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FROM SHORTS TO CHINOS!
“The time has come to upgrade Chenin blanc from shorts to trousers.” This is the determined
decision of the newly established Chenin Blanc task team, one of a group of task teams established
by Winetech.

T

he formation of these task teams follows on the recommendations
made during an operational review of Winetech in 2014. Winetech have
become militaristic in the execution of these recommendations, which
include the appointment of a dedicated technology transfer person (Karien
O’Kennedy in 2014), the appointment of a research manager (in progress)
and the creation of task teams that allow researchers and industry to sit
around the same table and prioritise research for the South African wine
industry. It was during these interactions that the industry voiced its opinion on
Chenin blanc:
“Chenin is our most planted variety and we are the country with the most
Chenin”
“It is a diverse variety that is well adapted to our climate”
“Grape growers are planting more Chenin, because it is a profitable variety for
farmers due to its potentially high yield”
“Some of our old Chenin vines produce world-class wines with colourful stories.
We must keep these vines and be willing to adequately compensate farmers to
make up for the low yield. “

“ According to international journalists, the world is ready for Chenin blanc.”
“Millennials want to experiment -they might be interested in Chenins with good
stories”
“Chenin blanc can be the South African wine industry’s game changer”
The Chenin blanc task team consists of researchers, representatives of Winetech,
SAWIS, WOSA, the Chenin Blanc Association (CBA), the Breedekloof Chenin Initiative,
producers and viticulturists. The team is led by Dr. Hélène Nieuwoudt, a seasoned
Chenin blanc researcher at the Institute of Wine Biotechnology (IWBT) in the
Department of Viticulture and Oenology at Stellenbosch University (SU). Winetech
and SU are not the only ones putting the spotlight on Chenin blanc. The CBA is
going from strength to strength. Exciting wines are being crafted by the Breedekloof
Chenin blanc Initiative, led by Attie Louw from Opstal. The Breedekloof area is one
of the largest areas in the country planted with Chenin blanc. Orange River Cellars
have various exciting Chenin blanc projects, being coordinated by Jim de Kock.
The Institute for Grape and Wine Sciences will communicate with industry on a
regular basis, keeping you up to date with the progress made in Chenin blanc
research. Watch this space!
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Improving wine
filterability - with yeasts
In a recent study Spanish researchers tested 462
yeasts isolated from fermentations in Spanish
wineries for extracellular enzymatic activity.
The most significant finding in their study was the strong pectinolytic activity of a
particular Metschnikowia pulcherrima strain.
This study is similar to a study (Winetech funded) conducted by Dr. Benoit Divol
at the Institute for Wine Biotechnology (IWBT), Department of Viticulture and
Oenology (Stellenbosch University), who also screened a large collection of nonSaccharomyces yeasts for hydrolytic enzyme activity (pectinases, proteases and
glucosidases). Saccharomyces strains have very little extracellular enzymatic
activity compared to non-Sacch yeasts and this trait of non-Sacch yeasts is
considered one of their main contributions to wine quality and complexity in
spontaneous or partial spontaneous fermentations.

The main findings from the Spanish study were:
•

ß-glucosidase and protease activities are abundant amongst the non-Sacch
yeasts screened (similar findings in the Divol study)

•

Pectinase activity is not commonly found and only two fermentative species
in the Spanish study had pectinase activity – Metschnikowia pulcherrima and
Metschnikowia fruticola (the Divol study found no pectinase activity in any of
the M. pulcherrima and M. fruticola strains screened)

•

In a sequential inoculation with M. pulcherrima and S. cerevisiae (48 hours
after non-Sacch inoculation) there was a significant improvement in the

final wines’ turbidity and filterability compared to S. cerevisiae on its own.
The effect was almost as good as using commercial pectinolytic enzymes.
However, as indicated by the differences in results between the Spanish and
South African studies, these enzymatic activities are very strain specific even
amongst strains within the same species.

Prevalence of M. pulcherrima in
modern day winemaking
•

Metschnikowia pulcherrima species are commonly found in spontaneous
fermentations; they may or may not have pectinase, protease or glycosidase
activities, depending on the specific strain;

•

the Divol study characterised M. pulcherrima with strong protease activity
that could potentially have an effect on must nutrient content, wine turbidity
and heat stability;

•

Lallemand has commercialised a M. pulcherrima with glycosidase activity
that improves wine aroma when used in conjunction with a S. cerevisiae
strain;
It is clear that there is still much to learn and to gain from non-Sacch wine
yeasts. Controlled spontaneous fermentations with indigenous flora or
fermentations inoculated with non-Sacch yeasts, can potentially be very
beneficial for some wine styles. Research in this field is ongoing at the IWBT.
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Chenin blanc research in the spotlight
The Institute for Wine Biotechnology (IWBT) and the
Department of Viticulture and Oenology, Stellenbosch
University have been doing intensive research on South
African Chenin blancs since 2010.

S

ome projects include setting up a chemical database of the volatile aroma
compounds, as well as investigating the classification of Chenin blanc styles
ranging from unwooded fresh and fruity wines, to complex unwooded and
wooded styles.
In a more recent project, the sensory descriptions for dry Chenin blanc wines
published in the Platter Guide over a period of seven years (2007-2014), have
been used to update the Chenin blanc aroma wheel established in 2005. The
published sensory descriptions for more than 2700 Chenins were analysed
statistically. Currently, this process is being repeated on mouthfeel characteristics
and the goal is to provide an updated version of the aroma and flavour wheel to
the Chenin Blanc Association (CBA) in 2016.
Current research on Chenin blanc focuses on different aspects, namely chemical
(thiol content, “YAN” compilation), sensory and consumer research. The sensory
research is focused specifically on old vine wines (from vineyards older than 35
years), looking in particular at the mouthfeel properties of the wine. The chemical
profiles of the volatile and non-volatile compounds are also compiled. This work
is done in collaboration with vineyard manager Rosa Kruger, with the information
on viticultural and winemaking aspects collected in order to place the sensory
information in a broader context. A breakthrough was made in this project
through the development of a test protocol, in which a professional sensory panel
can accurately and repeatedly quantify very important, but abstract qualities
such as mouthfeel, complexity and balance in wines of this specialty category.
This enables researchers to characterise a larger number of old-vine Chenin blanc
wines sensorily and build a database of this category that can be regarded as a
national heritage.

From left to right: Reneè Crous (IWBT old vines researcher), Dr. Hélène Nieuwoudt (IWBT, Chenin blanc
task team leader), Valeria Panzeri (IGWS sensory technician), Ina Smith (CBA manager), Jeanne Brand
(IGWS Sensory platform coordinator) and Rosa Kruger (vineyard manager extraordinaire).
IWBT: Institute for Wine Biotechnology | IGWS: Institute for Grape and Wine Sciences | CBA: Chenin
blanc Association

A big challenge that the South African wine industry faces with Chenin blanc is
the lack of effective communication with local, as well as international consumers
about what to expect from the wines. Market value research indicates that the
wide variety of styles available creates confusion for the consumer, because
it is not always clear from the wine label what sensory experience the
consumer can expect. There are also SA consumers who are ignorant about
Chenin blanc and therefore do not choose the wine as first purchase choice. To
address this problem, research is being conducted to determine wine
consumers’ perception of Chenin blanc: in what context people enjoy Chenin
blanc, what are the risks for marketing Chenin blanc and how the
communication channels can be improved with the consumer.
Several vineyard research themes were also identified by various viticultural task
teams and future research will be conducted on Chenin blanc where applicable.

New product for tartrate stabilisation
A new product with a similar mode of action as CMC, will be on the market
soon. The application for the legalisation of poly-aspartate (PASP), used for the
prevention of tartrate crystals in white and red wine, is in step five of the OIV’s
legalisation process of seven steps. Like CMC, poly-aspartate does not occur
naturally, but is produced from the amino acid aspartic acid / aspartate, using
various polymerisation processes. The result is a high molecular weight polymer
that is 100% biodegradable.

Various processes and products exist for tartrate stabilisation in wines. Each
process or product has it’s advantages and disadvantages. The three products
with a similar mode of action to poly-aspartate (prevention of the precipitation
of KHT salts in wine) are metatartaric acid, CMC and mannoproteins. Meta
tartaric acid is very effective, but has a short stabilisation effect of only five to six
months; CMC is not suitable for red wine because it causes reduction of colour
and mannoproteins only work on certain wines and are not always cost-effective.
Poly-aspartate, on the other hand is economical, environmentally friendly and
works on all wine.
A group of Italian researchers did the initial research to determine whether polyaspartate, already used in other industries, is suitable for wine. They tested three
different PASP’s for their effectiveness in white and red wine and compared it to
metatartaric acid. They found that after one year in the bottle, the wines that had
metatartaric acid added were all unstable and the PASP wines dosed at 100 mg /
L (OIV maximum dose) were all stable. Where a lower dosage was used, only one
PASP was still stable. This result is important to keep in mind for the future where
there may be more than one supplier of PASP, with possible different efficacies.
Further studies are currently underway to investigate the inhibitory effect of PASP’s
on crystal formation in wines, where the chemical-physical composition (pH,
alcohol, poly-phenols) has been altered. The commercial company involved in
the development of the product is Enartis.
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Old vines

by Rosa Kruger

“Wine is the coming together of the skills of
man and the fruits of nature.”
2500 hectares of the total of 110 000 hectares of wine grapes planted in
South Africa are older than 35 years. We call vines old vines when they
reach the age of 35 years. We have nine vineyards older than 115 years
– and still producing a reasonable crop every year. These vineyards tell a
beautiful and sometimes sad story of our socio political history.
Some of these vines were planted before the Anglo Boer Wars, they were
producing grapes diligently as pres. Paul Kruger left the shores of Africa in
exile to Europe. These vines lived through the First WW, the Second WW,
they outlived Elvis Presley and saw that wonderful day when pres. Nelson
Mandela walked a free man from the gates of Victor Verster prison.
Do older vineyards make a more special wine than young vines?
Internationally I think, it is accepted that they quite often do.
Why?
Science still needs to find a way to explain this. Dr. Hélène Nieuwoudt
at the Institute for Wine Biotechnology (IWBT), Department of Viticulture
and Oenology (DVO), Stellenbosch University (SU) is currently doing
research on this phenomenon. It is maybe because the older vine has
adapted so beautifully to its environment and have learnt over many
seasons to survive in that special place where it is planted. It has learnt to
deal with the extremes of weather and climate. It hardly ever over crops
like a young vine. It hardly ever loses its fruit or leaves in a heatwave. It
has outgrown its teenager years of being over enthusiastic in life and
running too fast for its own good. It has literally become wise and keeps a
memory of past seasons. It makes a balanced, well structured wine.
What makes them more special?
Wines from old vines seem to have more concentration, more freshness
or perceived freshness and more layers of different tastes on the palate.
They have an indescribable character that you do not find in young vines.
Young vines that are often so cheerful and fruity but lacks inner strength.
We need to protect our old vines. We need to help young vines grow old
gracefully. We need to pay a premium for grapes from old vines because
they make special wines, with stories to tell and soul to give. Industry role
players SAWIS, WOSA, Winetech, DVO- IWBT, SU and myself (Rosa Kruger),
as the driving force behind this initiative, are currently formulating a
plan to protect current and future old vines. For more information go to:
www.iamold.co.za
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