
CORUCHE: In this natural forest northeast of Portugal’s
capital, centuries-old cork oak trees are bathed in sun-
light, their thick grayish bark standing out among the
greenery. “Look at them, it’s as if they were human,
each one is different,” forestry engineer Conceicao
Silva says as she inspects tree branches. This forest in
the central Portuguese region of Ribatejo is a national
treasure as the trees provide the raw material used to
produce over half of the world’s cork stoppers.

“This one is four years old,” Silva says, touching a
tree in the natural forest
which measures about
1,300 hectares (3,200
acres). The cork trees
can live for as long as
300 to 400 years, but
they “grow very slowly,”
she tells AFP. And the
process to yield a
usable, money-making
harvest can take
decades. “It takes
around 50 years for
them to bring in money,”
said Jean-Marie Aracil with the French Federation of
Cork Unions.

The first cork harvest, taken when the trees are
between 25 and 35 years, won’t yield usable cork, nor
will the second, and only a third harvest, two decades
after the first, is really productive. But everyone accepts
that time passes slowly for these cork trees-found
mainly in Portugal, Algeria and Spain-that have been in
use since the Ancient Greeks first closed wine jugs with
them in 5 BC. And traditional and technical corks are
still the world’s preferred way to seal bottles, despite

inexpensive synthetic screwtops gaining market share
in recent years.

Cork ‘gaining ground’ 
Portugal remains the leading producer of cork-seven

of 10 wine bottles in the world are topped with
Portuguese corks. Just a few kilometers away from the
forest in Coruche is a plant owned by Portuguese com-
pany Corticeira Amorim, the world’s biggest cork pro-
ducer. Thousands of just-harvested cork parts dry over

an area as large as a
dozen football fields.
After six months of
being left out to dry, the
raw cork will be boiled
in order for it to gain
thickness and elasticity
and to remove tannins,
before it will be cut into
strips and perforated as
tops. The corks will then
be washed, dried,
labeled and treated with
paraffin or silicone to

facilitate export.
Yet only about 15 to 30 percent of the cork will be

of sufficient quality to produce whole cork stoppers
used to top fine wines, said Jose Pinto, the Portugal
general director of French corkmaker Lafitte, based
near Porto. The other 80 percent or so will be used for
parts, half for plant boilers and the other half to pro-
duce technical stoppers-cork slivers glued together
that are cheaper than traditional whole cork stoppers.

These stoppers, which look a lot like the traditional
variety, are put on wines to be consumed within two to

three years. The caps are particularly popular in the
United States, France and Italy among mass market
wine makers, the main users around the world of inex-
pensive plastic or metal screwcaps.

More and more of these types of cheaper stoppers
are being produced in Portugal as a way to gain back
the third of the market share that has been lost to
screwtops.“The cork is gaining ground,” said Carlos de

Jesus, the marketing director of Amorim, which has
concentrated production of its “Twin Top” brand of
technical stoppers at one factory. “Global wine con-
sumption is increasing by 0.8 to 1 percent per year,
Portugal’s cork exports are rising by 2 percent a year,
or 1.4 percent for cork stoppers”. “We are regaining
market share,” he said, adding that numbers like this
haven’t been seen since the early 2000’s. — AFP 
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RIBATEJO: An employee takes pieces of cork out of a stack at Amorim
Equipar cork production factory in Coruche. — AFP 

In Portugal, natural oak corks 
still top the world’s screwcaps

‘It takes around 50 years for them to bring in money’

Mammoth projects to 
make Norway’s fish 
farms eco-friendly
TRONDHEIM: “We could produce five times as much fish by
2050”: in a posh hotel in the Norwegian town of Trondheim, a
fishing industry representative winds up his presentation on
Norway’s sky-high fish farming goals. The “potential” for salmon
and other farmed fish has been calculated by researchers,
Norwegian Seafood Federation spokesman Oyvind Andre Haram
tells AFP, noting that each day the Scandinavian country of 5.2
million people produces “14 million meals of salmon.”

Worldwide demand for farmed salmon seems to know no
end. Norway, which produces 1.3 million tons a year, already
accounts for more than half of world production and has no
plans to slow down. The country’s fish farming industry has in
the past been taken to task over environmental issues, but it’s
determined to resolve those challenges. “There are two major
issues... One is sea lice, and the other is escapes of farmed fish
from net pens into the sea,” says Julie Dovle Johansen of con-
servation group WWF Norway.

Sea lice is a parasite that requires fish farmers to slaughter
large amounts of salmon prematurely, costing the industry
between 1.0 and 1.5 billion euros ($1.16-$1.75 billion) a year,
according to John Arne Breivik, the head of a sea lice removal
company. Sea lice can also spread to wild salmon stocks and
kill them.

Cleaner fish 
Farmed salmon that escape from their cages also risk mud-

dying the gene pool of wild salmon if they mate, according to
Dovle Johansen. Farmed salmon are more fragile to natural
threats and have a lower survival rate, a characteristic that can
be transmitted to wild salmon, she said.  Industry giants are
therefore putting a lot of effort into innovative projects to
address these problems, raising hopes for the sector-but also
concern among environmental activists. “There’s an ambition
by the salmon industry and the (fisheries) ministry to double
the production capacity within the next 10-15 years, which we
think is quite crazy,” the head of Greenpeace Norway, Truls
Gulowsen, told AFP.

In one of the many fjords nestled into the island of Hitra off
Norway’s western coast, thousands of farmed salmon teem in
the ocean water in circular pens belonging to the Leroy fish-
ing group, dancing and gliding in a never-ending water ballet.
Leroy is the world’s second biggest salmon producer.  Lena is
a young employee hired just a month ago. “Feeding the fish is
the main part of this job,” she tells AFP, pointing to camera
screens that show the almost adult salmon splashing in the
saltwater along with the occasional small wrasse, “cleaner
fish” strategically implanted to peck off sea lice from the
farmed salmon instead of using potentially harmful pesticides.

Other techniques are also being used, according to Jean-
Pierre Gonda, the head of Leroy France. He shows sketches of
a so-called “pipe-farm”, a giant breeding boat with six basins
of ocean water pumped up through pipes from a depth of 30
metres (100 feet), and kept at a constant temperature, unaf-
fected by weather conditions and free of sea lice, Gonda
explained. — AFP 

Indivior drug to
fight opioid
addiction by
US panel 
WASHINGTON, DC: Indivior’s experimental
drug to help fight America’s growing opioid
addiction crisis has been recommended for
approval by a US advisory panel, boosting
its sales prospects as competitors threaten
revenues from an older product. Shares in
the London-listed company, which special-
izes in addiction treatment, were 11 percent
higher by 0855 GMT on Wednesday on the
overnight news, extending gains this week.

The advisory committee to the US Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) voted 18-1
that Indivior’s injectable drug, known as
RBP-6000, could benefit addicts and the
lower of two doses studied had an accept-

able safety profile. The FDA, which is due to
make a decision on the medicine by Nov. 30,
typically follows the recommendations of its
advisory panels. The endorsement comes
less than a week after FDA Commissioner
Scott Gottlieb announced the agency’s plans
to encourage widespread use among opioid
addicts of less harmful opioids such as
methadone and buprenorphine, the active
ingredient in RBP-6000.

“I think this is a really promising alterna-
tive to what’s out there and will be attractive
to a lot of patients,” said Laurel Habel, a
panelist and researcher at Kaiser
Permanente in Oakland, California. The
United States is battling an opioid abuse
epidemic that in 2015 killed 33,000 people.
President Donald Trump recently declared
the problem a national public health emer-
gency. Indivior studied two dosing regimens.
In one, 300 milligrams were given once a
month for six months. In the other, two dos-
es of 300 milligrams were followed by four
doses of 100 milligrams.  There was little dif-
ference in effectiveness between the two
doses and the higher dose caused more side
effects. — Reuters 


