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R E G I O N A L  A N A LY S I S

In addition to the standard questions of, 
“Where’s that then?” and “Do they make 
wine?” the tiny country known in short as 

Macedonia has another identity crisis to solve. 
It calls itself Republic of Macedonia, but to the 
EU (under pressure, especially from Greece), 
it’s the tongue-twisting ‘Former Yugoslav 
 Republic of Macedonia’ or FYROM. Whatever 
it’s called, this matter will have to be resolved 
if this country is to progress its ambitions of 
 joining the EU, as Greece already has a PGI 
 region called ‘Macedonia’.

The other identity crisis Macedonia has to 
solve is the lack of a global wine image. As 
Gorgi Petrusev, executive director of Wines of 
Macedonia points out: “One of the biggest chal-
lenges for our wine industry is the image, or 
the lack of it, of Macedonia as a winemaking 
country and the reputation (among those that 
know it) as a source of cheap bulk wine.” He 
says that it’s clear to everyone that “none of 
us can achieve significant international aware-
ness or major export success on international 
markets if Macedonia remains unknown to 
wine consumers, or if they perceive it only as a 
source of cheap, low-quality wine.”

New approach

It’s to tackle this that Wines of Macedonia 
 was founded in 2010. It brings together just 10 
out of the 81 wineries registered in the country,  
but represents 80% of all exports and 90% of 
exports of bottled wine, presenting  a united 
voice for the wine industry. This is a promi sing 
sign, as experience in other countries suggests 
it’s relatively unusual for former  collectivised 
countries to be able to work together.  The 
 organisation includes both big and small wine-
ries, with the aim that all members have an 
equal voice. Members pay a fixed  annual fee 
according to size. President  Svetozar Janevski 
says: “Poverty makes it difficult  to have trust 
and respect, but I believe in being open and 
sharing, as together we can do much more 
than any winery separately.” He also acknow-
ledges that “changing perceptions takes time. 

I see this as the beginning of the beginning.”  
The main strategic goal of the  association is to 
increase the volume and value of high-quality 
bottled wines and to make Macedonia visible on 
the global wine map. Activities to support this 
have been directed to creatie awareness, taking 
wines to potential importers and distributors, 
and to wine fairs and competitions. More recent-
ly, Wines of  Macedonia has started to organise 
trips for wine writers and potential importers, 
“to see perso nally where Macedonia stands in 
its efforts to transform its wine industry from a 
supplier of commodity bulk wines to a country 
producing premium products,” says Petrusev.

Wine history

Historically, Macedonia covered a much 
larger area than it does today, including parts of 
Greece and south-western Bulgaria. Under the 
rule of Philip of Macedon, who was followed by 
his son Alexander the Great, it was once the most 
powerful state in the world. Like the rest of the 
Balkans, Macedonia came under  Ottoman rule 
for five centuries until 1913, a period when wine 
production suffered. The region of  Macedonia 
was then partitioned between  Bulgaria, Greece 
and Serbia (this last part eventually became 
 today’s republic). After World War II, Macedonia  
joined the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and 
 Slovenes and then became part of Yugoslavia. 
Independence came in 1992, when Macedonia  
largely avoided the multi-ethnic bloodshed that 
afflicted so many of its neighbours. The EU  
accepted Macedonia as a candidate country in 
2005, though the name dispute with Greece is 
delaying progress  towards membership. 

In wine terms, Macedonia was a significant  
producer in Yugoslav times, claiming a 50% 
share of production, while in the 1990s it 
 became a leading supplier to Germany. Today 
wine is still economically important, account-
ing for 4% of agricultural land and up to 20% of 
agricultural GDP, making it the second-most-
valuable  crop after tobacco. A vineyard cadas-
tre is still work in progress, but data from the 
Department of Fruit Growing, Viticulture and 

Wine Production  (MAFWE) show more than 
36,000 ha under vine, and estimates indicate 
that 23,500 ha are planted to wine grapes, 
 although this differs from the state statistical of-
fice claim of just  under 21,000 ha. Production 
reached 1.2m hL in 2013. Domestic consump-
tion is officially just 9 L per head, but estimates 
suggest another 6 L per head is consumed as 
black market ‘homemade’ wine, alongside a 
strong cultural love of local grape spirit, rakija. 
This makes the country’s wine industry heav-
ily reliant on exports. Exports accounted for 
885,331 hL in 2013, with 64% going to Ger-
many and other EU countries, predominantly as 
cheap bulk wine with typical prices well below 
€1.00 ($1.36) per litre. 

Producers do admit that seasonal costs per 
hectare (around €1,000 to €1,200) are conside-
rably lower in Macedonia than in western Europe 
(€4,000 indicated as a comparison), partly due to 
need for fewer treatments. A regime of just one 
to three spray treatments against mildew is typi-
cal, with manual cultivation to control weeds, 
and fairly low labour costs at around €10.00 
per day. There is little mechanisation as labour 
is usually available, with 30% unemployment in 
the country. The sheer abundance of wildlife in 
the vineyards, highlighted by a stunning back-
drop of mountains, is a real feature that seems to 
go unappreciated locally – not many places have 
wild tortoises wandering the vines. 

Climatically, the Republic of Macedonia is 
pretty warm. Summer daytime temperatures 
can hit more than 40°C, and around 270 sunny 
days are typical. It lies between the latitudes of 
40° to 43°N and rainfall is low to moderate with 
a mostly dry growing season, a factor in natu-
rally low levels of disease pressure. The country 
is landlocked and geographically defined by a 
central valley formed by the Vardar River, while 

MACEDONIA SEEKS ITS IDENTITY
It’s not just that Macedonia is known for bulk wine – it’s also that their own name is used elsewhere. 
Dr Caroline Gilby MW looks at what Macedonia needs to do to become known for quality wines.

Tortoises can be found in the vineyards
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mountains border the country. To the south lie 
three lakes including the UNESCO-listed Lake 
Ohrid, believed to be one of the oldest lakes in 
the world. The whole country has been designat-
ed as a single geographical indication with 16 
wine districts, though there are industry moves 
to establish more PDOs, and to recognize the 
central region of the Vardar River Valley. This 
area accounts for more than 85% of vineyard 
area, particularly the Tikveš district, which has 
41% of the country’s area under vines. Summer 
heat, along with lack of rainfall, is undoubtedly 
a major viticultural issue and producers like 
Tikveš, Stobi, Skovin, Ezimit and Dalvina are 
switching from flood irrigation to drip irrigation 
to mitigate drought stress. And as Dane Jovanov 
of Stobi notes, “I see the effect of global warming 
is starting to show more strongly year by year – 
my belief for the future is that we need to plant 
vineyards at higher elevations and to improve 
water use efficiency.” 

Some wineries are already focusing on 
higher  sites, such as Tikveš’ Barovo site at 540 
metres and Skovin’s Skopje vineyards at up to 
600 metres, and using higher canopies and even 
netting, such as that being trialled at Château 
Kamnik, to reduce sunburn damage to fruit. 

Future prospects 

Recent investments show a huge commit-
ment to delivering improved quality, particular-
ly considering Macedonia was, until recently, so 
focussed on bulk, where quality hardly matters. 
University Professors Klime Beleski and Goran 
Milanov are both closely involved with technical 
advice and research within the industry, looking 
at viticultural issues and  winemaking, especial-
ly protection of aromas in whites, avoiding oxi-
dative damage and management of polyphenols. 

Most of the winemakers are young, have 
travelled and gained experience abroad and 
are actively involved in research themselves: 
Sandra Krstevska at Chateau Kamnik is writ-
ing her thesis on oak use with Syrah, while 
Dane  Jovanov at Stobi is completing his PhD on 
 oxygen management in wine. And it is big win-
eries leading the way. Tikveš may be one of larg-
est wineries in Balkans, crushing grapes from 
its own 1,000 ha plus 4,700 ha from growers, 
but two years ago it switched focus  completely 
from bulk towards quality bottled wine under 
majority owner Svetozar Janevski, who is also 
president of Wines of Macedonia. Janevski is 
from a brewing  background, “where we don’t 

tolerate  technical faults,” and he 
has brought in Dr Klemen Lisjak 
from Slovenia (currently research-
ing polyphenols in red varieties 
in Tikveš region) and French con-
sultant Philippe Cambie. The chief 
winemaker is Cambie’s protégée, 
Serbian-born but French-raised 
Marko Stojakovic, who highlights 
just a few changes: “Tikveš didn’t 
even routinely do malolactic in 
reds as recently as 2010,” he said, 
adding, “I’ve reduced extraction 
and introduced much more gentle 
pressing.” It’s also encouraging to 
see smaller wineries like  Chateau 
Kamnik, Popov and Ezimit   pushing 
quality forward too. 

However, there is still room for improve-
ment – frequently the simpler wines are more 
 appealing to Western tastes as there is a ten-
dency for premium wines to “try too hard” and 
reflect the Balkan admiration for power, extract 
and  alcohol, over drinkability and balance.  

Macedonia‘s story can’t ignore Vranec – also 
known in Montenegro as Vranac – the  most 
widely planted red wine variety and one with 
real potential to be a flagship. It naturally has 
500mg/L of anthocyanins, considerably more 
than Cabernet Sauvignon, for instance,  giving 
very deeply pigmented wines. Stojakovic 
 reckons it needs to reach 14% potential alcohol 
before the flavours are ripe, but often it appears 
in premium wines at over 16%. As yet there is 
no clonal selection, though research is under-
way. The only genuinely Macedonian red is 
Stanušina, pale-coloured and largely dismissed 

as suitable for rosé only, though it 
would be good to see some  trials 
along the lines of other lighter 
 regional reds such as Kadarka. 

Of the international varieties 
that are widespread, Syrah and 
Petit Verdot show real promise, 
with some good Carmenere too, 
but Merlot and Pinot Noir are 
considerably less successful in 
this hot climate. Of the whites, 
 Chardonnay produces some 
good, if sometimes alcoholic 
wines, and Grenache Blanc looks 
well suited to the climate, though 
Sauvignon is inclined to lack v 
arietal identity. More promising  
are Balkan varieties, particu-

larly Žilavka and Temjanika, a local selec-
tion of Muscat de Frontignan,  as well as  
Smederevka and Župljanka for simple wines. 

However the question of identity is  resolved, 
it seems likely that we will see more of 
Macedonia:  it is a country making huge strides 
forward, and seems well aware of the challenges 
it needs to tackle. And some  final words from 
Petrusev: “We are aware that, for many years 
going forward, bulk wine will  remain a signifi-
cant contributor to the volumes for export, but 
nevertheless, we do have a  resolve and will for 
a change. Great efforts have been made in im-
proving the quality of the wines, the production 
process from the vineyard to the bottle, in wine 
making skills,  human resource development, 
sales, distribution,  marketing…And we shall con-
tinue with our development and our efforts to 
promote Macedonia and Macedonian wines.” W

“Changing percep-
tions takes time. 
I see this as the 
beginning of the 
beginning.”

Svetozar Janevski,  
president, Wines 
of Macedonia and 
owner, Tikves

Top 10 export destinations Republic of Macedonia 2013
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Bulk Wine Bottled Wine

China

Romania

Slovakia

Slovenia

Russia

Croatia

Japan

Germany
€14,083,069

€6,783,044 / 15,604,700 L

€1,846,009  / 3,434,000  L

€4,420,682 / 6,447,600 L €2,143,463 /1,881,800  L  

€1,955,693 / 3,443,800 L €429,491 / 493,800 L

€1,388,418 / 3,262,900 L €1,383,591 /1,053,500 L  

€801,196  / 1,837,100 L  €575,514 /529,300 L  

€961,671  / 1,702,800 L €1,049,588  / 1,718,500 L

€563,562  / 1,394,400  L €508,280 /494,800  L / 

€325,061 / 679,000 L  €766,926 /432,300 L / 

€277,108  / 522,600 L €239,765 / 360,500 L

34,336,800 L

Serbia

Czech Republic

China

Germany

Montenegro

Serbia

Bosnia & Herzegovina

Slovenia

Croatia

Canada

Czech Republic

Russia

 €6,550,457 / 5,449,400  L


