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NOTICE: 26 SEPTEMBER 2017 
 
 

 
DROUGHT IN THE WESTERN CAPE – THE WAY FORWARD 

 
The current drought and predicted long-term drying trends in the Western Cape have serious 
implications for the wine industry. Water is intrinsic to economic growth and prosperity as it is a crucial 
resource for wine grape producers to grow their vineyards, continue operations and produce their 
products. 
 
The Western Cape has received 30% less rainfall this winter than what we need at this point and dam 
levels are currently at 35% compared to 62% last year this time. We as an agriculture community 
therefore need new ways of thinking about water without compromising on economic development.  
 
2018 harvest 

 
Due to innovative production practices and a diversified geographic production area, the drought did 
not have a significant impact on the total volume of the 2017 harvest, except for a smaller harvest 
compared to long term averages. We at VinPro, however, know the inadequate rainfall we received 
during the winter months this year will most certainly have an impact on vine performance and yield in 
the coming season.  
 

The 2018 harvest is dependent on various factors, beginning as early as the post-harvest period with 
adequate irrigation, when the reserve levels are built in the vines, as well as during the new growing 
season leading up to the next harvest. Any strain on vineyards during the new season and a lack of 
reserves can lead to smaller berry size. Although great for quality, this may lead to lower yields which 
can negatively impact producer income and viability.  
 
“A decline of 1% in the 2018 harvest translates into a R50 million decline in income at the producer 
farmgate,” says Rico Basson, VinPro MD. “We realise the urgency of the issue and serious effect it will 
have on our members.” The current lack of water in the Olifants River area is a significant crisis for the 
agricultural sector in the region. 
 
Adaptive practices 

 
“The effects of the current drought are long term. Businesses need to adapt to a ‘new normal’. We need 
to reduce the economic risk of water shortages and increased costs and maximise economic 
opportunities. We would like to urge you to adopt new expanded technologies and practices and take 
advantage of VinPro’s expertise and services in this regard,” Basson says. 
 
In the short term producers need to carefully manage water loss due to leaking dams and pipes. 
Producers also need to focus on irrigation technology and techniques. 
 
“The starting point for any well-executed irrigation scheduling system is reliable soil moisture 
measurement,” says Francois Viljoen, VinPro consultation services manager. “During the past two dry 
seasons we’ve seen clearly that good soil moisture monitoring combined with sound decision-making 
results in water conservation.” 
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The level of soil water retention largely depends on good soil preparation practises. Before planting a 
new vineyard, careful consideration and planning in terms of soil preparation practises should therefor 
take place. Cover crops should also be planted after careful consideration as these also ensure good 
water absorption and better water retention when the rainy season starts. 
 
VinPro’s viticultural consultants are able to assist producers with drought-specific advice in the vineyard. 
They’ve authorised various articles and partnered with the Institute for Grape and Wine Sciences 
(IGWS) to compile a guideline document Management of grapevines during drought periods, which is 
available on the VinPro and IGWS websites  
(http://igws.co.za/content/guidelines/drought-conditions) 
 
Contact a viticultural consultant in your region: 
Breedekloof 
Leon Dippenaar 
Tel: +27 (0)83 455 5194 
E-mail: leon@vinpro.co.za 
 
Swartland 
Hanno van Schalkwyk 
Tel: +27 (0)83 455 5192 
E-mail: hanno@vinpro.co.za 
 
Olifants River 
Gert Engelbrecht 
Tel: +27 (0)72 152 4028 
E-mail: gerte@vinpro.co.za 
 

Robertson/Klein Karoo 
Hennie Visser 
Tel: +27 (0)83 455 5193 
E-mail: henniev@vinpro.co.za 
 
Stellenbosch 
Conrad Schutte 
Tel: +27 (0)82 804 0422 
E-mail: conrad@vinpro.co.za 
 
Worcester 
Pierre Snyman 
Tel: +27 (0)83 455 5191 
E-mail: pierre@vinpro.co.za 

A series of regional information days – held in conjunction with Winetech in September and October – 
also focus on effective irrigation and other water saving viticultural practises that should be applied in 
times of water scarcity. 
 
We also now offer various technical viticultural courses showing the how and explaining the why of best 
vineyard practices. These courses start in October and include topics on vine development, as well as 
canopy management. 
 
Alternative cultivars 
 

In the longer term producers will have to look at quality, drought-resistant vines which produce more 
flavour, acidity and intensity, but have lower water needs. “These include new clones of Grenache and 
cultivars such as Assyrtiko, Verdelho, Chenin Blanc, Vermentino, Aglianico, Cabernet Sauvignon and 
Touriga Nacional, which are suited to South Africa’s growing conditions and changing climate,” says 
Nico Spreeth, Vititec CEO. “Currently the industry is aligning its research activities to address the above 
objectives.” 
 
Stakeholder discussions 

 
Apart from our advice and services, VinPro representatives form part of the Western Cape Department 
of Agriculture Stakeholder Forum, as well as the WC DOA Drought Committee, a multi-stakeholder 
committee which was established in 2015. This is an effective communication mechanism with 
government ensuring best practice among industry role-players to combat the drought effectively. 
 
The Industry Drought/Disaster Committee, represented by Agri Western Cape and commodity groups, 
are in the process of developing short and medium term plans to manage the situation and develop 
scenarios to model financial implications of the current situation. The ultimate aim is to develop a 
communication strategy for the Western Cape agriculture industry. 
 
The current drought highlights the urgent need for the upgrading of dam infrastructure such as the 
Clanwilliam Dam and canal system and the expansion of capacity. A reduction in bureaucratic red tape 
is now also of utmost importance. VinPro is represented on a Western Cape Department of Agriculture 
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task team which address issues like these and current discussions focus strongly on the above 
mentioned issues. 
 
Talk to us 
 
We acknowledge that the majority of our producers already adhere to strict water management. Many 
of you have already made a lot of adjustments toward efficiency and incorporated innovative new ideas 
to store, recycle and save water.  
 
If you know of any water recycling/saving initiatives VinPro should know about, please share this with 
us at info@vinpro.co.za. 
 
 

 


