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Dear Ladies and Gentlemen 

It is an honour to be asked to present my perspective to you, as a practitioner of biodynamic farming 

methods for over a decade on our vineyard and olive grove at Canowindra, NSW. Meanwhile I must 

say, I have some trepidation in presenting to an audience that may have a ñhard-systemsò, ñhard-

scienceò perspective on reality. ñHard scienceò is what they call 

ñreductionistò ï a philosophy understands a complex system as 

just the sum of its parts, and that an account of it can be reduced 

to accounts of individual constituents. This is why I have started 

my talk with the famous ñmachine duckò picture. How many 

people think that a duck works like this? Nobody does, of course, 

but modern ñhard scienceò will treat a sick duck by focusing on 

the symptoms, by treating the sick organs, rather than look at the 

wider cause of sickness in the environment, or the nutrition, or 

even the happiness of the duck. Hence this picture. Likewise, the 

ñhealthò of soil is reduced to physical, chemical and biological properties. The growing vines has 

become a science of feeding plants with NPK, and protecting them from sickness with pesticides and 

fungicides. Weeds are seen as competition for the vines, and their possible role in soil health and 

fertility is not considered. Diseases are not seen as symptoms of poor soil health. Wine quality is seen 

as reducible to chemical constituents.  

I believe we need to change our thinking as grape 

growers to make better wine, and there are 

unlimited avenues for research within a more 

holistic world view. By ñholisticò, we refer to 

looking all parts of a system as organs of one 

organism, in which product quality is a reflection of 

plant health, which is a reflection of system 

balance and stability. We start looking to the soil 

and environment for answers of plant disease, 

pests, vigour, yield, and weeds, rather than 

researching quick fixes which may not address 

true causes. We start to see wine quality as seen 

as an óemergentô property -  a characteristic of a 

whole system, with all components of the wine 

working together to yield a sensory experience 

that is not evident from studying these 

components in isolation.  
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In the 1920ôs, Rudolph Steiner proposed his ñBiodynamicò methods to farmers as 

an extension of this holistic paradigm, through which we can see the vineyard as 

an organism that is part of an even larger organism ï the living earth itself and 

the multitude of subtle energies that envelop it. We may not see these energies 

because we can see only a limited waveband, hear particular frequencies, and 

think in certain ways ï but that does not mean they donôt exist.  I know many of 

you will be uncomfortable with this idea, and we always start to ñlose peopleò 

when we talk about biodynamics, who associate it, like I used to, with some sort of cow horn cult. 

Steiner always said his ideas were not ñThe Wayò, but the catalyst for more ideas, based on a more 

holistic way of thinking.  

ñIts all just marketingò is something I hear even from fellow organic farmers. They 

pull out all sorts of dirt on Steiner, calling him a Nazi, or using other selective 

arguments which like reductionism, ignore the whole picture that Steiner presented 

for the benefit of agriculture, and mankind. They say there is no difference in the 

product and that we waste our time. They think itôs a coincidence that some of the 

best wines in the world are Biodynamic.  

However, the idea that biodynamic growers are doing it just for marketing is self defeating, because 

the more we promote what we are doing, and the more other producers do it, the less marketing 

advantage the original practitioners have. Promoting oneôs use of biodynamic methods is actually 

risky and difficult - it requires confidence to go against mainstream reductionist science, and to 

propose one which aims to make our planet more sustainable.  

Growers who decide to get into Biodynamics just for the Max Allen reviews will still go through a 

process of paradigm shift ï because it works! You will start to see your vines differently and then you 

will keep doing it because you have seen it work, and can taste it in your wine. Once you start in 

biodynamics, doing it yourself, not hiring a contractor to do it, you will not go back. Biodynamics is not 

ñjust marketingò ï itôs a permanent change both on the farm and in your ways of thinking.  

We began using Biodynamics as part of a ñshot gunò approach to organic farming in 1997. I was 

fortunate enough to have worked on several Biodynamic farms in New Zealand when I finished 

university. Those Kiwis are miles ahead of us in sustainable agriculture. I was also fortunate enough 

to have studied a more holistic science, in the form of environmental geography, rather than ñag 

scienceò. I was fortunate to have grown up on an extensive grazing property where we worked closely 

with nature, and to have parents who, in the setting up of their new vineyard and olive farm, were 

open to my ideas when I came home from New Zealand. We joined Australiaôs main biodynamic 

association (Biodynamic Agriculture Australia), which is a collection of amazing individuals with a 

great diversity of views and backgrounds and not one dominated by one line of thought or by one 

person. We met pioneers like Arthur Dakin, out at Nyngan, John Priestly, in the Hunter, Hamish 

McKay, global, Peter Proctor, from NZ and India, and Cheryl Kemp, the BAAôs education officer at 

Dorrigo.  

To prepare this presentation, I spoke to some other members of BAA who are practicing biodynamic 

vignerons in NSW. Of course, I had trouble getting them to say what the most important practices 

were, however the best starting point they gave me, is ñTreat the land as you would treat your own 

childò. With your own child you take great care to provide warmth, cleanliness, protection from 

disease, and a wholesome, balanced diet. From this perspective, you go back to the basics before 

you talk about the hocus pocus. You look at your soil, your water, your microclimate. And above all, 

your soil, including the CEC balance, as outlined by Willaim A Albrecht. The other presenters have 

covered this so well I will not go into it, but basically, if this is not sorted, then just using the 

biodynamic preparations to restore soil health will take a lot longer.  
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This is what it says in the National Standard: ñBio-dynamic practitioners seek to understand and work 

with the life processes as well as enhance their understanding of the mineral processes... Bio-

dynamic farming practices do not rely on water soluble fertiliser inputs, although some organic or 

natural mineral fertiliser may be required on poor soils especially during the establishment phase.ò  

So, get your soil tests done, and start balancing and building organic matter and soil structure. Stop 

using water soluble nutrients, as they interfere in the biological ecosystem in the soil. Stop using 

herbicides and systemic fungicides, as they too will set back the regrowth of the soil life. There should 

be no need to justify this statement.  

One important point that may not have been covered enough, 

though, is the importance of groundcover and grazing 

animals for healthy soils. Some people believe that organic 

farming is less sustainable because of the amount of soil 

cultivation needed to control weeds. However, at Rosnay we 

do not cultivate our soil at all, except during the establish-

ment phase. We make use of livestock to speed up the 

nutrient cycle and increase groundcover, and do it using cell 

grazing systems, to minimize compaction. We get mobs of 

300-1000 sheep at a time on blocks from 5 to 20 acres in 

size, and they do a great job, building up organic matter and 

helping us to get a denser growth of clover and grasses, and 

better groundcover. We donôt even cultivate to sow oats and bulk 

crops ï direct drilling is fine. We aim for a dense surface root mat 

of ryegrass and clover ï in an ideal world ï and we ignore the 

saffrons and other ugly weeds, because we believe they are there 

for a reason. Weeds feed the soil when they die and break down 

ï worms travel down the taproot channels, microbes feed on the 

rotting mat roots. Living plants actually feed soil life directly with 

their exudates, as well. So we do whatever it takes to get 100% 

ground cover, if possible, and we even foliar spray or spread 

compost on the winter grasses to get them growing better. You 

might think that this will mean competition for water, but on our 

place the winter clovers and rye grass actually die in early 

summer and form a thick mulch that reduces the vineyard 

temperature and retains the summer moisture much better than 

the bare soil approach.  

Once the basics are there in the soil management, you can look at the Biodynamic preparations. As 

this is another point where I ñlose peopleò, I would like to use an analogy now which will help you to 

understand what they are and why they definitely work.    

What do you do when you get sick? You take medicine. You can take antibiotics ï but this is like 

giving your plants a systemic fungicide. Its what is called allelopathic medicine ï it treats disease by 

directly taking out the cause of the disease. There is of course, collateral damage. Antibiotics kill off a 

lot of non-target bacteria, leaving the door open for your gut to be repopulated by ñbadò bacteria. With 

painkillers, they just take out the symptoms of the disease, which in the case of a headache, could 

just be dehydration. You can use herbal or complimentary medicine, which starts with improved 

nutrition and the use of herbs, teas, tinctures etc instead of anti-biotics or pain killers ï but which are 

still basically quite similar, just using different tools.  
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Then you can use homeopathic medicine ï which is different to both conventional and herbal 

medicine ï it treats like with like ï something like vaccination ï but not. I wonôt bore you with proud 

parent talk, but as a recent father of two children, I have been amazed by the effectiveness of 

homoeopathy when they had flu recently.  

The founder of homeopathy was Dr. Samuel 

Hahnemann (1755-1843), who found that a given 

substance can cure in a diseased person the 

symptoms that it produces or causes in a healthy 

person. The first major step was when he read about 

a treatment (cinchona bark) used to cure malaria. He 

took some cinchona bark and observed that, as a 

healthy person, he developed symptoms that were 

very similar to malaria symptoms. This led him to 

consider that a substance may create symptoms that 

it can also relieve. This concept is called the "similia 

principle" or "like cures like." 

Hahnemann tested single, pure substances on himself and, in more dilute forms, on healthy 

volunteers. He kept meticulous records of his experiments and participants' responses, and he 

combined these observations with information from clinical practice, the known uses of herbs and 

other medicinal substances, and toxicology, eventually treating the sick and developing homeopathic 

clinical practice. 

Hahnemann added two additional elements to homeopathy: 

    * A concept that became "potentisation," which holds that systematically diluting a substance, with 

vigorous shaking at each step of dilution, makes the remedy more, not less, effective by extracting the 

vital essence of the substance. If dilution continues to a point where the substance's molecules are 

gone, homeopathy holds that the "memory" of them--that is, the effects they exerted on the 

surrounding water molecules--may still be therapeutic. 

    * A concept that treatment should be selected based upon a total picture of an individual and his 

symptoms, not solely upon symptoms of a disease. Homeopaths evaluate not only a person's 

physical symptoms but her emotions, mental states, lifestyle, nutrition, and other aspects. In 

homeopathy, different people with the same symptoms may receive different homeopathic remedies. 

Homeopathy was widely practiced in the US during the 19th century, and at the turn of the century 

there were 20 homeopathic medical colleges and more than 100 homeopathic hospitals. However 

conflict with the American Medical Association (which is a private corporation) caused a decline in the 

practise of homeopathy, though it continued to be widely used in Europe, India and South America. In 

recent years, there has been a resurgence in the practice of homeopathy. In 1990, 2.5 million 

Americans sought out some form of homeopathic care. By 1999, that number rose to more than 6 

million. Retail sales continue to increase at about 25% per year. Almost every pharmacy in Germany 

and France stocks homeopathic remedies. The most popular medicines in Europe for cold, flu, and 

hay fever are homeopathic. In Europe, approximately 40% of all physicians use or refer patients to 

practitioners of homeopathy. It is integrated into the national health care systems of Germany, the 

United Kingdom, Greece, Israel, India, Pakistan and Mexico.  

Now, I to get to my point. Homeopathy is an undisputably successful, mainstream, global form of 

energy medicine, working by stimulating a response from the body, rather than directly curing 

disease. No open minded scientist can refute this fact.  
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Biodynamic farming is very similar to homoeopathy ï stimulating biological responses through tiny 

doses of specific substances. Biodynamics and organic farming are like homoeopathy and herbal 

medicine. I have deliberately used the homeopathy example to explain what Biodynamics is doing, 

because there are more simplistic analogies that just donôt cover all the bases. For example, the 

analogy of adding culture to cheese or wine, being the same as adding microbes to soil, does not help 

us understand other aspects of biodynamics such as pest and disease management.  

If you are now ready to have a go at Biodynamics, let me pass on the most important point that my 

colleagues emphasized to me:  ñDonôt worry about the ñwhyò, and Just do itò. Donôt pay someone 

to set it all up and do it for you either ï do it yourself. Sure, buy some books, visit some farms, go to 

some conferences or local group meetings, but just start now, on your own farm, and make it your 

own hands-on job, so that you get a real feel for it. If you apply some of the basic practices that are 

outlined below, you will be making a start.  This is a summary of what they and I believe you need to 

do. Because I believe in certification, and because I think the Standard is quite a good basis, I have 

structured it to fit with the baseline requirements if you want to be certified biodynamic ï that is ï 

Section 3.22 of the National Standard for Organic and Biodynamic Produce, 2005 (see Appendix).  

1. Preparation 500 

This is the basic practice for soil improvement. The National Standard says you have to spray 

Preparation 500 at least once a year, and most people do it twice or more. Yes, this is the cow dung 

that has been buried in a cow hown for 6 months to absorb the earthôs life forces. Have I lost you 

already?  

You can make ñ500ò yourself, or you can purchase it from 

Biodynamic Agriculture Australia or from the regional 

biodynamic groups ï who you should join. We do both. 

When you have 500 in your hand, you can see that it is an 

amazing humic concentrate. Its not compost, its not worm 

cast, its pure, dark, sweet smelling, silky humus, full of 

micro-organisms. The first time I saw some it was a batch 

of Alex Podolinskyôs horn manure on Ron Wardôs farm at 

Cootamundra, and I was amazed by its ability to expand to 

its original shape when squeezed in your hand. You only have to see some yourself to know that it is 

a rich biological product.  

The first thing that is hard to grasp, is just how little of it you actually need to treat your land. Just as in 

homeopathy, where a medicine is produced by diluting and ñsuccussingò or agitating the substance in 

water, the qualities of the Horn Manure are magnified by dilution and agitation in water. So, through 

the stirring of the material, you only need about a tennis ball of horn manure, diluted in about 30 litres 

of water, to spray one hectare! You need to think laterally about this ï its like a homeopathic ñenergy 

medicineò, for your soil!  

Because you are dealing with very small doses of the base 

material, avoid contamination of the most minute amount in the 

storage, dilution and spraying of it. Just think about the 500 as an 

antenna which can pick up a lot of interference if youôre not 

careful. Donôt store it near electricity. Donôt spray it with equipment 

that has had chemicals in it ï maybe even a sniff of chemical could 

affect it. Donôt spray it under high pressure ï itôs a living thing. 

Donôt use water that is frigid and cold, or which is ñdeadò water 

from underground, without warming it and/or oxygenating it first.  
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The stirring process is very important. Ideally, stir it by hand. This 

may not be practical for more than 100 litres of water, but we did it 

for one year. Its probably a good idea anyway, to do it the first time 

by hand, just to get a feel for it on a small area. Take a 200 litre 

barrel, or even just a 20 litre bucket, and half fill it. Add the 500 to it 

and stir it in one direction until the water climbs up the side of the 

drum to the top, and a deep vortex forms in the middle. Then 

reverse the motion, creating a bubbly, 

chaotic turbulence, until it reforms a vortex in the opposite direction. 

Then reverse it again, and so on for one hour. Its hard work by hand and 

you may be wondering what the point is but just do it. The best way to 

overcome your skeptical mind is to just do it ï something I bet your 

critics have not done. The vortex is a 

universal pattern and a subject worth 

researching in itself for agriculture and water treatment.  

There are two main ways of stirring mechanically. One is with a 

stirring machine, which quite simply mimicks the hand stirring using 

a reversing float switch. Here are some photos. The other way of 

stirring is with flowforms. Flowforms create and destroy the vortex in 

a less mechanical way, but in many ways more naturally, imitating 

the vortexes that occur in rivers and streams.  

Some traditionalist BD practitioners object to flowforms but I donôt 

think they had a good look at them. You can see, after an hour, the 

effect of flowforms on the water. The meniscus is somehow silkier, 

and there has been a huge amount of energizing and oxygenating of 

the water. The question it comes down to is what flow rate is needed 

relative to the total volume being stirred. Our system has a flow rate 

of 250 litres a minute and a reservoir of 600 litres, and itôs a standard 

setup. Talk to a flowform maker if you have more technical questions.  

Spraying the 500 is not complicated either. In fact, the simplest 

way to spray it s to flick it out of a bucket with a broom as you walk 

along. This, like hand stirring, gives you a hands on feel for what 

you are doing. Again, it might feel silly when you do it, and it might 

seem very inexact to just flick the 500 out of a bucket. But later 

when you put a spray system together and start doing it, the 

experience will reinforce the fact that this does not have to be an 

exact application. You really 

do just have to throw the stuff 

around for it to have an effect. Even if it doesnôt hit every square 

inch of ground, its homeopathic effect will be felt. The idea is to 

use a low pressure spray rig, for example a high capacity 

diaphragm pump or an idling firefighter pump, and use nozzles 

with big holes, to squirt out large droplets that will hit the ground, 

not blow away.  
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There are some rules though, about timing of when you spray the 500. The 

first is that you try to get it all out onto the ground within one hour, before the 

energy created in the stirring process wears off (hey donôt laugh). Another, 

perhaps more important rule, is that you spray it at or as close as possible to 

sunset on a descending moon. The cycle of Descending and Ascending 

Moon (27.3 days) is a different cycle to waxing and waning moon (29.5day 

cycle). Independent of whether the moon is full or new, its daily path across 

the sky as seen from the Earth is not always the same. Sometimes it is 

higher in the sky, sometimes lower. We see the Moon moving in an arc from East to West and when 

we see these arcs getting higher in the sky every day, the Moon is Ascending. When we see them 

getting lower every day the Moon is Descending.  Rudolf Steiner spoke of the Earth as a living 

organism with an inhaling-exhaling breathing rhythm, similar to ours. He related the ascending and 

descending moon periods to the inhaling and exhaling cycle of the Earth. 

The descending period is related to the activity below the soil surface and can be compared with the 

cool or cold season of the year. The Earth breathes in and draws growth forces back down below the 

soil surface. The lower parts of the plant, especially the roots, are activated. This is the time for 

cultivation, composting, planting, pruning, making cuttings, and spraying 500 or Horn manure. Maybe 

even racking wine! 

Our own spray rig is on the back of a little 4x4 Suzuki ute with a 

600 litre tank and a petrol powered Hardy 600 diaphragm 

pump. Others have 3PL tractor mounted or trailing sprayers. 

Others have small tanks on 4x4 motorbikes or trailers behind 

them. Some in NZ even use a horse! We have actually used all 

of these methods except the horse and had various problems. 

There is no prefect system. Our vineyard and olive grove are 

total of 30 hectares, and we spray about 1/3 of it at a time, 

taking one person a total of about 11 hours to set up and spray 

the whole place over three evenings. We donôt bother trying to do 2 loads or more in one evening ï 

then it becomes a 2 man job. Our biggest issue is that, to spray 600 litres over 10 hectares in one 

hour, we need to travel at about 15km an hour through the vineyard. You canôt do that safely on a 

tractor or a motorbike, so we settled on a ute. We have lightweight folding booms that flick back with 

ocky straps if we hit a tree or power pole, and after 4 years they have been patched and straightened 

but they still work fine. The booms give us a width of 6m between the two nozzles, and the total 

coverage is a comfortable 4 or 5 rows. On a 4 x 3 metre row pattern we are doing 8.5km in the 10 

hectares, but when you include getting there from the shed, and turning at the ends of the rows, and 

stopping now and again to check the nozzles (make sure you use a filter sock when loading the tank), 

you can see why you need to drive 15km/h.  


