
class of wine.  The only additional requirement  is that the place 
of origin-appellation- must be part of the label designation.  
Example: Not Burgundy BUT California Burgundy.  Semi 
generic wines have their origins in the early immigrant wine 
producers who made wine in the USA and gave it manes from 
their homeland such as Burgundy-a French wine producing area 
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and Rhine-a German wine producing area.  These names do not 
specify what grapes were used. 
There are no legal requirements about the varieties of grapes that 
may be used to create generic or semi-generic wines 

 
(c )   Varietal Wines:  These wines bear the name of the grape (or  
 rarely grapes), from which the wine were made. 
 AND THERE ARE TWO MORE REQUIREMENTS 

(1) When a single grape variety is mentioned on the label at 
least 75% of the grapes used must be of that variety. 

(2) The place of origin-appellation- must appear on the label 
 

(c) Proprietary Wines:  Because generic , semi-generic and varietal  
names can be used by any winery.   A wine producer or blender 
that wants to be identified as the source of a particular wine, may 
request a proprietary name or trade name for its exclusive use.  
Check if there is a circled TM(trade mark) or circled R(registered)  
symbol next to the proprietary name. 

 
• III- Name and Address of Bottler:  A bottler may be the producer of 

the grapes or someone who buys other people’s grapes crushes them, 
blends them and then bottles them.  This information usually appears 
on the bottom of the label and tells us only where the wine was actually  
bottled.  Other terms may also appear here, depending which role the 
bottler played such as “produced”=75% of the grapes were crushed on 
location, or “made”=10% 0r more of the grapes were crushed on 
location.  I no crushing occurred on location other terms may appear 
such as “cellared”, “selected”, “vinified.” If the bottler also grew the 
grapes a term such as “Estate Bottled” may appear on the label. (see 
discussion below) 

 
• IV -Alcohol Content:  Is the percent of alcohol, by volume in a bottle 

of wine.  Usually a round number such as 12% may have an allowed 
tolerance of 1.5% plus or minus.  But figures such as 12.8% on vintage 
dated wines most likely represent the actual alcohol content. 
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Remember that maximum alcohol content for table wines is 14%. 

 
• V Sulfite Statement/Health Warning/Net Contents:  Since 1987 

wines containing more than 10 parts per million of sulfur dioxide 
(sulfites) must carry the statement “Contains Sulfites”.  This in real 
terms includes all wines – since  many wine yeast strains produce 
sulfites during fermentation. 
Since 1989 all alcoholic beverages sold in the USA have to carry the 
Two health warning statements: one statement addresses the 
consumption of alcohol by pregnant women and the other deals with 
the ability to drive and use machinery by persons drinking wine. 
Unfortunately, the statements do not specify how much wine may 
produce the consequences mentioned in the two warnings. 
The net content is usually found on the label or may be stamped on the 
glass when the bottle was made.  The net contents are stated in metric 
units such as : 750 milliliters. 

 
 

• VI-Where were the Grapes Grown.  The Appellation of Origin 
Appellation of origin is a geographic term that tells us where the 
grapes were grown, which were used to make a given wine.  If a winery 
chooses to use a varietal or semi-generic  wine type designation, it is 
required to include the appellation of origin on the label. 
Depending on the appellation and other label information, 75% to 
100% of the grapes used must come from the area named on the label. 
The boundaries of appellations used on the wine label must be legally 
defined.  In the USA these can be boundaries of states, counties, or 
AVAs – American Viticulture Areas. 
AS mentioned above the US law requires that 75% of the grapes must 
be grown in the AVA.  States have different requirements-but not less 
than 75%, and some require that to be called a state wine 100% of the 
grapes must be grown in the state. Example: California requires that 
100% of the grapes must be grown in California and that the state name 
must appear on the label. 
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Wines made from grapes grown in more than one state are called 
“American Wines”. 

(a) AVA.  This area may be larger or smaller than a state 
or county.  The law requires that the name used is 
known locally, that he boundaries are established by 
historical evidence, that the geographical features 
distinguish it viticulturally form other area (climate-
soil-elevation, etc.), and that the specific boundaries 
are based on features of the US Geologic survey 
topographic map. 

(b) A wine may be identified with a viticultural area if 
85% of its grapes are from the named area.  

(c) The term “ESTATE BOTTLED” – means that the 
winery controls the grape growing. 
Here are the legal requirements for “Estate Bottled.” 

(1) The wine must have an AVA appellation 
(2) The winery must be located in the AVA 
(3) The winery must have grown 100% of the 

grapes used to make the wine, on land owned 
or leased (for at least 3years) within the AVA 

(4) The winery must have crushed, fermented, 
finished, aged and bottled the wine in a 
continuous  process. 

• Some wineries use the vineyard name on the label in addition to the 
appellation of origin – to highlight a well known vineyard.  If a 
vineyard name is used 95% of the grapes must have been grown there. 

• VII-When Were the Wines Harvested-Vintage Date 
This is the vintage date.  If a vintage date appears on the label 95% of 
the wine in the bottle must have been made from grapes harvested and 
crushed in the year named.  If a vintage year appears, the appellation of 
origin must also appear – and it must be more specific than the name of 
the country. 
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• Another important date is the bottled date.  This date rarely appears on 
the bottle, but it appears on the case of wine.  It is a useful information 
for determining the age of N/V wines. 

• Optional terms not legally defined. 
(a) The wine’s sensory attributes…sweet, dry etc. 
(b) Advice on how to serve wine and how to match it with foods 
(c) Terms such as “Reserve” and “Special Selection”.  The 

significance of these two terms depends entirely on the integrity 
of the winery sing them.  Some wineries are not above completely 
abusing such descriptions.   
ALL RESERVES ARE NOT CREATED EQUAL! 

 
Now lets look at the question: WHAT CAN A WINE LABEL TELL US 
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On the following pages we show you the BATF label brochure, some 
internet references for labels, and some samples of labels. 
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