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Lesson 4 - The Ecology of A Grape 
Grapes and humans have shaped each other for 

thousands of years.  Approximately 8,000 years ago 
somewhere near modern day Iran, human beings bred a 
local wild berry that grew in a vine into what we now 
consider grapes.  This ability to grow a delicious fruit 
year after year in the same place, among other vegetables 
and animals that could be raised by humans, is what 
allowed human beings to form the first towns, which 
over time became cities, and which allowed our modern 
lifestyle to emerge.   

 The modern grape’s dependence on human interaction is what ecologists call a 
symbiotic relationship. This means that grapes and humans help each other live and 
thrive.  Overtime, the grape as we know it has become dependent on humans to survive 
and has even traveled far from it’s birthplace near the Caspian Sea, wherever humans 
have roamed.  In return, the grape has become a symbol of human civilization. From the 
earliest writings, grapes have been used to describe our transition from animals living in 
the wild to people that live in cities and towns all over the world.   
 The way grapes are grown provides an example of how much the environment can 
affect an organism.  For example, grapes grow in what is commonly known as a grapevine.  
The grapevine is a plant that reaches out with its shoots to hold on to anything steady in 
its surroundings.  Grape growers provide wooden frames or fences to support these 
shoots.  A group of grape vines and its supporting structures are called a vineyard.  
Vineyards range in size from ones that can fit in your backyard to many acres.  Grapevines 
have broad leaves that compete with other plants for sunlight. That is why growers plant 
them 8 feet apart. They flower in groups, which are pollinated by insects and the wind.  It 
is from these, that the cluster of grapes grows.   
 Grapes can be eaten raw or they can be used for making 
wine, jam, juice, jelly, grape seed extract, raisins, vinegar, and grape 
seed oil.   However, grapes fall mostly into two categories, the ones 

used for making wine called the wine grapes, and the ones used for everything else, which are 
known as table grapes. Most grapes are members of the Vitis vinifera, the European grapevine 
native to the Mediterranean and Central Asia.  However, when European settlers came to the 
Americas they failed to grow grapes in the new environment.  In California, for example, there 
was a wild species of grapes that Native Americans consumed, but European missionaries did 
not like the taste of the grape nor of the wine it produced.  They decided to grow the 
European variety by grafting. Grafting means that a piece of one plant is inserted into another 
plant for it to grow.  In this case settlers used the shoots of the European variety which 
produced larger wine and table grapes and grafted it to the root and stem of the Native 
variety, which was adapted to the soil. 
 Several factors affect the quality of the grape. The best wine quality often comes from 
vines that are grown on less fertile and rocky soils. Because less fertile and rocky soils retain 
less water, grapevines grown in it often are preferred for wine grapes. Wine grapes are 
smaller, usually seeded, and have relatively thick skins (a desirable characteristic in winemaking, since much of the 
aroma in wine comes from the skin).   Wine grapes also tend to be very sweet. Table grapes are larger and are 
grown in richer soil that retains more water.  Table grape cultivars tend to produce large, seedless fruit with 
relatively thin skin.  Table grapes are also less sweet.  
 Although soil type, drainage, and sunlight affect the texture and tastes of grapes, for the most part 
grapevines prefer regions with hot, dry summers and mild to cool wet winters.  Grapevines are able to grow on flat 
and hilly land.  The biome that meets this criterion is known as Mediterranean climate.  The word Mediterranean 
refers to the areas surrounding the Mediterranean Sea in southern Europe and north Africa. This area includes 
Rome, Italy, where grapes and wine have been produced since before the ancient Romans.  Areas that share a 
Mediterranean climate, such as California, Australia, Chile, South Africa are regions where wine and grapes are 
exported all over the world. 
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 Humans are not the only ones that enjoy grapes. There are many pests and diseases that can attack and kill 
grape vines. Red spiders, moth grubs and various mites, bugs and beetles can all prey on the plant above ground. 
Most of these may be controlled with either sulfur sprays, or by newer "green" methods, such as introducing 
predacious insects and protective cover crops between vine rows. Deer, raccoons, possums and other mammals 
can consume a lot of fruit, damage more, and even harm the vines, especially young plants and shoots. Vineyard 
fencing usually serves to keep these larger animals at bay. By far, birds cause the most crop loss and fruit damage 
in most vineyards. 
 Unfortunately, agricultural workers face greater threats 
from pesticide exposure—including acute poisonings and long-
term effects such as cancer, birth defects and learning 
disabilities—than any other sector of society. Farmworkers and 
often their children are regularly exposed to pesticides in many 
ways: mixing or applying pesticides; planting, weeding, thinning, 
irrigating, pruning, harvesting, and processing crops; or living in 
or near treated fields. Studies show that pesticides carried from 
field to home on parents’ clothing and skin put farmworker 
children at risk. 

 
“I am the pesticide sprayer and I often get wet with the liquid that they use on the plants. My clothing does not 
protect me, it is too thin and my arms get wet. I have had headaches, dizziness, nausea, stomach pain and 
vomiting.” – Julio, excerpted from 1999 CA county report 
 

 Regrettably, since Europeans introduced grapes into California, growers have relied on cheap labor to grow 
and harvest grapes.  Originally, the Spanish Missionaries took over indigenous land and exploited indigenous 
people for the sowing and harvesting of grapes. As indigenous populations declined, owners relied on the cheap 
labor of immigrants. Throughout the 20th century, workers in California vineyards were often unpaid and denied 
the right to unionize, a right that all other American workers enjoyed. They labored in inhumane conditions, as 
growers ignored state laws on working conditions. The workers had no toilets to use in the fields, and were forced 
to pay two dollars or more per day to live in metal shacks with no plumbing or electricity. On top of that, grape 
pickers were paid an average of 90 cents per hour, plus 10 cents per basket picked, placing their families well 
below the poverty line. 

In September 1965, Filipino grape pickers under the leadership of Philip Vera Cruz went on strike, 
demanding pay of $1.40 an hour plus 25 cents per box of grapes picked.  Philip Veracruz knew that a successful 
strike must include not only Filipino workers but also the many Mexican and Chicano workers in Delano. He 
reached out to other leaders such as Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta, who gave him their support and expanded 
the strike's goals to include union contracts signed by the growers and laws allowing farm workers to unionize and 
engage in collective bargaining.  This gave rise to the United Farm Workers (UFW). In the summer of 1967, the 
UFW shifted their focus from the strike to a nationwide boycott of California grapes in support of farm worker 
rights. A vast network of activists urged consumers to boycott grapes and pressured supermarket chains to not buy 
grapes, in an effort to bring attention to the plight of the farm workers, thus pressuring the growers to sign 
contracts with their employees.   

Today, the conditions of grape workers have improved since then, but many workers still face substandard 
living and working conditions.  Immigrants make up the vast majority of agricultural workers not only in 
California, but wherever grapes are grown.  Immigrants are lamentably preferred because they tend to not know 
about local labor laws, have lower education levels, and are usually under fear of deportation.  Nonetheless, 
agricultural workers also struggle for their rights here in California and around the world.  In addition, consumer 
awareness of grape production has grown, which means that many people are choosing to buy grapes that are 
locally grown and that treat workers fairly.   
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