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For years, Domadne Wachau has been setting new benchmarks for
biodiversity and sustainability. Numerous initiatives and measures
now shape the entire Wachau region, and the cooperative continues to
push toward an even more sustainable future.

A cooperative at the forefront of sustainable and organic viticulture? It may
sound paradoxical, but at Domane Wachau, it is a reality — and the regional
impact is significant! The 200 vignerons of Domane Wachau, tending more
than 2,000 micro-parcels, play a crucial role in maintaining the unique
landscape of the Wachau. With over 160 hectares of organically farmed
vineyards, Domane Wachau is also the producer with the largest certified
organic vineyard area in Austria. Many of the vines are over 50 years old, and
working in the steep terraces is labor-intensive, often impossible to mechanize.
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The upside? Minimal use of machinery and inherently 100% hand-harvesting
result in reduced carbon emissions, minimal soil compaction, and a lower
impact on vines, soil, and nature.

“Great wines and caring for the environment go together. We can only improve
if our soils and vines remain in balance, if we act responsibly from an economic
perspective, and if everyone involved feels comfortable — in short, if
everything works in harmony,” explains Domane Wachau winemaker and
vineyard manager Heinz Frischengruber.

Visionaries

Together with estate director Roman Horvath, Frischengruber has restructured
and revolutionized the cooperative model in recent years. With a visionary
approach based on strict quality parameters and a highly complex process
management system — defining exact picking times, micro-vinification, and
the maturation process — Domane Wachau operates at the same level as
smaller boutique wineries and has little in common with traditional
cooperatives. Sustainability has always been an integral part of this
transformation. More than 20 years ago, Domane Wachau initiated the
development of the first Wachau-specific cover crop mixture, consisting of
wildflowers and plants such as serradella, white and red clover, phacelia, oil
radish, and buckwheat. Today, various versions of these seed mixes exist,
tailored to the different soil types found in the Wachau (deep, rocky, acidic,
alkaline). These mixtures are available not only to Domane Wachau’s growers
but to any producer in the region, shaping the visual identity of Wachau's
vineyards.
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Regular seminars, training sessions, and vineyard walks with national and
international experts, viticulturists and consultants ensure that the growers
stay up to date on topics such as cover crops, soil health, organic viticulture,
and gentle pruning techniques. “Everything we do is embedded within a
protected landscape. The Wachau is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, a Natura
2000 habitat, and a designated bird conservation area. Our growers
understand their responsibility for the future generation and work each parcel
with maximum precision and craftsmanship. Our task in recent years has been
to align their invaluable traditional craftsmanship with a modern strategic
approach,” says Roman Horvath.

A Thriving Ecosystem

Doméane Wachau's vineyards are highly fragmented, often surrounded by
mixed forests, dry grasslands, apricot orchards, and other fruit trees. Almond
and peach trees frequently grow right in the vineyards. The region is also
home to approximately two million square meters of traditional dry-stone
walls, one-third of which are located within Domane Wachau’s vineyards and
are carefully maintained by its growers. These walls provide essential habitats
for insects, small animals, and plants. Nesting boxes, bird perches, and insect
hotels further support endangered species such as the hoopoe and the
wryneck. These elements contribute to a unique and fragile ecosystem that
must be preserved. Every action taken at Domane Wachau is geared toward
sustainable, ecological vineyard management.
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Commitment to Sustainability

Domane Wachau is also a leader in the region when it comes to eliminating
herbicides. Instead of insecticides, the cooperative uses pheromone traps - a
method it pioneered in the Wachau, and which is now widely adopted
throughout the region. Additionally, the winery operates Austria’s largest
biodynamic composting project, processing grape pomace, stems, and
prunings into nutrient-rich compost that is mainly spread manually across its
400 hectares of vineyards. An optimized canopy management system ensures
balanced shading and ventilation, reducing the need for plant protection
measures like copper and sulfur. Thoughtful slope and hedgerow management
and permanent cover crops further enhance biodiversity and soil health.

Currently, an innovative under-vine cover cropping project is underway to
strengthen the vineyard ecosystem by identifying plants that provide natural
ground cover. The ideal plants need to emerge quickly, have shallow roots,
remain low-growing, require minimal water and nutrients, and naturally
suppress weeds. Plants such as thyme, clover, and fescue grasses show great
promise. “Our connection to nature, to wine, and to our team is part of our
identity and culture. For us, fostering biodiversity and maintaining ecological
balance comes naturally — both for quality improvement and out of deep
respect for nature and the vine,” Horvath emphasizes.
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Domane Wachau has been certified sustainable since the 2018 vintage.
Achieving this required breaking new ground, as the certification process was
initially not designed for a cooperative. In collaboration with the University of
Natural Resources and Life Sciences in Vienna (BOKU), a tailored certification
framework was developed, requiring each individual grower to be certified.
This approach was later adopted by Vinea Wachau.

“Each measure we take is part of the meticulous work of our growers. Beyond
authentic wine production, we also bear responsibility for maintaining a unique
cultural and touristic landscape. We embrace this dual responsibility with
passion, idealism, and relentless dedication,” concludes Heinz Frischengruber.
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