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1 Introduction 

Vinefax is a weekly subscriber-based publication sent out on a Thursday evening during the 

growing season of grape vines (October to April).  One of the main purposes of Vinefax is to 

inform readers of phenological development of grapevines on five monitored Sauvignon blanc 

vineyards in Marlborough.  Key stages of phenological development (budburst, flowering, 

véraison and harvest) are reported during the growing season and compared with the timing of 

these stages in previous seasons.  Other information includes the occurrence of Botrytis cinerea 

infection periods, weather summaries (rainfall, evapotranspiration and Growing Degree Days 

(GDD)), berry maturation rates from véraison to harvest and other general information, such as 

climate forecasts from the National Institute of Water and Atmosphere (NIWA), disease 

management advice and reports of recent grape and wine research. 

The 2011-2012 season was the sixteenth year of Vinefax publications and 32 weekly editions 

were sent out between 6 October 2011 and 10 May 2012.  This was two more editions than in 

most previous seasons, because of the lateness of the 2012 harvest. 

2 Key results from this year 

In early September 2011, prior to the start of the season, a questionnaire was sent to a number 

of Vinefax recipients seeking their feedback.  Questions were asked about material that had 

previously been included in Vinefax and recipients were asked to provide suggestions for 

improvements that could be made to Vinefax in the forthcoming season.  This was in response 

to discussions on how to improve Vinefax and to ensure that the right type of information was 

being provided to subscribers.  Recipients were asked to rate the categories (Figure 1) as being 

„Not important‟, „Important‟ or „Very important‟.   A total of 13 replies were received. 

Figure 1: Summary results of Vinefax questionnaire, September 2011. 
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From the total number of responses to all questions, 8% were rated „Not important‟, 40% 

„Important‟ and 52% „Very important‟. This was confirmation that the material covered in Vinefax 

was considered by the majority of subscribers to be of important value. Figure 1 indicates that a 

number of the Vinefax categories received no „Not Important‟ responses, (VineWatch table, 

GDD graph, phenology comparisons, botrytis infection periods and disease information). Most 

respondents considered the inclusion of the „GDD graph‟ (Growing Degree Day) and „Botrytis 

infection periods‟ in Vinefax to be „Very important‟. 

A number of questionnaire recipients made comments and suggestions. Suggestions included 

incorporating other regional growing degree day information, changing the document into pdf 

format, inclusion of other disease information (e.g. powdery mildew), yield comparisons and 

information on inter-row plantings. 

A number of these suggestions were incorporated for the 2012 season. Vinefax was sent out as 

a pdf document, which reduced the size of the file. In addition, the opening page of each issue 

had viticulture or winemaking-related photographs as a background to the heading. A number of 

subscribers commented positively with regard to the new format. Through the Plant & Food 

Research network of weather stations we were able to include weekly growing degree day and 

rainfall information from weather stations in other grape growing regions; Clyde in Central 

Otago, Richmond in Nelson, Havelock North in Hawke‟s Bay and Pukekohe in Auckland. On 

occasions, we included a graph of the GDD for the main New Zealand wine regions for 

comparison with Blenheim (Figure 2). The black line through zero is the Blenheim growing 

degree day line and the other lines show whether a region is accumulating more (+ve), of less (-

ve), growing degree days than Blenheim.  

 

Figure 2: Variation of growing degree days of other New Zealand winegrowing regions compared with 
Blenheim, from 1 July 2011 to 11 January 2012. 

Thirty-two issues were sent out from 6 October 2011 to 10 May 2012. In previous years 

supplementary issues had been written and sent to recipients when a Botrytis cinerea infection 

period had been recorded by the Bacchus model. However, this season the data were included 
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as part of the weekly Vinefax publication. This information is useful for management decisions 

regarding spray regimes and for understanding potential disease pressure. Powdery mildew 

infection periods were commented on using the Gubler powdery mildew model to indicate the 

degree of infection risk at certain times depending on spray applications. This provided a 

pictorial assessment of risk for the reader (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Example of Gubler powdery mildew model infection risk potential, inserted in Vinefax Issue 9 on 1 
December 2011. 

Vinefax accessed meteorological data from 15 Marlborough weather stations, which are spread 

throughout the Wairau and Awatere Valleys. Nine of the weather stations are owned and 

operated by The New Zealand Institute for Plant & Food Research Limited (Brancott Valley, 

Blenheim, Rapaura, Renwick, Rapaura Central, Rapaura Upper, Awatere Seaview, Awatere 

Tohu and a new site at Tiki Wines beyond Wairau Valley township). The remaining six weather 

stations are owned by Constellation Wines (Rarangi and Waihopai Valley), Delegat‟s Wine 

Estate (Awatere Dashwood and Oyster Bay), Yealands Estate (Waihopai Bridge) and Treasury 

Wine Estate (Awatere Redwood Pass Road) (Figure 4). In addition to the Marlborough weather 

stations, four other stations owned by Plant & Food Research, in Central Otago, Nelson, 

Hawke‟s Bay and Auckland were included.  

 

Figure 4: Marlborough viticulture area showing the location of Vinefax weather stations used to monitor 
climatic variability and Botrytis cinerea infection periods. 

The VineWatch table included in Vinefax summarised the growing degree day and rainfall data 

from the 19 weather stations. This enabled subscribers to monitor the weather station closest to 

their property for rainfall and growing degree day accumulation. This is an advantage for those 
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who do not have any weather data collection system on their property. The summary also 

allows sub-regional differences to be monitored. 

Regular dissemination of information included: 

 Temperature comparisons. Inclusion of the maximum, minimum and mean 

temperatures for previous seven days and how these compared with the long-term 

average (LTA). Comments on extreme weather patterns were included.  

 Growing degree day (GDD) seasonal comparison. This looked at the GDD sum for the 

previous week, the GDD sum from the previous week and the total accumulated GDD 

sum starting from 1 July 2011. A comparison with the same period from the three 

previous seasons and the LTA was also made. This enabled readers, at a glance, to see 

how the GDDs for the current season compared with those for previous seasons. Rainfall 

and evapotranspiration comparisons for Blenheim were included on a weekly basis, as 

well as the accumulated amount of each, with a comparison from the previous three 

seasons and LTA.  

 GDD summary graph for Blenheim. This was included on a fortnightly basis during the 

season. This contrasted the current season and previous seasons with the LTA, based 

on the deviation of GDDs from the LTA. Feedback from readers was very positive 

regarding this information, as it helped them to understand the lateness of the 2011/2012 

growing season, in comparison with recent seasons. From early in the season we were 

able to track the current growing season, which remained below the LTA from the 

beginning of September 2011 until the beginning of May 2012. This had repercussions for 

the phenological rates that we monitored.  

 Sunshine hours. The total number of sunshine hours received many comments. 

February 2012 recorded 59% of the LTA hours of sunshine, which made it the lowest on 

record, with a total of 133.6 hours; the highest was in 1968, with 298 hours (Issue 23, 8 

March 2012). 

 Soil moisture in the top 5 cm to 35 cm of the soil at the Blenheim weather station was 

reported. This information was to help with irrigation strategies, particularly for those 

growers who did not use private irrigation scheduling services or soil moisture monitoring 

devices. It also incorporated rainfall and evapotranspiration information.  

 Phenological stages of Sauvignon blanc. Two-cane pruned vines from five regional 

vineyard sites in the Wairau and Awatere Valleys continued to be monitored in the 

2011/2012 season. During budburst, flowering and from véraison to harvest, tables were 

included summarising the rate of development of each these stages compared with rates 

in previous seasons. In Issue 2 (13 October 2011) the first signs of a delayed season 

were mentioned, as budburst 2011 was later than any of the seven previous seasons. 

This delayed pattern continued through to flowering, véraison and finally to harvest. The 

rate of development for each of the phenological stages was reported on a weekly basis, 

so that the information that was provided was current. 

 Fruit maturity development. This was reported on a weekly basis from véraison to 

harvest. This season, the table included the maturity data from eight years of data 

collection, 2005-2012. Soluble solids content (°Brix), average berry weight and titratable 

acidity measurements were included each week. The current week was contrasted with 

its comparable week in the previous seasons. This was to highlight how delayed the 

current season was. In previous years, the percentage of berries that had reached 

véraison was assessed by measuring from berry softness. The véraison assessments 

from previous years had shown that 50% véraison of Sauvignon blanc occurs at 
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approximately 8.5° Brix. In the 2012 season, berry softness measurements were not 

conducted and 50% véraison was estimated to be when the grapes were at 8.5 °Brix. 

 Other useful web sources for grape and wine information, such as the Australian 

Grape and Wine Research and Development Corporation, http://www.gwrdc.com.au, 

were used to illustrate the detrimental effects of powdery mildew and botrytis infections 

that were experienced in the 2010-2011 season (Issue 10, 8 December 2011). 

 Botrytis cinerea infection periods, with graphical outputs from Metwatch. 

 Summarised climate predictions NIWA‟s 3-monthly climate predictions. 

 Other disease risks such as downy and powdery mildew and pests such as mealybug, 

grass grub and bronze beetle. 

 Marlborough Research Centre Trust-funded research, e.g. factsheet on „Assessment 

of vineyard soil health‟. 

 Web-based tools. Bunch Rot Assessment Trainer (BRAT) www.bunchrot.co.nz. 

Developed by Plant & Food Research and Hortplus. Botrytis Decision Support System 

(BDSM) www.botrytis.co.nz developed by Plant & Food Research, Hortplus and New 

Zealand Winegrowers. 

 New Zealand Winegrowers factsheets „Vineyard hygiene and prevention of trunk 

disease‟, „Postharvest Defoliation Trial‟, „Understanding the influence of grape bunch 

shoulders‟, „How to look for mealybugs‟. 

 Information on up-coming seminars 

 The weekly joke! 

 

3 Key funding sources and collaborating 
companies 

Vinefax is a subscriber-based service. The total number of people receiving Vinefax in the 

2011-2012 season was 265, compared with 209 people in 2010-2011. Some of these recipients 

were individual grapegrowers, others were from larger corporate organisations, or part of the 

wider grape and wine research community. The majority of the recipients were either based in 

Marlborough or had some wine industry association with the region. 

Pernod Ricard and Cloudy Bay funded the cost of the telephone line rentals to the weather 

stations located on their properties. Delegats Wines, Constellation Wines, Yealands Estate and 

Treasury Wines Estate have allowed Vinefax to access the meteorological data from their 

weather stations at no cost. Data from all these stations were then used for the weekly 

summaries and seasonal progression in the summary table called VineWatch. 

The annual cost, excluding GST, was $375 for one or two recipients, $700 for three or four 

recipients, and $900 for five or more recipients. 

  

http://www.gwrdc.com.au/
http://www.bunchrot.co.nz/
http://www.botrytis.co.nz/
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4 Conclusion 

Vinefax is a unique service that is provided to the Marlborough wine industry by Plant & Food 

Research, through the Marlborough Research Centre Trust. It is a predominantly viticulture-

orientated publication. It draws on a number of sources of information from Plant & Food 

Research‟s work, much of which is funded by the Marlborough Research Centre Trust and New 

Zealand Winegrowers. Comment and feedback has been very favourable about Vinefax, as it 

has provided valuable information on the current season‟s development in relation to 

temperature, phenological stages, maturity development and harvest yields. Comparisons with 

the previous seasons have become valuable to many subscribers. 
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