Greening the Island on a shoe string,
Case study: Tal-Massar Vineyards
Anthony Hili

The environment is out greatest resourse.

“Great things are not accomplished by those who yield to trends and fads
and popular opinion…” Jack Kerouac
Connecting is the first step to understand
what is happening in the world and what
we need to do to fix it.
Trees
connect
us
scientifically,
environmentally, and culturally. We all
know that trees are vital to our planet’s
health. As trees grow, they absorb carbon
from the atmosphere, playing a vital role
in earth’s global carbon cycle and helping
regulate Earth’s carbon budget.

But before we continue… look around …
especially if you are close to a window
and look in any direction. Can you see a
tree, what does it look like?
Or if there are no trees, what does it
signify about the environment. Did
nature make it that way, or did humans?
All these great questions will help us
understand and connect with the
environment.

Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

The land in Gharb, Gozo
The situation of the land back in 2005
before the project started.
The area was found to have highly
calcareous soils which are devoid of
humus and organic matter.

Top soil is very thin and it ranges from as
little as 10 cm to 50 cm.

This was due to heavy run off in rainy weather. Another
factor was decarbonisation of soil and chemical
pesticide pollution.

Bad agricultural practices involving
conventional tillage have further reduced
the soil to mere dust. Soil erosion was a
dramatic problem which led to some
field losing 75% of the top soil.

The trees which are mostly planted in the area, are
alien species consisting Eucalyptus. They were planted
for hunting wild birds and not for forestry. They pose a
big challenge of degrading the land because they
outcompete indigenous trees and indigenous flora.

Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

Rubble wall building
• When you lack finance, the only thing
you can invest is your time.
• It took 6 years to rebuild the rubble
walls to hold the soil in place and
economise land use with terraces.
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Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

Soil management practices
• Planting indigenous local pine trees
on the walls.
• Planting olive trees.
• Reason: their web-like root structure
prevents soil from moving with heavy
downpours of rain.
• One pine cone can provide enough
seeds for over a 130 trees.
• The downside is that trees compete
with vines for nutrients causing
reduced harvest.
• However, grape quality in terms of
sugar levels, acidity and tannins is
evident in our superior quality wines.
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Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

Soil degradation occurs fast but regeneration takes years
• Olive trees were planted to provide
shade for customers when they come
for wine tasting sessions.
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Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

Soil degradation occurs fast but regeneration takes years
• Installing drip irrigation to economise
water usage in summer

• Fertiliser usage: a combination of natural
cow manure and artificial fertiliser was
used. Dried cow manure is utilised in
October and it will act as organic matter to
the soil.
• Tillage is limited only to once every year in
March when the soil is still humid and no
wind erosion occurs. The weeds are
ploughed in the soil.
• Herbicide usage has been banned in the
vineyards for 16 years. Wild weeds are
allowed to grow in winter to hold the soil in
place and then ploughed in March so as to
act as a green mulch for the vines.

Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.

Soil degradation occurs fast but regeneration takes years
• Residue from pruning vine stems is dried
and used as a soil cover around olive trees
to preserve humidity and restore carbon
back in the soil.

Transforming marginal soil into healthy soil.
Bees as a means to create a
balanced ecosystem
• Vines do not require bees for pollination.
But grapes attract other insects such as
wasps, that can be fastidious especially to
humans.
• We introduced 8 bee colonies. Bees are
less aggressive than wasps but are able to
outcompete them. As a consequence wasp
populations were down to manageable
levels.
• The downside is that bees eat some of the
grapes, but there is a positive side to it. A
bee does not have the power to perforate
the grape, so it limits itself to eating grapes
which are perforated by birds. This in itself
prevents fungal botrytis from propagating
and ruining our grapes.

How about also regenerating the aquatic environment

A suggestion for the future: where land is limited lets’ afforest the oceans.
• Designate specific areas as no fishing no
boating areas.
• Plant sea weed farms that will act as a
habitat for regenerating the fish
populations.
• In turn sea weed can be extracted and sold.
Sea weed contributes to a 1 trillion Dollar
industry in the world.
• Fish from these area will spill to other areas
increasing fish for fisherman and visual
attraction for tourists.
• The added benefit of sea weed is that it will
act as a carbon sink and further reduce
coastal land erosion from rough weather.

• Sea weed farms can be grown on ropes
made by local sheep wool which is
currently being burnt. Thus completing the
cycle of sustainability.

Humans and Nature

Unfortunately our financial institutions are investing our pensions and savings in an
industry, that is in reality jeopardising the future we are saving for. Nature is
simply viewed as something to be exploited.
We have to move from being apart from nature to being a part of nature once again
Thank you
Anthony Hili
Tal-Massar Winery
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