
   

Should we be more serious about sparkling wine viticulture? 

 

Mike Collins   Viticulturist Nautilus Estate of Marlborough 

 

Winemaking techniques and processes that influence sparkling wine style and quality are well 

understood.  However, there is little published information on the effects of viticultural techniques 

and practices on sparkling fruit quality parameters. Sparkling fruit ’quality’ is largely defined by 

sugar, acid, pH and fruit condition.   

 

Table: 1 Typical fruit chemistry of Chardonnay and Pinot varieties used for sparkling wine across three 

countries. 

  Chardonnay   Pinot  

 California Australia Nautilus, NZ California Australia Nautilus, NZ 

       

Brix 18.0-19.0 16.2-21.6 18.0-20.0 18.0-21-6 18.0-21.6 18.0-20.0 

TA 11.0-14.0 11.0-16.0 10.0-12.0 10.0 – 13.0 11.0-16.0 10.0-12.0 

pH 2.90-3.15 2.90-3.2 2.9-3.3 2.9-3.15 2.9-3.2 2.9-3.2 

Adapted from: Zoecklein, B. (2002). 

 

Starting from scratch  

Very few dedicated sparkling vineyards have been established. Often fruit is sourced from sites or 

clones deemed unsuitable for table wine.   

 

Site selection 

Climate is the most important criteria - seasonal and diurnal.  Ideally, cool nights and warm days 

result in a lower pH with a higher acidity at the desired harvest brix.  The soil’s physical 

characteristics largely affect hydrology and plant water status, whereas the resulting vigour alters 

grape composition. Excessively drained or poorly drained soils aside, a wider range of soils are 

physically suitable for sparkling production than table wine production.   

 

Plant material 

Traditional varieties of Chardonnay and Pinot Noir are favoured; however, few dedicated sparkling 

specific clones have been imported. Plant material considerations are largely for the sugar: acid 

balance and yields. Often inferior table wine plant material by default has been utilised for 

sparkling fruit.  

  



   

Planting density, pruning and training systems 

In most conditions, vine spacing has little impact on yield or composition.  Fertile vigorous sites, 

where reduced fruitfulness can occur, are the exception. Pruning and training systems vary and are 

often tailored more to mechanisation and higher crop load management.  

 

Practices  

Managing and optimising seasonal impacts on fruit quality are the focus of table wine viticulture. 

Contrast this with sparkling fruit production, where little is known about the impact of specific 

vineyard management practices on fruit quality. Practices are generally targeted to producing 

volumes of ‘in spec’ clean fruit.  

 

Leaf removal, often standard practice for disease control and quality aspirations in table wine 

production, needs to be carefully considered for sparkling wine production. Shading increases 

acidity at any given date, whereas exposed fruit can mature (sugar) at a faster rate. Some research 

has indicated a reduction in the phenolic compounds associated with mouth feel in sparkling wine 

with leaf removal.  Early leaf removal post flowering minimises any potential negative wine quality 

effects.  

 

Spray programmes  

Lower brix/early harvest helps minimise the potential for late season botrytis and fruit rots.  The 

early harvest also limits use of some protective fungicides.  With whole bunch pressing often a 

feature of sparkling wine production, minimising the impact of powdery mildew, leaf roller and 

mealy bug (if present) on fruit condition needs to be paramount. 

 

Yield  

Desired wine style, disease pressure, ripening and vine balance are considerations in yield, 

however, significantly higher yields than for table wine are deemed acceptable.  Quality gains with 

expensive cluster thinning practices are difficult to quantify in sparkling wine. Significant yield 

reduction increases sugars, pH and reduces acidity, and it is suggested, may in fact be a negative in 

sparkling wine quality parameters.  Removal of congested fruit and Green bunch/shoulder at 

version improves sample uniformity and can reduce disease potential.   

 

Harvest  

Whether by machine or hand harvest, processes should aim to minimise the potential degradation 

of fruit quality prior to processing.  Timely machine picks in cool conditions, hand pick to small 

trays, and chilling prior to processing, offer the best protection of the season’s work.   
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