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ith optical grape sorting technology at work in 
many of the world’s leading wine-producing 
regions, mechanization is beginning to take on 
a new meaning – one that is more aligned with 

quality gains than with the cost-saving measures histor-
ically associated with mechanical harvesting.  

Although optics are one of the newest processing 
technologies for wine grapes, there is already plenty 
of anecdotal and empirical data available which dem-
onstrates that, for many producers, optical sorting is a 
faster, more efficient and potentially less costly alterna-
tive to hand sorting.  

Optical sorting technology itself is far from being 
new. It was used by the food processing industry for 
more than 30 years before it was adapted and widely 
marketed for wine grapes in 2008. 

Over the last several years, field trials conducted in 
France, Italy, Argentina, Chile and California by several 
manufacturers have been conclusive; winemakers have 
been quick to acknowledge benefits of optical sorting, 
and early adopters are buying in.  

While ownership might not be feasible for smaller 
producers, renting or leasing an optical sorter could 

soon be as commonplace as using a mobile bot-
tling line. For a host of reasons, including the simple 
truth that sorting is a winemaker’s last opportunity to 
improve quality, optical sorters are giving producers 
of all sizes more control over the timing and speed at 
which harvest occurs.

France-based Bucher Vaslin was the first equipment 
manufacturer to make its optical sorting technology – 
the Delta Vistalys R2 – available in Northern California. 
The company ran field trials in 2009 and introduced the 
unit at the Unified Wine & Grape Symposium in 2010.  

As of this writing, Pellenc SA, based in Pertuis, 
France; Diemme, based in Lugo, Italy; and Woodside 
Electronics Corp (WECO), a domestic manufacturer 

AT A GLANCE
 Optical grape sorting can be faster, more efficient and less 

costly than hand sorting.  

 Berries are sorted based on shape, so the ability of a 
destemmer to keep berries round is a priority.

 Optical sorters produce optimal results with thin-skinned 
varieties such as pinot noir, and when fruit is hand har-
vested and gently destemmed. 

 Renting or leasing options will make optical sorting tech-
nology feasible for smaller producers.

Rental  opt ions are 
speeding adopt ion
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based in Woodland, Calif., are also 
marketing optical sorting units in 
the United States. Italian manufac-
turer Defranceschi has yet to throw 
its X-Tri technology in to the ring. 

By being first to market, Bucher 
Vaslin’s Vistalys could well be con-
sidered the industry standard but, 
in feature-by-feature comparisons, 
the Pellenc Selectiv’ Process Vision 
has performed well, according to 
Towle Merritt, a viticulturalist with 
Walsh Vineyard Management in 
Napa, Calif., which owns two Pel-
lenc Vision units and a Bucher Vas-
lin Vistalys.

Each manufacturer has propri-
etary features that differentiate its 
unit; Diemme’s GVS 8 technology 
looks to be competitive on many 
points but has yet to be trialed in 
California. WECO’s MOG Sorter 
uses virtually no water during oper-
ation and requires less water for 
cleanup, which is an important con-
sideration for producers who make 

water conservation and sustainabil-
ity a priority.   

While all of the optical sorters 
mentioned here operate on the 
same basic premise, achieving opti-

mal performance with any sorter 
relies as much on the shape of the 
fruit going in as it does on the way 
the unit is calibrated and operated.  

After destemmed and presorted 
berries are fed onto a textured con-
veyor belt, the fruit passes under 
a video camera where a computer 
model determines the quality of 
each berry. Damaged fruit and 
unwanted debris are ejected by jets 
of compressed air and the intact 
berries pass off the sorter and are 
collected in bins or moved by a con-
veyor belt to their next destination.  

“When you are sorting berries 
based on shape, the ability of the 
destemmer to keep things round 
is a priority,” Merritt said. “We 
get the best results with Pellenc’s 
Vision destemmer, which is particu-
larly gentle and we use it with both 
sorters. The Pellenc destemmer 
uses a linear separator that oper-
ates like a small, machine picking 
head to keep berries whole.  

WECO developed the proprietary soft-
ware that controls its new MOG Sorter 
for wine grapes. Photo: Courtesy of 
WECO
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For Merritt, the ultimate test 
is seeing fragi le, hand-picked 
pinot noir clusters make their way 
through the destemmer and watch-
ing pristine whole berries come off 
the optical sorters.  

EARLY ADOPTERS BENEFIT  
IN 2010

Opus One winemaker Michael 
Silacci was one of a handful of 
producers who ran trials with the 
Bucher Vaslin sorter in 2009. “We 
typically cull about 4% of harvest 
with hand sorting, and the Vistalys 
brought that number down to 2%,” 
he said. “We reduced by half the 
number of good berries that other-
wise would have been lost to hand 
sorting.”  

Silacci’s satisfaction with the 
trials he conducted on 20 tons of 
hand-picked fruit led to the pur-
chase of a Vistalys sorter for the 
2010 harvest. “When you reach 
this level of technology, you can’t 
assume that the machine is think-
ing for you; it’s important to have 
an operator (running the unit) who 
understands winemaking.”

Opus One received the Vistalys 
on Sept. 23, 2010, and Silacci went 
into the vineyard to find a ton of 
fruit to calibrate the unit. He can-
vassed the entire estate with his 
winemaking team and they discov-

ered that more fruit than they’d 
anticipated was ready to harvest; 
they ended up bringing in 17% 
of the vintage on the spot, weeks 
before their projected harvest 
dates. That decision, and the abil-
ity to quickly receive fruit using the 
optical sorter, led to finished wines 
with lower alcohols of around 
12.5%. Silacci also noted a high 
percentage of individual lots that 
were complete in flavor profile and 

mouthfeel with particularly well-
integrated tannins.  

MOBILE OPPORTUNITIES

While high-profile, early adopt-
ers like Opus One help raise aware-
ness of the technology, Walsh 
Vineyard Management is speed-
ing adoption with a rental program 
that allows smaller wineries to 
test-drive optical sorting technol-
ogy with little risk. Walsh made the 
technology available by reservation 
and on demand to wineries of any 
size when it began renting three 
mobile optical sorting lines in 2010.  

“We’re providing state-of-the-
art technology, but the winemak-
ers are still right there interacting 
and directing the process,” Merritt 
said. “The mobile optical sorting 
lines are a unique value add that 
we offer our clients and they are a 
key point of differentiation for us as 
a complete vineyard management 
service.”  

Walsh offers equipment in any 
desired configuration and pricing 
varies depending on the number of 
consecutive days the equipment is 
in use. Costs for renting an optical 
sorting line for a full eight-hour shift 
typically range from $150 to $250 a 
ton, depending upon how the line is 
configured.  

Bucher Vaslin’s Vistalys sorter, shown here at Gundlach Bundschu in Sonoma, was 
introduced to the Northern California market in 2010. Photo: Niall Kennedy

Shown here at Viña Montes in Chile, Pellenc’s optical sorter has an easy-to-read 
touch screen control panel. The plastic wrap is used to control a small amount of 
spatter. Photo: Deborah Parker Wong
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“The wine industry is only now 
starting to understand the micro 
benefits of optical sorting,” said 
Eric Horner, vice president of 
WECO, which has been using opti-
cal color sorting for agricultural 
crops like walnuts, blueberries and 
tomatoes grown in the Central Val-
ley for the last 30 years.  

The company trialed a modified 
blueberry sorter at Pepper Bridge 
Winery in Walla Walla, Wash., in 
2010 and will showcase its optical 
grape-sorting unit at two upcoming 
events in California: the 2011 Napa 
Valley Wine and Grape Expo in 
November and the Unified Wine & 
Grape Symposium in January 2012. 

WECO wil l  offer i ts sorter 
through a leasing program that 
will keep the unit on site for eight 
to 10 weeks, with maintenance by 
WECO technicians for the duration.  
“Our pricing will appeal to produc-

ers of all sizes,” Horner said. “Our 
goal is to help them realize a return 
on their investment in the technol-
ogy.” Pricing will be determined by 
the distance the equipment must 
travel and the duration of the lease.

Aside from purchase prices, 
which can range from $140,000 to 
$175,000 for optical units alone, 
the Pellenc and Bucher Vaslin 
technologies are similar, while the 
Diemme and WECO units stack up 
differently. 

All four manufacturers use pro-
prietary belt designs that get the 
job done. However, Diemme and 
WECO use dimpled or channeled 
designs that align fruit directly with 
the sorter’s air jets. 

“Alignment with the air jets is 
critical,” Horner said, speaking from 
the company’s long experience 
sorting vegetables such as green 
beans, which can’t be aligned. 
“When you have the opportunity to 
channelize, you do it.” 

According to Rick White, vice 
president of engineering at Collo-
Pack Solutions, a grape and wine 
processing equipment and service 
company based in Napa, Calif., 
Diemme’s GVS 8 unit has performed 
well in two-year trials in South Amer-
ica and France. White pointed to two 
key differentiators in Diemme’s unit 
compared to other models: a longer 
reading area that allows the camera 
more time to evaluate the berries, 
and a significantly higher percentage 
of air nozzles.

The Diemme unit uses about 60 
gallons of water per hour during 
operation and is billed as self-clean-
ing, with a 30-minute sanitizing 
operation; the WECO MOG Sorter 
doesn’t use any water during opera-
tion, and during trials was sanitized 
in 15 minutes. At this stage in the 
game, a first-hand look at trials will 
be necessary to compare the per-
formance of two units that operate 
under such diverse conditions. 

 
Deborah Parker  Wong  is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine. She earned 
her WSET Diploma in 2009.

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwm-online.com.

This underside view shows the belt and 
self-cleaning system of Diemme’s GVS 8 
sorting unit. Photo: Courtesy of Diemme
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