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SHIRAZ SA
After starting out initially as the Shiraz Forum, which was basically an informal 
discussion and tasting group with focus on Shiraz, the decision was taken to 
establish a more formal organisation, Shiraz SA, with the purpose of promoting 
South African Shiraz. 

MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE
The management committee members devote some of their valuable time to 
govern the association for the benefit of all its members. Here are the current 
committee members:

• Edmund Terblanche (Chairman)
• Riaan Moller (Vice Chairman)
• Petri de Beer 
• Prof Wessel du Toit
• Leon Dippenaar
• Elzette du Preez 

EVENTS
Shiraz SA Challenge. One of the Association’s first objectives was to launch a 
competition for locally produced Shiraz. Because of the wide variety of styles 
from virtually every South African Wine Region, the way of thinking was to steer 
clear of selecting one single winner. It was thus announced that twelve wines 
will be crowned, enabling consumers to purchase a case of winning wines. 
These days two additional categories, for Shiraz blends and rosé, are included.

The Shiraz Showcase, a promotional event attended by consumers and the 
media, was popular in the beginning as wines from practically each South 
African wine-producing appellation could be sampled accompanied by dishes 
complementing Shiraz. This event was later replaced with Seven Days of Shiraz & 
Venison, a celebration of these two unique taste pairing partners and presented 
by individual members at their own venues.

The calendar year is usually concluded with the Shiraz Technical Workshop. The 
event is devoted to viticultural and oenological discussions and a popular item 
on the programme is always a tasting of international wines. 

• Susan Erasmus
• Francois Haasbroek
• Sanmarie Smith
• Izele van Blerk
• Kobie Viljoen
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As the most comprehensive provider of closure solutions worldwide, 
Vinventions’ “House of 7 Brands” includes a portfolio of seven product 
and services brands, designed to support the diverse requirements of 
still and sparkling wine producers across five continents. Vinventions 
strives to provide closure solutions that maximise performance, design 
and sustainability, thanks to its uniquely innovative brands that span 
every major closure category, including:  Nomacorc PlantCorcs™, 
Ohlinger Natural Corks, Vintop Screwcaps, Alplast Screwcaps and 
Syntek Synthetic Corks.

The performance of Vinventions product brands are further enhanced 
by Wine Quality Solutions, which include oenological devices, equipment 
and services that improve the quality and consistency of wine through 
real-time quality control. Vinventions Wine Marketing Solutions bring a 
scientific approach to the art of wine marketing with services including 
neuro-marketing, brand promotion programmes, packaging design 
support and consumer research.

Sustainability at Vinventions considers the triple bottom line: Planet, 
People and Profit. By investing in sustainability, our goal is to not only 
improve our environmental impact, but also to support people, both 
associates and our communities, in their development and to generate 
long-term profit through implementing sustainable processes.

Vinventions SA, that has an alliance with Tonnellerie Berthomieu 
Ermitage and is also the distributor of their barrels in South Africa, has 
been the main sponsor of Shiraz SA since 2013. 
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VINVENTIONS,
OUR SPONSOR

Valuable partnership

“It is any sponsor’s aim to be linked to a brand 
that has credibility and adds value and these 
are the qualities we appreciate in Shiraz SA.”
Johan Conradie | CEO: Vinventions South Africa 

   www.vinventions.com
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SHIRAZ SA 
CHALLENGE

Awarding excellence
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The 2020 Shiraz SA Challenge turned out to be a challenge 
in more ways than one!

While preparations were under way for the judging, that 
usually takes place in April, the national lockdown was 
announced. The decision to rather postpone the 
competition instead of calling it off altogether, turned out 
to be a fortunate one, as when phase 2 of lockdown was 
declared it was literally with the click of a button and the 
show was back on the road again.

To comply with Covid 19 protocols, the judging panel was 
reduced. Shiraz SA is hugely indebted to Andy Roediger 
(panel chairman), Edmund Terblanche, Charles Hopkins, 
Anthony de Jager and Janno Briers-Louw who accepted the 
invitation to judge without thinking twice. They braved the 
monitoring of temperatures, hand sanitising, social 
distancing, you name it, to perform their task under rather 
strange conditions. 

The traditional awards function with the tasting of the 
finalists, sumptuous lunch attended by media and guests 
had to be swapped for an online event, launching 
everybody into the unfamiliar field of advanced 
technology.  

Shiraz SA thanks Vinventions SA for their sponsorship in a 
year that has turned out to be a daunting one for 
everybody in the wine industry. Their financial support has 
not only made it possible to present the Shiraz Challenge 
in 2020 but also to underwrite the quality of South African 
Shiraz. 
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• A total of 206 wines were 
entered: 160 Shiraz wines and 
39 Shiraz-based blends. 

• A new category for rosé was 
added this year – 7 wines 
entered.

• 12 Winners representing 10 
different wine regions. 

• 2 Producers had winners in 
both Shiraz and Shiraz blends 
categories: Babylonstoren & 
Saronsberg.

• 2018 Vintage delivered most 
entries. 

• Region with most entries - 
Stellenbosch.

• Most wines entered by one 
producer - 6.

2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE                ...  indeed a challenge t his year!

   Sponsor



Well done to our winners!

TOP 12 SHIRAZ WINES
• Babylonstoren Shiraz 2018
• Benguela Cove Estate Syrah 2018
• De Grendel Elim Shiraz 2018
• Flagstone Dark Horse Shiraz 2016
• Koelfontein Shiraz 2017
• Kunjani Shiraz 2015
• Leeuwenkuil Heritage Syrah 2017
• Lomond Estate Syrah 2018
• Old Road Wine Co Pepper Wind Syrah 2017
• Saronsberg Shiraz 2018
• Trizanne Reserve Syrah 2018
• Wildeberg Red 2019

TOP 3 SHIRAZ BLENDS
• Babylonstoren Babel 2018
• Saronsberg Full Circle 2018
• Strandveld The Navigator 2017

TOP SHIRAZ ROSÉ
• Stellenbosch Hills Polkadraai Rosé 2020 
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Babylonstoren Shiraz 2018
Winemaker: Klaas Stoffberg

Wine origin: Simonsberg, Paarl

Alc 14.64%  |  RS 3.8  g/L  |  TA 6.1 g/L  |  pH 3.48

Tasting notes:

A fruit-driven wine displaying cool cassis and pencil shavings on the nose with 
aromatic layers of spiciness and black pepper. A finely crafted wine to portray layers 
of cherry, soft prune, blackcurrant and hints of spice. It is elegant with a velvety 
mouthfeel and long, lingering finish. 
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.babylonstoren.com



Benguela Cove Estate Syrah 2018
Winemaker: Johann Fourie

Wine origin: Walker Bay

Alc 14.5%  |  RS 2.4  g/L  |  TA 6.0 g/L  |  pH 3.41

Tasting notes:

There is nothing shy about this wine and one is met with an abundant display of violet, 
plum, black figs, fruit pastilles, mulberry and warm spice. As expressive and aromatic 
as it is, a twist awaits on the palate with a more savoury character and mouth-filling 
intensity. Well-chiselled tannin and an assertive acidity concludes the wine.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.benguelacove.co.za



De Grendel Elim Shiraz 2018*
Winemaker: Charles Hopkins

Wine origin: Elim

Alc 13.5%  |  RS 1.4  g/L  |  TA 5.6 g/L  |  pH 3.74

Tasting notes:

This unique Shiraz expresses maraschino cherry, violet and blackberry aromas. It 
offers a rich palate with firm tannins, supported by well-integrated oak and is 
multi-layered with intense black fruit flavours. This is a big-structured Shiraz that will 
please even the most discerning Shiraz devotees.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.degrendel.co.za*1.5 L 



Flagstone Dark Horse Shiraz 2016
Winemaker: Gerhard Swart

Wine origin: Western Cape

Alc 14.65%  |  RS 4.0 g/L  |  TA 6.0 g/L  |  pH 3.41

Tasting notes:

The wine displays a dark, rich plummy colour and the nose is a complex combination 
of dark fruits, white pepper, dark chocolate and a hint of mint, supported by subtle 
spicy undertones. The complexity on the nose flows over to the palate. The wine is big 
and round on entry with silky smooth tannins. Rich, ripe fruit on the back palate, 
combined with a well-balanced acidity is responsible for a lingering finish and rounds 
off a perfectly balanced wine.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.flagstonewines.com



Koelfontein Shiraz 2017
Winemaker: Dewaldt Heyns

Wine origin: Ceres

Alc 14.18%  |  RS 3.6 g/L  |  TA 5.7 g/L  |  pH 3.49

Tasting notes:

Layers of ripe berries, spice and smoky notes lure one to this full-bodied wine. Sip 
after sip will reward the drinker with velvety fruit and grippy tannins. Definitely a wine 
to be enjoyed with a rich stew, ostrich steaks or spicy food.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.koelfontein.co.za



Kunjani Shiraz 2015
Winemaker: Carmen Stevens

Wine origin: Stellenbosch

Alc 15.22%  |  RS 4.4 g/L  |  TA 5.5 g/L  |  pH 3.59

Tasting notes:

An inviting nose of white pepper and paprika spice fused with black olives and a 
savoury soy sauce aroma. Soft palate entrance flows to an elegant tannin structure 
filled with spice and juicy fruit. The depth of the palate is enhanced by a sweet 
liquorice root impression while the touch of lime keeps the palate refreshed. The wine 
lingers with a combination of fruit and oak spice while the mineral salty element adds 
length on the finish.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.kunjaniwines.co.za/



Leeuwenkuil Heritage Syrah 2017
Winemaker: Pieter Carstens

Wine origin: Swartland

Alc 13.3%  |  RS 1.8 g/L  |  TA 5.3 g/L  |  pH 3.61 

Tasting notes:

This complex wine is a true reflection of the Swartland area’s distinctive combination 
of schist soils and indigenous Cape fynbos. The palate is laden with fynbos herbs, 
thyme, buchu and white pepper. Violets, black olives and blueberry flavours lend 
complexity and lead to a long, satisfying finish.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.leeuwenkuilfv.co.za



Lomond Estate Syrah 2018
Winemaker: Hannes Meyer

Wine origin: Cape Agulhas

Alc 14.5%  |  RS 2.3 g/L  |  TA 5.2 g/L  |  pH 3.49

Tasting notes:

A blend of Syrah grapes from a variety of soil types to create a wine that is greater 
than the sum of its components. The wine has a deep ruby colour while the nose 
displays expressive aromas of classic spice, with beautiful blackberry undertones. An 
elegant wine with abundant aromatic flavours of white pepper with dark fruit and 
well-structured tannins.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.lomond.co.za



Old Road Wine Co Pepper Wind Syrah 2017
Winemaker: Ryan Puttick

Wine origin: Franschhoek

Alc 14%  |  RS 2.8 g/L  |  TA 5.8 g/L  |  pH 3.6

Tasting notes:

An intense wine with layered ripe berries, natural spice and exceptional structure. It is 
characterised by an excellent balance between bright, juicy fruit and integrated, spicy 
oak, with a coated acidity and earthy minerality. This makes for excellent structure, 
with a finish that is moreish and refreshing.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.oldroadwinecompany.com



Saronsberg Shiraz 2018
Winemaker: Dewaldt Heyns

Wine origin: Tulbagh

Alc 14.36%  |  RS 3.40 g/L  |  TA 5.8 g/L  |  pH 3.31

Tasting notes:

The wine has a deep, dark purple colour with succulent ripe fruit flavours supported 
by expressive yet delicate floral notes and scents of violets and spice. The mouthfeel 
has depth and clarity of fruit with integrated oak flavours. Finely crafted tannins and 
a beautiful layered fruity finish.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.saronsberg.com



Trizanne Reserve Syrah 2018
Winemaker: Trizanne Barnard

Wine origin: Elim

Alc 13.38%  |  RS 1.2 g/L  |  TA 5.1 g/L  |  pH 3.66

Tasting notes:

Wild strawberries, cranberries, hints of pomegranate and crushed rose petals all 
neatly integrated with the oak. The palate is medium-bodied with crisp acidity, a 
lovely saline/spicy thread throughout this Syrah that lends energy and tension 
towards the precise and detailed finish. This is a superb, sophisticated and nuanced 
Syrah that should age with style.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.trizanne.co.za



Wildeberg Red 2019
Winemaker: JD Rossouw

Wine origin: Franschhoek

Alc 14.36%  |  RS 2.06 g/L  |  TA 5.19 g/L  |  pH 3.53

Tasting notes:

Our first release of a Wildeberg Red exemplifies the magic of Franschhoek. Being in 
this first release Syrah and Cab Franc aged in new and older oak the palate has an 
impactful attack. Ideal with roast leg of lamb, duck and grilled vegetables.
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2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 12 Shiraz winner

|  www.wildeberg.co.za
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 BLOCK INFORMATION

 Clone(s) SH1 SH21, SH22 SH1 S21AL, SH9C,  SH1A, RY13A SH1, SH22 SH21 21A/SH99  SH9, 21, 22, SH1, SH22, 5 
    SH22      1, 470  

 Hectares 19.91 20 3 Various 3 30 1.5 & 5.5 40 1 7 2.5 3

 Tons per ha 8 8 5 5 - 8 6 7 2.5 8 6 4.5 6 7

 Planting date 1998, 2001 2004 - 2008  5 - 15 years 2001 1999 1995 & 2002 2002 2002 2004 - 2008 2005 2001
 2015/16/17 

 Rootstock R 110 R 110 101 - 14 Mgt R 110 +  R 99 R 99 R 99 R 110, R 99 R 110 101 - 14 Mgt,  101 - 14 Mgt R 110
    Rug 140      R 110, R 99,
          SO4

 Irrigation system Drip Drip Drip 90% Irrigated, Drip Drip Drip & Drip Drip Drip Drip Drip
    10% Dryland   Dry land

 Row direction SW - NE N/S SE - NW NE -SW N/S E/W E/W E/W N/S EW, NS NE/SW N/S

 Row width X 2.5 x 1.25 2.75 x 1.5 3 x 1.2 Various 3 x 1 2.5 2.75 x 1.5, 1.2 x 2.2 2.8 x 1.5 2.5 x 1.25, 3 x 10 2.75 x 1.2
 planting width (m)       3 x 1.2   2.75 x 1.6

 Trellising system Hedge/ 4-Wire 5-Wire  5- to 7-Wire 5-Wire Perold Bush &  VSP 5-Wire Extended VSP 4-Wire
 trellis Perold VSP vertical shoot lengthened  4-Strand  Perold Perold  Perold
    pos Perold  hedge

 SOIL

 Soil formation Longlands/ Glenrosa Estcourt Weathered Deep Sandstone Schist, Glencore/ Glenrosa Weathered Gravel
 Vilafontes   shale, sand- rocky  Glenrosa, Wasbank  shale Ferricrete/
    stone & rich   Swartland   (Klapmuts & Koffieklip,
    red deep soils      Cartref), Clav & Shale
          Glenrosa, below
          Tukulu

 Potential Med - low 6 4 Varies from 4 4 6 7 8 4.5 - 6 5
 (1=very low; 10=very high)     3 - 6

 Drainage 5 - Drainage 7 5 Varies from 5 8 6 7 10 6 - 8 8 
 (1=very low; 10=very high) installed   4 - 7

 3  |  2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE SHIRAZ SA 2020  |  Page  20 

TOP 12 SHIRAZ WINES 2020  |  Viticulture details
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TOP 12 SHIRAZ WINES 2020  |  Viticulture details (continued)

 TERRAIN

 Aspect  NW Flat Predomi- N N SW & NW N E E N E
    nantly SW

 Position in landscape  Beach Foothills/ Foothills Slope Middle Foothills  Mountain Foothills, Slope Foothills
   flat   slope & hills  slope mid-valley

 Proximity to ocean (km) 40 2 8 130 & 65 134 30 50 & 30 6 35 80 15 30

 Altitude (metres)  170 - 200 25 - 50 45 250 - 146   280 - 160 30 380 160 - 320 60 350

 CLIMATE 

 Mean temperature for  28 - 30 ± 20 23 23/24  28 32 28 25  25 25
 month of ripening (°C)

 Mean annual rainfall  500 ± 450 - 600 550 300 - 400  320 400 750 800 475 - 900 600 1 100
 (mm)

 CANOPY MANAGEMENT

 Leaf break Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 Area of leaf break Both sides  Both sides   Both sides   Morning  Morning Both sides Morning
         sun side sun side  sun side

 Suckering 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots Suckering 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots 2 Shoots
 per spur per spur per spur per spur  per spur per spur per spur per spur per spur per spur per spur 

 Crop control Remove  Remove Remove  Remove  1 Bunch per Remove Remove Remove Remove Shoulder Remove
 green green green green  shoot bunches on green green green bunch green 
 bunches at bunches at bunches at bunches at  Removal weak shoots bunches at bunches at bunches at removal bunches at
 veraison veraison veraison veraison  of green  varaison varaison varaison Remove variason
   Remove Remove  bunches at  Remove Remove Remove green bunches Remove
   bunches on bunches on  veraison  bunches on bunches on bunches on at veraison bunches on
   weak shoots  weak shoots     weak shoots  weak shoots  weak shoots Remove weak shoots
           bunches on
           weak shoots

 Tipping & Topping 3 Toppings 1 Topping Regular  Regular   3 Toppings 1 Topping 2 Toppings 1 Topping Regular 1 Tipping Regular
   tipping tipping       tipping 1 Topping tipping
    1 Topping      1 Topping

 Shoot positioning VSP VSP VSP VSP & sprawl  VSP Sprawl VSP VSP VSP  VSP

Empty blocks represent information omitted by wineries.
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 GRAPE DETAIL

 WO Simonsberg Walker Elim Western Ceres Stellenbosch Swartland Cape Franschhoek Tulbagh Elim Franschhoek
 Paarl Bay  Cape    Agulhas

 Harvest date 07.03.2018 Mid Feb 08.03.2020    09.02.2016 - 28.02.2017 3rd week Mar Mid Feb 16.03.2018 22.03.2017   15.02.2018 - 27.02.2018- 04.04.2019
    18.03.2016      10.03.2018 06.03.2018 

 °Balling 25.2 24.5 - 25 23 25 - 28 25 25 23.4 - 24 24 24.5 24 - 25 23 24.5

 pH 3.42 3.45 3.41 3.38 - 3.74 3.49 3.6 3.7 - 3.8 3.45 3.43 3.2 - 3.3  3.6

 TA (g/L) 6.45 6.2 7.91 4.07 - 5.84 5.7 5.5 5.3 - 5.7 6.1 6.32 5.8 - 6.4  5.76

 Sorting Yes Yes Yes Berry Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No

 VINIFICATION DETAIL

 Pectinolytic enzyme Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No No
 added

 Cold maceration 24 Hours 3 Days No 3 - 5 Days 3 Days Yes 3 Days Yes 3 Days 3 - 5 Days 3 Days 2 Days

 Any bleeding done Yes No No No No Yes No No No Yes No No

 Fermentation Commercial Commercial Commercial Commercial Commercial Commercial Spontaneous Commercial Spontaneous Commercial Spontaneous Spontaneous
 yeast used yeast used yeast used yeast used yeast used yeast used  yeast used  yeast used

 Yeast WE372 D80 NT116 Various L2056 D80 N/A L2056 N/A L2056, BM45, N/A N/A
          D254

 Whole bunch  No Yes 15% Yes 50% No No No Yes 70% Yes 10% Yes No No Yes
 fermentation

 Tank type St steel St steel St stain Open top Open top  Open top St steel Open top St steel Open top St steel
     St steel      Open top

 Ferm. temp. (°C) 26 - 28 26 23 - 25 23 - 25 24 24 - 25 23 - 27 Max 28 25 24 - 28 22 - 26 25

 Pump-overs/ Both Pump overs Both Both Both Pump overs Both Pump overs Punch downs Both Pump overs Pump overs
 punch down

 Intervals 4 /Daily Every 5 h 3/3  Every 4 - 5 h Twice/day Both 1/daily Every 6 h 4/Daily 2/3 Daily 1 - 3 Daily 2/Daily
      until 5°B   (6 h intervals)  

TOP 12 SHIRAZ WINES 2020  |  Winemaking details



 VINIFICATION DETAIL (continued)

 Days on skins 14 8 5  8 20 28 14  11 - 21 ± 14 - 21 10

 MLF tanks or barrel Barrel Barrel Tank Barrel Barrel  Barrel Tank Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel

 MLF spontaneous or Inoculated Inoculated Inoculated Inoculated Inoculated Inoculated  Spontaneous Spontaneous Spontaneous Inoculated Spontaneous Spontaneous
 inoculated

 Comm. MLF culture PN4 CH16 CH11 CH16 450 Pre AC Lactoenos  N/A N/A N/A  N/A N/A
      450 Preac

 MATURATION DETAIL

 Tank or barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel Barrel

 Oak origin FO FO FO FO AO FO FO FO FO FO FO FO FO

 Blend percentage (%)  1st Fill 60  1st Fill 30 2nd Fill 7  *See below  1st Fill 13 3rd Fill 100  1st Fill 50 1st Fill 25 1st Fill 70 1st Fill 25 
 2nd Fill 40  2nd Fill 35 3rd Fill 93     2nd Fill 45  2nd Fill 50 2nd Fill 25  2nd Fill 20 2nd Fill 25
  3rd Fill 35     3rd Fill 42    3rd Fill 50 3rd Fill 10 3rd Fill 50  

 Barrel size (L)  300 300 - 500 225 225 300 225 300, 500 300 600 300 225, 300, 500 300

 Toasting M M M M M M & M M M/M+ M M Eclat ceramic M
           toasting

 Barrel racking, incl MLF 2 2 2 2  3 1 Every 3 mths 1 2 1 Post MLF

 Fining in barrel No No No No No No No No  No No No

 Months in barrel 18 18 13 12 - 18 18 14 12 16 12 20 11 10

BOTTLING DETAIL

 Fining prior to bottling No Yes No Yes No Yes No No No No No No

 Type of filtration Bulk Sheet Bulk Bulk Sheet Xcrossflow Rough bulk Cross flow Rough Cross flow  Sheet

 Filtration at bottling 70 Sheet 8 mic Sheet Sheet 50/70 Sheet Sheet Sheet Fly catcher 0.45 mic None Sterile Sheet 70 Sheet

 Bottles produced 40 000 8 400 1 368 x 1.5 L 6 600 3 594   11 000 2 000 36 967  1 800

 Cellar door price R265 R260 R850 R280 R170 R220 R375 R125 R350 R260 R225 R320

 Cork/screw cap Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork Cork
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TOP 12 SHIRAZ WINES 2020  |  Winemaking details (continued)

Empty blocks represent information omitted by wineries. *French Oak: 1st Fill 67 , 2nd Fill 17 , 3rd Fill 16 ;  American Oak: 1st Fill 21 , 2nd Fill 11, 3rd Fill 68 ; Hungarian Oak: 3rd Fill 100 



Babylonstoren Babel 2018
Winemaker: Klaas Stoffberg  |  Wine origin: Western Cape

Blend: 39% Shiraz; 16% Cabernet Sauvignon; 11% Malbec; 11% Merlot, 
10% Petit Verdot; 7% Cabernet franc; 6% Pinotage

Alc 14.0% | RS 3.1 g/L | TA 6.1 g/L | pH 3.48

Tasting notes: The wine displays an intense bouquet of pencil shavings, 
liquorice and sweet tobacco with mulberry and dark cherry chocolate 
on the nose. The palate is a balanced fusion of dark red berry and 
chocolate flavours with a soft mouthfeel and juicy, lingering finish.

Saronsberg Full Circle 2018
Winemaker: Dewaldt Heyns  |  Wine origin: Tulbagh

Blend: 82% Shiraz; 9% Grenache; 6% Mourvèdre; 3% Viognier 

Alc 14.47% | RS 3.0 g/L | TA 6.1 g/L | pH 3.42

Tasting notes: The wine has a deep, dark purple colour with prominent 
ripe plum, red berry and floral flavours with undertones of spice. The 
oak is well balanced with full, firm yet accessible tannins.

Strandveld �e Navigator 2017
Winemaker: Conrad Vlok  |  Wine origin: Cape Agulhas

Blend: 53% Shiraz; 20% Grenache; 19% Mourvèdre; 8% Viognier.

Alc 14.17% | RS  2.3 g/L | TA 5.7 g/L | pH 3.44

Tasting notes:  Aromas of cool-climate spice with white pepper and cloves. 
Floral hints courtesy of the Viognier. The spiciness carries through to 
the palate and is complemented by black berry flavours. The Grenache 
contributes red berry fruit, fine tannins and a long finish.
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Stellenbosch Hills Polkadraai Shiraz Rosé 2020
Winemaker: James Ochse  |  Wine origin: Stellenbosch

Alc 12.5% | RS 3.7 g/L | TA 6.0 g/L | pH 3.51

Tasting notes: A delicate salmon pink wine. Medium bodied, with a fresh and 
crisp acidity for a delicious, lingering mouthfeel. The bouquet showcases red 
berry and petal flavours, with a hint of sweet melon & stone fruit. The wine is 
crafted in a fresh, dry classic style.

2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top 3 Shiraz blend winners

2020 SHIRAZ SA CHALLENGE
top Shiraz rosé winner
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|  AGE DISTRIBUTION OF VINES

> 20 yr 1 093 ha

16 - 20 yr  4 581 ha

11 - 15 yr  1 406 ha

4 - 10 yr  1 610 ha

< 4 yr 488 ha

STATISTIC OVERVIEW 2019
Shiraz vines

|  VINES PER WINE REGION

Paarl 23%

Swartland 22%

Stellenbosch 21%

Robertson 10%

Breedekloof 8%

Olifants River 7%

Worcester 5%

Cape South Coast 3% 
Klein Karoo 1%

Northern Cape   0%

Shiraz wines

 Country Packaged Bulk TOTAL Packaged Bulk Total

 China 115 938 0 115 938 772 377 23 800 796 177

 Denmark 614 957 72 030 686 987 751 522 358 080 1 109 602

 Germany 1 555 838 454 080 2 009 918 907 825 1 939 765 1 939 940

 France 48 534 25 460 73 994 21 101 1 260 340 1 281 441

 Canada 2 158 442 3 762 907 5 921 349 629 895 71 880 701 775

 Netherlands 73 479 0 73 479 354 020 26 000 380 020

 Sweden 1 871 312 47 760 1 919 072 569 273 48 080 617 353

 UK 1 911 786 341 560 2 253 346 2 323 371 3 046 590 5 369 961

 USA 1 274 401 0 1 274 401 935 064 120 120 1 055 184

Year 2010 2019

 Grand total*   20 478 056   16 229 365 

|  EXPORTS TO TOP 9 COUNTRIES  (litres) |  DOMESTIC SALES (million litres)

|  TOTAL AREA UNDER VINES

2015
10.5% 2016

10.4% 2017
10.3% 2018

10.2% *2019
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*2019: 9 178 ha | 10% of total

*Grand total of all the countries exported to
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“We are passionate about 
advancing the wine industry, and 
paving the way for success by 
creating and sharing knowledge.”



differences in sugar to alcohol conversion rates. In addition, a Winetech funded 
study at the Department of Viticulture and Oenology (DVO), Stellenbosch 
University investigated the effect of winemaking conditions (pH, temperature, 
YAN) on wine yeast sugar to alcohol conversion, and found it has very little 
effect. 

It is worthwhile mentioning though, that there are some commercial 
S. cerevisiae yeasts that constantly produce slightly less alcohol than the rest of 
the pack. The reason why these yeasts produce less alcohol is because they also 
have alternative metabolic pathways during fermentation. This includes greater 
yeast biomass formation or the formation of higher amounts of other 
metabolic end-products, such as glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, 
malic acid and succinic acid. 

Some of these “slightly lower alcohol” commercial yeast strains have been 
generated through non-genetic modification (GM) techniques to produce less 
ethanol. To compensate, their carbon metabolic flux is redirected towards the 
production of various organic acids, which may result in the acidification of the 
wine (this can be a good thing, depending on the wine). Nevertheless, the 
success rate in terms of alcohol reduction is condition-dependent and often 
limited to around 0.5% (sometimes more, sometimes less, but it’s better than 
nothing in some cases).

Glycerol has been a very popular target for researchers to try and obtain 
S. cerevisiae wine yeasts with a higher metabolic flux towards it and the 
accompanying lower alcohol production. Alas, no success was to be had. In 
most cases the yeasts also produced higher amounts of unwanted compounds 
such as acetic acid. 

One research project, also funded by Winetech at the DVO, was indeed very 
successful in creating a wine yeast that produced less alcohol and no unwanted 
by-products. Genetic modification techniques (using no foreign DNA) were used 
to obtain a yeast that shifted some of its sugar metabolism towards trehalose, 
a storage sugar that has no organoleptic qualities. Unfortunately, this yeast will 
live out its days stored in a freezer in a laboratory at the Department of 
Viticulture and Oenology, Stellenbosch University due to the general 
unacceptability of the use of GM techniques in the winemaking process. The 
project paved the way for researchers to try and apply non-GM techniques to 
possibly obtain a similar result. 

 

WHAT ABOUT AERATION?

Yeasts have two types of metabolisms, respiration (if oxygen is available) and 
fermentation (if oxygen is not available). S. cerevisiae almost always ferments, 
even if adequate amounts of oxygen is available. This is called the Crabtree 
effect and S. cerevisiae is described as Crabtree positive. No amount of aeration 
during a commercial wine fermentation will enable S. cerevisiae to respirate and 
produce predominantly CO2 from the sugars consumed. 

Aeration during fermentation does however allow faster evaporation of alcohol, 
which makes it one of the strategies for lowering final alcohol levels. Anecdotal 
evidence from around the world has shown that open top fermenters tend to 
give lower final alcohol concentrations when compared to closed systems. The 
same goes for aerated pump-overs compared to closed system pump-overs. 

THE ROLE OF TEMPERATURE

Alcohol is less volatile the lower the temperature. So, if one fermented with 
Yeast X at 20°C in one tank and 11°C in another tank, it will look as if its 
conversion factor miraculously increased from the warmer to the cooler tank, 
which of course is not the case. It’s simply a case of higher evaporation in the 
warmer tank. What has become a common practice over the last few years in 
the handling of high sugar red musts, is to ferment at “lower” temperatures (23 
– 26°C) in order to prevent stuck fermentations. This is an extremely wise 

practice since it not only improves the alcohol tolerance of yeasts but also 
improves fructose utilisation. It does increase perceived sugar to alcohol 
conversion though, due to less alcohol evaporation.

BUT WAIT! THERE’S LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL …

This is where non-Saccharomyces yeasts come in. Various studies around the 
world have demonstrated that some of the more commonly found non-Sacch 
wine yeasts do have lower alcohol conversions (anywhere from 0.3 – 2% less). 
This can be attributed to mainly two traits of these yeasts. Some of these yeasts 
are Crabtree negative, meaning if it has enough oxygen it will respirate (where 
no alcohol is formed) instead of ferment. How much this can contribute to lower 
alcohol production during commercial winemaking is very yeast strain 
dependent. The amount of aeration needed for a specific yeast to respirate 
might be too much and can cause oxidation of phenolic and aroma compounds 
in the must.

A recent study demonstrated that with controlled aeration during the first 72 
hours of fermentation, immobilised Metschnikowia pulcherrima yeast cells, in a 
sequential fermentation trial, produced 1.38% less alcohol without adversely 
affecting wine quality. 

The second reason why some non-Sacch yeasts can produce less alcohol from a 
certain amount of sugar is because they form more secondary by-products 
during fermentation. In general, non-Sacch yeasts tend to form more 
by-products during fermentation than S. cerevisiae. As with S. cerevisiae, the 
by-products include glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, malic acid and 
succinic acid. They can also have metabolic pathways S. cerevisiae doesn’t have, 
for instance Lachancea thermotolerans produces lactic acid from pyruvate, with 
the amount produced being strain dependent. 

Non-Sacch yeasts also produce other products of oenological interest such as 
extracellular enzymes, that can be very low or non-existent in S. cerevisiae. This 
is the reason why many winemakers find spontaneous fermentations so 
rewarding, since it can increase the organoleptic complexity of a wine.

Spontaneous fermentations can have a dark side as well when your resident 
non-Sacch population happens to be high “other stuff” producers and you end 
up having wines high in acetic acid and acetaldehyde. Also, not necessarily a 
problem these days, you can just develop a fancy story how you believe in not 

“intervening in the natural process” and together with a provocative label the 
wines can sell for a premium price (or not).

OUR LOCAL EXPERTISE 

If you don’t want to gamble with finding out whether your resident non-Sacch 
population is evil or not, there is always the option of using commercial 
non-Sacch yeasts. Research conducted at Nietvoorbij (Dr Neil Jolly) and the DVO 
(Dr Evodia Setati, Dr Debra Rossouw, Prof Florian Bauer, Prof Benoit Divol), with 
and without Winetech funding over many years, have led to an in-depth 
understanding by our researchers of non-Saccharomyces wine yeasts and their 
behaviour in mixed culture fermentations. In the case where the research was 
sponsored by a commercial company, the knowledge has been transferred to 
the commercial company for them to better advise winemakers.

THE GOOD GUYS 

The following non-Saccharomyces yeasts, that are also commercially available, 
have been demonstrated to have lower sugar to alcohol yields: Lachancea 
thermotolerans, Torulaspora delbrueckii and Metschnikowia pulcherrima.

Starmerella bacillaris (also known as Candida zemplinina) also demonstrates a 
lower sugar to alcohol ratio during alcoholic fermentation but it is not currently 
(at the time of writing) commercially available. It has the added advantage of 
being a fructophilic wine yeast. A suitable candidate for commercialisation has

LOWERING ALCOHOL IN WINE: 
YEAST SELECTION
KARIEN O’KENNEDY | Winetech | karien@winetech.co.za

NO SILVER BULLETS

Shiraz is considered a mid to late ripening grape, often only harvested in 
South Africa from March onwards. As a result, grapes arriving at the cellar 
can have high sugar levels that can lead to alcohol levels above 14%. 
Depending on the rest of the wine matrix, such high alcohol concentrations 
can potentially be perceived as being negative for final wine quality, 
especially if it promotes an unwanted “hotness.” In many cases Shiraz wines 
are big and bold enough to support such high alcohol concentrations. 
However, consumer purchasing behaviour can be negatively influenced by 
the alcohol they see on the label. 

As a result, winemakers and researchers have been searching for the Holy 
Grail of alcohol reduction for at least two decades. Various avenues have 
been explored with varying degrees of success. The bottom line is that to this 
date there is no one silver bullet to magically produce 2 - 3% alcohol less 
from a given amount of grape sugar. The good news is, however, that certain 
practices that can bring about small reductions in final alcohol 
concentrations, do exist. Whereas it is not worthwhile getting out of bed for 
a meagre 0.3% alcohol reduction, combining strategies that all bring about 
approximately 0.3% reduction can eventually add up to a combined effect of 
1% less, or even more. 

WHEN THE USUAL SUSPECT OFFERS VERY LITTLE JOY

For years the focus of research was on Saccharomyces cerevisiae, the 
dominant wine yeast in fermentations and the most readily available in a 
commercially dried form. Unfortunately, due to S. cerevisiae’s quest through 
the millennia to be top of the yeast food chain, it has evolved to become a 
highly efficient sugar to alcohol converter. Studies by academics as well as 
commercial yeast companies, comparing commercial wine yeasts under the 
same fermentation conditions, have demonstrated that there are very little 
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been identified through a Winetech funded study at Nietvoorbij and a 
commercial company is currently evaluating the yeast for commercial 
production. 

It is important to realise that just as in the case of S. cerevisiae there can also be 
strain differences within species. In some species, the strains can be quite 
similar and in others very diverse. It is very important for winemakers seeking 
to obtain a lower alcohol conversation from a commercial non-Sacch strain to 
make sure that the strain they select does indeed have this trait. Many 
non-Sacch yeasts have been commercialised for their specific contributions to 
wine sensory qualities and wine stability and not necessarily for alcohol 
reduction. 

SO, HERE’S AN IDEA

If it is your desire to produce Shiraz wines with lower alcohols this upcoming 
season it is worth your while to trial the combination of a non-Sacch and 
S. cerevisiae yeast, both known to have a slightly lower than average alcohol 
yield. Combine this with increased aerated pump-overs (red) and you might just 
end up with lower alcohol than expected. 

Please refer to the series of articles published by Dr Evodia Setati in the 
September to December 2020 Winetech Technical in WineLand Magazine for 
detailed information on five specific non-Sacch yeasts.
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differences in sugar to alcohol conversion rates. In addition, a Winetech funded 
study at the Department of Viticulture and Oenology (DVO), Stellenbosch 
University investigated the effect of winemaking conditions (pH, temperature, 
YAN) on wine yeast sugar to alcohol conversion, and found it has very little 
effect. 

It is worthwhile mentioning though, that there are some commercial 
S. cerevisiae yeasts that constantly produce slightly less alcohol than the rest of 
the pack. The reason why these yeasts produce less alcohol is because they also 
have alternative metabolic pathways during fermentation. This includes greater 
yeast biomass formation or the formation of higher amounts of other 
metabolic end-products, such as glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, 
malic acid and succinic acid. 

Some of these “slightly lower alcohol” commercial yeast strains have been 
generated through non-genetic modification (GM) techniques to produce less 
ethanol. To compensate, their carbon metabolic flux is redirected towards the 
production of various organic acids, which may result in the acidification of the 
wine (this can be a good thing, depending on the wine). Nevertheless, the 
success rate in terms of alcohol reduction is condition-dependent and often 
limited to around 0.5% (sometimes more, sometimes less, but it’s better than 
nothing in some cases).

Glycerol has been a very popular target for researchers to try and obtain 
S. cerevisiae wine yeasts with a higher metabolic flux towards it and the 
accompanying lower alcohol production. Alas, no success was to be had. In 
most cases the yeasts also produced higher amounts of unwanted compounds 
such as acetic acid. 

One research project, also funded by Winetech at the DVO, was indeed very 
successful in creating a wine yeast that produced less alcohol and no unwanted 
by-products. Genetic modification techniques (using no foreign DNA) were used 
to obtain a yeast that shifted some of its sugar metabolism towards trehalose, 
a storage sugar that has no organoleptic qualities. Unfortunately, this yeast will 
live out its days stored in a freezer in a laboratory at the Department of 
Viticulture and Oenology, Stellenbosch University due to the general 
unacceptability of the use of GM techniques in the winemaking process. The 
project paved the way for researchers to try and apply non-GM techniques to 
possibly obtain a similar result. 

 

WHAT ABOUT AERATION?

Yeasts have two types of metabolisms, respiration (if oxygen is available) and 
fermentation (if oxygen is not available). S. cerevisiae almost always ferments, 
even if adequate amounts of oxygen is available. This is called the Crabtree 
effect and S. cerevisiae is described as Crabtree positive. No amount of aeration 
during a commercial wine fermentation will enable S. cerevisiae to respirate and 
produce predominantly CO2 from the sugars consumed. 

Aeration during fermentation does however allow faster evaporation of alcohol, 
which makes it one of the strategies for lowering final alcohol levels. Anecdotal 
evidence from around the world has shown that open top fermenters tend to 
give lower final alcohol concentrations when compared to closed systems. The 
same goes for aerated pump-overs compared to closed system pump-overs. 

THE ROLE OF TEMPERATURE

Alcohol is less volatile the lower the temperature. So, if one fermented with 
Yeast X at 20°C in one tank and 11°C in another tank, it will look as if its 
conversion factor miraculously increased from the warmer to the cooler tank, 
which of course is not the case. It’s simply a case of higher evaporation in the 
warmer tank. What has become a common practice over the last few years in 
the handling of high sugar red musts, is to ferment at “lower” temperatures (23 
– 26°C) in order to prevent stuck fermentations. This is an extremely wise 

practice since it not only improves the alcohol tolerance of yeasts but also 
improves fructose utilisation. It does increase perceived sugar to alcohol 
conversion though, due to less alcohol evaporation.

BUT WAIT! THERE’S LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL …

This is where non-Saccharomyces yeasts come in. Various studies around the 
world have demonstrated that some of the more commonly found non-Sacch 
wine yeasts do have lower alcohol conversions (anywhere from 0.3 – 2% less). 
This can be attributed to mainly two traits of these yeasts. Some of these yeasts 
are Crabtree negative, meaning if it has enough oxygen it will respirate (where 
no alcohol is formed) instead of ferment. How much this can contribute to lower 
alcohol production during commercial winemaking is very yeast strain 
dependent. The amount of aeration needed for a specific yeast to respirate 
might be too much and can cause oxidation of phenolic and aroma compounds 
in the must.

A recent study demonstrated that with controlled aeration during the first 72 
hours of fermentation, immobilised Metschnikowia pulcherrima yeast cells, in a 
sequential fermentation trial, produced 1.38% less alcohol without adversely 
affecting wine quality. 

The second reason why some non-Sacch yeasts can produce less alcohol from a 
certain amount of sugar is because they form more secondary by-products 
during fermentation. In general, non-Sacch yeasts tend to form more 
by-products during fermentation than S. cerevisiae. As with S. cerevisiae, the 
by-products include glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, malic acid and 
succinic acid. They can also have metabolic pathways S. cerevisiae doesn’t have, 
for instance Lachancea thermotolerans produces lactic acid from pyruvate, with 
the amount produced being strain dependent. 

Non-Sacch yeasts also produce other products of oenological interest such as 
extracellular enzymes, that can be very low or non-existent in S. cerevisiae. This 
is the reason why many winemakers find spontaneous fermentations so 
rewarding, since it can increase the organoleptic complexity of a wine.

Spontaneous fermentations can have a dark side as well when your resident 
non-Sacch population happens to be high “other stuff” producers and you end 
up having wines high in acetic acid and acetaldehyde. Also, not necessarily a 
problem these days, you can just develop a fancy story how you believe in not 

“intervening in the natural process” and together with a provocative label the 
wines can sell for a premium price (or not).

OUR LOCAL EXPERTISE 

If you don’t want to gamble with finding out whether your resident non-Sacch 
population is evil or not, there is always the option of using commercial 
non-Sacch yeasts. Research conducted at Nietvoorbij (Dr Neil Jolly) and the DVO 
(Dr Evodia Setati, Dr Debra Rossouw, Prof Florian Bauer, Prof Benoit Divol), with 
and without Winetech funding over many years, have led to an in-depth 
understanding by our researchers of non-Saccharomyces wine yeasts and their 
behaviour in mixed culture fermentations. In the case where the research was 
sponsored by a commercial company, the knowledge has been transferred to 
the commercial company for them to better advise winemakers.

THE GOOD GUYS 

The following non-Saccharomyces yeasts, that are also commercially available, 
have been demonstrated to have lower sugar to alcohol yields: Lachancea 
thermotolerans, Torulaspora delbrueckii and Metschnikowia pulcherrima.

Starmerella bacillaris (also known as Candida zemplinina) also demonstrates a 
lower sugar to alcohol ratio during alcoholic fermentation but it is not currently 
(at the time of writing) commercially available. It has the added advantage of 
being a fructophilic wine yeast. A suitable candidate for commercialisation has

LOWERING ALCOHOL IN WINE: 
YEAST SELECTION
KARIEN O’KENNEDY | Winetech | karien@winetech.co.za

NO SILVER BULLETS

Shiraz is considered a mid to late ripening grape, often only harvested in 
South Africa from March onwards. As a result, grapes arriving at the cellar 
can have high sugar levels that can lead to alcohol levels above 14%. 
Depending on the rest of the wine matrix, such high alcohol concentrations 
can potentially be perceived as being negative for final wine quality, 
especially if it promotes an unwanted “hotness.” In many cases Shiraz wines 
are big and bold enough to support such high alcohol concentrations. 
However, consumer purchasing behaviour can be negatively influenced by 
the alcohol they see on the label. 

As a result, winemakers and researchers have been searching for the Holy 
Grail of alcohol reduction for at least two decades. Various avenues have 
been explored with varying degrees of success. The bottom line is that to this 
date there is no one silver bullet to magically produce 2 - 3% alcohol less 
from a given amount of grape sugar. The good news is, however, that certain 
practices that can bring about small reductions in final alcohol 
concentrations, do exist. Whereas it is not worthwhile getting out of bed for 
a meagre 0.3% alcohol reduction, combining strategies that all bring about 
approximately 0.3% reduction can eventually add up to a combined effect of 
1% less, or even more. 

WHEN THE USUAL SUSPECT OFFERS VERY LITTLE JOY

For years the focus of research was on Saccharomyces cerevisiae, the 
dominant wine yeast in fermentations and the most readily available in a 
commercially dried form. Unfortunately, due to S. cerevisiae’s quest through 
the millennia to be top of the yeast food chain, it has evolved to become a 
highly efficient sugar to alcohol converter. Studies by academics as well as 
commercial yeast companies, comparing commercial wine yeasts under the 
same fermentation conditions, have demonstrated that there are very little 
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been identified through a Winetech funded study at Nietvoorbij and a 
commercial company is currently evaluating the yeast for commercial 
production. 

It is important to realise that just as in the case of S. cerevisiae there can also be 
strain differences within species. In some species, the strains can be quite 
similar and in others very diverse. It is very important for winemakers seeking 
to obtain a lower alcohol conversation from a commercial non-Sacch strain to 
make sure that the strain they select does indeed have this trait. Many 
non-Sacch yeasts have been commercialised for their specific contributions to 
wine sensory qualities and wine stability and not necessarily for alcohol 
reduction. 

SO, HERE’S AN IDEA

If it is your desire to produce Shiraz wines with lower alcohols this upcoming 
season it is worth your while to trial the combination of a non-Sacch and 
S. cerevisiae yeast, both known to have a slightly lower than average alcohol 
yield. Combine this with increased aerated pump-overs (red) and you might just 
end up with lower alcohol than expected. 

Please refer to the series of articles published by Dr Evodia Setati in the 
September to December 2020 Winetech Technical in WineLand Magazine for 
detailed information on five specific non-Sacch yeasts.
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differences in sugar to alcohol conversion rates. In addition, a Winetech funded 
study at the Department of Viticulture and Oenology (DVO), Stellenbosch 
University investigated the effect of winemaking conditions (pH, temperature, 
YAN) on wine yeast sugar to alcohol conversion, and found it has very little 
effect. 

It is worthwhile mentioning though, that there are some commercial 
S. cerevisiae yeasts that constantly produce slightly less alcohol than the rest of 
the pack. The reason why these yeasts produce less alcohol is because they also 
have alternative metabolic pathways during fermentation. This includes greater 
yeast biomass formation or the formation of higher amounts of other 
metabolic end-products, such as glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, 
malic acid and succinic acid. 

Some of these “slightly lower alcohol” commercial yeast strains have been 
generated through non-genetic modification (GM) techniques to produce less 
ethanol. To compensate, their carbon metabolic flux is redirected towards the 
production of various organic acids, which may result in the acidification of the 
wine (this can be a good thing, depending on the wine). Nevertheless, the 
success rate in terms of alcohol reduction is condition-dependent and often 
limited to around 0.5% (sometimes more, sometimes less, but it’s better than 
nothing in some cases).

Glycerol has been a very popular target for researchers to try and obtain 
S. cerevisiae wine yeasts with a higher metabolic flux towards it and the 
accompanying lower alcohol production. Alas, no success was to be had. In 
most cases the yeasts also produced higher amounts of unwanted compounds 
such as acetic acid. 

One research project, also funded by Winetech at the DVO, was indeed very 
successful in creating a wine yeast that produced less alcohol and no unwanted 
by-products. Genetic modification techniques (using no foreign DNA) were used 
to obtain a yeast that shifted some of its sugar metabolism towards trehalose, 
a storage sugar that has no organoleptic qualities. Unfortunately, this yeast will 
live out its days stored in a freezer in a laboratory at the Department of 
Viticulture and Oenology, Stellenbosch University due to the general 
unacceptability of the use of GM techniques in the winemaking process. The 
project paved the way for researchers to try and apply non-GM techniques to 
possibly obtain a similar result. 

 

WHAT ABOUT AERATION?

Yeasts have two types of metabolisms, respiration (if oxygen is available) and 
fermentation (if oxygen is not available). S. cerevisiae almost always ferments, 
even if adequate amounts of oxygen is available. This is called the Crabtree 
effect and S. cerevisiae is described as Crabtree positive. No amount of aeration 
during a commercial wine fermentation will enable S. cerevisiae to respirate and 
produce predominantly CO2 from the sugars consumed. 

Aeration during fermentation does however allow faster evaporation of alcohol, 
which makes it one of the strategies for lowering final alcohol levels. Anecdotal 
evidence from around the world has shown that open top fermenters tend to 
give lower final alcohol concentrations when compared to closed systems. The 
same goes for aerated pump-overs compared to closed system pump-overs. 

THE ROLE OF TEMPERATURE

Alcohol is less volatile the lower the temperature. So, if one fermented with 
Yeast X at 20°C in one tank and 11°C in another tank, it will look as if its 
conversion factor miraculously increased from the warmer to the cooler tank, 
which of course is not the case. It’s simply a case of higher evaporation in the 
warmer tank. What has become a common practice over the last few years in 
the handling of high sugar red musts, is to ferment at “lower” temperatures (23 
– 26°C) in order to prevent stuck fermentations. This is an extremely wise 

practice since it not only improves the alcohol tolerance of yeasts but also 
improves fructose utilisation. It does increase perceived sugar to alcohol 
conversion though, due to less alcohol evaporation.

BUT WAIT! THERE’S LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL …

This is where non-Saccharomyces yeasts come in. Various studies around the 
world have demonstrated that some of the more commonly found non-Sacch 
wine yeasts do have lower alcohol conversions (anywhere from 0.3 – 2% less). 
This can be attributed to mainly two traits of these yeasts. Some of these yeasts 
are Crabtree negative, meaning if it has enough oxygen it will respirate (where 
no alcohol is formed) instead of ferment. How much this can contribute to lower 
alcohol production during commercial winemaking is very yeast strain 
dependent. The amount of aeration needed for a specific yeast to respirate 
might be too much and can cause oxidation of phenolic and aroma compounds 
in the must.

A recent study demonstrated that with controlled aeration during the first 72 
hours of fermentation, immobilised Metschnikowia pulcherrima yeast cells, in a 
sequential fermentation trial, produced 1.38% less alcohol without adversely 
affecting wine quality. 

The second reason why some non-Sacch yeasts can produce less alcohol from a 
certain amount of sugar is because they form more secondary by-products 
during fermentation. In general, non-Sacch yeasts tend to form more 
by-products during fermentation than S. cerevisiae. As with S. cerevisiae, the 
by-products include glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, malic acid and 
succinic acid. They can also have metabolic pathways S. cerevisiae doesn’t have, 
for instance Lachancea thermotolerans produces lactic acid from pyruvate, with 
the amount produced being strain dependent. 

Non-Sacch yeasts also produce other products of oenological interest such as 
extracellular enzymes, that can be very low or non-existent in S. cerevisiae. This 
is the reason why many winemakers find spontaneous fermentations so 
rewarding, since it can increase the organoleptic complexity of a wine.

Spontaneous fermentations can have a dark side as well when your resident 
non-Sacch population happens to be high “other stuff” producers and you end 
up having wines high in acetic acid and acetaldehyde. Also, not necessarily a 
problem these days, you can just develop a fancy story how you believe in not 

“intervening in the natural process” and together with a provocative label the 
wines can sell for a premium price (or not).

OUR LOCAL EXPERTISE 

If you don’t want to gamble with finding out whether your resident non-Sacch 
population is evil or not, there is always the option of using commercial 
non-Sacch yeasts. Research conducted at Nietvoorbij (Dr Neil Jolly) and the DVO 
(Dr Evodia Setati, Dr Debra Rossouw, Prof Florian Bauer, Prof Benoit Divol), with 
and without Winetech funding over many years, have led to an in-depth 
understanding by our researchers of non-Saccharomyces wine yeasts and their 
behaviour in mixed culture fermentations. In the case where the research was 
sponsored by a commercial company, the knowledge has been transferred to 
the commercial company for them to better advise winemakers.

THE GOOD GUYS 

The following non-Saccharomyces yeasts, that are also commercially available, 
have been demonstrated to have lower sugar to alcohol yields: Lachancea 
thermotolerans, Torulaspora delbrueckii and Metschnikowia pulcherrima.

Starmerella bacillaris (also known as Candida zemplinina) also demonstrates a 
lower sugar to alcohol ratio during alcoholic fermentation but it is not currently 
(at the time of writing) commercially available. It has the added advantage of 
being a fructophilic wine yeast. A suitable candidate for commercialisation has

LOWERING ALCOHOL IN WINE: 
YEAST SELECTION
KARIEN O’KENNEDY | Winetech | karien@winetech.co.za

NO SILVER BULLETS

Shiraz is considered a mid to late ripening grape, often only harvested in 
South Africa from March onwards. As a result, grapes arriving at the cellar 
can have high sugar levels that can lead to alcohol levels above 14%. 
Depending on the rest of the wine matrix, such high alcohol concentrations 
can potentially be perceived as being negative for final wine quality, 
especially if it promotes an unwanted “hotness.” In many cases Shiraz wines 
are big and bold enough to support such high alcohol concentrations. 
However, consumer purchasing behaviour can be negatively influenced by 
the alcohol they see on the label. 

As a result, winemakers and researchers have been searching for the Holy 
Grail of alcohol reduction for at least two decades. Various avenues have 
been explored with varying degrees of success. The bottom line is that to this 
date there is no one silver bullet to magically produce 2 - 3% alcohol less 
from a given amount of grape sugar. The good news is, however, that certain 
practices that can bring about small reductions in final alcohol 
concentrations, do exist. Whereas it is not worthwhile getting out of bed for 
a meagre 0.3% alcohol reduction, combining strategies that all bring about 
approximately 0.3% reduction can eventually add up to a combined effect of 
1% less, or even more. 

WHEN THE USUAL SUSPECT OFFERS VERY LITTLE JOY

For years the focus of research was on Saccharomyces cerevisiae, the 
dominant wine yeast in fermentations and the most readily available in a 
commercially dried form. Unfortunately, due to S. cerevisiae’s quest through 
the millennia to be top of the yeast food chain, it has evolved to become a 
highly efficient sugar to alcohol converter. Studies by academics as well as 
commercial yeast companies, comparing commercial wine yeasts under the 
same fermentation conditions, have demonstrated that there are very little 
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been identified through a Winetech funded study at Nietvoorbij and a 
commercial company is currently evaluating the yeast for commercial 
production. 

It is important to realise that just as in the case of S. cerevisiae there can also be 
strain differences within species. In some species, the strains can be quite 
similar and in others very diverse. It is very important for winemakers seeking 
to obtain a lower alcohol conversation from a commercial non-Sacch strain to 
make sure that the strain they select does indeed have this trait. Many 
non-Sacch yeasts have been commercialised for their specific contributions to 
wine sensory qualities and wine stability and not necessarily for alcohol 
reduction. 

SO, HERE’S AN IDEA

If it is your desire to produce Shiraz wines with lower alcohols this upcoming 
season it is worth your while to trial the combination of a non-Sacch and 
S. cerevisiae yeast, both known to have a slightly lower than average alcohol 
yield. Combine this with increased aerated pump-overs (red) and you might just 
end up with lower alcohol than expected. 

Please refer to the series of articles published by Dr Evodia Setati in the 
September to December 2020 Winetech Technical in WineLand Magazine for 
detailed information on five specific non-Sacch yeasts.
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differences in sugar to alcohol conversion rates. In addition, a Winetech funded 
study at the Department of Viticulture and Oenology (DVO), Stellenbosch 
University investigated the effect of winemaking conditions (pH, temperature, 
YAN) on wine yeast sugar to alcohol conversion, and found it has very little 
effect. 

It is worthwhile mentioning though, that there are some commercial 
S. cerevisiae yeasts that constantly produce slightly less alcohol than the rest of 
the pack. The reason why these yeasts produce less alcohol is because they also 
have alternative metabolic pathways during fermentation. This includes greater 
yeast biomass formation or the formation of higher amounts of other 
metabolic end-products, such as glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, 
malic acid and succinic acid. 

Some of these “slightly lower alcohol” commercial yeast strains have been 
generated through non-genetic modification (GM) techniques to produce less 
ethanol. To compensate, their carbon metabolic flux is redirected towards the 
production of various organic acids, which may result in the acidification of the 
wine (this can be a good thing, depending on the wine). Nevertheless, the 
success rate in terms of alcohol reduction is condition-dependent and often 
limited to around 0.5% (sometimes more, sometimes less, but it’s better than 
nothing in some cases).

Glycerol has been a very popular target for researchers to try and obtain 
S. cerevisiae wine yeasts with a higher metabolic flux towards it and the 
accompanying lower alcohol production. Alas, no success was to be had. In 
most cases the yeasts also produced higher amounts of unwanted compounds 
such as acetic acid. 

One research project, also funded by Winetech at the DVO, was indeed very 
successful in creating a wine yeast that produced less alcohol and no unwanted 
by-products. Genetic modification techniques (using no foreign DNA) were used 
to obtain a yeast that shifted some of its sugar metabolism towards trehalose, 
a storage sugar that has no organoleptic qualities. Unfortunately, this yeast will 
live out its days stored in a freezer in a laboratory at the Department of 
Viticulture and Oenology, Stellenbosch University due to the general 
unacceptability of the use of GM techniques in the winemaking process. The 
project paved the way for researchers to try and apply non-GM techniques to 
possibly obtain a similar result. 

 

WHAT ABOUT AERATION?

Yeasts have two types of metabolisms, respiration (if oxygen is available) and 
fermentation (if oxygen is not available). S. cerevisiae almost always ferments, 
even if adequate amounts of oxygen is available. This is called the Crabtree 
effect and S. cerevisiae is described as Crabtree positive. No amount of aeration 
during a commercial wine fermentation will enable S. cerevisiae to respirate and 
produce predominantly CO2 from the sugars consumed. 

Aeration during fermentation does however allow faster evaporation of alcohol, 
which makes it one of the strategies for lowering final alcohol levels. Anecdotal 
evidence from around the world has shown that open top fermenters tend to 
give lower final alcohol concentrations when compared to closed systems. The 
same goes for aerated pump-overs compared to closed system pump-overs. 

THE ROLE OF TEMPERATURE

Alcohol is less volatile the lower the temperature. So, if one fermented with 
Yeast X at 20°C in one tank and 11°C in another tank, it will look as if its 
conversion factor miraculously increased from the warmer to the cooler tank, 
which of course is not the case. It’s simply a case of higher evaporation in the 
warmer tank. What has become a common practice over the last few years in 
the handling of high sugar red musts, is to ferment at “lower” temperatures (23 
– 26°C) in order to prevent stuck fermentations. This is an extremely wise 

practice since it not only improves the alcohol tolerance of yeasts but also 
improves fructose utilisation. It does increase perceived sugar to alcohol 
conversion though, due to less alcohol evaporation.

BUT WAIT! THERE’S LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL …

This is where non-Saccharomyces yeasts come in. Various studies around the 
world have demonstrated that some of the more commonly found non-Sacch 
wine yeasts do have lower alcohol conversions (anywhere from 0.3 – 2% less). 
This can be attributed to mainly two traits of these yeasts. Some of these yeasts 
are Crabtree negative, meaning if it has enough oxygen it will respirate (where 
no alcohol is formed) instead of ferment. How much this can contribute to lower 
alcohol production during commercial winemaking is very yeast strain 
dependent. The amount of aeration needed for a specific yeast to respirate 
might be too much and can cause oxidation of phenolic and aroma compounds 
in the must.

A recent study demonstrated that with controlled aeration during the first 72 
hours of fermentation, immobilised Metschnikowia pulcherrima yeast cells, in a 
sequential fermentation trial, produced 1.38% less alcohol without adversely 
affecting wine quality. 

The second reason why some non-Sacch yeasts can produce less alcohol from a 
certain amount of sugar is because they form more secondary by-products 
during fermentation. In general, non-Sacch yeasts tend to form more 
by-products during fermentation than S. cerevisiae. As with S. cerevisiae, the 
by-products include glycerol, acetaldehyde, pyruvate, acetic acid, malic acid and 
succinic acid. They can also have metabolic pathways S. cerevisiae doesn’t have, 
for instance Lachancea thermotolerans produces lactic acid from pyruvate, with 
the amount produced being strain dependent. 

Non-Sacch yeasts also produce other products of oenological interest such as 
extracellular enzymes, that can be very low or non-existent in S. cerevisiae. This 
is the reason why many winemakers find spontaneous fermentations so 
rewarding, since it can increase the organoleptic complexity of a wine.

Spontaneous fermentations can have a dark side as well when your resident 
non-Sacch population happens to be high “other stuff” producers and you end 
up having wines high in acetic acid and acetaldehyde. Also, not necessarily a 
problem these days, you can just develop a fancy story how you believe in not 

“intervening in the natural process” and together with a provocative label the 
wines can sell for a premium price (or not).

OUR LOCAL EXPERTISE 

If you don’t want to gamble with finding out whether your resident non-Sacch 
population is evil or not, there is always the option of using commercial 
non-Sacch yeasts. Research conducted at Nietvoorbij (Dr Neil Jolly) and the DVO 
(Dr Evodia Setati, Dr Debra Rossouw, Prof Florian Bauer, Prof Benoit Divol), with 
and without Winetech funding over many years, have led to an in-depth 
understanding by our researchers of non-Saccharomyces wine yeasts and their 
behaviour in mixed culture fermentations. In the case where the research was 
sponsored by a commercial company, the knowledge has been transferred to 
the commercial company for them to better advise winemakers.

THE GOOD GUYS 

The following non-Saccharomyces yeasts, that are also commercially available, 
have been demonstrated to have lower sugar to alcohol yields: Lachancea 
thermotolerans, Torulaspora delbrueckii and Metschnikowia pulcherrima.

Starmerella bacillaris (also known as Candida zemplinina) also demonstrates a 
lower sugar to alcohol ratio during alcoholic fermentation but it is not currently 
(at the time of writing) commercially available. It has the added advantage of 
being a fructophilic wine yeast. A suitable candidate for commercialisation has
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NO SILVER BULLETS

Shiraz is considered a mid to late ripening grape, often only harvested in 
South Africa from March onwards. As a result, grapes arriving at the cellar 
can have high sugar levels that can lead to alcohol levels above 14%. 
Depending on the rest of the wine matrix, such high alcohol concentrations 
can potentially be perceived as being negative for final wine quality, 
especially if it promotes an unwanted “hotness.” In many cases Shiraz wines 
are big and bold enough to support such high alcohol concentrations. 
However, consumer purchasing behaviour can be negatively influenced by 
the alcohol they see on the label. 

As a result, winemakers and researchers have been searching for the Holy 
Grail of alcohol reduction for at least two decades. Various avenues have 
been explored with varying degrees of success. The bottom line is that to this 
date there is no one silver bullet to magically produce 2 - 3% alcohol less 
from a given amount of grape sugar. The good news is, however, that certain 
practices that can bring about small reductions in final alcohol 
concentrations, do exist. Whereas it is not worthwhile getting out of bed for 
a meagre 0.3% alcohol reduction, combining strategies that all bring about 
approximately 0.3% reduction can eventually add up to a combined effect of 
1% less, or even more. 

WHEN THE USUAL SUSPECT OFFERS VERY LITTLE JOY

For years the focus of research was on Saccharomyces cerevisiae, the 
dominant wine yeast in fermentations and the most readily available in a 
commercially dried form. Unfortunately, due to S. cerevisiae’s quest through 
the millennia to be top of the yeast food chain, it has evolved to become a 
highly efficient sugar to alcohol converter. Studies by academics as well as 
commercial yeast companies, comparing commercial wine yeasts under the 
same fermentation conditions, have demonstrated that there are very little 

been identified through a Winetech funded study at Nietvoorbij and a 
commercial company is currently evaluating the yeast for commercial 
production. 

It is important to realise that just as in the case of S. cerevisiae there can also be 
strain differences within species. In some species, the strains can be quite 
similar and in others very diverse. It is very important for winemakers seeking 
to obtain a lower alcohol conversation from a commercial non-Sacch strain to 
make sure that the strain they select does indeed have this trait. Many 
non-Sacch yeasts have been commercialised for their specific contributions to 
wine sensory qualities and wine stability and not necessarily for alcohol 
reduction. 

SO, HERE’S AN IDEA

If it is your desire to produce Shiraz wines with lower alcohols this upcoming 
season it is worth your while to trial the combination of a non-Sacch and 
S. cerevisiae yeast, both known to have a slightly lower than average alcohol 
yield. Combine this with increased aerated pump-overs (red) and you might just 
end up with lower alcohol than expected. 

Please refer to the series of articles published by Dr Evodia Setati in the 
September to December 2020 Winetech Technical in WineLand Magazine for 
detailed information on five specific non-Sacch yeasts.
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