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Sustainable Winegrowing Practices

Highlight of the Month: Composting

Spreading compost in vineyards builds soil health by adding nutrients and improving the physical structure. Compost can
help control erosion, resist disease, enhance the productivity of the vines and reduce waste sent to the landfill.

Composting for Wine Quality and Disease Resistance
at Shenandoah Vineyards/Sobon Estate

. compost.
“Weknow we' vemoved
phylloxerabugsthrough
. farmequipment from Sobon

phylloxera.”
. Compostingisamong
. thearsena of sustainable
practicesthat the Sobon

mador vintner
Leon Sobonis
convinced that

yearsof building soil health
with organic matter has
kept hisgrapevines

Photo courtesy Shenandoah Vineyards/Sobon Estate

productive and more
resistant todisease. When
heand hiswife, Shirley,
founded Shenandoah
Vineyardsin1977, the
vineswere planted on their
own roots, making them
vulnerableto phylloxera
later on. Thenthey
acquired an historic winery
andvineyardsin1989to
start Sobon Estate, which
included phylloxera-
infested acreagethat was
60 percent grafted with
resistant rootstock. Farm
equipment has been
transferred without
cleaning between thetwo
vineyardproperties, yetthe
presenceof phylloxerahas
I’l-Ot affected any of the Estate, turns the compost pile to aerate, mix and breakdown the organic
vinesat thefamily’s matter.

collective160acres. The
oldvineZinfandel and
Rhonevarietiesfor the
family’ s25,000-case
production arethriving on
the steep hillsides of
volcanic soils, terraced with
cover cropsand layersof
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Estate to Shenandoah
. Vineyards, but they haven't
. hurtthevinessincewe
. startedfarmingorganically
. in1989at our wineries,”
. saysSobon. “It’sall
. supposition, butthesoil has
. comeintobalancewiththe

. family usestomaintain

purchase compost but also
make 50-100tonsof their

. ownby mixing grape
pomacefromtheir winery,

. steer manure, and paper

. shreddingsfrom thewinery
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Paul Sobon, assistant winemaker/vineyard manager at Shenandoah/Sobon

healthy soil andvines. They

. office. Althoughthey must
: carefully cull cellophaneand
: coated papersfromthepaper
. waste, the shreddingshave

provedto beagood source

. of carbonand have hel ped

keep down compost odors.

- Thecompostispiledin
. windrowsand turned four to

fivetimesayear for
aeration.

“Compost ismore
expensivethan synthetic
fertilizers, but addslifeto
thesail,” says Sobon. “It
suppliesbacteria, different
kindsof phytonutrientsand
traceelements. It'sonly
logical toreplenishthesoils
withwhat the grapesneed.”

Sobon addsthat his
vineyardsaredry farmed, so
the compost helpsholdthe
water better. Theorganic
bulk alsoimprovestilth so
thewater and rootscan
penetratethe soil more
eadly.

Growing vegetablesinan
organic garden at hisformer
homeinLosAltosgave
Sobon therealization that
what was produced was
better.

“Wefarmorganically

. simply becausewe can make

better wineaswell as
preservethe environment.

. All farmersareenvironmen-
. talists. Wehavethemost

. stakeinitbecausethelandis
. ourlivelihood.”

Please share this newsletter with your entire staff. It is also available online in pdf format on Wine Institute’s web site
at: www.wineinstitute.org/communications/highlight/CompostSept2002.pdf
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Benefits of Composting:

& Providesplant
nutrientsand can
helpfix problems
withpH, salinityand
more

& Improvessoil
structurefor better
water and air
penetration

& Increasessoil water-
hol dingcapacity

& Enhancessoil health
tohelpfight disease

& Increasesbeneficial
microorganisms

& Canimprovevine
productivity and the
long-termviability of
theland

& Reducessolid waste
deliveriestolandfills
by recycling natural
material staken off
thevineyardand
making themusable
for soil improvement

Potential Trade-Offs:

& Requiressoil and
plant sampling to
determinesoil
amendmentor
specific problem.
Testsarenotalways
reliablebecauseof
variability of soil,
uptakeof rootstocks
andother vineyard
conditions.

& Certaincomposts
supply different
nutrients

& Mayrequireresearch
inlocating supplier
of compost contain-
ing noresidual
pesticidesor
herbicides

& Mayrequireinitial
investment for
equipment suchas
compost spreaders

& Couldbemore
expensivethan
syntheticfertilizersin
theshort run
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Scheid VineyardsFindsComposting Economically Feasible

sthevineyard
. management
: company for

Diageo Chateau & Estate

Wines' SanBenitoVineyard,

ScheidVineyardshas

- worked with the direction of

Diageo’ swinegrowing team

. toproduce 1200tonsof
. compost annually for useon
. 800 acres. Thecompost

program hasimproved soil

. structureand fertility, and

increased biological activity

- tohelp control nematodes
: and savecosts.

Scheid hasfound that
being near the center of
many agribusiness com-
moditiesonthenorthern
portion of the Central Coast
has provided severa

. economic advantagesfor

making compost. The
region has more cost-

. effectiveequipment re-
. sourcesthan most other

placesand plenty of open

- spaceinwhichtomakethe
:  compost.

Scheid wasableto buy
used composting machinery

from alarge composting
: company that outgrew their

perfectly good equipment.

. They obtained atractor to

make windrows, achopper,

. compost spreader, and

. equipment for watering and
- turning. They alsomadea
. smalinvestmentinatruck -
+ forhauling. Thecomposting -
- operationsavesDiageo

: $30,000in shipping fees
 alonethat werespent each
- year for transporting grape

pomace out of thearea.

“Thereareadvantagesto
beingwhereweare. Finding :

used equipment to buy

justified our investment, and
. thevolume of compost that

isproduced providesenough

. economiesof scale. We

knew the savingswould

. offsetthecost of

. composting,” saysKurt

. Gollnick, chief operations
. officer at Scheid. “The

biggest challengeislocating

- enoughraw organic material
- tomakemore compost. We
+ could usefivetimesmore.”

“Equally asimportant as

cost wastheneed to build
: theorganic matter of the
: vineyards,” explained

Straw is layered on the
compost windrow (at
left) to add organic
matter, while a tractor
(above) turns and
aerates the humus.

Photos courtesy of Scheid
Vineyards.

Gollnick. “Thesoilshad
beenfarmedfor along, long
time. Thenatural systems
needed to be maintained by
boosting thebiological
activity and freeing up more
nutrientsfor uptakeby the
vines.”

Scheid makesthe
compost onsiteat Diageo’'s
Paicineswinery. Thefacility
hasadequate spaceavailable
to make compost and odors
havenot beenaproblem.
They add manureand
shredded straw to the
pomace, andturn and add
water to mix thewindrows
and prevent overheating. A
lab analysisprovidesa
report onthe nutritional
values of the compost before
itisspreadinthevineyards
at arate of two-to-four tons
per acreannually.

“We' reworking for
greater productivity for the
long-term,” saysGollnick
who saysthe compost
program started two years
ago. “Itwill take many
yearsto build thesoils, but it
will start toadd up.”




Using Biodynamic Compost at Topol osat Russian River Vineyards

king cow hornswith
anureand burying
themintheground

according to the phases of
themoon seemanunlikely
method for producing
incredibletaste and fra-
granceinwine. Yetfor
vintner Michael Topolos, the
strategy ispractical and
effectivefor his18,000
Cases.

The decomposed manure
and horn silicaare dug up
anddilutedinrainor well
water to make ahomeo-
pathic spray, whichis
appliedtohiscompost pile
tostrengthenit. The
compost itself isamixture
of 60% organic cow manure,
20% organic horse manure,
10% organic bird manure,
and 10% grape pomacefrom

hiswinery, all combined

. withanequal amount of
. straw. Tofurther stimulate
thelifeand health of the

humus, Topolosaddsseveral
herbs, includingyarrow,

. chamomile, stinging nettle,
- 0ak bark, dandelionand
- valerian.

Thiselaborate compost

- formulaisoneof several

remediesbased onthe
biodynamicagriculture
philosophy of Austrian

scientist Rudolf Steiner. In
: the1920s, Steiner wasasked

by German farmers, soil

T scientistsand veterinarians
: todevelopsolutionsforthe
: deteriorating crop quality

* andlivestock hedlth,

. stemming from agricultural
. chemicals. Central tohis

biodynamic philosophy is

© Don Jackson/donjackson.com

Vintner Michael Topolos prepares to bury horn manure, later to
be made into a biodynamic spray for application on compost.

. soil fertility.

A vintner since1978 and

: anorganic winegrower for

- most of thoseyears, Topolos
- firstembraced thebiody-
 namic methodology in 1996
- when hetasted anintensely

: flavored Fuji applethat had

: beengrown accordingto

: Steiner’sphilosophies.

“Thesnap, perfumeand

: tasteof theapplewereso

. amazing. Itkeptme

. satisfiedfor afull eight

. hours,” saysTopolos. “It

. wasthenthat | wanted to

. bringbiodynamic viticulture
. tomywines.”

With biodynamic

. preparations, Topolossays

- theproductivity of hisdry

- farmed old vine Zinfandel

- acreage can beextended for

: adecadeor two. Inanother

* vineyard, hechanged thepH
: of thesoil inoneyear with

* sixouncesof a#501 Horn

. Silicafield spray, something
. thatwould havetakenfive

. tonsof limeto dothesame

. thing. Becauseof the

. remedies, heonly doestwo

. sulfur applicationsayear

. instead of 10. Hiswork has

. earned himthe 1999

. Environmental Businessof

. theYear Awardfromthe

: Sonoma County Conserva-

- tionCouncil andrecognition
- asthe 1998 Biodynamic

- Winemaker of the Y ear from
* the American Biodynamic

. Society.

“I never didlikeworking

. withchemicals, and | didn’'t
. likeasking other peopleto
. dowhat | wasunwillingto
. do,” saysTopolos. “We

. would rather partner with

. Mother Nature than domi-

. nateher. Shealwayswins

Resources:

# Californialntegrated
Waste Management
Board. See” On-Farm
Composting” at
www.ciwmb.ca.gov/
Organics/Farming/
OnFarm.htm.Compre-
hensivesitecontains
how-toinformation,
regulations, resources, a
list of compost and
mulchsuppliers, andfree
downloadablepublica-
tions.

= AppropriateTechnology
Transfer for Rural
Areas Linksto
Composting resour ces.
www.attra.org/attra-pub/
farmcompost.html

2 Compost Production
and Utilization: A
Growers Guide.
Oakland: Univ. Calif.
Div. Agric. Nat. Res.
Publ. 21514, 1995.
http://anrcatal og.
ucdavis.edu/merchant.
ihtml 2pid=5468& step=4

2 Composting Equipment.
www.recycle.cc/
resource.htm

because sheworks24 hours

aday. Theidea istocreate

health and balanceinthe

vineyard sothat weonly

haveto pruneand pick. |

. don’twanttocontributeto
. degrading theenvironment. |
. wanttoleavemy two boysa

legecy.”
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WINEGROWING PRACTICES

GEOWERS

In early 2001, leadership and funding from Wine Institute and the California Association of Winegrape Growers (CAWG) led
to the formation of acommittee to develop a“ Code of Sustainable Winegrowing Practices.” This proposed voluntary
program, establishing statewide guidelines for sustainable farming and winemaking, is nearly complete and is expected to be
introduced to the wine community thisfall.

PuUrpose: The purpose of the project isto enhance the Californiawineindustry’ s leadership rolein responding to
pressures resulting from popul ation growth, public and legisl ative attitudes, environmental decisions from regulatory and
governmental bodies, and other growth-related issues. The new Code, and itsimplementation, can greatly augment the
industry’s collective and unified ability to accommodate these pressures, while assuring that future generations can produce
the finest world-classwines. The goal of the Codeisto “promote farming and winemaking practices that are sensitive to the
environment, responsive to the needs and interests of society-at-large, and economically feasiblein practice.” In arecent
address to Wine Institute’ s Board of Directors John De Luca characterized the proposed Code as “most likely the greatest
legacy we can create for the wine community, our larger society, and generations yet unborn.”

Project Summary: More than 50 Wine Institute and CAWG members, as well as outside stakeholders such as
representatives from Cal/EPA and independent farm advisors, sit on the committee spearheading the project. Committee
Chair Michael Honig leads work on thisfirst-ever statewide initiative, which will include a system to measure the voluntary
industry input from vineyards and wineries. The data collected from the project will be used to benchmark the wine
community’ s progress on sustainability and target educational campaignswhere needed. The winegrowing portion of the
guide book will build upon the successful programs of the L odi-Woodbridge Winegrape Commission and the Central Coast
Vineyard Team. Feedback from regional grower and vintner associations and a wide range of academia, environmental and
social equity communities has played an important role in the Code development. Dr. Jeff Dlott of Real Toolbox, a sustain-
able agriculture and resource conservation consulting firm, has been contracted to help oversee the project and measurement
system.

Next St €PS. At WineInstitute’s June 2002 Annual Meeting of Members, the I nstitute Board of Directors provided
comment and approved a complete 490-page draft of guidelines for the Code of Sustainable Winegrowing Practices. The
committee and I nstitute staff have al so obtained outside comment of the approved draft by environmental and social equity
groups, university educators, regulators and other industry experts. The Codeisexpected to be introduced in October, 2002.

To attract additional implementation fundsfor this project, the Wine Institute Board has established a 501(c)3 nonprofit,
non-lobbying foundation in conjunction with the California Association of Winegrape Growers. Thiswas necessary as many
philanthropic organizations donate solely to 501(c)3 groups. Named the California Sustainable Winegrowing Alliance, this
entity will help advance the adoption of sustainable viticulture and winemaking practices through research and education.
Bylaws have been approved and a board of trustees has been appointed by both Wine Institute and CAWG. For more
information on the project, go online to www.wineinstitute.org/communications/SustainablePractices/vision.htm or call the
Communications Department at 415/356-7520.

Upcoming topics for “Highlight of the Month” publications are as follows:

= = Qctober - “Controlling Erosion” * = November - “Protecting Air and Water Quality”
= December — “Attracting and Retaining Good People”
#Topics of a seasonal nature are matched to the time of year when the practice takes place.

The practice of “Composting,” highlighted in thisissue, pertainsto the Code of Sustainable Winegrowing Practicesin the
following areas: Viticulture; Soil Management; Vineyard Water Management; Pest Management; Wine Quality; Ecosys-
tem Management; Winery Water Quality and Water Conservation; Solid Waste Reduction and Management; Neighbors
and Community.
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