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Cyprus 3rd century BC Cork stopper in an ancient amphora

CORK
AN AGE-OLD RAW  

MATERIAL
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A fossil fragment over 10 million years old, discovered 
in the basin of the River Tagus, proves the ancient 
presence of the cork oak in Portugal. There are 
scholars who believe that this tree, with unique 
characteristics, has existed for much longer, dating 
back over 60 million years.

The rough bark of the cork oak, the cork, which gives 
the tree extraordinary resistance, is the reason for 
the preservation of the cork oak in the Mediterranean 
basin over the centuries, even through the ice age, over 
25 million years ago, unlike the fate that befell other 
less resistant species.

So far, there have been many finds proving that cork 
was used by settlements in the Western Mediterranean 
thousands of years ago. There are traces showing the 
beginning of cork’s use by the peoples of ancient 
Egypt as a nautical tool, in fishing or in other domestic 
applications. In Roman times, cork was used as covering 
for the roofs and ceilings of dwellings, as a seal 
for amphorae used to carry liquids and in footwear 
accessories, such as insoles.

In France, amphorae from the 3rd century BC were 
found, still full of wine, which is considered to be 
well-preserved.

There are records such as these all over the world, 
proving the age-old utilisation of cork, making this 
natural raw material one of the most ancient products 
continually used by Humanity.

“IF WE KNEW WHAT 60 MILLION 

YEARS REPRESENT, THEN WE WOULD 

UNDERSTAND HOW LONG THE CORK 

OAK, GIVEN THE NAME QUERCUS SUBER 

L. BY LINNAEUS, HAS BEEN AROUND.”
Carlos Oliveira Santos

in Clusters, United by Nature.

Greece 5th century BC

Capuchos Convent (16th century).
All the monks’ cells and living quarters are finished with 
cork.

A pair of soles discovered by the archaeologist, Flinders Petrie, 
considered the “father of Egyptian archaeology”, dating from the 

Roman period (395 BC to 30 BC), around 14.5 cm long.
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CORK 
STOPPERS
FROM THE 17TH CENTURY  

TO THE PRESENT DAY

The use of cork at a pre-industrial level dates back to the 
late 17th century, with the production of stoppers for wine, 
especially the wines from the famous Champagne region 
in the north of France. It is believed that in the same way 
that sparkling wines favoured the use of cork, it also had a 
determining role in the success of this famous wine.

The strong impetus given to the use of cork as a wine sealant 
came from the monk, Pierre Pérignon, who, faced with the 
problem of preserving his wine, found in cork the ideal solution 
to ensure a good seal for the wine, prepared at the time in his 
abbey at Hautvillers.

Having paved the way, industrialisation was the next 
logical step. In the beginning, corks were produced from 
“parallelepiped cork boards”, which measured the final length 
of the corks that were to be produced. By manually making a 
circular cut with a knife, the board was transformed into the 
so-called “imitation” corks. (fig. Page 5)

At the beginning of the 20th century, the “Garlopa” appeared, 
This was the first industrial cork-producing machine. The 
parallelepiped cork board was placed in a clamp which, upon 
applying light pressure, activated a worm screw which in turn 
rotated the board against a blade, producing totally cylindrical 
corks.

The “Garlopa”, from the early 20th 

century, the first industrial cork-
producing machine.

Engraving with details 
of cork production 

(Encyclopédie, 1763)

Dom Pierre Pérignon
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CORK AND 
SUSTAINABILITY
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Apart from benefiting from a gift of nature – 
transforming a 100% natural raw material, extracted 
cyclically from the trees without damaging them, 
promoting the economic and social sustainability of 
areas at risk of desertification, providing products of 
high added value that maintain the characteristics 
that are unique and intrinsic to cork, in an integrated 
manufacturing process which generates practically no 
waste – the Amorim Group has guided its business 
by the adoption and reinforcement of sustainable 
development practices.

The activity of the Amorim Group, world leader in the 
cork industry, is determinant to the viability of millions 
of cork oaks spread throughout the Mediterranean 
basin.

“IT’S NEITHER GOLD NOR BLACK BUT THE CORK 

OAK IS ONE OF OUR NATIONAL TREASURES. 

SYMBOL OF PORTUGAL’S LEADERSHIP, IT IS 

FUNDAMENTAL TO AN ACTIVITY PRAISED FOR ITS 

SUSTAINABILITY.”

in The Chemistry of Cork, National Geographic
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One of the various characteristics that distinguish the cork oak from other trees is its capacity to regenerate naturally 
after each harvesting operation. A cork oak has an average life span of between 170 and 200 years. During this time it 
can be harvested between 15 and 18 times.

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF THE CORK OAK 

FORESTS AND OF CORK

The cork oak (Quercus suber L.) is a member of the oak family 
from where cork is extracted (bark or protective cover which 
acts as the tree’s epidermis). Its usage is not based solely on 
products extracted from the tree, but on the whole set of 
agro-economic, forestry, pastoral and game management 
aspects involved in cork oak cultivation. The cork harvesting 
process is called stripping, an environmentally friendly process, 
highly specialised and guaranteeing that the tree is not 
damaged. The cork oak is a slow-growing tree that can live up 
to 200 years, allowing an average of 16 stripping operations over 
its lifetime. 
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The first harvest only takes place after 25 
years, when the trunk of the tree has reached a 
perimeter of 70 cm.

The cork removed in this first harvest is called 
“virgin cork”; nine years later, “reproduction 
cork” is harvested. After these two harvests, 
“amadia cork”, with a regular structure and with 
the characteristics and quality suitable for the 
production of cork stoppers, is harvested every 
nine years.

CORK HARVESTING
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CHARACTERISTICS  
OF CORK

100% natural, renewable and recyclable, cork 
is a unique raw material, with truly exceptional 
characteristics.

The secret to its performance lies in its cellular 
structure. The inside of cork is made up of a hive 
of small cells of suberin, a complex acid, filled 
with a gaseous mixture almost identical to air.

ITS LIGHTNESS AND CHEMICAL INERTIA MAKE CORK AN 
IDEAL SEALANT FOR WINES.

Natural cork cells.

Chemical composition of cork:

suberin (45%) – main component of the cell walls, 
responsible for the elasticity of cork;

lignin (27%) – insulating compound;

polysaccharides (12%) – components of the cell 
walls which help define the texture of the cork;

tannins (6%) – polyphenolic compounds, responsible 
for the colour;

ceroids (5%) – hydrophobic compounds which assure 
the waterproof nature of cork.
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Cultivation of cork oak forests has a positive impact 
on carbon fixing, contributing to the mitigation of 
the emission of greenhouse gases, the main cause of 
climate change.

It is estimated that the cork oak forests worldwide 
make it possible to retain 10 million tonnes of CO2 

per year.

The carbon fixed by the cork oaks is stored in 
the cork and remains there throughout the entire 
lifetime of the product.

CLIMATE CHANGE

Cork stoppers and coverings:  
carbon footprint leadership proven  
by independent studies

Study carried out by PricewaterhouseCoopers and by 
Ecobilan (in conformity with ISO 14020 and 14044 
standards) on the lifecycle of cork stoppers versus 
aluminium screw caps and plastic stoppers.

CO2 EMISSIONS  
(g)/1000 Corks

Cork   Aluminium

-147, 203 g

Plastic

37, 161 g

14, 716 g

CO2 emissions of the sealants studied, taking into 
account the carbon sequestration associated with 

cork oak forests.
Source: pwc. (PricewaterhouseCoopers) and Ecobilan
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BIODIVERSITY At the base of a recognised world biodiversity 
hotspot – unique in Europe – cork oak forests 
have a high level of plant diversity and are the 
habitat for over 160 species of birds, 37 mammal 
species and 24 species of reptile and amphibian, 
contributing to the survival of many native 
animal species. 



1 5

A unique natural landscape, this 
ecosystem includes various species 
of ants, bees, butterflies and 
reptiles, as well as the Iberian lynx. 
The cork oak forest is also home 
to a great variety of birds, some of 
which are endangered species, such 
as the black vulture, black stork or 
imperial eagle.


