
Exploring the World of Canada Wines: A 
Compact Comprehensive Guide 

History:

The historical backdrop of Canadian wines traces back to the mid-nineteenth century when European pilgrims 
previously endeavored to develop grapevines in Canada. In any case, it was only after the later piece of the 
twentieth century that the Canadian wine industry started to earn respect on a worldwide scale.

Here is a brief overview of key milestones in the history of Canadian wines:

1. Early Attempts (17th-18th centuries): The earliest European settlers, particularly the 
French, planted grapevines for winemaking upon their arrival in Canada. However, the harsh
climate and challenging growing conditions limited the success of these early attempts. 

2. First Commercial Winery (1866): The first commercial winery in Canada, Vin Villa, was 
established in 1866 in Ontario by Thomas Bright and J.W. Tye. The winery produced both 
table and fortified wines, but it eventually closed due to economic challenges. 

3. Resurgence in the 20th Century: In the mid-20th century, there was a renewed interest in 
winemaking in Canada. The Canadian government played a role in supporting the industry 
by funding research to identify grape varieties suitable for the climate. 

4. VQA System (1988): The Vintners Quality Alliance (VQA) system was established in 1988 
in Ontario to regulate and promote the production of high-quality wines. This system set 
standards for grape growing and winemaking, helping to enhance the reputation of Canadian
wines. 

5. Icewine Success: Canada gained international acclaim for its Icewine production. The 
extremely cold climate in some regions, particularly in Ontario's Niagara Peninsula and 
British Columbia's Okanagan Valley, allows for the production of high-quality Icewine, a 
sweet dessert wine made from grapes naturally frozen on the vine. 

6. Expansion to British Columbia: While Ontario remains a major wine-producing region, 
British Columbia, especially the Okanagan Valley, has become increasingly important. The 
region's diverse microclimates allow for the cultivation of a wide range of grape varieties. 

7. Global Recognition: Canadian wines, particularly Icewine, have gained recognition and 
awards at international competitions. Canadian winemakers continue to experiment with 
different grape varieties and winemaking techniques, contributing to the diversity and 
quality of the country's wines. 



Major Producing Regions:

Canada has a few significant wine-creating districts, each known for its remarkable environment, soil, and grape
assortments. The two essential territories where most of Canadian wine is delivered are Ontario and English 
Columbia. Here are the significant wine-creating locales inside these regions:

Ontario:

1. Niagara Peninsula: 
• Overview: The Niagara Peninsula, located in southern Ontario, is one of Canada's 

most renowned wine regions. Its proximity to Lake Ontario moderates temperatures, 
creating an environment suitable for a wide range of grape varieties. 

• Notable Grapes: Riesling, Chardonnay, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Icewine. 
2. Prince Edward County: 

• Overview: Situated on a limestone-rich peninsula in Lake Ontario, Prince Edward 
County has gained prominence for its cool-climate wines. The region is particularly 
known for its crisp Chardonnays and vibrant Pinot Noirs. 

• Notable Grapes: Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Gamay. 
3. Lake Erie North Shore: 

• Overview: This region is located in the southwestern part of Ontario, along the 
northern shore of Lake Erie. The moderating influence of the lake helps create a 
favorable climate for grape growing. 

• Notable Grapes: Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Riesling. 

British Columbia:

1. Okanagan Valley: 
• Overview: The Okanagan Valley, situated in the interior of British Columbia, is the 

most significant wine-producing region in the province. It is known for its diverse 
microclimates, which allow for the cultivation of a wide variety of grapes. 

• Notable Grapes: Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Riesling, 
Gewürztraminer, Icewine. 

2. Similkameen Valley: 
• Overview: Adjacent to the Okanagan Valley, the Similkameen Valley benefits from a 

warm climate and a unique mix of soils. It is recognized for its organic and 
sustainable farming practices. 

• Notable Grapes: Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Chardonnay. 
3. Fraser Valley: 

• Overview: Located near Vancouver, the Fraser Valley has a milder climate compared 
to the interior regions of British Columbia. It is gaining attention for its cool-climate 
wines. 

• Notable Grapes: Pinot Gris, Pinot Noir, Chardonnay. 

While Ontario and British Columbia are the primary players in the Canadian wine industry, other 
provinces, such as Nova Scotia and Quebec, also have emerging wine regions contributing to the 
country's viticultural landscape.



Terroir:
Canada's wine regions boast diverse terroirs, contributing to the distinctive characteristics of wines produced 
across the country. Here's a closer look at the terroirs of some prominent Canadian wine regions:

1. Niagara Peninsula, Ontario:

• Climate: Moderated by Lake Ontario, providing a temperate climate. 
• Soil: Varied soils, including limestone-rich soils in some areas. 
• Topography: The Niagara Escarpment influences the landscape, creating diverse 

microclimates. 
• Grapes: Known for cool-climate varieties like Riesling and Chardonnay, as well as reds like 

Cabernet Franc and Pinot Noir. 

2. Prince Edward County, Ontario:

• Climate: Cool climate with influences from Lake Ontario. 
• Soil: Limestone-rich soils similar to those in Burgundy, France. 
• Topography: Surrounded by water, creating a unique island terroir. 
• Grapes: Focus on cool-climate varieties, especially Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. 

3. Okanagan Valley, British Columbia:

• Climate: Varied microclimates due to mountains, lakes, and valleys. 
• Soil: Diverse soils, including sandy, clay, and volcanic soils. 
• Topography: Features lakes, hills, and mountains, providing a range of altitudes. 
• Grapes: Wide variety, including Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, and 

Riesling. 

4. Similkameen Valley, British Columbia:

• Climate: Hot days and cool nights with diurnal temperature variations. 
• Soil: Gravel and sandy soils with excellent drainage. 
• Topography: Surrounded by mountains, creating a sun-soaked valley. 
• Grapes: Syrah, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, and other varietals benefit from the unique 

climate. 

5. Fraser Valley, British Columbia:

• Climate: Milder climate influenced by its proximity to the Pacific Ocean. 
• Soil: Varied soils, including clay and loam. 
• Topography: Lower elevation compared to interior regions. 
• Grapes: Pinot Gris, Pinot Noir, and Chardonnay thrive in this cool-climate region. 

6. Nova Scotia:

• Climate: Maritime climate influenced by the Atlantic Ocean. 
• Soil: Various soil types, including clay and rocky soils. 
• Topography: Coastal vineyards with unique growing conditions. 
• Grapes: Focus on sparkling wines, with varieties like L'Acadie Blanc and Seyval Blanc. 



7. Quebec:

• Climate: Cold climate with shorter growing seasons. 
• Soil: Diverse soils, including clay and limestone. 
• Topography: Hilly landscapes with some areas benefiting from the moderating influence of 

the St. Lawrence River. 
• Grapes: Cold-hardy varieties like Vidal Blanc and Marechal Foch. 

White Grape Varieties:
Canada is known for producing high-quality white wines, and several grape varieties thrive in its diverse wine 
regions. Here are some prominent white grape varieties grown in Canadian vineyards:

1. Riesling: 
• Regions: Widely planted across various Canadian wine regions, particularly in the 

Niagara Peninsula and the Okanagan Valley. 
• Characteristics: Known for its bright acidity, floral aromas, and a range of flavors 

from citrus to stone fruit. Riesling wines can range from dry to sweet, including the 
famous Icewine. 

2. Chardonnay: 
• Regions: Widely cultivated in both Ontario (Niagara Peninsula and Prince Edward 

County) and British Columbia (Okanagan Valley). 
• Characteristics: Chardonnay expresses itself differently based on the winemaking 

style. Canadian Chardonnays often exhibit a balance of ripe fruit flavors, and crisp 
acidity, and sometimes undergo barrel aging, imparting notes of vanilla and toast. 

3. Sauvignon Blanc: 
• Regions: Found in various Canadian wine regions, including the Okanagan Valley. 
• Characteristics: Sauvignon Blanc wines are known for their zesty acidity and vibrant

aromas. Typical flavors include citrus, green apple, and herbal notes. 
4. Gewürztraminer: 

• Regions: Planted in regions like the Okanagan Valley in British Columbia. 
• Characteristics: Gewürztraminer is known for its aromatic profile, featuring floral 

notes (rose petals), lychee, and spice. It tends to produce wines with a slightly off-
dry-to-sweet profile. 

5. Pinot Gris/Pinot Grigio: 
• Regions: Widely grown in both Ontario and British Columbia. 
• Characteristics: Pinot Gris/Pinot Grigio wines can vary in style. In Canada, they 

often display a crisp acidity with flavors of green apple, pear, and citrus. 
6. Viognier: 

• Regions: Cultivated in some warmer regions of British Columbia, such as the 
Okanagan Valley. 

• Characteristics: Viognier produces aromatic wines with floral notes, stone fruit 
(apricot), and sometimes hints of spice. It tends to have a fuller body and a lush 
texture. 

7. Chenin Blanc: 
• Regions: Found in some Canadian vineyards, particularly in British Columbia. 



• Characteristics: Chenin Blanc can exhibit a range of styles, from dry to sweet. It 
often features flavors of green apple, pear, and honey. 

8. Ehrenfelser: 
• Regions: Cultivated in British Columbia, particularly in the Okanagan Valley. 
• Characteristics: A hybrid grape variety, Ehrenfelser produces aromatic wines with 

floral and fruity notes, often with a slightly off-dry profile. 

Red Grape Varieties:

Canada's diverse wine regions cultivate a variety of red grape varieties, each contributing unique characteristics 
to the wines produced. Here are some prominent red grape varieties grown in Canadian vineyards:

1. Pinot Noir: 
• Regions: Widely planted in both Ontario (Niagara Peninsula and Prince Edward 

County) and British Columbia (Okanagan Valley). 
• Characteristics: Pinot Noir is known for its versatility and ability to express the 

nuances of its terroir. Canadian Pinot Noirs often exhibit red fruit flavors, silky 
tannins, and a balanced acidity. 

2. Cabernet Franc: 
• Regions: Commonly grown in Ontario, particularly in the Niagara Peninsula, and in 

some areas of British Columbia. 
• Characteristics: Cabernet Franc produces wines with red berry flavors, herbal notes, 

and sometimes a hint of spiciness. It is often used in blends and can showcase the 
cool-climate characteristics of Canadian wine regions. 

3. Merlot: 
• Regions: Widely cultivated in both Ontario and British Columbia, including the 

Okanagan Valley. 
• Characteristics: Merlot wines in Canada often display ripe fruit flavors such as plum

and black cherry. They can have a smooth texture with moderate tannins. 
4. Cabernet Sauvignon: 

• Regions: Found in some warmer regions of British Columbia, such as the Okanagan 
Valley. 

• Characteristics: Cabernet Sauvignon produces wines with bold flavors of black 
currant, dark cherry, and sometimes notes of green bell pepper. It typically has firm 
tannins and good aging potential. 

5. Syrah/Shiraz: 
• Regions: Cultivated in warmer regions of British Columbia, such as the Okanagan 

Valley and Similkameen Valley. 
• Characteristics: Syrah in Canada can display rich, dark fruit flavors, along with 

peppery and spicy notes. It often has a full body and can benefit from aging. 
6. Gamay: 

• Regions: Grown in various Canadian wine regions, including the Niagara Peninsula. 
• Characteristics: Gamay produces wines with bright red fruit flavors, low tannins, 

and vibrant acidity. It is often associated with lighter, refreshing styles of red wine. 
7. Malbec: 

• Regions: Found in some vineyards in British Columbia. 



• Characteristics: Malbec contributes dark fruit flavors, robust structure, and velvety 
tannins. It is often used in blends to enhance complexity. 

8. Baco Noir: 
• Regions: Grown in cooler climates, including parts of Ontario. 
• Characteristics: Baco Noir is a hybrid variety that can produce wines with dark fruit 

flavors, a hint of spice, and a good level of acidity. 
9.

Canada Levels of Wine Quality:

In Canada, the Vintners Quality Alliance (VQA) system is used to classify and regulate wine quality. The VQA 
system was established to ensure that wines bearing this designation meet specific standards related to grape 
growing, winemaking, and regional origin. The VQA system provides consumers with a reliable indication of the 
quality and authenticity of Canadian wines. Here are the key levels of wine quality in Canada:

1. VQA (Vintners Quality Alliance): 
• Definition: This is the highest quality level in the Canadian wine classification 

system. 
• Criteria: Wines labeled with VQA must adhere to strict standards regarding grape 

variety, origin, and production methods. The grapes used in these wines must come 
from a specific recognized viticultural area (appellation) within a province. 

• Significance: VQA wines are considered to represent the best of Canadian wines, 
showcasing the characteristics of specific regions and grape varieties. 

2. Wine of Origin (Wine): 
• Definition: Wines labeled with the broader designation of "Wine" without the VQA 

designation. 
• Criteria: These wines may not meet the specific criteria required for VQA 

designation. They could be made from a blend of grapes from different regions, 
provinces, or even countries. 

• Significance: While not necessarily of lower quality, these wines do not carry the 
same regional and varietal guarantees as VQA wines. 

3. International/Cellared in Canada: 
• Definition: Wines labeled as "International" or "Cellared in Canada." 
• Criteria: These wines may be produced using imported grape juice or concentrate. 

While they can be made and cellared in Canada, the grapes themselves may not be 
Canadian. 

• Significance: These wines are often more affordable but may not reflect the 
characteristics of specific Canadian regions or grape varieties. 

It's important to note that the VQA system primarily applies to the provinces of Ontario and British 
Columbia, which are the main wine-producing regions in Canada. Other provinces, such as Nova 
Scotia and Quebec, may have their own systems or standards for wine classification.

Additionally, within each quality level, there can be further distinctions such as varietal 
designations, indicating that a wine is made primarily from a specific grape variety, or terms like 
"Icewine" for a sweet wine made from grapes naturally frozen on the vine. Understanding these 
quality levels can help consumers make informed choices about the wines they purchase.



Importing, Selling, and Consuming Wine in 
Canada:

The importing, selling, and consuming of wine in Canada are regulated by federal and provincial 
authorities. The laws and regulations vary across provinces and territories, and each region has its 
own liquor control board or commission responsible for overseeing the distribution and sale of 
alcoholic beverages. Here is a general overview:

Importing Wine:

1. Government Regulations: 
• Importing wine into Canada is subject to federal regulations administered by the 

Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA). 
• Importers must comply with labeling, packaging, and other standards set by the 

Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA). 
2. Provincial Regulations: 

• Importers need to comply with the liquor laws and regulations of the specific 
province where they plan to sell the wine. 

• Some provinces have restrictions on the quantity of alcohol that can be imported for 
personal use. 

Selling Wine:

1. Liquor Control Authorities: 
• Each province and territory in Canada has a liquor control authority or commission 

responsible for regulating the sale and distribution of alcoholic beverages, including 
wine. 

• These authorities often operate retail outlets and set pricing and distribution policies. 
2. Licenses and Permits: 

• Businesses that want to sell wine, such as wineries, retailers, and restaurants, must 
obtain licenses or permits from the liquor control authority in their respective 
province. 

• License requirements and fees vary by province, and there may be different licenses 
for retail, wholesale, and on-premises consumption. 

3. Distribution Channels: 
• In some provinces, the sale of wine is primarily through government-operated liquor 

stores. In others, there may be a mix of government and privately-owned outlets. 
• Wineries may also be allowed to sell their products directly to consumers through 

on-site stores or online platforms, subject to provincial regulations. 



Consuming Wine:

1. Legal Drinking Age: 

• The legal drinking age varies by province and territory, ranging from 18 to 19 years 
old. It is important to be aware of and adhere to the local legal drinking age. 

2. On-Premises Consumption: 

• Restaurants, bars, and other licensed establishments are permitted to sell and serve 
wine for on-premises consumption. 

• The hours of sale, responsible service practices, and other regulations are determined
by provincial authorities. 

3. Off-Premises Consumption: 

• Retail stores, including government-operated liquor stores and private outlets, sell 
wine for off-premises consumption. 

• Some provinces may have restrictions on the hours of sale and may regulate the 
pricing of alcoholic beverages. 

4. Transportation: 

• It's important to adhere to transportation laws related to the transportation of 
alcoholic beverages. In some provinces, there may be restrictions on carrying open 
containers of alcohol in vehicles. 

It's crucial to check the specific regulations in the province or territory where you are importing, 
selling, or consuming wine, as rules can vary significantly. Additionally, changes in regulations may
occur, so it's advisable to stay informed about any updates in the legal landscape related to the 
alcoholic beverage industry in Canada.



Additional info that is good to know:

1. Number of Wineries: 
• Canada has seen a steady increase in the number of wineries. As of a few years ago, 

there were hundreds of wineries spread across different provinces, with 
concentrations in British Columbia and Ontario. 

2. Number of Vineyards: 
• The number of vineyards in Canada is diverse, reflecting the industry's growth. The 

provinces of British Columbia and Ontario have the most significant concentration of
vineyards. 

3. Vineyard Size: 
• Vineyard sizes can vary widely, from small boutique vineyards to large commercial 

operations. The size of vineyards often depends on the region and the specific grape 
varieties grown. 

4. Sustainability Practices: 
• Many Canadian wineries have been actively adopting sustainable practices. This 

includes organic and biodynamic farming methods, energy-efficient production 
processes, and initiatives to reduce environmental impact. Sustainability has become 
an important focus for the Canadian wine industry. 

More info on the web:
Wine map of Canada: click

National Associations of Canadian Wineries: c  lick  

https://vineyards.com/wine-map/canada
https://winesofcanada.ca/industry-associations/
https://wineamerica.org/about/
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