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How should I manage my soil?
 

CHECKLIST OF QUESTIONS TO ANSWER:  
New VINEYARD
1. Are any site modifications needed?

To determine if ripping is required, answer the following questions:
What are the root zone requirements of the variety or varieties to be planted?
Are there any root growth restrictive zones or compacted layers? 
If yes, ripping should be considered.
If no, ripping likely is not needed.

2. How variable is the site?
If very uniform, ripping is not likely needed.
If there is a lot of variability in soil depth or presence of restrictive zones, rip the entire vineyard to improve    	   
uniformity.

3. Is land leveling needed? 
Minimize or avoid this practice. Grapes generally tolerate slopes and land leveling frequently exposes less 
desirable soil.

4. How do I determine if I need variable rate soil amendment applications?
An electromagnetic conductivity (EMC) survey is easily conducted on bare soil for a new vineyard.  Two types 
of EMC surveys are commercially available, either using VERIS or EM38 equipment. Surveys can show areas of  
variability in the field and can be used to decide where soil samples should be collected.
Collect soil samples for soil pH analysis. Other things to measure are electrical conductivity (EC) and nutrients.

5. What soil amendments (including plant nutrients) should I apply?
Apply lime and/or sulfur based on field soil testing using variable rate fertilizer application technology to improve   
uniformity of soil pH.
Prior to planting a new vineyard, phosphorus, potassium, zinc and plant-available sulfur (sulfate form) should be 	   
applied based on field soil testing.

6. What if this is an organic vineyard?
For organic grape production, a base level of organic matter should be added and incorporated before planting.
	

Existing Vineyard
1. How should I manage the soil of an existing vineyard?

Is irrigation water infiltration adequate or is there runoff?
If there is runoff, consider tillage or shallow ripping between rows, planting cover crops, or applying less water.
Regular tilling of the soil to reduce weed pressure is a common practice when producing organic grapes but it 
will increase the risk of deep soil compaction and can encourage erosion and mite problems.  Avoid tillage when 	  
possible; vary your method and depth of tillage to reduce compaction risk.

2. Is water quality changing your soil chemical properties?
Monitor soil pH and EC yearly, especially in vineyards with variability. In drip systems, monitor drip zones   	
periodically (every 4 - 5 years).
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3. Are nutrient amendments needed for canopy and fruit quality management?
•HOW TO ASSESS NUTRIENT NEEDS:

NITROGEN - Sample petioles for nitrate at bloom. (Note: values are very dependent on irrigation water 
timing; be consistent and sample at the same time each year.)
Sample leaf blades at veraison for total N.
OTHER NUTRIENTS – Sample leaf blades at veraison.
If leaf tissue is low in one or more nutrients, collect a soil sample to determine if the limitation is soil or 
plant driven.
VISUALLY OBSERVE THE CANOPY FOR VIGOR AND COLOR.
N can be low in tissue in a high vigor situation due to excess growth spreading the N across a large tissue 
mass.

•OTHER NUTRIENT CONSIDERATIONS:
Grapes are perennial crops and many nutrients are stored and located in the roots and wood. If a change 
in nutrient management is needed, make changes slowly over time and evaluate the effects through tissue 
monitoring.
When trying new products, especially non-conventional products, treat only part of the field and compare  
to the area where it was not used.

4. How do I manage nutrients in organic production?
Nutrient management in organic production is a long-term process. Since nutrients are largely supplied through the 
decomposition of organic materials, only a portion of the nutrients in the organic matter is released in a single year. 
Add new organic matter regularly over time to replenish the system.
Regular additions will eventually result in some ‘left over’ organic matter for the next season because only a portion 
is broken down into plant-available nutrients each year. 
Over time, the amount of additional organic matter needed will decrease.

5. How do I add nutrients to non-organic vineyards?
Plants cannot take up nutrients if there is not any soil moisture; add water as well as nutrients.
If N is needed, split into three to four applications, applying the majority of the N between bloom and veraison to 
supply the crop demand.

Placement: apply nutrients to the soil above the root zone and skip areas where roots are not growing. For 
example, in a drip irrigated vineyard, nutrients should be applied in a band under the drip line. Roots are rarely 
present in the middle of the mid-row area, even in a sprinkler irrigated vineyard.
Applying soluble nutrients through the drip system (fertigation) is a liquid banding technique commonly used.
Adding foliar nutrients: foliar application is particularly useful for micronutrient supplements if additions 
are needed. Foliar nutrients may be used in situations where soil conditions limit nutrient availability. Foliar 
application of N is not recommended.

6. How do I manage nutrients in concert with canopy and crop adjustments?
Significant cultural adjustments needed to manage canopy or crop, such as leaf thinning, indicate that future nutrient 
additions should be reduced.

Checklist: Building your soil management toolbox
Have I assessed my soil/site properties?
Have I developed a database for my soil and/or tissue analysis results?
Have I developed a yield, quality, and canopy management goals, by variety, for my vineyard?
If available, have I compiled a database of fertilizer (or other soil amendment) use history?
Have I discussed nutrient management strategies with my winemaker and other vineyard consultants?
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