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Winegrowing is very sensitive to weather conditions. Both 
quality and yield are affected by the timing and amounts of 
rainfall, heat and sunlight that the vines receive over the 
course of a growing season. 

There is a very large amount of data potentially available 
to those interested in better understanding how the 2020 
vintage of English wine was affected by the weather. This 
document presents maps and charts in a standard format 
which aims to be both comprehensible and informative.

Data Sources

All maps are taken from the UK  Met Office website (www.
metoffice.gov.uk) and are Crown Copyright. The charts of 
daily temperatures and rainfall have been compiled using 
two datasets. Temperature data has been taken from the 
Hadley Centre Central England Temperature (HadCET) 
dataset which is made available under Open Govern-
ment License. Daily rainfall data is for South-east England 
and has been taken from Hadley Centre UK Precipitation 
(HadUKP) dataset, also made available under Open Gov-
ernment License.

Phenological data has been taken from the Wine GB UK 
Vineyard Survey 2020 (https://mapmanltd.maps.arcgis.
com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=17782655c48a469
e8fd41a66d275a3e0) which also hosts a copy of “Vineyard 
Harvest Report for Great Britain” (Skelton 2020).
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2020 Overview
The stage for the 2020 winegrowing season was set back in 
January and February. Averaged across England, both months 
were 2.1°C above the 1981-2010 Long Term Average (LTA). 
For England this was  the fifth warmest January on record 
(dating back to 1884). For SE & S Central England, the aver-
age February temperature (7°C) has only been higher on two 
occasions in 137 years. These successive unusually hot win-
ter months warmed the soil and made an early budburst very 
likely.

The first report of Chardonnay budburst was on 22 March 
(Wodeton Vineyard, Dorset) which is probably the earliest on 
record, even though March had temperatures much closer to 
the LTA . The accumulated heat was enough to ensure that 
heat spikes in the first half of April led to widespread budburst. 
A warm spell from 10-12 April coincided with peak frequency 
of budburst for the main varieties (see p.11). Budburst was 
largely completed in the first three weeks of April.

An early budburst can allow longer hang times and extra days 
of ripening before Autumn’s cooler, wetter, weather is fully es-
tablished. It also means that vines are more susceptible to late 
Spring frosts. Air temperatures dropped below zero on several 
occasions locally in the first half of April, resulting in minor 
damage. Much more damaging were the widespread frosts 
between 11-15 May, with a number of growers reporting that all 
shoots had been destroyed. This event had a significant detri-
mental effect on the total England & Wales wine yield for 2020.

Much of April and May had been extremely dry in SE & S 
Central England, so many farmers would have welcomed the 
rainfall that occurred throughout June. The showers were in-
termingled with mainly warm sunny intervals so peak flowering 
(15-25 June) took place in good but not ideal conditions. This 

probably contributed to the variability in berry number and size 
that were later reported.  By late June  the GDD was within 
touching distance of the heat accumulation for the same period 
in 2018 (see page 32). With May frosts having effectively acted 
for many as a green harvest and lowered their potential yields, 
it was already looking as though this would be a year for early 
harvesting.

July was slightly cooler and drier than the LTA, although there 
was a heat spike at the end of the month. A longer spell of very 
hot weather occurred between 6-13 August and for six con-
secutive days temperatures exceeded 34°C across parts of SE 
England.  Many reports of veraison in Pinot Noir and Meunier 
occurred at around the same time.

The second half of August brought wetter than normal weather 
for most vineyards and temperatures closer to the LTA.  The 
first three weeks of September were largely dry and ideal har-
vesting conditions which began with Biddenden (Kent) bringing 
in Ortega on 01 Sept.  A number of producers reported their 
earliest ever harvest, including Camel Valley (Cornwall), Exton 
Park (Hampshire) and Tinwood Estate (West Sussex). Many 
others said 2020 was amongst their earliest harvests. October 
expressed itself with higher than normal rainfall and number of 
rain days, so pickers then needed to work around the showers.

Although yields were down on 2019, the cropping area in-
creased and total predicted production of ca. 10.6 million 
bottles is similar to last year (see page 33).

For many, 2020 will be remembered as the Covid-19 vintage. 
Spare a thought for the winegrowers who not only had to deal 
with the vagaries of our weather patterns, but all the stresses 
and complications arising from a global pandemic as well.
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2020: Temperature & Rainfall Overview 

4





March 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

Following unusually warm conditions in January and February, tem-
peratures in March returned to close to the 1981-2010 Long Term 
Average (LTA).  SE & S Central England had a mean temperature of  
7°C which is 0.3°C above the LTA. 

Following the wettest February on record, the first half of March con-
tinued with showery weather in most central and southern regions. 
This gave way to dry and sunny conditions across the country in the 
second part of the month. There were 12 hours of bright sunshine in 
East Malling (Kent) on 25 March - the day before lockdown started. 6



March 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall 
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April 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

April was another abnormally warm month across most of England 
& Wales, which facilitated budburst. This mainly occurred between 
3rd to 18th April (see page 11). For SE & S Central England, the 
mean temperature (10.9°C) was the third warmest April in Met Office 
records dating back to 1884.

There was lots of sunshine but limited rainfall in April. It was the 
sunniest April according to Met Office records dating back to 1929. 
Some parts of NE England barely saw any rain, but in SE & S Cen-
tral England total rainfall for the month (48mm) wasn’t far off normal,
though most of that occurred in a few days at the end of the month. 9



April 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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2020: Budburst Timing & Frequency

Mean temperatures for January and February across SE & S Central Eng-
land were 2.1°C and 2.5°C respectively above the 1981-2010 LTA. With the 
ground much warmer than normal, an early budburst was predicted. March 
itself had near normal temperatures, which was enough to ensure that heat 
spikes in the first half of April led to widespread budburst. There was even a 

single report from Dorset of Chardonnay flowering on 22 March. 

A warm spell from 10 - 12 April coincided with peak frequency of flowering 
for the main varieties. Flowering was largely completed in the first three 
weeks of April.
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May 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

Mean temperatures for May across SE & S Central England were 
13.1°C, or 1.1°C above the 1981-2010 LTA. Within this there were 
wild fluctuations. Beginning on 11 May, cold arctic airflows caused 
widespread frost damage over four nights. A switch to southerly 
winds created a mini-heatwave beginning on 20 May.

This month was exceptionally dry and sunny across much of Eng-
land & Wales. For England it was the driest May in Met office records 
dating back to 1862 and the sunniest in records dating from 1929. 
SE and S Central England had 335 hours of sunshine, massively 
exceeding the 1981-2010 LTA of 200 hours. 13



May 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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June 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

The mean temperature for SE & S Central England was 15.8°C, 
which is 0.9°C above the 1981-2010 LTA. Two spells of warmer 
weather (13-16 June; 23-26 June) coincided with the main period of 
flowering.

June rainfall for SE & C England (50.8mm) was close to the 1981-
2010 LTA, but  it was much wetter in SW England and S Wales which 
experienced 133 mm rainfall. Peak flowering occurred between 15 to 
25 June and coincided with spells of sunshine and showers. 
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June 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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2020 Flowering Timing and Frequency

Following an early budburst, the second half of April and the month of 
May were significantly warmer than the LTA.  This led to an expectation 
that there would be an early flowering.  Most of the first third of June had 
lower than normal temperatrures, but when warmer conditions returned 
on 13th June, flowering really began to take off. 

Most flowering was completed by 26 June. Weather conditions during 
this time were predominantly warm and dry punctuated by short sharp 
showers.This provided very good but not optimal conditions for pollina-
tion and fruit set. 
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July 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

July mean temperatures were slightly below the 1981-2010 LTA with 
SE & S Central England being 0.4°C below the LTA of 17.1°C. A 
short-lived heatwave occurred at the end of the month.

SE & S Central England averaged 36.6mm rainfall which is about 
70% of the 1981-2010 LTA. This generally took the form of light, 
widespread, rain and drizzle, but there were some more isolated 
thundery showers towards the end of the month.
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July 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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August 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

Southern air flows from 7-12 August brought a record-breaking 
heatwave to southern England. Temperaures exceeded 30°C on suc-
cessive days across a wide area and reached 35°C on four of those 
days. Only the 1-6 July heatwave of 1976 is comparable in terms of 
unusually high temperatures over such an extended duration.

The heatwave ended with thunderstorms and the remainder of the 
month had unsettled weather resulting from low pressure systems 
moving in from the west. Most areas had significantly more rain than 
the long term average.
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August 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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Sept 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

Mean temperatures across England were slightly above normal, 
with the SE & S Central England mean being 15.1°C, which is 0.6°C 
greater than the 1981-2010 LTA. Between 13-21 September warm 
sunny conditions prevailed, but conditions turned cooler in the final 
week and were accompanied by local frosts.

September rainfall across SE & S Central England averaged 
31.9mm, which is well below the 1981-2010 LTA (62.3mm) and about 
one third of the rainfall in September 2019. Most of the rainfall took 
place in the last week of the month as the weather turned to being 
more autumnal. 26



September 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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October 2020: Temperature & Rainfall Anomalies

Mean October temperatures for most of England & Wales were close 
to the 1981-2010 LTA. For SE & S Central England the mean tem-
perature was 11.1°C.

Rainfall across SE & S Central England averaged 174mm, making 
it the wettest October since 2000. It also experienced the greatest 
number of rain days (precipitation >1mm) since 1976.
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October 2020: Daily Temperatures & Rainfall
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2020: Harvest Timing and Frequency

This year of early budburst and flowering, eventually fed through to an 
early harvest. A number of producers reported their earliest ever har-
vest, including Camel Valley (Cornwall), Exton Park (Hampshire) and 
Tinwood Estate (West Sussex). Many others said 2020 was amongst 
their earliest harvests.

Those who brought in their crops in September, did so in generally dry 
conditions. October expressed itself with higher than normal rainfall and 
number of rain days, so pickers needed to work around the showers. 
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2020: Central England Growing Degree Days (GDD) 

Central England cumulative growing degree days for the 2020 
growing season finished at 853 - slightly above 2019 and the 1981-
2010 LTA, but well below 2018. The curve for 2020 illustrates  the 
slightly erratic nature of the growing season. By late June the GDD 
was within touching distance of the heat accumulation for the same 

period in 2018. It then lost ground during a cooler than normal July. A 
heatwave in the second week of August and warm weather in Mid-
September are reflected in steeper gradients on the GDD curve, but 
these were interspersed with cooler periods.

Data source: HadCET daily temperature dataset 32



UK Wine Yield & Production, 1990-2020

There have been many reports suggesting that 2020 yields were down on 
2019. This is due to a combination of the May frosts and lower average 
bunch weights in vineyards that were not frost-affected. The latter likely 
has a complex cause. Variables including mixed flowering conditions, 
nutrient deficiency and low summer rainfall have been suggested.

Although yields were down on 2019 , the cropping area in 2020 is 
estimated by Skelton (2020) to be up about +12% on the year before. 
These combined effects suggest that production is likely to be ca.10.6 
million bottles (vs 2019 10.5 million bottles).
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