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Introduction
Wine grapes are a high-value crop with significant economic and social impacts for California, Washington and
Oregon. The three states have over 720,000 acres of established wine grapes with more than $70 billion in total
economic activity. Unfortunately, these states experience increasingly frequent and lengthy wildfires. The resulting
smoke exposure can damage wine grapes. Forest lands carry excessive fuels after more than 150 years of fire
suppression. The results are the large and intense fires the West has experienced since the late 20th century.

Prescribed burns reduce the likelihood of intense fires. They differ from wildfires in that their smoke is typically
much less intense than wildfire smoke. Yet these necessary fires can expose the high-value wine grape crop to
smoke. The exposure of wine grapes to smoke does not automatically negatively impact the crop. However, smoke
exposure can cause crop loss and unmarketable wines. Consumers may be unable to find that favorite bottle on the
shelf in years after exposure.
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The wine and forestry sectors have shared interests and some distinct concerns. The purpose of this publication is to
establish communication pathways between the two and help them recognize ways they can work together to
protect vineyards while maintaining safe and healthy forests.

What fire planners need to know about wine grapes
Pacific Coast grapevines bear fruit from April to October or November, depending on location and grape variety. The
precise fruiting window changes yearly based on seasonal weather variability. The risk of smoke particulate matter
uptake increases as the fruit begins to color, a process known as veraison. As little as one hour of dense smoke
exposure near or after veraison can negatively impact the grape crop.

The skins of wine grapes are semi-permeable membranes. They permit the passage of some smoke products into the
grape cells. In response, the vine metabolizes these products, changing the chemistry of the grape berry. These
compounds can cause off-flavors in the resulting wines, making them unmarketable and causing extensive economic
loss to the vineyard, winery and related economic sectors.

See resources at the end of this document for greater detail on the impact of wildfire smoke on the wine industry.

Prescribed fire planners can mitigate the impact to grape
crops by treating them as a smoke-sensitive resource.

Choose burn windows during which smoke will
disperse away from neighboring vineyards.

•

Smoke-reduction practices that decrease the duration
of exposure decrease the risk of grape damage.

•

Avoid circumstances that will permit the nighttime
settling of smoke within vineyards.

•

Wine grapes are less susceptible to smoke damage
during spring burn windows. When fall burns are
necessary near vineyards, consider whether they can
be delayed until after grape harvest.

•
A firefighter sets a prescribed burn.
Credit: Ariel Cowen, © Oregon State University

What wine grape growers need to know about prescribed
burns
Prescribed burns are conducted by federal agencies, such as the U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management
and National Park Service; tribes for management or cultural reasons; and private landowners. They are a tool land
managers use to achieve specific objectives in forests, rangelands and agricultural settings.

Prescribed fires and forest thinning reduce fuel loads and maintain conditions that mitigate the risk of high-
intensity forest wildfires.

•

They manage crop residues and renew the productivity of grass and other rangeland plants.•

Federal agencies target repeat burns about every seven years, but this varies with ecosystem type and burn
objectives. Repeated burn cycles should reduce the smoke production of subsequent burns.
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