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T  he small island of Cyprus has been hit by 
crisis after crisis in the last decade or so 
and it seems always with someone else 

to blame. Back in 2004, it was the loss of easy 
export markets based on generous subsidies 
(which became illegal on joining the EU), then 
the woes of changing global tastes, high costs of 
land, poor service in restaurants and ineffective 
marketing.  More recently, the bankers were 
blamed for the 2013 economic collapse when 
Cyprus joined the queues for an IMF bailout, 
with a knock-on effect on sales of luxuries like 
wine due to rising unemployment and austerity 
measures. Today the biggest complaints are 
about the rise of all-inclusive holidays and 
unfair competition from cheap imports. In spite 
of this, there are several among Cyprus’s 40 or 
so wineries who are doing well. 

Innovation

Although Cyprus returned to growth in 
2015, it is still far from buoyant, though it did 
successfully exit the IMF bailout programme 
ahead of schedule. Tourism is an important 
sector, accounting for 7.6% of GDP in 2015, with 
tourist numbers hitting 2.66m. Although tourism 
should offer a strong opportunity for wine, all-
inclusive packages have been on the increase; 
around 40% of Brits arrive on all-inclusive 
packages while 80% of Russian visitors appear 
to do so. Such deals inevitably put pressure on 
operators to squeeze costs, including buying 

the cheapest possible wine. All-
inclusive guests also rarely leave 
their hotels to spend money in 
local shops and restaurants, 
hitting the wine economy a 
double blow. 

Sophocles Vlassides from 
Vlassides Winery estimates 
there may be 2m bottles of 
wine that cost €1.00 ($1.10) or 
less on the island, a price no 
Cypriot producer can compete 
with; the island’s largest 
producer, grower-owned co-

operative SODAP reports 2015 grape prices 
ranging from around €0.24 to €0.42 per kilo. 
In addition to these high grape prices, manual 
vineyard work and fragmented hilly sites means 
there are no large mechanizable vineyards to 
give economies of scale. In spite of this, sources 
suggest that several Cyprus producers are selling 
bag-in-box to all-inclusive hotels for as little as 
around €1.50 per litre, and some now import 
significant amounts of cheap wine to service this 
sector. Recently retired KEO winemaker George 
Metochis  explained that KEO crushed 40,000 
tonnes when he started work 27 years ago, and 
less than a tenth of that in 2015. And over the 
last 15 years, imported wines have increased 
their market share from 6% in 2000 to a 54% 
share in 2015, to a total of 7.5m L.

Despite the lack of support from tourism, 
some producers have weathered the crisis well. 
Marcos Zambartas of Zambartas Wineries says: 
“The crisis helped Cypriot wineries in general 
since Cypriots, consumers and professionals, 
turned to support the local economy. This only 
applied to the good, value-for-money Cypriot 
wines. For the wineries producing average 
wine, the crisis accelerated their downfall since 
consumers became more aware about where to 
spend their money and also they became less 
forgiving.” 

Vlassides agrees. “Sales in general in Cyprus 
are very good,” he says. “All the good producers 
are selling like crazy. Those who have problems 
are because of themselves.” He points out that 

there is a definite price window in which Cyprus 
can benefit. “At €5.00 to €10.00, Cyprus wines 
are quite strong, whereas we can’t tackle the 
sector below €5.00. Above €10.00 is where 
we should be aiming, but we need to convince 
people of quality and image.”

Minas Mina of Kyperounda Winery adds, “I 
have the impression that the wineries that are 
doing well in the market are the wineries that 
show some consistency. We are at a phase where 
the market is maturing and the consumer is 
more aware of quality.”  

For Zambartas the recipe is quite simple, 
“For sure, keeping and raising the quality of 
our wines. Also, wineries with good distribution 
and sales teams managed to penetrate into more 
wine lists, satisfying the growing interest in 
Cypriot wines.” He adds that it’s been important 
to strengthen the brand with consumer events, 
staff training and participating in competitions. 

Xenofon Panayiotou from the Ministry 
of Agriculture confirms that a key recent 
development in Cyprus has been the use of 
technology in the wineries and vineyards. 
“Chilled tanks and modern presses, irrigation 
monitoring and even simple trellising were 
unheard of ten years ago,” he says. “Cyprus 
has now implemented most technology seen 
elsewhere in the winemaking world.” However, 
he cautions that not all wineries are on board.

One success story has been Oenus Wine 
Merchants, a distribution company created 
eight years ago by three wineries – Tsiakkas, 
Vlassides and Argyrides. Tsiakkas says, “Sales 
through Oenus have been increasing every 
year, even during recession years.” Adding 
that 2013 and 2014 saw big increases in 
sales, while sales overall have tripled since the 
company began. “The company started with 
two employees and now has nine. We have just 
moved to a new underground warehouse with 
proper temperature control; our vans are also 
temperature-controlled [summer temperatures 
often hit 400C]; the staff is trained and they 
attend WSET courses.”  

Another strong trend has been investment in 
winery tourism facilities such as tasting rooms.  

CYPRUS RECOVERS
For more than a decade, Cyprus has suffered one economic blow after another.  

But, says Dr Caroline Gilby MW, some wineries are now thriving.
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K&K Vasilikon has spent €2.5m (part-funded 
by an EU subsidy) on a new state-of-the-art 
winery to process its 600-tonne crush, adding 
a conference room, terrace and tasting room. 
Vlassides opened a €1.2m winery in 2012 with 
a tasting room; to avoid taking out burdensome 
bank loans, he issued shares to investors covering 
around 35% of the investment. Vlassides says he 
has already reached his full production capacity 
in just three years.  

SODAP, which crushes around 40% of 
Cyprus’s 16,000-tonne crop and which claims 
the biggest market share after imported wine, 
has also undergone some significant changes. 
It was struggling with significant debt and an 
annual interest burden of €1.2m, but sold its huge 
site in Limassol, which cleared its debt burden, 
and moved all its production and administration 
to its Kamanterena Winery in the hills. Exports 
account for around 12% of its sales. “In China 
we are selling through four representatives,” 
says export manager Marinos Pericleous. “One 
in Beijing, one south of Shanghai, one in Hong 
Kong, and another in Xian.” He says there is 
no secret to getting listings: “You just have 
to go there to local exhibitions and make the 
right contacts, or they come to you,” as was the 
case with their Shanghai representative, who 
originally came to Cyprus to buy property and 
then formed a relationship with the winery. 
A current project for SODAP is taking on the 
previously small Pafos traditional products fair. 
“We decided to host this fair here at our premises 
for free, to promote the winery and the Pafos 
region,” says Pericleous, saying the company 
introduced free wine, a keenly priced buffet and 
local entertainment. “It became a festival.” Last 
year the event attracted around 4,000 people, so 
the event is being expanded to three days this 
year, which will also take advantage of the fact 
that Pafos has been named a European Cultural 
Capital for 2017.

Export has not been a priority for many 
Cyprus wineries, but this may change as there 

are new wineries due to open, increasing local 
competition. Tsiakkas is now exporting to the 
UK, USA, Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland 
and Greece, and he explains: “Five years ago, we 
decided to stop attending exhibitions and devote 
all our effort to making good wine. And this is 
exactly what happened. All our exports were 
the result of them coming to us and not from 
international fairs.”

Another area where Cyprus seems to 
be tapping into the global wine trend is in 
developing its local grape varieties. “There 
seems to me a trend by Cypriot consumers to get 
away from the international varieties and drink 
more Cypriot varieties,” says Tsiakkas. “Names 
like Yiannoudi, Promara and Morokanella are 
more and more sought after by the Cypriot 
consumer.” 

Swiss importer Bernhard Furler agrees, 
“Cyprus is a niche; and I like to work with 
such niches. My customers are searching for 
something special, like wines from indigenous 
grapes. I can sell Xynisteri, Maratheftiko, 
Commandaria, blends with indigenous and 
international grapes and some Shiraz. But it is 
very difficult to sell wines with international 
grapes.”

Panayiotou cautions, however, that the 
planting of indigenous varieties in monovarietal 
vineyards and then fermented separately is 
mostly a new practice. “There is a long way 
to go and there are challenges until we come 
to a conclusion of whether these varieties – 
especially Maratheftiko, Yiannoudi, Lefkada, 
Promara, Morokanella – can stand on their 
own.” And as Vlassides points out, “The drought 
conditions on Cyprus are not going to change, so 
we have to work with varieties that can cope.” 

Sweet history

Any look at the Cyprus wine industry can’t 
ignore Commandaria, the traditional sweet wine 

made from sun-dried grapes of Xynisteri and 
Mavro. The Ministry of Agriculture certainly 
believes that it will be a key part of any 
promotional strategy.  Zambartas says that as 
smaller wineries begin to produce it, the wine 
is undergoing a revival, and that Commandaria 
can serve as a spearhead to introduce Cyprus’s 
dry wines.  “Connoisseurs internationally know 
Commandaria and they do not know where 
Cyprus is, never mind knowing Xynisteri or 
Maratheftiko.” Tsiakkas adds, “I agree the sweet 
wines are not the most sought-after wines. 
Commandaria should definitely be included and 
should be the flagship wine. But it needs to be 
supported by other wines. 

Not everyone agrees. “Science and theory 
would agree that, yes, Cyprus can make 
excellent sweet wines and Commandaria can 
be the flagship, but I am a firm believer that 
that is where the dream dies,” says Panayiotou. 
“The world is turning away from sweet wines.” 
He’s not the only one with this opinion. “I have 
the impression that Commandaria is active 
because people see its romantic side,” says 
Mina. “It has the momentum of tradition and 
people refuse to do the maths around the cost 
of this product. Sadly we cannot increase the 
price since the quality and the overall product 
image cannot support this. Overall I can’t see 
that Commandaria is an economically viable 
product.” 

Nevertheless, such a historic product will 
have its role to play. Overall, Cyprus may be 
small and shaken by crisis after crisis, but at 
least some wine producers have weathered the 
economic storms in surprisingly good shape. 
Dropping the “blame game” and taking control 
over quality, marketing and distribution, as well 
as building on the island’s unique features such 
as its rare grapes, historic sweet wines, high 
altitude sites and lack of Phylloxera are all key 
parts of a strategy that could have potential to 
succeed even when times are tough.  WCostas Tsiakkas, owner, Tsiakkas Winery

Vlassides Winery, Limassol
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