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He blames the proliferation of
AOC wines (there are now
450!) for this situation, with 75
per cent of French wine bearing
geographic reference. He says
that this confuses and turns off
customers. A similar message
was sent at the Royal Economic
Society in Nottingham. A study
by Olivier Gergaud from the

University of Reims and Victor Ginsburgh of the Université Libre de Bruxelles
argues that winemaking technologies, not terroir, determine wine quality.

DR RICHARD SMART BSc Agr, MSc, PhD, DScAgr, termed by some “the flying
vine-doctor”, is an Australian vineyard consultant with clients in 24 countries.
He is now resident in Tasmania, Australia, where Tamar Ridge Wines is his
principal client. He began his career in viticulture research in Australia, spanning
to Israel, the US, France, and New Zealand. Richard is the principal author of
Sunlight into Wine (Winetitles, 1991) and is considered an authority on canopy
management of grapevines. He has regular columns in The Australian & New Zealand
Wine Industry Journal and California’s Practical Winery & Vineyard, is published widely
in scientific and other journals, and was viticulture editor for two volumes of
Jancis Robinson’s Oxford Companion to Wine.
DR CAROLINE GILBY MW is a freelance writer specializing in Eastern Europe and
viticulture. She contributed to Wines of the World (Dorling Kindersley, 2004) and
has been published in Decanter, Harpers Wine and Spirit Weekly, OLN, and New Scientist.
She is on the editorial board of the Journal of Wine Research. She has a PhD in
plant sciences but left science to become senior wine buyer for a major UK retail
chain. She lectures for the WSET Diploma on tasting technique, vinification, and
wine handling, and judges at international wine shows, as well as working as 
a consultant to the wine trade.

The pair collected data on environmental conditions and winemaking
techniques across the 100 vineyards of the Haut-Médoc in 1990,
including First Growths Mouton Rothschild, Latour, Lafite-Rothschild,
and Margaux. The data were compared with the prices that certain
vintages fetched on the wine market and the scores they received from
tasters, including Michael Broadbent MW and Robert Parker.

The results, the authors say, show that winemaking techniques
completely overshadow the effect of terroir. “The French terroir legend
obviously does not hold – at least in the Médoc region,” they say.

Yet more hanging

Arguments continue about ‘hang time’ in California; it was a hot topic at
the Unified Symposium in Sacramento. Increasingly, questions are being
asked (and not only in California) about the abilities of winemakers to
taste grapes and predict wine styles. Their tendency is to call an ‘ideal’
date of harvest, which, interestingly, is always in the future! So consumers
the world over are being provided with table wines of increasing alcohol
content, with more and more now seen at over 15 per cent and even 
16 per cent alcohol. Some California commentators have suggested that
wines of more than 14 per cent alcohol deserve a new classification,
since they are no longer suited to ‘table wine’ categorization, not being
suitable for consumption with food. The term ‘social wine’ has been
suggested but has not met with universal support.

But a backlash is beginning. Some wine journalists are protesting
against the perceived American cult of ‘bigger is better’. Manufacturers 
at the SITEVI grape growers’ and winemakers’ Expo at Montpellier
featured machines to take sugar out of grape juice and alcohol out of
wine. In other quarters, some winemakers are making a feature of their
‘normal’, lower-alcohol table wines, of 13 per cent alcohol or less, which
are finding consumer acceptance. More importantly, many people are
asking, “Where is the proof that delayed harvest (and higher alcohol)
makes for better wine anyway?”

Viticulture
Have appellations become meaningless? A meeting in
Paris of the European Confederation of Independent
Winemakers heard wine economist Patrick Aigrain
claim the appellation system has become moribund.

Dr Richard Smart & Dr Caroline Gilby MW

DR RICHARD SMART DR CAROLINE GILBY MW

• GM rootstocks in Alsace: French
research institution INRA has set up
open-air field trials of 70 different
genetically modified rootstocks in
Colmar in Alsace.The rootstocks
were planted in September 2005 and
have been engineered to be resistant
to the grapevine fan leaf virus, which

Grapevine
causes court-noué, for which there 
is currently no effective treatment.
A multidisciplinary team, including
local citizens, was set up to address
concerns about this trial.Very strict
protocols have been agreed, including
removal of all inflorescences, to
prevent the escape of any GM material.
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NEW FRENCH–ITALIAN
GENOME PROJECT

The French and Italian governments
announced a €6-million vine genome
project in November 2005. The
project chief, Enrico Pe, surprisingly
stresses that the scheme does 
not involve genetically modified
organisms, but it does include top
biotechnology laboratories. Claims are
made that vines will be produced
with more resistance to pests and
diseases, and that grapes will contain
more molecules beneficial to wine
quality. All of this sounds like genetic
modification to the author [RES].
Pe claims that the study will enhance
the scientific profile of Italy.

GLOBAL WARMING
COULD SPREAD
PATHOGENS

Climate change is causing concern
about transmission of grapevine
pathogens. Several economically
significant diseases such as grapevine
leaf roll and flavescence dorée have
insect vectors whose spread is limited
by climatic factors. Changes in
temperature recorded at Bernkastel-
Kues show that flowering occurs 
13.4 days earlier compared to 1967,
and average annual temperature is up
by 1.78°C (3.2°F). As an example, it
is expected that rising temperatures
will allow mealy bug, currently found
only in glasshouses in Germany, to
escape and transmit grapevine leaf
roll. The leafhopper that is the vector
for flavescence dorée (or grapevine
yellows) is limited by climatic factors:
it requires sufficient summer
temperatures to complete its life
cycle. It appears to be extending its

range further north and has recently
been found in Austria for the first
time. This is potentially a severe
threat to viticulture in countries like
Germany, currently unaffected by
flavescence dorée, that need to put 
in place regular monitoring to ensure
that any infestations are quickly
eradicated.

ETHYLENE REGULATES
CHAMPAGNE

Champagne Mumm has been using
ethylene in 50 ha of vineyards this
year to regulate flowering, crop load,
and ripening time, and it claims better
results than using green-harvesting. It
appears particularly useful for Pinot
Noir and for young and high-yielding
vines. Spraying with ethylene can
bring flowering to an end after 10
days instead of the normal 15 or
more days, giving more consistent
ripening, as well as reducing the
number of bunches and thus lowering
yield. It can also open up bunches,
which improves air circulation and
reduces the risk of botrytis. Timing is
crucial – too early and all the flowers
may be destroyed; too late and there
is no benefit. The mechanism appears
to be through ethylene’s role as a
natural regulator of floral abscission.

PIERCE’S DISEASE:
ALTERNATIVE
APPROACHES 

It appears that Pierce’s disease, which
is vectored by sharpshooters, has
alternative hosts in the weed species
commonly found around vineyards. In
Californian vineyards, 27 out of 29
species tested were found to host the
bacterium responsible for the disease,
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FRENCH WINE INTO
BIOFUEL?

French wine sales lost to the 
New World and declining national
consumption have led to widespread
riots by French farmers. Disaffected
farmers caused over €2 million worth
of damage to the French railway
system in the south of France in 
May. Police used tear gas against
rampaging Burgundian winemakers
protesting about government-imposed
cuts on wine yields in September.

Will biofuel be the solution to
surplus production? Grape-based
alcohol (ethanol) is added to
conventional fuel after distillation 
of wine. France is already the third-
largest producer of ethanol in Europe,
at the moment largely from sugar
beet and cereals. So ONIVINS, the
state-run wine body, is looking at the
possibility of turning surplus wine into
biofuel. For years, surplus wine from
La Mancha in Spain has been distilled
and sold to Brazil to support their
biofuel programme. Maybe France will
follow suit. Put a little Cabernet in
your tank? Or Chablis?

ARSENIC AND VINEYARD
POSTS

Ever wondered about the green
colour of vineyard posts seen
especially in New World vineyards?
They are green because they are
treated with copper, chromium, and
arsenate to preserve them from 
rot. There were concerns in New
Zealand’s Marlborough region that
chemicals leached from the posts
might contaminate soils and ground
water. While traces were found near
the posts, the concentrations over the

whole vineyard were very low.
Similarly, there was no risk to ground-
water quality or human safety.

ROOTS DETERMINE
QUALITY

South African researchers have
investigated why some vineyards
responded positively to early-harvest
rainfall in the dry, hot 2004 season
and others did not. After detailed
investigations of canopies and roots,
they found that vineyards that were
capable of ripening fruit properly had
new lateral shoot growth and healthy
young leaves. The vineyards showing
ripening problems had only old,
senescing, and poorly functioning leaves.
The explanation for this was found
below ground. Vines with extensive
root systems with lots of fine roots
supported new leaf growth. In a way,
this result reinforces the terroir
concept, in that soil conditions
determine the nature of the root system.

SCIENTIST QUESTIONS
GM VINES

Professor Carole Meredith, who 
spent 22 years at UC Davis and was
instrumental in establishing the
International Grape Genome Program,
has questioned the value of GM
vines, which have been proposed by
many as the solution to catastrophic
diseases like Pierce’s disease. She 
says it is unlikely that we will ever 
see a disease or insect overcome by 
a single gene. Further, Meredith asks
the important question, “Is it still
Chardonnay if it is a genetically
modified grape?” Some Californian
grape-growing counties have adopted
bans on GM crops, including grapes.



Opinion:
New World response to Old’s terroir
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Tamar Ridge Wines of Tasmania is on track to become one of the largest
cool-climate premium wine producers in Australia. The winery and vineyard
team uses ‘world-best technology’ to manage the vineyards to improve
wine quality. For the 2005 harvest, this involved using infrared images
taken from a plane. These images are known to correlate with vine vigour.

It was observed in the cool 2004 ripening season that some vineyards
had a majority of yellow leaves, leading to premature defoliation, and
that these vineyards showed delayed maturity and produced wine of
lesser quality. This was related to nitrogen deficiency and water stress.

The vineyard images were used for harvest planning. At Tamar Ridge
there are two brands, Devil’s Corner being the lower price point and
Tamar Ridge the higher. It helps harvest planning to classify the vineyards
pre-harvest, since different vinification methods may be used.

More variable blocks were allocated to Devil’s Corner. Some variability
could be overcome – for example, by adding more water or fertilizer.
Other blocks offered the possibility of differential harvesting, where 
there were large and quite clear zones of different vigour, which were
discrete. This turned out to be quite simple, using two tractors with bins
that could be interchanged.

Sauvignon Blanc is becoming a flagship wine for Tamar Ridge.
Block 8 is the source of the fruit, and it was found to have clear zones 
of high and low vigour. There was higher vigour on the deeper soil to 
the north, with green leaves and long shoots. Fruit on these vines 
showed typical Sauvignon taste characteristics near harvest despite 
good yields (10.2 tonnes/ha), yet the fruit on stressed, lower-vigour, and
lower-yielding vines (6.1 tonnes/ha) had no such typicity. French studies
have shown that water stress and nitrogen stress will reduce flavour
compounds in Sauvignon Blanc. The fruit was differentially harvested,
with that from high-vigour vines kept separate from low-vigour vines
during fermentation. As expected, the higher-vigour fruit made clearly the
best wine and was classified to Tamar Ridge, while the wine from low-
vigour vines went to Devil’s Corner. Similar results were found with Pinot
Noir, suggesting that low-vigour vines, while lower yielding, did not
improve wine quality because of poor leaf health.

An aerial infrared image is as useful to a vineyard manager as an X-ray
is to a doctor. Undoubtedly this vineyard ‘micro-management’, or ‘zonal

Xylella fastidiosa. This highlights the
need for weed control and removal
around susceptible vines. Another
approach may be through installation
of high fences. Researchers have
found that the glassy-winged
sharpshooter cannot fly over high
fences. The drawback is that these
fences need to be at least 5 m 
(16 ft) high and made of a special 
UV protective cloth pulled tight
against posts. The high cost of such
protection means that it would be of
use only for particularly high-value
crops such as nurseries and super-
premium vineyard sites.

OLD BEFORE 
THEIR TIME

Atypical ageing (ATA), first detected
in 1988, is now recognized as a
viticultural issue, though research 
has yet to pin down the definitive
mechanism responsible for the
problem. Lack of nitrogen, lack of
water, early harvest, competition from
cover crops, and overcropping have
all been implicated in causing ATA.

Research suggests that early
harvest dates are a key cause,

irrespective of variety, and that
nitrogen levels in berries are also
implicated. Delaying harvest is
correlated with increased nitrogen 
in the fruit and appears so far to be
the best viticultural tool against ATA,
in spite of increased risks of botrytis
and disease with late picking in 
cool-climate regions.

TRIAL AND TERROIR
IN VALPOLICELLA

Cantina Valpolicella Negrar, the
biggest Amarone producer, has
reported results from its terroir trials.
Twelve plots of Corvina clone 48 
are being compared, and results
already show clearly that good vine
management cannot compensate 
for a poor site. Several previously
unregarded sites appear to have
potential for very high-quality
individual crus.

This year, the Cantina has planted
trial vineyards looking specifically at
pruning and training techniques such
as Guyot, and also a vineyard with 
48 different varieties (20 of them
indigenous) to understand how each
will do in the local climate and soils.

Grapevine

• Researchers in France are
attempting to use a vine’s own
defence signals to reduce dependence
on agrochemicals. Plants release
chemicals when attacked by pathogens
or predators that switch on defence
mechanisms within the rest of the
plant and even in neighbouring plants;
researchers would like to replicate
this. In New Zealand, trials at Waipara
are attempting to use the plant’s
chemical signals, hung in ‘tea bags’
around the vines to attract beneficial
insects to prey on grapevine pests.

• More fungi cause grapevine trunk
diseases. Grapevine trunk diseases
are responsible for significant losses
to the wine industry worldwide
(estimated at US$260 million in
California alone in 1999). It was
originally thought that Eutypa lata
was responsible for most vine-canker
development and dieback in
California, but other fungi are now
implicated, including Botryosphaeria
species, as well as several other
members of the Eutypa family.
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viticulture’ (call it what you will), is the way of the future and offers
vineyard managers even more opportunities to make better wine in the
vineyard. Further, it will be invaluable in explaining terroir effects. And for
cool-climate producers, there is an obvious need to pay more attention 
to leaf health and vine balance, and less to crop regulation.

Grapevine

• Research reported by Giovanni
Martelli of the University of Bari
shows that nearly 60 different viruses
have been recorded in Vitis species –
more than any other woody crop.
The researchers suggest that Vitis
may have a low level of natural
resistance to virus infection. Research
is being directed at developing
resistance through both traditional
breeding and using transgenic
pathogen-derived techniques.

• The EU has announced a further
round of funding for restructuring
vineyards in Europe. Member states
will receive €450 million, with France,
Italy, and Spain accounting for around
75 per cent of the funds.The scheme
aims to adapt production to market
demand by switching grape varieties,
improving vine management, and
relocating vineyards.

• Most northerly vineyard? In Flen,
Sweden, just 900 km (560 miles)
from the Arctic Circle, Goran
Amnegard of Blaxta Wine is growing
2.5 ha of vineyard with plants he
brought from Canada. He has
converted a 17th-century barn into 
a winery, and he produces 25,000
bottles of grape and fruit wine a 
year. His task is made doubly hard by
the choice of classic French varieties
like Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon,
which have difficulty ripening in
warmer climates in some years.
Not unexpectedly, his Vidal icewine 
is a winner, with 30 per cent
exported to London.

• Tutankhamun drank red wine.
Spanish scientists studied amphorae
from the First Dynasty (around

3000 BC) and identified tartrate
crystals, which are found only in
wines based on grapes. Further,
residues were found in the amphorae
of Tutankhamun’s tomb (dating from
1325 BC) of syringic acid, proving that
the wine stored in the large jars was
indeed red.The jars were labelled
with product, year, source, and even
the name of the vine grower, but
with no mention of wine colour.

• Two Croatian yachts set sail for
southern Greece in June 2005 on an
expedition to find the roots of the
variety Malvasia.The voyages were
the brainchild of winery proprietor
Ivica Matosevic.The two Croatian
scientists who used DNA profiling to
solve the mystery of the origin of
California’s Zinfandel were on board.
They tested indigenous varieties
around the town of Monemvassia,
whose name is thought to be the
origin of the name Malvasia.This 
trip should resolve the question of
whether Croatia’s Malvazja Istarska
variety has its origin on the
Peloponnesian peninsula of Greece.

• Hungary has seen an increase
in extreme weather events over 
the past decade, including freezing
damage, summer drought, and
unpredictable rainfall of 290–870 mm
(11–34 in) per year.The research
institute in Eger has been
investigating the effect of irrigation
and fertigation on the cold-hardiness
of Chardonnay, pruned at different
levels. Both these techniques delayed
cane ripening by as much as a month,
but did not appear to have an effect
on the vines’ freezing tolerance.




