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Down to Earth, a 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 
newsletter profiles vintners and growers to share best  
practices and the latest news in sustainable winegrowing.

Water miser: Bien Nacido vineyard manager Chris Hammell.

(continued on back)

Grapes from California’s Bien Nacido Vineyards yield some of the 
state’s most sought-after wines. And today these celebrated vines do their job with less water than ever.

Chris Hammell, vineyard manager for the property, oversees 700 acres of grapes for more than 40 clients. He is in his 
fifteenth season with this pioneering Santa Maria Valley vineyard, which holds both SIP (Sustainability in Practice) and 
CCSW (Certified California Sustainable Winegrowing) certification. Over the years, Hammell has implemented several 
changes that have slashed water use.

How would you describe the characteristics of your site?
It’s a cool-climate coastal vineyard with relatively light soils: sand or sandy loam. We’re in an east-west valley, 18 miles off 
the coast with no hills or mountains that separate us, so we’re heavily influenced by the ocean. And it’s dry. Last winter we 
had eight inches of rainfall; the season before that, four inches.

What changes have had the biggest impact on your water use?
We use wells here, our own groundwater, and we pump into reservoirs. When I started here, the reservoirs weren’t lined  
and we lost water through percolation. Lining the reservoirs has helped tremendously.

We try to irrigate at night so we lose less to evaporation. We’re probably saving two to three percent. But there’s always 
a downside. If you irrigate at night, somone has to work at night. And it’s harder to see problems in your irrigation system.



In some sandy blocks, we’re irrigating more often but 
for less time, so the water doesn’t go past the root zone. 
We’re saving eight to ten percent by doing that.

And in spring, to reduce competition with weeds and 
cover crop, we are disking between the vine rows now. 
Traditionally, we just mowed the middle. We think we can 
save up to 20 percent more water by doing that.

We’re also moving toward more drought-tolerant 
rootstocks. A decade ago, we were planting low-vigor 
rootstocks that required higher inputs of water. But we’ve 
switched our thinking. Now we’re planting 1103 and 110R— 
rootstocks that are stronger naturally. They used to be 
thought of as compromising quality, but we don’t believe 
that’s the case, not in a sandy vineyard that gets so little 
rainfall. That’s a big one for us.

Wise water use keeps grape quality high at Bien Nacido.

“We’re irrigating more often but for 
less time, so the water doesn’t go 
past the root zone.”

Resources & Publications
Videos: Find a short informational video on a 
number of sustainability practices to help jumpstart 
your next veinyard or winery sustainability project.  
www.discovercaliforniawines.com/media-trade/videos

California Code of Sustainable  
Winegrowing Workbook: Download individual 
chapters or the entire workbook to learn more 
about sustainability in your vineyard or winery. 
www.sustainablewinegrowing.org/swpworkbook.php

Discover our award-winning photography book, 
Down to Earth, 2015 silver medal winner of the 
regional Independent Publishers Award.   
www.discovercaliforniawines.com/downtoearth
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Are there bottom-line implications 
of reduced water use? 
There’s a direct correlation. We’re saving in the neighbor-
hood of 10 to 12 percent on energy use.

How does your water use today  
compare to a decade ago?
It depends on the rainfall. But all things being equal, we’re 
probably using 15 percent less water, and we’re probably  
50 percent more efficient than a generation ago. We want to 
achieve the same high level of quality—and quantity—while 
being as efficient as possible with water. P


