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Vintage Report

“Only the best grapes are picked ” 
  
The 2016/17 season was marked by a sharp change of fortunes towards the end of 
summer. Hot and dry conditions in December and January, excellent for ripening 
were followed by a sudden increase in rainfall throughout February, March and April 
and with it the onset of disease and crop losses. 
 
On average (across our three vineyards) these last three months recorded over 40% 
of the regions annual rainfall. This is a substantial amount of rain at any time, but 
over the three months of Vintage this spells trouble. Unfortunately temperatures also 
remained high over this period, which lead to average humidity levels of between 
85-90%. These are ideal conditions for the development of Botrytis. The result for 
Elephant Hill was a loss of approximately 40% of the annual crop. 
The key to maintaining any kind of production in such bad weather conditions is 
intensive vineyard management.  Unfortunately this brings with it substantial extra 
costs. 
 
Early season crop and canopy management substantially reduces the potential for 
disease during late season rainfall. Leaf removal, shoot alignment and appropriate 
use of sprays ensure that air is free to move through the canopy and sprays find their 
target, without applying in excess. Monitoring individual, small parcels of grapes, 
targeting the use of hand labour to the higher quality sites and carrying out work 
as soon as required results in advanced ripening and earlier picking dates, thereby 
avoiding the bulk of the rainfall. This lowers the quantity of wine produced but 
increases quality substantially.  
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However, in such bad weather losses do still occur; therefore our hand-picking 
regime has to be incredibly thorough, ensuring only the best grapes are picked. The 
irony is that our Icon and Reserve blocks receive the most attention throughout the 
season and are cropped the lowest, so in a bad year they will often survive better 
than other blocks which are less of a priority. This means that we are still able to 
produce our very best, all be it expensive wines even when conditions are inferior. 

Having three vineyards spread across three very dif ferent growing areas can be a real 
bonus in such a season, as they will all behave very dif ferently. With high rainfall, 
having a free draining vineyard such as our Gimblett Gravels site will often be the 
saviour, as yields are naturally low anyway.  All the vineyard sites ripen at dif ferent 
rates and stages and this natural variation also helps spread the risk of crop loss. 
Syrah typify this situation, with picking starting in mid-March at our Gimblett site 
and not finishing until mid-April at our Te Awanga site. This natural variation adds 
complexity to the wines, particularly our f lagship Syrah, where slow ripening brings 
about far more eloquent f lavours and aromas.  

In conclusion, 2017 was a challenging year for the whole of the Hawke’s Bay wine 
industry. At Elephant Hill however we believe in maximising our input to achieve the 
best we can in any one season. With a ‘no-holds’ barred approach we believe we can 
still produce superior quality wines which typify the season, all be it at much lower 
volumes.




