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IG Wines  
Cask Whisky
While it has been a passion among 
much our team for some time, it is at long 
last official that IG Wines is coming for 
whisky. It seems a natural next step for 
us; IG stands for Investment Grade, and 
with the summer sale of a £16 million 
cask of Ardbeg sending the drinks world 
into a tailspin, our eye is firmly on what 
opportunities lie ahead for our clients in 
the sphere of liquid gold.

This guide is focused on how and why 
to buy a cask of whisky, so we’ll keep it to 
the most essential information only. For 
anyone looking to understand the more 
holistic complexities of whisky, we’d highly 
recommend further researching the 
deeply fascinating production and history. 

At its most basic, whisky is a simple thing 
requiring just three ingredients: grain, 
water and yeast. Production around the 
world follows a similar set of process 
but it is particularly the final step of 
maturation in cask which requires a more 
nuanced understanding when it comes to 
investment potential.

We hope this guide is both a comprehensive 
and useful tool, but do not hesitate to 
arrange a conversation with a member of 
our team to discuss the right options for 
you or to answer any questions.

Email:Email:   whisky@igwines.com
Phone:Phone:   +44 (0) 203 957 5582 (UK)  
                 +1 (267) 530 8352 (US)
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Investing in Cask Whisky
There are several factors which determine whether a whisky will be considered 
collectible or investible as well as many reasons why buying in cask is 
particularly advantageous.

Age
While as a general rule, the older the whisky, the more valuable it becomes, there 
are a few key factors to consider when deciding how long to age a whisky in cask. 
Due to whisky being aged in cask as opposed to bottle, there is the angel’s share 
(volume and ABV lost due to evaporation) to factor in. The price of fine whisky 
increases exponentially with decades of age, mostly down to the fact that the 
majority of casks simply are not destined to reach 30+ years. If the investor times it 
right, there is much to capitalise on by being on the right side of the ‘age curve’.

Pedigree
As with everything, there is a hierarchy of distillery names which determines a 
whisky’s desirability. Each country has its clear leaders in terms of price, detailed 
advice on which our account managers would be happy to give.

Volume, demand and visibility
While media noise around the investability of whisky has certainly picked up over 
the past year, there is much to still be developed for the industry when it comes 
to trading. Fine whisky is at present rather like fine wine was in the 80s and 90s 
(pre Liv-Ex) — dominated by auction houses. Similarly, monitoring the market is 
more complex due to the lack of a cohesive data source at present (although 
swift developments are being made in this area). As the popularity of purchasing 
in cask and trading continues to rise, we can expect the efficiency of both the 
above to improve rapidly.

When it comes to price driven by volume, global aged whisky stocks (which were 
low to begin with) have been depleted by explosive demand. Thus the value of 
these rarer casks and bottles has grown significantly.
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Understanding  
Cask Whisky
Defining a cask
Unlike wine, whisky matures when it is in cask and 
not the bottle. These oak vessels come in varying 
sizes, the below terms of which you will see often, so 
defined by the volume of liquid held within them.

The cask in which a whisky is aged is of vital 
importance. Traditionally, old Sherry casks are used 
for Scottish whisky although ex-Bourbon, wine and 
port casks are also used. It is worth noting that the 
use of Bourbon casks is likely to increase, with a 
change in regulations stipulating that Bourbon itself 
is matured in new casks only and thus a surplus 
of used casks will be available for international 
production. Typically, ‘fresh fill’ casks will have 
around 10% of the former liquid absorbed into the 
oak (i.e. Sherry or Bourbon) so will make for a bolder 
and more complex end product, while ‘refill’ casks 
are less active and are generally used for longer 
term maturation of 20+ years.

The impact of cask maturation on ABV  
and Volume
By definition, whisky can only be called so with an 
ABV of at least 40%. Thus when ageing in a porous 
material such as oak the Angel’s Share (volume and 
ABV lost due to evaporation) must be considered. 
This loss is a natural part of the process and while 
it should not be of great concern for possible 
investors, the risk of depletion should be factored 
in and monitored carefully to ensure that the ABV 
does not dip too low, too soon.

Terms to know - OLA and RLA
A cask’s total content volume is referred to as the 
Bulk Litres of Alcohol. But at the point of trading it is 
actually the Original Litres of Alcohol (OLA) which 
holds greater importance. The OLA is calculated 
on the litres of pure alcohol in the cask.

OLA Example: If a cask is filled with 100 litres of 
whisky at 50% ABV, then there would be 50 litres 
of pure alcohol in the cask, so it would have an 
OLA of 50.

Regauging is the process whereby alcohol levels 
and liquid volume are checked after a period 
of ageing. While there are no set rules here, it is 
recommended to occur every 3 years for casks 
of 5+ years of age, and annually for 15+ years 
casks. This new figure is called the Regauged 
Litres of Alcohol (RLA). The RLA figure is updated 
each time a regauge is requested. New ABV and 
Bulk Litres of Alcohol figures would be provided 
at the same time.

RLA Example: If the cask in our previous example 
is regauged to have 80 litres of whisky at 45% 
ABV after 10 years, there would be 36 litres of 
pure alcohol left in the cask (45% of 80), so
the RLA would be 36. 

Cask Name   SizeCask Name   Size

Quarter   125 Litres

Barrel    200 Litres

Hogshead   250 Litres

Butt    500 Litres

Puncheon   550 Litres
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How does the OLA or RLA impact  
the price of a cask
The price of a cask is usually expressed as ‘£ per 
OLA’ or ‘£ per RLA’. Multiplying this figure by
the OLA or RLA will give the total price of the cask. 
It is important to note that there is
occasionally a separate charge for the oak cask 
itself, known as the price for the wood.
You may also see a cask offered ‘subject to 
regauge’ too, which means that the sale will be
confirmed on the £ per impending RLA value.

Other influences on cask value
Aside from the OLA or RLA, it is the country of 
origin, distillery, age, cask type, size and ABV all
of which impact the value of a cask. Due to these 
complex factors, blanket pricing cannot be
applied and thus our team is on hand to guide 

you through the investment potential of casks on
an individual basis.

A note on colour
There is a common misconception about colour; 
that the darker, the better. However, one
should not be overly concerned about the colour 
of the whisky unless it is of great aesthetic
importance to you. Commercially, there are many 
factors which can affect the colour of the
finished product such as the condition of 
the cask (whether virgin, toasted, charred), 
remainders of previous liquids (such as sherry), 
how many times it has previously been used, 
the length of maturation and the use of Distiller’s 
Caramel. Other factors include (but are not 
limited to) the type of wood, and the climate 
conditions, surrounding air pressure, and the 
level of humidity of where it is being stored.

Cask Ownership
Buying a cask
Due to the fast-moving and delicate nature of 
cask sales, casks will be offered directly and
privately by our team. If you are interested in 
investing in cask whisky and receiving offers,
contact us at whisky@igwines.com where we  
will be able to not only guide and advise, but also
suggest suitable casks for your budget and other 
requirements as they become available.  
All casks are offered subject to final confirmation 
and payment is required within one week from  
the date of invoice.

Proof of purchase
Casks can only be held by a company that  
has a certificate from HMRC allowing them 
to store casks in bonded warehouses. This 
certificate is known as a WOWGR, and as 
individuals cannot possess one, your casks  
will be managed by ourselves.

As an individual without a WOWGR, you will 
receive an invoice for the cask you have 
purchased which is your proof that the cask is 
held in your name by ourselves. We will hold 
the cask for you, and you will own the asset 
described on your invoice. Your invoice is your 
proof of purchase and that you are the legal 
owner of your cask. Note that ‘certificates of 
ownership’ have no legal value and are not  
proof of purchase.

Storage and ongoing costs
Scotch casks must remain in Scotland until 
bottled. During this time there will be annual
invoices for the warehouse rent and insurance 
for the cask. Holding casks is relatively cost
effective and far cheaper than storing individual 
bottles.The insurance covers damage, fire, loss

and theft but does not cover the Angel’s Share 
loss, which accounts for approximately 1-3% of
liquid volume per year. In the event that you 
decide to bottle or sell the cask, the rent and
insurance will be refunded for the remainder of 
the year following completion of the sale or
bottling. VAT is applicable for all services including 
(but not limited to) rent and insurance,
re-racking, samples and bottling.

Tax
When buying casks you do so under bond (in-
bond), paying purely for the liquid and not the
duty or VAT (which only is applied upon bottling 
and removal from a bonded warehouse). If you
decide to sell the cask before bottling, you do 
not need to worry about the duty or VAT. If you 
do wish to bottle, then you will need to refer to 
the UK Government’s website for current duty 
and VAT values as these are subject to change. 
Please note that we are unable to provide 
advice regarding capital gains tax and other 
financial matters.

Sampling your cask
Once you have purchased your cask we 
can request a 20cl sample once a year for 
you to taste and understand how your cask 
is maturing. We will guide you through this 
process, discussing your cask’s progress and 
whether re-racking, bottling or selling would be 
recommended or not.

Requesting a regauge
At your request we can have your cask 
regauged by the warehouse. Usually you would 
expect the RLA and ABV of the cask to be lower 
than the previous regauge thanks to the Angel’s
Share, however it is possible for them to rise as 
well. Casks are responsive to their climatic
conditions and while such fluctuations are not 
indicative of quality, it is important that the ABV
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does not drop below the legal minimum for 
whisky (40% ABV in most territories). If during
maturation your cask is approaching this point, 
bottling would be strongly recommended.
Another option which will halt the ageing 
process and remove any further risk of the ABV
decreasing is to move the liquid into an IBC 
plastic until it is ready to be bottled.

Changing cask
It may be desirable to change the cask in which 
your whisky is being matured in order to
enhance the development of its colour or to 
introduce new aromas and flavours into the 
finished whisky. This changing of cask (re-
racking) allows for a secondary maturation but 
is not recommended if the ABV is below 50% 
or your whisky is already very mature. If you do 
choose to re-rack, please note that the sourcing 
of new casks can be a lengthy process with an
additional cost. This secondary maturation 
typically lasts between 6 to 24 months.

Bottling
If you wish to bottle your cask, please submit a 
request with our team and we can guide you
through the bottling and labelling options as 
well as costs at that stage.

How many bottles will my cask yield?
The following calculations can be used to 
estimate the number of bottles that will be 
yielded from your cask from its most recent  
re-gauge figure.

To calculate the total amount of actual whisky  
in the cask from the RLA and ABV figures, the
following formula should be used:
(RLA ÷ ABV) x 100 = Bulk Litres of Alcohol

Then, using this figure you can calculate the 
potential number of bottles. To do this, divide  

the Bulk Litres of Alcohol by the bottle size 
expressed as a decimal percentage  
(e.g. 700ml bottle would be 0.7, a 500ml bottle 
would be 0.5):  Bulk Litres of Alcohol ÷ Bottle 
Size = Number of Bottles

Please be aware that there are other factors that 
can affect the number of bottles yielded from a
cask. However, this formula gives you an estimate 
as to how many bottles you will receive.

Selling
The nature of selling these casks is complex, and 
there are many routes to consider, which
makes a one size fits all approach impossible. 
The most common options typically are: 

1. Sell the cask as a whole entity.
2. Sell stage by stage (for example, sell 40% in 10 
years, re-cask then sell 40% in 15
years, finally leave the remainder until peak 
maturation and bottle).
3. Bottle and sell the entire cask.

Where these are sold, and to whom, works on a 
case by case basis, but all can be facilitated by
us through our extensive global network of 
private clients and connections within the trade.

Next Steps
Interested in receiving bespoke cask offers as 
well as our in depth analysis and whisky portfolio
advice? Arrange an appointment with our team 
using the contact details below to get started.

Email: whisky@igwines.com
Phone: +44 (0) 203 957 5582 (UK)  
    +1 (267) 530 8352 (US)


