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If it’s easy to grow in humid climates (southeastern 
US), people likely don’t know about it.

• Well known:

• Cabernet Sauvignon
• Well known, can be very 

difficult to ripen

• Chardonnay
• Well known, extremely 

susceptible to spring frost 
and bunch rots

• Good alternatives:

• Cabernet franc, Petit Verdot
• Maybe lesser known, very 

adaptable and consistent 
fruit quality

• Chardonel, Vidal blanc
• Lesser known, but consistent 

yielders of high-quality fruit



Thought process when choosing cultivars

• 1. Will it “work” in the vineyard?
• Does it survive (cold, Pierce’s disease)

• Does it produce crop (frost)

• Does it produce an economical crop?

• Is it RELATIVELY disease tolerant?

• Does it ripen to acceptable 
composition (primary, secondary)?

• 2. Can I sell it?
• Single “varietal” wine

• Blend



How will I know if it will it work in my vineyard?

• Talk and network with 
your neighbors
• They want you to 

succeed

• Contact local / statewide 
extension personnel
• They also want you to 

succeed

• Acknowledge the 
limitations of your site
• Topography, soil, 

weather, etc.



Will it work in the vineyard?

• If it won’t work, then don’t grow it
• Purchase cultivar from other regional 

grower(s), if possible…

• It’s your business…

• If it will survive and grow, that doesn’t 
mean you should try to grow it…
• Vignoles, Chancellor, Baco noir

• Cabernet Sauvignon, Viognier, Riesling, 
Sauvignon blanc



Some cultivar considerations
• Where (altitude / latitude) are 

you going to plant your vineyard?

• Does crop value exceed 
production costs?
• Crop value is crop tonnage x price 

per ton

• How many resources do I have 
for vineyard management?
• Managing vines takes longer than 

you think

• Are you willing to take risks?

• What wine styles are you aiming 
for?
• What is your market?



Pierce’s Disease - a major consideration for cultivar choice; 
threat related to climate and thus vineyard location



A MAJOR cultivar consideration - Pierce’s Disease tolerance

1972-1997 1997-2005



Fungal diseases make it difficult to grow several cultivars.

Pierce’s Disease can make it impossible to grow some cultivars. 



UGA Extension bulletin 
https://secure.caes.uga.edu/extension/publications/files/pdf/B%201514_1.PDF



Farming (i.e. growing grapes) is a business



Does crop value exceed production costs?

• Production costs per 
crop produced:

• vinifera bunch grapes

>

• Hybrid bunch grapes

• Crop value (per unit weight):

• Vinifera bunch grapes

> 

• Hybrid bunch grapes



Crop yield matters
(2016 VA Commercial Winegrape Report)



But so does price….
(2016 VA Commercial Winegrape Report)



So, the net revenue per acre (price X tons/acre)
(2016 VA Commercial Winegrape Report)

*INPUTS WERE
NOT CONSIDERED

*



Specific cultivars - yield (2016 VA Commercial Winegrape Report)

Cultivar
Average tons / 

acre
Average price 

per ton ($)

Albarino 1.8 2,433

Cabernet franc 2.9 2,188

Petit Manseng 2.7 2,315

Petit Verdot 2.4 2,573

Chambourcin 3.8 1,523

Vidal blanc 3.9 1,513

2016 was a “low crop year”



How many resources do I have for taking care 
of my vines?

• Are you going to manage on the 
weekends alone?
• Best of luck to you…

• Do you have finances to pay someone 
to manage the vineyard full time?

• How many acres will you plant?
• 1 full-time person can maybe manage 4-

5 acres… then they need help…



How many resources do I have for taking care 
of my vines?

Blanc du bois Villard blanc



Are you willing to take risks?

• Tom Slick (Habersham): 30-35 years ago

• Eric (Crane Creek): > 20 years ago
• Riesling

• Cabernet Sauvignon

• Jim Law
• Noted for “pulling and planting”

• The first person who planted _(cutivar)_
in   _(place).



(Zabadal et al. 2007)

Tolerant of
Cold 
temperatures

Intolerant of
Cold 
temperatures

Cold injury to buds (not trunks, cordons, etc)



Choosing hybrids wisely…

• All had ≥ 60% of “normal crop”
• All  from shoots borne from 

secondary or basal (non-count) bud

• (Allen 2007) – Missouri in 2007

• Chambourcin

• Chardonel

• Vidal blanc



What wine styles are you aiming for / what is 
your market?
• Judicious cultivar choices can 

give you a wide range of wine 
styles to offer consumers

• Chardonnay
• Barrel, stainless, sparkling

• Chambourcin
• Red, rosé, port
• Blends

• Blanc du Bois
• Sweet, semi-dry, dry



A thought process about cultivar choice / wine 
styles…
• I will not be able to produce 

Bordeaux reds that taste like 
the ones that our customers 
identify as “quality”
• I will therefore not try to grow 

them.

• I will choose hybrids and 
regionally-adaptable vinifera 
cultivars to grow
• Use education in tasting room

• Chambourcin, Vidal blanc, 
Chardonel

• Petit Verdot, Petit Manseng, 
Chardonnay



A contrasting thought process about cultivar 
choice / wine styles…
• I am not apologetic about our 

vinifera / Bordeaux reds
• I will grow them and make styles that 

reflect the season 
• Bold in dry / warm seasons
• Light/rose in cool/wet seasons

• Use education in the tasting room 
to educate about differences in  
conditions between eastern US / 
western US
• Wines are a reflection of the regional 

terroir.

Petit Verdot



Breaking it down for cultivar choice in Georgia 
and North Carolina
• Vinifera / hybrid bunch grape cultivars

• Wine

• PD-tolerant bunch grape cultivars
• Wine

• Muscadine (also PD-tolerant)
• Wine and/or Fresh market

Joey Muller



Vinifera / non-PD-tolerant hybrid cultivars
MAXIMUM CARE REQUIRED IN 
OUR HUMID ENVIRONMENT



Vinifera and hybrid bunch grape cultivars that 
perform reasonably well and can make good wines

Vinifera

• Cabernet franc

• Petit Manseng

• Petit Verdot

• Merlot

• Cabernet Sauvignon (+/-)

• Albarino

• Chardonnay

Hybrid / American

• Chambourcin, Chardonel, Vidal blanc, 
Traminette, Seyval blanc



• Blanc du Bois, Lenoir, Villard 
blanc, Norton, Lomanto

• UC Davis selections
• 87.5 to 97% vinifera genetics

• Norton x Cabernet Sauvignon 
crosses:
• Crimson Cabernet*

*observational PD tolerance
• Cabernet Dore

PD-tolerant cultivars





Muscadine production for fresh market and 
wine

• Wine
• Two cultivars dominate

• Noble and Carlos

• Fresh market 
• SEVERAL cultivars to 

choose from

• Flower-type can drive 
decisions
• Female

• Self-fertile



Some viticulture “truths”

• Cultivars do better in some places 
than others (understatement).

• Site selection is a paramount 
decision and can make life easier in 
the long run (vineyard life).

• Quality is important; crop yield 
and vineyard health are equally 
important.
– Quality-quantity is not an inverse 

relationship.

• 21-24 °Brix is not imperative to make 
good wine.

---- “Food reds”, whites, rosés, blends, sparkling…



Grape cultivar selection smartphone app

• Goal:
– Provide grower- and 

specialist-based feedback on 
best grape cultivars 
throughout southeastern US

• County-based refinement 
for responses
– Allows user to “see what 

works” near where their 
vineyard will be planted



Thank you

vitis@uga.edu
814-440-5534


