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harvest preparation

New research and observations, coupled 
with evolving technology to assess what 
really matters to eventual wine quality, 
will increasingly influence harvest dates of 
varieties across the wine regions.

Precision viticulture has shown the value 
of adjusting harvesting patterns, even on the 
same property, to take account of vineyard 
variability and the influence of crop load 
on stage of ripening. In other quarters there 
has been research to track the development 
of grape components and identify the 
compounds or pre-cursors to development of 
compounds which go on to express desirable 
aromas and flavours in wine.

Another realm of study which will inform 
the management of supply networks (which 
incorporate vineyard managers, harvesting 
contractors, those who schedule intakes 
at wineries, and winemakers) is decision 
support technology. Leader of CSIRO’s 
Adaptive Supply Networks study team is 
Simon Dunstall who for some years has 
been working in a partnership with Orlando 
Wyndham to develop innovative support 
technologies.

The ongoing project began with 
recognition that while the grapegrower 
and winemaker often communicated 
about respective interests and attempted to 
meet each other’s needs, there was little 
consideration of all important influences on 
the best means of determining harvest date 
and transport to the crusher. The parties 
sought greater automation and transparency 
with the capture of knowledge in information 
systems to more efficiently determine time 
lines and allocate resources.

CSIRO’s research aims to improve 
coordination of activities of each party 
along the supply chain and achieve “decision 
harmony” among them.

Recently former Orlando Wyndham staff 
member Ric Hayman joined forces with 
information technology specialist Marc 
Personeni to form Thoughtpool Pty Ltd, 
a business set up to improve information 
services to assist harvest planning. Among 
other things it will make the CSIRO research 
on adaptive supply and logistics more widely 
accessible. Their first model, on grape 
maturation, is to be rolled out to the wine 
industry this season. For further information 
on this service and to track developments 
visit http://www.thoughtpool.com.au/

This type of service, Ric Hayman says, 
will evolve with the acquisition of data and 
improved knowledge about the influences on 
grape berry development.

For example, while mean January 
temperatures have been a general yardstick 
about seasonality and climate suitability, 
other things are emerging such as: the 

importance of ultra violet (UV) intensity; the 
threshold for different varieties and training 
systems under end-on-end days of extremely 
high temperature (as occurred in 2008 and 
2009); the total number of sunshine hours as 
well as heat levels; evapotranspiration rates 
(a factor recognised as important and which 
is now the subject of improved data collection 
by the Bureau of Meteorology); the potential 
of wet winters and springs to provide greater 
resilience against increasing temperature, 
and vice versa; and the role of soil type (those 
with greater water holding capacity soften the 
effects of dry, hot seasons).

These and other influences if assessed 
and modelled will provide decision-making 
support and will help predict optimum 
harvest time and, at some time in the future, 
suggest likely grape berry and finished wine 
attributes.

With a generally wet winter and spring this 
year it has been suggested that the conditions 
are being set up for a change from the shorter 
seasons and logistical problems of many 
vineyards ripening at once. Grape harvesting 
contractors, who look well ahead to gauge 
the likely demand for operators and machines 
in different regions are already seeking 
information from growers about how this 
season may compare with previous seasons. 
Generally, a strong start is expected because 
of the adequate subsoil moisture, which 
can mean that white varieties, particularly 
Chardonnay, will have their usual growing 
season length and there will likely be the 
normal separation of maturity between red 
wine varieties.

While some winemakers still voice the 
myth that long cool growing seasons produce 
the best wines this is not supported by 
research undertaken by the University of 
Adelaide more than 20 years ago. This work 
demonstrated that average length to shorter 

seasons were usually given highest ratings 
by sensory panels and that anthocyanins and 
other wine attributes were well developed. 
Earlier ripening brought about by extremely 
high temperatures, however, may give 
different results. At the same time it should 
be kept in mind that a hot season is not 
necessarily a bad season, as illustrated by an 
analysis of Langdon and Halliday regional 
ratings. Their highest ratings across 15 
years for Coonawarra Cabernet Sauvignon, 
for instance, suggest that more vintages 
of superior wine will come from warmer 
than average seasons than from cooler than 
average seasons and that years of greatest 
disappointment have been when rain falls at 
critical times. Hence, it may mean disruptions 
to berry development (whether caused by 
extreme heat or a bout of Botrytis) are 
significant and that a season that gives a clean 
run to harvest is what should be prayed for 
regardless of its length.

Just as there can be uncertainty about 
how wine quality will correlate with length 
of growing period and time of harvest, 
there can be uncertainty about how a season 
will develop. For example, there was above 
average rainfall in December 2008 in the 
Barossa Valley and other significant regions. 
The summer was normal to cooler than usual 
until late January when there was extremely 
hot weather lasting for several days, with 
some regions having more than 10 days in 
a row over 40ºC, seriously affecting berry 
quality in many vineyards.

Although there is this uncertainty and 
there are complex factors at play, any means 
of trying to predict outcomes and assist with 
logistics of harvest will be welcome. As the 
experts say, it is not an exact science but 
information services will evolve and improve 
as the reliability of data and our understanding 
of inter-relationships improves. 

Evolving data predicts optimum harvest time


