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CRCV Viticare Trials in Coonawarra

Cover cropping with native ground covers – a new perspective on floor management from the Coonawarra
The reason for growing a cover crop has to be carefully assessed before proceeding.   Is the intention solely to provide soil cover and thereby prevent erosion during an adverse climatic event?  Or is it for weed control, to provide habitat for beneficial insect species, the utilisation of water to reduce vine vigour, or the provision of nitrogen from a sown legume which can be thrown onto the vine row as a nutrient rich mulch.  A range of cover crop species is available to accomplish each of the above tasks in most regions.

The Coonawarra region has plenty of rainfall, so perennial cover crops such as ryegrass and fescue are common.  They provide good soil cover, enhance soil structure, help manipulate soil moisture availability and are pretty robust.  However, they are not native to the area and the insect populations associated with them may not be the best that nature can provide.  Is it possible to grow cover crop species which instead are indigenous to the area, have similar agronomic attributes to the exotic grasses yet provide enhanced biodiversity and thereby ecological stability to the vineyard?

To answer this question, with the support of an enthusiastic group of local growers a Viticare Trial has been established in 3 vineyards of the Coonawarra (Rymill, Orlando Wyndham and Beringer Blass).  The trial will examine the growth characteristics, water use and weed competitiveness of 15 local grass and broadleaf species.  The species under review, along with their common names, are listed below.

	Genus
	Species
	Common name

	Danthonia
	setacea
	Wallaby grass

	Themeda
	triandra
	Kangaroo grass

	Microlaena
	stipoides
	Weeping grass, meadow rice grass

	Stipa
	spp.
	Spear grass

	Whalleya
	proluta
	Rigid panic, coolah grass

	Chloris
	spp
	Windmill grass

	Bothriochloa
	macra
	Redleg grass, bluegrass

	Lomandra
	spp.
	 

	 
	 
	Wildflower mix

	Kennedia
	prostratum
	Running postman

	Astroloma
	humifusum
	Native cranberry, Ground berry, Cranberry heath

	Kunzea
	pomifera
	Muntries

	Acrotriche
	serrulata
	Honey-pots, Ants Delight, Cushion Ground-berry

	Atriplex
	tomentosa
	Ruby saltbush

	Atriplex
	cinerea
	Grey saltbush

	Corria
	spp.
	Dwarf forms

	Myoporum
	parvifolium
	Creeping boobialla


Both the winter and summer active grasses have now been planted, and the broadleaved species are presently being propagated ready for an autumn 2005 planting.  

By venturing beyond the traditional cover crop species, this trial has already generated a considerable amount of interest. As such, it is hoped the information gained over the following season will provide a valuable insight into the potential value of this diverse range of ground covers as optional cover crops for the Coonawarra.  
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For more information about the CRC for Viticulture’s Viticare Trials, visit the website www.crcv.com.au/viticare

