Spain’s

Sparkling

Revival
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parkling wines have been gaining a wider audi-
ence in recent years and, with sales significantly
on the rise, producers everywhere are taking ad-
vantage of new opportunities to strengthen their
identities and improve quality. Spain’s sparkling
Cava is a good example, moving beyond its repu-
tation for affordability and exploring new ap-
proaches that show distinctive character and im-
pressive complexity.

Currently, Cava and Champagne alike are riding on the hugely
successful coattails of Italian Prosecco, with sparkling wine con-
sumption in the U. S. seeing strong growth in all categories and
price points, according to Impact Databank, a sister publication of
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Cava producers

return to their roots
and improve quality

in their wines

By Alison Napjus

-

Wine Spectator. In 2016, Cava shipments to the U.S. rose almost
8 percent. Yet Prosecco’s boom is also a challenge for Cava, pre-
senting a face-off in the $10 to $15 price range for which Cava has
been best known.

Some Spanish sparkling wine producers have even abandoned
the Cava designation in an effort to distance themselves from the
category’s reputation for cheap-and-cheerful wines. Instead group
leaders propose a new appellation, Conca del Riu Anoia, a tighter
geographical delimitation within the sweeping Cava D.O., part-
nered with more rigorous production and aging standards.

A great number of wineries, though, have chosen to work within
the current framework for Cava. One example is Fermi Bohigas, a
family-owned estate in the heart of Cava. “The situation has been
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very difficult,” says Maria Casanovas Giré, co-owner of Ferm{ Bo-
higas. “With two or three very big producers offering very low
prices, it affects our overall image. But there are many small- to
mid-sized producers who are doing very good work.”

Large and small alike, many producers in Cava are working
both to refine existing strengths and to embrace innovation. Re-
cently implemented wine law recognizes

in the U.S. in small quantities, including some of the most highly
rated Cavas of this report.

In the past year, I've reviewed 120 sparkling wines from Spain,
with the vast majority labeled as Cava. Recaredo Mata Casanovas
received top marks at 92 points for its 2005 Brut Nature Turé d’En
Mota ($184). This dry and harmonious Cava is a real beauty; it’s

Grand Cru vineyards; bottlings with no dos-
age (labeled as Brut Nature) rise to the top;
and cuvées with additional aging in the

—

Reserva and Gran Reserva categories re-
ceive greater attention.

Cava is made according to the rigorous
Champagne method, wherein the second fer-

mentation, which creates the bubbles, takes

place in the bottle. Traditional Cava is aged -

“In our region, it makes sense to produce Brut
Natures, because of the climate. We are in the
Mediterranean—sparkling wine from a warm
place, not a cold place.”-Ton Mata

a minimum of nine months in bottle before
release. Reservas have a 15-month minimum,
while Gran Reservas require a minimum of
30 months. This extended aging promotes
greater complexity and textural finesse. The
Reserva category is the starting point that
highlights the work of area producers to
achieve these results, and global sales of
Reserva bottlings in 2016 were up nearly 3
percent from 2015.

Within the Gran Reserva category, the
Spanish government introduced in 2015 the
Cava de Paraje Calificado designation, which
translates literally as “Cava from a Qualified
Place.” This category effectively recognizes
Grand Cru Cava sites that express specific
terroir and historically high quality. Nine pro-
ducers, with 12 different sites, are currently
approved to produce these wines, legally
mandated to be sourced from the approved
site’s lower-yielding and older vines and to
be aged for at least 36 months.

Although it is the site that is identified
and approved, some of these bottlings are la-
beled with a vineyard name while others use
proprietary cuvée names that indicate grapes
sourced from the approved site. At this time,
bottlings do not specifically note the Cava
de Paraje Calificado status, so it is up to the
consumer to reference the vineyard or cuvée
name on the label.

“It’s about learning where your terroir is,
not just about making a Grand Cru wine,”
says Arthur O’Connor, who recently retired
as corporate winemaking director at Codor-
niu bur still consults for the winery. Three
Codorniu vineyards received the Cava de

Paraje Calificado designation, more than any
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Ton Mata of Recaredo Mata Casanovas

other winery. “When you blend, you lose
Y y y

track of your terroir.” Bottlings from Paraje

Calificado vineyards are beginning to arrive
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TASTING REPORT

CAVA

produced entirely from Xarel-lo planted in 1940 in the Paraje Cali-

helping dosage. But Cava seems to have found the sweet spot in
ficado-designated Turé d’En Mota vineyard and is aged on cork

this category, and roughly half of this report’s outstanding (90 to
94 points) bottlings are Brut Natures. Look for any of Recaredo
Mata Casanovas’ Cavas, all bottled without dosage, as well as Josep

for about 120 months prior to hand disgorgement.

Bottlings from other Paraje Calificado—designated vineyards also

The cellars of P. Llopart contributed two of this report’s recommended sparklers: an outstanding Brut Rosé Reserva and a good-value Brut Reserva, both from the 2014 vintage.
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