
Compost for vineyards 
– a case study from Wild Fox Wines, Gawler River, SA

 
 

Wild Fox Wines
Located along the Gawler River, 
west of the Barossa, Wild Fox Wines 
is one of South Australia’s oldest 
certified organic vineyards. 
Wild Fox Wines need to adhere 
to strict criteria in the vineyard, 
the winery and the bottling premises 
to maintain their certification. 
The management team understands 
that healthy, nutrient rich soils are 
the foundation of their production, 
and innovative and chemical-free 
strategies are employed to produce 
grapes in harmony with the 
environment. At Wild Fox Wines, 
grapes are grown in a carefully 
managed environment that is as 
natural as possible, with the focus 
on flavour over yield.

“...getting the soil 
right is the most 
important part 
of growing.”
Terry Markou, Wild Fox Wines

Who 
Terry Markou, Managing Director, 
Wild Fox Wines

Where 
Gawler River Road, Gawler River, 
South Australia

What 
Wine grapes 

Aim 
Build organic matter and improve 
water holding capacity

Outcomes 
•	 healthier	vines 
•	 10%	increase	in	grape	quality 
•	 better	moisture	retention	in	soil 
•	 applied	less	synthetic	fertiliser

“Better soil conditions produce 
healthier vines which reduces the need 
for sprays and liquid fertilisers.”
Terry Markou, Wild Fox Wines
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Why compost?

The vines at Wild Fox Wines 
are irrigated from a bore that  
is highly saline. Terry Markou,  
Managing Director at Wild Fox  
Wines, says they chose compost  
to help build organic matter and  
organic carbon in their soils and  
improve soil moisture retention.  
Where saline irrigation water is  

a problem, compost mulch can  
be used to conserve soil moisture, 
reduce the need for irrigation 
and so reduce the amount of  
salt going into soil. It can also 
improve the structure of soil and 
increase water infiltration so that 
salts are flushed deeper into the 
profile. 

“It’s important to get 
the application rate 
and timing correct 
to get the full benefit 
of compost.”
Terry Markou, Wild Fox Wines
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The compost product
Wild Fox use composted quail manure 
and rapid raiser in bulk form. The quail 
manure is composted by the quail 
breeder and also on the property at Wild 
Fox. Terry says they’ve used different 
types of products to help moisture 
retention in the soil including bringing in 
soil from a supplier in the Adelaide hills. 

The rate of application is determined 
by soil test results, but the compost is 
generally incorporated at an average 
rate of one tonne per acre. The compost 
is applied every 2–3 years in April/May 
and it costs approximately $285/ha 
to apply compost to the 17.5 ha of 
vineyards. Terry says it’s important to get 
the application rate and timing correct 
to get the full benefit of compost. 

The bottom line...
It’s taken 2–3 years to see the 
benefits of compost use. Overall, 
the vines in Wild Fox’s vineyards 
are healthier and require fewer 
inputs of liquid fertilisers. The 
condition of their vines is highly 
dependent on rainfall and this 
had led to some variability in the 
effects of compost. At Wild Fox 
they focus more on quality than 
on yield. Terry says it’s difficult 
to place a figure on the value 
of compost to his vineyard but 
he estimates a 10% increase 
in the quality of their grapes. 
Most importantly, the winemaker 
is happy with the quality of 
both the fruit and the wine. 

Where to from here 
Although they’ve seen a 
definite increase in vine health, 
Terry says that there is still 
room for improvement in 
the water holding capacity 
of their soils. Wild Fox Wines 
will continue to keep trying 
different types of compost 
and application rates to see if 
they can keep improving water 
retention in their soils. 

Saline irrigation water 

If the water holding capacity of your soil is low and your irrigation 
water is saline it creates a problem. Putting salt onto the soil every 
time you irrigate increases salinity, particularly if you need to irrigate 
more often because the soil is not holding water. In this situation 
you need to make sure your irrigation is as efficient as possible to 
minimise the number of irrigations. Compost soil conditioner can 
be used to add organic matter to the soil. Organic matter helps to 
improve the structure of the soil by increasing microbial activity and 
the number of pores or spaces in the soil - this helps the soil retain 
more moisture. With the soil retaining more moisture, then there is 
less need for irrigation and less salt is put into the soil. 

“I’d estimate a 10% increase in grape quality 
after compost.” Terry Markou, Wild Fox Wines

“The wine maker 
is happy with the 
quality of the fruit 
and wine.” 
Terry Markou, Wild Fox Wines


