Episode 62 Sulfites - The Misunderstood Preservative
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Here's a scene that plays out in wine shops everywhere: Someone picks up a bottle, spots "Contains Sulfites" on the label, and puts it back with a dramatic sigh. "I can't drink wine with sulfites—they give me headaches."
Plot twist: That person just rejected 99.9% of all wine ever made, including the "sulfite-free" bottle they grabbed instead.
Here's the truth bomb: Sulfites are in almost every wine, they're mostly natural, and they're probably not giving you headaches. 
But they are keeping your wine from turning into expensive vinegar.
In This Episode, We'll Cover:
· The sulfite myth-busting — What really causes wine headaches
· Natural vs. added sulfites — Why wine makes its own preservatives
· The "Contains Sulfites" law — Government labeling that confused everyone
· Sulfite-free wine — Does it actually exist?
· Health facts — Who really needs to worry about sulfites
Let's separate wine fact from wine fiction.
The Great Sulfite Scare
First, let's get scientific:
· Sulfites equals sulfur dioxide (SO₂) compounds
· Function: Antioxidant and antimicrobial agent
· Natural occurrence: Produced during fermentation by yeast
· Added sulfites: Extra protection added by winemakers
Think of sulfites like this: They're wine's bodyguards, protecting against spoilage, oxidation, and unwanted bacteria.
The Headache Myth Busted
"Sulfites give me headaches!"
The reality check: Dried fruit, processed foods, and even French fries contain way more sulfites than wine. If sulfites caused your headaches, you'd be clutching your head in the potato chip aisle.
What's really causing wine headaches:
· Histamines (especially in red wine).
· Tannins (those mouth-drying compounds).
· Alcohol (shocking, I know).
· Dehydration (wine is a diuretic).
· Tyramine (an amino acid in aged wines).
The kicker: Red wines (which cause more headaches) typically have FEWER sulfites than white wines. 
So if you get headaches from wine it has nothing to do with sulfites.
Natural vs. Added Sulfites
As I said earlier every wine contains sulfites because:
· Yeast naturally produces them during fermentation
· Levels vary: 10-40 parts per million occur naturally
· So… "No sulfites added" doesn't mean "sulfite-free"
Why winemakers add more:
· To prevent oxidation (wine turning brown and flat)
· To stop unwanted fermentation (preventing refermentation in bottle)
· As an antimicrobial protection (keeping bad bacteria away)
· And to maintain freshness during shipping and storage
🍷 Wine Nerd Alert: Wine can legally contain up to 350 parts per million sulfites in the US (250 parts per million in the EU). Most wines contain 80-150 parts per million total. Compare that to dried apricots with 2,000+ parts per million !
The Labeling Law That Confuses Everyone
In 1988 The US mandated labels on wines with more than 10 parts per million sulfites say "Contains Sulfites".
The problem: This made sulfites sound scary and special to wine, when they're in tons of everyday foods without warning labels.
Here are some foods with more sulfites than wine:
· Dried fruits: 500 to 3,000 parts per million 
· Processed potatoes: 50-100 parts per million 
· Wine: 80-150 parts per million averages
· Bottled lemon juice: 300+ parts per million 
· Deli meats: 100+ parts per million 
The irony: Your Caesar salad dressing probably has more sulfites than your wine glass.
Organic and Biodynamic Wines
Organic wines:
· "Organic wine" equals no added sulfites (very rare)
· "Wine made from organic grapes" but can have added sulfites
· Natural sulfites still present in both
Biodynamic wines:
· Philosophy: Minimal intervention
· Sulfites: Usually lower levels, but rarely zero
· Challenge: Shorter shelf life, more fragile. Must be drunk young.
The Sulfite Sensitivity Reality
True sulfite sensitivity:
· Affects: About 1% of the population
· Symptoms: Breathing problems, not headaches
· Severity: Can be serious (asthma-like reactions)
· Who's at risk: People with severe asthma
If you have true sulfite sensitivity:
· You already know it (it's been diagnosed medically)
· Wine is the least of your worries (other food contains much more)
· Breathing issues are the main symptom, not headaches
Low-Sulfite Wine Movement
Some winemakers minimize sulfites:
· Natural wine movement embraces minimal sulfite additions
· Challenges: Shorter shelf life, transport issues, quality variability
· Benefits: Some prefer the "rawer" taste profile
· Reality: Still contains natural sulfites from fermentation
Trade-offs:
· Pros: More "natural," potentially less processed taste
· Cons: Risk of spoilage, oxidation, bacterial contamination.
· This is more marketing than a real issue.
Sulfites Around the World
Different countries, different rules:
United States: 350 parts per million maximum, labeling required on over 10 parts per million 
European Union: 250 parts per million maximum (210 parts per million for organic) 
Australia: 300 parts per million maximum 
Canada: 350 parts per million maximum
Why the differences? Cultural attitudes toward food additives and different regulatory philosophies.
Spotting High vs. Low Sulfite Wines
Higher sulfite wines:
· Sweet wines (residual sugar needs protection)
· White wines (more susceptible to oxidation)
· Mass-market wines (need stability for long transport and storage)
· Wines for aging (need long-term protection)
Lower sulfite wines:
· Red wines (tannins provide natural antioxidant protection)
· Natural wines (minimal intervention philosophy)
· Wines consumed young (don't need long-term stability)
· Local wines (shorter transport distances)
The Preservation Science
How sulfites protect wine:
· Bind with oxygen (preventing oxidation)
· Inhibit bacteria (preventing spoilage)
· Preserve color (especially important for whites)
· Maintain flavor (preventing off-flavors from developing)
Without adequate sulfites:
· Wine turns brown (oxidation)
· Develops off-flavors (acetaldehyde, sherry-like notes)
· Bacterial spoilage (vinegar, mousy flavors)
· Shorter shelf life (months instead of years)
Quick Sulfite Cheat Sheet
· All wine contains sulfites (naturally produced during fermentation)
· Sulfites don’t cause headaches (histamines and tannins are the  culprits)
· Food has more sulfites than wine (dried fruit, processed foods).
· True sulfite sensitivity is rare and involves breathing problems not headaches.
· "Contains Sulfites" labels are misleading (implies wine is unique).
· Low-sulfite wines exist but are more fragile.
Tasting Reality Check
If you doubt what I am telling you try a sulfite test: 
Next time you think sulfites are causing problems, try this:
1. Eat some dried apricots (way more sulfites than wine)
2. If no reaction, sulfites aren't your problem
3. Try different wine styles (red vs. white, young vs. aged)
4. Consider other factors (food pairing, hydration, alcohol content)
The Plot Twist
Here's what's fascinating: The wine industry's biggest PR problem is a preservative that's been used safely for over 2,000 years. Ancient Romans used sulfur to clean wine vessels—they figured out what we're still explaining today.
Meanwhile, the real culprits behind wine sensitivity (histamines, tannins, alcohol) get a free pass.
On the Next Sip...
We've busted the sulfite myth and learned why wine needs protection. But what happens when winemakers want to clean up their wine's appearance?
Episode 63: "Filtration and Fining — Clarifying Wine" explores how crystal-clear wine gets its sparkle (and what some winemakers are leaving behind).
Until then, sip thoughtfully—and don't fear the sulfites!
