If New Zealand can do it, why
can’t Australia ?
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The Australian wine sector collects a lot of data describing its performance – in relation to tasks such as yield
estimation, management of winery intake or sustainability accreditation. But do we make the best use of such data to
inform issues other than the management of production – for example, to assist in understanding terroir, or the distinctiveness
of our regions or their wines ?

Re-using vineyard performance data
In New Zealand’s Marlborough region, we obtained data for Sauvignon
Blanc vineyards on a confidential basis from grape growers and wine
companies over 6 vintages (2014-19). These data were routinely collected
for yield estimation and harvest management. We georeferenced the data
to the centroid of the block from which it derived (Figure 1). This enabled
regional-scale maps of yield (Figure 2) and harvest date (Figure 3) to be
interpolated. By clustering these map layers (Figures 4 and 5), consistent
subregional differences in vineyard performance were identified – both
within and between the Wairau and Awatere Valleys which make up the
Marlborough region. What do these say about the Marlborough terroir ?

Figure 3: Regional scale variation in the harvest date of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc, 2014-19. In each map, the data
have been classified so that 20 % of the data lie in each coloured class. The first date in each legend is the earliest harvest
date recorded in the dataset for that year. The last date listed is the latest date of harvest for that year; other dates are
those that divide the map classes. Dates were converted to Julian numbers prior to mapping and then back-transformed.

Figure 1: Distribution of data collected
to underpin regional-scale mapping of
Sauvignon Blanc vineyard performance
in 2019 (n = 1083) in the Marlborough
region of New Zealand. Similarly
distributed data were collected in
2014-18 (n = 618 - 990).

Figure 4: Regional scale variation in the yield and harvest date of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc (2014-19) when the maps
for the six seasons shown in Figures 2 and 3 are clustered using k-means. The numbers in the legends are the cluster
means. Yield data (kg/m) have been normalised (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1) on annual basis prior to map
interpolation; harvest dates are expressed in Julian numbers.

Figure 2: Regional scale variation in the yield of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc, 2014-19. Note that the data (kg/m) have
been normalised (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1) on annual basis prior to map interpolation.

Data for distinctiveness

Figure 5: Regional scale variation in the yield and harvest date of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc (2014-19) when both
yield and harvest date maps are clustered using k-means. The numbers in the legends are the cluster means. The legends
have been separated into yield and harvest date sections to aid interpretation.

Recent Australian research [1-3] has similarly focussed on using quantitative spatial analysis for exploring regional terroir. Vineyard performance metrics have not
been available, so the focus has been on clustering publicly available soil, climate and landscape data to identify possible subregions within existing geographical
indications and to underpin assessment of the distinctiveness of subregional wines. Of course, chemical and sensory analysis of wines will be an essential element
of this as it will in NZ. But imagine the power of the analysis and the understanding of subregional terroir it would promote if vineyard performance data (e.g.
Figures 1-3) could be included in the Australian work ? Yet the suggestion that we use the NZ approach in Australia has been met with a firm ‘You can’t do that !’.
The obvious question is ‘Why not ?’. Existing vintage surveys could facilitate such an approach. Bledisloe Cup anyone ?
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