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ORTIGUEIRA: Three young Spaniards in wetsuits
plunge into the sea to harvest a culinary delicacy that
promises them a way out of troubled financial waters:
seaweed. Armed with stainless steel scythes, they
swim in low tide from rock to rock cutting down codi-
um seaweed and kombu kelp, which they gather up
in bags.

The trio — 35-year-old marine scientist Alberto
Sanchez, his sister Maria and his friend, 33-year-old
biologist Sergio Baamonde-carry the sea greens by
foot to their car, parked at the top of nearby cliffs.

Then they transport the algae to a processing fac-
tory set up by the two friends in the Galician sea port
of Ortigueira, northern Spain.

“It is tough but we are very motivated,” said
Baamonde, who joined up with Sanchez in April 2012
to launch into the seaweed business, with other
prospects scarce in a country hit by an economic cri-
sis that has left one in four people out of work. They
have established a company, Ardora Sea Preserves, to
sell edible seaweed, an industry that took root in the
Galicia region in the 1980s.

In 2012, sales of ecological seaweed and related
foods in Galicia amounted to 3.8 million euros ($5 mil-
lion), according to the region’s maritime and environ-

mental minister, Rosa Quintana.

Gourmet seaweed 
Baamonde worked at a laboratory in La Coruna

University until “they cut the grant”. From 2007 to
2009 he worked as a consultant on on seaweed farm-
ing to Galician fisheries associations as part off a
regional government program.

“Then the economic crisis hit and there was no
money for the program,” said Baamonde, who found
other jobs for a short period before entering into the
seaweed business with his friend.

“There is a gap in the market right now in Galicia
for this type of gourmet seaweed product and we are
trying to fill it,” said Sanchez, who worked at a bio-
medical research centre in Barcelona before launch-
ing the venture. “It took us a year to find the financ-
ing,” said Sanchez, sitting in a small office at their fac-
tory, which has been running since the start of the
year at an industrial park in Ortigueira.

The young entrepreneurs invested 300,000 euros,
which they raised from relatives, loans and a small
state subsidy which allowed them to buy the land for
the factory, which prepares the seaweed for sale. “We
want a product that differentiates us in terms of quali-

ty, the choice of raw material and the way we prepare
it,” Sanchez said, stressing the ecological nature of
their seaweed product when compared to that of
their larger competitors.

Instead of using machinery, much of the seaweed
preparation such as washing is done by hand.

Unexpected flavors 
Baamonde, Sanchez and his sister Maria do every-

thing from harvesting to preparation to sales of the
seaweed-canned, fresh or dried-as well as finding
new customers. Among their customers are chefs
including Javier Olleros, who has a Michelin star, and
Daniel Lopez, chef at the “O Camino do Ingles” restau-
rant in the city of Ferrol. “You can achieve flavors that
people don’t expect,” Lopez said as he prepared a dish
of hake wrapped in sea lettuce and marinated tuna
garnished with codium seaweed while chatting with
Baamonde about ways of preparing the algae.

Baamonde and Sanchez are keen to pursue the
scientific side of their business, too, by seeking new
environmentally friendly ways to process and grow
seaweed. “Our plan is to invest a lot in research and
development and we have a lot of ideas,” said
Baamonde. — AFP

Crisis-hit Spaniards seek seaweed riches

PERTH: An Australian couple at the
centre of a Thai surrogate scandal yes-
terday denied they deliberately aban-
doned their baby son because he had
Down’s syndrome and said they
would fight to get him back. David
Farnell,  56, a convicted child sex
offender and the biological father of
the boy, Gammy, told Channel Nine
he and his wife Wendy had “wanted to
bring him with us”.

It was their first interview since
sparking global controversy after
leaving the boy in Thailand with his
21-year-old Thai surrogate mother
Pattaramon Chanbua and taking only
his healthy twin sister Pipah back
home.

“We never said you (Pattaramon)
can have this baby, no matter what,”
said an emotional David Farnell. The
couple claimed Pattaramon wanted to
keep the girl  and said they left
Thailand without Gammy because
“we were getting scared that we
would lose her too and we had to try
and get her out”.

The Farnells, from Bunbury south
of Perth, Western Australia, previously
claimed they were told Gammy had a
congenital heart condition but not
Down’s syndrome, and left him
because doctors said he would not
survive.

Gammy, now seven months old,
has since been cleared of a heart con-
dition by Bangkok specialists,  an
Australian charity which has raised
more than $240,000 for the infant said
on Friday.

The charity,  Hands Across The
Water, said the boy had been released
from hospital-where he was being
treated for a lung infection-and was
living in Bangkok with his family. ‘We
never abandoned him’ -

David Farnell claimed Pattharamon
said: “If we try to take our little boy,
she’s going to get the police and she’s
going to come and take our little girl
. . .  and she’s going to keep both
babies.” Pattaramon has said she
agreed to carry another Thai donor’s
egg fertilised by the Australian man in
exchange for around $14,900.

An agency, which she refuses to
name for legal reasons, acted as the
go-between. She claims the agency
told her the Farnells wanted her to
have an abortion which is illegal in
Thailand-once medical tests revealed
the boy had Down’s syndrome, but
she refused.

“We never abandoned him, we
never said to the surrogate mother
‘have an abortion’,” said David Farnell,
although he admitted it crossed their
minds. “Because he has a handicap
and this is a sad thing. And it would
be difficult, not impossible, but diffi-
cult.” Farnell also admitted the couple
had not tried to contact Gammy since
they left Thailand to check on how he
was.

“We have been trying (in Australia)
to make sure first that Pipah is safe
and no one can take her away from
us,” he said, explaining that as she was
born in Thailand she was not yet
legally Australian.

“When we know 100 percent that
she is safe with us, we can go and try
to get our boy back.”

Their comments came as Canberra
urged Thailand to allow for a transi-
tion period before implementing any
ban on commercial surrogacy to pro-
tect earlier arrangements made by
Australians. The Thai government is
proposing tighter controls on com-
mercial surrogacy in the wake of the
Gammy scandal. — AFP

Australian couple in baby 
scandal wants boy back

A piece of seaweed lies on the rocks at Picon beach, in Ortigueira, northern Spain. — AFP


