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Flying Computers
How unmanned aerial vehicles could aid 
vineyards
 
by Jim Gordon
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HIGHLIGHTS
 
 
Unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) have 
obvious potential for 
vineyard applications, 
including frost 
detection.
 
UAVs are ideal for
jobs that are one or 
more of the three Ds: 
dirty, dull or 
dangerous.
 
At present, the
Federal Aviation 
Administration does 
not allow night flights 
of UAVs for 
commercial purposes.

A glimpse of the future? Dave Linden and Jun Yu on the airstrip at 
San Bernabe vineyard in California for a NASA-sponsored flying 
computer demonstration.

 
The scene on the private landing
strip at Monterey County's San
Bernabe Vineyard resembled a
model airplane club's
competition day. That is, if the
club were sponsored by NASA
and had the use of
battlefield-style military radar
and a FEMA mobile computer
command center.

The day's business was to
demonstrate the capability of a
small, unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) to survey remote pipelines
and detect maintenance needs,
using aerial photography and a
live computer linkup. But since
the demonstration took place
over approximately 5,000 acres
of grapevines near King City,
Calif., the potential applications for vineyard management were
obvious, at least to the man who donated use of the airstrip for the
day.

"I'm always interested in how we can do things more efficiently
and with less human involvement," said Claude Hoover, president
of San Bernabe. With a crop he valued at $20-30 million per year,
and located in a frost-prone area, San Bernabe would benefit from
early frost detection, Hoover said. "Instead of having three or four
guys driving around in pickups with thermometers, if we could get
real-time temperature readings from a UAV, we might be way
ahead."

Hoover said San Bernabe has frost protection via overhead
sprinklers, but it's expensive to turn them on. The vineyard also has
numerous weather stations, but they're spread out. Detailed
mapping of the rate of temperature changes throughout the


