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What management strategies are most effective in minimising sunburn damage in Chardonnay 

vineyards around Orange? 

 

Background 

Approximately 5 15 per cent of berries in Australia in any given season are affected by sunburn as a 

result of high-light in combination with high ambient temperatures and ultraviolet (UV) radiation. 

Sunburn in grape berries appears as brown lesions that increase in size and intensity as the severity 

of sunburn increases. Depending on the severity, duration and timing of the heat event, sunburn can 

lead to browning, cracking, or complete berry shrivelling in both red and white varieties. Under the 

right conditions, symptoms can appear relatively quickly: if berry surface temperature reaches 40

43°C (35°C ambient temperature), symptoms will be observable within 5 minutes in a sensitive variety 

like Chardonnay when at full maturity. After four days at this temperature, maximum damage is 

achieved. This phenomenon is exacerbated by a number of factors, which include grape variety, 

phenological stage, water stress and especially canopy management. Leaf removal, while required for 

aeration of bunches to reduce the occurrence of fungal pathogens, if conducted incorrectly, can 

increase the numbers of sunburnt berries. Questions persist in relation to the extent of leaf removal 

required for a balance between disease reduction and sunburn, as well as optimal timing for leaf 

removal. In elevated areas such as Orange, higher levels of UV light further complicate this matter. 

 

Why is it important? 

Sunburn reduces both the visual and aromatic quality of grapes, in particular that of white varieties 

such as Chardonnay, and therefore impacts the resulting wine. Depending on the severity of sunburn, 

grapes can be downgraded from A- to C-quality, causing significant economic losses for both 

grapegrowers (50 per cent loss, in the order of approximately $1,200/T) and wineries ($40/bottle loss 

of value). Berry shrivelling can result in up to 10 per cent reduction in production volume. Given the 

increase in frequency, intensity and duration of heatwaves occurring every year, the incidence of 

sunburn is only going to increase. Adequate vineyard management techniques are required to 

mitigate this phenomenon. This project will evaluate different levels of defoliation and the application 

of a sunscreen such as kaolin, and their capacity to reduce the incidence of sunburn in Chardonnay 

berries grown around Orange, NSW. 

 

What would success look like? 

This project would provide guidelines around the timing and level of leaf removal required to reduce 

sunburn incidence, and determine whether the application of sunscreen can help mitigate the 

appearance of sunburn in Chardonnay grapes, without compromising grape sanitary conditions.  

 

 

 


