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The breadth of the growing season in Tasmania compared to northern hemisphere regions can be seen in the mean 
monthly sunshine hours. The amount of sunshine in both Launceston and Hobart is greater than other stations at the 
beginning and end of the season, even though the mid-season values are similar or lower.  Most of this is because the 
Tasmanian locations are several degrees closer to the equator than their Northern Hemisphere counterparts.

The "non-continental" nature of the Tasmanian viticulture regions is apparent in the graph of mean monthly 
temperatures. Although the Tasmanian summers are not so warm as those in the overseas areas, the temperature 
does not drop away so rapidly in the shoulder seasons. The cooler temperatures in the Tasmanian spring allow an 
extended season of frost possibility.  Site selection for spring frost is therefore more critical in the Tasmanian 
environment than in continental climates. 

Gladstones (1992) uses as an index for continentality the difference between mean January and July temperature. 
Tasmanian sites have a low value of this index; 8.7 for Hobart and 10.8 for Launceston.  

Gladstones, J. (1992). Viticulture and Environment, Winetitles.

As with mean January temperature, mean July temperature drops quickly away from the coast and into the highlands.  
Winter cold damage is never seen in Tasmanian vineyards.  Vines across the state experience sufficient chill so that 
hydrogen cyanamide sprays are not used to induce even bud burst although sometimes bud burst can be erratic.

Local exposure will have a marked influence on the amount of winter frost and chill observed at particular locations.

Prescott (1965) specifies a criterion of 18.9°C for the mean temperature of the warmest month as the cool limit of 
viticulture. The map above shows that this criterion is not met anywhere in Tasmania, with mean January 
temperatures typically in the range 16 to 17°C in the main viticulture regions. Viticulture is possible because the 
maritime climate ensures a long, mild growing season. This effect is borne out in the range of heat summations 
measured above, which are all above Winkler’s (1974) cool limit of viticulture of 950 day-degrees above 10°C. 

Individual site effects can be important.  Such variations can be revealed by direct on-site measurement using a 
standard and comparable format.

Prescott, J. A. (1965). "The Climatology of the vine: The cool limits of cultivation." Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia. 89: 5-23.

Winkler, A. J., J. A. Cook, et al. (1974). General Viticulture. Berkley, University of California Press.

This chart provides information about the relative heat summations at logger sites in Tasmania.  Adding 350 day 
degrees to account for the portion of the growing season not included in these calculations gives heat summation 
figures that can be broadly compared to other regions.  From this data heat summation in Tasmania ranges from 
below 1050 to 1350 day degrees above a base of 10°C.  Use of 20 minute temperature observations avoids errors 
that may be associated with use of more generalised temperature records such as average monthly maximum and 
minimum figures.  Although loggers can be effected by local micro climatic conditions, the ranking of heat 
summation at these sites does broadly correlate with regional ripening times.

It is noteworthy that the two elevated sites (Upper Derwent and Northern Midlands) have comparable heat 
summation to some lowland sites.  Viticulture is constrained in these regions not by heat summation but by late 
spring frost.

There is little doubt that the climate is changing, in many subtle ways. The graph shows the rainfall averaged over 
120 months at Swansea Post Office. Wet periods (late 1930s and 1970s) are mixed with dry periods (early 1910s and 
late 1960s). The last two decades appear as a relatively long dry period. Some of these variations are due to changes 
in site and measurement practice, but a similar story is told across Tasmania. With the current state of the science it 
is not possible to determine whether the current "dry" period will continue, or for how long.

Temperature records are not so stable as those for rainfall, but recent Australia-wide analyses show that the 1990s 
were the warmest decade of the 20th century.

The maritime setting for Tasmania’s island climate is clear from this map of sea surface temperatures in April 1999. 
The cool Southern Ocean, the apparently distant but influential Indian Ocean and the important Tasman Sea surround 
the State. The East Australian Current, moving warm water southwards towards Tasmania can be clearly seen as a 
ridge in the isotherms in this region.  Bass Strait helps to ameliorate continental effects from the Australian 
mainland.  Southern Hemisphere wine regions are buffered by the larger ocean surface and are generally less 
exposed to continental extremes of temperature than those in the Northern Hemisphere.

The moderating influence of the sea can be seen quite clearly on this map, which shows the average number of 
October days when the temperature drops below 2.2°C. This value is often used as an indicator for frost, although 
wind can easily prevent frost even at this temperature. Regions close to the coast appear less susceptible to spring 
frost than those inland. Particular locations will be more prone to frost than others. Extensive inspection of sites, 
coupled with installation of standard thermologgers, provides vital information on suitability for viticulture.

Heat Load in stage three of berry ripening (from veraison to harvest, a period of around 28 days) has effects on juice 
composition and flavour.  To name some of these effects malic acid decreases, methoxypyrazine decreases in 
sauvignon varieties and phenolic compounds can oxidise (Mullins 1992) with more ripening heat.  Happ (1999) uses a 
measure of degree hours above 22 °C in the 28 days before harvest and suggests that any thermal experience above 
22 °C is adverse to flavour outcomes in Pinot noir. 
 

Harvests of Pinot noir in Tasmania begin in early April in warm sites.  Using the figure above, all sites in Tasmania 
have heat loads below 400 hour degrees, cooler (and therefore later) sites may experience no heat load above 22°C 
at all.  Selected sites have sufficient heat loads to consistently produce Cabernet sauvignon free of dominating 
herbaceous methoxypyrazine.  Coombe and McCarthy (1997) proposed the word engusting for the process of 
accumulating aroma compounds. This process accelerates toward the end of ripening when heat loads in Tasmania 
are at very low levels.

Coombe, B. G. and M. G. McCarthy (1997). "Identification and naming of the inception of aroma development in ripening grape berries." Australian Journal 
of Grape and Wine Research 3(1): 18-20.
 
Happ, E. (1999). "Indices for exploring the relatonship between temperature and grape and wine flavour." The Australian and New Zealand Wine Industry 
Journal 14(4): 68-75.

Mullins, M. G., A. Bouquet, et al. (1992). Biology of the Grapevine, Cambridge University Press.

Tasmania is a southern Australian island state with a cool temperate climate.  Pinot noir and Chardonnay, the dominant grape varieties grown, ripen well in all regions in most seasons.  Tasmania is beginning to emerge as Australia’s most important super 
premium sparkling wine region and is well known for high quality pinot noir, chardonnay and riesling still wines.  The main purposes of current climate studies are to further define climatic influences on wine style and to understand the climates of Tasmania’s 
wine regions.  This information will be of interest for site selection, to vineyard owners and to consumers.  
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Note:  Tasmanian data has been realigned by six months for comparison with northertn hemisphere sights.

Relating Temperature to Synoptic Situation

Site specific data has been collected using thermologgers in Tasmania in a new standard format. 
The standard used here is a 1.2m screen height, clear ground cover and a 20 minute interval 
between observations.  The collection of this temperature data in a standard format allows 
detailed comparisons to be made between sites.  

Note for example temperatures (below) across the state on the evenings of 18/19 March or 
8/9 April.  On both of these occasions, a cold front pushed a body of cool air from the south 
over the State.

As is often the case with weak warm-season fronts, the effect on the north and east of the State 
was minimal. A stronger cold front, as may happen sometimes during summer and more 
frequently in the cooler months, could have brought cold air to all areas. With the clear skies and 
light winds that can follow such a front, frost becomes a real danger. Site specific temperature 
data is important in resolving local frost risks and standard formats allow valid comparisons for 
many purposes.

See highlighted synoptic charts.
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