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At this early stage, the 2009 crop looks 
a lot better than last year. Moderate 
temperatures during flowering 
and berry set and a cool start to 
summer have resulted in good bunch 
development. 

Dried grape crops suffered a minor 
setback with heat wave conditions 
beginning in late January. 

Mildura recorded maximum 
temperatures above 40°C (and 
minimum temperatures above 20°C) 
for 12 days running, culminating in the 
treacherous conditions of 7 February 
when temperatures reached 47°C.

As we have all become acutely aware 
during these past few years of drought, 
maintaining adequate soil moisture 
levels is critical to producing good 
quality fruit, and more importantly 
keeping vines alive. 

Growers who were able to irrigate and 
keep soil moist during these extreme 
temperatures were able to minimise the 
damage from heat stress.

Dried grape crops appear to have fared 
better than other grape industries 
during this time with damage 
dependent on the amount of canopy 
cover, row direction and the water 
regime of properties during this period.

And while many of us will be in the 
midst of harvest when this magazine is 
printed, we must not forget to continue 
to look forward to next year’s crop. The 
season does not end when the last 
grape is picked, instead we move onto 
the next phase of preparing the vine to 
go into dormancy,

From the lessons learnt over the past 
two seasons, it is clear that vines need 
to be adequately watered following 
harvest and again in early spring to 
maximise the potential for the next 
crop.

This will again be a challenge as we 
have been told that the water allocation 
outlook for the 2009/10 season is not 
good and that Victorian irrigators in the 
Murray region are likely to start with a 
zero allocation.

Growers will be able to carryover 
unused water from this season to the 
2009/2010 season, or alternatively buy 
additional water for carryover purposes. 

This option should be considered where 
financially feasible as carryover water 
may be the only water available for 
spring irrigations.

Clamp down on contaminants
Every effort needs to be made by 
growers to maximise the better prices 
being offered by the processors 
this season. This can be achieved 
by starting harvest when the fruit is 
ripe and weighs the most and also 
minimising any contaminants in the 
dried product. 

Food safety is an ongoing concern 
for growers and processors of all 
commodities. Processors have already 
begun to clamp down on contaminants 
in dried fruit consignments. 

It is a shame that all the hard work that 
goes into producing a crop can come 
undone if growers fail to minimise the 
entry of contaminants into their crop.

Processors will apply financial penalties 
when contaminants are detected. 
Furthermore, any bin found to have 
spiked weed seeds will be rejected and 
will need to be ‘cleaned’ before further 
processing can commence.

ADFA Constitution revised
On 11 February, a special meeting of 
the Australian Dried Fruits Association 
(ADFA) Federal Council considered and 
endorsed a Board recommendation to 
adopt a revised ADFA Constitution. 

The changes are aimed at updating 
the structure of the ADFA, improving 
its efficiencies, and facilitating more 
informed decision making by allowing 
greater grower participation.

The main changes that will result relate 
to the structure and role of the Branch 
Forum as a grower-only forum and 
replacement of the delegate-based 
Federal Council meeting with an Annual 
Conference. The Annual Conference 
will have two separate components 
– an annual general meeting open to 
all ADFA members,  and an Annual 
Growers’ Forum that will be open to 
all growers and industry stakeholders. 
Further information on the revised 
constitution can be found on page 13.

Best wishes for the remainder of the 
harvest and let’s hope to finish off the 
season well.

Peter Jones 
ADFA Chairman

2009 crop is promising 
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ATGA Chairman’s report
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The 2008/09 table grape season is 
well underway and fast approaching 
its peak. The northern growing regions 
have completed their harvest and fruit 
is coming in from the more southern 
growing areas.

The Sunraysia region is at the start 
of harvest at the time of writing this 
report, and if weather conditions are 
in our favour, harvest should continue 
for another two to three months. The 
same sort of timing applies to our fellow 
growers in Western Australia.

While prices for early season fruit were 
good, the abundance of product from 
the later growing regions has seen 
prices fall and only the very best quality 
fruit is able to command good prices.

Growing quality fruit is something that 
all growers strive for, but unfortunately 
is not always achievable as there are 
some factors which are out of the 
grower’s control.

The Sunraysia region has experienced 
two weeks of the hottest weather on 
record with maximum temperatures 
consistently over 40°C, and reaching 
a peak of 47°C on 7 February. 
Surprisingly there has been minimal 
damage to fruit and one can only put 
that down to grower’s vigilance in 
keeping water up to the vines and 
keeping them cool during that time.

This has been a superb effort given the 
current drought climate.

Victorian irrigators have only been 
allocated 34% of their entitlement to 
date. It is impossible for growers to 
produce a crop with so little water 
and those of us wishing to stay in 
the industry have had to purchase 
temporary water.

Growers cannot afford to absorb this 
extra cost and we must continue to 
work hard to maintain the quality of the 
crop through harvest to get the best 
price possible.

For grower returns to be profitable 
we need to find new markets for our 
product as we produce far too much to 
be consumed domestically. 

While the low value of the Australian 
dollar makes our fruit more competitive 
on global markets, there are some 

suggestions that the global financial 
crisis is impacting on sales and there 
is simply not the demand of previous 
seasons. But as one friend, and 
reputable exporter said to me, it is early 
days and there are many other things 
that can influence demand and price.

One such thing is presentation, 
something we are struggling with 
at many domestic retail outlets. I 
recently visited Sydney and Melbourne 
wholesale markets and also took the 
time to visit some retail outlets. 

One can’t help but notice that the hard 
work growers put into presentation on 
farm is not noticeable on the shelves.  
While many of the smaller retailers do a 
great job at handling and presentation, 
others could learn a lot.

I firmly believe that the lack of product 
knowledge and fruit handling that result 
in poor presentation in some outlets is 
causing great losses in potential sales, 
something we so desperately need. 

Finally, as some of you may be aware, 
our Chief Executive Jeff Scott has had 
some time away, but is back in the 
office and ready to tackle the issues 
that arise on a daily basis.

Hope you all have a prosperous harvest.

Nick Muraca 
ATGA Chairman

Growers maintain 
fruit quality despite 

challenges
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Industry pursues quality fruit 
the boxes on the shelf and walk away 
without tidying up the half empty boxes 
and bunches handled by consumers.”

He said another disappointing aspect 
was incorrect labelling of fruit varieties.

“The industry has worked hard to 
establish the reputation of new varieties 
so that when consumers have a good 
eating experience they know what 
variety to look for in the future. You 
can imagine our surprise when we 
saw Thompson Seedless labelled as 
Menindee and Red Globe labelled as 
Crimson Seedless.

“Consumers too would have been 
surprised, and not in a good way, when 
they bit into a Red Globe berry clearly 
labelled ‘seedless’.

“This latest trip has reinforced the 
need for the industry to put a lot more 
effort into educating retail outlets and 
working with them to ensure fruit is 
handled properly and that it is labelled 
appropriately.”

So how do we go about addressing the 
problems of inconsistent quality in the 
industry and help lift table grape sales? 
The first step is to determine what 
consumers actually want. From there 
we can identify how we can deliver that 
product and what benefits are likely for 
growers.

What do consumers want?
As part of the ATGA’s strategic planning, 
consultancy agency Dangar Research 
was employed to conduct consumer 
research.

“Dangar Research has reinforced what 
we already know,” Mr Scott said. “The 
report validates the claim that there is 
no doubt that the appearance of grapes 
in-store has an impact on the purchase 
decision. 

“The importance of attractive 
appearance is further confirmed by 
previous quantitative research where 
74% said they would buy more grapes if 
they looked better in-store.”

The one thing that plagues the Australian 
table grape industry every season is 
inconsistent maturity and presentation of 
fruit delivered to consumers.

The problem is not that Australian 
growers produce ‘bad’ fruit, but that 
some fruit is harvested too early and 
the sugars have not had a chance to 
develop. The result is a perfectly good 
looking berry with a sour flavour and 
there lies the dilemma, how can you 
trust a product that looks so good, but 
tastes so bad.

But the issue of inconsistent fruit quality 
is two-fold and maturity is only part of 
the answer.

Appearance and presentation are what 
attracts a consumer to a particular 
product, whether it be in the fresh 
produce or grocery section. And 
unfortunately the presentation of table 
grapes in some stores is not as good as 
it could be.

Australian Table Grape Association 
(ATGA) Chief Executive Jeff Scott and 
ATGA Chairman Nick Muraca recently 
visited retail outlets in both Melbourne 
and Sydney and were appalled by what 
they saw.

As a grower in Robinvale, Mr Muraca 
was extremely disappointed with the 
table grapes on offer. 

“There is an expectation that when you 
buy fruit and vegetables they are fresh. 
And the fruit that I looked at this week 
was definitely not fresh,” Mr Muraca 
said.

“Berries had fallen off leaving an empty, 
woody stem and the bunches that still 
had fruit attached had soft, mouldy 
berries, a great food source for the 
vinegar flies hovering above.”

Mr Scott said that without further 
research it was hard to pinpoint where 
the problem was actually occurring along 
the supply chain and definitively say 
who was at fault. Furthermore, it was 
impossible to rectify the problem if you 
didn’t know where it occurred.

“In the meantime, industry needs to 
work with all retailers to ensure that 
table grapes are handled and displayed 
appropriately and that any split, mouldy 
or loose berries are removed to give the 
product the best chance of sale,” Mr 
Scott said.

“Stores that take the time to rotate 
their stock and take pride in the way 
it is presented have the advantage of 
attracting customers and hence sales, 
opposed to stores that simply place 

Mr Scott said visual appeal is a matter 
of two inter-related factors – the 
appearance of the fruit itself and the way 
it is displayed.

“Consumers have indicated they want 
grapes that look fresh and juicy with 
good colour. They want attractive 
bunches with no missing clusters. 
Essentially the bunch should have the 
classic pendulum shape and retain that 
shape as they lie and when picked up.

“Grapes that do not look ‘fresh’ are very 
off-putting,” he said.

The report claims that fruit needed to be 
plump to give the impression they were 
filled with juice. Brown marks near the 
stalk and on other parts of the fruit, and 
strangely shaped bunches that had too 
many stalks were also off-putting.

ATGA Vice-Chairman and Queensland 
delegate Rob Wheatley said presentation 
of fruit was very important in influencing 
the initial buy, but the confirmation came 
with the eating experience, and this was 
the key for re-purchase.

“The industry needs to be aware of 
the different types of consumer; while 
one group prefers the absolute top of 
the range there is another group that is 
prepared to accept a ‘rougher’ piece of 
fruit that may have scarring, and variable 
sizing for a lower price, and this is a 
good thing because we need an outlet 
for second grade fruit,” he said.

“But the key to both purchases is that 
the fruit eats well to encourage the 
consumer, our customer, to come back 
for more.”

Delivering mature fruit
The West Australians lead the country 
when it comes to catering to consumers’ 
needs. The initial sensory analysis work 
conducted when Red Globe was first 
imported into the country has been 
expanded to include all varieties on sale.

The studies target general consumers 
found in fresh market fruit and vegetable 
retail stores as well as general consumer 
groups and look at characteristics such 
as appearance, sweetness, sourness, 
crispness (texture), flavour and overall 
acceptability, to gauge consumer 
reactions. 

WA Department of Agriculture and Food 
Senior Technical Officer – Viticulture 
Colin Gordon said it was impossible to 
please everyone, but the results had 
shown that most consumers preferred 
sweet berries.

As a result the industry has introduced 

Cover story

“The key to both 
purchases is that 
the fruit eats well 
to encourage the 

consumer/our 
customer to come 

back for more.”



members of GrapeConnect could see the 
benefits and adhered to the standards. 
Good support by retailers and agents in 
the wholesale trade and commitment 
from growers have made the program 
very successful. 

Mr Wheatley said unfortunately with 
a voluntary scheme there were some 
growers who did not participate which 
tended to undermine the scheme a little. 

Selling the benefits to growers
The start of the domestic season is 
critical for momentum of sales of table 
grapes leading into Christmas and then 
to maintain good pricing levels through 
to the main season in the southern 
areas. 

The other major influence is the impact 
of imported fruit. Mr Wheatley said 
that while imports helped increase 
total consumption of table grapes, the 
Australian season began at a time 
when the United States generally had 
reasonable quality fruit. 

“We need to bring the consumer onto 
Australian fruit as quick as possible with 
well presented, edible fruit to gain the 
initial purchase and then re-purchase,” 
he said. 

“There is also major competition on 
the various domestic lines of summer 
fruit. Mangoes, stone fruit and cherries 

a set of minimum maturity standards 
based on brix levels for each variety 
and all WA growers conform to these 
standards. 

Queensland growers have also identified 
the problems associated with immature 
fruit and have taken steps towards 
improving the quality of their grapes.

“Five to six years ago we saw the 
enormity of the impact on sales when 
fruit is delivered that is inedible,” Mr 
Wheatley said.

“Markets filled up with fruit that could 
not sell, supermarkets filled with fruit 
that was not moving and reduced orders 
heavily, and in the meantime fruit was 
still being harvested. The industry lost 
total momentum of sales, and of course 
let other products in that had a better 
offer. 

“Stocks built to such a level around the 
country that it was carried over into the 
main southern harvest which impacted 
on the whole industry financially.” 

The GrapeConnect group was formed 
to represent Queensland growers for 
their industry issues and very quickly 
identified the issue of maturity. With 
this there was research conducted and 
standards set for Brix and sugar to acid 
ratios every season. 

This was a voluntary scheme, but most 

are battling with table grapes to gain 
priority of sales, and it is this that we 
can influence extremely well with good 
eating grapes.”

Mr Wheatley said that in the past Grape 
Exchange was seen as a large producer 
of big average lines of fruit, but through 
the GrapeConnect concept the company 
had committed to producing a higher 
quality grape.

“We are absolutely committed to not 
starting harvest until we are cleared 
within the standards set for maturity. 
This has been a great advantage to 
the company in seeing stronger sales 
year on year and preference swinging 
towards our product.

“We made a huge shift this season with 
presenting our own branded carton with 
various specifications on presentation 
and maturity. Sales (and price) for this 
product exceeded our expectations 
and we saw demand increase in the 
wholesale trade by in most cases 300% 
in volume. 

“It was an extremely enlightening 
experience and something that went 
beyond all expectations by both getting 
the presentation right and the maturity 
correct, which can only be influenced at 
farm level.”
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The Australian dried fruits industry is 
now one step closer to fair trade with 
Greece and making progress towards 
improving returns for Australian currant 
growers. 

The Federal Minister for Home 
Affairs has accepted Customs’ 
recommendations in relation to alleged 
dumping of processed dried currants 
exported from Greece to Australia.

The Minister determined that Greek 
processed currants had been dumped 
on the Australian market during the 
investigation period (1 July, 2003 to 
28 April, 2008) and that the Australian 
industry had suffered material injury as 
a result. 

On 14 January, 2009 he announced 
that measures (dumping duty) would be 
applied to all Greek currants imported 
to Australia.

Following Customs Preliminary 
Affirmative Determination (PAD) on     
17 November, 2008, Customs enforced 
a provisional measure requiring all 
Greek exporters of currants to provide 
securities to prevent further injury to the 
Australian dried fruits industry. These 
securities have since been replaced 
with the dumping measures.

The dumping investigation undertaken 
by Customs was initiated on 28 April, 
2008 and followed an application made 
jointly by the Australian Dried Fruits 
Association (ADFA) and Australia’s 
largest dried vine fruit processor, 
Sunbeam Foods.

ADFA General Manager, Phil Chidgzey 
said the anti-dumping application was 
made because of increasing concerns 
about the high volume of Greek currants 
being imported at very low prices from 
late 2005. The price of Greek currants 
in Australia had declined by as much 
as 30% and led to reduced prices for 
Australia’s processors and growers.  

“Australian dried currant growers 
received unacceptably low returns in 
2006 and 2007, largely due to low 
import prices for processed currants,” 
Mr Chidgzey said. 

“While there was some price 
improvement in 2008, better prices 
are required if the growing currants is 
to be a viable business proposition in 
Australia.” 

Mr Chidgzey said the ADFA was 
pleased that the Minister had accepted 

Customs’ report and recommendations 
as it allowed Australian dried currant 
producers to compete on a level playing 
field.

“A combination of dumping measures 
and the improving global market 
for currants has already resulted in 
substantially higher prices paid to 
Australian currant growers this season 
compared to previous years,” he said.

Mr Chidgzey said the Australian 
Customs Dumping Notice (2009/03) 
published in The Australian newspaper 
on 14 January 2009, referred to Trade 
Measures Report 140 which outlined 
the investigations carried out by 
Customs, as well as reasons for the 
recommendations being made and 
material findings of fact on which the 
recommendations have been based.

“In Trade Measures Report No. 140 
Customs concluded that exports of 
the dried processed currants from 
Greece were at dumped prices and that 
dumping had caused material injury 
to the Australian dried fruits industry 
which produces a similar product,” Mr 
Chidgzey said.

The report details the dumping 
margins for Greek exporters during the 
investigation period.  

“All exporters had dumping margins 
of at least 30% and two had dumping 
margins in excess of 80%, which was 
not surprising given the extremely low 
prices being paid for Greek currants 

during the investigation period,” Mr 
Chidgzey said. 

Furthermore, the report concluded 
that if no action was taken Greece 
may continue to dump currants on the 
Australian market and this continued 
dumping may cause further material 
injury to the Australian industry.

Mr Chidgzey said currant growers had 
been buoyed by the Minister’s decision 
to impose measures on Greek exports 
of currants, but it would take time 
for the Australian currant industry to 
recover. 

“Currant growers have suffered a great 
deal in recent years with the dumping 
of Greek currants further exacerbating 
relatively poor returns. 

“The poor prices have seen many 
rework their vines to other more 
profitable varieties, and in some cases 
leave the industry entirely. 

“Improved prices are helping to restore 
confidence in the industry, but much 
higher prices in 2009 and beyond are 
required to stimulate investment in new 
currant plantings by growers who would 
like to supply a greater proportion of 
the Australian market as well as high 
quality product for export.”

But be assured, the ADFA has learnt 
a lot from this investigation and will 
closely monitor prices being paid for 
imported product to ensure Australian 
growers have a fair go. 

Win on anti-dumping measures gives 
Aussie currant growers a fair go

Customs’ main findings
Dried currants exported to Australia 
by all exporters from Greece over the 
dumping investigation period were at 
dumped prices. Neither the margin of 
dumping or volume of dumped fruit 
were negligible.

The Australian producers of currants 
have experienced the following forms of 
injury:

■ Price depression in the industrial 
market segment 

■ Price suppression in the industrial 
market segment, and overall

■ Loss of sales volume in the retail 
market segment

■ Losses in the industry market 
segment 

■ Unprofitable rates of return in the 
industrial market segment.

The Australian dried currant growers 
have suffered the following forms of 
injury

■ Price depression

■ Price suppression

■ Loss of sales volume 

■ Unprofitable rates of return.

The Australian industry’s selling prices 
were undercut by the selling prices of 
currants imported from Greece

Other injury assessment resulting 
in findings of reduced return on 
investment for dried currant growers 
and reduced attractiveness for re-
investment for dried currant growers.
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APIA website tackles information gap 
The Australian Prune Industry 
Association (APIA) has launched a new 
website www.ausprunes.org.au to 
help educate the public about prunes 
and provide growers with access 
to information that will benefit their 
business operations.

APIA Chair Cheryl Heley, said the prune 
industry was relatively unknown in 
Australia and the website would act as 
a reference for people wanting to know 
more about the food that they ate.

“Today’s consumers are eager for 
information about the food they eat. 
They are interested in how it is grown, 
what nutritional value it has, and how 
they might prepare it,” she said.

“We have tried to address this thirst 
for knowledge by providing a history 
of the Australian prune industry and a 
section on how prunes are grown and 
processed.

“Also included are tips on buying and 
storing prunes, their nutrient profile and 
innovative recipes.”

 Mrs Heley said the website was a 
useful promotion tool that would 

showcase the Australian prune industry 
and its potential.

“As a small industry we are unable to 
meet domestic demands for prunes,” 
she said. “We hope that by providing 
information on some of the factors 
affecting prune production – such as 
varieties, rootstocks, nutrition, irrigation, 
pruning, thinning and protection – we 
will be able attract new businesses to 
the industry.”

The project to develop the website 
(DP07001) has been facilitated 
by Horticulture Australia (HAL) in 
partnership with the APIA. It has been 
funded by a voluntary contribution from 
industry. The government provides 

matched funding for all HAL’s R&D 
activities.

“It will serve as another communication 
tool for growers to access information 
about the latest research results, 
upcoming events and news items,” Mrs 
Heley said.

A special member’s only section is still 
under construction but is expected to 
include links to R&D project reports, 
special harvesting information and a 
chat room for growers and processors 
to discuss seasonal problems and 
industry issues. 

There are also plans to include a 
members exchange for labour and 
second hand equipment. 

APIA members will be sent their 
username and password so that they 
are able to access the members’ only 
area. Anybody who has not received 
this information should contact APIA via 
the Australian Dried Fruits Association 
(ADFA) on (03) 5023 5174.
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A passion for prunes
More than 50 years ago Noel Brooke-Kelly purchased 
56 hectares at Maimuru, just out of Young, and began 
life as a prune grower. During that time he has seen 

many changes in the way prunes are grown and 
processed and in the management of the industry. 
Today he shares some of that history with us all.

The prune 
industry began 
its foundations 
in Young 
following 
World War I 
when the New 
South Wales 
Government 
set up closer 
settlement 
for returned 
servicemen 
at Kingsvale, 

Wirrimah, Waterview, Quamby, Maimuru 
and Prunevale.

Each block was about 20 hectares 
(50 acres) and had a two bedroom 
weatherboard cottage. Orchards with 
4ha of prunes, 2ha of apples and 2ha 
of pears were soon planted and by 
1922, 216 orchard blocks had been 
established.

D‘Agen was the main variety grown at 
Young; however, it was thought to be a 
poor pollinator and so every fourth tree 
in the row was Robe de Sergeant.

Robe de Sergeant fruit was not 
as sweet as that from d’Agen. 
Furthermore, the variety was difficult 
to handle and took longer to dry. 
Subsequently, when d’Agen was found 
to be self-pollinating in 1960, the 
Robe trees were quickly replaced with 
d’Agen. 

In 1927 the NSW Dried Fruits Board was 
created to regulate the marketing of 
dried fruits, including quotas for export 
of Robe de Sergeant. Responsible for 
the registration of dried fruit growers, 
dealers, and packing sheds, the board 
also imposed penalties for sale of 
dried fruit outside the Act and for 
misrepresentation of the dried fruit 
standards.

The board continued in its overseeing 
roles until 1997 when it was abolished.

Originally the prunes were harvested 
as they fell to the ground which had 
been worked up and cleared of all 
grass growth. The pickers would 
use two buckets and pour the fruit 

into lug boxes about the size of the 
old four gallon kerosene tin. These 
were collected and the pickers paid 
according to how many boxes they had 
picked.

The fruit was then washed in a mild 
caustic soda solution which put minute 
cracks in the skin to facilitate drying. 
This process has since been stopped 
because the cost outweighs the 
estimated saving in drying time. 

Washed fruit was spread on 90 x 60 
centimetre (3 x 2 foot) trays and placed 
in a sunny area to dry. The tray was 
placed on an angle with one side of the 
tray raised to facilitate air circulation 
and drying. 

After a week or more in the heat of 
the sun the fruit was taken off the 
drying trays and placed into a hopper 
and then packed into corn or wheat 
bags and sent to the co-operative or 
private packers. Growers received their 
first payment at this stage with final 
payment received after grading by the 
private buyers and as the fruit was sold 
by the co-op.

Growers form co-op 
In 1929 the Young District Producers’ 
Co-operative Society Limited was 
formed to pack and market prunes 
produced in the south-west of NSW.

In the 1930’s the co-operative set 
up large drying plants at Kingsvale, 
Maimuru and Wirrimah for their 
members to use. 

The introduction of wooden fired drying 
tunnels was a big step forward for the 
industry as the harvested crop was no 
longer at the mercy of the elements.

To ensure fair access to the drying 
tunnels a quota system based on an 
estimate of a grower’s yield was used 
to schedule delivery of fruit to the 
tunnels.

Growers who had their own dryers 
could sell to either the co-op or private 
packers, of which there were about 
four. JC Granger was the only licensed 
grower/packer until recent years when 
other growers were able to qualify. 

Noel Brooke-Kelly



complimented the existing drying 
systems.

These days trays of fruit are stacked 
on trolleys which progress through the 
tunnel. Drying may take 16 to 20 hours 
per trolley, depending on the fruit size 
and drying technique, after which fruit 
is stored in bulk half tonne bins. 

Dried fruit is then washed, tenderised 
and packaged in poly bags, boxed and 
sent to market.

Looking forward
The prune industry has continued 

Unfortunately both the Young and 
Riverina cooperatives collapsed 
this decade and now all processing 
and marketing is either privately or 
company owned.

Adopting technology
The first attempt at expediting harvest 
began in the 1959/60 season when 
growers began to shake trees with a 
hooked stick, catching fallen fruit on 
hessian sheets placed around the base 
of the tree. This proved very successful 
and the following season converted 
chainsaws were used in place of the 
hooked stick. 

Subsequently mechanical harvesting, 
utilising a shaker and mobile catching 
frame, was introduced. Refractometers 
also came into use, enabling growers to 
know the soluble solid sugar content of 
the fruit. Growers aimed for a minimum 
reading of 23° brix, but if game to wait 
for a higher reading, then yields were 
generally better.

Over the years modern technology has 
continually updated the techniques 
used to dry prunes and the fuel for 
dehydrators has changed from wood to 
oil and finally gas. Cremasco Brothers 
at Yenda introduced a belt conveyor 
drying system from France which 

to grow. Following World War II, the 
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area (MIA), has 
become the main prune producing area 
with a small area of production in South 
Australia.

Unable to meet domestic demand, there 
are further opportunities for industry 
expansion.

The prune industry continues to evolve 
and adapt to the times. One such 
progression has been the growth in the 
organic segment of the market. Another 
has been the demand for convenience 
products and the creation of a new 
product – pitted prunes where the seed 
has been removed.

More recently we have seen the wheel 
turn a full circle with prunes again 
associated with the Australian Dried 
Fruits Association (ADFA). 

The Prunes Committee of the ADFA was 
once the forum to represent grower 
interests. This was later replaced by the 
Prune Growers Progressive Association 
which is now known as the Australian 
Prune Industry Association (APIA).

While APIA remains the peak industry 
body for prunes, the ADFA provides a 
Secretariat role and support.
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Originally prunes were harvested as they fell to the ground. Pickers would collect fruit in two buckets and then pour the fruit 
into lug boxes about the size of the old four gallon kerosene tin.

“The first attempt at 
expediting harvest 

began in the 1959/60 
season when growers 
began to shake trees 
with a hooked stick, 
catching fallen fruit 
on Hessian sheets 
placed around the 
base of the tree.”
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At the start of the 2009 harvest, all 
those involved in the dried fruits 
industry hope that it is successful and 
the volume produced is at least a little 
more than in 2008. 

Sunbeam is firmly of the view that the 
industry’s future prospects are brighter 
as prices are higher and more stable 
because of Sunbeam’s supply contracts. 

This year contracted sultana growers 
can receive up to $1,955 per tonne and 
$1,975/t for Sunmuscats for both 5 and 
4 crown grade fruit. 

Contracted currant growers have seen a 
price increase of $275/t to $1,890/t and 
raisin growers are to receive $1,950/t. 

The prices are a significant 
improvement on recent years and show 
that it is a good time to be producing 
dried vine fruit and if the opportunity 
allows, expanding. 

While the water situation remains 
difficult, many dried fruit growers have 
gained skills and knowledge that has 
allowed them to better manage the 
drought conditions and our industry is 
providing many positive messages that 
other horticultural industries cannot.

The Sunbeam and Angas Park brands 
are growing and Sunbeam must 
continue supplying high quality fruit 
to maximise price premiums for its 
Australian fruit across all markets. To do 
this we must start with quality fruit free 
of contaminants. 

The 2009 grower payments again 
include a $30/t premium for low levels 
of vine material. 

Unprocessed fruit will be stored in a 
state of the art temperature controlled 
warehouse to ensure fruit does not 
deteriorate. 

Finally a commitment to invest more 
than $2 million in new processing 
equipment will be the last component of 
a package aiming to get the best result 
for growers and consumers.

Dried tree fruit
In South Australia the 2009 dried 
apricot and peach harvest is almost 
over. Growers have responded to Angas 
Park’s higher prices and a reasonable 
fruit set by delivering more fruit than 
last year. 

Dried apricot quality was excellent and 
the peaches were also of good quality, 
although size was impacted by the late 
January, early February heat wave. 

Pears are also expected to be down on 
size.

Prunes
Growers in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation 
Area (MIA) have begun harvesting what 
will be a small prune crop this season. 

Years of strong and stable prices have 
increased the area of prunes under 
production in the region; however 
unfavourable spring weather has had 
an adverse effect on fruit set, leading to 
a dramatic reduction in crop yield. 

The good news is that trees bearing a 

smaller crop should produce a higher 
percentage of the larger sized fruit 
which can be pitted. Demand for this 
category is continually improving as 
consumers look for healthy snacks 
which are convenient to eat.

A major capital works program was 
completed last year enabling Angas 
Park to significantly increase its prune 
processing capacity.

In the last five years we have put a lot 
of effort into marketing prunes which 
has seen the sales value of Australian 
prunes increase by 50%. There is 
potential to increase this figure even 
further and we will be working with the 
Australian Prune Industry Association 
(APIA) to achieve this. 

Looking ahead
The dried fruits industry has challenges, 
but producing a healthy and versatile 
food product in these times of financial 
turmoil will be rewarding. Prices are 
firm and demand for Sunbeam and 
Angas Park products is growing.

The company is continually searching 
for innovative new products to capture 
the eye and taste buds of Australian 
consumers. Sunbeam’s newly released 
resealable fruit’n’ products target 
healthy snackers and these are the 
result of a continuing investment in new 
product development.

Growers make most of tough 
conditions to take advantage 

of strong price outlook

“While the water 
situation remains 

difficult, many dried 
fruit growers have 
gained skills and 

knowledge that has 
allowed them to 

better manage the 
drought conditions.”

New products such as Sunbeam’s newly released resealable fruit’n’ products are 
aimed at helping to grow the dried fruits category.

Sunbeam Foods/Angas Park



issues to the BOM or Annual General 
Meeting (AGM).

“Branch Forums will be held at least 
twice a year and will be responsible 
for selecting members to be appointed 
to the BOM, using a weighted voting 
system, based on tonnages delivered 
from branch areas, with the AGM to 
ratify selections,” he said.

The other main change affects the 
Annual conference, which has been 
split into two parts – a formal AGM and 
Annual Growers’ Forum – to encourage 
grower participation.

Mr Chidgzey said the AGM would 
replace the delegate-based annual 
Federal Council meeting. It would be 
open to all ADFA members, including 
the prune and dried tree fruit industries, 
and would allow members to question 
the BOM.

The Annual Growers’ Forum for 
all growers and other industry 
stakeholders will be similar to what has 
been held in the past. The information 
session will continue to include a range 
of topics relating to R&D, marketing and 
current issues, with keynote speakers 
invited to attract wide interest.

Other changes that will result from the 
new constitution include: 
■ Defining a single category of 

processor/marketer member and 
providing for up to five processor/
marketer members, who are entitled 
to a position on the BOM.

■ Providing for the option to appoint an 
expert member to the BOM.

■ Providing for an Associate Member 
category.

The Australian Dried Fruits Association 
(ADFA) has implemented a number of 
changes to its structure and method 
of operation to reflect the way the 
organisation actually operates and to 
increase member involvement.

ADFA General Manager Phil Chidgzey 
said the Board of Management (BOM) 
conducted a review of the ADFA 
Constitution with the aim of identifying 
changes that would result in improving 
efficiencies and facilitating more 
informed decision making.”

“For example, Branch Forums were 
set up several years ago but were 
not recognised in the constitution. By 
updating the ADFA structure and Annual 
Conference arrangements, the BOM 
wanted to formally recognise the role 
of the Branch Forum in priority setting, 
policy development and selection of 
board producer members,” he said.

Mr Chidgzey said extensive consultation 
between BOM members and other 
branch members had resulted in a 
revised constitution being adopted at a 
special meeting of Federal Council on 
11 February, 2009.

Under the new constitution, meetings 
of the Branch Forum will be for growers 
only.

“The BOM recognises that growers 
need a forum to discuss some issues 
without the influence of processor/
marketers,” Mr Chidgzey said. 

“Branch producer members, large 
producer members and producer BOM 
members are eligible to participate at 
each forum and can refer motions or 
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ADFA restructures to 
increase grower input 

Federal Council meets to adopt revised changes to the ADFA Constitution. 

GRAFTED
VINES – 2009

Black American 
on Kober 5BB

Crimson Seedless on Paulsen
Crimson Seedless 

on Richter 99
Crimson Seedless 

on Kober 5BB
Crimson Seedless on 

Schwarzmann
Red Globe on Dog 
Ridge (metre high)
Menindee Seedless 

on Paulsen
Menindee Seedless 

on Freedom
Menindee Seedless 
on Schwarzmann

Menindee Seedless 
on Kober 5BB

Menindee Seedless 
on Ramsey

Menindee Seedless on H5 
Sultana (metre high)
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“The industry was changing and there 
was more change on the horizon that I 
thought would give a better lifestyle and 
improve profitability.

“The changes and improvements we 
have made are great and labour-saving 
– but we still don’t seem to be any less 
busy!”

Stephen and Malcolm operate the 17.8 
hectare (44 acre) original family block 
and, at the time of Stephen’s return to 
the property, bought the 8.5ha block 
across the road.

  

Merbein dried fruit grower Stephen 
Bennett was born and raised in the 
industry – but his involvement in the 
family trade was by no means certain.

“I certainly wouldn’t say I was 
encouraged to follow my dad onto the 
property,” Stephen said.

“I grew up here, and loved it, but I 
was given every opportunity to choose 
to do something else. I completed a 
mechanical engineering degree and 
worked for a few years in Mildura and 
Melbourne before I decided city life 
– and office life – wasn’t for me, and 
came back in 2000.”

It’s a life Stephen now clearly loves. 

The original 95 year old family 
homestead ‘Gables’ built by his great 
Grandfather WH Bennett is still a 
dignified presence. But the impression 
of an old-fashioned lifestyle belies the 
fruit growing operation the family has 
developed.

“I watched our parents work pretty 
hard on the block, and it was actually 
the prospect of more technology and 
mechanisation that really drew 
me back,” Stephen 
said.

 

“When I came back the new property 
needed redeveloping. We began 
replanting it almost immediately, 
replacing the original vines and 
irrigation system with varieties and 
systems suitable for modern dried fruit 
production. The home property has 
been producing dried fruit virtually since 
great grandfather planted it.”

The brothers eventually decided on a 
mix of Carina, sultanas, and gordos. 

“It’s still an ongoing process, and the 
downturn in the industry curtailed the 
replanting program somewhat, and 
more recently the water situation has 
also impacted,” Stephen said.

“But what we have done we’re really 
happy with and with improving prices 
things are looking more promising.

“Of course the thing we are all still wary 
of is the water situation, but I think 
growers are doing a terrific job coming 
to terms with a whole new ball-game 
for growing dried fruit.”

Stephen said the last season had 
presented growers with enormous 
challenges.

“Last year was a steep learning curve 
for us,” he said.

“We made the mistake 
of holding back our 

irrigations early 
in the season 

to save 

Merbein grower embraces 
technology and adapts to change

Grower profile

“I watched our parents 
work pretty hard on 
the block, and it was 
actually the prospect 
of more technology 

and mechanisation that 
really drew me back.”



area, so the vines need to respond, and 
redevelop their rootzones back into the 
watered area.

“It’s been a learning experience for all 
of us, but this year is miles better than 
last year, so fingers crossed.

“The vines have certainly adjusted, but 
still I don’t think their growth is as good 
as it should be. 

“Hopefully we can nurse them through 
the lean years and then, hopefully, 
return them to full health.”

Stephen said he was also more 
confident about the global conditions for 
dried fruit.

“The world demand-supply system is 
more in balance and the oversupply 
problems that we have had for years 
are diminishing,” he said.

“I think that’s taught us quite a lot as 
well, about the need to stay informed 
and aware about world markets and 
trends and that international prices are 
a significant factor.

“The fact that there are also now three 
reasonably-sized packers in place has 
also been good for growers.”

water, which was detrimental to the 
crop.

“It was a hard lesson to learn but we 
were facing an unknown situation. 
We had some old vines that needed 
replanting so we had the option of 
saving water from those areas.

“We took about 3ha of old sultanas 
and Zante currants out of production. It 
hurts financially, of course, having a big 
non-productive area on the block, but 
it was part of our water management 
strategy.

“We also applied successfully for the 
$20,000 irrigator grant from the Federal 
Government and put in drippers on 7ha. 

“We were fortunate in that we had most 
of the property under low-level sprays, 
so we were able to upgrade our filter 
and run the drip lines from the existing 
sub-mains. 

“We already had the headworks in 
place so that made the grant go a 
lot further than if we had been using 
furrow irrigation.”

“Last year we used half the normal 
amount of water that we’ve usually 
used per hectare on the block, but we 
grew a pretty poor crop quantity-wise, 
too.

“This year the crop is looking much 
better. We purchased more temporary 
water for carryover into this season, 
and we have bought more water since 
so have used more. The drip irrigated 
vines have been adjusting to the drip 
irrigation as well.

“The first year you change to drips you 
are only irrigating a third of the previous 

Stephen has been Secretary of the 
Australian Dried Fruits Association 
(ADFA) Merbein branch for several 
years, and last year was elected as a 
producer member on the ADFA Board.

“I’m interested in the bigger-picture of 
the industry and it’s been a good way to 
get involved,” he said.

“I think it’s also a critical time for the 
industry. There are plenty of positives, 
but there are also plenty of negatives.

“Because of the questions surrounding 
irrigation the next generation is not 
seeing continuing on the property as 
an option. So we need to be looking 
at all options to encourage anybody 
who is interested into horticulture in 
the irrigation districts of Sunraysia. 
It is important that irrigation districts 
have a range of horticultural industries 
operating within them and don’t rely on 
one dominant industry.

“It’s quite an uncertain time, and the 
lack of rain and low water allocations is 
definitely something I am still worried 
about.”

But he said the challenges of recent 
years had set the path for an industry 
willing and able to adapt.

“The whole process of managing our 
way through the past couple of seasons 
has changed the way we go about 
things,” he said.

“It’s sharpened our focus. It’s been 
surprising how willing growers have 
been to adopt new technology and 
learn about farming in these new 
circumstances, and that’s certainly 
reason for optimism.”
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“We made the mistake 
of holding back our 

irrigations early in the 
season to save water, 

which was detrimental 
to the crop.”

Stephen Bennett summer pruning the new block of Carinas.
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Australian grape growers visit 
North Asia - Part 2

In September 2008 an Australian delegation of nine growers and one exporter 
travelled to North Asia to investigate the table grape markets in China, Hong Kong 

and Taiwan. In this second report David Minnis reveals the intricacies of the Taiwan 
market and opportunities for Australian growers.

Taiwan farmers have received a boost in 
the last three years with mainland China 
granting access for a range of Taiwanese 
fruit to be sold in China. Given until 
recently there have been no direct links 
between Taiwan and China, this was 
quite a breakthrough.

After three years of  trading about 1,400 
tonne of local fruits such as mangoes, 
stone fruit, mandarins, logans, lychees 
and bananas have been shipped to China 
with probable government subsidies as 
Taiwanese fruit are considerably more 
expensive than the same fruit grown in 
China.

The whole thrust behind this initiative is 
to bring Taiwan back under the control 
of mainland China – so one could call 
it ‘sweet fruit diplomacy’. Farmers in 
Taiwan are traditionally conservative and 
tend to support reunification with China, 
so this initiative can only increase their 
support for a return to the motherland.

However, if Taiwan was to come back 
under Chinese control the current bans 

The visit to Taiwan was made even more 
exciting due to our plane landing in a 
typhoon. 

Winds were up to 80 kilometres per hour 
and more than 600 millimetres of rain 
had fallen in parts of northern Taiwan in 
the two days before we arrived. 

Witnessing the devastation caused 
by these catastrophic typhoons and 
the subsequent lack of fresh produce 
highlighted a marketing opportunity for 
Australian vegetables in late summer 
and early autumn when the typhoons 
occur.

In 2003/2004 Taiwan had a population of 
23 million people and a GDP per capita 
of US$18,000, so it was, and continues 
to be, a reasonably wealthy country 
in Asia. However in the last five years 
closer business ties with mainland China 
has seen more than 1.5 million people 
relocate to the mainland and there has 
been a movement of investment money 
out of Taiwan and into the developing 
economies of China and Vietnam.

on export of fruit from China to Taiwan 
would surely be lifted. While this would 
not have a great effect on counter-
seasonal suppliers such as Australia, 
the onslaught of Chinese product would 
make it difficult for the United States and 
other northern hemisphere suppliers to 
compete.

Trade with Taiwan
In December 2005 Taiwan included 
Queensland Fruit Fly on its list of 
prohibited pests and banned a number 
of fruits from mainland Australia. They 
accepted Tasmania as being fruit fly-free, 
and later the Riverland in South Australia.

This has meant that only citrus, kiwifruit 
and table grapes can be exported to 
Taiwan from most of the mainland 
production areas in Australia and must 
undergo in-transit cold treatment to 
control fruit fly. Shipping lines charge 
a US$1,000 per container premium to 
undertake such a treatment.

Freight rates for the coming season have 
increased over AUD$ 2,000 just based on 

the lower value of the 
Australian dollar. This 
means our prices will 
have to increase for the 
coming grape season to 
Taiwan.

Exporters are also 
worried about the 
increase in AQIS 
charges which can 
be quite considerable 
when we are preparing 
fruit for shipment to 
Taiwan.

As the figures illustrate 
in Table 1, Australian 
table grape exports 
have failed to gain any 
strong position in the 
Taiwanese market.

Taichung 
wholesale market
The visit to the Taichung 
wholesale market was 
useful to see the variety 

Inside the Taichung wholesale market. Like Japan, the Taiwanese have a proliferation of high quality 
packaging in an assortment of sizes and colours. Note the motor bikes are all parked in under cover 
because of the pouring rain.



ordered for Taiwan to the 
mainland China market 
where prices can be higher.

Thus when imported fruit 
arrives in Hong Kong 
from Chile or the US, the 
Taiwanese importer must 
decide whether to on-
forward to either Taiwan or 
mainland China depending 
on the state of the market.

The Taiwan economy is 
no longer as strong and 
as buoyant as it was in 
the decade of the nineties. 
Chile dominates the grape 
import market in Taiwan 
during the southern 
hemisphere season and varieties such as 
Red Globe are priced very competitively.

Discussions with Chinese importers 
revealed:

1. There is a market for Australian 
Crimson Seedless grapes in Taiwan 
because of the high sugar levels and 
good eating quality. This market, unlike 
mainland China, is more tolerant of 
dark coloured Crimsons.

2. Australian Red Globe cannot compete 
with Chilean Red Globe which for size 
26-28mm berries can sell anywhere 
from US$9.50-11.50 CIF per 8.2 
kilogram carton during the main part of 
the season. Australian table grapes will 
have to be in-transit cold treated, and 
once the costs of seafreight (based 
on 2008/2009 rates), cold treatment, 
internal road transport, wharf charges, 
AQIS inspection charges and insurance 
are deducted, a price of US$11.50 per 
8.2kg ctn would return a grower this 

of grapes available from the United 
States.

In addition to the Red Globe and Autumn 
Royal Grapes which were available in 
volume, there was also Scarlet Royal, 
Black Seedless, Midnight Beauty and 
Thompson Seedless supplied by the US. 

Again, like in China, there were no 
quantities of Crimson Seedless available.

There were also small quantities of Zante 
currants and natural sultanas in 750 
gram and 1000g punnets available from 
the US which was interesting.

Input from importers
Most Taiwanese importers of fresh fruit 
also operate directly with offices in the 
major wholesale markets in China such 
as Jiangnan, or indirectly using Chinese 
wholesalers to sell their fruit from Chile 
and the US in China. They admit to 
diverting as much as 30% of the fruit 
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An example of nice Thompson Seedless packed in 
bunch bags as it was mid-September, late in the US 
season.

Year Australian exports 

 to Taiwan (tonne)

2002 1,638*

2003 239

2004 544

2005 1,457

2006 1,292

2007 776#

2008 1,357

Table 1: Australian table 
grape exports to Taiwan.

* Australia had favourable exchange rate 
against US dollar

# Australia had unfavourable exchange 
rate against US dollar

coming season AUD$10.50 per 9.0kg 
polystyrene coffin for medium-sized 
Red Globe. At that price it is not worth 
growing the grapes.

3. There is also a market in Taiwan 
for Australian black grapes such as 
Autumn Royal and Midnight Beauty 
and a limited market for large 
Thompson Seedless later in the 
season.

During other visits to Taiwan during the 
end of the Australian export season, in 
mid-May, and before the start of the US it 
is not uncommon to see small quantities 
of black grapes like Black American and 
Red Globe in the Taipei market, but it is 
all about timing.

David Minnis’ company Minnis 
Horticultural Services Pty Ltd (MHS) 
trades as 888 EXPORTS and is principally 
involved in the export of high value 
perishable horticultural produce. 
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An evaluation 
report released 
on 16 December, 
2008 confirms 
the value of 
industry and 
Australian 
Government 
co-investment 
in primary 
production R&D. 

Commissioned 
by the Council 

of Rural Research and Development 
Corporations Measuring economic, 
environmental and social returns from 
Rural Research and Development 
Corporations’ investment, is the 
most comprehensive evaluation of 
rural research and development ever 
undertaken in Australia. It has found 
every dollar invested in projects by the 
15 Rural Research and Development 
Corporations (RDCs) returns an average 
of $11.

Rural R&D investment has been a key 
factor in Australian farmers achieving 
among the highest productivity growth 
in the world for many years. The 
GVP (gross value of production) for 
horticulture is currently estimated as 
$8.5 billion, up from $7.1 billion in 
2005/06, despite the drought.

In addition to the direct benefit to rural 
industries, the evaluation shows RDCs 
generate significant economic, social 
and environmental benefits in areas 
that rural industries and the Australian 
Government have determined as 
priorities.

The evaluation sought out 32 randomly 
selected projects across the 15 RDCs 
to give an indication of average returns 
across the portfolio and 36 highly 
successful projects to determine what 
sort of returns could be generated.

The sample of 32 randomly selected 
RDC projects delivered an average 
return of $11 for each dollar invested 
in 2007 dollars, while the sample of 36 
highly successful projects will return 
$10.5 billion in quantified benefits. 
This is made up of $5.5 billion in direct 
benefits to the rural sector and $5 
billion in spillover benefits to the wider 
community. 

The evaluation also demonstrates the 
strong collaboration between RDCs, 
rural industry, government and research 
partners and shows strong benefits are 
being generated in areas targeted by 
the Commonwealth’s National Research 
Priorities and Rural Research and 
Development Priorities.  

In 2007/08 Horticulture Australia 

(HAL) invested $73 million into more 
than 1,100 projects, in areas such as 
biosecurity, climate change, natural 
resource management, market 
access, productivity, value adding and 
improving the supply chain. While there 
are significant environmental and social 
benefits, because of the difficulty in 
measurement, these benefits are often 
undervalued.

Research and development has been 
crucial for the horticulture industry 
to deliver new approaches and 
technology to increase efficiency and 
sustainability and ultimately make 
Australian enterprises in the table grape 
and dried fruit industries competitive 
both domestically and in international 
markets.  With the challenging 
environment from both a productive 
input and marketing viewpoint the 
industries’ research and development 
capability is a vital element to future 
viability. 

The Australian Table Grape Association 
(ATGA) and Australian Dried Fruits 
Association (ADFA), together with 31 
other peak industry bodies representing 
horticultural producers and industry 
stakeholders strongly supported the co-
investment model and the report.

Co-investment model in Rural R&D 

Horticulture Australia Limited (HAL) update

HAL Industry  
Services Manager,  
Ross Skinner 

Tackling healthy eating habits in childhood
Horticulture Australia Council (HAC), 
the national peak body representing 
the horticulture industries, has 
applauded the Federal Government’s 
announcement committing funding for 
primary schools to implement a fresh 
food program across Australia over the 
next four years.

Children in up to 190 government 
schools across the country will 
soon enjoy the benefits of growing, 
preparing and sharing fresh food as 
part of the national Stephanie Alexander 
Kitchen Garden Program. The funding 
provided by the government is to cover 
infrastructure costs associated with 
building kitchens and gardens.

Health Minister Nicola Roxon said: “This 
important program will help tackle the 
levels of childhood obesity by giving 
children hands-on experience in healthy 
eating”.

“School children in years 3-6 will get 
the opportunity to work in a productive 
garden, harvest the food, cook it in a 
purpose-built teaching kitchen and sit 

down with other students and parents to 
taste and enjoy what they have made.”

HAC Chair, Stuart Swaddling, said 
similar programs in Australian primary 
schools have proven very effective on a 
wide range of fronts.

“Firstly, the children get the thrill of 
watching what they have planted grow,” 
Mr Swaddling said. 

“They experience physical activity in 
the fresh air, and learn to enjoy ‘getting 
their hands dirty’. They also acquire the 
disciplines of building the soil, mulching, 
watering, weeding, and dealing with 
pests or diseases to ensure their 
produce grows well – getting ‘up close 
and personal’ with natural rhythms.” 

He said this type of program indirectly 
helps improve the current level of 

‘disconnect’ between producers and 
their consumers.  

“They (children) gain a better 
understanding that fruit and vegetables 
don’t grow in bags, eggs in cartons, or 
milk in plastic containers – someone 
grows this wonderful produce for them 
to eat.

“The kids have all the fun and 
satisfaction of harvesting what they 
have grown. They learn about various 
fruit and vegetables – what grows well 
in their locality, and what doesn’t, and 
why. And they learn the best seasons for 
each type of produce.

“They can experiment with the 
production of tasty, nutritious meals 
– valuable self sufficiency skills for 
life. They have the joy of eating just-
picked food that they have prepared 
themselves (and learn what the produce 
should really taste like!).

“Most importantly, they learn lifetime 
healthy eating habits that contradict the 
view that easy and tasty food comes 
from a fast-food outlet,” he said.



The minimum levels set out in the 
standards ensure fruit will be sweet 
and pleasant to eat. Any fruit that does 
not meet the minimum standards is 
destroyed so there is no chance of that 
fruit reaching consumers and tarnishing 
the reputation of the industry. 

It is the Australian Table Grape 
Association’s (ATGA) intention to 
research the Western Australian model 
with the objective of trying to introduce 
a similar system in the eastern states. 
To have minimum maturity standards 
legislated in all states is a big ask, but 
certainly worth pursuing based on the 
results from the West.

Strategic planning
Horticulture Australia (HAL) is currently 
undertaking an industry development 
needs assessment of all Peak Industry 
Bodies. This will involve HAL and 
the ATGA looking at the “process of 
informing and empowering those in 
horticulture to make better business 
decisions”. 

A set of tools and guidelines have been 
devised and will be used by industry to 
determine the best, most efficient way of 
ensuring adoption of industry research 
and development. There will be a strong 
link between industry strategic planning 
and assessing industry development 
needs. A small implementation strategic 
planning steering committee will be 
established to oversee the process. 

Apart from specific industry workshops, 
surveys will be sent to all stakeholders 
seeking input for a new strategic plan 
for the industry. The survey will be sent 
out as an insert in The Vine and I would 
urge all stakeholders to complete and 
return the survey; it is your chance 
to express your views on the future 
direction of the industry. 

Promotion
The ATGA promotion campaign has 
attracted media attention across 
Australia. This follows on from our 
promotional launch in Sydney where 
a number of journalists from a large 
cross section of the media attended with 
the take home message of the health 
benefits of grapes in particular the low 
GI (glycemic index).

To date we have received 40 media 
clippings publicising grapes in the 
current season, reaching an audience 

The harvest 
season in 
Sunraysia, 
Western 
Australia and 
South Australia 
is now in full 
swing with 
Queensland 
and Northern 
Territory 
finished. 

Queensland 
reports growers had a reasonable year 
with good quality fruit bringing in good 
prices. South Australian growers to date 
have been very happy with their return, 
but Sunraysia growers are cautious as to 
how the season has progressed. 

Many Sunraysia growers have spoken 
about the excellent quality fruit they 
have produced this year, the best for 
many years. The downside is that the 
fruit is moving slowly from the market 
floor with low demand from domestic 
consumers, a pattern consistent across 
all fruit and vegetables. 

It seems the financial state of the 
economy is being realised by low retail 
sales. The reduced demand is dragging 
the general price down; however good 
quality fruit is still bringing very good 
prices.

Sour fruit disappoints again
It was disappointing to be advised of 
immature fruit being sold in the markets. 

Growers who ‘jump the gun’ and put 
sour fruit in the market in the hope of 
gaining early market higher prices, hurt 
their fellow growers. 

As has been mentioned many times 
before consumers who have a bad 
eating experience with immature table 
grapes turn to alternative fruits. It is six 
weeks or more before they buy grapes 
again and this loss of potential sales 
makes it difficult for the good growers 
to be rewarded for doing the right thing 
and waiting until their fruit is mature to 
sell on the market floor. 

Once again growers need to be 
reminded of the Western Australian 
minimum maturity standards program 
which eliminates and prevents sour, 
immature fruit from the market through 
a set of scientifically deducted minimum 
maturity standards backed by state 
legislation. 

of well over two and a half million 
consumers. 

The campaign launched with a segment 
featuring grapes on Channel 9’s 
Mornings with Kerri-Anne, followed by a 
range of print, online and radio coverage 
promoting grapes including in a wide 
range of newspapers and magazines 
such as That’s Life and New Idea.

A number of key media have scheduled 
coverage to run during season’s peak, 
and the campaign is now entering phase 
two, pitching the season’s peak to a 
wide range of short lead media.

International markets
Many teleconferences with industry, 
Biosecurity Australia (BA) and the 
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Forestry (DAFF) have been held 
to discuss the lack of achievement in 
market access. 

BA will always state they are working 
towards the timelines of their work 
plans, but it is becoming frustrating 
when there are no scheduled meetings 
with countries such as China and 
the phytosanitory requirements and 
conditions of entry of other Asian 
countries continually changing.

Federal Minister for Agriculture Tony 
Burke, has agreed to meet with the ATGA 
to discuss our market access issues. 

The ATGA is annoyed that it is unable 
to make headway in the international 
market while its competitor, Chile is 
strengthening its position in exporting. 

Chile has a strong focus on exporting 
with emphasis on gaining a stranglehold 
on the Chinese market. In 2008 the 
value of Chile’s fruit exports to China 
increased by 68% over 2007 values to 
hit US$98 million. Grapes made up the 
lion’s share of the increase at 46% of 
total exports, followed by apples (21%), 
cherries (20%) and plums (10%). 

Although cultural differences and 
geographical distance meant it was 
hard for Chilean exporters to enter 
the Chinese market, they are making 
efforts to innovate packing and maritime 
transportation technologies to guarantee 
the arrival of the fruit in good condition. 

Trade between the two countries has 
picked up significantly since the China-
Chile Free Trade Agreement came into 
effect in October 2006. 
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ATGA CEO, Jeff Scott

Financial crisis impacts on demand, 
slowing sales 
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Ian Cameron checks Crimson Seedless vines in autumn.

Destined to work with grapes
Ian grew up on a dried fruit vineyard 
near Mildura. His parents ran the family 
vineyard from 1944 to 1965 after 
pioneering a wheat farm in the Mallee.

Undecided as to whether he should go to 
university or stay on the land, Ian went to 
work at CSIRO’s Merbein station for 12 
months.

“While at CSIRO I was privileged to work 
with two of Australia’s best viticulturists,” 
he said.

“My first boss was Allan Antcliff, a 
pioneer when it came to clonal selection 
of grapes. I later worked for Peter 
May, a brilliant plant physiologist who 
worked on a range of projects including 
mechanical harvesting.

Anyone that has ever spoken to Ian 
Cameron is acutely aware of his passion 
for the table grape industry.

For the past 42 years Ian has been an 
integral player helping to drive the West 
Australian industry forward, introducing 
and evaluating new varieties, rootstocks 
and production regions, better trellising 
and minimum maturity standards backed 
by state legislation that have led to an 
expansion in the industry and increases 
in grower returns.

His extension methods and hands-on 
research are well regarded by colleagues 
around the world. This has seen the 
development of world’s best practice 
for growing Red Globe and Crimson 
Seedless table grapes to focus on 
producing products that consumers 
want. 

On 13 March he will retire from the 
Department of Agriculture and Food 
Western Australia.

Ian leaves with the satisfaction of 
knowing that he has given his all to an 
industry which has transformed from 
humble beginnings to one which is as 
informed and technologically advanced 
as any table grape industry around the 
world. His passion, drive, commitment 
and endurance to the cause of the table 
grape industry in WA will surely be 
missed by all involved in the industry.

“From those two gentlemen I realised 
what could be achieved by applying a 
good scientific approach with a keen eye 
to pick differences.”

But before he could attend his first 
lecture at The University of Adelaide, 
Ian’s father Colin Cameron passed away 
and Ian returned to Mildura to run the 
family farm.

This strange twist of fate has been 
integral to Ian’s success in his chosen 
career as a researcher and extension 
officer – it gave him insight into the 
pressures of running a viticultural 
business. 

Despite having worked on the farm 
all his life, it was not until he became 
responsible for it making a profit or loss 
that Ian learnt what commercial grape 
growing was all about.

Two years later a rare situation occurred 
– the WA Department of Agriculture 
advertised in the Mildura local paper for 
a Horticultural instructor.

Ian applied and in June 1967 he began 
his career in WA.

The move to WA
In 1967 the WA wine industry expanded 
to Margaret River and Mt Barker in the 
South west. Traditionally wine grapes 
had been grown in the Swan Valley 
just out of Perth, so it was a big step to 

Industry pioneer retires, leaving 
WA industry in a sound condition

“For the past 35 
years the industry’s 
highest priority has 
been introduction, 

evaluation and release 
of new table grape 

varieties, particularly 
seedless varieties.”



Ian Cameron talks at a dried fruit/table grape field day in the Swan Valley in 1969.

were grown on a basic trellis close to 
the ground. Perth’s sandy soils had been 
cultivated into a dust bowl and irrigation 
was scarce. 

There was very little cold storage 
and fruit was packed and sent to the 
Perth market. About 20% of the crop 
was packed in timber cases with cork 
vibrated through the grapes before 
export to Singapore and Malaysia.

“At the time growers would send cases 
of grapes for export and three to five 
days later they would be notified if their 
fruit had been rejected for failing to meet 
strict export specifications,” Ian said. “It 
wasn’t a great system, but it did provide 
me with an opportunity to meet new 
growers and be of some help.

“I decided to visit every export table 
grape grower who had trouble meeting 
export standards on the day of 
inspection.

“In 1967 almost all the growers were 
of European descent (mainly from 
Yugoslavia) and their average age was 
63. I was a mere 23.”

“They were testing times for a young 
extension officer,” he said.

Good working relationships and mutual 
respect soon followed and 42 years later 
some of those growers that Ian helped in 
1967 have become his closest friends. 

Impressed by the dedication to their 
farms, Ian holds the growers in the Swan 
Valley in the highest regard.

“I have never struck anything like it. 
There is a deep passion and a real sense 
of pride, a belief that their product is 
better than anybody else’s. They work 
hard to maintain that reputation – 16 
hours a day in the vineyard – and at 
the same time are able to maintain 
a spotless house, bake cakes and 
provide a marvellous spread of food at a 
moment’s notice.”

Helping growers improve the quality of 
their fruit was made more difficult by a 
lack of good research.

“I couldn’t help but think that maybe 
we could produce better fruit, but was 
dumbstruck to find that apart from 
a study 15 years earlier to improve 
artificial pollination of O’hanez, there was 
no research on growing table grapes in 
WA.”

And so Ian began a long career of 
research and extension to improve table 
grape production in WA. 

“We began by introducing new 
rootstocks, ‘V’ and ‘Double sloping Link’ 
trellis systems, irrigation, cool storage, 
non-cultivation practices and evaluated 
plant growth regulators, but the most 

“The most dramatic 
technological change 

came with department 
policy to improve 
the range of table 
grapes available 
to the industry.”

establish an industry a further 250 to 
350 kilometres south where growing 
conditions were quite different.

For the first 10 years in WA Ian spent a 
significant amount of time helping the 
wine industry establish in the South 
west. As a Horticultural instructor he 
worked with commercial wine, dried 
fruit and table grape growers, but was 
also required to provide a service to the 
state’s vegetable, stone fruit and citrus 
growers. 

By 1980 he began to specialise in table 
grapes and ceased work in the wine 
industry. By 1985 he had effectively 
stopped working with the dried fruit 
industry and was the department’s full 
time table grape specialist.

Along the way he was able to gain his 
only formal qualification, a Diploma 
in Agricultural Technology from the 
technical education division of the 
Education Department.

A snapshot of table grapes in 
1967
In 1967 the WA table grape industry was 
entirely located in the Swan Valley. 

The industry was small (150-200 
growers producing less than 2,000 
tonnes) and based on family units with 
mixed horticultural holdings that included 
table grapes and grapes for wine and 
dried fruit production as well as melons 
and stone fruit. In almost every situation 
table grapes were the most viable part of 
their operation. 

About 25 varieties of seeded grapes 
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dramatic technological change came 
with department policy to improve the 
range of table grapes available to the 
industry,” he said.

New table grape varieties were brought 
in primarily from California, but for every 
10 new varieties brought in, only one 
made it to commercial success. And 
when grown on better trellis and properly 
managed those new varieties produced 
fruit that completely transformed the 
industry. 

Ian said the marketplace was prepared 
to pay a good price for the new product. 

“For the past 35 years the industry’s 
highest priority has been introduction, 
evaluation and release of new table 
grape varieties, particularly seedless 
varieties,” he said. 

“It has had a major impact on the 
viability of the WA industry. As a result 
a large influx of younger people entered 
the industry in the 1970s and 1980s; 
people who could see a profit could be 
made from the new varieties and new 
management techniques.”

Red Globe changes industry
In the early 1980s market magazines 
reported a new variety taking the South 
East Asian markets by storm. It was Red 
Globe, and buyers were prepared to pay 
double the price of any other variety.

The WA Department of Agriculture spent 
four years negotiating with the University 
of California, and in 1987 got access to 
the variety. 

All table grape research then focused on 
Red Globe – from growing techniques 
through to cool storage characteristics 

and market 
research to 
determine 
minimum 
maturity 
standards. 

Red Globe was 
planted in a 
series of trials in 
the Swan Valley 
and two new 
production areas 
– Carnarvon 
in the north 
and Harvey-
Donnybrook-
Margaret River in 
the South west.

“Table grapes 
had not 
been grown 
commercially in 
either Carnarvon 
or the South west 
before, so we 
introduced 100 
new growers 
to the industry, 
many who had 
never seen a 
grape before,” 
Ian said.

The three 
production 
zones spanned 
a distance 
of 1,300km 
and it wasn’t 
possible to have 
a researcher on the ground in each of 
the areas so an innovative extension 
program that had all the answers was 
needed.

Ian began by establishing 
TAFE courses for new 
growers to learn how to 
grow commercial table 
grapes and wrote a step-
by-step production manual 
to accompany it.

“Growers followed the Quality Assurance 
(QA) manual to the letter,” he said.

“The advice contained within the 
references was spot on and 85% of all 
growers who attended the TAFE course 
and followed the manual had viable table 
grape operations.”

Ian said the real value came from a 
group of 35 growers known as the 
Red Globe Club. Spread over the three 
production areas, the growers would 

measure the 
diameter of 
their berries 
once a week 
and then ring 
through the 
results to Ian.

“I plotted the 
growth of the 
berries on a 
graph stuck 
to my wall 
and whenever 
I could see 
something 
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The introduction of Red Globe to Western Australia 
transformed the viability of the table grape industry. 

Cameron and Colin Gordon assess Crimson Seedless grapes after 
six months cool storage.



“The loss of potential sales during that 
period can have a large impact on overall 
demand, particularly when sour grapes 
are supplied by more than one grower.”

To determine what consumers wanted 
the team went to supermarkets for three 
consecutive years and observed the 
general public eat and rate more than 
15,000 berries.

The berries had been sorted to 
different levels of maturity and allowed 
researchers to accurately define the 
maturity at which the consumer refused 
to eat a particular variety, the maturity 
which was ‘just acceptable’ and the level 
that would put a shine on their face and 
have them asking for more.

“I am proud that we have designed a 
system that is not based on retailer or 
grower greed,” Ian said. 

going astray I would visit the grower 
to find out what was going wrong,” Ian 
said.

“This attention to detail meant that we 
were able to diagnose any problems at 
an early stage and avoid disasters.”

The Red Globe extension program is 
something that Ian is very proud of. 
Normally there is a five year lag period 
from research to adoption, but the 
department team were determined to 
make Red Globe a success and had 
100% adoption of new techniques within 
a year.

In 1992 115 tonnes of Red Globe were 
exported from WA to South East Asia. 
Since then there has been a linear 
increase, reaching 1,237t by 2002 with 
volumes continuing to grow each year.

The department’s focus on research and 
extension meant the WA industry was 
able to perfect management techniques 
for Red Globe and produce world’s best 
quality within 10 years of receiving 
access to the variety. 

In 1997 they repeated the exercise with 
Crimson Seedless, but were able to 
produce world’s best quality in five years.

“The skills developed initially with Red 
Globe and fine tuned with Crimson 
Seedless are currently being used by the 
department to assess new varieties from 
the CSIRO breeding program,” Ian said.

“The aim is to release a new ‘winner’ 
variety every five years.”

So far the work in WA has helped with 
the commercial release of two new 
varieties, M 51-18 and M 13-01,bred by 
CSIRO. Fruit which meets the appropriate 
standard is respectively marketed under 
the brands Millennium MuscatTM and 
Magic Seedless®.

“Three new hybrids that produce a type 
of fruit that is distinctly different are also 
extremely exciting and could be released 
from the program in the near future,” Ian 
said.

Minimum maturity standards
While the introduction of new varieties 
(and growers) helped transform the 
viability of the WA table grape industry, it 
is the development of minimum maturity 
standards that have helped it continue 
to grow.

“We are one of the few states where 
sales of table grapes continue to grow 
and prices continue to increase because 
we minimise sour grapes on the market,” 
Ian said.

“Our research has shown that 
consumers who unwittingly buy sour 
grapes do not buy grapes for three to 
four weeks.

“The minimum maturity standards reflect 
what the buying public really want and 
I don’t think there is anything more 
important for the table grape industry 
than to see the public get mature fruit.

“Getting the government to enact 
legislation that would enforce the 
standards throughout the industry did 
not come without a fight, but the battle 
was worth winning and today the proof is 
in the pudding. 

“If only these techniques could be 
adopted nation wide, we could all 
benefit.” 

The WA system is working and for the 
past five years there have been very 
few rejections. All segments of the 
industry co-operate to make the system 
work. Growers are now asking for the 
standards each year. 

“This level of co-operation and 
selflessness is why the WA table grape 
industry has a great future,” he said.

Retirement
After 42 years of service to the table 
grape industry, Ian will retire in March 
2009. 

“Will WA table grape research stop when 
I retire, I certainly hope not,” he said.

“We have made major advances in the 
last 40 years and the program is now 
headed by Colin Gordon who will take 
the industry to even greater heights.”
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Consumer tastings have been in integral part in determining 
the minimum maturity standards for each variety.

“Normally there is a 
five year lag period 

from research to 
adoption, but the 

department team were 
determined to make 
Red Globe a success 

and had 100% adoption 
of new techniques 

within a year.”
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‘FarmReady’ launched 
The Australian Government recently 
launched FarmReady (the re-packaged 
FarmBis program). 

Farmers can now apply for training 
grants up to $1,500 per year for 
attending approved training courses. 
Ostensibly to assist farmers deal 
with climate change, applications are 
available to reimburse the costs of 
attending training courses related to 
higher-level farm business and farm 
management. 

The FarmReady funding is available 
under the Climate Change Adjustment 
Program, which aims to help primary 
producers with professional advice, 
training and re-establishment grants. 

FarmReady Reimbursement Grants are 
not means tested and are available 
nationally to the farming, fishing and 
forestry sectors, their immediate family 
members, management staff and 
Indigenous land managers. 

Stimulus II: a boon for the 
bush 

The Australian Government has heeded 
the NFF’s call for a positive response to 
the economic downturn with its second 
stimulus package recognising the vital 
role Australian agriculture plays as the 
driver of national prosperity – providing 
the jump-start needed to keep the 
economy moving. 

For example: 
■ Some 21,500 drought-affected 

farmers would immediately receive 
the $900 tax-free bonus; 

■ Capital works in regional Australia 
would include regional schools’ share 
in the $14.7 billion for maintenance 
and upgrades; 

■ $500 million for regional development 
projects; 

■ $150 million to repair regional roads; 
■ $90 million for black spot roads; 
■ Farmers with turnover of less than 

$2 million per year, would get tax 
breaks under the $2.7 billion for small 
businesses for tangible depreciating 
assets over $1,000; and 

■ For farms with annual turnovers over 
$2 million, the tax deduction kicks-in 
at purchases over $10,000. 

Recognising soil carbon stores
The NFF has put the Australian 
Government on notice, pressing the 
case for the government to ensure 

The Federal Court of Australia handed 
down its ruling on the Managed 
Investment Scheme (MIS) Test Case 
on 19 December, 2008, finding 
that investor contributions in the 
controversial practice are, to the letter 
of the law, eligible for a tax deduction.

“The Federal Court’s ruling, by 
definition, is a question of the existing 
law,” National Farmers’ Federation 
(NFF) Vice-President Charles Burke 
explained. “Our concern is not that MIS 
is lawful, but whether it is appropriate 
and, therefore, that the law itself needs 
to change… that’s a political decision 
the Australian Government has to 
resolve.

“Despite the law as it stands, few 
dispute the reality that investment 
decisions in MIS companies and their 
activities are overwhelmingly based 
on one thing, upfront tax deductibility. 
Remove this taxpayer-funded rebate on 
MIS investments and there is often little, 
if anything, to attract investors.”

Mr Burke said that while the highly 
questionable practice of providing 
taxpayer funded rebates on MIS 
investments persisted, genuine 
investment decisions in regional 
Australia skewed land use and resource 
allocations and distorted property 
values.

The NFF will continue to work with 
the Australian Government to argue 
the case that while farmers support 
investment in agriculture, MIS is not the 
most appropriate vehicle for regional 
Australia.

Imports
Total dried grape imports for the 10 
months to 31 December, 2008 rose by 
3,630 tonnes to 24,607t compared to 
the same period in 2007/08.

While currant imports are down by 
about 300t on same period last year, 
importantly, the price is significantly 
higher than it was 12 months ago or 
even 6 months ago.

Sultana imports are also marginally 
down on last year, but other dried 
grapes (TSRs) have increased by about 
4,500t on same period in 2007/08 to 
8,220t. 

In summary:

■ Currants  1,464t; up 300t
■ Sultanas 14,923t; down 600t
■ Others (TSRs) 8,220t; up 4,500t
■ Total 24,607t    

that wherever and whenever possible, 
farmers are entitled to benefit from soil 
carbon stores on their properties. 

While acknowledging the complexities, 
the NFF maintains that soil carbon is 
an opportunity the government should 
not ignore or lump in the ‘too hard’ 
basket. Indeed, the NFF asserted the 
issue should be addressed now, with 
the opportunities being part of forward-
planning, whether agriculture is covered 
by the government’s Carbon Pollution 
Reduction Scheme or not. 

If the government is serious about 
carbon reduction, then it should leave 
no stone unturned. Therefore, leaving 
the door ajar on viable carbon storage 
in soils must, necessarily, be part of its 
agenda. 

The NFF contends that if measurement 
is the problem, then address it. If the 
science being up-to-speed is the 
problem, money should be spent on 
research and development to get the 
answers. If the Kyoto rules don’t allow 
soil carbon to gain credits, then actively 
petition the international community 
to change the rules. But whatever the 
obstacles, the government must not 
turn its back on worthwhile carbon 
storage options. 

The NFF believes that it is only fair that 
farmers be formally recognised for the 
work they do in reducing emissions and 
sequestering carbon. If not, then the 
government has missed the point of its 
entire emissions trading agenda.

On-farm water and upgrading 
infrastructure 
The NFF has pressed the Australian 
Government – through formal 
correspondence with Ministers Burke 
and Wong – on the growing anger in 
regional communities about its sole 
focus on water acquisition, without the 
promised corresponding investment 
with irrigators and communities in 
upgrading infrastructure. 

Frustrations will continue to boil 
over unless the government finally 
articulates a clear implementation 
timeframe for this key plank of its 
‘Water For The Future’ plan. In fact, 
the NFF is insisting on-farm water 
efficiency projects be rolled out in 2009. 

While the government is keen to 
talk about infrastructure in terms of 
stimulating employment in the financial 
crisis, surely achieving this while 
ensuring irrigators produce more food 
with less water makes perfect sense. 

MIS ruling highlights flaws

ADFA Board of Management news



Water trading seminar

A 
number 

of varieties 
that mature 
at different 

times to those 
currently being 

grown for dried 
grapes are being considered to help 
growers improve risk management.

The varieties have emerged through the 
CSIRO dried grape breeding program 
and have been included in small 
mother vine plantings being managed 
by the Victorian and Murray Valley Vine 
Improvement Association (VAMVVIA).

In February a small group of Australian 
Dried Fruits Association (ADFA) branch 
committee members and processor 
representatives visited the VAMVVIA site 
to observe the vines and the maturity of 
the fruit at that time.

VAMVVIA has had each variety picked 
and dried separately. Samples of each 
variety will be available to the ADFA and 
can be viewed by interested growers.

While the industry encourages growers 
to improve risk management on their 
properties, growers are urged to consult 
the ADFA’s Industry Development Officer 
John Hawtin, their local ADFA Branch 
representative, or their processor, 
before making plans for any new 
plantings.

Unique varieties
The CSIRO’s Unique Varieties Steering 
Committee met recently to discuss 
strategies relating to the development 
of mother vine plantings of a new 

sultana type which shows signs of rain 
tolerance, and a new currant variety.

The committee, consisting of 
representatives from ADFA and 
VAMVVIA, CSIRO researchers, growers 
and processors, also visited a property 
where vines bred by CSIRO are grown 
and evaluated. 

Early indications suggest that there may 
be some sultana types that are suitable 
for dried grape production. Caution 
needs to be taken as these vines are 
not yet fully mature and have not been 
properly evaluated at this stage. 

The committee also inspected the 
site of the ‘rain resistant’ sultana 
type. These vines are being grown 
on Swingarm trellis, the same as the 
existing sultanas in the patch. Maturity 
testing showed that the ‘rain resistant’ 
type was less ripe than the conventional 
sultanas, but was carrying a larger crop.

Subject to further evaluation, it is hoped 

that this variety will be available to all 
growers in 2011.

Communications
Throughout the past year there have 
been a number of occasions where the 
ADFA has needed to contact growers 
urgently to provide them with important 
information or notices of field walks and 
other events.

The ADFA was able to contact those 
growers whose email addresses are on 
their grower database. However there is 
some concern that those growers who 
are not on the email database may have 
missed out on important information 
about forums or events that could have 
been of use to them.

To assist the ADFA in communicating 
with its grower members you are 
urged to contact the ADFA office on 
(03) 5023 5174 or email your details 
to enquiries@adfa.asn.au to have your 
email details recorded.

supported by John Cooke from the 
Department of Sustainability and 
Environment (DSE) and Graeme 
Thornton from Sunraysia Rural 
Financial Counselling Service. 

The session began with Owen Russell 
from Lower Murray Water giving a very 
detailed presentation on the state of 
the system, usage and carryover rules. 

Other speakers included: Cheryl 
Rix from Western Murray Irrigation; 
Phillip Grahame from Sunraysia Water 
Exchange (SWEX); and Alister Walsh 
from Waterfind. Irymple dried grape 
grower Warren Lloyd and Wemen 
vegetable grower Andrew Young also 
spoke on behalf of growers

More than 130 growers, industry 
representatives and service providers, 
including financiers, attended a 
morning seminar on carryover water 
and water trading.

The Sunraysia horticultural 
extension group, consisting of the 
Industry Development Officers and 
representatives from both the Victorian 
and New South Wales Department 
of Primary Industries (DPIs), held the 
seminar in mid–January. 

Victorian DPI Horticulture Facilitator 
Pam Strange said the carryover 
seminar was organised following 
the success of an earlier seminar 
in October 2008. The concept was 

Mrs Strange said the feedback from the 
evaluation sheets was very positive, 
with people encouraging the extension 
group to organise similar water update 
meetings in the future. 

“The water broker’s information on 
trading, the outlook for allocations and 
water prices and growers’ talks were 
all very well received,” she said. 

“The common complaint was that the 
room was not big enough, but this is 
difficult to judge when we only received 
60 RSVPs and more than double that 
number of people attended the seminar.” 

The Sunraysia Daily ran two detailed 
stories the next day on water trade 
referring to speakers at the seminar.
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Drying for profit activities

New varieties help to spread risk

Michael Pullen from VAMVVIA discusses the characteristics of new varieties that 
mature at different times.
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Horticulture industries in the Murray 
Valley have joined forces to respond 
to the Victorian Government’s draft 
Northern Region Sustainable Water 
Strategy. 

Developed by the Department of 
Sustainability and Environment (DSE), 
the draft strategy aims to identify and 
understand threats to water availability 
and quality in the region over the next 
50 years. The goal is to secure supplies 
for towns and industries, encourage 
economically viable and sustainable 
agriculture, and to protect and where 
possible, improve the health of rivers, 
wetlands and aquifers.

Murray Valley horticulture has high 
returns per megalitre and represents 
a significant contribution to the 
economy of Victoria, but has particular 
requirements for water. The growing of 
permanent crops is characterised by 
high investment per hectare, difficulties 
with relocation (due to high off-farm 
inputs such as packing sheds, plant, 
irrigation technology/transport, sales 
etc.) in the event of reconfiguration, and 
high labour requirements.  

The Murray Valley Citrus Board (MVCB), 
the Murray Valley Wine growers 
(MVWG), the Australian Dried Fruits 
Association (ADFA) and the Murray 
Valley Table Grape Growers Council 
(MVTGGC) have members along the 
Murray Valley (incorporating the area 
downstream from Kerang to the South 
Australian border), and represent most 
of the irrigated agriculture in the region.

With similar water requirements and 
concerns about the draft strategy, 
the four industry groups were 
keen to respond to the government 
with one voice. With the help of 
Melbourne consultants Psi-Delta, a 
joint submission was prepared and 
forwarded to the DSE.

Through a series of meetings with 

individuals and groups in the Murray 
Valley region, including producers, 
processors and community agencies, 
it was possible to establish what is 
required from the strategy to maintain 
economic growth and ensure the 
region’s survival. Care was taken to 
obtain comment from a wide range 
of producers across commodities and 
from the smallest to the very largest in 
the region. 

Some of the key issues identified with 
the government’s proposal are:
■ The high reliance of the Murray 

Valley on permanent plantings, and 
the potential economic and social 
impacts of any damage to this 
industry through lack of certainty on 
water supply.

■ The potential impact of the proposed 
increase of carryover and increased 
likelihood of zero allocation at season 
opening. 

■ Lack of responsiveness to specific 
local requirements.

■ Unreasonable financial burden on 
growers for system losses.

■ Limited consideration by the strategy 
of the long-term demand for water, 
adequacy of the resource and which 
uses are most deserving of the 
resource.

■ Failure to recognise the region’s 
success in addressing environmental 
issues in the past, and lack of 
scientific rigour applied to arguments 
in favour of environmental water at 
the expense of irrigated agriculture.

■ Fear of market imperfections/

failure as a result of domination by 
a single commercial buyer or lack of 
information availability.

The joint submission detailed a number 
of recommendations covering a range 
of issues including the need for high 
security water for permanent plantings, 
retention of the 30% carryover rule, 
improved exit grant packages and 
maintenance of irrigation infrastructure.

The main recommendations are: 

■ High security water is vital to 
permanent plantings. It is therefore 
necessary to ensure that the value of 
permanent plantings and associated 
industry is included in the analysis of 
long-term water planning.

■ Maintain 30% carryover, but review 
annually and make greater use of 
water availability in seasons when 
100% allocations are achieved.

■ The strategy needs to provide for 
greater regional input both in long-
term planning and in producing 
flexible short-term planning that is 
responsive to local conditions.

■ The Reconfiguration and 
Rationalisation in Chapter 7 of the 
draft strategy need to (a) improve 
exit grant packages, and (b) 
integrate neighbouring farmers of 
land targeted for rationalisation to 
ensure maintenance of irrigation 
infrastructure.

■ Arguments in favour of increased 
water allocation to the environment 
must be backed by sufficient 
rigour and recognise the raised 
environmental baselines that 
have resulted from infrastructural 
developments for irrigation. It must 
also be ensured that potential future 
environmental water allocations are 
not part of existing entitlements.

The grower groups suggested that what 
happens with water over the coming 
years will be crucial to the business 
planning of growers and that they 
looked forward to engaging with the 
DSE to modify the strategy so that it 
takes into account more fully the needs 
of the Murray Valley region.  

Industries unite to respond to 
Northern region water strategy

Water outlook

“High security water 
is vital to permanent 

plantings. It is 
therefore necessary to 
ensure that the value 

of permanent plantings 
and associated 

industry is included in 
the analysis of long-

term water planning.”



iEMAP – A new approach to planning 
for Sunraysia irrigators. 

would like to be part of the iEMAP trial. 
Merbein will be one of three target 
areas for the 2009 iEMAP pilot, with the 
project set to start after harvest.

”We would love to hear from any 
irrigator in the Merbein area who would 
like to participate,” Mr Smith said. 

“Each participant will complete a self 
assessment and then attend two local 
workshops tailored to the issues of each 
region. At these workshops they will 
map their properties and then develop 
a plan of action for environmental 
management. We then help to ensure 
that these plans are actually achieved 
by making sure all participants have 
sufficient knowledge and resources.”

The program looks at some very topical 
issues (such as climate change and 
water management) which will affect 
both the sustainability of regional 
horticulture and the way in which 
irrigators run their businesses in the 
future. 

A new approach to environmental 
planning will be trialled with Sunraysia 
irrigators during 2009. 

The pilot phase of iEMAP (Irrigation 
Environmental Management Action 
Planning) has just commenced in 
Sunraysia, with completion of the 
program planned by June 2009. iEMAP 
follows the model of the successful 
Environmental Management Action 
Planning program, which has run in 
the Victorian Mallee dryland farming 
community since 2005. The Mallee 
Catchment Management Authority has 
made funding available to extend the 
program through the irrigated areas of 
the Mallee due to the exceptional levels 
of participation through the dryland.

iEMAP is a planning program that maps 
issues at a property level, and then 
provides support to tackle these issues 
with one-to-one case management 
and workshops with local technical 
specialists. Participants in the program 
assess their own knowledge and 
activities in a number of production 
and natural resource management 
categories, identifying the information 
they require to enhance their business 
and natural resource management. 

Tony Smith is one of a team of 
Department of Primary Industry (DPI) 
staff involved in running the 2009 
iEMAP trial. He is keen to hear from 
irrigators in the Merbein area who 

“We want to provide the highest 
quality information available to assist 
irrigators to make informed decisions, 
and hopefully make their businesses 
more resilient during these very difficult 
times!”

Participants of EMAP in the dryland 
Mallee have had high praise for the 
program, including its delivery of some 
unexpected benefits such as: providing 
opportunities for neighbours to compare 
notes with each other and others in 
the industry; improving understanding 
of the business by partners; and 
strengthening of networks within 
communities. 

If you have an irrigated property in the 
Merbein area and wish to participate in 
the iEMAP pilot please call Mr Smith.

iEMAP is managed by the Mallee 
Catchment Management Authority, 
delivered by the DPI, and all mapping 
and data management is done by  
SunRise 21. The program is funded by 
the Australian Government. 

Contact: Tony Smith

iEMAP Project Officer

Sustainable Landscapes Mallee

DPI Mildura

Tel: (03) 5051 4500 or 0427 368 657

Email: tony.smith@dpi.vic.gov.au
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“iEMAP is a planning 
program that maps 
issues at a property 

level, and then 
provides support to 

tackle these issues.”
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Horticultural producers in the drought-
affected Sunraysia and Goulburn Valley 
districts will have access to one-on-one 
business support services as part of the 
Victorian Government’s Drought Relief 
Package. 

The Drought Extension Support Program 
will be delivered to growers through the 
Farm Services Victoria (FSV) Horticulture 
division, and will be available to all 
horticultural producers until 1 May, 
2009.

With water scarcity continuing to be a 
major issue for irrigated horticulture 

in the Murray-Darling Basin, many 
growers are faced with difficult 
decisions regarding the future of their 
businesses. To ensure the long-term 
viability of horticulture in these drought 
affected regions, it is vital for growers 
to have access to good information to 
inform their decision-making.

FSV’s Drought Extension Support 
Program provides growers with 
free, one-on-one consultations with 
extension providers which allows them 
to examine their business options in the 
context of their own farm operations, 

and develop a plan to move forward and 
improve the long-term sustainability of 
their business. 

Access to the program will be 
coordinated by Bendigo-based 
consultants RMCG Consulting, who 
bring extensive experience in the 
delivery of drought information in 
partnership with local extension 
services providers. 

Growers can access the free service by 
contacting the Australian Table Grape 
Association: Tel: (03) 5021 5718.

Drought Extension Support Continues

Water outlook

Wong ignores concerns about exit grant conditions 
Although the Victorian and 
Commonwealth Governments have 
reached agreement on a process 
to progress water market reforms 
enabling Victorian irrigators to apply 
for the Rudd Government’s Small 
Block Irrigators Exit Grant Package, 
an Australian Dried Fruits Association 
(ADFA) request to remove a range of 
restrictive conditions has been ignored. 

The Small Block Irrigators Exit Grant 
Package offers up to $150,000 to 
eligible irrigators in the Murray-Darling 
Basin on farms of less than 40 hectares 
or less, plus up to $20,000 in other 
transitional assistance. Irrigators must 
sell their water entitlement to the 
Commonwealth to be eligible for the 
exit grant. 

Federal Minister for Climate Change, 

Senator Penny Wong said the program 
would help eligible irrigators remain in 
their family homes and on their farms 
while getting out of the business of 
irrigation.

However she has failed to respond 
to the ADFA’s strong concerns about 
the conditions requiring removal of 
permanent plantings and irrigation 
infrastructure and taking the land in 
question out of irrigated horticulture 
production for five years.

While pleased that there is now some 
assistance for small irrigators wanting 
to exit the industry, the ADFA believe 
the package will pose grave risks to 
communities in irrigation districts in 
Sunraysia.

The program is now open in all Basin 
states after the Commonwealth 

obtained commitments to water reform 
sought from Queensland, New South 
Wales and Victoria. Irrigators in South 
Australia have had access to the Small 
Block Irrigators Exit Grant Package 
since November. 

Senator Wong encouraged interested 
irrigators to submit an application 
form to Centrelink promptly to allow 
an assessment of eligibility for the 
program. 

“Small block irrigators who intend to 
apply must offer water entitlements 
for sale to the Commonwealth through 
the tender process by 30 April 2009 
to ensure they can take advantage 
of this program,” Senator Wong said. 
Further detail on the eligibility criteria 
for the grants is available at               
www.environment.gov.au/water.

New Murray-Darling water market and termination fee rules 
“It will also help increase overall 
income, production and employment 
as water trades to more productive 
enterprises. 

“The introduction of these rules brings 
into effect key COAG water market 
reforms that were agreed in July last 
year.” 

The water market rules give 
irrigators the right to request 
irrigation infrastructure operators 
‘transform’ their water shares into 
individual, tradeable entitlements. 
This arrangement will ensure that 
irrigators in regulated systems cannot 
be unfairly prevented from trading 
water entitlements out of their irrigation 
districts. 

The termination fee rules permit 
irrigation infrastructure operators to 
levy termination fees when irrigators 

Minister for Climate Change and Water, 
Senator Penny Wong, has adopted 
the water market rules and rules 
for termination fees in the Murray-
Darling Basin as recommended by the 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC). 

“In developing its advice, the ACCC has 
undertaken extensive consultations, and 
has adapted its proposed approach in 
response to stakeholder submissions,” 
Senator Wong said.

The rules are broadly consistent with 
the draft rules released by the ACCC in 
October 2008. 

“The rules will promote fairer and more 
efficient water trade in the Murray-
Darling Basin. This will benefit irrigators 
by giving them greater flexibility 
to manage their business risks, 
particularly during drought. 

opt to terminate their access to the 
operator’s irrigation network. The rules 
cap the termination fee at 10 times the 
annual infrastructure access charge. 

Both sets of rules contain transitional 
periods to allow businesses time to 
adjust to the new requirements. 

Under the Water Act 2007 and Water 
Regulations 2008, the Minister is 
required to obtain and have regard to 
advice from the ACCC on water market 
rules and water charge rules (which 
include termination fee rules). 

Further information regarding the water 
market rules and termination fee rules 
including both sets of rules, a summary 
of the rules, and the ACCC’s advice can 
be found at www.environment.gov.au.



“When the IOD is in 
its negative phase, 
a pattern occurs 
with cool Indian 
Ocean water west of 
Australia and warm 
Timor Sea water 
to the north. This 
generates winds that 
pick up moisture 
from the ocean and 
then sweep down 
towards southern 
Australia to deliver 
wet conditions,” Dr 
Ummenhofer said.

“In its positive 
phase, the pattern 
of ocean temperatures is reversed, 
weakening the winds and reducing 
the amount of moisture picked up and 
transported across Australia. 

“So the South-east misses out on its 
usual quota of rain.”

Director of the Integrated Marine 
Observing System (IMOS) at the 
University of Tasmania Professor Gary 
Meyers said the findings were important 
because they differed from most other 
studies which were concerned with 
seasonal conditions and the one year 
droughts that develop with El Niño. This 
study focused on multiyear droughts in 
South-eastern Australia and found a link 
with the Indian Ocean.

“The key factor seems to be the 
disappearance of conditions that favour 
high rainfall, unusually warm water 
in the region between Australia and 
Indonesia. For a reason not yet known, 
the periodic warming did not occur in 
this region during the three great multi-

The causes of South-eastern Australia’s 
longest, most severe and damaging 
droughts have been discovered, with 
the surprise finding that they originate 
far away in the Indian Ocean.

Traditionally Australian droughts have 
been associated with El Niño events 
in the Pacific Ocean. New research by 
a team of Australian scientists reveals 
that Indian Ocean variability rather than 
El Niño, is the key driver of the major 
droughts in South-eastern Australia 
over the past 120 years. 

Dr Caroline Ummenhofer and Professor 
Matthew England of the University 
of New South Wales Climate Change 
Research Centre, led the team which 
included researchers from CSIRO 
Centre for Australian Weather and 
Climate Research and the University of 
Tasmania.

They explain how a phenomenon known 
as the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) – a 
variable and irregular cycle of warming 
and cooling of ocean water – dictates 
whether moisture-bearing winds are 
carried across the southern half of 
Australia. 

The landmark new study explains the 
current record-breaking drought in 
South-eastern Australia and solves 
the mystery of why a string of La Niña 
events in the Pacific Ocean – which 
usually bring rain – has failed to break 
it.

It also reveals the causes of other 
iconic extreme droughts in recorded 
history, notably the World War II Drought 
from 1937 to 1945 and the Federation 
Drought from 1895 to 1902, and 
challenges the accepted understanding 
of the key drivers of Australia’s climate.

year droughts since 1900,” Professor 
Meyers said. 

The study notes that the IOD has been 
in its positive or neutral phase since 
1992, the longest period of its kind 
since records began in the late 19th 
Century.

To make matters worse, this period has 
coincided with a trend towards higher 
average air temperatures over the land, 
which may be linked to human-induced 
climate change.

“The ramifications of drought for 
this region are dire, with acute water 
shortages for rural and metropolitan 
areas, record agricultural losses, 
the drying-out of two of Australia’s 
major river systems and far-reaching 
ecosystem damage,” Dr Ummenhofer 
said.

“We have shown that the state of the 
Indian Ocean is highly important for 
rainfall and droughts in South-east 
Australia. More than the variability 

associated with the El Niño/La 
Niña cycle in the Pacific Ocean, 
the Indian Ocean Dipole is the 
key factor for driving major 
South-east Australian droughts 
over the past 120 years.

“During this latest drought – 
the so-called ‘Big Dry’ - recent 
higher air temperatures across 
South-eastern Australia have 
exacerbated the problem.

“Our findings will help to 
improve seasonal rainfall 
forecasts and therefore directly 
benefit water and agricultural 
management.”
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Indian Ocean causes Big Dry: 
drought mystery solved 

How the Indian Ocean drives Australia’s worst droughts.

Top graph shows phases of Indian Ocean Dipole back to 1880. 
Normal rain declines in positive phase. Grey bars indicate 
drought. Bottom graph shows rainfall anomalies (mm).
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growers, not all growers have adopted 
the new method. This article aims 
to show growers how to convert a 
conventional head trained cane pruned 
system to a Swingarm system.

Vine suitability
Not all vines are suitable for conversion 
to a Swingarm system. 

The continual cost price spiral and 
difficulty in sourcing labour is causing 
some growers to investigate converting 
their inefficient Tee trellis vines to 
Swingarm trellis as a means of reducing 
costs and improving returns.

Trellis drying was developed by 
CSIRO in the late 1960s to allow 
mechanisation of the vineyard and 
reduce dependency on labour. Ivan 
Shaw improved on this concept with the 
development of the Swingarm trellis, 
a system which is now world’s best 
practice. 

The advantages of the Swingarm trellis 
system for the production of dried vine 
fruit have been well documented and 
include:
■ Reduced pruning labour.
■ Reduced harvest labour.
■ Improved light exposure to the 

renewal canes.
■ Greater air circulation throughout the 

canopy therefore reducing disease 
pressure.

■ Slightly increasing yield.
■ Improved fruit quality.

While trellis drying is now the normal 
production system of many dried fruit 

Old own rooted vines, which lack 
vigour and are not suitable for summer 
pruning and mechanical harvesting 
are not recommended for conversion. 
The cost and effort involved would 
not deliver the necessary results of 
consistent high yields.

Suitable vines are grafted drying 
varieties in good health. In fact, some 
extremely vigorous Sultana vines that 
produce excessive vegetation and little 
fruit would greatly benefit if grown on 
Swingarm trellis. The conversion would 
move the renewal canes from a shady 
confined area to an area above the fruit 
zone where the additional light would 
improve bud fruitfulness.

Growers considering whether to 
convert the vineyard to Swingarm 
trellis, or simply redevelop the area 
should be aware that the capital 
costs of conversion are lower than 
redevelopment. Vines do not need to be 
purchased, and if the existing posts and 
wire are of suitable condition, these can 
be used also.

However, the need to work around 
existing vines and irrigation system can 
prove difficult and damage can result 
when work is done to both. Care must 
be taken to avoid the occasional knick 

Swingarm trellis conversion – 
a step-by-step guide

Ashley Johnstone is a fourth generation dried grape producer. Together with 
father Richard, he has successfully converted large areas of over-vigorous 

Tee trellised vines to highly productive vines on Swingarm trellis. 
In this step-by-step guide Ashley shares his experience.

This grafted vine on Tee trellis has excessive cane growth and is suitable for 
conversion to a cordon-based system.

Two mature one year old canes are retained from the old crown and taken up to the 
cordon wire.



in poly pipe when installing posts, or 
when relocating sprinklers if more posts 
are required.

Labour input for the conversion may 
also be high, especially when working 
with mature vines. Operations are not 
as efficient if mature vines exist. For 
example strengthening the trellis may 
require additional posts to be placed 
next to the existing vine which does not 
allow the post holes to be water-jetted. 
Reshaping the vines requires some skill 
and can be a lengthy process (will be 
described later). The overall labour input 
is likely to be similar to redevelopment.

On the upside, the return to production 
is quicker with conversion and a good 
crop can be achieved in the following 
year.

The conversion process
Strengthening the trellis. In most 
cases additional posts will need to be 
installed. Most Marshall trellis systems 
have two vines per post and the post 
spacing can be up to 6 metres (20 
feet). This distance is too far apart for 
a system that produces its crop on one 
side of the trellis. Often it is suggested 
that an additional post should be placed 
between the two vines. This may seem 
extravagant, but having a strong trellis 
on high yielding vines is critical to its 
operation.

Ideally the strainer posts should be as 
tall as the intermediates. This can be 
done either by replacing or lengthening 
them if they are not tall enough.

Creating a trunk. This method 
sacrifices one crop during the 
conversion, but is vital for all cordon-
based trellis systems which rely on the 
vine to produce a strong cordon to bear 
fruiting canes.

A pair of canes from the crown of the 
vine is taken up to a wire stapled to 
the top of the posts. One is attached to 
the wire with a cable tie and the other 
is wound around and locked against 
the wire, but not attached. When the 
selected canes are taken up to the 
cordon wire the old vine head can be 
cut back with a chainsaw to produce a 
straight trunk.

Considerable effort goes into producing 
a straight trunk with older vines 
with thicker butts. There are several 

techniques to achieve straight trunks 
using various aids. Some of these are 
shown in the photographs.

Vine training and water 
management. The shoots of the vines 
will grow quickly due to the vine’s 
large root system. Vine training is a 
short, but intense period requiring few, 
but frequent passes. Excessively long 
internode spaces are to be avoided 
when establishing cordons as they will 
provide fewer growing points along its 
length. 

Irrigations should be limited in the first 
weeks of the growing season. Growers 
should also be aware that if irrigations 
are applied early they can make shoots 
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Multiple older arms may be taken up from the old crown with 
the one year old canes trained up to the cordon wire.

The new cane can be attached to the Cordon wire using a 
cable tie.

Completed rows of vines with canes trained up. All other arms of the old crown 
have been removed with a chain saw.

■  CONTINUED ON PAGE 32 ■

“Not all vines are 
suitable for conversion 
to a Swingarm system.”
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brittle and more prone to breaking 
at their point of origin from the cane. 
Having said this, always respond to 
the symptoms of your vines and apply 
water if stress is showing.

When training the shoot to become 
the cordon remove the lateral shoots 
nearest the crown of the vine. This 
prevents them becoming dominant and 
using the vine’s energy which otherwise 
would be used to grow the cordon. 

The aim of this season’s training is to 
produce a strong cordon and fruiting 
canes equally strong and evenly 
distributed along its length. If lateral 
shoots are removed from the base of 
the shoot early in the season the buds 
in the axil will burst later in the growing 
season and produce a shoot.

Once the cordon wire has been filled, 
the laterals should be left to grow into 
canes for the following year. It is good 
management to still walk through 
occasionally to check that crown 
dominance is not occurring and if 
present, correct by removing dominant 
canes.

The total time spent retraining vines 
that have been converted to trellis 
drying is far less than young vines in 
a new development. In many cases a 
trunk can be formed straight away and 
the cordon establishment is quick.

Remaining trellis installation. The 
swing bar and foliage wire installation 
can be done at any stage after the posts 
have been installed. It may be easier to 
drill holes in the posts for swing bars 
before the shoots from the cordon form. 
It could also be advantageous to have 
the wires in place to catch the shoots 
as they form which would provide some 
order and assist with next season’s 
pruning.

Pruning the winter after conversion. 
This is a time consuming task. Many 
lateral shoots from the canes have 
developed and need to be trimmed. 

Growers that have not yet installed 
the remaining trellis may find it more 
difficult to manually position the canes 
onto the foliage wires than it may 
otherwise have been if the wires were 
there to catch them as they grew. 

Be prepared to spend some time 
pruning these this year.

Conclusion
Conversion is a cost effective alternative 
to redevelopment to achieve the 
benefits of the Swingarm system.

The labour involved to convert from 
head trained to a Swingarm system is 
similar, or less than, redevelopment, so 
be prepared to work. 

However the capital costs involved are 
much less. 

A good crop is usually achieved in the 
following year and you begin to gain all 
the benefits of the Swingarm system 
after pruning.

Due to the effort involved and crop 
loss during conversion growers may 
consider implementing this conversion 
process over 10 to 20% of the property 
at one time provided the vines are 
suitable. 

Growth is controlled to promote short internodes along the 
cordon. All lateral shoots are removed from the cordon to 
promote cordon strength.

New growth is regularly trained along the cordon wire. 
Lateral shoots are removed from the crown to prevent them 
dominating the cordon growth.

Lateral shoots are removed from the cordon. All new cane growth from the cordon 
will come from axillary buds.

■  CONTINUED FROM PAGE 31 ■

“The total time spent 
retraining vines that 

have been converted to 
trellis drying is far less 
than young vines in a 
new development.”



With most growers in the midst of 
harvest, next season’s crop is hardly on 
their mind. But if there is one lesson to 
be learnt from past seasons, it is the 
importance of postharvest irrigation for 
maintaining vine health and preparing 
for the following season.

Once harvest has been completed, it 
is likely that soil moisture will be very 
much depleted. Growers are advised to 
monitor their vineyard soil moisture and 
irrigate when necessary.

The amount applied will depend on 
how much water remains in growers’ 
irrigation accounts and how much 
they want to carryover for the 2009/10 
season.

Good postharvest irrigations help 
maintain vine health and assist in the 
necessary build up of carbohydrates 
in the perennial parts of the vine such 
as the roots, trunk and canes. This can 
help achieve a uniform bud burst and 
shoot development in the following 
season.

Growers are better off spending a little 
bit of time, effort and water looking 
after their vines at the end of this 
season rather than trying to rectify 
problems with a poor budburst next 
year when we know that the 2009/2010 
season is likely to again open with a 
zero allocation.

Purchase water for carry over
In Victoria, the same carryover provision 
will apply again for the 2009/2010 
season, with growers able to carryover 
up to 30% of their allocations.

Water authorities have advised that 
unless there is unprecedented rainfall 
in the catchments, the 2009/2010 
irrigation season will open in July 2009 
with a zero allocation.

Where financially possible, growers 
are advised to consider buying water 
to carryover so that they can open the 
season with some water available for 
early spring irrigations.

There are a number of water brokers 
available in the Sunraysia region to help 
organise water purchase. Alternatively, 
there are water trading sites on the 
internet for those who are confident to 
trade online.

In order to get water at the best 
possible prices, growers are advised to 
talk to a trusted water broker or look 
at the trading history on the internet to 
get a feel for price trends in the water 
market and when to buy.

It should be noted that 
New South Wales will be 
finishing water trade at 
the end of May, which 
could have an influence 
on the price of water 
again this year. 

Converting to dried 
grapes
An oversupply of wine 
grapes has seen some 
wineries tell their 
growers that they no 
longer require their fruit, 
particularly Chardonnay, 
leaving the growers 
wondering what to do.

Top working the vines 
to a dried grape variety 
may be one option worth 
considering. However, 
not all vineyards are 
suitable for conversion 
to dried fruit production. Suitability 
will depend on a number of factors 
including:

■ The suitability of the existing 
rootstock for dried grape production, 
especially summer pruning.

■ The height and size of the posts in the 
existing trellis.

■ Vine spacing along the row.

■ Row spacing.

Finally, it is important that growers talk 
to their processor to secure a contract 
for this fruit before proceeding with any 
reworking or redevelopment

Order vine material
Growers looking beyond this harvest 
and wanting to replant or top work 
vines should always use certified virus-
free material. This will give the best 
chance for the new planting to produce 
at its best potential.

To obtain certified rootstocks and scion 
cuttings, growers should place orders 
through the Victorian and Murray 
Valley Vine Improvement Association 
(VAMVVIA).

If you require rootstock cuttings or bud 
wood, order forms will be available in 
April. However orders can be placed at 
any time and will be accepted on a first 
come first served basis.

Forms will be sent to last year’s 
customers or can be picked up from 
VAMVVIA at 31 Deakin avenue, Mildura. 
Alternatively VAMVVIA can be contacted 

on (03) 5022 8499 to request a form to 
be sent out.

If you require rootstock cuttings or bud 
wood, you are encouraged to place your 
orders early as cuttings will be sold on 
a needs basis as orders are received.

Avoid hot fruit
Hot fruit held in bins for any length of 
time will turn dark and go ‘puggy’ and 
compacted in the centre of the bin.

As a result light grade fruit could be 
downgraded to a dark grade and 
grower returns could be further eroded 
by an excess temperature penalty.

Growers can avoid the complications 
associated with hot fruit by taking a few 
simple precautions.

Hot fruit should not be boxed – wait 
until the fruit cools to below 30°C 
before boxing. 

If fruit is rack dried and finished off on 
ground sheets, it is best to cover the 
fruit overnight and box it early in the 
morning or late in the evening.

Trellis dried fruit should not be held 
in bins for any length of time after 
harvesting. Growers are advised to 
finish dry either in dehydrator bins or 
on ground sheets within two days of 
harvesting.

The handling of fruit during harvest 
and drying can greatly impact on fruit 
quality. By adopting these practices 
during drying, fruit quality can be 
maintained, optimising prices returned 
to growers.

Around the block
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Looking beyond the 2009 season

Wine grapes can be successfully top worked to 
productive dried grape varieties.
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