Sulfite Allergies

Q. I think I am allergic to sulfites. Can I make a sulfite-free wine?

A. It is impossible to make a sulfite-free wine, because wine yeasts produce sulfur dioxide during the fermentation process. Wines with no added sulfites can contain from 6 to 25mg/L of free sulfur dioxide depending on the yeast and the wine conditions.


Only a small percentage of the population (approx .01 percent) is truly allergic to sulfites. These people lack the digestive enzyme sulfite oxidase and therefore cannot metabolize sulfites. A larger percentage of the population, however, maybe be sulfite sensitive, and have a sulfite oxidase deficiency. These individuals should avoid all foods and beverage that contain sulfites, including, but not limited to, lunchmeats, processed salami, processed fruit juices, packaged seafood, and fried fruits, as well as wine. If you have no problem eating any of these foods, you do not have a sulfite allergy. To put this in perspective, a 2 ounce serving of apricots contain about 112mg of sulfur dioxide, while a typical glass of wine has only 10mg.


Sulfur dioxide gets a bad rap because of the government warning label plastered on wine bottles that is targeted at this select group of consumers. Although many people blame sulfites for this so-called wine headache, the symptoms are usually caused by the alcohol or other components in the product. Recent research shows that biogenic amines, like histamine and tyramine, are actually the cause of numerous complaints, ranging from headaches to dizziness to shortness of breath. As these amines are naturally present in foods like wine, beer, and salami, it’s easy to understand how these symptoms can be confused with a sulfite allergy. Ironically, many consumers trying to avoid headaches turn to drinking white wine, thinking reds have more sulfites, when typically it’s the whites have more.


If you want to lessen the amount of sulfites you use in your wine, keep the following things in mind. Sulfur dioxide is used for two reasons; it’s an antimicrobial ability and its antioxidant capacity. If you want to use less of it, you must minimize the amount of microbes and oxygen that contact your wine at every stage. Cleaning and sanitizing effectively are the easiest ways to knock down populations of spoilage bugs. Make sure your incoming fruit, juice, or concentrate is clean and free of visible mold, or bacterial colonies before inoculation. Use a strongly fermenting commercial yeast for your primary fermentation in order to outcompete spoilage organisms in the first few weeks of a wines life. Make sure your wines are fermented to dryness so there is no residual sugar left as a carbon source. Gas your empty containers with CO2 during transfers and rackings to minimize contact with oxygen.
