Snows Lake Vineyard and the Environment
It is impossible to fully appreciate Snows Lake Vineyard without a complete understanding of the larger context in which it exists. That context includes the Coast Range of California, and more specifically, the Mayacamas Mountains in Lake County; as well as the geologic, meteorological, ecological, historical, and community environments of which the vineyard is a part.

Over the past ten years we have learned a great deal about all of these environments, and in each case we are working hard to manage the vineyard in a way that creates the conditions for long-term sustainability of the entire project, including both the vineyard itself and its surrounding environment. This is our mission.

This is a remarkable property in an even more remarkable location. While only fifteen miles from Napa County, we are in a world apart. These rolling hills exist in an island of time and space, surrounded and isolated by the rugged mountains of the Mayacamas.

Of the total property of 2,300 acres, approximately one-third (808 acres) is planted to grapes. Except for a small section that is projected for future vineyard location, much of the rest of the property is managed as undeveloped habitat. We actively support this habitat, both because we understand how important it is for the rest of our area, and also because we deeply appreciate the benefits such habitat brings to the vineyard itself. We are stewards of this land, and actively pursue a philosophy of long-term sustainability, both in terms of the environment and the community, in everything that we do.

Wildlife
Wildlife is bountiful at Snows Lake Vineyard, and the list of mammals we have seen on the property includes almost every animal of the Mayacamas: mountain lions, bear, wild boar, black-tailed deer, raccoons, opossums, rabbits, squirrels, bobcats, coyotes, chipmunks, red foxes, skunks, and bats. Rattlesnakes, king snakes and garden snakes are our friends, as they play a role in controlling our population of gophers and other rodents. Birds are particularly at home at Snows Lake Vineyard. We see herons, red-tail hawks, owls, egrets, wild turkeys, osprey, red-headed woodpeckers, palliated woodpeckers, golden eagles, bald eagles, sparrows, starlings, ducks, crows, and many more. Nothing speaks more clearly to the wildness of this place. 

At the heart of Snows Lake is the 240-acre Wildlife Corridor—a permanent, open space conservation easement—that allows wildlife to safely cross our vineyard property along streambeds and well-foliated channels. This Wildlife Corridor includes the waters of Snows Lake itself, and is carefully protected in everything that we do. 

Snows Lake is also on the Pacific Flyway, the annual migration path for millions of birds. Snows Lake attracts clouds of birds at certain times of the year, and we are happy to welcome the Audubon Society as they conduct their annual monitoring counts and observations.

Of course, the reason for this high concentration of fauna is the biological diversity of the property. Unlike many California vineyards, Snows Lake includes a wide range of habitats, from drier scrub oak regions to mountainous sections covered with pine trees. This native vegetation serves as nesting sites for owls, bats and other raptors, all of which help protect our vineyard from potential pests. While we have installed the usual owl boxes on our property, they remain uninhabited. The owls find the nearby forests much more to their liking. 

By preserving and enhancing this habitat, we encourage beneficial animals and insects to become part of our vineyard. This allows them to do their part in the nature of things—attacking the potential pests before they become a serious problem. And this same habitat also provides alternative food sources for those animals that might be attracted to our grapes. With all this in mind, it is easy to understand why our vineyard management protocols prohibit the use of anything that is toxic to our local wildlife.

Materials Application
Snows Lake Vineyard follows a strict policy of low-impact (soft) material to be used in any situation. We have learned over our family’s generations of farming that the lightest effective application is the best, both in the short term and the long term. Such applications are only considered when pests pose economic risks to the future of the vineyard. In some way, we recognize that the local wildlife and pests do earn a share of our crop, simply by being part of our neighboring community.

When materials are applied, these applications are very precise. We have developed our own, proprietary over-the-row spray rigs that provide a very focused application and dramatically reduce drift. What we apply goes right where we want it, and in just the right amount. This not only reduces costs, it also reduces drift and its impact on the rest of the vineyard and our environment. 

Erosion
The unique soils of Snows Lake Vineyard are critical to every element of this effort. Without these soils, our grapes would suffer and our surrounding habitat would decline. We have invested heavily in long-term erosion control features such as rock-lined ditches, check dams, and settling ponds; and combined them with seasonal erosion control work such as seeding, crimping straw, and wattles. By developing long-term native grass cover crops between the rows of vines, we also reduce the amount of bare soil exposed to rain and run-off. This encourages water to penetrate the soil, rather than draining into local streams and rivers. All of these methods are focused on controlling erosion and maintaining water clarity downstream. 

We believe that our efforts in the area are among the best in the North Coast. To further help our neighbors in Lake County understand the importance of this issue, Snows Lake Vineyard donated laboratory equipment to the East/West Lake Resource Conservation District for use in their water quality monitoring training programs. 

Adding to the success of these efforts is the layout of the vineyard itself. We have carefully followed the natural land contours with our vineyard rows as a way of limiting surface water flow and erosion. 

Water Management
The groundwater of Snows Lake Vineyard is one of our critical resources, and water conservation and stewardship are always a priority. With the assistance of qualified water resource experts, we have developed a long-term comprehensive water management program. By limiting run-off, we try to absorb every drop of rain that falls on the property. We know how important that is to the long-term health of the vineyard and its surrounding vegetation. 

That water ultimately feeds a total of thirteen wells and one reservoir at Snows Lake Vineyard. Each of these wells is monitored for its static water level and pumping use, so that we can effectively manage this resource without overstressing any single link in the chain. 

To maximize the effective use of this water, our irrigation system is designed specifically for efficient delivery to vines. The system uses drip irrigation exclusively, where each drop of water goes directly to the roots of individual vines. As we monitor our vineyard, we use irrigation protocols that include the use of neutron probes to measure soil moisture levels, pressure bombs to effectively monitor plant stress, and ET models for predictive water usage. Snows Lake Vineyard donated a pressure bomb to the Lake County Winegrape Commission for its use in educating other growers about efficient water management.

In the end, the goal is to use our water to do what it does best: provide support for the vines and vegetation on our property, while maintaining the healthy aquifers underneath our soils. 

Dust Control
While it may seem trivial, dust can actually be a problem for those of us who grow grapes in volcanic soils. The dust not only affects our equipment, but can also coat the leaves of our vines, reducing their productivity; and it can coat the grapes, reducing their quality and harboring pests. 

With this is mind, we work with our local road officials in Lake County each year to jointly fund dust reduction efforts on Perini Road. Perini Road is a County Road, but because we believe in this effort so strongly, we help defray the costs of the project. By applying a natural material on the surface of Perini Road (Lignin is a road surfacing material based tree sap) we have reduced the dust generated by this road significantly. We have also donated significant amounts of rock to Lake County public works projects.

As an extension of this effort, we have also surfaced many of our vineyard avenues, and we incorporate a system to route traffic through the vineyard so that no single road is overused, and no single section is overexposed to dust. Of course, the use of our cover crops between roads adds to the overall success of this program.

All of these efforts combine to improve our vineyard, the quality of our fruit, our neighboring habitat, and even the lives of our neighbors along Perini Road. 

Noise Control
While noise is a natural part of farming operations, we carefully consider the problems created by noise levels when we farm our vineyard. We understand that noise is not only a concern to our neighboring humans, but also to the beneficial animals that live in the nearby woods. 

To fully understand the issue, Snows Lake Vineyard hired an acoustical engineer to evaluate all of our vineyard equipment and to provide recommendations on measures to reduce noise levels during our operations. We have surrounded wells on the property with sound-absorbing straw bales to limit decibels from the motors on these wells. Some of our noisiest equipment simply didn’t make the grade, and was replaced. And we have severely restricted non-day operations in sensitive areas as a way to reduce impact on neighboring homes and wildlife.

Our Neighbors
At Snows Lake Vineyard, we recognize that we live in a unique environment, and part of that environment is the community of neighbors who live nearby. We have initiated specific operating protocols for sensitive areas, and in many cases we have been able to employ organic farming techniques for these areas. Our standard protocols in sensitive areas include limiting our farming operation to daylight hours, limiting the use of machinery, and placing a phone call to neighbors before we get to work. 

Just to make sure that the communication is made convenient for everyone, we established an informational phone line for anyone who is interested in current activities at our vineyard. The number for that phone line is 707-994-9478. While we received a few calls in the first few months of that phone line, we now find that our neighbors have appreciated our efforts, and rarely call us. That’s a good thing. We are always happy to hear from our neighbors, but we prefer it to be at a local barbecue, and we are working hard to make that the case. 

Farming in Lake County
Throughout the last ten years, we at Snows Lake Vineyard have learned a great deal about farming this land and farming in Lake County. We have approached each challenge with a philosophy of open cooperation and active involvement in every solution. In every case, we have sought solutions that added value to our environment, our property, and our community. 

We are happy that we have established very positive relationships with a broad spectrum of our community, including the California Department of Fish and Game, the Lake County Board of Supervisors and their operating personnel, other regulatory agencies, the Sierra Club, local Native American organizations, and our neighbors.

Our vernal pool and stream riparian enhancement programs were done in close conjunction with California Department of Fish and Game and we are delighted that they now use these programs as demonstration models for projects of this type for other growers and property owners. Our local neighbors have greatly appreciated the innovative water monitoring agreement that we have reached with them. The improvements on Perini Road have generated a great deal of goodwill, and have improved conditions for us all. Our work in isolating the archaeological sites at Snows Lake Vineyard, and our agreements with local Native Americans to grant them access to key areas on the property for traditional purposes have created a unique relationship with that group as well.

Snows Lake Vineyard does not exist in a vacuum, and we have worked hard to make our vineyard, our property, and our environment part of a larger effort to improve the quality of life for all of us in the Mayacamas Mountains, both human and otherwise. It is a responsibility we take very seriously, and an accomplishment in which we take great pride.

