San Juan: Argentina’s Second-Largest Wine Region
Region Overview
San Juan is Argentina’s second-largest wine-producing region, located north of Mendoza between 30° and 32° latitude south. Known for its hot, dry climate and high-altitude vineyards, San Juan is a key area for red wines, fortified wines, and Syrah production. While historically associated with bulk wine production, modern winemaking techniques and site selection have led to an increasing focus on quality-driven wines.
Vineyards in San Juan range from 1,500 to 4,600 feet above sea level, benefiting from strong Andean influences, high sun exposure, and significant diurnal temperature shifts. The region’s semi-arid climate sees minimal rainfall, requiring irrigation from the San Juan and Jáchal Rivers. Well-draining alluvial and sandy soils contribute to the region’s concentrated, intensely flavored wines.
Key Grape Varieties
San Juan is known for robust reds and expressive whites, particularly:
· Syrah – One of the region’s specialties, producing rich, spicy, and fruit-forward wines.
· Malbec – Less structured than Mendoza’s but fruitier and softer.
· Bonarda – Bright and juicy, with soft tannins and fresh acidity.
· Cabernet Sauvignon – Powerful and structured, often blended with Syrah or Malbec.
· Torrontés – Aromatic and floral, benefiting from higher-altitude sites.
· Viognier – A rising white variety, known for its richness and floral notes.
Major Subregions of San Juan
San Juan is divided into three primary subregions, each with distinct characteristics:
Tulum Valley (Largest and Most Productive)
· Altitude: 1,500–2,300 feet
· Climate: Warm and dry, with alluvial soils
· Notable for: Fruit-forward reds, Syrah, and large-scale wine production
Pedernal Valley (High-Altitude Terroir)
· Altitude: 3,500–4,600 feet
· Climate: Cooler temperatures with limestone-rich soils
· Notable for: Premium Syrah, Malbec, and structured reds with minerality
Zonda Valley (Warm and Windy)
· Altitude: 2,000–3,300 feet
· Climate: Hot, with strong Zonda winds influencing viticulture
· Notable for: Fortified wines, robust reds, and aromatic whites
Notable Wine Styles
1. San Juan Syrah – Spicy, bold, and fruit-forward, with ripe black fruit and pepper.
2. High-Altitude Malbec – Less tannic than Mendoza’s but fresh and vibrant.
3. Torrontés from Higher Elevations – Floral, citrus-driven, and fresh.
4. Viognier from Pedernal Valley – Rich and textured, with floral complexity.
5. Fortified Wines – Muscat-based sweet wines, an old tradition of the region.
Additional Context
San Juan has historically been known for high-volume production, but the Pedernal Valley is changing perceptions with its high-altitude, limestone-influenced terroir, producing elegant, structured reds. Sustainable viticulture and modern winemaking are helping to elevate Syrah and Malbec to international recognition.
San Juan’s hot climate and wind influence make it ideal for organic and biodynamic viticulture, reducing disease pressure. Wineries are focusing on single-vineyard expressions, high-altitude selections, and oak aging experiments, adding complexity to the region’s wines.
Takeaway for Sommeliers
San Juan is Argentina’s rising star for Syrah, offering bold, spicy, and fruit-driven expressions that contrast with Mendoza’s structured Malbec. The high-altitude potential of Pedernal Valley makes it a region to watch, particularly for cooler-climate reds and expressive whites. Sommeliers should explore San Juan Syrah, Malbec, and high-altitude Torrontés for distinctive Argentine offerings.
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