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PART ONE 
Executive Summary 
The concept for the irrigation field walks was for growers to come together and to learn 
from each other.  A consultant was present at the field walks to fill in the gaps and to get 
the questions and discussions progressing. 
 
The field walk was organised by Winegrape Industry Development Officer, Susan Byrne; 
viticulture consultant was, Ross Polglase.  Ross began the field walk with a formal 
presentation, which set the scene for the day.  After the presentation we visited two local 
vineyards.  Only a loose agenda was set for the field walk, the idea being that growers 
would choose the topic direction based on the questions and discussion that arose on the 
day.  Growers were encouraged to actively participate in information sharing rather than 
relying totally on Ross.  This approach fostered co-learning between the growers.  Topics 
discussed included: 
• Soil moisture monitoring equipment, 
• Interpreting and using soil moisture monitoring data,  
• Correct interpretation of the visual symptoms of water stress, 
• Using historical records of the vineyard, 
• Knowledge of the soil type and RAW (Readily Available Water) values, 
• An understanding of the different water requirements of vine at different growth stages, 
• Being able to amalgamate data from numerous sources (ie dig stick, visual symptoms, 

moisture monitoring equipment, feedback from winery) 
 
The project aimed to help growers in their irrigation practices, ensuring an improvement in 
water use efficiency.  If growers were able to improve their water use efficiency through 
applying the right amount of water at the right time, reduced water use may result.  This 
may mean a reduction in pumping costs, water charges as well as reduced drainage.  
Improved irrigation efficiency may result in surplus irrigation water, which may be used 
for further development or sale.  Crop productivity may also be increased by irrigating the 
vines with the right amount at the right time, which could result in better payment for fruit. 
 
Background 
When the RITA application was written the catchments suppling water to the Murray 
Valley were historically low, with restrictions as of August 2003, 58% of licence 
allocation.  This restriction was reviewed monthly and by November 2003 restrictions 
were completely lifted.  Consequently the original RITA application needed to change its 
focus slightly.  The original application aimed to bring growers together by means of field 
walks, to discuss how they were going to manage possible water restrictions.  With 
restrictions lifted the irrigation field walks became a forum for discussions on what 
resources and skills growers could use to make good irrigation decisions. 
 
Rather than provide a learning event in which an ‘expert’ delivered information and 
growers passively took on board the message, it was thought a more effective learning 
event would be one that requires growers to actively participate and to share information.  
To achieve this, an informal and relaxed field walk and BBQ was organised, which 
encouraged grower initiated discussions and questions.  The BBQ also allowed time for 
growers to reflect on what they saw and heard during the day and how it fits in with 
problems and opportunities on their own vineyard. 
 
Objectives 
• To organise for the Swan Hill and Robinvale winegrowing regions two sets of 

irrigation field walks four times over the growing season, budburst, flowering, fruit set 
and verasion. 

• Provide an opportunity for growers to learn from each other. 



• Provide extension activities in which growers are able to add to their irrigation 
knowledge and skills. 

 
These were the objectives in the funding application.  They were achieved however only 
one field walk at veraison was organised for Robinvale, and two field walks for Swan Hill 
one at veraison and another pre-harvest.  This was due to the late notification of project 
funding approval.  The time of approval, middle of November, did not allow time to 
organise all the proposed field walks. 
 
Outputs 
1. Liaison meetings with viticulture consultants and key growers to choose topics to be 

covered at the field days and to reflect on ways to improve the field walks. 
2. Minutes from meeting with viticulture consultants and key growers. 
3. Handouts for field walks. 
4. Flyer advertising the event. 
5. Radio announcements advertising the event. 
6. Use of selected vineyards for observation and demonstrations of good irrigation 

practices. 
7. An evaluation report to ascertain the level of impact the field days have had on 

changes in irrigation practice and subsequent water use efficiency. 
8. Article in the Murray Valley Winegrape Growers’ Grapevine (see Appendix 4). 
 
All the outputs were achieved except for numbers 1, 2, & 7.  Outputs 1 and 2 were not 
undertaken as project organisation began in January 2004, due to late notification of 
funding approval, not allowing time for such meetings.  Output 7 was a report that 
examined practice change due to the project.  This did not occur, as there was not enough 
time to track grower progress. 
 
Method 
The field walk began with viticulture consultant Ross Polgalse going over the factors 
affecting water use, in a formal setting with overheads and handouts (see Appendix 1). 
 
Next we visited local vineyards to hear and observe growers’ irrigation practices.  To set 
the scene and get growers thinking, Ross led participants through a visual assessment sheet 
similar to that used by wineries.  Assessing the vines and hearing from the vineyard 
manager the irrigation history of the vineyard helped to put into context the quality aims of 
the vineyard and how irrigation was used to achieve these aims. 
 
The field walks were informal and participants were encouraged and given plenty of time 
for discussion and to ask each other and the consultant questions. 
 
A BBQ was held after each of the field walks.  At the BBQ growers were interviewed to 
evaluate what they had learnt from attending and participating in the field walk.   
 
The field walks was advertised via flyers (see Appendix 3) and media releases (see 
Appendix 2). 
 



Results/Discussion 
 

SWAN HILL EVALUATION (see Appendix 5) 
No. of Growers…19 

1. What new information about the progressive signs of water stress did you 
learn today? 

Response from grower(s) Number of 
responses 

Knew the visual symptoms of water stress but felt the field walk helped 
to reinforce this knowledge 

8 

Feeling for leaf temperature 2 
Leaf rolling 2 
Tendrils drooping or falling off 2 
Learning to look at the vine for visual symptoms rather than relying on 
soil moisture monitoring equipment 

1 

Lack of shoot growth 1 
Burnt off tips 1 
Drooping leaves 1 
Looking at health of first 6 and last 6 leaves on the cane 1 
Changing of leaf colour 1 
Comparing vineyards visited could push own vines harder 1 
None 2 
 
2.  What new information about irrigation scheduling did you learn today? 
 
Response from grower(s) Number 

of 
responses 

Spend more time visually assessing vines and digging soil pits for 
assessment rather than relying solely on moisture monitoring equipment. 

3 

Pulse irrigating rather than long irrigations 3 
Depth of irrigation required 2 
Reinforces knowledge 1 
Comparing vineyards visited he was over-watering 1 
Raising dripper line off the ground 1 
Each block needs to be irrigated differently 1 
There is no such thing as an irrigation recipe 1 
Using soil moisture monitoring equipment such as G-bugs 1 
None 10 
 
3.  Other new information? 
 
Response from grower(s) Number 

of 
responses 

Comparing different vineyards which have different markets for their fruit 3 
Using the day as a benchmarking exercise 2 
Acid/sugar balance plays important part of fruit quality 1 
Potassium has a detrimental effect on wine quality 1 
Colour of seed changing for maturity and effect on wine quality 1 
Examining different varieties  1 
Changing to gypsum blocks 1 
Could push his vines a little harder in future 1 



 
ROBINVALE EVALUATION (see Appendix 5) 

No. of Growers…13 
1.   What new information about the progressive signs of water stress did you learn 
today? 
 
Response from grower(s) Number 

of 
responses 

Feeling for leaf temperature 6 
Knew the visual symptoms of water stress but felt the field walk helped 
to reinforce this knowledge 

5 

Leaves dying at the base of cane due both to water stress and shading 3 
Change in leaf colour 2 
Irrigating different varieties 1 
Changes in petiole behaviour 1 
None 1 
 
2.   What new information about irrigation scheduling did you learn today? 
 
Response from grower(s) Number 

of 
responses 

Spend more time visually assessing vines and digging soil pits for 
assessment rather than relying solely on moisture monitoring equipment 

1 

Other growers approaches to scheduling 1 
Using day for benchmarking exercise 1 
Terms used for irrigating (using ML) 1 
Change from furrow irrigation to pressurised system 1 
Long-term sustainability of vines 1 
None 7 
 
3.  Other new information? 
 
Response from grower(s) Number 

of 
responses 

Likes the interaction with other growers on field days 1 
Likes to listen to consultants talk rather than just from the winery 1 
Likes the reinforcement 1 
Caters for a range of learning levels 1 
Row orientation affects heat absorption on different sides of canopy.  
Will change pruning style to create more shading. 

1 

Leaf layer number shows how much shading/exposure of fruit 1 
 
The evaluation tells us that growers did learn new information about the progressive signs 
of water stress and irrigation scheduling.  
 



 
 
 
Outcome/Conclusion 
The irrigation field walks were successful in attracting a good crowd.  Evaluation of the 
event indicates growers learnt new irrigation knowledge and skills.  The evaluation also 
indicates growers are thinking about practice change they may make when they get home, 
as a result of attending the irrigation field walk.  
 
Some of the answers growers gave in the evaluation were derived from information from 
other growers on the field walk.  This indicates the aim of co-learning between growers 
was achieved. 



PART TWO 
Executive Summary 
A field walk was organised in the Swan Hill Area to visit three local properties to examine 
the soil characteristics, vine performance and fruit quality issues that are related to 
irrigation in the vineyard. Three service providers were invited to the session to present 
technical information to participants. 
 
Fifteen people attended the session which was a good group size for this field exercise. 
Feedback from the group indicated that the information presented was practical and useful 
for their own operations. 
 
Background 
The aims of the original RITA application for this project were to help growers make the 
best irrigation management decisions to cope with potential water restrictions in 
2003/2004. Murray Valley winegrape growers were lucky in this season with water 
restrictions being lifted and little change in irrigation management strategies being needed. 
 
While water restrictions were lifted in this season, growers’ were still very interested in 
improving their irrigation management strategies. An irrigation field walk was previously 
organised to observe different irrigation techniques and technologies in the field prompting 
discussion and questions amongst participants. This workshop was positively received by 
growers and can be seen in part one of this report compiled by Susan Byrne.  
 
With funding still available, GWRDC was approached to expand the life of the project to 
allow another field event to be held. The request was granted and the following activities 
were developed. 
 
Objectives 

1. To organise a field walk in the Swan Hill region focusing the interactions between 
soil and irrigation and the effects they have on vine performance and fruit quality. 

2. To provide an opportunity for growers’ to learn from viticultural consultants. 
3. To provide an opportunity for growers’ to interact and learn from each other. 
 

Methods 
A field walk was organised to visit three different winegrape properties in the Swan Hill 
area to look at: 

• soil pits and different soil types and characteristics. 
• Irrigation types. 
• Vine performance 
• Fruit quality measurements. 

 
Three service providers (listed below) were approached to present technical information 
during the session. 

• Garth Swinburne from Scholefield Robinson, 
• Melissa Cann from DPI, Swan Hill, 
• Lindsay Jones from Soil Solutions. 

 
An invitation was sent to growers’ inviting them to attend the field walk (see Appendix 6).  
 
Results / Discussion 
Fifteen people attended the irrigation field session. Growers who attended indicated to the 
Industry Development Officer Susan Byrne the information was well presented by the 
service providers, it was informative and practical and could be easily integrated into their 
own management strategies. 



 
Participants indicated the session was worth while attending, they enjoyed seeing other 
producer’s management strategies and be able to discuss the best choices for their own 
properties with service providers. 
 
Growers interacted well on the day and shared a lot of their own experiences indicating 
that small groups are less intimidating and the presence of good service providers can 
ensure a two way flow of information.  
 
Topics that were discussed during the session included: 

• Defining and meeting quality, 
• Vine performance indicators, 
• The influence of soil and water on vine growth, 
• Critical stages for water application, 
• Climatic impacts on vine water use and 
• Identification of major soil types in the region and their characteristics. 

 
The field session was followed by a BBQ where the results of a bench marking project was 
discussed creating discussion amongst growers in a social setting.  
 
Outcome / Conclusion 
The field session highlighted a number of key irrigation topics for the growers who 
attended. The information presented by the service providers was well received. 
Acknowledgements are made to the service providers who attended the field session. 
 
The small size of the group allowed growers to interact and share personal experiences. 
This allowed practical information to be shared and the potential for this information to be 
integrated into different properties. This could lead to increases in efficiency and 
effectiveness of irrigation management strategies. Acknowledgements are made to the 
growers who hosted the sessions and shared their irrigation management strategies with the 
group. 
 
Acknowledgements are made to GWRDC for providing funding for this project. 
 
 



PART THREE 
Executive Summary 
Irrigation is a vineyard management strategy that can influence winegrape growth and 
quality. For this reason Winegrape growers’ in the Murray Valley nominate irrigation as an 
area for continuous learning. This project aimed to demonstrate good irrigation practices 
through field walks and presentations from industry personnel who work closely with 
irrigation technology and practice. 
 
A field event was organised for both the Robinvale and Swan Hill areas with the same 
program as the field event for Mildura (see Appendix 8). 
 
Due to the minimal level of interest in both these areas the field events were cancelled. 
Growers commented that they were more concerned in selling their produce than 
expanding their knowledge on irrigation at this time. 
 
Acknowledgements are made to GWRDC for providing funding for this project. 
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