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Spotlight on Frost Damage inv Grapes

Matt Comrey, Technical Nutrition Agronomist

I've recently had the opportunity to tour various vineyards in the Lodi/Galt area that experienced extreme frost
damage from the most recent frost event on April 12, 2022. The severity in damage seemed to range from minor tip
damage to complete death all the way to the cordon. There did not seem to be any consistent pattern regarding the
severity of the damage, and nor did there seem to be any varietal differences regarding severity. Many growers will
find themselves staring at their fields wondering, “what do | do now?”. When facing a severe and sudden decline to
cropping potential, many growers will be tempted to pull back on inputs to reduce costs. While this approach to cost
cutting could be effective in the short-term, more severe long-term consequences can be experienced. While growers
should be encouraged to discuss product pivoting with their PCA, protecting green tissues through proper fertilization

and IPM will be paramount.

When staring down the barrel of a potential yield loss, many growers will be searching for management
approaches to both protect this year’s crop while ensuring future yield potential doesn’t suffer. While every operation
is managed differently with its own unique obstacles, below are some considerations for growers experiencing frost

damage this Spring (Lockwood, 2020):

e In severe cases, vines should be allowed to push new growth. Refrain from cutting any of the damaged
shoots back and allow for secondary buds and lower lateral buds to potentially break. While secondary
growth can potentially set a new crop, it will likely be a much smaller load (~50%) and could prove difficult
to manage come harvest time. | would also encourage growers to manage suckers normally, so all energy
is directed to canopy growth.

e Green tissues must be protected! An argument can be made that IPM practices following a frost is just as
important, if not more important, than “normal” years. Vines are obviously compromised and in a much
weaker state allowing for infection. As described above, fine tuning of the pest management program as
well as product pivoting should be discussed with your PCA. Potential for Botrytis infection increases in
severely for frosted fields (Lockwood, 2020).

o Fertilizer programs should be monitored carefully. Immediate and/or additional fertilizer applications can
cause much more harm than good. When facing severe frost damage, nitrogen management is critical.
Because the uptake mechanism for nitrogen is along the transpiration stream, refrain from nitrogen

applications until there is adequate canopy growth and green tissue for uptake.
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Fertility planning when crop load is uncertain is difficult to evaluate and manage. Because secondary growth
and secondary crop is difficult to quantify, so is nutrient management. Nutrients like Nitrogen should be closely
monitored so as not to encourage too much vegetative growth from lack of crop. The last nutrient that | would
recommend cutting from the fertility plan would be Potassium. Not only does potassium play such an important role in
the building of Carbohydrates and sugars, but it is also critical in the translocation of these compounds via Phloem
Transport. When potassium levels are allowed to drop, the Phloem transport mechanism becomes compromised and
leaf sugar levels can become elevated. This makes leaves more attractive to piercing/sucking insects like mites.
Potassium also plays a prominent role in Photosynthesis and osmotic regulation. This make potassium indispensable

even when crop is greatly reduced.

Because every grower’s farming operation is different, it is important to have these thoughtful discussions with
your PCA. These suggestions and considerations could change slightly depending on specific varietal, training
method, degree of frost, and/or training method. The most important consideration is not to make rushed decisions
and adopt a long-term approach to management through 2022. Long term vine health should be prioritized,
especially when making IPM decisions because any damaged tissue represents an entry point for disease. If help is
needed with site specific evaluations and/or management considerations, reach out to your Wilbur-Ellis

representative.

https://site.extension.uga.edu/viticulture/files/2020/04/Grapes.-frost-damaged-vines-4.15.20.pdf
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