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Not all that long ago, killing troublesome insects and small vineyards pests was sport at most wineries. The thinking was simple: their presence was harmful to grapes and that meant they had to go. 

The problem with killing the bad bugs -- usually with chemicals -- meant killing all the good bugs, too, not to mention the bees, birds and smaller vineyard inhabitants that ate those same bugs. 

These days, however, many grape farmers are putting the chemicals aside and seeking less dangerous, more natural methods of controlling vineyard pests. The first steps are well underway globally and, in most vineyards I visit, farming using at least "sustainable," if not "organic," methods is under way, even if quantifying either term isn't. 

Certainly growers are coming around to the notion that sustainable wine practices are doable and highly appreciated by the public. Going organic is another step, but it's clearly more attainable when you are stepping up from the sustainable platform. 

Is sustainable synonymous with organic? Not everyone thinks so. Advocates for organic farming and sustainable agriculture used to be one and the same but the thinking has changed, due mainly to the success of organics and the increased willingness of consumers to pay more for them, particularly for produce. 

But while the produce industry may be capitalizing on the organic movement, organic grape growers are not. Many wineries can't be bothered to be certified and many more do not include on their labels the fact their wines contain organic grapes. 

The main reason is the nasty reputation of organic wines, dating back to the early 1990s. The wines were made sulphite-free to comply with strict organic standards and the results were funky, maderized, oxidative bottles that simply turned wine drinkers off. 

Then there's the money issue. Complying with new organic certification standards is complex, time-consuming and prohibitively expensive for most small vineyards and winemakers. It's estimated that initial organic conversion can increase overall production costs 5 to 10 per cent in the first three years. After that, most producers agree, organic growing costs become equal to or less than conventional growing costs, as money is no longer being spent on synthetic chemicals. 

Mostly led by the Europeans, there are vintners in the world who have long pursued organic grape growing and some have moved into biodynamic farming -- organic farming with a spiritual element. 

Biodynamics is based on a holistic approach to farming developed in the early 20th century by the late Austrian scientist-philosopher Rudolph Steiner. It embraces the idea that the world contains an energy force that is in tune with cosmic rhythms. 

I once asked New Zealand's leading biodynamic advocate, James Milton, how one could interest consumers in biodynamic wines, given its obvious spiritual component. 

"Think of life as a series of windows you can choose to open and explore or not," he said calmly. 

At a recent seminar I attended on biodynamics, a California grower keen to employ the process asked global guru Nicolas Joly to "give him the science so he could convince his partners and accountants to begin the biodynamic journey immediately." 

"We don't care if it has scientific validity," Joly shouted. "We care if it works." 

The power of the mind is something scientists have never been comfortable explaining and it remains a sticking point for a large number of vintners who dismiss bio-dynamic as little more than hooey. 

There's little doubt the discussion will expand over the coming decade but, for now, it remains a leap of faith for all but the totally committed. 

Perhaps Canadian vintner Stephen Cipes, the long-time proprietor of Summerhill Pyramid Winery in British Columbia's Okanagan Valley, has the answer to going green. His organic and pyramid-aged Enchanted Vines, "infused with prayers for peace and love," were served at a pre-Oscar party sponsored by Global Vision for Peace a couple of years ago and among the 500 or so in attendance were Drew Barrymore, Meryl Streep, Jessica Lange and Susan Sarandon. 

Hmm, stars drinking stars. In a society obsessed with global entertainers it may be the best strategy yet for going green. 

