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is possible to above 49.9°N+ above latitude. Historically 
vineyards in the Northern Hemisphere are planted 
between 30°N and 50°N latitude; it is within these zones 
the growing season temperature (GST) ripens wine grapes. 
The UK sits just above 50°N+, as such it was generally 
considered unsuitable for viniculture (Nesbitt et al. 2016). 

Since the 1960s the climate has been changing, in the 
UK this has increased the average summer temperature and 
decreased rainfall, pushing the UK climate into a feasible 
zone for viniculture (Nesbitt et al. 2016). Initially the 
changes were marginal, affording only the ripening of 
highly aromatic and acidic Germanic cultivars. Although a 
novelty these styles did not find widespread appeal, a 
problem exasperated by the limited winemaking experience 
of UK producers (Skelton 2010). As such, the initial 
commercial success began to wane and by the mid-1990s the 
UK wine industry had entered a significant decline (Nesbitt 
et al. 2016). This, however, did not mark the end of the 
UK’s vinous endeavours, the demise of Germanic still wines 
gave rise to a style with far more commercial viability: high 
quality sparkling wines, made using the Champagne grapes1 
and in the traditional method (Skelton 2010). 

Accelerating climate change enabled the transition to 
this new style of wine; by the late 1990’s and early 2000 
GST had increased just enough to successfully ripen the 
Champagne varieties (Nesbitt et al. 2018). Nyetimber, a 
producer based across Hampshire and West Sussex, were 
the first to recognise this potential. In 1997 Nyetimber 
launched their first traditional method sparkling wine, this 
received immediate critical acclaim and sold out almost 
instantly (Skelton 2010) This release was key as it 
demonstrated the commercial potential of high-quality 
sparkling wine production in the UK (Skelton 2010). 

Since the early 2000’s climate change has increased the 
capacity to ripen commercially interesting grapes across more 
regions in the UK. This change has been accompanied by the 
ever-expanding knowledge and skill base of viticulturalist 
and winemakers (Nesbitt et al. 2018). As such the UK wine 
industry has witnessed a significant expansion over recent 
years. It is now the fastest growing agricultural sector in the 
UK, with approximately 3,500ha currently under vine and a 
10 fold growth to 33,700ha2 predicted (WineGB 2020, 15; 
Nesbitt et al. 2016). There are over 800 commercial vineyards 
in the UK and roughly 190 wineries (Englishwine, n. d). The 
majority of vineyards are located in England, where the 
conditions are clement and the extension of the Paris Basin3 
gives winemakers claim to the chalk soils of Champagne 
(WineGB 2020). (See Table 1.) However, other regions have 
been expanding in recent years, particularly East Anglia, 
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change is severely disrupting agricultural production and 
livelihoods, prompting passionate calls for transformation of 
the food system systems. Agroecology is a movement that is 
gaining increasing traction, advocating for a paradigm shift in 
thinking and practice and offering a pathway to an 
environmentally sustainable and social just food system. This 
paper will explore how the UK wine industry and agroecology 
have respectively moved from positions of ridicule into a space 
where they are publicly respected. Critically, it will identify 
what opportunities there are to integrate agroecological 
thinking and practice in the UK wine industry. This will 
contribute to the building body of work that is examining 
how agroecology appears in practice and what it means in 
different contexts. 

A movement in climate and weather patterns has facilitated 
the ripening of wine grapes in the UK. Subsequently people 
have been moving into the newly established wine regions: 
wealthy ex-professionals are returning to the land to establish 
vineyards and tourists are pursuing mini-breaks and 
staycations in the UKs wine regions. Concurrently, the very 
movement that has enabled the growth of the UK industry, 
climate change, is also causing catastrophic damage 
prompting calls for a shift towards sustainable agriculture. 
Ranging from technological adjustments of the conventional 
food system to an agroecological transformations of the 
entire food system, this is an increasingly contested field. This 
article will explore some potential impacts of people investing 
in and visiting the wine regions, before briefly reviewing two 
types of sustainability transition and discussing how they 
relate to the UK wine industry and concluding with some 
thoughts on how the people moving into the wine industry 
will influence the type of sustainability transition pursued.

The Movement into Wine 

Climate change has moved the boundary at which 
viniculture, the cultivation of grapes for wine production, 
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investing vast amounts of money to enter the industry as a 
major player. As such, establishing a vineyard or winery is 
considered a “lifestyle-choice” as much as it is a business 
decision (Drinks Business 2018). 

The injection of wealth coupled with the ideals and 
ambitions of people pursuing a “lifestyle-choice” has 
implications for rural gentrification, especially “class-based 
up-scaling” (Halfacree 2018, 2). Winkler and Nicholas 
illustrated that UK owners have a very positive perception of 
the contributions of their vineyards to the landscape and 
territory, however this position is by no means shared by the 
long-term residents of the regions, who are far more 
apprehensive about the influx of vineyards (2016). 
Considering how drastically regions such as Martha’s 
Vineyard in the USA, Waiheke Island in New Zealand and 
Margret River in Australia have changed as a result of the 
growth of a high-quality wine industry this apprehension is 
perhaps not misplaced. These regions have transitioned 
through a fairly standard gentrification cycle. As remote 
outposts in areas of natural beauty they initially attracted 
attention from bohemian and counter-culture movements, 
when improved transport links were introduced and the 
capacity for high quality wine production was realised these 
regions soon became magnets for wealthy professionals. The 
growth of the wine industry in these regions replaced other 
agricultural industries, such as arable crop production, and the 
associated increase in land prices made it financially untenable 
for residents to remain (Baragwanath and Lewis 2014).

The rural dynamics of the UK are different from the 
above-mentioned regions, as such the associated impacts of 
the expanding wine industry will likely differ. In areas such 
as the southeast of England “class-based up-scaling” has 
been well established by commutable links to London, 
quaint villages and the desirable countryside. Within these 
regions the growth of the wine industry may create a new 
stratum of elitism. For example, there may be an increase in 
the private enterprises catering to the interests of the elite, 
such as high-end restaurants and shops (Baragwanath and 
Lewis 2014). While the development in public access 
infrastructure, such transport or affordable amenities, may 
remain lacking (Rainer 2016). Areas such as the west of 
England, Wales and East Anglia which have been less 
exposed to rural gentrification and the growth of the wine 
industry is generally at a smaller scale, as such it may bring 
opportunities for territorial development. This will likely 
depend upon how the growth of the industry is managed, 
as the below discussion of tourism illustrates. 

Tourism: A Transient Movement 

As well as those investing as owners wine regions also 
attract more transient visitors in the form of tourists; wine 
is a desirable cultural commodity, through which an 
idyllic, provincialised representation of place can be 
experienced (Holland et al. 2014). Furthermore, 
association to terroir and the geographical specificity of 

Wessex, and the West. These regions are also more inclined to 
trial different grape varieties and production styles, still wine 
made from the Bacchus grape, for example, is popular across 
Essex (WineGB 2020).

Region
Percent (%) 

Total Acreage

Midlands & North 4.0
Thames & Chilterns 3.0
East Anglia 10.0
South East 61.5
Wessex 12.0
West 8.0
Wales 1.5

Table 1. The percent of the total acreage under wine production 
in England and Wales. (WineGB 2020, 22)

The growth of the UK wine industry is an interesting 
movement in and of itself, however the movement of people 
triggered by the growth of the wine industry and the 
nature of sustainability transitions manifesting within this 
industry are equally worth discussing.

Return to the Land

Wine, especially high-quality sparkling wine, is a cultural 
commodity and is linked to elite identity. It is, therefore, 
perhaps no surprise that the UK wine industry is attracting 
investment from wealthy individuals (Demossier 2018). 
Investing in wine is particularly popular with city workers and 
other wealthy professionals looking to spend their bonuses, or 
for those with a sizeable trust or retirement fund (Hancock 
2018). The UK industry has attracted so much attention it is 
rivalled only by Napa Valley in terms of the capital being 
invested. Not only is there a lot riding on the UK becoming 
the next fine wine region, but the rapid investment of wealth 
will likely have an impact upon the socio-economic makeup of 
the newly established wine regions. 

Investing in the UK wine industry is a costly and risky 
move. The unofficial financial advice from the industry is 
that “to make a million pounds from a vineyard you must 
start with four” (Kershaw 2018). Lord Ashcroft’s wine 
investment company, for example, has invested nearly 11m 
in Gusbourne since 2013. Although producing award 
winning wines, which are considered some of the best in 
the UK the business has delivered only losses (Joseph 
2021). Admittedly, not all ventures are backed by multi-
million pounds of wealth, even at the smallest scale at least 
£500,000 in upfront investment is needed with at least a 4 
year wait before any grapes can be harvested (Savills 2019).
The high price of entering the wine industry and lengthy 
wait for any return on investment (ROI) do not make the 
UK wine industry unique, these conditions are true of 
many agricultural sectors. What is unique is that a lot of 
people are actively choosing to move into this industry, 
risking everything to establish a 5-hectare estate or 
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agriculture there is a general acceptance that changes in 
agriculture need to be made. How exactly this change 
should manifest is a significant point of contention, 
positioned along ideological and practical lines with vastly 
different strategies suggested. The business-as-usual logic of 
the conventional food system is often placed at one end of 
the spectrum; this approach supports large-scale, 
monocultural farms, with high-yielding crops and 
intensive (often chemical) inputs (Roberts 2018). 
Technological adjustments are made to increase efficiency, 
often in the form of precision agriculture, nanotechnology, 
GMO, artificial intelligence and blockchain (Roberts 
2018). Change is driven by the rising cost of chemical 
inputs and increasing environmental regulations, as such 
the main aim is to maintain the current focus on 
productivity and profit, whist reducing environmental 
impact (Darnhofer 2015; Anderson et al. 2020).

At the other end of the spectrum there are calls for a 
total transformation of agriculture, the food system and 
society, such as from agroecology (Darnhofer 2015; 
McNeill 2019; Levidow 2015). Agroecology considers the 
looming ecological and social crises a product of the 
conventional food system, therefore alterations to the 
current model will not offer the solution. Since the early 
20th century agroecology has evolved from “the 
application of ecology in agriculture” into social, cultural 
and political domains, representing “agriculture and its 
relationships with society” (Wezel et al. 2009, 506). In the 
1990s agroecological literature begun to connect 
agroecological practice with food systems transformation, 
since then multiple visualisations of agroecological 
transformations have been documented (Altieri 1995; 
Gliessman 2015b, 2016; Francis et al. 2003; Pimbert 2015; 
Wezel et al. 2009). The theoretical basis for transformative 
agroecology is comprehensive and compelling, what is 
lacking however is a diverse and in-depth analysis of how 
agroecological transformations can endogenously appear in 
practice, referred to as scaling-out (horizontally) (Ajates 
Gonzalez et al, 2018).

If internally agroecology has been developing 
increasingly transformative ideals, externally it has moved 
from a position of ridicule to an institutionally recognised 
and regarded project, marked by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) series of international symposia 
(Gliessman 2015a; Rosset and Altieri et al. 2017). Referred 
to as scaling-up (vertically), the expansion of agroecology 
has provoked “excitement and anxiety” amongst supporters 
and practitioners of transformative agroecology (Anderson 
and Maughan 2021, 2). Excitement because agroecology 
needs to be brought to scale to transform the food system; 
fear because at this point previous initiatives, such as 
organics and sustainable intensification, have been stripped 
of transformative potential (Ferguson et al. 2019; Rivera-
Ferre 2018; Levidow et al. 2014). Indeed, something that is 
already occurring in the institutional and political 
presentation of agroecology, in which it is a “tool of the 

wine give the experience of “consuming place” (Bell 2008, 
294). Lifestyle vineyards and wineries are ideally suited to 
the tourist experience, as these present a view of the 
industry separated from the pressures of everyday life 
(Holland et al. 2014). UK wine tourism has grown rapidly, 
a phenomenon compounded by the pandemic, with wine 
routes established in many regions and on-site amenities 
such as tasting rooms, restaurants and accommodation 
becoming standard (WineGB 2020). 

While tourism is often considered a positive for rural 
development it also has trade-offs; depending upon how it is 
managed effects people, the environment and communities 
in different ways. If managed collectively and equitably, 
tourism has the potential to create public goods, bolster 
collective identity and ensure the preservation of 
environmental and cultural resources (Holland et al. 2014; 
Marlowe and Bauman 2019). Tourism is also key to the 
economic viability of many smaller wine businesses, it 
brings lucrative cellar-door sales, builds direct links with 
customers and diversifies a business strategy (Rainer 2016; 
Holland et al. 2014; Marlowe and Bauman 2019). Yet, if 
managed inequitably or purely for private gain, tourism can 
erode the environment and culture (Holland et al. 2014). 
There are often ill-considered or unintended consequences 
from increased traffic (Rainer 2016), to the 
commodification and co-option of territorial assets (Gómez 
et al. 2020) and the outpricing of local residents. This is a 
fairly well hashed debate, with most concluding that the 
governance mechanisms, infrastructure provisions and 
distribution of assets determines how tourism is managed 
(Holland et al. 2014; Marlowe and Bauman 2019).

In relation to the UK wine industry and the impact of 
tourism it is worth considering the impact upon territorial 
identity. Wine tourism has the potential to put a place on 
the map, yet the version of place it is putting on the map 
may not reflect the totality of the region (Holland et al. 
2014). On the one hand, the growth of wine tourism can 
have a “halo effect”, as other industries and products benefit 
by virtue of association and from the increase in business 
bought to a region (Beebe et al. 2013). Yet, the “halo effect” 
also creates hierarchy and dependencies, while the 
pedestalling of a particular product means it may come to 
dominate the identity of a place. Wine in particular has the 
tendency to define a place, becoming the master label of a 
region (Baragwanath and Lewis 2014). As with the afore 
mentioned Martha’s Vineyard, Waiheke Island and Margret 
River, these regions are now known predominantly for wine 
production (Baragwanath and Lewis 2014). Thus, if wine 
tourism will put a place on the map, we need to look at what 
version of place and the extent to which it is created and 
curated for the tourist experience. 

Sustainability Transitions 

In the face of the catastrophic, or soon to be, ecological, 
agrarian, and social crises associated with industrial 
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our environment” and take responsibility for their 
environmental and social impact by introducing “rapid, 
far-reaching and unprecedented changes in what we do, 
both in our personal and commercial activities” (WineGB 
2020, 22). In addition to the working groups there are 30 
founding members, all wineries, who contribute to the 
design and running of the scheme (SWGB n.d). Members 
of the working group periodically lead group meetings, 
write or contribute to information bulletins and provide 
support to other producers and growers (SWGB RB 2020). 

While the aim, guidance, and governance of SWGB 
aligns with some agroecological principles it does not 
necessarily signify a complete transformation. The 
guidelines of the scheme, for example, are only concerned 
with environmental sustainability and despite calls for 
far-reaching changes the promise of a competitive edge is 
still used to sell membership. Furthermore, the 
transformative ideals of the mission statement will not 
necessarily translate into practice, as the minimum 
standards required to achieve certification demonstrate. If 
and how the SWGB scheme will direct the sustainability 
transition of the industry remains to be seen. It is fair to 
observe that a certain group of producers are engaged with 
sustainability in a way that moves beyond the business-as-
usual approach of the conventional food regime.

The Silver-Lining of Climate Change 

The final point on this topic is the relationship to climate 
change often projected onto the UK wine industry, which 
is considered a “rare beneficiary from the warming planet” 
(Bawden 2020) and “an example of how climate change 
could have a positive impact on an outcome” (The CCC 
2019, 1). This is important because conditions of crisis give 
rise to resistances (Giraldo and Rosset 2018), if climate 
change is enabling, as well as destabilising, will this reduce 
motivation for resistance?

In magazine and newspaper articles the growth of the 
UK wine industry is often presented as the “silver-lining” 
of climate change (Faun 2014), as it “has played straight 
into the hands of those growing vines in the British Isles” 
(Johnson and Robinson 2013, 163). These are often 
reductive, attention-grabbing statements featured in 
headlines or within the first paragraph or articles. While 
some sources do go on to address the risks of extreme 
weather, there is a discernible trend to use the positive 
climate change narrative as a hook. 

The response from academic literature and government 
reports tends to the more sober, referencing the 
detrimental effects of frost, flooding, storms, and drought, 
all of which can severely damage or destroy a crop (Nesbitt 
et al. 2016). Yet, the impetus to address these risks is 
because they threaten production and profit, rather than 
because they form part of a larger, universal problem. 
Climate change is thus compartmentalised into 
opportunities (increased GST) and risks (higher chance of 

industrial food production” rather than an alternative 
(Giraldo and Rosset 2018, 545).

Through a reflection upon the Sustainable Wine of 
Great Britain (SWGB) scheme and the UK wine industries 
complex relationship with climate change some of the 
enabling and disabling factors of an agroecological 
transformation in the UK wine industry will be 
considered. Prior to this it is worth mentioning a specific 
barrier to the scaling of agroecology in the UK, which is 
the institutional and political environment. The UK is 
economically and politically invested in furthering 
industrial agriculture, as such, the limited political 
attention paid to alternatives such as agroecology has 
promoted a technical view of the practice, “scaling up in 
name but not in meaning” (Sherwood et al. 2018, 304). 
The efforts there have been to investigate agroecology have 
been expert-led and assimilated the practice with 
sustainable intensification (Ajates Gonzalez et al. 2018). 
That very “little money went to the support of agroecology” 
in the UKs development agenda is a further disabling 
barrier of transformative scaling (CIDCE 2020, 2; 
Anderson et al. 2019). 

Sustainability in the UK Wine Industry 

Sustainability certification schemes are ubiquitous across 
wine regions, especially high-end and quality regions 
(Pomaricia and Vecchio 2019). The perceived purpose of 
these schemes can range from the sceptical, in which they 
represent a marketing ploy to sooth the guilt of luxury 
consumers, to the more encouraging, in which they illustrate 
a self-motivated willingness to engage with some of the 
failings of current systems (Pomaricia and Vecchio 2019). 
The UK’s own sustainability scheme, SWGB (SWGB n.d) 
offers insight into the motivations, intentions, and depth of 
engagement with sustainability within the industry. It 
should be mentioned that about 30% of wineries and 
vineyards are currently members of the scheme, therefore 
this only reveals something about this subset.

Officially launched in 2020 with the first accredited 
wines released in 2021, SWGB is currently focused on 
benchmarking and building a “culture of continuous 
improvement” (WineGB 2020, 22). The aim of the scheme 
is to “create a strong and vibrant community within the 
English and Welsh wine industry that actively promotes 
sustainability through information sharing and a 
certification scheme that is inclusive, effective and well-
respected by our customers” (SWGB n.d). SWGB have 
created an list of best practice and minimum standard 
guidelines designed to help all wineries meet their 
objectives (SWGB n.d). 

According to the SWGB literature attaining 
certification gives producers a “competitive edge in the 
marketplace” and “improved public relations” (WineGB 
2020, 22). It also calls on producers to counter the 
“catastrophic effects on ourselves, our fellow creatures and 
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within the UK wine industry. For example, it is one of the few 
industries witnessing a growth of small-scale farms (under 5 
acres), yields are managed for quality not quantity, expressions 
of terroir connect the product to place and nested, short food 
supply chains characterise the market. Despite this an 
agroecological transformation is not necessarily an obvious 
pathway for the industry; a critical factor being that entering 
the wine industry is seen as a “lifestyle-choice” whilst the 
transformative logic of agroecology represents “a way of life” 
(Hancock 2018; Rosset and Altieri et al. 2017, 17). Thus, the 
sustainability transitions pursued by wine producers may not 
align with either the conventional food regime logic or 
represent an agroecological transformation, but instead reveal 
a new contending factor in this contested field.

Notes

1.	 Chardonnay, pinot noir and pinot meunier.
2.	 An area roughly the same size as the Champagne region.
3.	 A band of chalk that extends from Northern France to 

Southeast England.
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