Wine and screw caps

I am asked frequently about screw caps on wine. The main reason for their introduction
initially was to prevent the musty flavour that occurs in about 3% - 5% of corks. The
musty flavour is caused by an invisible mould and the wine is said to be “corked” — a
term that is confused with other cork problems such as broken and crumbling corks (the
latter are physical problems but do not affect the wine flavour). However new reasons for
screw caps (often known by the most common proprietary name, Stelvin) have emerged.
Even though a cork may not have the invisible mould that causes mustiness, there are
other problems with corks. They are inconsistent — some seal a bottle well and others not
so well. Tiny traces of oxygen can leak in to a bottle through a slightly more porous cork.
Over long periods of ageing bottles of wine, individual bottles taste differently to each
other — some bad, some not so good, and some are great. Greater ingress of oxygen
causes a wine to age faster. Screw caps offer a closure that delivers a consistent taste
across all bottles.

The cork industry and supporters have fought back with some quasi science to suggest
that ingress of tiny traces of oxygen while a wine is ageing, is vital to wine developing.
The latest research (by researcher Allen Hart at large Australian producer Southcorp)
concludes that oxygen is not required and wines will age properly when sealed with a
screw cap. Another criticism of screw caps is that the wine “is reductive”. This is a
technical description of wines that need to have some exposure to oxygen (which a cork
used to provide) but the screw cap has prevented this occurring. Wines made in a
traditional manner have sulphide derivatives as a result of fermentation — a “meat pie”
aroma, which disappears with aeration. Initially many screw cap wines displayed this
character — however wine makers who wish to use a screw cap are aware of the problem
and control the fermentation so that sulphide compounds are not produced in the first
place — and so a clean wine is the result even though a screw cap has been used.

Practical advantages of screw caps include the easy ability to open the bottle, and the
elimination of the requirement of storing wine bottles lying on their side. You can store
screw capped bottles standing up.

It won’t be long before most wines, white or red, are sealed with a screw cap!
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