
Why compost? 

The Hunter Valley experienced drought conditions from 1997–2008 
and the soil in the vineyard was always hard and dry at the end of each 
summer. As a dry grown vineyard, irrigation at Mistletoe Wines is only 
used when needed to maintain vines and not to increase yield. Mistletoe 
Wines were looking to to conserve valuable soil moisture from rainfall 
as well as increase levels of soil organic matter to improve soil health. 
After seeing how effective mulch had been in helping to establish 
their home garden, they realised it could have wider applications and 
began to experiment with compost mulch in the vineyard.

Who 
Ken Sloan, 
Mistletoe Wines

Where 
Pokolbin, Hunter Valley, 
New South Wales

What 
Wine grapes

Aims 
•	 conserve soil moisture
•	 improve soil health

Outcomes 
•	 yield increased 30%
•	 increased moisture retention
•	 decreased use of herbicides
•	 increased soil friability
•	 increased soil microbial activity
•	 fruit ripens earlier 
•	 improved vine health
•	 improved wine quality

Mistletoe Wines
Ken Sloan’s fascination with wine started when he was just 8 years old and in 1990 
he established Mistletoe Wines with his wife Gwen. Mistletoe Wines recently retained 
the 5 Red Star rating in James Halliday’s Australian Wine Companion, the highest 
accolade given in the book. This puts them in the top 5% of wineries in Australia. 

The 5.5 hectares of vines at Mistletoe Wines were established as a dry grown 
vineyard and are on heavy clay soils. The main varieties are Semillon, Chardonnay, 
Shiraz and White Muscat. Their award winning wines are produced from grapes 
grown in an environment that is as natural as possible and where the focus is always 
on quality over yield. 
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“With compost mulch 
our fruit ripens earlier 
than our neighbours, 
that means we can get 
it off the vines before 
those late rains we often 
get during vintage.”
Ken Sloan, Vigneron, Mistletoe Wines

Compost for vineyards
– a case study from Mistletoe Wines, Hunter Valley, NSW



Compost application 
Initially, Ken trialled compost mulch in only one part of the vineyard, leaving the rest 
unmulched for comparison. They applied 30 tonnes per hectare of coarse mulch 
from a commercial composter. The mulch, made from green organics, is composted 
for a minimum of six months and has a particle size of 15–40mm. It is manufactured 
specifically for use in vineyards. At Mistletoe Wines the mulch is spread under the 
vine row by a contract spreader after pruning and before budburst. This equates 
to a minimum depth of approximately 100mm. The cost of the product, including 
spreading, is approximately $2,400/hectare. 

Mistletoe Wines also grow cover crops like oats, mustards and fescue over winter. 
These crops are slashed and thrown under the vine row to further improve soil 
organic matter levels. They do not use any synthetic fertilisers and composted 
chicken manure is the main source of fertiliser. 
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The bottom line...

Ken saw the benefits of applying 
compost mulch within the first 
season and improvements 
in vine and soil health have 
continued since then. While Ken 
and the team are focused on 
grape quality over quantity, they 
have seen a 30% increase in yield 
since using compost mulch. 
Most importantly, improvements 
in vine and soil health have 
translated into high quality 
wines in the past two vintages. 

Where to from here?
Mistletoe Wines have applied compost 
mulch every year for the past four 
years. Now that the mulch layer is 
established, they are hoping to reduce 
the frequency of mulch application to 
once every 2–3 years. They conduct 
visual assessments of the mulch layer in 
their vineyards each year to determine 
if another application is needed. 

Although it is a substantial outlay, 
Ken has no doubt they are getting 
their money’s worth from applying 
mulch. He understands it is an 
important long term investment in 
soil and vine health that will help 
Mistletoe Wines produce award 
winning wines for many years to come.

The result 
Ken saw improvements in vine 
health and fruit quality within 
the first season where mulch 
had been applied.

By veraison, there was a 
marked difference in the health 
of mulched and unmulched 
vines. The mulch added 
organic matter to the soil 
which increased the porosity 
and friability of the soil. 
The soil dried out less because 
the mulch layer reduced 
evaporation of water from the 
soil profile. Microbial activity 
and earthworm numbers have 
increased and weed growth has 
been significantly reduced. This 
means that Mistletoe Wines 
now use much less herbicide.

Since using compost mulch, 
Ken has found that their fruit 
ripens earlier compared to their 
neighbour’s fruit. Late rains 
are common during vintage 
in the Hunter Valley and 
earlier ripening can mean that 
Mistletoe Wines get fruit off the 
vines before rain hits.

“We started out 
applying mulch to only 
one part of the vineyard. 
Improvements in vine 
health were so great 
that by veraison it was 
like chalk and cheese.” 
Ken Sloan, Vigneron, Mistletoe Wines

“Within two years of using 
compost mulch there were 
visual improvements in 
soil health.”
Ken Sloan, Vigneron, Mistletoe Wines


