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Mosel – facts and figures 2008
General information: Geography, history, geology

The wine growing region Mosel (until 1st of August 2007 the official name was “Mosel-Saar-Ruwer”) is located in the western part of the Federal Republic of Germany, between the French border and the Rhine, about 50° northern latitude. The vineyard area is located mainly along the river Mosel – which runs about 240 kilometres (150 miles) from the French border to Coblenz - and along the tributaries Saar and Ruwer. For millions of years, Mosel, Saar and Ruwer forced their way deep into the Rhine slate mountains (“Rheinisches Schiefergebirge”), creating the steep slopes which offer ideal conditions for the cultivation of vines. The river valleys have a very mild microclimate, the surrounding hills protect the vineyards from cold winds. The average annual temperature lies between 9,4° and 10° Celsius. 

Vines were planted in the River valleys at least since roman times. The Romans occupied the Mosel region about 50 BC. The roman conquerors, who mixed with the celtic population, founded the city of Trier in 17 BC. The city later became one of the capitals of the Roman empire. While most likely wine was imported at first from Gaul and Italy, the Romans soon started planting vines in the Mosel valley to meet the rising demand of the military and the civilian population. Trier became residence of the roman emperor in the late 3rd century, with about 60.000 inhabitants (nearly as much as today). All over the Mosel area, roman castles, estates (villas) and temples were found.  The remains of roman pressing houses from the 3rd to the 5th century have been discovered in more than 20 premium vineyard sites in the Mosel valley, mostly at the base of steep south and south west facing slopes.

The most important vineyard soil is Devonian slate (400 million years old), which was originally sediment collected in a devonian ocean. Most common is the dark slate (dark blue or grey), which is found in more than 50 percent of all vineyards. Slate is dominating the vineyards in the Saar and Ruwer valley and along the Mosel from Trier to Koblenz. At the central Mosel at Schweich there is some red slate.

On the lower Mosel, we often find conglomerates of sandstone with quartzite or sandstone with limestone, both mixed with slate and other soil types. Along the upper Mosel, southwest of Trier, between the confluence of Saar and Mosel and the French border, we mainly find limestone (shell-limestone) and red marl. This part of the Mosel region geologically is rather related to the Champagne than to the Rhine Slate Mountains. All these soil types where formed out of former sea beds.

One exception on the Central Mosel is the single vineyard “Ürziger Würzgarten” where the vines rooting in Rhyolith, a red stone from volcanic origin (magmatite), and its conglomerates. 

Wine information: Structures, grape varieties, market

Today, the wine growing region has 9000 hectares of vineyards and is divided into 6 quality wine sectors, 20 collective sites (e.g. Zeller Schwarze Katz; Piesporter Michelsberg) and 524 single vineyard sites (e.g. Wehlener Sonnenuhr, Ürziger Würzgarten, Piesporter Goldtröpfchen). 

Most of the wine production is quality wine. More than 90 percent of the vineyard land is stocked with white grape varieties, 9,5 percent with red varieties. About 60 percent of the total production are mild or sweet/noble sweet wines, 40 percent dry and medium-dry. 

Riesling is the most important grape variety of Mosel, Saar and Ruwer, nearly 60 percent of the total vineyard area are planted with Riesling. In the valley of the Saar we find nearly 80 percent Riesling, along the Ruwer 90 percent. The Riesling-growing area in particular has increased by percentage over the last years.

Second most important variety is Müller-Thurgau (syn. Rivaner), which gives mainly dry and fruity, easy drinking white wines. The old white grape variety Elbling, in former times important throughout Germany, today is cultivated mainly along the upper Mosel on the German and Luxemburg bank of the river. The Elbling wines are mainly dry, with a crisp acidity. Riesling and Elbling wines are used for the production of sparkling wines of high quality, in the traditional method of bottle fermentation like in the Champagne region.

Pinot blanc and Pinot gris have become quite important for many producers in the last decade, and red varieties (mainly Pinot noir and Dornfelder, which is very popular in Germany) make up about 9,5 % of the total vineyard area of Mosel, Saar and Ruwer. The wine growers of the Mosel took up the tradition of red wine again in the late 1980s. Until the late 19th and early 20th century, red wine – mainly Pinot noir - was quite important in some parts of Mosel and Saar. But the success of the Riesling in this time caused a decline in red wine production. From the 1930s until 1986 it was prohibited to plant red varieties. 

New grape varieties of less importance such as Ortega, Optima or Bacchus – which were planted in the 1960s and 1970s - are the losers, their share decreased sensibly over the last ten years while the vineyard area in general decreased from more than 12.000 hectares to about 9000 hectares today. Reasons for this decline were structural problems (many very small wineries or grape producers) and market problems (rising demand for red wines and dry white wines especially on the German market). Prices for grapes and bulk wine went down in the 1990s, while labour costs especially in the steep slopes were high. Many of the small growers gave up vineyard land. 

While yields went down in the last years, quality in general improved a lot. Many younger, well trained producers see the future of the wine region again in high quality Riesling wines from the steep slopes. More produces did meet the rising demand for drier wines in Germany. Success in the export markets, especially in the United States, and a new interest in Riesling in Germany itself in the last few years have brought a strong rise in the prices for grapes and bulk wine in 2006 and 2007, the prices for estate bottled wines are rising moderately because of the low yields and high demand. 

Quality wine sectors:

Burg Cochem = Castle Cochem (Coblenz  to Zell)  1432 hectares

Bernkastel (Briedel to Trier)                                   5842 hectares

Ruwertal (Waldrach to Trier-Ruwer)                         189 hectares

Saar (Serrig to Konz)                                                743 hectares

Upper Moselle (Igel to Palzem)                                 678 hectares

Moseltor = Moselle gateway                                     112 hectares

(while the major part of the Mosel region belongs to the federal state of Rhineland-Palatinate, the Moseltor sector belongs to the federal state Saarland, including a few towns near the border to France)

vineyard area:         2008:  8.996 hectares (ha) = about 22.000 acres

number of growers: 5100 

estate size:             average 1,7 hectares = 4,2 acres 

                               less than 0,3 hectares: 1395 wineries

                               0,3 - 1 hectares:          1499 wineries

                               1 - 5 hectares:             1816 wineries

                               5 - 10 hectares:             331 wineries

                               more than 10 hectares:    63 wineries

steep slopes:           43 percent of the total vineyard area (steeper than 30 %)

                               (= 3823 ha steep slope vineyards)

important varieties: Riesling (59 %, 5273 ha)

                               Müller-Thurgau/Rivaner (14,5 %, 1298 ha), white variety          

                               Elbling (6,4 %, 579 ha), very old white variety   

                               Kerner (4,6 %, 415 ha), white variety

                               Blauer Spätburgunder/Pinot noir (4,0 %, 362 ha)                 

                               Dornfelder, a new red variety  (3,8 %, 343 ha)    

                          Weißer Burgunder/Pinot blanc (2,7 %, 240 ha)  

production:             2007: 970.000 hectolitres (hl); 2006: 840.000 hl

                              (2005: 850.000 hl; 2004: 973.000 hl; 2003: 840.000 hl) 

                               The Mosel produces about 9-10 % of the German wine production.

market:                   Germany: 55-60 percent of the annual production

                               in Germany more than 40 percent of the Mosel wine production is sold 

                               through direct marketing from the estates to the customers, about 50 % 

                               are sold in supermarkets and discount stores; wine shops and restaurant 

                               sales make up for about 5 %

                               the market share of Mosel in the German wine market is about 10 % 

                               export: 40-45 percent of the annual production

                               export 2006: 365.000 hl (2005: 314.000 hl; 2004: 319.600 hl)

                               most important markets: USA, United Kingdom, Netherlands, 

                               Norway, Japan, Belgium, Sweden, Denmark, Canada                        
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