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Executive Summary 
Winegrape growers’ in warm regions have long struggled to ripen fruit early with the 
expectations of better quality. This study however shows that vineyard variability and 
seasonal weather conditions make it hard to determine specific causes for early ripening 
fruit or preventing the delayed ripening of fruit. 
 
Scholefield Robinson Mildura were contracted to prepare and deliver a report which  

1. Investigated scientific literature reviewing factors that affected fruit ripening,  
2. Conduct interviews with industry representatives to determine the sentiment about 

whether early ripening fruit was of better quality and thus produced better wine and 
the, 

3. Analysis of benchmarking data 
 
The scientific literature reported that excessive watering can delay harvest and that the rate 
of ripening is largely dependent on the number of actively photosynthesising leaves. The 
scientific literature however could not give any definitive answers with many papers 
reporting opposing results. 
 
The interviews resulted in half the respondents indicating they believed that early ripening 
fruit improved quality however respondents had little evidence to prove these beliefs. 
 
The analysis of benchmarking data tied in with a Scholefield Robinson Mildura study to 
develop an indicator of winegrape quality. In the benchmarking data analysed it was shown 
that there was an “inconsistent relationship between harvest date and fruit quality” for a six 
year period. 
 
The results of this project illustrated the strong influence that vineyard variability and 
seasonal weather conditions can have on the development and ripening of fruit and the 
potential quality of that fruit.  
 
Readers of this report and the attached report prepared by Scholefield Robinson Mildura 
should not conclude that the production of top quality fruit ripening early or delayed is not 
affected by the quality of their production techniques and should be left to chance but 
rather that some aspects of winegrape production require prediction and subsequent action. 
 
 
Background 
An obstacle for growing quality winegrapes in the Murray Valley is the excessive heat fruit 
is exposed to late in the ripening season.  This is a key message that growers’ are receiving 
from their buyers, “early ripening fruit is of better quality”.  

Excessive heat can have a number of negative influences on fruit quality, these include: 

• Sunburn  
• Loss of colour (anthocynins) in red winegrapes 
• Loss of malic acid 
• Loss of aromas and flavour 
• Greater exposure to pests and diseases 
 



 

One method of overcoming this obstacle is to harvest early and therefore minimise the 
exposure the fruit has to excessive heat.  To harvest early, fruit needs to ripen (that is target 
Baume is reached) early in the season.  Scientific literature has shown certain management 
techniques can result in early ripening or prevent delayed ripening. 

Murray Valley Winegrape growers’ felt this concept needed to be explored for its validity 
and for any subsequent management techniques that could be implemented to positively 
influence the timing of fruit harvest.   
 
This project has strong regional significance; it is a concept that is topical amongst 
growers’, yet there is no supporting data or resources explaining the “hows and whys”.  
Growers have communicated their sense of frustration with this concept, as there is no 
specific information to define the advantages of early ripening fruit and means of 
achieving it.  This project aims to provide the answers.  
  
 
Objectives 
• Review articles both published and unpublished on topics associated with the timing of 

fruit maturation and the affect it has on winegrape and wine quality. 
 
• Undertake discussions with both scientists and winemakers for their opinion(s) on the 

relationship between harvest dates and the affect on fruit and wine quality. 
 
• Undertake discussions with scientists and winemakers for their opinion(s) on why early 

harvested fruit produces better quality fruit and wine. 
 
• Produce a report which critically analyses the results from the literature review and 

discussions with the scientific community and winemakers. 
 
• Produce recommendations on information that needs to be communicated to growers 

on this topic. 
 
 
Method 
This project was contracted to Scholefield Robinson Mildura with the outcomes to be 
distributed to growers by means of an article in the Murray Valley Winegrowers’ 
newsletter “The Grapevine”. 
 
 
Results / Discussion 
Scholefield Robinson Mildura compiled a report (see Appendix 1) containing the 
objectives of this project. The report investigated many potential contributing factors 
relating to early ripening of fruit and the potential for better quality, unfortunately many of 
these factors gave conflicting results in alternative years providing non-conclusive answers 
to the how’s and why’s of early ripening fruit. 
The most conclusive answers reported was that:  

1. Growers in warm irrigated regions such as the Murray Valley should avoid 
prolonging fruit maturity which can be caused by irrigation scheduling and,  



 

2. Fruit maturity timing despite the fruit load is affected by the number of actively 
photosynthesizing leaves and the amount of light penetrating the canopy. 

 
Below is a listing of summary points that illustrates the variety of factors that influence 
early ripening as reported by the scientific literature. For full explanation of these points 
please refer to the Scholefield Robinson report (Appendix 1) 
 

1. Early harvested Shiraz fruit can be of high quality. 
2. Early ripening Shiraz fruit has a positive relationship with colour. The age of Shiraz 

vines can influence the date of maturity.  Yield of Shiraz does not affect harvest 
date. 

3. Early harvested Shiraz fruit has 25% better colour and Glycosyl-Glucose.  Late 
harvesting Shiraz fruit can achieve good colour and Glycosyl-Glucose if the canopy 
is large, but not dense, allowing light to reach bunches and the majority of leaves. 

4. Cabernet Sauvignon fruit maturation can be delayed by high crop loads or 
excessive irrigation.  Delayed harvest due to high crop loads does not affect final 
wine quality, however if excessive irrigation is the cause of delayed harvest this 
will negatively impact wine quality. 

5. Moderate yielding Shiraz vines (18-22t/Ha) that are not overly vigorous can mature 
fruit without delay and with good colour. Harvest date is an unreliable 
measurement, as it is not always a decision based on maturity; other important 
influences are winery logistics and weather. 

6. Heat stress will reduce sugar accumulation and therefore delay fruit maturation. 
7. Excessive irrigation delays fruit maturation and there is a mixed response to water 

stress.  Timing of irrigation will influence fruit maturation; however this influence 
varies between winegrape varieties. 

8. A vine with a moderate yield can ripen fruit adequately (or without delay) as long 
as it has sufficient actively photosynthesizing leaves; this information can be 
gleaned from effective leaf area to fruit weight ratios or crop loads. 

9. Excessive shading of leaves (leaf layering) can cause a delay in fruit maturation. 
10. Over watering vines will delay maturation, moderate water stress vines will 

advance maturation. 
11. Fruit maturation of Shiraz is dependant on berry shrivel. 
12. In hot regions, delayed harvest will increase exposure to excessive temperatures, 

which for Shiraz fruit will reduce colour. 
13. Delayed harvest for Cabernet Sauvignon and Grenache may expose fruit to 

excessive sunlight, causing fruit temperature to reach levels that result in a decrease 
in colour and acid and an elevated pH. 

14. Prolonged exposure of Merlot fruit to temperatures over 35oC will reduce colour 
and acidity. 

15. A water deficit for Shiraz between fruit set and veraison (otherwise known as RDI), 
followed with moderate irrigation during veraison will ensure fruit maturation is 
not delayed. 

16. High crop loads delay the harvest date for Shiraz, but this relationship does not 
exist for Cabernet Sauvignon or Chardonnay. 

17. Cluster thinning on overcropping Shiraz vines can ripen fruit early and increase 
anthocyanins, phenolics and acid levels. 

18. Rootstocks can influence harvest date.  Varying weather conditions in each 
growing season makes it difficult to pin point a single management or 



 

environmental variable that consistently influences fruit quality and or fruit 
maturation. 

19. Mechanical thinning offers the potential to regulate yield, advance harvest and 
improve fruit and wine quality characteristics of Cabernet Sauvignon in the warm 
irrigated grape growing regions. 

20. Early harvested fruit in some years produces better quality fruit.  Heavy crop loads 
tend to delay maturity of Shiraz.    

 
The executive summary of the report complied by Scholefield Robinson Mildura was 
printed in the Murray Valley Winegrowers’ newsletter “The Grapevine” (see Appendix 2) 
to report the project’s findings. 
 
The report complied by Scholefield Robinson Mildura has also been listed on the Murray 
Valley Winegrowers’ Inc webpage www.murrayvalleywinegrapes.com.au 
 
 
Outcomes / Conclusion 
The topic of early ripening fruit, it’s how’s and why’s and whether it produces better 
quality is one that has frustrated winegrape growers’ in the Murray Valley. This report 
however indicates that there is no simple solution with many factors influencing the early 
ripening or preventing the delayed ripening of fruit, many of which are related to vineyard 
variability and seasonal weather conditions.  
 
Acknowledgements are made to GWRDC for funding provided for this project. 
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