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INTRODUCTION 

The debate surrounding closures is one of the most hotly contested wine subjects around the world.  
Stemming from the widespread issue of cork taint and sporadic oxidation a number of alternatives abound – 
agglomerate, screwcap, vinolock (glass) and plastic. 

Of the 18 billion units, screwcaps are now around 2 billion, with synthetic corks accounting for around 4 
billion.1  While cork still maintains its hold in many markets, countries such as Australia and New Zealand lead 
the way in adopting srewcap as the preferred type of closure for all quality levels of wine. 

Throughout this Wine Australia Study Tour our group had an amazing opportunity to experience the divergent 
styles of regional Australia. It challenged perceptions that there are generic terms you can use to describe 
climate and styles associated with Australian wines.  Though what was also of great interest, and what stood 
out, was the passion that many of the winemakers were on sharing their views on closures. So rather than 
writing on cool climate regions this report researches the debate and looks at the issues surrounding the type 
of closure selected.  

THE AWRI CLOSURE STUDY 

The background to this paper begins with our group’s first-hand experience of the 1999 scientific study on 
closures run by the Australian Wine Research Institute (AWRI).  A Clare Valley Semillon, fermented and stored 
in stainless steel tanks, was divided into two batches of 300 and then bottled under 14 different closures. 
There was an additional 800 bottles closed under screwcap.  The wines were then monitored and tested over 
the course of the 24-month study.  There was enough wine to continue the study for up to 10 years. 

 1999 Semillon Closure Study after 14 years 

Peter Godden of the AWRI, who was originally tasked with establishing the study, presented a concise 
overview of the methodology and the technical results. He also led us on a tasting of wines stored under 
different closures. 
 
He presented us with five wines to taste blind. The first wine was the freshest, displaying typical lemongrass, 
hay and citrus characters, though there was a slight reductive note. The second wine had riper fruit character, 
indicating more development, while the 3rd and 4th wines respectively showed oxidative notes and cork taint. 
 
The 5th wine was outstanding, though very clearly the most developed of the line up.  The wine had lovely 
citrus, ripe stone and tropical fruit. Stony, mineral notes added to the complexity of the wine, which also had a 
fresh sage oil character.  There was great intensity on the nose and palate with extra-ordinarily long length. 

 
When the wines were revealed, we discovered that wines 1 through to 4 were all 2007 Semillon’s bottled 
under different closures and formed part of a continuing closure trial. Wine 1, which was identified as the 
freshest and most youthful, had been closed under screwcap, while the second wine displaying riper fruit 

                                                 
1 “Getting Closure”, Dr Jamie Goode The World of Fine Wine Issue 28 2010 pg: 62 



character was under a technical cork (also known as one-plus-ones: a cylinder of agglomerate cork with a disc 
of natural cork at each end). 
 
Wines 3 & 4 both demonstrated noticeable oxidation and cork taint and been bottled under cork. The final 
wine, which had wow’d many within the group, and noted as outstanding, was in fact from the original 1999 
study, a Semillon bottled under screwcap.  
 
The Pitfalls of Screwcaps 
 
One of the key issues the AWRI study was able to examine was the reductive nature of some wines. Ensuing 
research looked into the impact of different oxygen levels to determine why these characters occur after 
bottling. 

 
Reductive characters are often associated with wine bottled under screwcap.  The study found that it was not 
the closure that was the cause of the reductive characters, but a number of factors including: 

x wine composition 
x levels of oxygen at bottling (including the oxygen contained in the closure itself) 
x storage conditions 
x nature of the closure and the level of oxygen ingress 

 
Wines made in highly anaerobic conditions bottled with low Oxygen Transfer Rate (OTR) closures have a 
greater propensity to develop reductive characters IF the factors that contribute to reductivity, as outlined 
above, are present. 
 
When the AWRI team looked at a case study for oxygen picked up during the winemaking process, 69% of 
total oxygen contained in wine was found in the headspace and hence the key contributing factor to reduction. 
 
While this can be an issue, there is a solution.  With the increased understanding of volatile sulphur 
compounds, the winemaker has the ability to adjust and prepare the wine differently prior to bottling to avoid 
reduction occurring in the wine post bottling. 
 
Sporadic Oxidation 

The move to screwcaps is often justified in the press by the high incidence TCA (2-4-6-trichloranisole). 
However, having researched the issue further, one of the major concerns wine makers have is not just the 
high incidence of cork taint, but sporadic oxidation. 

Sporadic oxidation is often also, but incorrectly termed, random oxidation. As the definition in James Halliday’s 
Wine Companion points out, if random oxidation was in fact random, you would not be able to point to a 
cause.  Sporadic is more appropriate as the cause can be identified, however there is no particular pattern in 
occurrence.2 

What the AWRI study clearly demonstrated was that 14 different closures resulted in 14 different wines – the 
differences were purely down to varying development rates.  Our tasting of the five Sémillon wines certainly 
demonstrated that even in a controlled study, sporadic oxidation was evident particularly under a cork closure. 

FROM THEORY TO REALITY 

Winemaker Wayne Stehbens has been the driving force behind one of Australia’s leading Coonawarra Estates 
for 35 years, Katnook Estate.  The estate’s entry and mid-level wines are bottled under screwcap, their iconic 
wines, Odyssey Coonawarra Cabernet Sauvignon and Prodigy Shiraz are both bottled under cork.  Speaking 
with Stehbens, after a fabulous dinner at Pipers of Penola in the Coonawarra, his view on the closure debate 
was simple: left up to him all wines would be bottled under screwcap.   

His argument, a winemaker and his team make decisions at every point in the grapes development, and its 
transformation from juice to wine – to ensure the best quality of wine is produced. Consciously choosing to put 
a cork in the bottle, then introduces risk, bringing with it unknown variability that can impact negatively on the 
final product being enjoyed by consumers. 
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Bottling Katnook Estate’s premium brands under cork is a direction set out by the parent company, the 
Freixenet Group, based in Spain.  One of the key export markets also happens to be the US, where 
consumers don’t associate screwcaps with quality wines.  John Ritchie Rymill, of Rymill another leading 
Coonawarra producer agreed.  Similarly Rymill’s premium wines are bottled under cork, while entry-level use 
screwcap. “It’s all about market appeal and positioning” he noted. 

Dr Jamie Goode’s “Getting Closure” article which was published in The World of Fine Wine Issue 28, was an 
excellent read for those interested in the debate. However, understandably for Australian winemakers it goes 
beyond an interesting read, and raises issues for the marketing of Australian wines overseas. 
 
Iain Riggs, Managing Director and Chief Wine Maker of Brokenwood, a Hunter Valley estate, wrote a response 
to Goode’s article, raising a point particularly pertinent for Australian wine producers.  Many participants want 
to shift and reposition the perception of Australian wine, away from $10 “critter creatures” and increase 
awareness of to quality, small production, terroir driven styles.  However, his argument is that it is impossible 
to convincingly convey the regional diversity story when wines older than 10 years (under cork) are out of 
condition.3 
 
Riggs’ second point questions whether it is “arrogance” to knowingly sell a product that has an inherent degree 
of failure.  He quotes that sporadic oxidation due to cork robbed Brokenwood of up to 50% production when 
they released their 1999 Reserve Semillon at 5 years of age.4  
 
General responses from consumers when researching this paper, found that when faced with a corked wine, 
the fault is usually seen independently to the wine.  The failure rates are spread over numerous customers so 
often the incident is passed over or unreported – it’s often considered merely disappointing. It’s rare that the 
estate’s reputation is tarnished as a result of the fault.  However, sub-consciously the negative experience may 
well influence buying behavior in the future, particularly amongst less educated wine buyers.  In circumstances 
where one customer experiences a larger batch of tainted wine, for example an ‘on-trade client, significant 
reputational impact and brand aversion are possible outcomes. 

 
At the commencement of our Regional Chardonnay Masterclass, led by David Bicknell of Oakridge Wines, 
Yarra Valley said, “There is no other industry that would tolerate a failure of up to 7% for any of its products. 
They would simply go out of business”. 

 
BLANKET OR TAILORED APPROACH  

It’s such a diverse topic, every winemaker you speak to has a different point of view and a very convincing 
argument to support their position.  For some, the closure decision should be driven not only by drinking 
window, but by variety. For whites such as Semillon and Riesling, where the oxygen contained within the bottle 
is enough to help it develop, screwcap is the best choice.  While wines based on red grapes such as Shiraz or 
Cabernet, where tannins naturally provide higher protection against oxidation, many believe that cork offers a 
better solution to evolution.  
 
EXPORT MARKETS 

With countries like China representing a huge opportunity for producers that can carry wines across every 
quality spectrum, there are very lucrative opportunities for exports. Currently second behind France, Australia 
achieves the highest value with the group of top 10 importing countries.5 
 
However, despite the knowledge behind cork’s variability, preferences for cork still dominate. Australia’s radio 
network, ABC, declared, “In China, though no research exists, experts reckon that close to 100 percent of 
consumers want a cork in their bottle.”6 
 

                                                 
3 “What Closure” Iain Riggs, Managing Director / Chief Winemaker, Brokenw ood Wines, The World of Fine Wine, Issue 30 pg 29 

4  “What Closure” Iain Riggs, Managing Director / Chief Winemaker, Brokenw ood Wines, The World of Fine Wine, Issue 30 pg 29  

5  Wine Australia Website: http://www.wineaustralia.com/en/Market%20Development/Market%20Programs/China.aspx 

6 http://www.foodnews.co.nz/29135/winemakers-warned-chinese-consider-screwcaps-cheapen-wine-value/ 



For those brands wishing to secure a share of these markets, along with Europe and the US, cork remains 
king, particularly for premium brands. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

Despite the passion that many of the winemakers we met over the course of the study tour have for the use of 
screwcaps what seems evident is that there are a range of solutions for a range of wines based on quality and 
export markets.  These decisions need to be commercial, but commercial decisions are usually market-led 
decisions, responding to consumer wants and expectations. 
 
In essence, many believe that the more money you spend, the more ritual you want for your buck. Spending 
$50 or more on a nice bottle of Australian, French or Spanish wine, many people feel slightly cheated if they 
open the wine the same way they open a bottle of Coke. The crack of a screw top is not the same as the pop 
of a wine cork."7 
 
The Australian consumer in many respects has been well trained to appreciate the ease of the screwcap.  
However the debate between the emotional attachments associated with a popping cork and the potential 
inconsistency in a product, that is a deeply personal one for the wine maker, is expected to continue 
 
This research paper was an interesting start to what could provide hours of more study. It has instilled a drive 
to ensure that at every opportunity, every winemaker that is met, a mandatory question will be posed on this 
topic.  It will be more than just an information gathering exercise, but a window into a winemaker’s passion and 
reasoning behind their choices.  It will also be a great opportunity for a student of wine to challenge information 
already garnered and continue to compare and contrast, what often can be a polarizing debate.  
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