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the attention. But that’s 
not always the case for 
products such as the cork, 
which actually comes in 
contact with the wine. 
“Cork tends to be treated 
like a commodity,” said 
Vance Rose, director of 
sales and marketing at 
Amorim, “and wineries 
often buy cork based upon 
price alone.”

PROPRIETARY GRADING

When i t  comes to 
compa r i son  shopp ing 
for cork, one of the big-
gest challenges wineries 
face is comparing apples 
to apples. While an inter-
national quality standard 

or wine, as with most 
consumer  goods , 
p a c k a g i n g  i s  a n 
obsession, and rightly 

so: its role in the commer-
cial success of a product 
is undeniable. Packaging 
is usually the consumer’s 
first impression of a brand 
and it contributes greatly 
to the experience of enjoy-
ing wine. We touch a wine 
bottle repeatedly, often 
read and record the label in 
its entirety, gaze at it while 
we’re drinking and we may 
even save it for posterity.

Considering the time, 
effort and resources that 
companies devote to wine 
packaging, labels seem 
to get the lion’s share of 

+ Lack of standard terminol-
ogy for cork grades makes 
it challenging to compari-
son shop. 

+ Customized sorting makes 
it easier for wineries to 
work from an existing 
standard.

+ Almost all natural cork 
performs the same techni-
cally.

+ Automated, non-destruc-
tive individual cork testing 
will eliminate TCA.

AT A GLANCE

For Natural Cork, Form Follows Function
Grading methods vary for each manufacturer

BY DEBORAH 
PARKER WONG

Corks are visually 
inspected in Portugal 
for flaws.
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defined by the Cork Quality Coun-
cil (CQC) is in place, every manu-
facturer, even those that are part 
of the same parent company, uses 
different terms for their various 
grades or quality levels. The CQC’s 
guidelines are a straightforward A, 
B and C visual grading system that 
all members must adhere to and 
the terms Flor, Extra, Super and 
First are also commonly used by 
the industry to differentiate quality 
categories.

But companies such as M.A. 
Silva USA, based in Santa Rosa, 
Calif., have as many as nine pro-
prietary visual grades for one size 
alone. President and owner Neil 
Foster points to the focus on mar-

Dustin Mowe, president at Napa, 
Calif.-based Portocork, “What’s dif-
ficult for wineries is that there are 
more than 20 cork suppliers and we 
all use our own terminology. The 
definition of the quality level for an 
Extra grade cork means something 
different to everyone. It’s like using 
the term ‘reserve’ on a bottle of 
California wine.”

A MIXED BAG

For example, a lot of Flor-grade 
cork will typically contain a range 
of quality levels with more than 
two-thirds being A grade and the 
rest a mixture of B and C grades. 
“There’s always a little bit of every-
thing,” Mowe said, “with the 
number of A’s falling off as you go 
down the scale. Lesser grades may 
contain only a small percentage of 
A-quality corks.”

At Portocork, prices for standard 
top-quality 49 mm natural cork typi-
cally run between $700 and $2,000 
per 1,000-cork lot, and wineries 
often pay an additional fee to have 
the lot sorted into different quality 
levels. Many wineries will reserve 
the A-grade corks for use in their 
top-tier wines and the remainder of 

keting and packaging in the United 
States, which he said varies glob-
ally: “Wineries choose cork grades 
depending upon their brand and 
marketing objectives. Many want 
to customize corks with images 
that have a high level of detail, 
grayscale and with numbering or 
coding.” 

M.A. Silva was one of the first 
suppliers in Northern California to 
invest in a digital laser printer for 
that purpose, and other suppliers 
are following suit. Foster said that 
security measures will soon be 
incorporated into the customization 
process as well.  

The concept of grading may 
be standardized, but according to 

Neil Foster of M.A. Silva USA says win-
eries choose grades of cork to coincide 
with their brand image.

The Cork Quality Council defines A-grade cork as having top-
quality visual appearance, with no major visual flaws and few 
small ones. Parameters include: 

+ No holes or pores that exceed 2 mm  

+ No cracks originating at the ends that exceed 11% of the cork’s 
length 

+ No cracks in the body of the cork to exceed 18% of the cork length 

+ No horizontal cracks  

+ Any cracks must be tight and not open 

+ No worm holes, hardwood, belly spots or greenwood 

+ Narrow and shallow lenticels are acceptable if they are free of 
dust and particles.

TOP-GRADE CORK STANDARDS

ASME Code Certi�ed
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the lot, which is composed of less-
er B and C grades, in their second 
label or other bottlings.

On a per-cork basis, Amorim’s 
Rose said, “Prices could be any-
where from $2 per cork down to 25 
cents, depending upon the length 
and the percentage of A corks 
in one of our grades.” He said he 
sees Amorim’s highest grades 
being used mainly in wines priced 
$30 per bottle and up, including 
most top-tier wines. 

Where manufacturers agree is 
that except at the extreme ends 
of the quality spectrum – very 
low or exceedingly high – there’s 
not much difference in the perfor-
mance of natural cork. “From a 
marketing standpoint, wineries are 
willing to pay a premium for the 
aesthetics of high-quality corks,” 
Rose said, “but corks function 
pretty much the same technically, 
regardless of their appearance.”   

When it comes to assessing 
technical performance, higher-
quality cork is less porous and, 
as such, it forms a better seal 
between cork and the surface of 
the bottle neck. “Theoretically, 
higher-quality stoppers will give 
you less bottle-to-bottle variation 
and also provide a better seal due 
to a smoother contact between 
cork and bottle neck interface,” 
said Mowe, who sees customers 
reserving Flor quality for wines 
priced above $50 at bottle.

The sole performance caveat 
is that higher-quality corks have 
shown a lower incidence of TCA 
(2,4,6-trichloroanisole), the com-
pound that accounts for cork taint. 
In one analysis of corks for TCA by 
quality and size, measured using a 
standard ETS Laboratories group 
soak test and a non-detectable 
threshold of .25, higher-grade corks 
outperformed their counterparts.* 
Results are in keeping with the fact 
that higher grades of cork are han-
dled with greater care and undergo 
more initial testing.

STRIVING FOR A BETTER END 

According to Mowe, the cork 
industry is reaching the limit in 
its attempt to further reduce TCA 

*Data provided by a member of the Cork Quality Council

TCA Results by length of cork

Average TCA (ng/L) Number of Data

54x24mm 0.31 142

49x24mm 0.38 1,040

45x24mm 0.47 2,192

All sizes broken out by qualities

Average TCA (ng/L) Number of Data

Flor 0.34 700

Extra 0.40 808

Super 0.51 1,366

First 0.54 450
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occurrence through processing techniques. “The 
future of the cork industry depends on the ability to 
mechanically analyze individual corks one cork at a 
time,” he said. Though still in a trial phase in Portu-
gal, Amorim is ramping up technology designed to 
measure individual corks for TCA and sort for cos-
metic grading with the goal of processing 10,000 
corks a day. 

Currently there isn’t a non-destructive, automated 
chemical analysis that can test individual corks for 
TCA on a commercial scale. Amorim’s technology 
for non-destructive individual cork testing, now in 
the second phase of development, uses gas chroma-
tography to analyze for TCA gas that has been shot 
through a warmed cork. Rose said he expects that 
the technology will eventually put upward pressure 
on cork prices, but bring with it a new level of confi-
dence to the industry.

While mechanical sorting isn’t new to the cork 
industry, until recently only the bodies of the corks 
were being evaluated. High-speed sorting equip-
ment, similar to that used for grape sorting, now 
uses 3-D imaging and color cameras to evaluate 
100,000 corks a day, including the parts that have 
prolonged contact with the wine – the ends. At Por-
tocork, this allows Mowe to refine grades for cus-

tomers like Shafer Vineyards. “We’re able to take their 
standard and run it through the sorter to create a com-
puter model,” he said. “We can then sort to that speci-
fication and give them exactly what they want.”

High-speed sorting equipment, such as this machine at Porto-
cork, use color cameras and 3-D imaging to evaluate corks. 
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cork testing, we’re moving inspec-
tions down the line in the produc-
tion process and, as a result, we’re 
spending less time focused on what 
is now a 1980s wine problem.”  

In an effort to better gauge the 
internal quality of individual corks, 
manufacturers have also been eval-
uating their density using technolo-
gies such as magnetic resonance 
imaging, with the goal of reducing 
bottle-to-bottle variation. 

At its lab and in conjunction with 
partners in Portugal, Cork Supply is 
developing a non-invasive analysis 
that uses scanning technology to 
assess the internal characteristics 
of individual corks in an effort to 
tighten the range for quality. Her-
watt said the X100 program, sched-
uled for a 2015 launch, will sort 
individual corks for visual quality 
and performance. 

James Herwatt, CEO of Cork 
Supply in Benicia, Calif., also uses 
sorting equipment to evaluate the 
porosity and lenticular activity of 
individual corks for cosmetic grad-
ing. According to Herwatt, Cork 
Supply is working to validate the 
process for automation and proof 
of concept on a second-generation 
prototype for an automated TCA 
screening method.

“We see this as being a huge 
competitive advantage,” he said. 
“The guarantee of TCA-free corks 
will be a game changer.” The com-
pany’s DS1000 is a non-destructive 
TCA screening method for individ-
ual corks that uses human sensory 
evaluators.

According to Foster, M.A. Silva 
is working on a non-destructive, 
automated method of testing corks 
as part of a joint development with 
an unidentified partner. Foster said 
he anticipates that beta testing will 
begin by the end of 2014.

Peter Weber, executive director 
of the CQC, noted, “With individual 

While corks may look the same 
internally, the truest test of their 
performance is their impact (or lack 
thereof) on wine quality, which ulti-
mately depends upon the absence 
of TCA.

With the number of vendors 
now offering custom sorting, win-
eries can spend less time navi-
gating the industry’s proprietary 
grading system. Having a physi-
cal standard in place and budget 
amount as a starting point is a 
more efficient way to comparison 
shop for the right quality.

Deborah Parker Wong is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine. She earned 
her WSET Diploma in 2009.

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwmmedia.com.

In a 2013 market research study on wine closures, commis-
sioned by Tragon Corp. with research partners SAM in Germany and 
AWRI in Australia, 93% of U.S. wine consumers associate natural 
cork with higher quality wines, compared to 11% for screwcaps.

According to a study posted on the CQC website, provided by 
Amorim Cork America, Portocork America and Cork Supply USA, 
aesthetics are top of mind when consumers consider cork. They 
view longer corks as being higher quality, which is a perception 
that’s aligned with industry standards. Elaborate printing on corks 
is also appealing to consumers, and wineries often use higher cork 
grades to achieve the best impact with their branding. – D.P.W.
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