A Rooftop Vineyard in Amsterdam: Feasible or Fantasy? Abstract

Motivation for choosing this topic

The starting point for this research was a personal experiment: the cultivation of wine grapes in large
containers on the rooftop of my apartment in central Amsterdam, in order to learn by doing during my
WSET 2, 3 and 4 studies. Inspired by the lack of available information on rooftop viticulture, | largely
relied on general principles of container growth of soft fruit, and on my own hands-on experience. After
having passed WSET |V, the question arose whether it is indeed feasible to grow high quality wine
grapes in containers.

Objective

The primary objective of this investigation was to assess whether it is possible to produce grapes of
sufficient quality for winemaking in a rooftop vineyard in Amsterdam.

Methodology

An extensive literature review, consulting books, literature and the internet, was done, exploring the
scientific, technical and logistical factors involved in such an endeavor. Specifically the physiological
needs of grapevines, the impact of restricted root growth, soil and nutrient management, water
availability, climate conditions in Amsterdam, pest pressures, and the selection of suitable grape
varieties and rootstocks were investigated.

Content

One of the central challenges in rooftop viticulture is the limitation imposed on root growth. Unlike
traditional vineyards, where vines can develop extensive root systems, container-grown vines have
spatial restrictions that influence their ability to uptake water and nutrients. Literature on root zone
restriction across fruit-bearing plants, including grapes, demonstrates that restricted root growth reduces
vegetative growth while potentially enhancing fruit quality. Restricted vines adjust to their fate by altering
their root system and adjusting their metabolism, even at DNA level. They develop smaller canopies,
higher stomatal densities and altered root architectures, which can promote more concentrated grape
flavours and increased sugar accumulation. However, these benefits come at the cost of reduced yield
and an increased need for precision management of water and nutrients.

In rooftop viticulture, close monitoring of vine health is essential. Unlike ground-planted vineyards, where
deep roots can access water reserves, container-grown vines are entirely dependent on regular
irrigation and precise fertilisation. The availability of adequate water is a critical factor, particularly during
dry periods when container soils can quickly dry out. Fortunately, Amsterdam’s tap water quality is
suitable for grapevine irrigation in terms of pH, hardness, and salinity. While European Union regulations
generally restrict irrigation in vineyards, container cultivation on rooftops is an exception where irrigation
would be both necessary and justifiable.

Another advantage of container cultivation is the full control it offers over soil composition and structure.
In this project, | selected commercial potting soil with a balanced pH and good water retention properties,
supplemented with mulch (wood chips) to reduce evaporation. Such control over soil health is difficult
to achieve in traditional vineyards, but it also places the full responsibility for nutrient management on
the grower. Maintaining the right balance of macro- and micronutrients is crucial to ensure vine health
and grape quality. Professional soil and tissue analyses are essential for this purpose, including routine
soil, petiole and leaf blade analysis.

Amsterdam’s climate presents additional challenges, with its cool temperatures, relatively high rainfall
and limited sunshine. However, existing Dutch vineyards have shown that early-ripening, disease-



resistant grape varieties can thrive in this environment. In this project, | chose Solaris and Johanniter,
two hybrid varieties widely grown in the Netherlands for their resilience and ability to reach sufficient
ripeness within the growing season. Both varieties are tolerant of fungal diseases and suited to cooler
climates, but each comes with its own management challenges, such as canopy vigour and susceptibility
to certain pests.

The urban rooftop setting also brings specific pest pressures, including pigeons, seagulls, rats, wasps,
and cats. Cats, in particular, can use vine containers as litter boxes, affecting soil pH and posing health
risks. This was mitigated by covering the containers with chicken wire. Wasps, which are particularly
attracted to Solaris grapes, proved to be a significant challenge at harvest time. While pest pressures
are generally manageable in an urban environment, the risk of damage from birds and insects may
require proactive measures, such as netting.

Canopy management is another critical aspect of successful rooftop viticulture. In this project, | applied
single and double Guyot training with vertical shoot positioning to maximise sunlight exposure and air
circulation, essential in the often-humid Amsterdam climate. Proper summer pruning, leaf removal, and
bunch thinning help balance the canopy and reduce the risk of fungal diseases. However, my initial
experience highlighted the dangers of over-pruning, which can lead to vine imbalance and nutrient
stress.

Although my first harvest was disappointing, with low yields and grapes that did not reach the desired
ripeness, this was largely attributable to unfavourable weather conditions during the growing season,
periods of water stress, and insufficient monitoring of vine nutrition. These setbacks underscore the
importance of systematic management, including close tracking of soil moisture, nutrient status, and
plant health throughout the season. With improved monitoring and a more structured irrigation and
fertilisation programme, better results are certainly achievable in subsequent years.

Conclusion

This thesis concludes that growing high-quality wine grapes on a rooftop in Amsterdam is feasible, but
it is not without challenges. Success depends on careful planning, continuous monitoring, and adopting
viticultural practices tailored to the unique constraints of rooftop growing. The benefits of container
cultivation, especially the ability to control soil, water, and nutrients, can compensate for the limitations
of root volume and urban climate, provided the grower invests sufficient attention and resources into
precise vineyard management.

Finally, this research suggests that rooftop vineyards offer an exciting opportunity for urban agriculture.
Urban agriculture is gaining increasing attention, and the municipality of Amsterdam strongly
encourages initiatives for green infrastructure. While rooftop gardens and green roofs have become
more common, the cultivation of wine grapes on rooftops remains a niche and largely unexplored field.

Future research topics should focus on optimising fertilisation strategies specifically for container-grown
vines, developing irrigation best practices for rooftop settings, and further exploring grape variety and
rootstock combinations that excel under root-restricted conditions.

In summary, while the concept of a rooftop vineyard in Amsterdam may initially seem like a fantasy, this
study demonstrates that with the right approach, it is entirely within reach.



