
Can a winery really reduce waste to nothing?  
Aggressive efforts to do just that are paying off at Fetzer Vineyards, the first recipient of the California Green Medal 
Leadership Award. Josh Prigge, the Hopland winery’s sustainability manager, oversees this mission along with an “E3 Team” 
(Environment, social Equity, Economic feasibility) comprised of employees from all departments.

Fetzer set a “zero waste” goal in 1990, long before most companies were thinking 
about this. How did reducing solid waste become a priority?

Prigge: Sustainability has been embedded in the culture of this organization since its founding in 1968. 
Barney Fetzer was always looking for ways to reuse materials—out of necessity back then. Patrick Healy, one of our employees, 
was passionate about the environment and always tried to keep recyclables out of the landfill. After his passing, we created 
the annual Patrick Healy Award to recognize employees who come up with ideas that enhance our sustainability. Since 1990, 
we have doubled production and still reduced waste by over 97 percent. Last year we diverted 98.5 percent of our waste.

What practices have had the most impact on waste reduction?

The reason we have been so successful is because of employee-driven initiatives, like waste audits of each department. 
What containers are not in place? Where can we increase recycling? Two years ago, the Patrick Healy Award went to two 
employees who developed a plan to sell our lees (yeast residue). We diverted 620 tons of lees from our on-site waste-water 
treatment plant, and we brought in quite a bit of money.
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Down to Earth, our new monthly newsletter, 
celebrates the commitment by California vintners and 
growers to sustainable winegrowing and winemaking. 
Inspired by the photo book, Down to Earth: A Seasonal 
Tour of Sustainable Winegrowing in California, the Down 
to Earth newsletter will profile vintners and growers to 
share best practices and the latest news in California 
sustainable winegrowing.

Compost happens: Fetzer sustainability manager Josh Prigge.
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What would surprise an industry colleague about 
your waste management practices? 

In 2014, our savings were over $700,000—savings on 
landfill fees plus revenue from recyclables. Increasing 
your diversion rate by even a small amount can lead to big 
savings. From 2013 to 2014, our diversion rate went up less 
than 1 percent, but our savings increased by $300,000.

Any advice for colleagues who want to do better 
in this area?

An important first step is to have a tracking system in place. 
You can’t manage what you don’t measure. We’ve devel-
oped a waste metrics spreadsheet so we can track waste 
and identify areas for improvement. Then you can set 
reduction goals and monitor progress. Get your employees 
involved. Try to develop a culture of waste reduction.

What is your E3 team working on currently? 

We’re opening our first employee garden, right next to the 
administration building. The team has also developed an 
internal sustainability newsletter to describe what’s hap-
pening at Fetzer in regards to sustainability and to spotlight 
employees. People want to work for a company that has a 
higher purpose than maximizing profits. They’re easier to 
recruit, stick around longer and are more engaged.

Energy boost: Solar panels soak up the rays at Fetzer Vineyards.

“People might be surprised at  
the value of some of the things 
they’re throwing away.”

Resources & Publications

Sustainable Winegrowing Program:  
Learn more or begin a vineyard or winery self- 
assessment. Visit www.sustainablewinegrowing.
org/sustainable_winegrowing_program.php

Workshops:  
Find an upcoming sustainable winegrowing 
workshop or webinar. Visit www.sustainablewine-
growing.org/workshopcalendar.php

Sustainable Winegrowing Ambassadors 
Course: Wine Institute launches a new wine-
growing course for wine trade professionals and 
consumers. Visit www. ambassador.discovercali-
forniawines.com
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You’re at 98.5 percent diversion. Where will future 
improvements come from? 

We think our five-year goal of a 99.9 percent diversion rate 
is doable by monitoring the waste metrics within each 
department. If there’s 1.4 percent out there, we’ll find it. P


