
Unsealing the potential of 
aluminium can technology
As the wine industry continues to investigate minimising its environmental footprint, 
the packaging of wine is quickly becoming part of that discussion. The technology to 
successfully package wine in an aluminium can is also developing and in doing so, offers 

the possibility of addressing a number of sustainability issues while creating new opportunities to engage 
with wine consumers, as Simone Madden-Grey writes.

Historically, impediments to the 
uptake of canned wine were 
due to a lack of technology 

specifically designed for packaging wine 
in aluminium and the associated risk of 
a compromised product. Fortunately, the 
technology for putting wine into cans has 
progressed significantly since the early 
days of simply repurposing cans, with 
little appreciation for the complexities 
created when putting a liquid as corrosive 
as wine into an aluminium can.

Key to maintaining integrity of product 
is the barrier film construction inside 
the aluminium can, especially its ability 
to withstand the highly corrosive action 
of wine. In terms of construction, the 
outer layer of the can is aluminium, 
then comes a layer of aluminium oxide, 
which develops when aluminium comes 
into contact with oxygen. In food 
packaging cans, an additional internal 
layer, variously known as a barrier film, 
a barrier liner or a lacquer, is applied 
during construction. Should the 
barrier film fail, the wine is at risk of 
creating pits or microscopic holes in 
the aluminium oxide layer, allowing the 
wine to interact with the aluminium. 
It is this interaction between wine and 
aluminium that has potential to create 
reductive compounds and negatively 
impact consumer experience.

Investigating barrier films, reviewing 
different processing techniques and 

identifying the main drivers for the 
production of reductive compounds in 
canned wines are all the subject of a 
research project led by AWRI Senior 
Scientist Neil Scrimgeour. Trials  
studying the drivers for aluminium 
transfer into wine have indicated that 
metal levels in wine destined for a can 
need to be carefully managed, particularly 
copper and aluminium levels. In targeted 
bench-scale studies, it was also found 
that the role of aluminium in producing 
reductive compounds was reduced when 
pH and oxygen levels in the wine were 
higher and when copper and SO2 levels 
were lower, and therein lies the challenge 
for wine production. Scrimgeour notes 

that “there are a multitude of pathways 
that can lead to the formation of these 
reductive characters” and he goes on to 
say that the intent of the project is not 
to try and tell people how to make wine, 
although “there are probably some late 
adjustments that can be made to wine 
that will increase the potential for a 
longer shelf life”. 

As the AWRI project continues, an 
internal phase of experimental work 
is planned to further explore the most 
significant wine attributes for aluminium 
transfer into the wine. This research 
will complement work undertaken by 
researcher Rachel B. Allison at Cornell 
University to better understand the 
drivers behind the corrosive chemistry of 
the aluminium oxide surface layer. The 
AWRI project is scheduled to complete 
during 2021 at which time detailed 
results will be shared directly with 
consortium members in both Australia 
and the U.S.A. More general takeaways 
will be communicated to a broader 
audience and information on work to 
date can be found online in webinars 
hosted by AWRI, Cornell University  
and Enartis.

Environmental considerations
As industry targets develop within the 
context of sustainability, the use of 
aluminium as a packaging format could 
be part of the long-term strategy. A 
lightweight single serve format could not 

Bottles & 
Cans

The internal surface of a can that had a 
commercial wine inside. This shows pitting in the 
surface of the barrier film, which is the process 
that leads to aluminium transfer into the wine. 
The image was captured using scanning electron 
microscopy and is at 1000x magnification. 
Supplied by Neil Scrimgeour, AWRI.
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only offer consumers 
a low investment 
opportunity to trial 
the product but 
also provide a cost-
effective mechanism 
for producers to 
supply industry 
samples, reducing 
wastage of wine sent 
in 750ml bottles while 
lowering cost and 
emissions associated 
with transportation 
and recycling.

In terms of production, 
the energy required to 
produce aluminium is 
considerably less than 
that to produce either a standard or a lightweight 750ml glass 
bottle. When compared with primary production, recycling 
aluminium produces substantially less carbon emissions and 
requires just 5% of the energy used for primary production, 
which is again lower than that used to recycle glass. Aluminium 
may also be recycled infinitely as reprocessing does not damage 
its structure. Cans are easily stacked with a higher volume 
to space ratio than bottles, they are lightweight, requiring 
less fuel for transportation and therefore less carriage cost to 
the producer and they offer the consumer a variety of ways 
to engage with wine. If aluminium is not recycled onshore, 
the fuel required to ship crushed cans to the recycling point 
is comparatively low due to the lightweight metal cans are  
made from.

Market experience
In the market, Barokes Wines who were early adopters of 
the format have attempted to mitigate sole reliance on the 
barrier film by creating a process which incorporates can 
construction through to filling line, wine parameters and the 
filling process.  Barokes licences its Vinsafe technology to 
supply chain participants and wineries in Australia and New 
Zealand, where brands in both countries have seen success with  
the technology. 

Chris Archer, founder of Archer McRae Beverages in New 
Zealand uses the Vinsafe technology for the Joiy brand, yet 
it was the achievements of other canned beverages combined 
with the environmental benefits of using aluminium that first 
set him on the path to produce wine in a can. 

Aiming to combine the particularly unique way in which 
wine is able to speak to origin and treatment of product with 
the success of smaller formats in other beverage categories, 
Archer expanded the Joiy portfolio to include canned wine. 
“Cans are the wine industry’s only option to make successful 
small format and the recycling capability of aluminium is 
the key”, says Archer, “finally the format can achieve an 
economies matrix that opens it to situations where wine has  
been blocked.”
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Consumer response
Consumers, particularly younger 
drinkers, are increasingly focused on 
the sustainability strategy of brands 
they choose to engage with, and as 
environmental credentials makes its way 
up the list of purchasing decision drivers, 
an approach to better engage with and 
keep those new to drinking wine may 
include formats beyond the traditional 
offering. Ben Luker, Country Manager 

for Australia and New Zealand at Wine 
Intelligence, says that in the recent Wine 
Packaging Formats report, “We saw 
alternative packaging becoming quite 
appealing to a younger demographic. We 
think this is driven by the sustainability 
messaging and pure convenience.” The 
convenience of a single serve has been 
a key element for the success of wine in 
a can. Irene Stokes, Marketing & Sales 
Director at Barokes Wines, agrees, “Our 
view is that wine in a can was never 
going to replace a bottle of wine in the 
fine dining experience but there were 
multiple opportunities for wine in a can, 
especially outdoor events”. 

Further afield, Anthony Wilson, 
Technical Director and Founder at 
Alkemista – Liquid Innovation, a U.K. 
based consultancy providing global 
support for brands launching new 
products, sees the format as key to 
placing wine in situations traditionally 
unavailable to it. “Whilst it’s convenient 
as a format it also allows wine to be 
consumed in occasions where maybe you 
would not consider it, due to opening 
up a full bottle” says Wilson, “so many 
brands of wine, spirits and now cocktails 
are f looding into the canned space 
and therefore its fast becoming a go to 
alternative to the bottle.” 

Data from Wine Intelligence Australia 
supports this, finding that occasions 
where canned wine was purchased 
were informal or outdoor gatherings. 
Awareness of the format increased from 
11% - 33% over three years to 2020, with 
purchasing increasing only modestly 

from 2% - 4%, and while those aged 40 – 
55 years old had the greatest awareness of 
the format, it was younger wine drinkers 
who were driving purchases of canned 
wine. Overall, Australian wine drinkers 
showed limited awareness of the format, 
suggesting education is fundamental to 
expanding domestic market share.

From an export perspective, the US. and 
the UK are the second and third largest 
markets for Australian wine according 
to recent statistics from Wine Australia. 
Both markets are comparatively mature 
markets for wine in a can and both 
markets have experienced significant 
growth in sales of canned wine during the 
past year. Data from Wine Intelligence 
also confirms wine drinkers in the US 
have shown the most significant increase 
in online wine purchases, growing 11% in 
the three years to 2020. As e-commerce 
becomes an increasingly important 
sales channel, it could be argued that 
there is potential for aluminium cans to 
play a role in packaging some of those  
wine sales.

Lower energy requirements for the 
primary production of aluminium, fewer 
emissions during recycling, reduced fuel 
and transportation costs and single serve 
options provide myriad ways to broaden 
interaction with wine drinkers, and 
as the lens of sustainability continues 
to sharpen for the wine industry, a 
lightweight, infinitely recyclable format 
such as aluminium presents a credible 
endorsement for industry commitment 
to the environment.

Potential benefits of can 
format

 ● Cost-effective for producers 
to supply industry samples

 ● Less energy required to 
produce than a standard or a 
lightweight 750ml glass bottle

 ● Aluminium may be recycled 
infinitely

 ● Cans can be easily stacked 
with high volume to space 
ratio

 ● Require less fuel for 
transportation meaning less 
carriage cost to the producer

 ● Offers a lightweight single 
serve format for wine

 ● Increases brand’s 
environmental credentials

Take Away Points
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Further information
1. AWRI Project: Understanding and 
mitigating the development of reductive 
characters in canned wine 

https://www.awri.com.au/research_
and_development/rde-plan/projects/
project-3-4-2a/ 

2. AWRI, Enartis Webinar: Canned 
Wine Part 1: New Information for 
Preparing Wines for Canning

https://www.enartis.com/en-us/
video-and-webinar/canned-wine-new-
information-for-preparing-wines-for-
canning/

3.  AWRI Enartis Webinar: Canned 
Wine Part 2: New Information on the 
Impact of SO2 for Canned Beverages

https://www.enartis.com/en-us/video-
and-webinar/canned-wine-part-2-new-
information-on-the-impact-of-so2-for-
canned-beverages/
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