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Consumers are increasingly con-
scious of what they ingest, insisting 
on knowing exactly where, how and 
by whom their food products are 
made. This attitude certainly applies 

to wine, and while environmentally sound practices 
in the vineyard have been around for millennia, 
wine enthusiasts now view natural production as 
an asset, not a compromise.

Various terms are used to represent envi-
ronmentally conscientious winemaking, which can 
be confusing for laypersons. “Organic” wines have 
earned of!cial certi!cation that indicates produc-
tion without the use of pesticides or herbicides, 
while strictly controlling additives. “Biodynamic” 
refers to the implementation of agricultural prin-
ciples that usually encompass organic agriculture, 
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A CURRENT TREND IN WINEMAKING, ONE THAT ACTUALLY 
BORROWS FROM CENTURIES PAST, EMBRACES NATURAL 
ARTISANAL PRACTICES.
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but present a more holistic approach to the vine-
yard ecosystem. The terms “natural” and “sustain-
able” have no technical or legal implications and 
are essentially marketing terms that imply progres-
sive agricultural practices. 

The California Sustainable Winegrowing Alli-
ance promotes sustainability from grapes to glass. 
Allison Jordan, the nonpro!t organization’s execu-
tive director, notes that in terms of overall produc-
tion, organic and"biodynamic wines may still be 
viewed as a niche market, but they are essential 
to the industry’s forward-looking commitment to 
environmentally responsible production.

According to a recent trade survey cited 
by Jordan, nearly three-quarters of respondents 
feel that demand for sustainably produced prod-
ucts has increased over the past !ve to 10 years
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and!even more think it will increase in the coming 
years. “Some practices — such as planting cover 
crops that attract beneficial insects that prey on 
pests, or using grazing animals to weed and fertilize 
— are examples of ‘old meets new,’” says Jordan. 
Maintaining, however, that innovative technologies 
applied to water and energy conservation are equally 
important, she states, “Both old and new practices 
can be sustainable, and it’s really about thinking 
holistically, using science, training people and future-
proofing the industry.”

For many years, serious oenophiles praised 
sustainable wines, but their consumer behavior 
was not always consistent with that admiration. At 
Cassia, a trendy Southeast Asian-French bistro in 
Santa Monica, California, sommelier/general man-
ager Marianna Caldwell has assembled a wine list 
dominated by organic or biodynamic wines, insisting 
her approach does not compromise taste.

“These days, people have a greater con-
sciousness of farming and how winemaking affects 
the earth and contributes to climate change,” says 
Caldwell. As a result, about 90 percent of her eclectic 
list — nearly a dozen nations are represented on 
the compelling 150-selection roster — is produced 
adhering to organic practices or in accordance with 
biodynamic farming principles. Caldwell concedes 
that the terminology can be intimidating to consum-
ers, so part of her role is to unpack it all while finding 
wines her guests will love.

“I prefer the term ‘low intervention’ because 
there’s always some human intervention — bottles, 
after all, aren’t grown in vineyards — and a modest 
degree is okay,” submits Caldwell. She is not un-
reasonably strict about the term “organic” because 
certification can be prohibitively expensive for some 
independent family wineries that already comply with 
organic principles. Eco-conscious wine consumers 
no longer need to compromise on quality or diver-
sity, asserts Caldwell, who explains, “Organically 
produced [certified or not] wines taste better, have 
more intensity, greater complexity and really speak 
to the place they come from.”

Shafer Vineyards is renowned for Cabernet

“These days, people have 
a greater consciousness 
of farming and how 
winemaking affects the earth 
and contributes to climate 
change,” says Caldwell.

Marianna Caldwell
— Cassia
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