In the vineyard
with Nick Hoskins

Riversun viticulturist

Vine density – Throughout New
Zealand’s short history of grape
growing, this subject has generated
some serious debate. Economics, rather
than fruit quality or vine longevity,
seem to have driven most spacing
decisions, but a more useful discussion
might examine the ways in which
those issues intersect.
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planting of 7400 vines per hectare can
be cropped at one bunch per shoot
(100gm per bunch with 10 shoots,
1kg per vine or 7.4 tonne per hectare).
A low density planting of 1850 vines
per hectare would need to carry 4kg
per vine – and that would affect wine
quality.
Old world, high density – Last year,
I toured a number of vineyards in
France with Geoff Thorpe and Dr Rod
Bonfiglioli. Throughout our travels, we
pondered the question of vine density
and vineyard longevity. We noted
high density plantings, particularly
in Burgundy, but also in Côte Rôtie,
Condrieu, Hemitage and Châteauneufdu-Pape.
Many vines in these old vineyards were
affected in varying degrees by one or
more trunk diseases – we observed
vines surviving with half the trunk
dead or dying. In a low density New
Zealand vineyard, this level of disease
would soon render the vineyard
uneconomic; but because these vines
were only being asked to ripen 6 to 10
bunches, the French vineyard remained
viable. The implications for vine age
are obvious, and it’s difficult to see
New Zealand’s low density plantings
remaining economically viable for 30
or more years.
At the moment, growers are not
necessarily rewarded for planting at
higher densities. Contract growers are
normally paid per tonne of fruit, with a
limit or penalty applied if the vineyard
produces more than the target tonnes
per hectare. The present system does
not recognise that a higher yield of the
same quality is possible from a high
density planting (at least in theory!).
Feel free to call Nick on 027 248 7724 if
you have any questions on vine density.

