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1 INTRODUCTION 

Plant & Food Research began the collection of phenology data on Marlborough Sauvignon 

blanc vineyards in 2004. The Marlborough Research Centre (MRC) have financially supported 

the collection of phenology data on these sub-regional vineyards in Marlborough for seven 

years, from July 2010 to June 2017. The ongoing MRC funding of the phenology data collection 

was undoubtedly one of the main reasons that New Zealand Winegrowers (NZW) were 

successful in obtaining funding from the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) Sustainable 

Farming Fund (SFF), for the National Phenology and VineFacts project which started in July 

2014. This three-year research project in association with the SFF enabled the phenology data 

collection to be extended from the initial Sauvignon blanc vineyards in Marlborough, to 28 

vineyards in five New Zealand wine regions. The three years of funding from the SFF came to 

an end on 30 June 2017.  

Previous reports to the MRC have provided a detailed overview of the locations of the original 

Marlborough Sauvignon blanc monitored vineyards and also the rationale for the establishment 

of an additional 24 phenology vineyards in the five wine regions associated with the SFF 

National Phenology & VineFacts project. It is assumed that readers of this annual report have 

read the previous reports and are familiar with all the aforementioned information. Previous 

phenological monitoring reports can be found on the Marlborough Research Centre website 

www.mrc.org.nz. Detailed project reports are also available to NZW members on the website 

www.nzwine.com.  

This report is focused on presenting phenology data of Marlborough Sauvignon blanc in the 

2016-17 season. 

 

http://www.mrc.org.nz/
http://www.nzwine.com/
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2 MARLBOROUGH PHENOLOGY IN 2016-17 

COMPARED WITH THE LONG-TERM 

AVERAGE  

Tables 1 to 4 summarise the phenology at the four Marlborough Sauvignon blanc vineyards that 

have been monitored since 2004. The 2016-17 season is the thirteenth consecutive season that 

these vineyards have been monitored. Four primary phenological stages are determined each 

season. These are dates of 50% budburst, 50% flowering, 8 °Brix (a surrogate for 50% 

véraison) and 21.5 °Brix. The period between two phenological stages (e.g. from 50% budburst 

to 50% flowering) is referred to as a phenophase. In the following four tables and in Figure 1 the 

phenophase duration is expressed as number of days. The tables present the phenology data 

and yield components for the 2016-17 season and the average phenology dates and yield 

components over the previous 12 seasons. The right hand column in each table compares the 

2016-17 season with the long-term average. This should allow the reader to see where any 

major departures from average occurred in 2016-17. 

Table 1. Marlborough Sauvignon blanc phenology and yield components at the Central 

Wairau vineyard in the 2016-17 growing season compared with the average phenology 

over the 12 years from 2004-05 to 2015-16. BB = Budburst, FL = Flowering. 

CENTRAL WAIRAU 
SAUVIGNON BLANC 

Average 
12 years 

2005-2016 
2016-17 

2016-17 
Compared with 

Average 

50% BB  4-Oct 8-Oct 4 days later 

50% FL  8-Dec 13-Dec 5 days later 

Days BB to FL 64.7 66 1.3 days longer 

8 °Brix 14-Feb 13-Feb 1 day earlier 

Days FL to 8 °Brix 67.8 62 5.8 days shorter 

Harvest 30-Mar 31-Mar 1 day later 

Harvest °Brix 22.0 20.4 1.6 °Brix lower 

21.5 °Brix  27-Mar 7-Apr1 11 days later 

Days 8 to 21.5 °Brix 40.8 531 12.2 days longer 

Days BB to 21.5 °Brix 173.3 1811 6.7 days longer 

No. Canes / Vine 2 2  

Bunch No. / Vine 40.9 53.4 130% 

Bunch Weight (g) 123.3 156.5 127% 

Yield/Vine (kg) 5.04 8.36 166% 

Berry Weight (g) 2.06 2.20 107% 

Berry No. / Bunch 59.4 71.1 120% 

1 Predicted date that grapes would have reached 21.5 °Brix at the Central Wairau vineyard and the number of days to 21.5 °Brix. 
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2.1 Central Rapaura summary 

 Budburst and flowering were four and five days later than average, respectively 

(Table 1). 

 Temperatures during January 2017 were above average, which contributed to the 

phenophase interval from flowering on 13 December 2016 to 8 °Brix on 13 February 

2017 being 5.8 days shorter than average (Figure 1). As a result 8 °Brix was reached 

one day earlier than average.   

 Harvest date of 31 March 2017 was only one day later than the average date. However, 

the harvest Brix of 20.4 was 1.6 °Brix lower than average. The fruit were harvested 

below optimum Brix values, because the fruit quality was rapidly deteriorating as a 

result of the wet weather. 

 The projected date of 21.5 °Brix has been calculated from maturity samples leading up 

to harvest. The ripening phase from 8 to 21.5 °Brix was 12.2 days longer than average, 

indicating the slower ripening in 2017. 

 The slower ripening was partly due to the suboptimal weather during ripening. However, 

this vineyard was also carrying a very high yield of fruit in 2017 (166%), the highest of 

the 13 years (2005 to 2017).  

 
 
Table 2. Marlborough Sauvignon blanc phenology and yield components at the Western 

Wairau vineyard in the 2016-17 growing season compared with the average phenology 

over the 12 years from 2004-05 to 2015-16. BB = Budburst, FL = Flowering. 

WESTERN WAIRAU 
SAUVIGNON BLANC 

Average 
12 years 

2005-2016 
2016-17 

2016-17 
Compared with 

Average 

50% BB  7-Oct 8-Oct 1 day later 

50% FL  11-Dec 12-Dec 1 days later 

Days BB to FL 65.1 65 Same no. days 

8 °Brix 14-Feb 18-Feb 4 days later 

Days FL to 8 °Brix 65.3 68 2.7 days longer 

Harvest 1-Apr 1-Apr Same date 

Harvest °Brix 22.1 21.5 0.6 °Brix lower 

21.5 °Brix  28-Mar 1-Apr 4 days later 

Days 8 to 21.5 °Brix 42.3 42 Same no. days 

Days BB to 21.5 °Brix 172.7 175 2.3 days longer 

No. Canes / Vine 2 2  

Bunch No. / Vine 41.3 42.3 102% 

Bunch Weight (g) 141.7 135.6 96% 

Yield/Vine (kg) 5.9 5.73 97% 

Berry Weight (g) 2.13 2.03 95% 

Berry No. / Bunch 66.4 66.8 101% 
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2.2 Western Wairau summary 

 Budburst and flowering were both one day later than average (Table 2) which meant 

that the budburst to flowering interval was the same as the average (Figure 1). 

 The interval from flowering to 8 °Brix was 2.7 days longer than average. Some possible 

reasons for this interval being longer than average are provided in Section 3.  

 The dates of 8 and 21.5 °Brix were both four days later than average.  

 Harvest took place on 1 April 2017, in line with the average date. However, the harvest 

Brix of 21.5 was 0.6 °Brix lower than average. 

 The ripening phase from 8 to 21.5 °Brix was 42 days, which was the same as the 

average.  

 This vineyard was able to ripen the fruit in 2017 faster than many of the other monitored 

vineyards. It was also the only one of eight monitored blocks of Sauvignon blanc in 

Marlborough to reach the target of 21.5 °Brix at harvest. 

 The vines managed to ripen an average yield (97%) in an average time interval (42 

days), with lower sunshine (87%) during the main period of ripening in March 2017. This 

was in marked contrast to the performance of vines at the other monitored vineyards. 

 
Table 3. Marlborough Sauvignon blanc phenology and yield components at the Upper 

Brancott vineyard in the 2016-17 growing season compared with the average phenology 

over the 12 years from 2004-05 to 2015-16. BB = Budburst, FL = Flowering. 

UPPER BRANCOTT 
SAUVIGNON BLANC 

Average 
12 years 

2005-2016 
2016-17 

2016-17 
Compared with 

Average 

50% BB  8-Oct 9-Oct 1 day later 

50% FL  12-Dec 13-Dec 1 day later 

Days BB to FL 65.6 65 0.6 days shorter 

8 °Brix 14-Feb 19-Feb 5 days later 

Days FL to 8 °Brix 63.7 68 4.3 days longer 

Harvest 30-Mar 30-Mar Same date 

Harvest °Brix 22.1 20.3 1.8 °Brix lower 

21.5 °Brix  26-Mar 8-Apr1 13 days later 

Days 8 to 21.5 °Brix 40.4 481 7.6 days longer 

Days BB to 21.5 °Brix 169.7 1811 11.3 days longer 

No. Canes / Vine 2 2 2 

Bunch No. / Vine 43.7 46.3 106% 

Bunch Weight (g) 145.0 100.2 69% 

Yield/Vine (kg) 6.4 4.58 72% 

Berry Weight (g) 2.08 1.95 94% 

Berry No. / Bunch 69.5 51.4 74% 

1 Predicted dates that grapes would have reached 21.5 °Brix at the Upper Brancott vineyard and the number of days to 

21.5°Brix. 
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2.3 Upper Brancott summary 

 Budburst and flowering were both one day later than average (Table 3). The budburst to 

flowering interval was the same as the average (Figure 1). 

 The interval from flowering to 8 °Brix was also the same as average.  

 8 °Brix was reached four days later than average. 

 Harvest took place on 30 March 2017, in line with the average date. However, the 

harvest Brix of 20.3 was 1.8 °Brix lower than average.  

 The projected date of 21.5 °Brix has been calculated. The ripening phase from 8 to 

21.5 °Brix was 48 days, 7.6 days longer than average, which again indicates the slower 

ripening in 2017. 

 In previous years this vineyard has exhibited the capacity to ripen a high yield in less 

time than at some of the other vineyards. However, this was not the case in the 2017 

season. The vines were only carrying 72% of the average yield, yet they still struggled 

to ripen the fruit. 

 From budburst to 21.5 °Brix was a total of 181 days, 11.3 days longer than average. 

This is the longest duration over the 13 years 2005 to 2017. 

 

Table 4. Marlborough Sauvignon blanc phenology and yield components at the Coastal Awatere 

vineyard in the 2016-17 growing season compared with the average phenology over the 12 years 

from 2004-05 to 2015-16. BB = Budburst, FL = Flowering. 

COASTAL AWATERE 
SAUVIGNON BLANC 

Average 
12 years 

2005-2016 
2016-17 

2016-17 
Compared with 

 Average 

50% BB  3-Oct 4-Oct 1 day later 

50% FL  14-Dec 16-Dec 2 days later 

Days BB to FL 72.2 73 0.8 days longer 

8 °Brix 19-Feb 21-Feb 2 days later 

Days FL to 8 °Brix 66.3 67 0.7 days longer 

Harvest 3-Apr 11-Apr 8 days later 

Harvest °Brix 22.2 20.4 1.8 °Brix lower 

21.5 °Brix  2-Apr 21-Apr1 19 days later 

Days 8 to 21.5 °Brix 42.6 591 16.4 days longer 

Days BB to 21.5 °Brix 181.1 1991 17.9 days longer 

No. Canes / Vine 2 2 2 

Bunch No. / Vine 35.8 36.9 103% 

Bunch Weight (g) 124.4 104.3 84% 

Yield/Vine (kg) 4.4 3.85 88% 

Berry Weight (g) 2.04 1.93 95% 

Berry No. / Bunch 60.7 54.0 89% 

1Predicted dates that grapes would have reached 21.5 °Brix at the Coastal Awatere vineyard and the number of days to 21.5°Brix. 



Phenological monitoring. July 2016. PFR SPTS No. 14999. 

[6] THE NEW ZEALAND INSTITUTE FOR PLANT & FOOD RESEARCH LIMITED (2017) 

2.4 Coastal Awatere summary 

 Budburst and flowering were one and two days later than average, respectively 

(Table 4). The budburst to flowering interval was 0.8 days longer than average 

(Figure 1). 

 8 °Brix was reached two days later than average.  

 Harvest took place on 11 April 2017, eight days later than average. The harvest Brix of 

20.4 was 1.8 °Brix lower than average.  

 91.6 mm of rain was recorded at this vineyard from 29 March to 6 April 2017 prior to 

harvest. This provided ideal conditions for botrytis bunch rot to develop. The result was 

that at harvest on 11 April 2017 the fruit were in very poor condition.  

 The projected date of 21.5 °Brix has been calculated. This is estimating that if the fruit 

had continued to ripen at the same pace as they did leading up to harvest, they would 

have taken 10 days to increase by 1.1 °Brix, from 20.4 to 21.5 °Brix. This is much 

slower ripening than in a ‘normal’ season. 

 The ripening phase from 8 to 21.5 °Brix was 59 days, 16.4 days longer than average. 

This is by far the longest ripening phase in the 13 years 2005 to 2017. The previous 

longest was 51 days in 2012. 

 From budburst to 21.5 °Brix was a total of 199 days, 17.9 days longer than average. 

This is also the longest duration over the 13 years 2005 to 2017. The previous longest 

was 193 days in 2005. 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Phenophase intervals (days) of Sauvignon blanc at four blocks in Marlborough in the 

2016-17 season compared with average intervals over the 12 years from 2005 to 2016.  
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3 SUMMARY 

The 2016-17 season for Marlborough Sauvignon blanc began with budburst occurring between 

one and four days later than average. Temperatures and growing degree days (GDD) were 

above average between budburst in early October and flowering in the second week of 

December 2017. Despite the above average temperatures, only one of the four monitored 

vineyards recorded a shorter phenophase interval between budburst and flowering. Rainfall was 

above average in November 2016 and this may have promoted vegetative growth in the early 

part of the season, with the consequence of slightly delaying flowering.   

Temperatures were also above average in January 2017, which makes up approximately 50% 

of the time interval between flowering and 8 °Brix. Despite the above-average January 

temperatures, only the Central Rapaura vineyard recorded a shorter than average flowering to 

8 °Brix interval. The other three vineyards recorded slightly longer intervals. Rainfall in 

December 2016 and January 2017 was only 48% of average so we would not have expected 

excess vine vigour to have held back the onset of maturity at 8 °Brix. However, January 2017 

was very windy, with daily wind-run being 123% of average, the highest January wind-run for 

the 22-year period from 1996 to 2017. Higher wind speeds increase the transpiration rate of 

grapevines, increasing water stress when soil moisture is low. It is conceivable that increased 

vine stress as a result of the higher wind speeds held back the onset of ripening in 2017 at 

some vineyards. 

Only the Western Wairau vineyard managed to ripen the fruit to 21.5 °Brix in 2017, in an 

average time period. At the other three vineyards the ripening periods between 8 and 21.5 °Brix 

were between seven and sixteen days longer than average. 

The 2017 vintage will be remembered as one of the most challenging in the last 20 years 

because of slow ripening of fruit as a result of low sunshine hours in March and high rainfall in 

early April. As a consequence of the high rainfall most Marlborough grapes were subject to 

significant infection pressure from Botrytis cinerea prior to harvest. Developing botrytis bunch 

rot meant that most grapes were harvested at sub-optimal maturity in 2017.  

The phenology data that have been collected in the 13 years 2005 to 2017 at the four vineyards 

have provided a valuable data set for Marlborough Sauvignon blanc. The phenology data for the 

2016-17 season as outlined in this report indicate how it is possible to compare an individual 

season with the long-term average. These data are a valuable resource for both the 

Marlborough and New Zealand wine industries. 

 

4 KEY FUNDING SOURCES AND 

COLLABORATING COMPANIES 

 Marlborough Research Centre Trust 

 Ministry for Primary Industries Sustainable Farming Fund 

 New Zealand Winegrowers 

 The New Zealand Institute for Plant & Food Research Ltd 

 Participating wine companies on whose blocks vines are being monitored. 
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