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Heat and Drought Reduce
Austrian Wine Production by 17%

Austria Grapples with Early Harvest and Lower Yields Amid Severe

Drought
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Austria's 2024 wine harvest has started earlier than usual, driven by an unprecedented

drought affecting key wine-producing regions, especially Niederdsterreich (Lower
Austria). The country's Chamber of Agriculture has projected a significant reduction in
wine production, anticipating a total of 2 million hectoliters—a 17% drop from the usual
2.41 million hectoliters. Johannes Schmuckenschlager, president of the Austrian
Winegrowers Association (Weinbauverband), warned that continued heat could further
reduce vyields. Despite the challenges, winemakers are maintaining an optimistic

outlook on the quality of this year's wines.



The lack of rainfall during the summer has pushed many vineyards to begin the harvest
ahead of schedule. In regions like Burgenland, the main harvest is already underway,
with most of the country expected to follow within the next week. While early harvests
are not entirely new to Austrian vineyards, this year's severe drought has exacerbated
the situation. Schmuckenschlager acknowledged that climate change is becoming a key
factor in winemaking decisions. Irrigation, traditionally uncommon in Austria, is likely to
become a more common practice, with several initiatives already underway to ensure

water availability for vineyards in the coming years.

The extreme heat has not only impacted grape growth but also the logistics of the
harvest and processing. High temperatures present challenges in picking grapes, as
well as in transporting and pressing them. To mitigate the heat's effects, many
winemakers have started picking grapes early in the morning, a technique more
commonly seen in countries with hot climates like Italy or South Africa. This strategy
helps preserve the grapes' integrity and avoids the risk of over-ripening or heat

damage.

While the quantity of grapes harvested this year will undoubtedly be lower, winemakers
are encouraged by the promising quality of the fruit. The prolonged exposure to heat
has resulted in smaller grapes with concentrated aromas, a hallmark of high-quality
wine. The Gruner Veltliner, Austria's flagship white grape, has shown remarkable
resilience, developing robust flavors and a solid structure. Red varieties, too, are
expected to thrive, with experts predicting especially fruity wines with a full-bodied

character, capable of aging well.

Early-ripening varieties like Sauvignon Blanc and Muskateller have also benefitted from
the warm conditions, developing more pronounced flavors. The combination of intense
aromas and well-structured grapes suggests that, despite the reduction in overall

volume, Austria's 2024 vintage may offer a unique and memorable drinking experience.

The early harvest is a stark reminder of the increasing volatility faced by the wine
industry in the wake of climate change. Winemakers across Austria are starting to
rethink traditional methods and adapt to the new normal of unpredictable weather

patterns. While early harvests and irrigation are solutions for the short term, there is



growing concern over how Austria's wine landscape will evolve in the future.
Schmuckenschlager emphasized the importance of long-term planning to ensure the
sustainability of Austria's wine industry, pointing to ongoing projects that focus on both
irrigation and vineyard management practices designed to counter the effects of

drought.

This shift toward more resilient strategies marks a turning point for Austrian
winemakers, who are increasingly relying on scientific innovation and technological
advancement. Investments in vineyard infrastructure, such as water retention systems,
and research into heat-resistant grape varieties, are becoming essential tools in
mitigating the impact of extreme weather. The need for climate-conscious viticulture is

now at the forefront of discussions within the industry.

Despite the anticipated shortfall in production, Schmuckenschlager assured that local
markets will be well supplied. He emphasized the importance of consumer loyalty
toward Austrian wines, particularly in supporting domestic producers over cheaper
imported options. This sentiment reflects a growing trend across the country, where the

appreciation for homegrown, high-quality wines remains strong.

Schmuckenschlager also addressed concerns surrounding alcohol consumption. He
argued that the ongoing debate around reducing alcohol intake should not penalize
high-quality wines. While excessive drinking should be discouraged, he noted that
moderate wine consumption has been linked to health benefits. The wine industry
continues to advocate for responsible consumption, highlighting the cultural and health

aspects of enjoying wine in moderation.

The 2024 Austrian wine harvest may be marked by lower yields, but the quality of the
grapes harvested offers a silver lining for winemakers. The concentration of flavors,
especially in well-established varieties like Gruner Veltliner and early-ripening reds,
hints at a promising vintage that could make up for the reduction in quantity. As
Austria's wine industry continues to adapt to the challenges posed by climate change,
innovation in both viticulture and vineyard management will be key to navigating the

future.



Despite the hurdles, Austria's winemakers are committed to delivering wines of
exceptional quality. This year's early harvest and lower production humbers underscore
the growing challenges in the industry, but the resilience and adaptability of Austrian
viticulture are setting the stage for an evolution that will likely benefit the industry in
the long run. As Austrian wine producers look ahead, the focus on producing distinctive,
high-quality wines will remain a priority, ensuring that the country's reputation as a

producer of world-class wines continues to grow.



