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Flood or fire?
Tom Stevenson 

I n last quarter’s issue, a letter from David 
Schildknecht questioned an aspect of 
Jasper Morris’s piece, “Burgundy on  

a Knife Edge” (WFW 75, 2022). David 
wondered why Jasper had not mentioned 
sélection massale. Might not, he asked, the 
isolation and propagation of individual 
vines that stand out for their superior  
acid retention, early phenolic maturation, 
and retarded sugar accumulation under 
drought and excessive heat conditions be 
useful in the fight against climate change?

Well, certainly they would. But as 
Jasper pointed out, the more immediate 
challenge is the failure of rootstock, 
particularly 161-49C, of which “whole plots 
of vineyards [are] just collapsing,” warning 
that it “just cannot survive anymore, 
especially if planted in the past 30 years.”

Jasper also stated, “In terms of 
delaying ripening times, rootstock plays  
a more significant role [than sélection 
massale].” I’m not so sure. As far as I am 
aware, there are no studies of the effect of 
rootstocks on ripening compared to that  
of sélection massale, and although some 
rootstock can affect ripening times, 
intuitively (for me anyway) the producer 
vine has significantly more influence in 
this respect. The only paper close to this 
topic I found was “Adapting Wine Grape 
Ripening to Global Change Requires a 
Multi-Trait Approach” (Suter et al, 2021), 
which, as its title suggests, does not 
support the hypothesis that ripening 
times can be delayed by rootstock alone.

According to the BIVB (Bureau 
Interprofessionnel des Vins de 
Bourgogne), “167 clones of different 
rootstocks exist in the wine world”  
and most were bred between 1880 and 
1900. Of the 31 different rootstocks 
cataloged in France, only five are found  
in Burgundy: 41B (1882, 42%), SO4 (1919, 
20%), 3309C (1881, 16%), 161-49C (1888, 
11%), Fercal (1939, 6%), and others (5%).  
It is this lack of rootstock diversity and, in 
particular, the dieback of 161-49C, that has 
prompted the BIVB to look at 20 possible 
new rootstocks. Unfortunately, the list 

contains no standouts, and this should not 
be a surprise. After all, it is effectively a 
19th-century technology intended to 
counter phylloxera, not the 21st-century 
existential threat of climate change. The 
first generation of rootstock breeders 
grew up under the opposite conditions, in 
a world coming out of the Little Ice Age.

I do not entirely discount the possible 
usefulness of some existing rootstock,  
but like the use of sélection massale, that 
would be in the medium-term only, after 
evaluation and plantation. A truly effective, 
longer-term solution needs bespoke 
rootstock designed for its purpose from 
scratch, not a sift through what is currently 
available to find a best-fit Band-Aid. 

Bespoke new rootstock
This is where GreffAdapt comes in— 
the most innovative rootstock research 
program of recent times. A French project 
based in Bordeaux, it is steadily expanding 
through a growing number of cooperative 
schemes around the world. These joint 
ventures are examining the interactions 
between specific vine varieties and 
existing rootstock grown on different 
soils under varying climatic conditions. 
They intend not merely to identify the 
best currently available rootstock for a 
given situation but also to improve those 
preexisting selections. The most exciting 
aspect of GreffAdapt, however, is its aim to 
create new rootstock from scratch to cope 
with water stress and rising temperatures.

If there is anything to criticize about 
GreffAdapt, it is its holy grail of a rootstock 
that is tolerant of drought and heat. That is 
not the holy grail. It is not even a broken 
beaker compared to what is actually 
required—which is a rootstock that is  
tolerant not only of drought and heat,  
but of flooding and rot, too. This might  
be an impossible goal considering that  
it will be grafted onto Vitis vinifera, 
which is notorious for hating “wet feet,” 
but researchers must not be blind to the 
fact that vineyards suffering drought are 
also subjected to rain, flooding, and rot.

Save it or forget it
Recognizing this does not stop at rootstock, 
either; all future-proofed vineyards will 
have to include both irrigation (whatever 
current rules state) and flood drainage. 
Either the authorities recognize the 
enormity of the problem and are ready to 
be flexible at every level required for wines 
to remain truthful to their classic grape 
varieties and styles, or we will all have to 
say goodbye to some of the world’s most 
famous wines at some point in the future.

Either that, or trash classic grapes and 
styles by replacing them with rot-resistant 
hybrids. That would be a “no, thank you” 
from me. I find nothing intrinsically 
wrong with hybrids, and I have no 
objection to planting them in general.  
I’m with Jasper on this, however: If it ain’t 
Pinot, it ain’t Burgundy, and I would say 
that about all established wine styles. Let 
hybrids flourish as IGP, and if a particular 
hybrid grown in a specific location makes 
a name for itself, then elevate it to AOP 
and recognize it as a new classic. But 
allowing hybrids (or extraneous vinifera 
varieties) into an existing wine appellation 
is, to me, so wrong in so many different 
ways. We should save it or forget it.

The short-term solution, and probably 
part of any long-term proposal, must be to 
increase yields. If a vine can be pruned to 
yield so much that it will never ripen, there 
must be a point at which yields can stretch 
the ripening process to achieve phenolic 
maturation with a more appropriate 
acidity:sugar ratio than hot drought  
years have been providing. This could be 
an immediate solution with an equally 
immediate safeguard of green-pruning 
excess bunches, should the year in 
question turn out to have a cooler, more 
classic weather pattern. In the meantime, 
future-proofed vineyards can be built with 
both irrigation and flood control (the 
irrigation reservoirs covered with solar 
panels to prevent evaporation and to 
power the vineyard infrastructure), and 
research carried out for bespoke 21st- 
century rootstock and sélection massale.  ▉


