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Soil fertility remains crucial  
Visits to farms accompanied by field surveys and spade diagnoses to evaluate the soil  
condition show that there is room for improvement when it comes to tillage and that this 
area will continue to require close cooperation with farmers in the future. It became obvious 
during several field surveys that the overall advice given to certified organic holdings in the 
module 17a (“Organic Agriculture”) had produced significant improvements in terms of soil 
structure and health since the transition of the farms in question. It can therefore be ascer-
tained that our consulting service produces tangible results and that the farmers are on the 
right track towards achieving their goal. 

In addition, the basic supply of the soil with the nutrients phosphor and potassium requires 
further action since signs of deficiency occur in this area. Nutrient deficiencies are partially 
reflected in animal health and should therefore be addressed appropriately. To avoid any 
losses in yields, fertilisation strategies will have to be developed in the future as well, such as:

•	 Cooperation on fodder/dung among organic farms 
•	 Additional purchase of dung originating from organic farms 
•	 Use of compost
•	 Fertilisation with rock phosphates, „Patentkali“ and kainite

Further tillage improvement also comes into play here since it promotes soil development 
and the concomitant occurrence of nutrients through soil-dwelling organisms, all of which 
is necessary for the development of a stable soil condition. Such a soil exhibits good flow 
absorption capacities thanks to an optimal pore distribution; it can absorb a lot of water in 
wet weather conditions and send water from deeper soil layers to the plants’ roots during 
dry spells. A stable soil in good condition can evacuate large volumes of water to deeper soil 
layers without losing nutrients and prevents waterlogging, which hampers the warming of 
the soil.  
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Animal husbandry 
In addition, our organic farm consultancy also focuses on the calculation of fodder rations to 
guarantee successful ruminant feeding. 

Milk production is one of the most complex branches in agriculture. As a ruminant, the cow 
has the unique capacity to form protein out of NPN nitrogen and to consume energy through 
cellulose degradation – all by means of its rumen. This enables ruminants to consume grass-
land greenery and grass-clover ley, which monogastrics cannot; it also means that they 
constitute sources of high-quality foodstuffs for human consumption, namely milk and meat. 
As a further result, the ruminant that is fed basic fodder does not compete with humans for 
sources of food. 

Healthy, self-contained managerial circuits are the basis of a sustainable organic crop culti-
vation. For this, we require a crop rotation that contains shares of grass-clover leys, alfalfa 
grass and alfalfa over a period of multiple years. Moreover, we need pasture farming, notably 
for aspects of climate and landscape protection. The use of these types of land would not 
be possible without ruminants, the only animals suited for such pastures. Ecologically, milk 
production is the soundest option in this case. 

Sustainable organic agriculture would not be feasible without ruminants. 

In conventional agriculture, the performance of our cows has more than doubled over the 
last decades due to progress made in breeding methods, changes in husbandry conditions 
and especially the significant transformation of the feed, evolving from the cellulose-heavy 
staple diet to starchy concentrated feed. However, this development has come at a cost, 
namely the economic lifespan and health of the animals.   
 
The particular challenge of organic dairy farming lies in re-focussing both the feeding and 
the future evolution of breeding on the environmental imperatives. This means improving 
the return of basic fodder made from grass-clover leys and permanent grassland. 
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Legumes in the spotlight
Legumes remain of crucial importance for soil fertility and the food supply. Module 8 
(“Legume Cultivation”) provides related advice for both conventional and organic farm-
ers. Legumes promote a good soil structure, provide the farm with nitrogen and assure its 
self-sufficiency in terms of fodder. Grass-clover ley mixtures allow the soil to recuperate and 
generate valuable basic fodder. In years of uncertainty marked by drought and heat, as we 
have seen in 2017, mixtures of cereals and grain legumes can also be silaged as an alterna-
tive to threshing, thus remedying feed shortages. 

Increased valorisation of grassland
Holdings that have not opted for a changeover to organic farming still made use of IBLA’s 
consultancy service in 2017. Many farmers want to rely more on their own grassland when it 
comes to caring for their animals and, for instance, increase the proportion of clover through 
adapted fertilisation and care or reseeding. Furthermore, many farmers want to revaluate 
their existing feed rations to decrease their dependence on expensive concentrated feed. 

The contribution of organic agriculture to the protection of drinking water
As cultivators of the land, farmers are increasingly called upon to do their part in protecting 
natural resources and especially our drinking water – all the more so since the apportion-
ment of drinking water protection areas is fast approaching and agriculturists must adjust 
to farming restrictions.  Taught in module 17b (“Methodology of organic agriculture”), the 
methods of organic farming are particularly well suited for an environmentally conscious 
way of land cultivation. In this context, the project “Healthy soil – clean water” was organised 
in spring in cooperation with the City of Luxembourg and farmers were invited to an excur-
sion on the topic of “From weed control to weed regulation”. The objective of the excursion 
was to illustrate how a weed infestation on farmland can be reduced by means of organic 
farming methods such as crop rotation and tillage, thus foregoing the use of herbicides. In 
the same vein, a seminar on the topic of “Soil” took place in autumn to educate the farmers 
in the catchment area on natural soil fertility, its evaluation, and adapting their tillage to the 
requirements of the soil.

Reciprocity of research and consultancy
When it comes to consulting conventional and organic holdings, farmers’ practical experi-
ences remain of significant importance; they can and must be passed on to newly certified 
as well as conventional holdings through an ongoing exchange of information and knowl-
edge. 

The close connection between research and consultancy at IBLA allows for the identification 
of knowledge gaps and areas of agricultural practice in need of research as well as the  
direct sharing of information with the farmers. This way, the above-mentioned problems 
and shortfalls can be addressed in a focused and efficient manner. 
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viticulture consulting

2017 - climate change looms on the horizon
The beginning of spring was characterised by unusually warm temperatures, bringing about 
an early start on the winegrowing season. The vines budded quickly, not to the delight of the 
winemakers. Unfortunately, polar air masses arrived in Luxembourg in late April, bringing 
with them several nights of frost and causing significant damage to the vines along the Lux-
embourg Moselle. In the south Moselle regions, the winemakers had better luck to a certain 
extent. The vineyards downstream and on the lower levels of the river were hit harder. The 
winemaker operating along the Sauer River also had to contend with the frost. Additionally, 
some wine-growing villages were hit by hail. The sixth year of IBLA’s viticulture consulting 
service was marked significantly by these weather events.

Organic viticulture consulting offers attractive training and excursion options
Our organic viticulture consulting service launched interesting training sessions at the be-
ginning of the season. A great success, the seminar “Unprocessed wine - outdated tradition 
or rediscovery of the terroir?” attracted numerous participants.

The frost was followed by dry and – in some instances - exceptionally hot weather in May 
and June. Due to the early budding, the vines flowered earlier than usual as well. Favoured 
by the warm and dry conditions, the flowering went smoothly. However, heat and especially 
drought further led to problems, quickly depleting the already low water supply in the 
ground.
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At the end of June, 25 participants attended the seminar “Recognising, appreciating and 
caring for biodiversity”, which the “Institute Viti-Vinicole” and IBLA had set up together. 
“Kanecher Wéngertsbierg”, the oldest organically cultivated vineyard in Luxembourg,  
provided the perfect backdrop for this practical seminar. Professor Armin Gemmrich, one 
of the speakers, praised its uniquely favourable location in terms of biodiversity. In July, a 
seminar addressed all winemakers interested in organic-dynamic viticulture. In the practical 
seminar “Understanding and using organic-dynamic compounds”, Dr Jürgen Fritz lectured 
the 16 participants on how to prepare the compounds 500 and 501; they also conducted 
perception-related exercises. Viticulture consultant Sonja Kanthak moderated the event 
“Mäi Wäin - mäi Wënzer” (“My wine – my winemaker”), which took place at the Naturata 
Restaurant on 13th July. Delicacies from the region were served with wines from four organic 
Luxembourgish winegrowers. 

An excursion to the south of Tyrol in late July convinced participants that organic viticulture 
is possible even under extreme conditions. With the support of PIWI International Group 
South Tyrol and the Consultancy Association of South Tyrol, we put together an intensive 
and instructive programme, which allowed the participants to get to know the structure of 
this particular wine-growing area. The Technical Services Administration for Agriculture, a 
department of the Ministry of Agriculture, Viticulture and Consumer Protection, subsidised 
the excursion as part of the action plan for organic agriculture.

Consulting and communication across all channels 
The extreme weather conditions had an impact on the overall condition of the vines. We 
continuously provided advice on plant protection for the entire duration of the vegeta-
tion period by means of on-site consulting appointments, phone assistance and the BioLux  
*ticker, which was published on a regular basis during the vegetation period. 

The vine protection season can be described as average. Due to the early-onset maturity, 
botrytis was the determining factor for the date of the harvest, which required delicate han-
dling. The organic winemakers’ traditional press conference took place before the harvest. 
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