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“So bleak is the picture... that the bulldozer and not the atomic bomb may turn out to be the most destructive invention of the 20th century”, so said, Philip Shabecoff, the former environmental writer for The New York Times Magazine, 4 June 1978. Some quarter century later there is some fear that Mr. Shabecoff may have accurately predicted the future.

It seems impossible to imagine a circumstance in which agriculture can be a direct threat to the environment. Farmers would appear to be the most concerned about the future of the land. Without land able to sustain crops agriculture, (and ultimately we) would cease to exist.

However, such seems to be the problem in some of our most cherished producing regions.

James Conaway, who authored the book Napa in the late 1980’s, and provided a compelling narrative of the contemporary history of the valley, has returned to Northern California for a equally compelling, and disturbing look at the struggle between environmentally sound farming and the race to produce the new ‘cult’ wine. This is not a pretty picture.

Conaway paints a word picture of too much money in the hands of winery owners committed to creating another wine modeled after the Robert Parker ideal of the dense, fruit-driven, and tannic monsters that have dominated the auction and internet scene for the past decade. To create these wines, with the critical Napa Valley designation, new owners, who are driven by the review and not the need for profit, have undertaken difficult land sculpturing to gain the most sun, the greatest drainage, and the ideal soil composition. 

Colgin wines, from the top of Pritchard Hill, long the quiet hillside domain of Chappellet, was transformed by the movement of over 165 tons of rock from the top of the hill to an untidy and environmentally unsound pile at the bottom. Vineyard manager Dave Abreu, noted for a review friendly wine of his own, had tripled the size of the original vineyard plan, and in the process had wreaked havoc on the ecological balance of the area, severely damaged a critical irrigation system, and was found responsible for the damage, and never penalized. Instead he organized a “reconciliation dinner” to sooth local feelings. 

Abreu has managed similar projects for Delia Viader, Jason Pahlmeyer, and Bill Harlan. He has clearly developed an ability to read the needs of new and deep-pocketed winery owners, and how to avoid the economic impact of environmental regulation. However, it would be unfair to blame Abreu alone for the crisis. Old line Napa producers such as Robert Mondavi have argued that regulations prohibiting planting of vines within 100 feet of rivers or streams unfairly restricts a landowner from achieving full value from his property. The reason for this restriction is to protect the waterway from silt buildup and chemical runoffs that are the usual byproducts of farming practices. 

Those regulations have been maintained. And, there has been some effort by Napa residents (both winery related and otherwise) to find a common ground between the need to maximize profit on extremely expensive farmland, and to provide for environmental safety. 

Added to the pressures of tourism (Napa is the second most popular destination for tourists – following the home of the ‘large mouse’), the need to support those tourists with lodging, meals, and movie memorabilia (Niebaum-Coppola), and natural population growth, the struggle to protect the land and provide for profit is just beginning.

The state of California has begun to investigate the possibility of greater regulation of winery production and vineyard practices to insure protection of the natural resources. The Wine Institute, a trade group, and The California Association of Winegrape Growers (together representing over 90% of wine production in the state) have created a 360 page ‘workbook’ outlining a new code of ‘sustainable practices’ aimed at making wine production environmentally friendly. They believe that self-regulation is preferable to governmental regulation. The Wine Institute readily admits that it pushed for the sustainability program in part to offset bad publicity from court fights that had been waged over the past decade.

Ironically, some wineries have voluntarily put conservation practices into effect, and have discovered unexpected side benefits. They are producing better wines less expensively. Honig Wines installed sophisticated monitors to measure moisture in grape leaves. As a result they are using less water (and less energy to pump that water), and they are producing wines with greater intensity of flavors.  

Other sustainable suggestions have included traditional farming concerns such as leaf pruning to protect against insects and to maximize sunlight, and the need to increase the size of truck tires to reduce the risk of compacted soil and to improve the ability of the vineyard to sustain grasses and other vegetation critical to the ecosystem. 

The problem is not one that affects only Napa Valley. In 1995 the New Zealand wine producers formed a program through New Zealand Winegrowers to promote the environmentally healthy production of wine. At its most basic, the Sustainable Winegrowing Program has developed a best practice model of environmental practices in the vineyard. To date more than 60% of the wineries and grape growers in New Zealand have subscribed to the program. 

They have outlined a program with three specific goals; land must retain its ability to be used over time; the vineyard should be a healthy place in which to work; and finally, grape growing and wine production must remain a viable business opportunity. This would seem to be a credo by which all wines producers could survive. 


An ancient Native American saying goes, “The frog does not drink up the pond in which he lives”. It might be good to remember that.

