
 
Incubator Initiative 2018 

Research area: VITICULTURE 

Regional cluster: GREATER VICTORIA 

 

Are there any barrier compounds that could limit the uptake of smoke taint compounds 
(volatile phenols) into grapes? 

 
Background 

Since 2003, major fire events have resulted in more than $400 million worth of grapes and wine being 
rendered worthless, or products being downgraded, as a result of smoke taint. Aroma molecules 
present in the smoke (such as volatile phenols) are absorbed through the grape skin into the berries. 
The compounds then become bound by sugars in the grapes to form non-aromatic glycosides, which 
can later be released into the wine during processing. It is these ‘smoky’ flavours that taint the 
resulting wine, making it unpleasant to taste. 

Risk of smoke taint is expected to rise in future as bushfire frequency and severity increases with 
climate warming. Controlled burning programs have also increased in an effort to reduce risk to 
populated areas, which are often close to key grape-growing regions. 

 

Why is it important? 

Looking at practical options that may be sprayed onto grapes prior to a smoke taint event may provide 
one practical option to prevent the smoke damage of grapes, and therefore wine during such events. 
Grape producers could pro-actively ‘immunise’, through protective sprays, vineyards threatened by 
approaching smoke fronts from wildfires or controlled burns. 

 

What would success look like? 

If successful, this project would identify a product that can be registered for use (food grade) in 
viticulture to protect grapes against smoke taint. A practical option in the vineyard would allow 
growers to mitigate the effects of smoke taint on grapes and wine, and minimise lost revenue to the 
Australian wine sector. 
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