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Purpose-built tools 

Creative problem solving and 
a willingness to experiment are 
indispensable to a successful 
vineyard. As Simone Madden-
Grey writes, several sites across 
New Zealand have put those 
skills into practice by way of 
innovative purpose-built tools.

Amisfield cleaver.
Photo: Simone Madden-Grey

Growers think outside the box to 
create and apply built-for-purpose 

vineyard tools
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Irrigation

At the 2021 OWNZ Marlborough 
Symposium, Pete Chapman, 
Terrace Wines, North 

Canterbury described creating and 
trialling a new irrigation system. When 
planting new Albariño vines, Chapman 
replaced stakes with 25mm, medium 
density plastic pipes. A hole was drilled 
in the side of each pipe and a 4mm tube 
was fed through it to direct water down 
the inside of the pipe, to encourage root 
growth downwards rather than along 
the drip line. Using the standard drip 
irrigation setup, a dripper was positioned 
between vines and fitted with a right-
angle adaptor in order to run the 4mm 
tubing from the dripper to the hole in 
the pipe-stake. This setup also facilitates 
deeper fertigation and direct application 
of additional nutrients. Trial results 
were successful enough for new Fiano 
plantings to be established with the same 
system.   

Although it is expected the system will 
last for years, if replacement or relocation 
was required, Chapman sees this as a 
straight forward operation compared 
with having to dig up or maintain 
subsurface irrigation. Less water has 
been required to establish young vines 
and Chapman predicts this will continue 
as the vines mature. Older vines using 
traditional drip irrigation run three 
1.1L/hr drippers, three times a week 

depending on the season. The new 
plantings start with one 1.1L/hr dripper 
and are expected to increase to two 
drippers as the vines mature. 

Soil health
Experimentation is the hallmark of many 
a problem solved at Amisfield, Central 
Otago. The ability to conceptualise 
implementation of soil health 
management in an inventive way has 
been realised through several interesting 
tools. Vineyard Manager, André Lategan, 

was an early adopter of underground 
irrigation and wanted to investigate 
moving the water source from undervine 
to midrow to reduce undervine weed 
pressure and encourage vine roots to 
utilise a larger area beyond the drip line. 
After successfully testing dropping an 
irrigation line midrow, 10–20cm deep, 
Lategan expanded the trial to a 5ha block 
in 2019. One hectare can be laid down in 
a couple of days, so the plan is to convert 
10–20ha of the 92ha vineyard to midrow 
irrigation each year.

Because the 
irrigation line is not 
particularly deep it 
is easy to pull up and 
move as necessary, 
allowing the line to 
be moved gradually 
from undervine to 
midrow, which is 
important when 
working with younger 
vines or diverting 
root systems to the 
midrow.

Amisfield irrigation line furrow. 
Photo: Simone Madden-Grey
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grapegrowing

To actualise the system Lategan and 
Farm Engineer, Bert Sim designed an 
implement in the onsite workshop. The 
cleaver is a concrete filled 200L barrel 
drum, positioned horizontally with a 
disc around the middle that creates 
a 10–20cm furrow in the soil as it is 
towed behind a tractor. Because the 
irrigation line is not particularly deep it 
is easy to pull up and move as necessary, 
allowing the line to be moved gradually 
from undervine to midrow, which is 
important when working with younger 
vines or diverting root systems to the 
midrow. Lategan acknowledges there 
may be a “sulk year” when the vines do 
not perform to capacity however, in his 
experience it does not continue beyond a 
single season. With the drip line moved 
to the midrow, weed management is 
mainly mowing, the soil is not tilled there 
and undervine weeds are significantly 
reduced.

Lategan and Sim also modified the cleaver 
design to create a side cleaver for seeding, 
with small spikes added to the drum and 
positioned on either side of the drip line 
to avoid puncture. The team would walk 
along the drip line sowing various cover 
crop cultivars as needed. While useful 
for establishing cover crops, the side 
cleaver has now been replaced by a seed 
drill. Additionally, an old mower was 
adapted to have shorter blades in order 
to have a living green strip during the 

summer for biodiversity, while allowing 
air flow and easy movement through the 
vineyard.

To track soil health progress, Lategan 
put a large glass box down into the 
earth. This created a worm’s view of 
what was happening with the soil and 
Lategan points to a photograph of a 
nodule on the roots of a red clover 
plant. It has a red tinge to it and is, he 
says, leghaemoglobin, which is an iron 
oxide seal in the nodule wall, creating 
an anaerobic environment for bacterial 
activity. It is a tell-tale sign of healthy soil 
bacteria. Lategan enjoys the challenge of 
solving viticultural issues and next up, 
he says, is farming without nets.

Sprayer setup
From below the soil to above the soil. 
Cliff Wickman, at Carrick, Central 
Otago sees sprayer technology as critical 
to organic viticulture and is maximising 
coverage by using a reconfigured sprayer. 
“When you put a 600L 3-point linkage 
sprayer on the back of the tractor, it’s an 
800kg combination adding weight to the 
rear axle,” says Wickman, “and a lot of 
compaction through the rear tyres.” At 
Carrick they distribute the weight more 
evenly by carrying a 1000L tank on a  
trailed extra axle. Although not unique 
to the property Wickman sees benefit in 
this setup because it allows the team to 
cover 2ha with 500L/ha, minimising the 
number of refuelling trips and reducing 
soil compaction.

Plastic posts
Showcasing a new vineyard 
infrastructure tool, Marlborough Grape 
Growers Collective (MGGC) have setup 
six rows of the Tandem trial block at The 
Innovation Vineyard Project with 100cm 
and 125cm Future Post plastic posts. 
Future Post Founder, Jerome Wenzlick, 
took the idea of using recycled plastic 
to replace wooden fence posts from 
conception to commercial production in 
less than a year. And viticulture clients 
include Yealands and Villa Maria in 
Marlborough and, more recently, the 
MGGC trial. After seeing the trial results, 
MGGC Director, Ben McLauchlan, 
planted a new block using the posts, 
which he says, are cost effective, durable 
and flexible.

McLauchlan uses machine harvesters 
and loses approximately 2 per cent of 
wooden posts each year to breakage. He 
estimates that replacing and reclipping 
damaged posts, requires two employees 
with a tractor for 6 – 8 weeks at a cost 
of $50 per post. The flexibility of the 
plastic posts means breakage is highly 
unlikely, returning labour and associated 
costs to the business. The posts come 
with a 50-year guarantee and in the rare 
instance one breaks, it can be replaced 
without waste because the damaged post 
can be reprocessed.

Echoing the approach of many growers, 
McLaughlan says, “I see myself 
as caretaker of the land for future 
generations, so if we are not doing the 
right thing now, our land is not going to 
be there in the same or better state.” 

Terrace Edge Wines irrigation setup. Photo: Pete Chapman

Red clover root nodule. Photo: Andre Lategan

Gordon and Xena. Photo: Churton
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The cleanest and greenest posts on the market.  
Simply CREOSOTE done better.

New Improved CREOSOTE Posts

Every hectare of vineyards using 
Roundwood Solutions treated posts 

sequesters 2.81 tonnes of CO2

ROUNDWOOD Solutions
Australia’s largest supplier of wooden post & poles have released Tanapost,  

the future of commercially grown radiata pine posts and poles.

Roundwood Solutions is certified carbon neutral 
by climate active for its treated timber products

Finalist  2020 SA  Climate Leaders Awards

The benefits of diverting plastic from landfill are particularly 
pertinent given the reduction in offshore processing facilities 
available to New Zealand. The Future Post process uses soft and 
hard plastics and includes a programme to recycle polypropylene 
face masks, in addition to kerbside and commercial processing. 
Ten tonnes of recycled plastic are processed every day and 
capacity at the Auckland plant is about to double. A new plant 
is scheduled to open in Blenheim in 2022 and this will again 
double processing capacity. Discussions are also underway to 
licence the technology internationally and it is hoped details 
for an Australian site will be finalised shortly. The addition of 

new plants will reduce transport costs, making the posts more 
cost competitive.

Horse and plough
At Churton, Sam Weaver has just come in from a morning 
with Gordon and Xena, and while training is progressing well, 
he acknowledges there is still a way to go. He is speaking about 
the two Clydesdale horses recently added to the biodynamic 
property in Marlborough. 

For this project Weaver and horsewoman, Emma Rossignol 
sourced an old plough handle from the Brayshaw Museum and 
had a ploughshare crafted by a friend. Traditional ploughshares 
are oriented to work in a clockwise manner, which is 
incompatible with use for undervine cultivation so Weaver had 
the share designed with an anti-clockwise orientation, suitable 
for a right-handed person to use for undervine cultivation.

After a successful trial towing the plough behind a Kubota 
tractor, Gordon, a full-blooded Clydesdale and Xena, a 
Clydesdale-Percheron cross, were acquired. A comparative 
block has been established in preparation for an independent 
3-year research project in a bid to quantify the benefits of 
working with horses. The plan, which Weaver hopes to be in 
place by next winter, is to cultivate the entire 22ha estate using 
a morning horse and an evening horse.

Preparative work has begun by removing excess undervine 
perennial plants and soil that have built up over the years and 
ploughing speed is predicted to increase once this is complete. 
While Churton is not the first vineyard in New Zealand to use 
Clydesdales, they are the first to use them for ploughing and 
groundwork. Tractor passes are expected to reduce by 50%, 
resulting in fewer carbon emissions, less soil compaction and 
lower water usage, as well as reduced stress levels for both 
humans and vines. When the horses are fully trained the strain 
on the operator will be less than a tractor, sWeaver says, “You 
won’t have the noise of the tractor and horses are relatively easy 
to work with”, adding, “and horses make you smile, don’t they?”. 

Further information
1. Organic Winegrowers New Zealand (OWNZ) –  
www.organicwinenz.com

2. Future Post – www.futurepost.co.nz

Gordon and Xena. Photo: Churton


