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Compost for vineyards 
– a case study from Paxton Vineyards, McLaren Vale, SA

Paxton Vineyards

Paxton Vineyards manage approximately 265ha of wine grapes across 11 sites 
in the McLaren Vale region of South Australia. Paxton Vineyards grow a range 
of red and white varieties but particularly focus on expressing the characters 
and quality of wine produced from their Shiraz grapes. Soil types are variable 
and include alluvial, sand on clay and loam on clay.

Who 
Daniel Lavrencic, Paxton Vineyards 
Pty Ltd

Where 
McLaren Vale, South Australia

What 
Wine grapes grown over 
11 sites in the region

Aim 
To improve soil health

Outcomes 
•	 improvements	in	soil	structure,	 
 colour and health

•	 synthetic	fertilisers	replaced

•		biodynamic	certification
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Ecological sustainability

Ecological sustainability is the 
cornerstone of management 
practices at Paxton Vineyards 
and their philosophy is to 
combine traditional management 
methods with modern technology 

whilst minimising inputs. They 
take an integrated view of 
their farm, seeing it as a whole 
organism rather than a series 
of individual issues. Paxton 
Vineyards grow varieties in 

different microclimates and soil 
types and believe it takes time to 
learn the intricacies of individual 
vineyards. This is reflected in 
their long term commitments to 
staff and management practices. 



Biodynamic management 
at Paxton Vineyards 

The basis of biodynamics is to 
improve soil health, structure 
and nutrient cycling by 
developing and maintaining 
a diverse population of soil 
microbes through the use 
of specific preparations. 

The management team at 
Paxton Vineyards aims to 
replicate a natural ecosystem as 
closely as possible, minimising 
inputs, embracing diversity and 
fostering the natural balance 
of organisms to help control 
pests and diseases. 

This approach also extends 
to their propagating systems. 
New vineyards are propagated 
from their old vineyards instead 
of clonal material. This helps 
to ensure a continuation 
of the subtle differences in 
vines, a move away from the 
monocultures of modern 
agriculture and towards a 
natural system that has the 
diversity needed to better 
cope with stressors.  

Why compost?

Compost was chosen to improve 
soil health and structure in the 
vineyards as well as provide 
favourable conditions for soil 
microbes. Soil microbes help make 
nutrients in the soil available to 
plants. Paxton Vineyards wanted 
to remove the need for synthetic 
fertiliser completely. 

Compost is now used on all 
vineyards (265ha) owned or 
managed by Paxton Vineyards 
in McLaren Vale. In 2005, Paxton 
Vineyards began trialling 
biodynamic management 

methods on a block of vines that 
had been managed conventionally 
for 40 years - 80 ha of their 
vineyards are now managed 
with full biodynamic principles.  

Flow on effects of good soil health 
include:

•	 better	soil	structure
•	 increased	water	holding	capacity
•	 lower	irrigation	inputs
•	 increased	earthworm	activity 
 which improves aeration in the 
 soil and makes it easier for plant 
 roots to explore.

Calculating and planning for the nutritional benefits of compost

With so many factors influencing the uptake 
of nutrients from compost, the importance 
of nutrient monitoring cannot be emphasised 
enough!

Whilst more research is needed to determine 
how nutrient uptake from compost is influenced 
by climate, soil type and so on - there are some 
great tools available to help you budget your 
nutrient allocation.

The Recycled Organics Unit has developed nutrient 
calculators for both composted soil conditioner 
and composted mulch use to help you calculate 
the nutrient contribution of compost products. 
These can be found at www.recycledorganics.
com/product/agriculture/mulchnutcalc/
mulchnutrcalc.htm.

Take advantage of this tool, and plan to get the 
most out of your compost.

“We looked at soil organic carbon, organic matter, 
salinity... everything is better balanced since 
we started using compost.” Daniel Lavrencic, Paxton Vineyards



“It is safe, healthy and moves 
towards completing the cycle 
of putting back what came 
from the earth.”
Daniel Lavrencic, Paxton Vineyards

The compost product

Paxton Vineyards have worked closely with their 
compost supplier to custom blend a product that 
suits the needs of their vines, soil and management 
philosophy. They start with certified organic 
compost, add commercially available biodynamic 
preparations and compost for a further two weeks 
prior to application.

The cost of the compost, including biodynamic 
preparations is $350/ha. Paxton Vineyards 
currently use a commercially available biodynamic 
formulation. Compost is broadcast over vineyards 
in autumn at a rate of 8m3/ha by a contract spreader 
who charges $50/ha.

“We looked at soil organic carbon, organic matter, 
salinity... everything is better balanced since 
we started using compost.” Daniel Lavrencic, Paxton Vineyards

Choosing and customising 
your compost

Choosing the right compost for your 
vineyard will depend on your specific 
needs. A variety of compost types can 
be used to achieve different aims in your 
vineyard. Compost can be used as mulch or 
incorporated into the soil.

Compost can be tailored for water saving, 
remediation of saline soils and can get 
young vines off to a great start and assist in 
vineyard renovation. Additives such as lime 
and gypsum are often easily incorporated 
into your compost.

Ask your compost processor to provide a 
recent analysis of their products indicating 
how it meets the Australia standard and 
how it might meet your specific needs. 
It is a good idea to tour the compost 
processing site with the operator, to make 
sure you are satisfied with the quality of 
products they use and the standards of 
processing. This will also help you build 
a relationship with the compost processor, 
which will come in handy if you would like 
your compost customised.
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For more information on the program contact: 

Where to from here?

Paxton Vineyards are tailoring 
their custom compost product 
further by developing their 
own biodynamic preparations.

These will be first used in 
autumn 2012. Improving soil 
health and structure means that 
a lower rate of compost can be 
used in the future to maintain the 
balance and health of their soils. 

The bottom line...

Paxton Vineyards saw improvements in soil health and structure within 
1–2 years of first using compost.

The soil colour changed, soil structure was visibly improved and soil tests 
before and after compost application showed improvements in soil organic 
carbon and organic matter levels.

All indications are that the soil is now better balanced than before compost 
was used. Synthetic fertilisers are no longer used on the vineyards. 

Compost use contributed to Paxton Vineyards being awarded biodynamic 
certification from the National Association for Sustainable Agriculture 
Australia (NASAA). Their wines will now carry the Biodynamic label, making 
it easier for consumers to make choices based on the sustainable values of 
the producer. 

“We decided to 
apply compost and 
remove any synthetic 
fertilisers to improve 
soil health.”
Daniel Lavrencic, Paxton Vineyards




