
 
 
 

Smoke Impact 
 
Smoke is a very complicated topic. It's hard to predict, hard to manage, and hard to talk about. In 
collaboration with the Washington State Wine Commission and WSU's Tom Collins PhD, to put 
together the following information. Please use these as you see fit, as a resource to help create your 
own internal talking points regarding smoke impact. 
 
SMOKE – THE FACTS 
 

• While we’ve learned a lot about how smoke affects grapes and wines, there is still much we 
need to learn. 

• Washington is working with the California and Oregon wine industries to answer more 
questions, establish standards, find more testing labs. 

• Researchers in all three states have teams working on smoke and have brought in the USDA 
Ag Research Service to help. 

• Smoke is complicated.   
o If grapes are exposed to smoke for a long time (again, this is relative), volatile 

compounds can be absorbed which are then released during fermentation which 
could result in a "campfire" or "burnt" character in the wine. 

o Smoky aromas come from a range of small volatile phenols. 
o When phenols permeate the grape berry, these can be bound to sugars and other 

compounds in the skin. During fermentation and aging, the smoke compounds can 
be released from their bound form which can result in additional smoke flavors and 
aromas. 

o Like humans, each grape variety has a different sensitivity to smoke—just because 
one variety is affected, others may not be. 

• The impact of smoke on grapes depends on many, many factors: length of time exposed, 
which variety, how close to a fire, what’s burning, how “fresh” the smoke is, weather patterns 
at the time, wind and more. 

• When smoke becomes a concern or there are too many unknowns, winemakers and 
winegrowers can make the decision to not pick the grapes or release the wines. The 
expectation should be that any wines that make it to consumers will be of good quality. 

 
SMOKE IN 2020  
 

• Wildfires were spotty in Washington with limited fires near vineyards. 
• Most of the smoke in Washington in 2020 originated in California or Oregon. 
• Most grapes were picked, and most wineries made wine. Very few wineries made the 

decision not to pick grapes and/or not to make wine. These were individual business 
decisions. 

 
SMOKE RESEARCH 
 

• Starting in 2016, the Washington wine industry supported smoke research conducted at 
WSU. To date, the industry has invested over half a million dollars. 

• Thanks to WSU’s world-class research, growers and winemakers have better resources to 
assess the smoke impact on grapes and wines. 

 
Research teams from Washington, Oregon and California are collaborating on a USDA research 
grant to develop even better tools in support of growers and wineries. 


