
72      WBM November/December 2019 WBM November/December 2019      73 

VITICULTUREVITICULTURE

On Saturday 21 December 2019 Vinehealth Australia will turn 120. While you’re 
enjoying a pre-Christmas drink, raise a glass to the organisation that has been 
working hard to protect grapevines in South Australia since before you were born.

W
hat am I going to do now?” 

Tears appeared in the eyes of 

the big man as he was forced to 

contemplate his future now that he had 

phylloxera in his vineyard. He had no idea 

where it had come from. Inexplicably, some 

vines had begun to yellow and look as though 

they would die. He called in the experts, and 

phylloxera was found on the roots. Their 

advice was that the insect would spread 

outwards slowly year by year, colonising fresh 

vines which would, in turn, yellow and die over 

a period of two or three years. Eventually the 

whole vineyard would be killed, and there was 

no way of stopping it. The only course of 

action was to grub out the vineyard and 

replant it on phylloxera-resistant rootstocks. 

But, he had exhausted himself planting the 

first time. He had neither the resources nor the 

will to begin again. He was finished. Such is 

the power of phylloxera! It affects people as 

well as vines.

Those stirring words are the introduction 

to Wally Boehm’s book The Phylloxera  

Fight (1996). 

Phylloxera has been called many things: 

the world’s worst agricultural pest, the 

grapevine scourge, a deadly bastard. 

Phylloxera’s ability to wreak havoc on wine 

regions is famous. There remains no cure for 

phylloxera-infested vines. 

Some people say the absence of phylloxera 

in South Australia is down to luck. But few 

argue about the role Vinehealth Australia has 

played in helping to keep phylloxera and 

other grapevine nasties out of the State.

So where did it all begin, and why? 

The story started in Europe in the 1800s. 

Phylloxera was introduced into France on 

American vine cuttings and reported in 1865. 

Its presence was quickly felt. As a measure of 

the devastation phylloxera caused in France 

alone, it’s been reported that 2 million acres 

(810,000 hectares) of vines were destroyed by 

phylloxera between 1868 and 1888. And 400 

million sterling in lost revenue was calculated 

in France between 1868 and 1884, directly due 

to phylloxera (Sydney Morning Herald, 1890).

Many believe at least two-thirds of all 

European vineyards were destroyed, and 

some think the number is closer to 90 

percent. European wine production 

plummeted around 75 percent overall 

between 1875 and 1889. 

In the face of the growing international 

phylloxera threat (Figure 1), the South 

Australian wine industry persuaded the State 

Government to establish the Vine Protection 

Act 1874, prohibiting importation of vine 

material into the state. 

The unrelenting advance of phylloxera 

through Europe was watched nervously by 

the Australian wine industry. Then in 1877, 

phylloxera was confirmed in vineyards in 

Geelong, having been reported undiagnosed 

two years prior (Figure 2). 

Prevention efforts intensified in South 

Australia. The Phylloxera Act 1899 established 

The Board – now Vinehealth Australia.

That first phylloxera board included some 

famous wine industry names: Thomas Hardy, 

George Fullerton Cleland, Henry Maydwell 

Martin, William Patrick Auld, Herman 

Büring, Benno Seppelt, Maurice William 

Holtze and Arthur James Perkins.

The Phylloxera Act 1899 was a progressive 

piece of legislation which: 

• Made provision for registration of all  

South Australian vineyards;

• Imposed a quarantine area of approximately 

40m beyond any vines where phylloxera 

was found or suspected to be;

• Set levies for grapegrowers, winemakers 

and distillers;

• Compensated for plantings removed in 

eradication programs;

• Named six districts with one grower from 

each appointed to the board plus two;

• Prohibited replanting to vines for 10 years 

on phylloxerated land except with the 

sanction of the board; and

• Described a vine as living or dead. 
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PHYLLOXERA:  

FINANCIAL IMPACT  

ON THE YARRA
 

The financial impact of phylloxera in the Yarra Valley could be around 

$1 billion, based on replanting nearly the whole region to rootstock and 

accounting for losses due to production lag. This figure would rise 

further when other factors such as loss of brand continuity, business 

value and compliance costs are taken into account. 

The data was shared by Rob Sutherland, viticulturist at De Bortoli 

Wines in the Yarra Valley earlier this year. Rob said other impacts of 

phylloxera on Yarra Valley growers and winemakers include:

• Difficulty in sourcing grapes due to movement restrictions;

• Short supply of rootstocks for replanting and lack of information 

about which rootstocks are best suited to Yarra varieties and soils; and 

• Compliance with biosecurity, in particular educating labour hire 

companies, contractors and consumers.

 

Phylloxera was first detected in the Yarra Valley in December 2006, 

following a severe frost in late October when a patch of vines was slow 

to recover. 

“Phylloxera is likely to have been in this vineyard and possibly others 

for numerous years before detection,” Rob said.

It wasn’t until 2008 that neighbouring vineyards detected and reported 

phylloxera. Detections were reported in low numbers each year until 

2016, when 13 new vineyards reported the presence of phylloxera.

By the end of 2017, 38 vineyards in the Yarra Valley were confirmed to 

be living with phylloxera. The Phylloxera Infested Zone (PIZ) boundary 

has been redrawn seven times since and will be redrawn again this year 

after three more detections were announced.

Rob said, in the future, the entire Yarra Valley GI region might be 

declared a PIZ.

“It’s clear that in spite of significant efforts to contain phylloxera in the 

Yarra Valley it is not working,” Rob said. “Phylloxera is ahead of any 

zone or line on a map.” 
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Figure 2. Phylloxera timeline in Australia 
This figure shows a comprehensive timeline of phylloxera detections 

across Australia, also indicating when vineyard plantings were removed 

as a result of phylloxera. Data was sourced from Boem (1996) and 

published reports from state jurisdictions on phylloxera detections.

“Funded by the grapegrowers of South 

Australia, a major role of the board has been 

to broaden the awareness of the devastation 

which could be caused by the uneducated or 

careless if phylloxera were introduced, as has 

happened in many of the leading 

grapegrowing countries around the world. A 

constant program of research and education 

taken across state boundaries has been 

significant in keeping phylloxera out of the 

vineyards of South Australia,” wrote Bill 

Brand, former chairperson of the Phylloxera 

and Grape Industry Board of SA (Vinehealth 

Australia), in The Phylloxera Fight.

The modern Vinehealth Australia has a 

much bigger role to play than the original 

phylloxera board of 1899.

While prevention of phylloxera remains a 

core focus, Vinehealth Australia is committed 

to the prevention of all exotic pests, diseases 

and weeds that could damage the South 

Australian wine industry.

At the top of the list is Xylella fastidiosa, 

known as Pierce’s Disease in vines, 

Australia’s number one unwanted plant pest, 

due to multiple hosts and vectors, rapid 

impact and global spread.

In California, aggregating the costs of vine 

losses, industry assessments, compliance 

costs and expenditures by government and 

research entities, the cost of managing 

Pierce’s Disease has been estimated at $104.4 

million per year (ResearchGate).

Xylella isn’t the only unwanted exotic  

plant pest. There’s also Vine mealybug and 

Grape mealybug, Grape berry moths, Black 

rot, Grapevine red blotch associated virus, 

among others.

“Making matters worse, the biosecurity 

landscape is increasingly complex and hard 

to manage,” said Inca Lee, Vinehealth 

Australia CEO. 

“It’s being driven by skyrocketing global 

trade and tourism, agricultural expansion and 

intensification, urbanisation and climate 

change. The modern biosecurity landscape is 

also characterised by changing government 

and industry priorities, increased scrutiny 

from trading partners during market access 

negotiations with the need to substantiate 

area freedom status, and an increasing desire 

from authorities for individual growers to 

manage their own biosecurity risks.”

As a result of this complex landscape, 

incursions of exotic and declared endemic 

pests in Australia are increasing. In the five 

years between 2012 and 2017, the number of 

pest and disease interceptions at the 

Australian border rose 46 percent. The air 

cargo pathway accounted for 45 percent of 

interceptions, the sea container pathway 

accounted for 19.8 percent and the break-bulk 

sea cargo pathway accounted for 14.6 percent.

And in 2016, there were 28 plant pest 

incursions in Australia. “The recent outbreak 

of Grapevine Pinot Gris Virus in Australia is 

one example,” Inca said.

“The South Australian wine industry’s 

commitment to biosecurity has never been 

more important. We need healthy, productive 

vineyards to supply our wine markets and to 

keep pace with growth. And we need a mix of 

young vines, old vines, and everything in 

between, to keep up with that demand.”

Of the total 185,329 acres (75,000 ha) of 

vines planted in SA, there are:

• 163,089 acres (66,000 ha) of vines  

aged 0-34 years;

• 14,826 acres (6,000 ha) of vines  

aged 35-69 years;

• 1,482 acres (600 ha) of vines  

aged 70-99 years;

• 365 acres (148 ha) of vines aged  

100 years to 124 years; and

• 250 acres (100 ha) of vines aged  

125 years plus.  

“The oldest vineyards can be found in the 

Barossa Valley, Eden Valley, McLaren Vale, 

Clare Valley, Coonawarra, Langhorne Creek 

and the Riverland,” Inca said.

“They include 144 acres of 125 year old plus 

Shiraz vines in the Barossa, McLaren Vale, 

Clare, Coonawarra and Langhorne Creek. We 

also have some very, very old Cabernet 

Sauvignon in the Barossa and Langhorne 

Creek, and 125 year old plus Grenache can be 

found in the Barossa Valley, Clare and 

McLaren Vale. The Barossa is also home to 

125 year old plus Mataro, Semillon, Pedro 

Ximenez and Trebbiano.

“This rich tapestry of old vine material also 

helps to populate the state with irreplaceable 

vine stock that underpins our viticultural 

ambitions and traditions.”

History tells us that a serious pest or 

disease incursion would have enormous 

economic impact on growers, wine 

companies and everyone along the supply 

chain. “It would also have impact on our 

tourism sector and our regional 

communities,” Inca said.

“And we must never underestimate the 

social impact of an incursion – incursions 

have significant impact on mental health and 

community structures. Most of our growers operate 

in regional areas with strong community ties. 

Effects of an outbreak seldom impact a single 

grower in isolation but have far-reaching 

consequences across the regional community.”

To avoid the impact of incursions, prevention 

activities are key.

“Prevention is always better than cure. For every 

$1 we spend on prevention, we get $100 in return, 

compared to after an incursion when for every $1 we 

spend on eradicating or containing a pest, we get 

between $5-25 in return,” Inca said.

“From a wine industry perspective, we must 

improve our biosecurity preparedness and 

operations. We need to look up and scan the 

horizon for potential pest threats. With government, 

we need to regularly review import conditions and 

biosecurity systems at the national and state 

borders in light of changing risks.

“And we need better adoption of farm-gate 

hygiene systems by vineyard owners to prevent 

spread of existing pests and diseases and 

introduction of new ones.

“Now is the time to get serious about biosecurity. 

Let’s not wait for Xylella to arrive on our shores, or an 

outbreak of phylloxera in the Barossa. Let’s act now.” 

Figure 1. Phylloxera timeline – beginning of worldwide spread 
This figure, while not exhaustive, was compiled to demonstrate the height of phylloxera spread across Europe, 

the US and the Southern Hemisphere. Data was sourced from Boem (1996) and Sydney Morning Herald (1890).
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