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French vineyard study finds early
cover crop removal protects
yields in dry years

Researchers in Occitanie reported that mowing and shallow tillage
around budburst preserved soil benefits without adding vine water

stress.
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A three-year study in organic vineyards in southern France found that the way growers
manage cover crops between vine rows can make a clear difference in dry years,

helping preserve soil benefits without increasing water stress in the vines.

The research, published in the journal OENO One, followed seven vineyard sites in
Occitanie from 2022 to 2024 under Mediterranean conditions marked by warm, dry
summers and rainfall concentrated in winter. The work examined a central question for
growers facing hotter seasons and more frequent drought: how to keep the advantages
of service crops, also known as cover crops, while limiting competition with vines for

water.

Cover crops are widely used to reduce erosion, improve soil structure and limit
compaction caused by machinery. Those benefits have made them an important part of
organic and regenerative farming. But in dry climates they can also draw on the same
limited water reserves that vines need, creating a trade-off that has become more

urgent as climate pressure grows across wine regions.

The researchers compared four management strategies based on two variables: when
growers intervened and how they did it. Interventions took place either around
budburst or about one month later. The methods combined mowing with shallow tillage

or used a roller-crimper. A control treatment with bare tilled soil was also included.

Among the options tested, early intervention with mowing and shallow tillage produced
the strongest result. According to the study, that approach kept the winter and soil-
protection benefits of the cover crops while avoiding additional water stress and
without reducing production compared with the bare-soil control. By contrast, later
interventions and treatments using the roller-crimper were associated with lower yields,

smaller berry weight and reduced vine vigor.

The findings do not amount to a universal rule for all vineyards. The authors said the
results were tied to local conditions and should be read in context. Because the project
was carried out on working farms rather than under tightly controlled experimental
conditions, factors such as soil type and microclimate could not be fully separated from
the outcomes. Even so, the researchers reported statistically significant effects linked

to the different management techniques.



That matters for the beverage sector because vineyards across many wine-producing
areas are under pressure to adapt to drier growing seasons without giving up practices
aimed at long-term soil health. Technical evidence on how cover crops can be managed
more precisely may help growers balance sustainability goals with grape yield and fruit

quality, both of which shape wine supply and style.

The study also adds formal data to a debate that has often relied on field experience
and local observation. In many vineyards, cover crops are seen as a useful tool for
resilience, especially where heavy winter rain can erode soils and summer heat can
leave vines under severe strain. The new results suggest that timing may be as
important as the choice of equipment, with early action offering a way to capture

benefits before competition for water becomes too costly.

The researchers also pointed to the value of collaborative work with commercial farms.
While that approach can bring uneven data and occasional departures from protocol,
they said it also reflects real vineyard conditions more closely and supports discussion

among growers about practical adaptation measures.

For producers in Mediterranean climates, and potentially in other regions facing similar
patterns of winter rain followed by hot, dry summers, the study offers a measured but
useful signal. It suggests that cover crops do not have to be abandoned in difficult
years, but that their management may need to be adjusted carefully if vineyards are to

protect both soils and harvests.



