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New Opportunity for Wisconsin Agriculture

Cold-climate grapes could become a 
source of value-added products for 
the health and wellness industry
Many people have heard of the health benefits 
claimed for drinking red wine. Probably fewer 
are familiar with the chemical, called resveratrol, 
found naturally in grapes and identified with these 
health enhancements. But resveratrol is now used 
in a growing number of health supplements. 

“Most resveratrol in these products is now 
sourced from China,” says Paul Fowler, WIST 
executive director. “It’s produced from Japanese 
knotweed and the quality can be uneven.”

Fowler saw potential for Wisconsin in tapping 
the growing market. The idea fit well with the 
institute’s goal of helping Wisconsin agriculture 
by developing new, value-added uses of crops, 
particularly in ways that make use of non-food parts 
of plants or residual products from processing. 

In a collaborative project, WIST is working with 
Dick Okray, whose Plover Family Farms is growing 
the grapes on a two-acre test plot west of Plover. 
Paul Skinner, a California wine producer and 
UW-Stevens Point alum, provided advice on 
vineyard establishment, including selection of 
grape varieties with which to start. He continues 
to provide advice on culturing the grapes.

Just as resveratrol is thought to have health benefits 
for people, it may also help the plants ward off 
threats: grape plants produce resveratrol in response 
to stress. Growing the grapes in Wisconsin’s climate, 
with its harsh winters and hot, humid summers, will 
add stress and should elevate resveratrol production.
 
The test plot holds nine varieties of grapes. Over 
the next three years each will be evaluated to see 
which grow best and produce the most resveratrol.
WIST researcher Shona Duncan, a fermentation 
specialist with a doctorate in biological sciences 

from the University of Waikato in New Zealand, 
has done the laboratory work on the project. 
She has confirmed that the highest resveratrol 
concentration is not in the grapes but in the canes 
and in the peduncles that hold the grape clusters. 

The project also will determine whether the plants 
contain higher concentrations at different times 
of the year. Prunings from the vines will be tested 
throughout the season. Other variables that could 
increase the resveratrol concentration involve how 
the grapes or prunings are stored, so WIST will 
test material throughout the off-season as well.

Current practice is to either burn or compost the vines 
that  are pruned, so this project could turn a residual 
product into a source of a valuable commodity. 

“The goal is to develop knowledge that can 
be shared with other producers,” Fowler said. 
“Ultimately, we’d like to see this as an opportunity 
growers across Wisconsin can tap into.”

Clockwise from top 
left: Workers at Plover 
Family Farms plant grape 
varieties in prepared 
ground in spring 2014; 
Gabrielle Eck, who is 
managing the test plot 
for Plover Family Farms, 
checks on vines prepared 
for winter in October 2014; 
the grape vines, having 
come through the winter 
and  extended new shoots, 
are being trained onto  
trellis wires in June 2015. 
The black hoses provide 
drip irrigation.

In spring 2013, project partners discuss the project at the 
future test plot site. From left are Dick Okray, Gabrielle Eck, 
Paul Fowler and Paul Skinner.


