- DIGITAL SOLUTIONS

Data-driven insights pour 400%
more value INnto Torpreck wine

Background

Torbreck Vintners, a renowned producer of
premium wines in South Australia’s Barossa
Valley, is home to some of the world's oldest
Shiraz, Grenache, and Mourvédre vineyards.
With wines ranging from $30 to $850 per
bottle, quality is paramount. However,
managing vineyards in an environment with
just 520 mm (21 inches) of annual rainfall
presents unique challenges, particularly as
climate variability intensifies.

“The SWAN system allowed
us to monitor how the
vines were performing and
predicted when we were
going to need to irrigate.
So this allowed us to use
the data that we were
collecting and make really
good management decisions
around irrigation.”

Nigel Blieschke, Chief Viticulturist,

Torbreck Vintners
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Nigel Blieschke, Chief Viticulturist at
Torbreck, has spent nearly a decade refining
irrigation strategies to combat water stress,
improve vine health, and elevate wine
quality.

Not just growing grapes

When Blieschke joined Torbreck in 2015,
several vineyards were struggling with
premature defoliation due to inconsistent
irrigation management.

“If we lose canopy to water stress, that is
definitely a failure,” he explains. “We had a
number of vineyards that were defoliating
prematurely before harvest.”

Traditional irrigation methods often relied
on intuition and reactive decision-making,
which could either result in overwatering
- compromising grape quality - or
under-watering, leading to vine stress.
The challenge was to develop an irrigation
approach that balanced vine health with
the high standards required for Torbreck's
premium wines.

Data-driven decision making
To refine irrigation practices, Torbreck
partnered with SWAN Systems to take a

more analytical approach. By integrating
soil moisture data, crop coefficients, and
predictive modelling, Blieschke and his
team were able to track vine performance
with greater precision.

“The block that we were struggling with
was making a $30 bottle and often wasn't
quite good enough for that. Our aim was
not to potentially use more water but
was to try and improve the wine quality,”
Blieschke says.

With improved irrigation scheduling,
Torbreck was able to maintain better
canopy cover, mitigate heat stress, and
create the conditions necessary for
higher-quality fruit.

From $30 to $150 per bottle
Success in viticulture takes time. While
early improvements in canopy health were
encouraging, the true test was in the wines
themselves.

“It's a slow process. You grow the grapes
and make the wine, but we don't generally
release it until 12 months after. So it's a bit
of a waiting game,” says Blieschke.
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The impact became clear: one of the
vineyards that had struggled to meet the
$30 price point is now producing fruit for a
$150 bottle of wine.

“We've achieved our goals, which was to
again make our vineyards healthier and
produce the quality grapes that we wanted.”

Looking ahead

With climate change driving more
unpredictable weather patterns - including
mini droughts and heat waves - having a
responsive, data-driven irrigation strategy is
more critical than ever.

“One of the difficulties of being a vineyard
manager is actually being able to react
quickly to these events and understanding
how to manage them,” Blieschke explains.

For Torbreck, this approach is not just about
improving individual vintages - it's about
ensuring long-term sustainability.

“SWAN allowed us to still maintain quality
and also vineyard health... Because of its
predictive ability, it worked very well for us
in getting the quality outcome we required
while maintaining vine health and yield."
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Virtual energy trading study now
open to energy buyers

Deakin University is leading a research project investigating how virtual
energy networks (VENs) could support more affordable and flexible access
to renewable electricity for households and small businesses/farms that
do not have solar panels.

The study is open to energy buyers located in the eastern states, including
Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia, as part of the National Energy
Market (NEM).

Using peer-to-peer digital trading, the study will explore how community
energy exchange can improve value for customers and support grid
efficiency. Participants will be connected through a platform that
enables them to access renewable energy generated by others - such
as neighbours or local businesses - at rates that may be cheaper than
traditional retail plans.

Researchers are particularly seeking to recruit energy buyers (off-takers),
as energy generators are already well subscribed. Eligible participants
must:

have a smart meter
be on a plan with a participating energy provider.

Trials will run for approximately six months. Findings will be published
in the first half of 2026. Registrations are open and will close once
participation targets are met, expected by late July.

To register or find out more, visit deakin.edu.au or contact the project team
at venproject@deakin.edu.au.

Project Partners

Funded by Energy Consumers Australia, the VEN research study is led by
Deakin University in partnership with QuantumNRG, ReThink Sustainability
and WinZero.
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