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Portugal is on a roll. Over the past several 
years, the country has emerged stronger than 
ever from the economic crisis of a decade ago, 
manufacturers are exporting worldwide, and 
Portugal’s reputation as a tech-savvy, reliable 
and affordable place to do business is solid. 

However, challenges remain. Skilled la-
bour can be hard to find for some industries, 
while Portuguese companies turning out both 
traditional and new products are contending 
with rivals from Asia and other countries. 

Nevertheless, this country which was once 
perceived as a backwater in Europe is surging 
ahead as a regional and even international 
economic star and its companies are seizing 
this moment to place Portugal firmly on the 
industrial map.

Market Uniqueness
Industrial services company Meivcore is a 

great example of those Portuguese firms which 
started locally and then expanded abroad. 

“Our first contracts were, indeed, from 
Portugal but their international contacts hel-
ped us to eventually go beyond our borders,” 
recalls General Manager Luís Aguiar. 

“When we set up shop in 2014, there were 
other companies in our sector but it was very 
segmented as they worked only in mechanics, 
or installation, etc.

“So our idea was to provide industrial 
clients with services across the whole spec-
trum adding automation and robotics along 
the way,” he says. 

Today, the Viseu-based company is invol-
ved in such areas as mechanics which include 
preventative and corrective maintenance with 
engineering, scheduled shutdowns, technical 
reports and other services. 

In accordance with the “5000 Europe” ran-
king of the American magazine, Inc., Meivcore 

holds 23rd place from among 110 national 
companies. This ranking includes companies 
in the private sector with the most rapid 
growth in Europe between 2013 and 2016, 
with respect to revenue.

Meivcore’s other fields of expertise are 
automation, instrumentation and energy ser-
vices; installation, repair and maintenance of 
boilers and furnaces; welding and industrial 
installation, and industrial cleaning. 

Specialised teams also carry out repairing, 
maintaining, cleaning, waterproofing, reno-
vating and technical inspecting of very tall 
structures and equipment without using sca-
ffolding or cranes.

“We mostly work with large companies 
which need continuous maintenance and te-
chnical monitoring,” Aguiar says.

“Medium and smaller industries tend 
to have their own maintenance teams,” the 
executive explains. “They tend to call us only 
when they need industry upgrades or major 
conversions.”

“And we’re active in almost every indus-
try which exists from paper, pharmaceuticals 
and ceramics, to automobiles, food and 
shipbuilding,” he adds. 

“We also work with hydroelectricity, wind 

power and thermal energy producers.”
A partial list of Meivcore’s dozens of 

clients include ABB, Alcoa, Siemens, Ren-
ault, Ikea, Alstom and many more presti-
gious industrial firms. 

Despite the extent of its international 
operations with busy branch offices in Spain, 
France and Belgium, 60 percent of Meivcore’s 
billings (which last year totalled almost 50 
million euros) come from Portugal. 

But there can be obstacles to interna-
tional expansion, even within the European 
Union, the general manager complains. 

“In many cases there is still a preferen-
ce for local businesses despite our obvious 
know-how and experience,” he says. “Also, 
there are labour regulations which are not 
Europe-wide so we find different codes in 
Spain or France or Germany. 

“This is a big problem because we have 
to adapt to these codes as well as to different 
salary levels in these countries, but we still 
manage to do good business.”

Aguiar credits the company’s highly-edu-
cated and trained employees for much of its 
success since its founding, and especially its 
partnership with the Viseu Polytechnic as a 
source for staff. 

“We look for young people with skills in 
our key areas of instrumentation, automation 
and robotics,” he says, “Our pay is above ave-
rage so we are able to attract and hold on to 
our workers.

“This summer, for example, we are ta-
king in new interns and I expect that 90 
percent will remain with us. The average 
age of our employees is around 27 or 28 
which is certainly promising for our conti-
nued development.”

“The other main reason for our success is 
thanks to our technology skills and our team 

portugal WINS 
global PRIZE
portugUESE INDUSTRY 
CONTINUES TO STUN THE 
WORLD AS IT CONQUERS 
NEW FOREIGN MARKETS   

LUiS  
AGUIAR
 
 

CO-FOUNDER 
& EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR oF 
MEIVCORE   

“THERE’S NO OTHER FIRM IN 
OUR SECTOR THAT CARRIES 
OUT THE SAME ACTIVITIES”
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of IT engineers. We invest between 1.5 and 2 
percent of our revenues in the development of 
in-house tech tools for our services.”

These tools enable Meivcore to better 
control services provided to its customers 
while failures have dropped dramatically 
with execution rates of around 97 percent 
without repairs.  

“There is no other firm in our sector which 
carries out the same activities as ours so it is 
clearly a competitive advantage for us,” the 
executive says. “Our uniqueness in the market, 
our staff and our technological development 
ensure Meivcore’s future.” 

High Standards
One of central Portugal’s principal 

economic drivers is the making of injec-
tion moulds for the automotive industry, 
amongst others, and a key supplier to that 
sector is the Cheto Corporation. 

Founded just 10 years ago, the company 
based in Oliveira De Azeméis already enjoys 
a world-wide reputation for its deep hole 
drilling machines used largely in the mould-
making process. 

“We tackled the international market from 
the very beginning although the domestic 
market today is still very important for us as it 
represents between 30 and 40 percent of our 
sales,” says CEO Carlos Teixeira. 

Cheto produces machines of five, six and 
seven axes which perform a multitude of 
tasks including deep hole drilling, radial dri-
lling, milling, tapping and boring. 

“So we work closely with the moulds 
industry near our home base as Portugal is 
a world reference in mould making. But we 
also have clients outside Portugal linked to 
other sectors, namely oil and gas,” the exe-
cutive explains. 

“For example, we have installed machi-
nes in Norway for the petroleum industry 
and we’ve just signed a contract with a Chi-
nese company. This is all part of our inter-
national focus that is closely linked to our 
growth plans.”

The CEO argues that although Portugal 
has no well-known track record in preci-
sion manufacturing, in recent years firms 
like Cheto have upped their game and can 
produce machinery that is as good as or 
even better than that turned out by German,  
Italian or U.S. companies. 

Cheto’s clients certainly agree. In 2015, the 
company invoiced just under 5 million euros, 
but last year the figure almost doubled to over 
9 million euros, a record. 

“This shows that Portuguese companies 
like ours can compete comfortably with Euro-
pean or American products in terms of both 
technology and quality,” Teixeira says. 

“Portuguese entrepreneurs in different 
sectors have followed high standards and litt-
le by little they are consolidating the quality 
of our products and attracting customers as 
Portugal becomes better known.”

“We’re almost playing the same role as the 
Portuguese explorers of 500 years ago by dis-
covering new lands and new markets,” he adds.

While expanding its footprint around 
the world, the company also has to keep 
abreast of and apply the latest technology, 
says CTO Sérgio André. 

“We just can’t fall asleep technologically 
as we have to offer our customers the newest 
and the best. If that happens and we’re selling 
technology from five years ago, we’ll have 
nothing to offer them.”

Planning for the company’s 15th anni-
versary in five years, the CEO says he would 
like to see Cheto more than double its size 
and income. 

“The figure of 25 million in billings has 
always appealed to me and its possible to get 
there as we have a presence almost everywhe-
re, a great product and solid knowledge. Each 
of these elements will contribute to this goal.” 

Competitive Advantage
Solving engineering problems for a wide 

range of industries both at home and abroad 
is the task of Exsepi, explains António Ferreira, 
the administrator and managing partner of the 
Anadia-based company, north of Coimbra.

“We sell solutions for all specialities of 
industrial automation, process and industrial 
control, communications and information 
systems, environmental systems and energy 
efficiency management,” he says.

“We’re also involved in robotics, design 
and project development, electronic weighing 
systems and industrial maintenance.”

Exsepi was founded in 1991 by techni-
cians working in the Portuguese ceramics 
and cement industries who realised there 
were many gaps in services such as equip-
ment replacement, retrofitting and related 
processes. 

“Those industries’ processes involved mo-
nitoring, dosing, weighing and water treatment 
so from there we expanded into offering our 
services to the animal feed sector, food pro-
cessing and others,” the executive recalls. 

After a decade in business, the company 
took a look at going international and disco-
vered that its workers had certain advantages 
which eased the move into new markets. 

“We found that our technicians were 
just as skilled and knowledgeable as the te-
chnicians in other countries with the added 

carlos teixeira & sérgio andré  
   
ceo & CTO of cheto corporation     

“we at cheto can compete 
comfortably in terms of 
technology and quality”
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advantage that many of them spoke both 
English and French,” Ferreira says. 

“So we can work almost anywhere in the 
world, although we are focused primarily on 
Europe because the market is right next door 
and the mentality is the same. That all makes 
it a lot easier.”

Some of Exsepi’s foreign clients are Re-
nault, Peugeot/Citroën, Procter & Gamble, 
Yazaki, Roca, Repsol and Kraft Foods, while 
suppliers include ABB, Rockwell Automation, 
GE and Siemens. 

Exsepi garners most of its revenue from 
domestic operations, with foreign business 
accounting for between 15 and 20 percent 
of its revenue. In a recent bid to attract more 
international clients, the company opened a 
branch in Madrid in 2015. 

“Spain is definitely a growth market as it 
has so much industry as well as six times our 
domestic Portuguese market,” the managing 
partner explains. “I also see great opportuni-
ties in France and Central Europe.”  

Exsepi’s annual sales average around 5 
million euros a year and Ferreira says that 
2019 has gone well in line with last year. A 
key goal of the company is to keep up with the 
constantly changing technology. 

“We started in robotics in 2010 as we 
could see it was the future. And now it’s off-
the-shelf technology,” he says. 

“We’re entering the sector of mobile ro-
botics for the automobile industry and we 
see that as a growth industry, along with 
artificial vision.”

The company’s robotics and artificial 
vision department provides flexible pro-
duction systems and industrial handling, 
dynamic transport robots, integration 
with artificial vision systems, and custo-

mised solutions in pre-engineering and 
engineering. 

“Robotics is a big challenge as the in-
dustry is constantly changing, evolving and 
improving. Also, the offer is very large so 
customers frequently change service provi-
ders just as a test. 

“So keeping customers 100 per cent sa-
tisfied means being competitive and keeping 
on top of the technology which are challenges 
that we have to meet,” he says. 

As Exsepi approaches its 30th anniversary, 
Ferreira says he would like to mark the oc-
casion with continued customer satisfaction, 
moderate growth and maintaining its presen-
ce in the many industries the company serves 
both at home and abroad. 

“Keeping our customers happy is a point 
of honour for us,” he says. “We never walk away 
from a project unless the client’s problems are 
100 per cent resolved. That’s our business: sol-
ving problems and coming up with solutions 
to everyone’s benefit.”

Long Game
Crisis breeds opportunity for many and 

such was the case for DNC Técnica, a Leiria-
based firm which has found success providing 
technical assistance and sales to the mould 
and metalworking sectors. 

“Portugal went through a crisis in the 
mid-1990s when I was working as a techni-
cian at a company which was struggling so 
I decided to strike out on my own and start 
my own business in 1996,” recalls founder and 
CEO Francisco Neves. 

“Our main focus was on the domestic mar-
ket but then around 15 years ago we began 
strengthening relationships with some of our 
European suppliers and they asked us to work 
abroad.

“So we expanded into machining, preci-
sion parts, heavy metalworking, energy, cons-
truction and ship building,” he says. 

Spain was DNC Técnica’s first foreign mar-
ket and the company, like many others in Por-
tugal, moved into Angola which was enjoying 
an economic boom fuelled by its oil wealth. 

But with the drop in petroleum prices, 
the Angola market has stalled and many 
Portuguese companies have pulled out of 
the former colony. DNC Técnica, however, is 
playing a long game. 

“We currently just sold two machines the-
re, we are servicing our lines remotely with 
on-site partner staff and we go there once or 
twice a year,” he explains.

“Angola is going through deep political 
and financial changes, but the country has 
a lot of potential and within ten years I am 
confident that we could be selling more there 
than in Portugal.”

DNC Técnica specialises in sales, installa-
tion and mechanical and electronics repair of 
CNC equipment (lathes, milling machines, ma-
chining centres, punching machines, cutting 
and drilling machines, etc.). 

It also offers on-site operator training, ins-
tallation of communications networks for CNC 
machines, upgrading and component updates 
and retrofitting. 

Along with domestic sales of a wide range 
of CNC machines, the company also provides 
tools and accessories. 

“We do installations almost all over the 
world,” the CEO says. “We have recently wor-
ked in Poland, Finland and Russia so between 
15 and 20 percent of our business is outside 
Portugal.”

In 2018, the company posted around 5 
million euros in turnover and is planning on 
further growth helped by an ambitious expan-
sion programme that includes tripling the size 
of its current facilities.

“It depends on how business is going but 
I expect that if things are going well, cons-
truction will begin in late 2020 or early 2021,” 
Neves says. “We work every day towards the 
goal of being the company of reference in the 
CNC sector.

“When it comes to CNC machines, our view 
is that DNC Técnica should be the first name 
that comes to mind because of our experience 
and expertise in the market.” 

“our view for dnc tecnica 
is to be considered as the 
reference in cnc machines” 

francisco neves   
   

ceo of dnc técnica     
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Trim NW: Niche Producer
Niche markets in the automobile industry 

are the main focus of Trim NW, a manufacturer 
of moulded components for vehicle interiors 
and technical textiles. 

“We work primarily with French and Italian 
companies which produce smaller, four-wheel 
vehicles that do not require a driving license,” 
explains General Manager and CEO Rui Lopes. 

“Our company makes headliners, door pa-
nels, pillars, all the car textiles such as floor car-
pets, luggage rugs, insonorivatios, etc., for these 
vehicles as well as for the cabins of industrial 
machines and other small and middle series.”

Trim NW was founded by Lopes and other 
three employees of a company which closed 
down in 2015. They bought the equipment, hi-
red back 30 workers and opened for business. 

Despite the many auto manufacturers in  
Portugal, the company has virtually no domestic 
customers and exports almost all of its production. 

“We also do the ceilings of London taxis and 
we don’t work with any of the big auto makers, 
that’s why we call ourselves a niche producer,” 
the executive says. 

“And as we produce for these niche markets, 
the reported downturn in the general auto in-
dustry doesn’t really affect us. We keep our eye 
on emerging technology and now we’re deve-
loping components for electric urban vehicles. 

Last year, Trim NW invoiced 2.8 million eu-
ros with some 35 percent of the total coming 
from moulded parts and has a company growth 
forecast of around 10 percent for this year. 

“We’ve always been on a gradual growth 

track. Our first year we invoiced 2.5 million 
euros, then it was 2.6 million, then 2.7 million, 
etc. We have always grown in relatively safe 
amounts in terms of revenue,” the CEO says.

According to Lopes, the company’s small 
size is a distinct advantage because it is more 
flexible and is able to have a closer focus and 
relationship with its clients. 

“We can also respond faster to their re-
quests. We work in more than 15 countries and 
so can easily supply clients whether in Europe 
or further afield without any delays,” he says. 

Always mindful of the ups and downs of any 
industry, Trim NW executives are exploring new 
sectors for its moulded and textile products, 
such as construction and the hygiene market. 

“This again demonstrates our flexibility and 
dedication to entertaining new ideas which Por-
tuguese industry is very good at,” the CEO argues. 

“We are also very competitive on the 
European level and I believe that will carry 
Portuguese manufacturing safely through 
the coming decades.”

Engineering Prowess
Global growth has long been the strategy at 

Grid International Consulting Engineers which ca-
rries out design, consulting, technical advice, and 
construction supervision from its base in Lisbon.

“In recent years we’ve been working a lot 
in Europe with European partners, most notably 
in Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands,” 
explains Manager Nuno Lopes. 

“We have worked extensively in the Middle 
East, Africa and Asia and we have branch offices 
in France, Senegal, Mozambique and Macao.”

Founded in 1980 by a group of enginee-
ring professors, the company’s fortunes took off 
when Portugal joined the EU several years later 
and its funds began flowing into the country to 
overhaul the entire road and rail network. 

“It catapulted us,” the executive recalls. 
But hard times in the 1990’s and the crisis a 

decade ago hit the company’s domestic market 
and so management redoubled their efforts to 
expand overseas, especially in Africa. 

Grid International specialises in structural 
engineering with a particular focus on what the 
company calls “special structures project” which 
include road and rail bridges, tunnels and viaducts. 

Its engineers are also experts in roofing for 
large projects such as stadiums and other lar-
ge buildings, and its consultants work in other 
special areas like geological and geotechnical 
studies, road engineering, hydraulics, electrote-
chnical and electromechanical engineering and 
architecture.

“Our annual billing target is 3 million euros” 
the manager says. “and this year points to what 
we can do and will be an improvement.”

Lopes says that projects in the Middle East 
will boost business for Grid International. 

“We’re aiming our strategic efforts at not 
only Europe but also the Middle East. We have 
some contacts in Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Dubai 
where we are currently closing a proposal. 

“We also have a partner in the region who 
is mostly active in Saudi Arabia where we will 
have a focus on bridges and overpasses which 
we specialise in. We’re gathering strength in 
complementary markets. 

Projects like these around the world de-
monstrate that Portuguese engineering is inter-
nationally competitive, he argues. 

“Our work and our skills are recognised 
and we have positive feedback from third-party 
checkers who evaluate our work.

“Portuguese companies like Grid International 
have to be bold and seek out international 
business because we are as capable as any 
other companies out there.”

“we are aiming not only 
at the european markets 
but at the middle east too”

“we can respond faster 
to the requests of our 
customers in 15 countries”
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Portugal’s textile industry is back in fas-
hion. Spokespersons for the sector maintain 
that after decades of decline, current global 
realities along with a new wave of tuned 
in entrepreneurs and a fresh confidence in 
both textiles and clothing bearing the label 
“Made in Portugal” means that the industry 
is alive and very, very well.

According to the Portuguese Textile Asso-
ciation (ATP), the industry’s turnover amounts 
to 7.6 billion euros and in 2018 exports were 
worth 5.3 billion euros, or 10 per cent of all 
Portuguese goods shipped abroad. 

Indeed, that turnover is almost 3 per cent 
of the country’s GDP and the sector exports 
more in a month than the entire domestic 
wine industry does in a year, while employing  
well over 130,000 people.

It wasn’t easy for the industry to get 
back on track.

Wracked by foreign competition from 
Asia and northern Africa, hindered by anti-
quated manufacturing methods, struck by 
falling domestic demand and struggling with 
European Union customs rules, the sector 
was on the ropes by the turn of the century.

And the global economic downturn a de-
cade ago, especially acute in northern Portu-
gal, certainly did not help. Production fell by 
one third, and the number of jobs was halved.

But now, Portuguese textiles are once 
again in high demand, not just at home and 
in the rest of Europe but also in the rapidly 
growing markets of Asia.

Aiding the turnaround were new business 
models crafted by textile and clothing execu-
tives which included regaining the industry’s 
reputation for quality, pursuing once-ignored 
foreign markets, taking on production part-
ners in low-cost countries and creating their 
own clothing brands.

Much of these changes took place in the 
textile companies clustered in the north of 
the country where entrepreneurship has 
always been a local strength. 

Innovative Products
An examnple of these new attitude include 

paying closer attention to the environmental 
impact of the textile industry and Adalberto, a 
company celebrating its 50th anniversary this 
year, is at the forefront of this transformation. 

“We always try to manufacture and deli-
ver products to our customers that are sus-
tainable by using recycled material, using a 
production process requiring less water or 
investing in equipment which has less gas 
emissions,” explains CEO Susana Serrano. 

“We always try to have a story behind 
everything we present and I think it makes 
a difference.”

That difference has helped Adalberto in 
its success in three business areas: printed 
fabrics sold to manufacturers; home textiles 
like towels, sheets, bedcovers and duvets; 
and finished garments. 

Production is around the clock turning 
out 70 kilometres of material each day for an 
annual output of 20 million square metres. 

Its 375 employees work in textile, pat-
tern and fashion design; fabric sourcing of 
wovens, knits and trims; dyeing and printing; 
warehousing, quality control and shipping, as 
well as management, sales and marketing. 

Last year, Adalberto enjoyed a turnover of 
30 million euros, 80 per cent of which came 
from exports with the rest from domestic sales. 

“So far this year business has gone very 
well because we work not only for fast fashion 
but specially for private label brands,” the exe-
cutive says. “We never wanted to rely too much 
on fast fashion because it’s low price and we 
can’t compete on price with the big fast fas-
hion producers like Turkey and Bangladesh.”

Price is also a factor when the company 
has large volume orders which it subcon-
tracts to partners in Morocco with planning, 
deadlines, quality control and other concerns 
handled by a Portuguese employee. 

“It’s tough to be competitive with really 
large orders so for up to 1,000 pieces we can 
do that here, but for between 2,000 and 5,000 
pieces we send the order to Morocco,” she says. 

Serrano says the company’s business line 
which is growing fastest is clothing in which 

Adalberto has been innovative since it bran-
ched out into that sector six years ago. 

Just this year the company presented a co-
llection in the United States under the Caballa 
brand name which is finished with cannabidiol, 
or CBD, an active ingredient in cannabis that 
has beneficial medicinal properties.

“We apply this finish to sports clothes in 
those spots where people experience pain 
from exercising,” she explains. “It soothes the 
muscles and helps people feel more relaxed.”

“Cannabis is already widely used in oils, 
food and teas in the United States but there 
was nothing in clothing until we launched it 
precisely because we’re an innovative company.” 

Now that Adalberto is comfortably ens-
conced in the foreign market, Serrano argues 
that it is perhaps time for the company to turn 
its attention back to the domestic market. 

“We want to increase our business here 
at home as we are a Portuguese company 
and can do so much more for Portugal,” she 
says. “`Made in Portugal’ is not only for those 
customers outside the country.”

Best Exporter
A prime example of this new spirit can 

be found at Vital Marques Rodrigues, Filhos 
S.A, a company with more than 100 years of 
manufacturing fine textiles but which really 
turned the corner in the midst of the sector’s 
economic doldrums.

“We had been exporting to Spain for many 
years but then starting in 2011 and 2012 we 
began exporting to Britain, Croatia, the United 
States and Canada and other countries,” recalls 
Manager António Faria.

textiles bet on 
high quality
LOCAL textile INDUSTRY 
has just undergone a 
dramatic change and 
is growing strongly susana serrano   

ceo of adalberto     

“we apply cbd to sports 
clothing as cannabis is 
used to soothe muscles”
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“And last year we were recognised by the 
Portuguese Agency for Competiveness and Inno-
vation as the best exporter amongst small and 
medium-sized textile and clothing companies.”

Based in the historic northern city of Gui-
marães, Vital Tecidos & Vital Home produce a 
range of textiles for both the home and hotel 
markets and last year posted turnover of 11 
million euros.

One of its most important product lines is 
mattress fabrics of knit, double jacquard, da-
mask, piquet and velvet in a wide variety of co-
lours, textures and patterns, along with uphols-
tery fabrics for sofas and chairs.

For home and hotel customers, the com-
pany produces towels, terrycloth robes and slip-
pers, cotton blankets, bedspreads, tablecloths 
and other items.

“Now, around 60 per cent of our sales are 
international and while there are some pro-
blems with the British market and Germany 
is stagnant, both France and Italy are getting 
stronger,” the executive says.

“We’re also growing a little bit in the Uni-
ted States where we have considered creating a 
small operation, and we’re seeing new opportu-
nities in Canada,” he adds. “In Asia, we’re selling 
in South Korea and we attended several trade 
fairs in China but it’s hard to sell there unless 
you have a good local partner.”

“We’re always looking for new clients 
and actually in some countries we work 
with agents that represent our products 
and introduce us in the markets.”

In a sometimes fickle sector, Faria says 
it helps that Vital has a wide range of pro-
ducts so when, for example, sales of mattress 

fabrics stall, sales of towels or bedspreads 
ensure the company enjoys a steady income.

He also credits innovative management 
techniques with guaranteeing its reputation 
for quality.

“Our formula for business success is ba-
sed on speed. We dye the fabric in the after-
noon, produce in the evening, do the finishing 
the next morning and by that afternoon it’s 
done,” he explains.

“So in 24 hours we produce the article 
and this speed is a competitive advantage, as 
is our management of our some110 employees 
whom we trust. Many times those on the factory 
floor are able to work out problems that arise 
themselves without bothering their bosses.

“And all our employees appreciate this 
kind of  teamwork and like working here. 
We’ve had three generations of the same fa-
mily working for us,” Faria says.

When asked about the future of industry in 
Portugal, the general manager highlights a new 
awareness amongst his fellow executives of the 
importance of hard work.

“I think the mind set of entrepreneurs is 
changing. In the past, businesspeople didn’t 
work as hard as they should have and their com-
panies failed. But today they know that without 
hard work, there is no success.” 

Stellar Growth
That attitude is evident at Givachoice 

Texteis Lda where hard work has helped the 
company grow from its creation just eight 
years ago to its situation today with more 
than 200 employees and an annual turno-
ver of eight million euros, explains founder 
and co-manager Conceição Barbosa.

“I had 50 years of experience in the 
sector and was working as a director in a 
company which went through some pro-
blems, so I decided to start Givachoice 
along with my co-managers Ana Almeida 
and Ricardo Almeida,” she recalls. 

“We began this company in the midst of the 
financial crisis gripping Portugal at the time, but 
crises are opportunities! We were well received 
from the first moment as my name was known 
in the market and it was quite easy.”

Based in Paços de Ferreira, northeast of 
Porto, the company manufactures woven and 
knitted haute couture ladies’ wear for discer-
ning clients with 100 percent of production 
for the export market, mostly in Europe. 

“Givachoice’s main markets are in Italy, 
France and Spain,” explains Ricardo Almeida, 
adding that with the increased global focus 
on the environment and such issues as car-
bon footprints, selling in nearby countries 
will remain important into the future. 

“Exporting to Europe from countries like 
China and India increases not only costs but 
the carbon emissions because of the trans-
portation involved. I don’t believe luxury 
customers want to purchase products with a 
large carbon footprint.”

And while Givachoice’s executives are 
confident they can overcome internal cha-
llenges such as maintaining its high quality, 
continuing their excellent relations with cus-
tomers and increasing business, challenges 
from the outside remain. 

“These include instability in some of our 
main markets like France and Spain and a 
slowdown in Germany,” Ricardo Almeida says. 
“And along with the rest of the Portuguese 
textile sector, we also face an exponential in-
crease in labour costs and fuel costs and tho-
se affect the prices we can offer customers.”

Another challenge on the horizon for the 
industry, although not directly affecting Gi-
vachoice, is the decision by Spanish clothing 
giant group Inditex which controls such glo-

conceição barbosa
ana almeiDA & RICARDO ALMEIDA

MANAGERS OF GIVACHoiCe 

“i don’t think luxury clients 
want to buy products with 
a large carbon footprint”

Etelvina
de Jesus
Machado 

founder of
vital marques
rodrigues,
filhos s.a.
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bal brands as Zara, Massimo Dutti, Oysho and 
Bershka, to switch production contracts from 
Portugal to partners in other countries. 

“So there will be a shakeout in the sec-
tor. There will be companies which disappear, 
mostly the ones which produce cheaper items 
for this one particular customer,” he says.

“What we have to do then is boost our 
quality, become more specific in what we can 
offer and increase our flexibility.”

Another industry-wide problem which 
does not keep Givachoice executives awake 
at night is the recruiting and maintaining of 
employees. 

“This really doesn’t affect us because 
we have a fair pay policy, a very substan-
tial social policy and we have a close rela-
tionship with our workers, what I call our 
‘proximity policy’.

“So we have no problem recruiting and in 
fact we have a waiting list of people wanting 
to work here,” Barbosa says, with Ana Almeida 
adding that the company’s internal training 
programme is also a factor in high employee 
contentment. 

“We’ve invested a lot in training both in-
dividually and with other companies so our 
seamstresses, for example, are very highly 
qualified,” she explains. 

Looking ahead the executives are bu-
llish on the future of their company and the 
clothes and textile sector as a whole. 

“Portugal is in fashion and ‘Made in Por-
tugal’ is selling as the world has discovered 
Portugal. Now we have to be smart and take 
full advantage of this,” she says. 

“I think our company is going to have to 
expand our facilities in the next two years 
which means training more staff and invest 
in optimizing our manufacturing processes,” 
says Barbosa. “That way we can adjust to the 
changes which are coming for the Portugue-
se textile and clothing industries.” 

Automated Factories
Big plans are also in the works at FDG, 

or Fiação da Graça, a firm with roots going 
back more than 45 years and which now is 
a reference for Portuguese textile companies 
active in many foreign markets.

“Today, Portuguese textile companies are 
well prepared in terms of productivity, qua-

lity and especially internationalization,” says 
General Manager Carla Freitas. “And in that 
context, Fiação da Graça is increasing its ran-
ge of activities.”

Based in the northern municipality of Pa-
dim da Graça, the company focuses on long 
staple fibre spinning, operating 14,000 spin-
dles powered by four separate preparation 
lines to produce around1,600 tons of yarn 
per year.

FDG works provides its clients with cus-
tomised composition, texture, design and co-
lour in weaving, knitting, upholstery and cor-
porate textiles with applications for formal, 
Informal and intimate clothing. sportswear, 
protective clothing, décor and more.

“Around 75 percent of our total produc-
tion is exported and our customers are pri-
marily European, although we are also active 
commercially in Turkey,” says the executive.

“In 2018, we had turnover of some 17 
million euros and although this year is more 
challenging we still expect a similar figure 
for 2019,” she adds.

Those challenges include the fallout 
from Brexit, the United States – China trade 
war, as well as fluctuating prices in some raw 
materials such as wool.

“But we’ll be fine as we have adjusted for 
a year of lower demand.”

Another major challenge facing not just 
FDG, but many Portuguese industries as a 
whole, is recruiting, training and keeping 
skilled workers. Many executives complain 
that today many young Portuguese are more 
interested in pursuing careers in the tech 
sector than in what they see as traditional 
industries.

“Portugal has an unemployment rate of 
less than 6 per cent so many people entering 

carla freitas  
   
gm of fdg - fiação da graça      

“portuguese textile firms 
are well prepared in terms 
of productivity & quality”
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the job market can pick and choose where 
they work,” Carla explains.

“But we’ve managed to be attractive 
enough to maintain our staffing which now 
is around 135 workers and we’re beginning 
to explore the chance to increase automation 
in production.”

Along with bringing in new technology 
for the future, FDG is also looking at consoli-
dating its foreign sales through opening up-
new markets, including Italy as the company 
goes from strength to strength aided by the 
bright fortunes expected of the industry.

“I’m very optimistic about our future and 
the future of the Portuguese textile sector as 
it went through a shake out during the crisis 
and now the remaining companies are well 
structured and have the strategies and skills 
to move on”, the general manager says.

“And while Portugal as a brand was a 
handicap in the past, that has all changed. 
Next week I’m off to an international textile 
trade fair and I’ll be proudly waving the Por-
tuguese flag!”

Focus on Exports 
Foreign sales are also the focus for Têx-

teis Leiper Ltda., established in 1986 to pro-
duce duvets which at that time were almost 
unknown in Portugal, recalls founder and Ge-
neral Manager Rui Pereira.

“My family was in the textile business, we 
were making jacquard bedspreads and my 
friends and I came up with the idea of the 
duvets which weren’t very well known here. 
We were lucky and sales took off.”

Now considered one of the country’s 
chief manufacturers of duvets, Têxteis Leiper 
also turns out top quality bedspreads, sheets, 
decorative and sleeping pillows, curtains and 
mattresses.

It is also active in the hotel and spa sec-
tors, as well as producing textile products for 
the aviation industry including cabin quilts, 
pillows, pillow covers and headrest covers.

Like many Portuguese executives, du-
ring the crisis a decade ago Pereira began 
to seek out customers abroad when the 
domestic market, which accounted for al-
most 100 per cent of sales, dried up. These 
days, exports account for more than half 
of all sales.

“We’re selling a lot in Middle Eastern 
countries like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and even 
Libya which is strange as it’s in the midst of 
a civil war. But sales there are very brisk,” the 
executive explains.

“Of course, we’re also selling a lot in 
Europe – places like France, Spain and Italy. 
We’d like to do more and we’re focusing on 
Asia as well.”

Pereira says he feels the Portuguese texti-

le sector is certainly competitive internationa-
lly, and although it can’t compete with China 
on price, it can beat the Chinese on quality.

“Over the past several years, it’s become 
clear that people prefer to buy from Portugal 
instead of from China even though their pro-
ducts are cheaper.

“In addition with China there are long 
lead times while here in Portugal you can 
make an order and we’re delivering in 15 
days. So this differentiation is part of com-
pany policy,” he says.

Last year, Têxteis Leiper had a turnover of 
around 4 million euros. This year has started 
out a bit slower with domestic sales down, 
but exports have helped cushion the blow.

“Things began to turn around in April and May 
and now our foreign market is going very well.”

“We’ll continue to concentrate on exports 
and we should do great as customers learn 
more about us. We attend a big trade fair in 
Germany each year and the first year people 
are just curious and don’t buy.

“But then the next year they began to 
show interest, contracts were signed and 
trust was established. You just need to perse-
vere,” he explains.

With sales abroad expected to rise, Pe-
reira is studying the expansion of the manu-
facturing facilities to handle the increased 
demand and is looking forward to further 
success.

“So I am very optimistic concerning our 
future. If I wasn’t I wouldn’t be here!,” he 
exclaims.

Demanding Clients
Guarded optimism is the attitude of 

Abel Correia, the founder and managing 
partner at Costa Correia & C. Ltd which 
manufactures men’s and women’s trousers 
for a number of retail clients in Europe. 

“Wages are rising and we know that 
other countries have cheaper labour forces 
than ours in Portugal, so I’m a bit afraid 
of that but we have advantages that these 
other manufacturers do not. 

“One of those is that we’re small, 
only around 60 employees, so we are 
flexible and can offer rapid service. Our 
main client is in Belgium and we can 
take delivery of the fabric for an order 
on Monday, work takes a week, the ship-
ment leaves on Friday and it arrives on 
Tuesday the following week.”

“More and more companies want fast 
service and delivery, and manufacturers in 
places like China and Turkey can’t do that,” 
he adds. “And, of course, we provide a pro-
duct with much higher quality than those 
countries.”

In addition to Belgium, Costa Correia 
sells in Spain, Norway, Sweden, France, 
Luxemburg, the United Kingdom, the Uni-
ted States and Mexico with annual turno-
ver of around 1 million euros. 

The Braga-based company’s chief in-
vestment outlay is in the latest high tech 
machinery and in training its dozens of 
seamstresses. 

“We’ve put a lot into training the wo-
men, mostly young, who work here. Yester-
day, for example, seven women applied for 
jobs and I’ve already put three to work”, the 
executive says. 

 “There is high staff turnover in this bu-
siness put we always manage to have the 
workforce we need.”

Costa Correia offers custom design, 
sourcing, pre-production, manufacturing 
and delivery at the time and place of the 
client’s choosing, making the company a 
one-stop shop for clothing retailers. 

The firm’s client list includes such 
prestigious brands as Steff of Belgium, Elk 
Head of the United States and Stromberg 
of the United Kingdom. 

“These customers of ours are very de-
manding,” Correia says. “They want top 
quality trousers made to their exact spe-
cifications and they want them quickly. 
That’s what we provide and will continue 
to do so, come what may.”

Quality is hence the common thread 
that unites most successful cases in the 
Portuguese textile industry, as the country 
moves from a low-cost producer slot to the 
top of the international value chain. 

“people do prefer to buy 
from portugaL instead of 
china even if it is cheaper”



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

10

Over the past decade, Portugal has become 
ranked amongst Europe’s major manufactu-
ring centres thanks to a sterling reputation 
for high-quality products, a relatively low cost 
of production and an infusion of new tech-
nology, with local businesses exploring new 
export markets for the country’s products. 

Much of the new industrial dynamic is 
taking place in the country’s Central Region 
stretching from the capital, Lisbon, north to 
the ancient university city of Coimbra, en-
compassing some of Portugal’s richest indus-
trial areas.

Rich in the wealth of economically vi-
brant towns and cities, and rich in the wealth 
of the surrounding natural beauty, the Cen-
tral Region is also blessed by its location 
with state-of-the-art transport links to Lis-
bon, Porto and beyond, providing quick ac-
cess to local, European and world markets 
via rail, road and shipping. 

One of Portugal’s largest industrialized 
regions, the Central Region hosts companies 
turning out automobiles, machinery, biotech 
products, IT applications, glass, steel products, 
ceramics, chemicals and much, much more. 

All supported by excellent universities 
and research and development centres, such 
the old University of Coimbra and many Tech-
nical Institutes. 

One local industry with a long and 
successful history in the region is cutlery 
which is enjoying a renaissance. Consumers, 
whether professional chefs in fine restau-
rants or amateur cooks at home, are turning 
away from cheaper Asian knives and acces-
sories for very well-made, yet reasonably pri-
ced, kitchen tools.

And two cutlery companies based in the 
city of Benedita have become important pla-

yers in the world market, exporting to dozens 
of countries. 

Family Roots
“For over 100 years, artisans have turned 

out fine iron and steel products here,” says 
João Ramalho, general manager of cutlery 
manufacturer NICUL,” and my family’s roots 
in this business go back to the 1920’s.”

“We are now selling to around 40 coun-
tries and we can be internationally compe-
titive and beat our low-cost and high-cost 
rivals in places like China or Turkey and 
Germany or Switzerland because we’re very 
competitive on price and quality,” he explains. 

Relatively low labour costs help Portu-
guese companies such as NICUL remain com-
petitive on world markets and there are the 
synergies in this part of the country that help. 

“There is a knowledge here that comes 
from generations and generations which 
combines with the skills that are perfect for 
turning out the finest bladed tools valued 
here and abroad,” the general manager says. 

“When we started years ago, there was 
the challenge of Portugal’s image as a ma-
nufacturer of precision products. But that has 
now changed and we are now accepted as a 
country which can turn out high quality kni-
ves and cutlery.

“This change has helped us in the Euro-
pean, Middle Eastern and North and South 
American markets as word spreads that Por-
tugal is in a class of its own,” he adds. 

NICUL first began exporting to Germany 
and Spain, then former Portuguese colonies 
like Angola and Mozambique. Today, interna-
tional customers account for 60 percent of 
total sales worth some 1.8 million Euros. 

Customers can choose from an entire 

range of steel and titanium kitchen tools 
for cutting, chopping, sharpening, etc., plus 
blocks and bags for storing and carrying kni-
ves, as well as bladed tools for domestic use 
such as pocket knives and scissors. 

NICUL also offers a custom personaliza-
tion service which can engrave names, logos, 
symbols or any other graphic design on its 
products. 

As exports expand, so does the company. 
Ramalho says an ambitious investment plan 
worth 2.5 million Euros will double produc-
tion capacity, acquire new machinery and in-
crease the company’s shipping facilities. The 
new plant will begin operations in mid-2019. 

“This modern and digitalized machinery 
will help us be more flexible regarding mar-
kets and customers, and make the whole 
process go much quicker without sacrificing 
any quality. 

“Starting next year we’re looking at an-
nual growth of between 30 percent and 40 
percent so we’re very optimistic about the 
future, especially our sales abroad which just 
keep growing.

“And that goes for Portuguese industry as 
world markets realize that European made 
knives are so much better than the same pro-
ducts from Asia,” he says. 

International Growth
Spending to meet growing demand is 

also the business plan of knife and related 
products manufacturer IVO Cutelarias which 
has invested some 10 million Euros over the 
past five years. 

“Last year was very good for us although 
growth was somewhat restrained because of 
the restructuring of the company, new ma-
chinery we installed and other projects,” ex-
plains company owner Antonio Ivo. 

But the company is used to ups and 
downs. Unlike many other Portuguese com-
panies, it successfully navigated the recent 

CENTRE-SOUTH 
iNDUSTRY

export growth has 

been a constant FOR 

MOST LOCAL industries

joão 
ramalho

GENERAL 
MANAGER OF
NICUL

“now the portuguese knives’ 
industry is widely recognised 
to be in a class of its own”
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economic crisis to emerge stronger. Last year, 
turnover was around 9.5 million Euros. 

“Regarding work and orders from custo-
mers, we never had to slack off during the 
crisis nor let any of our employees go. The 
crisis only touched us because of the banks 
withdrawing their support and that had 
some financial repercussions,” he recalls,  

“So we were able to keep supplying our 
foreign customers who take more than 90 
percent of our production. We strongly belie-
ve in diversifying our market and now we sell 
to 86 countries.”

IVO Cutelarias’ main overseas markets 
are led by Germany, Canada and the Nordic 
countries, while Australia and South America 
are becoming more important. 

“We’re selling now to Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador and Peru, and we began in Argentina 
last year,” he says.  “We see a lot of potential 
in that part of the world and we believe it’s a 
good gamble.” 

IVO Cutelaria’s product range would co-
ver any chef’s needs, from precision blades 
for cutting, slicing and dicing to boning, 
peeling and chopping. 

Cleavers, sharpeners, spatulas, corkscrews 
and dining table cutlery are also big sellers.  

“Our cutlery has a superior quality 
otherwise the Germans wouldn’t buy it,” Ivo 
argues. “And this reflects not only well on us, 
but also on Portugal and Portuguese industry 
as a whole.

“But our internationalization is not only 
about sales. We now have a production facili-
ty in Thailand where we produce a more ac-
cessible range of knives for the Asian market. 

“That region, like South America, is a 
good place to get a foothold,” he says. 

As Portugal’s economic crisis fades and 
with business clearly bouncing back, the only 
challenge Ivo Cutelarias and other manufac-
turers now face is a lack of qualified workers. 

But as other companies are doing, the 
knife maker is investing in state-of-the-art 
technology which will increase and impro-
ve production, while at the same time it will 
give the technical skills to new workers, some 
of whom will come from abroad. 

“We have an agreement with the Institu-

te of Employment and Professional Training 
to bring in foreign workers and I think that 
will solve most of our human resources shor-
tage,” Ivo says. 

“So we’re well placed to continue on our 
successful trajectory for the future, benefiting 
the company, our workers and Portugal.”

Quality Matters
Training up local young people to fill fu-

ture positions is the human resources stra-
tegy of Gosimac, a Pombal-based company 
which designs and manufactures machinery 
and equipment for the aerospace, automotive 
and industrial equipment industries. 

It also turns out parts for industrial equi-
pment such as extrusion dies, moulds, spind-
les and calibrators for profiles.

“Forty local companies got together and 
bought a vocational school which was in 
trouble so we could train youths from our 
region,” explains Gosimac Manager Pedro 
Gonçalves. 

“They first become familiar with the di-
fferent sectors so they can see which one 
they are interested in and then from the age 
of 18 they begin formal training on equip-
ment donated by the companies involved.”

Founded 31 years ago by Gonçalves’ 
father, the company today annually bills 
around 4 million Euros much of which comes 
from export sales to such companies as Air-
bus, Dassault and Siemens.

Domestically, the company has internatio-
nal clients active in the Portuguese automo-
tive sector such as Renault and Volkswagen,

The manager says that entering the in-
ternational market was difficult at first and 
the company was on a steep learning curve.  

“In Portugal we were not at the time ac-
customed yet to the idea that quality was 
the most important element. Obviously, we 
had to change a lot in order to observe Eu-
ropean standards in both quality and mate-
rials,” he recalls. 

“And it is clear we learned our lesson as 
now we supply these very demanding lea-
ding aerospace and automotive companies 
and they are extremely satisfied with our 
products and services.”

Those services include modelling and 
programming, CNC machining, CNC lathing, 
electro-erosion by wire, dimensional control 
and measuring. 

With diverse client sectors, Gosimac 
should be able to weather any storm up-
setting one industry or the other, although 
Gonçalves sees them enjoying steady growth. 

“Both aeronautics and automotive have 
great potential,” he explains. “Right now, the 
automotive industry is going through chan-
ges as there is indecision concerning the 
gasoline engine versus electric motors and 
the sector is slightly down. But that will 
straighten out. 

“And aeronautics is in a growth cycle so 
our aim is grow along with our customers 
while being sure we can meet the challenge 
from our competitors in Asia.”

“We can do that because we have a great 
product, a dynamic and multidisciplinary 
team of workers and managers which all to-
gether ensure our success,” Gonçalves says. 

Portuguese Traits
International operations are also at the 

core of Leiria-based Carlos Calhelhas Meta-
lúrgica Lda, or CCM, which specialises in in-
dustrial assembly and maintenance, steel and 
stainless steel construction and mechanical 
and civil locksmithing. 

“We started off in 2001 dedicated to 
industrial assembly and maintenance,” ex-
plains founder and General Manager Carlos 
Calhelhas. 

“Since then, 80 percent of our work has 
developed towards maintaining the furnace 

PEDRO 
gonçalVES

GENERAL 
MANAGER OF
GOSIMAC

“ivo cutelarias haS already 
invested ten million EUROS 
over the past five years”

“the aeronautics industry is 
in a growth cycle so we will 
grow with our customers”
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and machines used for bottle and other glass 
products.”

Currently involved in projects in England, 
Ireland, Scotland, Germany, France, Spain, 
Bulgaria and Poland, the company is also 
building a new glass plant in Angola. 

“We’re assembling the furnace structure 
and the machines there in the Special Econo-
mic Zone near Luanda and we believe Africa 
could be a very important emerging market 
for us along with Asia and South America,” 
the executive says. 

“All our clients seem to be very happy to 
work with us and I think it has something 
to do with Portuguese traits. We have a very 
long history of working overseas, we are very 
versatile, and, of course, we do quality work.”  

“All of this gives us an edge when we 
have to compete for projects anywhere in the 
world,” Calhelhas says. 

Along with its specialisations, CCM is 
also involved in unloading, handling, insta-
llation, maintenance and conversions of IS 
machines; silo and crane assembly; assem-
bly and repair of glass furnace structures and 
specialised labour subcontracting. 

Its partner list includes companies 
such as SORG, IRF Europe, BA Glass, Vidrala, 
Verallia, DS Smith, and Glasstronics.

“Our hope is to keep expanding inter-

nationally but without having to add to our 
current staff” the general manager says. “The 
glass industry is growing around the world 
and I think we can achieve our goal.”

Industrial Expertise
Glass is also the primary focus of Meta-

vil, a family-run company in Marinha Gran-
de which started off manufacturing glass 
moulds for the packaging industry in 1977. 

In the 1980s, it branched out into plastics 
and now has clients across Europe. 

“Right now the glass moulds business is 
our main concern accounting for 80 percent 
of output and our annual turnover is in the 
neighbourhood of 3 million euros,” says Ma-
naging Partner Miguel Baroseiro. 

Two production plants staffed by 37 
highly-trained technicians manufacture the 
moulds for clients in Germany, France, Spain, 
Poland, Romania, Turkey and Bulgaria.

“Our international market is becoming 
more and more important every day because 
the domestic market is not expected to grow 
very much,” the executive explains. 

Baroseiro notes that in the international 
market Metavil faces competition from both 
European and Chinese rivals. 

“There will always be those European 
clients who turn to Chinese producers with 
whom we cannot compete on price. But it 
takes a month for the moulds to arrive from 
China by sea and we can supply Poland or 
Germany in two days with a much better pro-
duct,” he says. 

Another challenge the company, and 
many others in Portugal, is facing is a scarcity 
of workers as young people these days are 
more highly educated than in the past and 
are turning up their noses at factory work. 

“We do have difficulty finding staff and 
I’m not talking about specialised technicians 
but rather people whom we can train and 
teach. We even use temporary job agencies 
for hiring but often these people don’t stay 
with us for very long,” he says. 

“But we’ll keep trying to recruit staff. Ma-
rinha Grande has a great industrial tradition 
with many dynamic companies and the only 
problem is finding and holding on to staff.”

Looking to the future, Baroseiro sees the 
company becoming increasingly technologi-

cal and more automated which will help with 
the human resources problem. 

“It will also boost production which is 
important as the glass industry worldwide is 
growing at a rapid pace and we see prospe-
rous times ahead for our sector,” he says.  

Explosive Growth
In just five years since its founding, BSC 

Montagens is already a name in the refrac-
tory lining and chimneys sector with branch 
offices in Germany, the Netherlands and Bra-
zil, and looking to expand further. 

“We’re mostly active in the German mar-
ket but we’ve also carried out projects in Aus-
tria, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Russia and 
Ukraine,” says company founder and Manager 
Sílvio Camões.

BSC Montagens is planning to enter the 
U.S. market this year and has two projects 
scheduled in Mexico. 

“So we’re already well established in 
Europe and now we’re beginning to go truly 
global,” he says. 

“I attribute our success to our flexibility 
as we can do things the large companies in 
our sector cannot do or they don’t want to 
bother with because of a project’s size. But 
we do it all, large or small.”

This eagerness to take on any project has 
fuelled BSC Montagens’ spectacular growth 

CARLOS 
CALHELHAS 
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“at ccm we HAVE A very 
long history OF WORKING 
ABROAD WITH VERSATILiTY, 
high QUALITY AND SAFETY”

“the glass industry is rapidly 
growing and we see a great 
future for us in this sector”
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of 100 percent each year in both the number 
of projects and billing, 

Last year, revenue was around 4 million 
Euros and 2019 has started out well. 

“There are companies out there in our 
sector which charge lower prices than we do 
but we have the quality and we’re the only 
one that is SCCP certified for safety which is 
very important in this business,” the manager 
explains. 

BSC Montagens’ 100 employees provide 
such refractory and chimney services as ma-
sonry, moulding, gunite projection, manual 
packing, fibre work, welding, stacking and 
other processes. 

“In another five years, I’d like to be able 
to report turnover of 15 million Euros annua-
lly with a staff of 300,” Camões says, “And I 
think that is a realistic forecast as the market 
is growing. 

“Last year alone I had to halt work on 
three or four projects because we didn’t have 
the manpower to complete them. But now we 
have a programme to train up young people 
from this region and that should solve our 
problem in that department.”

A new company headquarters is also to 
be built this year near the company’s current 
offices in Bombarral in the Central Region, an 
area the manager says is well suited for BSC 
Montagens. 

“We’re right in the middle of the coun-
try with easy access to Lisbon and Porto, so 
being located in Bombarral is an advantage 
for us or for any Portuguese company that 
wants to be successful. 

“And that’s what it’s all about: Grab your 
dream and work for it!”

Traditional Products
One of the Central Region´s more tradi-

tional industries is ceramics and Grupo La-
goa covers the sector from A to Z. Not only 
does it mine the raw materials for ceramics, 
it also manufacturers the end product, in its 
case porcelain bathroom fixtures. 

“My father started this enterprise but in 
fact my great-grandfather worked in clay all 
the way back in the 19th century,” says Presi-
dent Carlos Alberto Lagoa. 

“Our group is currently made up of five 
companies with an annual turnover of around 
30 million Euros.”

But it hasn’t always been smooth. Like 
so any businesses, the group suffered during 
Portugal’s economic crisis that began in 2008 
before business began growing again several 
years later. 

“And although 2018 was a good year for 
us, so far this year we’re noting a retraction in 
the Spanish market which is one of the bi-
ggest in Europe,” the executive explains. 

Of the group’s companies, JALF is dedica-
ted to the extraction and marketing of raw 
materials for ceramic pavements, coatings 
and bathroom fixtures, as well as for faien-
ce and everyday china, the glass industry and 
the construction and public work sectors.

“Because of the weight of the material 
and therefore the cost of transportation, 
exports of these products is not really a 
priority for us. 

“But our Unipasta division, which makes 

atomized pastes for ceramics with a higher 
added value, is growing in the export market, 
especially Europe,” Lagoa says. 

Another of the group’s divisions, Cerâmi-
ca do Engenho, is dedicated to the microni-
zation, or milling, of sand, calcite and feldspar 
for producing ceramic paste, while the TBL 
division handles all of the group’s transport 
and logistic needs. 

“We also set up a small business, Lagoa’s 
Décor, which makes sinks, bathtubs and other 
bathroom fixtures for a range of internatio-
nal clients.

“And then we have a thermal energy pro-
ducer which not only supplies the company 
but also sells surplus energy on the grid,” the 
president explains. 

Lagoa says the ceramics industry goes 
through a crisis every five years and foresees 
the day when companies in the European 
sector will specialise in niche products with 
less of a broad range but with higher quality.

“I also believe that we’ll see more mer-
gers and partnerships as the ceramics in-
dustry undergoes a transformation that will 
make it healthier and more vibrant.”

CARLOS 
LAGOA 

MANAGER OF
GRUPO LAGOA

“we’ll see more mergers and 
partnerships as the ceramics 
industry becomes healthier”

“our success is due to our 
flexibility as we do all kind 
of projects, large or small”
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As Portugal’s manufacturing sector wins prai-
se and contracts around the world, one parti-
cular sector and related industries truly stand 
out – moulds, with companies turning out 
precision-made products now sold in more 
than 80 countries. 

“Multinational companies are increa-
singly choosing Portuguese firms to make 
moulds for some of the world’s top products,” 
according to the Portuguese Association for 
the Mould Industry. 

“Their choice is based on the skill and ex-
perience of Portuguese mould makers, their 
levels of quality and service; their competiti-
ve prices; and their pioneering application of 
advanced technologies.”

The statistics bear this out. Some 90 per-
cent of Portuguese production is exported 
and export growth has rocketed by 80 per-
cent over the past five years. 

Clients from the automotive, aerospace, 
electronics, medical devices, packaging and 
other industries all value Portuguese mould 
makers for their creativity, competence, ex-
pertise, innovation and reliability. 

“From design and engineering to tooling 
and final assembled products, the Portuguese 
mould makers do it all,” the association says. 

Much of the country’s mould sector is 
concentrated in the Centro region, and more 
specifically in and around Marinha Grande, 
about halfway between Lisbon and Porto. 

Response Time
“There are dozens of companies like our-

selves working in the mould industry around 
here and Marinha Grande represents around 70 
percent of Portugal’s mould production,” says 
Idálio Silva, the managing director of UEpro. 

“Along with mould manufacturing, we 
also have a marketing and sales division 
which handles those activities for many of 
the smaller mould makers in the region,” he 
explains. 

“We find clients and then subcontract 
moulds to these smaller producers.” 

While many of the Portuguese sector’s 
manufacturers work with clients in the au-
tomotive industry, UEpro is focused more on 
aerospace and medical devices. 

“The automotive industry is a very spe-
cific industry and we are not geared towards 
it for several reasons. For example, payment 
terms and the response time for project ap-
proval are very slow and we like to work at a 
quicker pace,” the executive says. 

“Our main vocation has been the aeros-
pace or aeronautics industry and we also 
work a lot in thin-wall thickness packaging. 
Then we have other departments such as 
safety devices.”

Silva notes that while the medical sec-
tor for mould manufacturers is not as strong 
as it was, he expects orders to pick up from 
those clients as well as from the aeronautics 
industry. 

“We had a surge in work from our aero-
nautics clients four or five years ago and we 
worked very closely with a client in Northern 
Ireland who was supplying Bombardier.”

“And there are good prospects that the client 
will soon be working with Airbus and Boeing 
which will mean more work for UEpro. So things 
are certainly opening up for us,” he says. 

“We’re also waiting for orders for safety 
devices such as oxygen masks, devices for 
fire-fighters and other personal protection 
products.”

UEpro works with clients in the United 
Kingdom, Germany, France, Austria, Finland, 
Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands and 
other European countries, as well as in the 
United States. 

Average annual billing in recent years had 
been between 2.5 million and 3 million euros. 

As with other industries around the 
world, Portuguese mould makers face stiff 
competition from their Chinese rivals pri-
marily due to price issues and UEpro is no 
exception. 

“We are competitive internationally but 
we’ll always be at a slight disadvantage with 
the Chinese because of their prices and there 
are some good producers there. 

“However, we make high quality moulds 
and even Germany can’t compete with us. 
Sure, our prices are higher because of better 
and therefore more expensive workmanship. 
But that is what the clients demand - quality,” 
the managing director argues.

With more aeronautic business on the 
horizon, the company is looking to update or 
even replace its current facilities and make 
major investments in the injection moulding 
machinery needed by aviation clients. 

“That sector requires very specific techno-
logy in terms of injection capacity and many 
companies don’t have that kind of machinery 
so I would like us to have our own and for that 
we need new installations,” Silva says. 

“And I firmly believe we can do this be-
cause we have such a great team which I 
consider more as colleagues and partners 
than as employees.  

“So we’ll be moving forward to continue 
to satisfy our clients and be a major force in 
the market.”

MOULDS AND 
PLASTICS
KNOW-HOW, QUALITY AND 
FLEXIBILITY ARE THE KEY 
COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES
IN THIS CHANGING SECTOR 

IDÁLIO SILVA

MANAGING 
DIRECTOR of 
UEPRO

“WE MAKE SUCH HIGH QUALITY 
MOULDS THAT EVEN GERMANY 
CAN NOT COMPETE WITH us”
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Business Rise 
Diversification is the business philosophy at 

MPR Moldes which primarily handles such ser-
vices to the moulding industry as assembly and 
fitting, grinding and repair and maintenance. 

“We started 18 years ago when my part-
ner and I left an important mould manufac-
turer to start our own business,” recalls foun-
ding partner Filipe Passagem. 

“But instead of making moulds ourselves 
we decided to focus on assembly, adjustment 
and related services and began with a small 
facility of only some 200 square metres.”

The partners noticed that many of the 
smaller companies in the Marinha Grande re-
gion did not carry out their own maintenance 
operations and so moved into that sector. 

“It’s been a success and this year we’ve 
seen a rise in business,” Passagem says. 

“For example, in what is called ‘second 
stage’ maintenance, we handle moulds co-
ming here from Asia which are not comple-
tely ready to go into production. 

“So we take the moulds, open them, observe 
their mechanics, test them and then make the 
necessary changes that the client requests so 
they can be used in the industry,” he explains.

After close to two decades of solid 
growth in the business of around 15 to 20 
percent a year, MPR Moldes now employs 
15 staff and posts an annual turnover of 
1.3 million euros. 

MPR Moldes has worked with French, 
German and Romanian partners and is open 
to further international cooperation, 

One of the company’s latest moves was to 
acquire a local firm specialising in metallurgy 
and reverse engineering which opens up new 
business opportunities in the industry. 

But the company is also looking be-
yond moulds. 

“We are also starting a partnership with 
the multinational company Dunlop that pro-
duces rubber boots, and we’re working with 
other multinationals that are outside the 
mould industry,” the partner says.

“Today, the automotive market ac-
counts for between 80 percent and 90 per-
cent of the Portuguese mould sector and 

so we can be very vulnerable to downturns 
in that industry. 

“We’ve already worked with clients 
in the areas of household appliances and 
cast iron and our range of customers is 
very wide. So both inside and outside the 
mould sector, this is the kind of diversity 
that MPR Moldes seeks.”

Customer Differentiation 
Diversifying within the mould making 

industry itself is the aim of VL Moldes 
which was mainly involved in supplying 
clients in the automotive field but has now 
branched out.

It specializes in technical injection 
moulds, multi-cavity molds, multi-compo-
nents, with insert molding, etc, for the plas-
tics industry and its services incluye mould 
engineering and manufacturing, mould flow, 
dimensional control, mould trials, and pre-
series and after-sales support. 

“Back in 2015 and 2016 we were very 
dependent on the automotive sector but in 
recent years we’ve been getting more invol-
ved with clients in other areas, says Mana-
ging Partner Vítor Cardoso.

“We are more active in medical devices, 
orthopaedics, a special engineering solu-
tions for other industries.”

The executive says he is happy with the 
current mix as it balances out the cyclical 
rise and fall in the automotive sector.

“Customer differentiation is necessary,” 
he argues. “One has to have multiple clients 
in various areas.”

Founded in 1997 in a one-room garage 
by Cardoso and two partners, the company 
at first was largely a service provider but 
then moved into launching its own products.

In 2008, one of the partners left and VL 
Moldes set off on an ambitious expansion 
programme with new equipment and a lar-
ger staff. Today, the family-owned and ope-

rated concern has 50 employees.
Last year, it billed 5 million Euros, up 

from 1 million Euros a decade ago, with al-
most 100 percent of its activity supplying 
multinational companies either in Portugal 
and abroad.

“We are working mainly for Portugal, 
Germany, Spain, France, Belgium, the Nether-
lands and Italy, and also for Mexico through 
our European partners,” the executive says.

“We’re not really planning on exceeding 
much beyond our current number of 50 staff 
with which we are very comfortable. Instead 
of growth, our aim is to stabilize technologi-
cally and financially,” Cardoso says.

In-house training is key to maintaining a 
skilled workforce at VL Moldes.

“This is a family business and I al-
ready have my children working with me 
so we’re now preparing for the next ge-
neration, he says.

“We have two types of people here, 
those in their 40’s and 50’s with years of 
experience and they are passing on this ex-
perience, their skills and their knowledge to 
the other group, the young people just ente-
ring the field.”

vitor cardoso

managing partner OF VL MoldeS

“WE ARE ALSO STARTING A 
PARTNERSHIP WITH THE 
MULTINATIONAL DUNLOP”

“INstead of growing, we do 
want to be financially and 
technologically stable”
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Continuous Innovation 
Machining is a key component of the 

moulds manufacturing process and is the 
speciality of Symetria, a company founded 
just six years ago and that now employs al-
most two dozen people. 

“In the beginning it was just me and one 
new machine and my idea was to support 
other companies in the Marinha Grande area 
involved in mould makings,” recalls founder 
and CEO Silvio Jordão.

“And whatever needs machining – moulds, ae-
ronautics, robotics, metallurgy, etc. – we can do it.”

Symetria works in steel, acrylic, alumi-
nium, bronze, copper, brass, nylon, polycarbo-
nate and other materials using the most te-
chnologically advanced equipment including 
six machining centres with dimensions from 
3000 mm x 1000 mm. 

The company also operates two milling 
machine tools, two CNC grinding machines, 
two flat grinding machines, two CBC lathes 
with 4-axid power tools, two conventional la-
thes and a CNC boring machine.  

“We’ve got good machines, good wor-
kers, we always meet our deadlines and we 
give great quality at a fair price. These are 
the reasons we’ve grown over the short time 
we’ve been operating and we are expecting 
further growth,” the executive says. 

Last year the company posted 1 million 
euros in turnover and expects that figure to 
rise to 1.2 million euros in 2019. 

In order to meet demand and those 
always important client deadlines, Symetria 

operates two shifts with the first clocking in 
at 6 a.m. and with the last workers leaving 
the plant at 10 p.m.

“One of our most exciting projects right 
now is an automobile costing 2 million eu-
ros which is to take part in the 24 Hours of 
Le Mans race which was ordered by a foreign 
company,” Jordão boasts. 

“That’s just an example of our interna-
tional business. Recently we sent pieces to 
Mexico, Luxembourg and Romania.

“Additionally to these projects, we have 
been active in many others, such as machi-
ning for specific mountaineering equipment 
and even some scientific projects related to 
the study of flora and fauna of our maritime 
area,” he says. 

The CEO believes in being pro-active 
when pursuing clients and once engaged to 
be sure to keep in constant contact to ad-
dress any of the customer’s concerns. 

Many manufacturers in Portugal, he says, 
fail in this, customer-friendly, hands-on ap-
proach which he clearly enjoys. 

“I recently took a group of clients for a 
visit of the region’s sightseeing highlights, 
dropped by the beach, took them to lunch 
and then invited them to my home for dinner 
with my family. 

“At the end of the business trip, they 
said to me. ‘Silvio, I want to work with you 
more often and come to Portugal to see you 
again.’ That’s how it’s done,” he explains.

Looking ahead, Jordão says he would like 
Symetria to expand the range of its business 
to work in more sectors, especially those on 
the very edge of technological innovation.

“We’re now making parts for wind turbi-
nes along with parts for robots which need 
special tools. This is how to be successful - 
continue innovating and keep an eye out for 
what’s on the horizon.”

Growing Reputation 
That business philosophy is well unders-

tood at Linkplas, a company based in the 
north-central town of Oliveira de Azeméis 
which produces and sells plastic elements 
for industrial parts and other purposes.

“We got our start back in 2012 with a re-
quest from an American company for small ba-
tches of plastic parts so we’ve had exporting in 

our DNA from the beginning,” says Managing 
Partner and Commercial Director Paula Rocha. 

Besides the United States, Linkplas works 
with a manufacturer of drones in Belgium 
and in Morocco where its customer is in the 
automotive sector. 

Amongst the products and services the 
company provides are design and develop-
ment, mould design, plastic parts injection, 
mould tests, pre-series, refining, ultrasonic 
welding and the gluing of plastic parts.  

Beside automotive, other industries Link-
plas serves include office equipment, home 
appliances and plastic utensils.  

“We’re now looking for new projects in 
new areas,” she explains. “Further involve-
ment in the automobile industry is certainly 
attractive but we are also very interested in 
aeronautics.”

“When we attempt to enter foreign mar-
kets, our biggest challenge is competing on 
price but we’re way ahead of many of our 
competitors when it comes to quality and our 
terms of delivery,” Rocha explains. 

Portugal’s growing reputation as a relia-
ble and cost efficient place to do business 
has helped companies like Linkplas, with 
the executive saying much has changed in 
recent years. 

“It’s lot different now than it was five 
years ago,” she notes. “Our current clients 
have total confidence in the company and 
our potential. Previously, they questioned the 
effectiveness of the company, the quality and 
the knowhow. 

“So it is clear that the label ‘Made in Por-
tugal’ has now become a recognized seal of 
approval worldwide for companies like ours 
that are making such a contribution to the 
industry and the country.”

silvio jordão  

ceo OF symetria

paula 
rocha

DIRECTOR OF
LINKPLAS

“to be successful one has to 
continue innovating and 
keep an eye on the horizon”

“we WANT TO BE INVOLVED 
FURTHER IN THE AUTOMOBILE 
& AERONAUTICS INDUSTRIES”
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Vertical Integration 
Expansion, both in product offering 

and geographic location, is in the plans for  
BatistaMoldes, Lda - a Marinha Grande-based 
and family-run firm established eight years ago.

“We started in machining and we now offer 
a full range of services, from product develop-
ment to mould production for the plastics in-
dustry,” says manager Vitor Batista.

Along with BatistaMoldes, Lda the exe-
cutive oversees two related companies:  
V.B. Fresagem, which is involved in machining, 
and BM2Tools, which specialises in mould 
roughting, drilling, milling and grinding.

“This means we are a vertically integrated 
group,” he notes.

“Our main focus is in supplying the auto-
motive industry, although we are now looking 
at branching out as well into other sectors. It’s 
important to look at diversifying now because 
the industries we serve can experience quite 
dramatic ups and downs, so we attend interna-
tional trade fairs to seek out new markets, such 
as the aeronautics industry.”

But breaking into aeronautics has its own 
challenges, as the need for a rigorous certifica-
tion process. “We are creating the conditions to 
meet the certification requirements to see if we 
can enter this market” he says, “and I think this 
effort will bear fruit.”

BatistaMoldes, Lda offers its clients inte-
grated project development and management, 
planning, machining and finishing. Each mould 
production is carefully planned and executed, 
from its initial design to its final installation 
and start-up at the client’s plant, to achieve a 
complete satisfaction of their customer’s requi-
rements. 

When it comes to maintenance, the com-
pany offers the possibility of on–site as well as 
off-site servicing at their own facilities. 

Their moulds turnout a range of products 

from plastic produce baskets and food contai-
ners to automobile door panels and other car 
parts, and their different mould types include 
overmodelation, bi-material, casting, compres-
sion, gas injection and sandwich moulds. 

Batista thinks that the next step is to offer 
plastic injection moulding, the one production 
process that they lack.

Currently the company works with clients 
from Germany, Spain and France and it is trying to 
crack the Mexican and Moroccan markets, as the 
manager sees the latter as particularly attractive.

“Morocco is very interesting, they need a lot 
of support because there is a lack of technical 
knowledge in our sector and this is, of course, 
one of our specialties,” Batista says.

“So we’re moving ahead, and with our 
new plastic injection moulds closing the pro-
duction circle, we will be able to offer our 
clients a full service.” 

“Once that is done, and with our product 
and geographic expansion, it’s all starting to 
look very good indeed,” he says.

Flexibility is Key 
And that includes Compogal, a manufactu-

rer of PVC, TR and SEBS compounds for a num-
ber of applications based in Leiria, next door to 
Marinha Grande. It was founded 32 years ago 
just as Portugal joined the European Union. 

“It was difficult in the beginning as this 
is a capital intensive business and borrowing 
from the banks was very expensive at the 
time,” recalls founder and Managing Partner 
Manuel Viana Moço. 

“But we’ve prospered and these days we 
have an annual turnover of around 14 million 
Euros and employ some 30 people.”

PVC’s are Compogal’s main business and 
the company turns out such products as in-
sulation and sheeting for power cables for 
public buildings and industrial installations, 
insulated electrical cables for the automotive 
industry and insulation for telecoms cables.

Other PVC products include automobile com-
ponents, flexible and rigid pipes and profiles for 

the construction and furniture industries, and shoes 
and shoe components for the footwear sector.

“Our core is PVC’s but we also handle TR and 
SEBS compounds for the shoe industry, sealing 
gaskets and household utilities,” the executive says. 

“As far as clients are concerned, we work 
with the Portuguese market and the Spanish 
market and we’re returning to Angola where 
we worked before but left. Now we’re back.”

“This year began like other years but the-
re has been a slowdown in the Spanish mar-
ket and fortunately we don’t have that big a 
position there,” he adds. 

“Here in Portugal it is a more stable situa-
tion as the market doesn’t have the ups and 
downs like in Spain. But recovery can take lon-

ger.  We’re happy with that – small but stable.”
Compogal faces stiff competition, not 

only from local companies but also from in-
ternational rivals which are penetrating the 
domestic market more and more. 

The managing partner says the best way 
to deal with competitors is by offering a bet-
ter product using the best technology opera-
ted by an excellent staff. 

“And we want to keep these people with the 
company so we treat them correctly with the 
proper social attitude. We want them to feel sa-
tisfied with a good work environment,” he says. 

Another key to success is flexibility, specifi-
cally the ability to adapt to a changing market. 

“We used to work in the PVC packaging 
business but that totally disappeared and 
then began the electric cables market which 
is already mature.

“So new business will continue to ap-
pear and we have to be attentive and open-
minded so we can grab those opportunities. 

Vitor 
Batista &
Vicente 
Botas

MANAGer &
General
director  of 
BatistaMoldes, lda

“NEW BUSINESS CONTINUE 
TO APPEAR SO WE HAVE TO BE 
ATTENTIVE TO GRAB THEM”

“WE WILL BE CLOSING THE 
PRODUCTION CIRCLE WITH 
PLASTIC INJECTION MOULDS”
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That’s the way to survive.”
Diversification Thrust 

The technological side of the mould and 
plastic sector can also take place in Portugal, 
as the Gespro Group has been proudly showing.

Originating from the foundation of Pro3D 
in Marinha Grande 1997, that eventually beca-
me SM3D, it was set up to be the first Portugue-
se company specialized in providing services in 
3D design for the mould industry. 

Founded by its CEO Joel Rodrigues, it 
recently became Gespro Group, which also 
comprises the newly formed Spark EDM So-
lutions, which handles a quarter of all gra-
phite imports to Portugal.

“We reliased that in order to guarantee the 
quality and certification of the graphite that we 
use in our prototypes, we needed to go oursel-
ves to the source and bring it from the manufac-
turer in Japan,” says de CEO.

Currently Gespro group provides to the 
mould industry engineering and projects servi-
ces, programming and product development as 
well as 3D machining. 

“Thanks to the fact that we exist in  
Portugal, many complex moulds that could 
have gone elsewhere actually are produced 
here. Large companies like Faurecia and Vis-
teon have told us that!” 

Seventy percent of the group’s work comes 
from the automotive sector, but as the rate of 

demand from the market has been lacklustre 
for the last couple of years, Rodrigues is betting 
in new sectors. 

“We are already working with the medical, 
aeronautics and even the oil & gas sectors. The 
fact that we can certify the quality of the gra-
phite that we use has been instrumental in that.” 

Entering into its third decade Gespro 
group is mostly worried on how to keep its 
well experienced staffers from being lured to 
the competition. 

“We allow our workers flexible working 
hours, and provide a nice working environ-
ment. So we have been successful at retaining 
our talented staff,” the Ceo proudly affirms. 

Another key element for Rodrigues is auto-
mation, as all production is controlled by robots 
with little human supervision. 

“My goal is to be like an octopuss, and 
spread our tentacles over several industries. We 
can not be so dependant on the automotive in-
dustry,” he concludes. 

Successful Decade 
Much younger but also well established 

in the mould sector is E&T - Engineering & 
Tooling, based as well in the Mould centre of 
Portugal in Marinha Grande.

Founded in 2008, it absorbed AFR Moldes 
in 2012 when it moved to its current installa-
tions, which are already being streched due to 
the rapid growth experienced in its short life. 

Its general manager and co-founder Pedro 
Sousa explains how they managed to get started 
when the financial crises affected the industry. 

“We went immediately looking for customers 
in our main markets, such as Germany, the UK and 
the USA. They knew us from our previous work 
in the industry, we managed to get some pro-
jects to get the company going,” Sousa recalls.

Specialization was one of the winning cards 
that allowed E&T to grow quickly and achieve 
its current size, with sales of 10 million euros a 
year with only 57 employees. 

“We have specialized in fuel filler housings, 
which comprise both injected plastic and rubber. 
We are very experienced and technically orien-
ted, so we can tackle from small and technical 
moulds to larger ones.” 

Despite the slowdown in the automotive sec-
tor, Sousa says that 2019 is following on the pre-
vious year’s steps, “we made big investments and 

reorganized the company expecting a difficult year.”
The general manager believes that the main 

reason for this drop in demand is the doubt of 
the European automotive industry on which way 
to take for the technology of its future models. 

“The EU is strongly pushing for the electric 
car, where China and the USA are well ahead. 
The European industry is playing catch-up, and 
the hydrogen car, despite its brilliant potential, 
has not really taken off yet,” Sousa reckons. 

But such turns are momentary and he is 
confident of the long-term health of the mould 
industry, that has in Marinha Grande one of its 
widest and deepest pools of talent. 

“The types of pieces that will be required 
may change, but we are technically ready for 
that. New pieces will require a weight reduction, 
so plastic will likely replace some pieces that 
are now made of steel or aluminium.” 

 Future growth will not depend on gaining 
a large number of new customers, but on attai-
ning a few good clients with whom trust and a 
partnership can be established. 

Technical skills can only carry you so far, so 
the last thoughts of Rodrigues go towards the 
challenge of recruiting and training new talent 
that can propel the company into the future. 

“In association with the local schools and tra-
de associations we have been hiring young trai-
nees, so we have a healthy mix of experience and 
youth that guarantees our future success,” says 

pedro 
sousa 

general
MANAGER 
Of E&T
engineering
& tooling

joel 
rodrigues 

ceo OF
gespro group

“the type of plastic pieces 
may change but at e&t we 
are technically ready for it”

“because of gespro group 
many complex moulDs are 
produced here in portugal”
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A benign and varied climate, rich soil and 
a long seafaring tradition have all blessed 
Portugal with the means to produce or pro-
cess quality fruit, vegetables, wine, animal 
products and fish, all of which are beco-
ming increasingly available to demanding 
consumers around the world attracted by 
the label: “Produce of Portugal”. 

Agriculture, agro-industry and food 
processing are amongst Portugal’s fastest 
growing exporting industrial sectors, ac-
counting for more than 3 percent of GDP 
and fuelling job creation that is luring 
highly-qualified professionals into food-
related industries 

Indeed, exports by food and wine pro-
ducers are now valued at around 6.5 billion 
euros, representing almost 12 percent of 
the Portuguese economy as companies 
identify, explore and open new internatio-
nal markets. 

And in recent years, the rapidly growing 
domestic market helped pull Portugal out 
of its economic doldrums as Portuguese 
consumption of many food products in-
creased following years of decline. 

Award Winners
Export and domestic sales are almost 

evenly split at Sociedade Ideal de Vinhos de 
Aveiras de Cima, SA or SIVAC, which produ-
ces a range of bottled and boxed Portugue-
se wines from its winery in Aveiras de Cima, 
north of Lisbon. 

“The international market accounts for just 
over half of our annual billings of 25 million eu-
ros,” notes Manager José António Vidais. 

“Wines from the region where SIVAC 
operates received their first international ex-
posure thanks to the Portuguese immigrants 
who went to northern Europe to work deca-
des ago and took this wine with them.”

“Their French, German and Swiss hosts 
also liked these wines and that is how our 
exports began,” he recalls. 

Today, SIVAC’s main European markets 
are Germany, France, Switzerland, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands with the 
company just beginning operations in Poland. 

“We have a small foothold in the United 
Kingdom and further afield we’re selling to 
Canada, Brazil and West Africa, and we’re now 
available in China where we just shipped 
three container loads of wine,” he says. 

Wine lovers from other Asian nations are 
also enjoying SIVAC’s vintages. Its Curriola 
wine was recently honoured at the Seoul 
Food & Wine Challenge in South Korea whe-
re Portuguese wines won the most awards. 

Quite an achievement for a company that 
got its start as a bulk wine producer selling 
to other wineries. In 2002, executives reali-
sed they had to up their game regarding qua-
lity if they wanted to maintain healthy sales.   

New bottling and packaging facilities 
opened in 2005 with an installed storage ca-

pacity of 5.5 million litres and three years later 
a new wine-making unit was up and running 
with a reception and tasting centre as part of 
the company’s aggressive marketing efforts. 

“These changes really helped us become 
a global company serving international mar-
kets,” the executive says. 

“We now have two bottling lines, two 
bag-in-box filling lines, a Tetra Pak packaging 
line and storage capacity for 18 million litres 
of our red, white and rose wines.” 

Last year was a good one for SIVAC and 
despite initial conservative estimates for 
agricultural production, 2019 promises to see 
a repeat of that performance. The manager 
notes that heavy rain in March will mean a 
good grape harvest

Vidais credits Portugal’s system of mini 
and micro-climates with making it one of 
Europe’s premier agricultural producers. 

“The quality of grapes, tomatoes and 
other produce here in the Tagus Valley, for 
example, is even better than in southern 
Spain and that difference sets up apart.

“Also, as Portugal is not a very big coun-
try there is a lot of specialisation in products 

food & drink 
industry
the label “produce of 
portugal” is atracting 
A GROWING attention AT 
international markets  

Sousa with a high degree of confidence.
Central Location 

Somewhere north of the Marinha Grande 
center of mould and plastics excellence, Plasti-
foz is based in the centarl city of Figueira da Foz . 

Despite this, its partner Jorge Silva thinks 
that its location does not present it with a 
major disadvantage.

“We are just located between the two 
major mould and plastics centers in Portugal, 
north of Leiria and south of Aveiro, and well 
communicated by road,” Silva says.  

In this area in central Portugal the lack of 
skilled workers is a challenge that worries him. 

“We do hire and train several young peo-
ple every year, and until now all of them have 
stayed with us. But it is a problem that we are 
concerned about.”

This young company lacks no ambition 
when it comes to its international expan-
sion,  with a sure footing rather than ta-
king unnecessary risks. 

“We would like to acquire more in-

ternational customers in the technical 
areas, as we see ourselves as a very tech-
nical company. We also want to into new 
sectors such as the aeronautical sector 
and others.” 

For this objectives Silva has confiden-
ce that Plastifoz can continue to grow as it 
has over that last few years, consistently at 
an steady pace of 5 to 10% a year. 

“We need to become more partner with 
each other in Portugal, instead of working 
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which adds to the quality and consumers ap-
preciate this differentiation,” he argues. 

Increasing numbers of tourists enjoying 
the delights of Portugal and the fame of a 
certain local footballer have also helped 
spread the word about the country. 

“Tourists come here and enjoy the incre-
dible weather, the history, the food and, of 
course, the wine. Then they go home and see 
Portuguese wine in their local supermarkets 
and pick up a bottle or two. 

“But the best thing that happened to us 
was Cristiano Ronaldo and his exploits on the 
football pitch; now everyone has heard about 
this little country on the edge of Europe. 

“Ten years ago I was in central China and 
I had to explain where Portugal was. Today, 
that’s not necessary,” he continues. “It’s very 
simple: Portugal is cool!”

Organic Growth
Quality is the key at Companhia Avicola 

do Centro, or CAC, one of Portugal’s largest 
egg producers, where it is assured throug-
hout almost the entire production chain, says 
CEO Manuel Sobreiro Ferreira. 

“We have total control of the entire 
chain of production from raising the chicks, 
producing the eggs, packaging and distribu-
tion to the market,” he says. 

“We even produce our own feed for the 
chickens. The only phase of the chain that 
we do not control is the purchase of the 
day-old chicks which we buy from incubator 
operators.”

CAC’s product line covers chicken eggs 
of all types: free-range, organic, ground-
raised and cage-raised, and it has a line of 
quail eggs. All the laying hens are kept in 
the cleanest, most hygienic conditions and 
regularly monitored by veterinarians. 

Depending on the type, the chickens’ 
diets are carefully composed of natural or 
organic products with some receiving na-
tural supplements consisting of corn, sun-
flowers, soy and alfalfa.

“Around a decade ago we began to fo-
llow the market trends involving the huma-
ne treatment of chickens which came out of 
northern Europe and affected our competi-
tiveness,” the CEO recalls. 

“So we set up the alternative produc-
tion systems with free-range, organic, etc. 
and this led to a doubling of growth for the 
company.”

Today, CAC has a total of 2.8 million 
laying hens distributed on 40 separate 
farms providing an annual turnover of 50 
million euros. Its associated feed company, 
Alimav Alimentaçoes, brings in another 25 
million euros. 

The company ships around 5 percent of 
production to markets including France, the 
United Kingdom and Switzerland, although 
at one point exports accounted for 25 per-
cent of sales. 

“That was back in 2015 when there was 
a health scare in the United States invol-
ving eggs and we exported there through a 
Dutch trading firm. We even had to source 
eggs from Spain to meet the demand,” the 
executive says. 

“Eggs are a super-food but at one point 
the press was full of stories about eggs ha-
ving high cholesterol and then there was 
the salmonella scare. But recently the egg 
has stopped being a villain and sales are 
back up.”

CAC began as a cooperative formed by 
independent farmers in 1986 and has rea-
ched its current size thanks to acquisitions 
over the years and organic growth. 

“We expect that growth to continue for a 
variety of reasons,” the CEO says. “We’ve now 
reached a size that allows us to compete on 
price, we have a reputation for quality and we 
can compete in any country. It all looks good.”  

Biofrescos, first to Market
The balance between import and export 

definitely favors Biofrescos which handles 
worldwide frozen seafood products from 
Alaska to New Zealand.

“We started our operation in 1997 as an 
importer of frozen seafood products with 
the aim of supplying processors and who-
lesalers in Portugal”, recalls Co-founder and 
CEO João Mascarenhas de Lemos.

According to João Mascarenhas de Le-
mos “ Back then, there was a gap to be filled 
in the seafood industry in Portugal, as the-
re were many seafood processors that had 
plants and processing capacity, but there 
was a serious lack of raw materials”. 

João Mascarenhas de Lemos and his Co-
founder and CFO partner, Antonio Damas, 
quickly understood that the European sea-
food processing industry was depending al-
most on imported raw materials, as only 20 
percent of seafood was coming directly from 
European waters.

As explained by António Damas “Portu-
gal has a great reputation for its seafood, 
and rightly so, but our coast line is actually 
very poor on fishing stocks, except for Atlan-
tic sardines, Atlantic horse mackerel and few 
other species”. 

Notwithstanding the above, Portugal is 
one of the largest European fish consuming 
countries accounting an annual average of 
57 kg of fish consuming per capita, more 
than double of European average.

Targeting the domestic market with so 
many active processing operators was not 
a difficult task for Biofrescos, but situation 
was not always easy.

In 2011, Portugal was facing a severe 
economic crisis and 21 out of 25 most im-
port clients of Biofrescos, its operators and 
processors were bankrupted. “This was a 

MANUEL 
SOBREIRO 
FEBREIRA

CEO of 
COMPANHIA 
AVICOLA DO 
CENTRO - CAC 

“WE’VE REACHED A SIZE THAT 
LETS US COMPETE IN PRICE AND 
QUALITY WITH ANY COUNTRY”
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challenging time for Biofrescos!” recognizes 
João Mascarenhas de Lemos.

During that hard period, Biofrescos did 
survive thanks to a low margin business: the 
company was trading fishing raw materials 
caught by the Portuguese fleet and was 
exporting such raw materials to its Asian 
clients in Japan, South Korea and China.

According to João Mascarenhas de Le-
mos “Biofrescos managed to withstand that 
economic storm by setting up a new busi-
ness strategy and providing different pro-
ducts and services to our Clients”. In this 
context, Biofrescos, through its subsidiary 
Faster Company, started to produce value-
added products, such as frozen ready meals 
and snacks. This was a crucial step to Bio-
frescos that enabled the company to step in 
the supermarket business.

As stated by by João Mascarenhas de Le-
mos “At the beginning – and as it was a new 
reality and segment to us – we struggled to 
establish our partnerships with supermar-
kets. Fortunately, both our companies were 
growing and we were able to consolidate 
our position amongst supermarkets”.

Another milestone on the strategy of 
Biofrescos was the diversification of its 
portfolio of products. With a broad portfo-
lio of products the company was no longer 
relying on just a handful of products as cod 
or hake. Today, Biofrescos handles more than 
70 species of fish and seafood.

As stated by Antonio Damas “Diversifica-
tion is always a smart strategy for a com-
pany like ours. In the seafood industry, there 
might be a year of scarcity or abundance of 
specific raw materials and years when raw 
material prices increase sharply. Such fluct           
uation of raw materials and prices can easily 
destroy a company that depends on a limi-
ted number of products”. 

Furthermore, it should be pointed out 
that Biofrescos was a pioneer in introducing 
new products and species into the Portugue-
se market, such as wild salmon from Alaska, 
squid from New Zealand or John Dory Fillets 
from China, amongst others. 

As explained by João Mascarenhas de 
Lemos “Part of our business strategy con-
sists in introducing a new products and spe-
cies into the Portuguese market and wait for 
an increase on demand. When our compe-

titors introduce same product, our margin 
begins to drop and that is when,  after doing 
our own business assessment, we decide to 
pull out of that business or stay or not. This 
is kind of cycle one new product leads to 
another new product.”. 

In 2018, Biofrescos– together with its 
subsidiary Faster – accounted to a aggre-
gated turnover of EUR 25 Million. Currently, 
exportation markets represent around 8 
percent of total business. 

Considering the fact that fish and seafood 
are healthy protein source and are becoming 
more and more popular amongst European 
consumers, João Mascarenhas de Lemos and 
Antonio Damas are confident that Biofrescos 
will certainly continue to prosper. 

As António Damas exclaims: “Eat fish 
every day, because it is the healthiest food 
you can get!”.   

Quality Standards
Fish, and more specifically cod, that fa-

vourite of all Portuguese, is the main mate-
rial for Sabalar which produces quick-frozen, 
prepared seafood meals, along with several 
meat-based items. 

“Our company was founded by my gran-
dfather and two partners 34 years ago and 
we entered the international market with 
sales to Spain around a decade later,” ex-
plains CEO J. Miguel Carvalho. 

“There was an established connection 
with Spain already as that was where we 
sourced some of our fish. Then we began ex-
porting to those countries which had signi-
ficant Portuguese communities like France 
and the former colonies.”

Among the company’s chief products are 
grilled cod, cod in cream sauce, cod au gra-
tin with prawns, cod cakes, prawn croquettes 
and vegetable, meat and chicken samosas. 

Sabalar is contracted by some of its 
clients to make specific, own brand meals 
at its plant in Portugal as producing them 
in the clients’ countries is often not cost 
effective.

“Our production is now handled by 
around 26 workers. We had a staff of 40 until 
our recent restructuring which will enable 
us to grow in a more sustainable way,” the 
executive says. 

“Billing last year was around 2 million 
euros, with 90 percent of that coming from 
exports. This year billing might be slightly 
lower but large billings are not synonymous 
with financial security and stability.”

“So I think we’re on the right track,” he says. 
Carvalho argues that the company’s 

long and successful presence in the frozen 
prepared meals segment can be attributed 
to its insistence on choosing only the best 
fish, meat and vegetables for its products 
even if those are more expensive. 

And production costs are kept low 
thanks to Sabalar’s use of the latest assem-
bly line technology such as robotics. 

“These factors help us be competitive in 
the market as we can offer a product that has 
a high price-to-quality ratio,” he explains.

 “We have a great reputation and this 
will help the company going forward in a 
sustainable, slow growth way while being 
able to maintain our high quality standards 
and concentrate on the export market.”
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Portugal’s booming industrial sector en-
compasses many activities and one of the 
most vibrant is the metals industry which co-
vers the whole range of steel, iron, aluminium 
and other metal products and services, many 
of which are being exported to the four cor-
ners of the world. 

In just one subsector of this industry, the 
production of crude steel, output hit an an-
nual record of more than 2,000 metric tonnes 
in 2017 and other sectors are also reporting 
strong growth. 

Dramatic Growth
A prime example is Ferberto Estruturas 

Metálicas, based in Leiria where it produces 
and markets metal structures. It has seen its 
business increase dramatically over the past 
15 years. 

“When I bought the company back in 
2005, it was almost closed because there was 
practically no work. The previous year it had 
earned around 200,000 euros and last year 
we made 13 million euros,” says owner and 
Manager Pedro Gomes. 

“At first we basically had no facilities or 
machinery and so since we started in 2005 
it has been a very dramatic transformation.”

When Gomes took over, Ferberto had a 
covered facility of 2,000 square metres and 
today that has quadrupled. The company has 
added another 20,000 square meters of un-
covered area. 

Using the latest computer-assisted te-
chnology in manufacturing metal structures, 
Ferberto carries out designing and enginee-
ring, cutting and drilling, folding, pressing, 
painting and shaping. 

Just a sample of the metal structures it 
has been involved in include stores, ware-
houses, industrial facilities, walkways and 
even a fitness centre. And while ii is active 
in the domestic market, the company is focu-
sing on sales abroad. 

“Between 30 percent and 40 percent of 
our current billing is from the international 
market and we’re working, for example, in 
France and in Curaçao,” the executive explains. 

“Four years ago we did a small job for a 
friend in Curaçao, we’ve never stopped since 
and have even set up a subsidiary there. We’ve 
also done work in Kenya, Benin and Angola 
where we have returned after working there 
years ago. In fact, we had a branch in Angola 
five years ago but we had to close because 
of the economic conditions. Now we’re back.”

Ferberto is also looking at expanding 
into more European markets such as the Uni-
ted Kingdom, Germany and Spain and is gea-
ring up to meet the more stringent standards 
in those countries. 

“At the moment we are implementing ISO 
9001 and I believe we’ll have the certification 
process completed this summer,” Gomes says. 

Unlike many companies in Portugal, the 
metal structures firm has few problems attrac-
ting workers. This is helped by the fact that so 
much of the manufacturing process is done by 

automated machinery which the company has 
invested in heavily over the past two years.  

“Manpower for production is one thing, 
and assembly is another. Fortunately, we’re fo-
cused on the manufacturing end and once the 
structures leave our factory, assembly is the 
responsibility of the client,” the manager says. 

“We do occasionally assemble a struc-
ture for a foreign client and I’ll send an as-
sembly team out for a month or two to put 
it all together.” 

Gomes explains that he is counting on 
foreign sales because he expects the domes-
tic market to decline soon and in order to 
maintain its level of billings, globalization of 
the company is the way to go. 

“That’s my big goal over the next few years. 
We’re still doing small jobs here and there in 
Portugal and with our new ISO 9001 certifica-
tion I’m confident we’ll begin to attract more 
foreign customers for our structures,” he says. 

“And it helps that Portuguese companies 
are beginning to get recognized for our pro-
duction quality and our skills. We Portuguese 
are dynamic, responsible and hardworking, 
foreign clients are understanding this and 
now we’re reaping the rewards.” 

International Expansion
Exports helped the survival of Porfic 

which specialises in the custom manufacture 
of die-cast aluminium and zamak parts ac-
cording to customer needs.

“It was during the economic crisis here 
when the company suffered a lot for two rea-
sons,” recalls Managing Partner Luis Carmo. 
“The main problem was financial because it 
was difficult to obtain credit and interest ra-
tes were high. 

portuguese 
METAL 
INDUSTRY
international markets 
have been a constant 
source of competitive 
advantage and growth 

“WE will HAVE THE ISO 9001 
QUALITY CERTIFICATION soon 
TO EXPAND OUR OPERATIONS”
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“At the same time, these difficulties were 
forcing companies we worked with to close. 
But we couldn’t just stand still and so we began 
looking at other markets, other customers and 
that’s when things began to turn around for us.”

“In our sector it is necessary to look at the 
international market. This is a small country 
and there was not enough demand here in 
Portugal so there has to be internationaliza-
tion,” he explains.  

These days, Porfic’s biggest market is 
France where it does as much business as it 
does in Portugal. The firm also has customers 
from Germany, Spain and Belgium. 

“Our customer is always a European con-
cern which needs the components we produce 
for their final product developed in Europe. And 
it’s always a professional product, not one that 
is for sale to the general public,” he explains. 

Porfic’s customers are in the telecommu-
nications, vehicle lighting, home appliances, 
interior and exterior lighting, cold storage, 
construction and other industries. 

“We also work with the automotive in-
dustry here but it is not the sector in which 
we are most active,” the executive says. 

Porfic’s services include custom product 
development for clients, mould manufac-
turing, injection of parts and finishing and 
mounting, with the staff always working in 
close partnership with clients. 

The company fills its orders using the 
latest cold and hot chamber casting machi-
nes, cutting presses, automatic sandpapering 
machines, drilling and threading machines, 
machining centres and automatic powder 
coating lines, along with other equipment.  

Porfic was established 20 years ago, ini-
tially working with zamak, a family of alloys 
with a base metal of zinc and elements of 
aluminium, magnesium and copper. But za-
mak competition was growing from China 
and so the company added aluminium die 
casting to its activities. 

“In the beginning we were thinking more 
about making products for sale to the public, 
consumer goods you could say. But then we 
evolved into turning out products for corpo-
rate clients,” Carmo says. 

“Our sector is small and it’s a niche mar-
ket but nowadays the Portuguese industry 
is well placed at a European level. Steel 
and iron used to have the most influence in 
the Portuguese foundry association, but the 
aluminium sector has grown and now these 
companies are the most numerous.”

Looking ahead, the managing partner of 
Porfic plans on further growth outside the 
country, especially in what he describes as 
“certain specific product areas” 

“I’m optimistic about our industry in 
Portugal but it will probably not be like we 
know it from before. It will continue to be 
an important sector domestically as long as 
everything remains stable.”

Positive Environment
Cast iron and steel are the focus at Fun-

diçao do Alto da Lixo, S.A., or FAL, one of 
Portugal’s leading foundries which had its be-
ginnings turning out parts for farm equipment 
and earthmoving machinery back in 1977. 

“It was all started by my uncle who was 
the chief mechanic for the Caterpillar company 
in Angola and like many Portuguese in the co-
lonies he returned home with independence,” 
explains General Manager Elio Sérgio Maia. 

“He set up a repair shop here for bulldo-
zers, excavators and tractors, got into making 
parts himself and then decided to establish a 
foundry in 1994 with a manual oven, a small 
forging unit and a rolling mill. And it just 
took off from there.”

Maia came aboard invited by his uncle 
to develop the commercial side of the foun-
dry but there were no sales in the first year 
of operation. The company kept afloat by 
the repair and sale of used heavy machinery 
parts. 

FAL’s foundry operations finally began 
making money with billings totalling 64,000 
euros annually. Last year that figure had 
grown to 7 million euros. 

A year after its founding, executives began 
discussing testing the international market 
and soon was working with German clients. 

“Over the past 20 years we’ve been a very 
restless company offering new products and 
services here in Portugal while also conque-
ring new foreign markets and new custo-
mers,” the general manager says. 

“Right now we work with clients from all 
over Europe – Scandinavia, Germany, Austria, 
Switzerland and the Benelux countries and 
we do some business with the United King-
dom, Spain, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. 

“And we’ve gotten some customers from 
the United States with whom we’ve just star-
ted working, we’ve also done a bit in South 
America,” he adds. 

FAL works with grey iron, nodular iron 
and chromium and nickel iron, and stainless, 
low alloy, heat and wear resistant and carbon 
and carbon magnesium steels.

LUIS 
CARMO

MANAGING 
PARTNER of 
PORFIC

“portugal is small so in our 
sector we need to look at 
the international markets”

“WE ADHERE TO THE STRICTEST 
ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS 
AS REQUIRED BY OUR CLIENTS”
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Its production processes include moul-
ding and core production, melting, heat 
treatment, cleaning, cutting, grinding and 
finishing. FAL also boasts a sand and meta-
llurgy laboratory.  

“We adhere to the strictest environmen-
tal standards and requirements, which are all 
appreciated by our clients who are becoming 
more and more demanding concerning eco-
friendly practices”, Maia says. 

“There will be ups and downs like in any 
business and we’re already noting a cooling 
off in the automotive sector. But our skilled 
personnel, our cutting-edge technology and 
our respect for the environment mean FAL is 
well positioned to survive and to prosper.” 

Expansion Plans
European auto manufacturers are the 

prime customer of Tecnotrónica Indústrias 
e Comércio de Componentes SA, which pro-
duces stamped metal parts, stamping parts 
and stamped components.

“We’re very much focused on the auto 
industry, although our components may 
have many applications,” explains Managing 
Partner Nuno Mendes. Indeed, around 90 
percent of sales are to directly or indirectly 
geared to auto makers. 

Based in Samora Correia, in the Alentejo 
region east of Lisbon, Tecnotrónica is a fa-
mily business that also turns out stamped 
metal components for the electrical, elec-
tronic and construction industries. 

“This company was founded by my father 
back in 1978 and at first we manufactured 
small springs for the construction sector. La-
ter on we began working with clients in the 

electrical industry producing such things as 
plugs, components for resistors and the like,” 
Mendes says. 

In 2000, Mendes and his father noticed 
increasing competition in the electrical 
and electronics sector from China and so 
decided to broaden their product range to 
supply the auto industry. 

“That is when we really kicked off the 
company’s new dynamic,” he recalls. 

Last year, Tecnotrónica had a turnover 
of 3.2 million euros, with foreign customers 
becoming an increasingly important part of 
the business. Currently, 90 percent of pro-
duction is sold abroad with 30 percent as 
direct exports. 

Clients include companies in Germany, 
Brazil, the United States, Romania and Mexi-
co, with sales to neighbouring Spain taking 
off over the past two years. 

With exports well established, Mendes 
says the next step in further globalising the 
company is setting up a small operation so-
mewhere outside of Portugal. 

“We need some kind of physical presen-
ce in a strategic location either in Europe or 
at least nearby. We once thought of opening 
something in Morocco, but then the crisis hit 
and we had to abandon that plan,” he says. 

“It’s an idea we’ve been developing and 
we’re thinking about what steps we can take 
in that direction in the near future.”

The managing partner says the company’s 
goal over the next few years is to reach 4 mi-
llion euros in annual invoicing and thinks 
that can be achieved once the plans for fo-
reign expansion become reality. 

“Portuguese products are getting well 
known around the world and this recogni-
tion will certainly help us overseas. Portu-
gal now has a strong and good internatio-
nal image and there is a great demand for 
what we now produce,” he says. 

Ready to Export
Servicing only the Portuguese market for 

the moment is fine with José da Silva Febra, the 
founder and CEO of Coberfer which erects and 
installs steel structures, roofing, cladding, joinery 
and coatings, and carries out asbestos removal. 

“At the moment we’re working just do-
mestically and that’s good as we have a sta-
ble and prosperous operation. But if things 
continue to go well, we’ll start seeking con-
tracts outside the country,” he says. 

“Portuguese construction and metal 
companies are doing a lot in foreign markets 
because we can compete on price and quality 
and it’s not stretching the truth to say that we 
have excelled in this sector.

“This stems from the fact that these com-
panies here face a lot of internal competition 
so they have had to be very professional and 
on top of their game. That’s reflected in the 
success abroad,” the executive argues. 

Along with its construction services, Co-
berfer manufactures many of the products it 
uses including sandwich cover panels and 
façades, profiled sheets, polycarbonates, me-
tal profiles and accessories. 

Drawing on the skills and knowledge he 
learned as a welder and locksmith, Febra foun-
ded the company in 1994 assembling metallic 
structures, then moved on to asbestos removal. 

Today, Coberfer employs a 60-strong 
workforce and has an annual turnover of 
around 7 million euros. 

“Our staff is fairly constant and we’ve 
had the same number for the past ten years. 
But one problem is that the people with 
years of acquired knowledge are retiring 
and sometimes it is hard to replace them as 
young people today don’t want to go into 
construction because they complain that it’s 
too hard,” the CEO says.

“I believe the solution should be to increa-
se professional training so workers like welders 
and technical people can get the qualifications 
they need to work with companies like ours.”

Asked where he would like the company to 
be in three years, the founder said if it is doing 
as well as it is today, he’ll be perfectly happy. 

“I’d like to see our solid structure still in 
place and the new production unit we’re buil-
ding up and running. And if further growth 
happens, that would be real blessing.”

“PORTUGAL HAS NOW A GOOD 
IMAGE AND THERE IS A STRONG 
DEMAND FOR OUR PRODUCTS”



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

25

New Markets
While many companies discovered the 

international markets only recently, Socitrel 
started to export its products in the mid 80’s 
after the admission of the Iberian Peninsula 
to the European Community.

Socitrel manufactures steel wires for use 
in industry, agriculture and construction from 
its large factory north of Porto. 

Carlos Limpo de Faria was already wor-
king at the firm, and remembers that time 
well. Appointed CEO since 1998 he has been 
following the expansion to foreign markets. 

“At the time we already considered 
Spain as our domestic market, and we were 
focusing on the Iberian market mostly. We 
really made no difference between Portugal 
and our neighbour”

“France, the UK and the United States 
followed soon after, and today they came to 
represent a third of current sales of about 50 
million euros, while Portugal and Spain do 
account for a third each,” the CEO confides. 

Recovering from an international slump 
in 2015 and 2016, Socitrel is entering also 
the automotive market and looking at Ger-
many as its new objective. 

“We want to grow over our current figu-
res, and we are confident on that despite the 
disapointing macroeconomic data of 2019. 
But 2018 was a very good year for us and we 
are still growing.” 

In order to grow and conquer additional 
markets two main challenges stand in the 
way, the lack of available workers and social 
dumping from Asian producers. 

As for the first one, Faria thinks that “it 
seems of to be a by-product of Portugal´s 
success in the tourism industry, as many 
young people prefer to work in the service 
industry. It is an issue for all industry.”

Regarding competition, the CEO is not 
afraid of European counterparts, but warns 
that “competing with countries with subsidi-
zed energy and raw material and with much 
lower social standards is a problem for all 
the European industry.”

Yet the experienced manager is optimistic 
about new markets where he plans to take the 
company in the near future, “we are very inter-
ested in the Middle East, markets such as Qatar 
and Dubai where construction is booming.”

A company that started nearly half a cen-
tury ago is hence getting ready to continue 
expanding well into its second fifty years loo-
king at the future with the sort optimism that 
made it survive this long. 

Workforce is Key
Another company that joined early into 

foreign markets is the Braga-based JASIL, 
that started exporting its metal parts to the 
motorcycle industry in France in the 1980s.

JASIL currently produces crankshafts, 
connecting rods and variators that are in use 
in motorcycles, scooters and karts.

The general manager Luís Oliveira is opti-
mistic as the company shifts its current focus 
from its traditional markets into new sectors. 

“In the 2000’s we realised that the mo-
torcycle segment did not offer the growth 
potential that we needed, due to environ-
mental and safety issues,” he recalls. 

Indeed Jasil has been very active over the 
last few years in entering into new business 
sectors such as solar energy and the cons-
truction industry. 

“The motorcycle sector still represents 
about 55% of our sales, but we expect that 
figure to rapidly decrease as we are involved 
in several large projects at the prototype sta-
ge that should bear fruit soon.” 

Indeed the numbers are backing up this 
move, as the company grew 18 percent in 
2018 and is expected to grow at a 20 per-
cent rate over the next five years, according 
to Oliveira’s business plan. 

Not surprisingly for a fast growing com-
pany, preoccupation about the well-being 
and satisfaction of its employees is para-
mount for the company. 

“We have invested heavily in the working 
conditions at the factory, and we offer a medi-
cal insurance for the workers and their families. 

This has been appreciated by our workforce that 
has mostly stayed with us,” Oliveira reckons.

A trajectory that has also been approved by 
its foreign customers, that are quick to praise 
the adaptability of Jasil to their requirements 
when visiting and auditing the company. 

“They become very pleased when they 
see how we adapt to their needs and they see 
the concrete steps we are taking, and that we 
have a clear strategy,” he proudly asserts. 

On a final note Oliveira has a message 
regarding the long-term success of industrial 
companies in the Portuguese metal industry.

“I am optimistic about our industry, 
as long as Portuguese companies realise 
that they really need to invest in the conti-
nuous improvement of their human resou-
rces,” Oliveira confidently concludes.  

carlos limpo
de faria

ceo of 
socitrel

LUíS 
oliveira

general 
manager 
of jasil

“we are very interested in 
the booming middle eastern 
markets of dubai and qatar”

“ALL COMPANIES IN PORTUGAL 
MUST invest in the continuous 
improvement of employees”
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Portugal’s Centro region is attracting in-
creasing attention from the international 
business community for its large number of 
world-class manufacturers, many of which 
supply top multinationals with a wide range 
of finished products and components. 

Strategically located near major ports 
and on trans-European highway and rail net-
works, Centro is the perfect spot for manufac-
turers whose foreign clients need quick and 
reliable transport connections, whether they 
are right next door in Spain or on the other 
side of the world. 

Wisely, these Portuguese companies are 
taking advantage and embracing globaliza-
tion with a fresh vigour, exporting to new 
destinations and exploring new product li-
nes in their bid to expand and become real 
players on the world market.

 
Sustainable Growth

Some of the most dynamic of these com-
panies are located in the northern area of the 
Centro region, from Coimbra up to the lovely 
city of Porto, and a perfect example of one of 
these innovative firms is wood products and 
structures company Toscca Madeiras. 

“I established this company from a very 
basic idea,” recalls founder and Manager Pe-
dro Pinhão. “I trained as a chemical engineer 
and was working in Germany when I noticed 
all the little houses made of wood which I 
found charming. 

“I’d never seen those in Portugal or Spain 
and as my father and grandfather worked in 

lumber there was this family connection to wood 
and I thought I could do the same thing here.”

In 1996, Pinhão’s dream became reality 
when he opened Toscca Madeiras, building 
small wooden houses, huts and shelters. 

Almost immediately, he targeted the fo-
reign market, knowing that for the company 
to have any chance at significant growth it 
had to begin operating beyond Portugal. 

“It is absolutely unequivocal that in a small 
country like ours and you want to think big, you 
have to seek out foreign customers,” he argues. 

“But of course this takes time as you have 
to create structure, develop skills and come 
up with products that will sell in these fo-
reign markets.”

Spain was the first market Toscca Ma-
deiras cracked. Then, following in the logical 
footsteps of other Portuguese companies, the 
firm took aim at former Portuguese colonies 
in Africa – Angola, Mozambique, Sao Tome 
and Cape Verde. 

“Brazil was already self-sufficient in wood 
products so we didn’t bother with that market,” 
the manager explains. “Because of our history, 
the Portuguese have a vocation for acting glo-
bally and I think we can compete in the world 
economy and generate growth.”

Because of the weight and bulk of most 
of its products, a land transport range of 
around 2,500 kilometres is most economical 
for the company, while for customers further 
afield, products are shipped by sea. 

“These days we’re taking a renewed in-
terest in European markets like France and 

Italy, and also Morocco where we are setting 
up a sales office, and that can open the way 
for us to the rest of North Africa,” he says.

Last year, Toscca Madeiras billed 10.8 
million euros, with about 30 percent of that 
coming from sales abroad. 

Toscca’s wood product line is primarily 
based on domestic and imported pine which 
is treated and then sold either as planks, 
boards, beams and other formats, or in kits 
for building cabins, sheds, houses, garages 
and other structures in both modern and tra-
ditional styles. 

And for the customer who wants to add 
that special element to their existing home, 
the company also offers porches, pergo-
las, fencing, animal coops, planting boxes, 
children’s playground equipment and more. 

“In everything we make, we take concepts 
like sustainability and the protection of the 
environment very seriously,” Pinhão says. “We 
now treat wood with heat instead of chemi-
cals and we give the customer the option of 
ordering recycled wood and plastic.”

These eco-friendly choices are becoming 
more and more important for Toscca Madeiras’ 
clients both at home and abroad where the 
manager says he expects growth to continue. 

“Both for us and for other Portuguese 
companies no matter the sector they are 
active in, the focus has to be on foreign 
markets,” he says. 

“Tourism is booming in Portugal, for 
example, but we can’t make the mistake of 
thinking that domestic activity is the way to 
keep our economy rolling. We must always be 
adding to our portfolio of foreign customers 
because as we’ve seen in the past, we can’t 
count on just the domestic market.”

CENTRE-NORTH 
INDUSTRY

quality and innovation 
are key reasons for the 
centro’s region success

PEDRo PINHãO

MANAGER of 
TOSCCA

“AT TOSCCA AND FOR ALL of 
PORTUGAL THE FOCUS must 
TO BE IN FOREIGN MarKETS”



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

27

Market Access
Exports account for 85 percent of the 

business at Tecnimaster FL, a firm based in 
the town of Maia which has been turning out 
automobile alarms, fire alarms, safety equip-
ment and other electronic goods since 1997. 

“I founded this company to provide tech-
nical assistance to others manufacturing car 
alarms for the domestic auto industry and 
then several years later we decided to do our 
own production,” General Manager Alberto 
Ferreira recalls.

“We established our own brand, racked 
up more sales and then began producing for 
third parties. So we grew, purchased more so-
phisticated equipment and now use subcon-
tractors for some things.”

Along with automobile and fire alarms, 
Tecnimaster’s product line includes intrusion 
alarms, glass kits and PCB boards

 A list of the company’s automotive clients 
reads like a roll call of the world’s biggest car-
makers such as Mercedes Benz. Volkswagen, BMW, 
Lexus, Mazda, Mitsubishi, Audi, Ford and SEAT. 

Last year, the firm doubled its billing to 
4 million years from 2017 and the executi-
ve says that while that will not be possible 
every year, he expects growth to continue. 

“Demand is increasing sharply from 
lighting connected to the LED system, with 
our getting new customers and from the new 
products we are rolling out,” he explains. 

With foreign client business growing in 

such markets as Austria, Germany and Italy, 
the company is adding two or three new 
client territories each year and is now mo-
ving into Spain, Dubai and Argentina. 

“W e’re also active in Angola, although 
I think Europe is the best area for targeting 
growth,” Ferreira says. “Our billings target 
over the next three years is to double our cu-
rrent figure again to 8 million euros.”

The general manager says that Maia, along 
with the entire Centro region is a good place 
for an export-focused company like Tecni-
master as there is easy access to the highway 
system and nearby international airports for 
those clients who require speedy delivery. 

Centro is the perfect spot, he argues, for 
foreign companies looking to set up opera-
tions in Portugal where manufacturers, both 
local and foreign owned, are gaining a repu-
tation for quality at a competitive price. 

“One has to dream big and work hard to 
become successful. That’s what we have done 
and I see Tecnimaster, and Portuguese indus-
try as a whole, forging ahead.”  

Bullish on Innovation
Portugal’s almost year-round wonderful 

weather lends itself to relaxing outside, and one 
Aveiro based company, Plásticos Joluce SA, has 
enjoyed great success in producing Outdoor 
furniture.

“We started as a complementary of another 
company named Moldoplastico SA, recogni-
zed as one of world’s best mould makers and 
skilled in plastic garden furniture industry for 
many years. We had the know-how for the 
complex process involved on it, and just after 
the year 2000, we decided to make and sell 
our own plastic products, that’s how Plásticos 
Joluce SA just started” recalls CEO Carlos Silva.

“Today, we are a leading manufacturer for 
the national and regional markets in garden 
furniture not only for domestic use but also 
for contract, hotels, bars, restaurants and other 
places. Our furniture, like  chairs, tables, sun-
loungers, stools, loungers, etc… are all over.”

“At the moment we are exporting to al-
most all countries in Europe, so when you’re 
sitting in an outdoor café on this continent, 
there’s a good chance you’re sitting in one of 
our chairs,” he adds. 

Annual profits have quadrupled since 
2007 to 12 million euros, with 60 percent of 
earnings coming from foreign sales. Plásticos 

Joluce SA prides itself on being the sole plastic 
furniture manufacturer in Europe which does 
its own, inhouse custom branding by stamping 
client logos on the furniture, while the majori-
ty of the competitors subcontract the process.

“Custom branding is becoming a huge busi-
ness and so we have our own team to develop 
new items which identify clearly each brand 
and deal with those customers who want to 
print their logo on our products,” the executive 
explains. Along with chairs, tables and sunloun-
gers, Plásticos Joluce SA also makes children’s 
plastic Furniture, folding chairs, beach tables, 
buckets, beach umbrella stands and stools.

Carlos Silva is fully aware of the current 
controversy over the danger to the environ-
ment posed by throwaway plastic items like 
bottles but argues that Joluce’s products don’t 
fall into that category.

“People have to differentiate between 
disposable plastics, like bottles or cutlery and 
continuous use plastics like ours which life 
cycle is quite longer. At the moment plastic is 
irreplaceable in so many ways, but obviously 
we also have to find a compromisse to assure 
a sustainable world,” he says.

“So I’m bullish on the future of plastics 
and Portuguese plastics in particular as long 
as we focus on bringing to the market and to 
our clients what they really want, design, in-
novative products, new raw materials and also 
our commitment to protect our environment, 
and honestly speaking we are doing our part.”

“WE ESTABLISHED OUR OWN 
BRAND, RACKED UP SALES AND 
NOW USE SUBCONTRACTORES”

“custom branding in street 
furniture is now becoming a 
large business for joluce”

Carlos silva

ceo of
plasticos 
joluce sa
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Business Cycle
Ensuring that Portuguese manufacturers 

can do just that by guaranteeing access to the 
best industrial equipment on the market is 
the task of Sensordin which distributes top-
of-the-line electrical and automation systems. 

“We are distributors of world famous glo-
bal brands like Siemens, Rockwell Automation, 
Phoenix Contact, Eldon, Secomea and other multi-
national corporations from half a dozen countries,” 
explains founder and Manager Paulo Coelho. 

“And now Sensordin is betting on represen-
ting new brands. At the same time, we’re expan-
ding our operations throughout Portugal.”

Coelho founded the company 20 years ago 
after buying out a corporate partner. Last year, it 
billed 6.6. million euros, and is on track to boost 
that figure to at least 8 million euros this year. 

“This year has started out very well and so 
far in 2019 we have grown between 20 and 22 
percent,” he says. “So we’re on a solid growth 
curve and my ultimate goal is to eventually 
reach 10 million euros in annual billing.”

The manager points out that all business is 
cyclical and while a company can reach a cer-
tain high plateau in earnings, it is difficult to 
maintain that level through booms and busts.

However, he argues that growth for growth’s 
sake is not always sound business and that one 
can spread oneself too thin. 

“The brands that we exclusively represent 

here in Portugal are the best and if we start di-
versifying too much by taking on more brands, 
we won’t be able to dedicate ourselves enough. 

“One may try to play many instruments, but 
then one doesn’t play all of them very well,” he says. 

Industrial automation and safety, sensors 
technology, industrial and process control, con-
nectivity and interface systems, and industrial 
weighing are just a sample of the equipment 
and systems provided by Sensordin’s suppliers. 

But it’s not just sales that the company 
handles. Pre-sale consulting is part and 
parcel of Sensordin’s services offered to its 
clients and includes needs assessment, solu-
tion definition and risk analysis. 

Then there is training, project follow up and 
troubleshooting as part of its after-sales service. 

“These are the reasons why we are the 
exclusive dealer for so many products made 
by world-class firms,” the manager says. 

“And I believe that our dedication to the 
customer is a reflection of the Portuguese way 
of doing business in general in these high-tech 
sectors: do it well, do it right, be competitive and 
the clients will come to you.”

Fimel: Customer Focus
Customers have been knocking on the door 

of the Águeda-based company Fimel since 1982 
when it was founded to provide industrial pain-
ting and service treatment services and has now 
branched out into other fields, explains Mana-
ger Leonel da Rocha Silva. 

“Our core business from the beginning 
was serving Portuguese clients but then we 
started to discover new markets and got into 
other sectors,” he says. 

Along with industrial painting equipment, 
Fimel produces industrial washers, automation 
and robotic equipment, thermal treatment fur-
naces, equipment for the renewable energy ma-
nufacturing sector and eco-friendly equipment 
for industrial wastewater treatment.

Fimel’s first foreign customers were in 
Spain, then the company began working with 
Danish and French clients and today it has cus-
tomers in more than a dozen countries.

“We have always been very involved in the 
automotive industry and so we go where it goes. 
When large assembly plants open in China, we 
go to China. If it’s India, we go to India. 

“Our policy is to go after the customers,” 
the manager says. 

Sales and Quality Control Director Catarina 
Rocha says that around 10 to 15 percent of the 
annual turnover of 8 million euros comes from 
Fimel’s foreign operations. 

“And this year we are growing in other mar-
kets like Mexico and the Nordic countries.

“Our foreign clients are mostly in the au-
tomotive and wind sectors and many of them 
are in the newer EU members like the Czech 
Republic and Poland where new automobile 
manufacturers are starting up,” she adds.

High-tech operations using the latest 
equipment on the market means that Fimel 
has to constantly train its 120-member staff. 

“We go to the excellent local universities 
to find engineers and technicians because so 
much of our equipment requires advanced 
skills in things like programming, robotics 
and systems integration,” Rocha says. 

“And, of course, internal training is neces-
sary as is keeping our employees happy. We pay 
above the average salary and provide facilities 
like on-site cafeterias and other enticements,”

Both executives see Fimel growing over the 
next few years in both of its key client sectors, 
automobiles and wind turbines, as long as the 
company can keep the customers happy. 

“We get great feedback on this, last week 
I received a letter from an automotive client 
who told me how spectacularly satisfied he was 
with one of our machines,” recalls Silva Rocha. 

“This allows us to face the future with 
optimism because when the final customer is 
satisfied, that’s the most important thing. The 
good word spreads and soon another client 
is knocking at our door.”

paulo coelho 

GENERAL 
MANAGER of 
Sensordin

“our way is: do it well, do 
it right, be competitive, and 
clients will come to you”

“WE GET A GREAT FEEDBACK 
ON OUR MACHINES FROM 
OUR AUTOMOTIVE CLIENTS”

LEONEL DA ROCHA SILVA & HIS TEAM    

FIMEL S.A.
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Innovative Approach 
Also based in Águeda Solintellysys, a much 

younger coating and surface treatment com-
pany, has bet that an innovative approach and a 
drive for internationalization will  deliver great 
results in the next couple of years. 

Solintellysys was founded a decade ago 
by the young entrepreneur João Figueiredo 
with the idea to offer “a global and innova-
tive approach,  considering our industry as a 
service with the final focus on the customer,   
both locally and internationally.”

And the bet has so far paid off, as the 
company has reached the 10 million euros in 
billing mark in 2018 by working for such ico-
nic companies as Boeing, Embraer and Airbus. 

“We started exporting to Brazil, Embraer 
was our first international customer. Now we 
export 60 percent of our sales, but it could be 
more if the Portuguese market wasn’t boo-
ming as it,” assert Figueiredo. 

Looking into its second decade, the CEO 
has changed course and decided to evolve 
its business-model to one based on the in-
house design, technological partnerships and 
the outsourcing of much of the production. 

“We have already partnerships with some 
of the leading companies in Portugal such as 
Motrinde and O Feliz. This model allows us 
to reduce our fixed costs and concentrate on 
the solutions that we provide to the market.”

The CEO believes that new markets such 
as France, Belgium and Mexico are extremely 
promising and hopes to increasing the com-
pany size by 50% no later than 2022. 

“We will concentrate on our traditional 
market of coating and surface treatment and 
offer our customers turn-key solutions to their 
problems, and we will look for the right partners 
in order to implement any technologies that are 
needed,” the CEO is confidently predicting.

Riding on the excellent image that  
Portugal has been gaining on the tourism 
sector, Figueredo believes that the Portugue-
se industrial sector is right behind it in gai-
ning a stellar international reputation. 

“Portuguese teams have nothing to envy 
those from other countries, as our human ca-
pital is flexible, innovative and open-minded. 
What we are selling is confidence and the 
world can see that Portugal is technologica-
lly as advanced as any other country.”

With it quick success in the international 
markets and ambitious plans for expansion, 
Figueredo proves that dreams can become 
a reality when the implementation is done 
with passion and full attention to detail. 

Quality First
Tradition and a long history are hall-

marks of one of the oldest companies in the 
world dedicated exclusively to the cordage 
and netting industry, SICOR - Sociedade In-
dustrial de Cordoaria, S.A. 

Based in a city that has become the cradle 
and centre of this industry in Portugal,  
Cortegaça hosts a number of world-class 
companies that punch above their weight. 

“The company was created in 1947 and 
soon after that it started exporting natural fibres 
from the old Portuguese colonies to the North 
American market.” explains Filipe Rola, its CEO.

Focused on the agricultural, fishing and ma-
rine as well as industrial markets, and exporting 
more than 90 percent of its overall production 
to more than 50 countries . 

SICOR has been growing consistently over 
this decade and currently employs about 300 
workers and bills over 20 million euros. 

But as the labor market in Portugal 
tightens, it is becoming more and more diffi-
cult to attract new talent to its factories.  This 
is true for white collar positions as well as for 

the factory floor workers.
“We are trying to incentivize our emplo-

yees while we work on improving our produc-
tivity. Lately in Portugal the basic salary increa-
ses have been outpacing productivity growth, 
so we are focusing on that,” says the CEO. 

But Rola is confident not only in SICOR’s 
competitive position but also in the whole 
cordage and netting industry as well. 

“In this industry, Portugal is the world 
leader and a trend-setter,” he says. 

Portugal´s location presents challenges 
to global companies such as SICOR, he ex-
plains, “we are not in the center of Europe, 
but for the North American market we are 
well positioned, as we are close to the Port 
of Leixoes,  and with good access to Sines”

For its future growth Rola has full confi-
dence in the development of new products 
while the company deepens its partnerships 
with its current customers worldwide.  

“The agricultural market is perhaps the 
most competitive one, but we see opportu-
nities in other markets where we can grow.” 

For that, he trusts that the traditional va-
lues that have carried the company’s success 
over that last seven decades will still hand 
them the winning cards, 

“We have a diversified portofolio of pro-
ducts, and we don’t compromise on their quality. 
That is our winning card,” Rola proudly asserts.

JOãO 
FIGUEREDO 

CEO of 
SOLINTELLYSYS

“WE OFFER OUR CUSTOMERS 
TURN-KEY SOLUTIONS TO THEIR 
COATING & SURFACE NEEDS”

“the winning card is never 
compromising on quality 
on a diversified portfolio”
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At first glance, the northern region of Portugal, 
from the city of Porto up to the border with 
Spain, would not appear to enjoy advantages 
which have turned it into one of the country’s 
top economic performers. 

For example, it is stuck out on the far 
western reaches of Europe a long way from 
anywhere, and seemingly best suited for agri-
culture or low-tech manufacturing. And it is 
certainly not a location which eases trade 
with foreign partners. 

But appearances can be deceiving. 
The north, which accounts for 23 per-

cent of Portugal’s total surface area and 
35 percent of the population, is highly in-
dustrialised. In fact, many districts boast 
state-of-the-art infrastructure and are home 
to not just traditional industries such as 
shoes and textiles, but also food processing, 
pharmaceuticals, precision machine tools, 
chemicals, IT products and communication 
equipment. 

And as Portugal’s surging economic re-
covery continues, the north is doing its part. 
In recent years, the GDP growth of this region 
alone has surpassed those of EU countries 
such as Slovenia, Bulgaria and Slovenia, in-
creasing annually in the neighbourhood of 4 
percent. 

Exports from northern businesses are 
booming, direct foreign investment is on the 
rise and highly-qualified manpower is be-
coming increasingly available, proving that 
Northern Portugal is clearly on a roll. 

Consolidating Investments
One of the local companies riding this 

wave of prosperity is the Schmidt Light Metal 
Group, involved in tool construction, enginee-
ring, high-pressure aluminium die casting, sur-
face machining and assembly.

“Almost 30 years ago, my partners and 
I decided to start this company producing 
light alloy components for the automotive 
and related industries which we viewed as 
strategic,” recalls Filipe Villas-Boas. 

“And at the same time we understood 
the importance of adding as much value to 
the components as possible, which we do 
through working directly and permanently 
with the client on design and development 
to come up with the most economically via-
ble product solution.” 

A winning strategy as the Schmidt Light 
Metal Group has grown to employ around 
500 people and executives predict a turnover 
of some 55 million euros this year, making it 
one of the biggest Portuguese companies in 
the sector. 

Some of the products the group works 
with are engine gaskets, ladder frames, 
bearing bridges, water pump housings 
and covers, chassis mountings, differential, 
torque and gear cross members, front and 
rear gear housings, differential housings 
and bevel gear housings.

“The international market has always 
been our only market ever since the beginning 
of the company and we export 100 percent of 
our production,” the executive notes. 

“Over the past five years we have grown 
by an average of 15 percent each year. But this 
pace is not sustainable and we now have to 
consolidate what we’ve invested in equipment.” 

The worldwide auto industry is in a state of 
flux due to various factors including a cooling 
economy, the increasing demand for electric 
cars and the popularity of ride-sharing services, 
and Filipe Villas-Boas predicts these changes 
will affect Schmidt Light Metal Group.

“Therefore, 2019 will be similar to last year 
as we have to understand that the car industry’s 
production will be down by around 2 percent 
and that’s happening around the world in pla-
ces like the United States and South America, 
with the exception of China where the decline 
is expected to be between 4 and 5 percent.”

And as auto manufacturers work hard to 
make their vehicles more fuel efficient, Filipe 
Villas-Boas foresees growth in such products 
as lightweight chassis and body parts, and a 
future role for the group.

“Whether an automobile has a combus-
tion engine or an electric motor, the common 
denominator is weight. The gasoline engine 
car has to reduce weight to cut fuel use, as 
does the electricity-powered car because the 
batteries are so heavy.

“So we are committed to entering those pro-

NORTHern 
INDUSTRY
a long tradition and 
new skills have made 
northern portugal a 
roaring success story 

Filipe 
villas-boas

BOARD MEMBER 
SCHMIDT
LIGHT METAL 
group

“we export 100% of our 
production and we have 
grown over 15% a year”
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duction areas where we are not at the moment 
to help tackle this weight issue,” he explains. 

As well as the position he holds at Schmidt 
Light Metal Group, Villas-Boas is also the 
president of the Portuguese Foundry Association 
and he says the national sector is responding 
well to the changes underway in its main client, 
the automotive industry. 

“I think the Portuguese foundry sector 
has been able to modernise and moreover it 
has been flexible which is critical in today’s 
manufacturing industry as auto makers meet 
new market demands. 

“New models, new designs and  different 
finishes – these are all challenges which our 
companies are responding successfully,” he says.

Labour Shortages
Keeping up on the technology front is 

also vital to Sermec group, based in the 
northern city of Maia next to Porto, and 
which focuses on the production, repair, 
maintenance and sales of ferrous and 
non-ferrous metal tool and high-precision 
parts for a variety of industrial sectors. 

“We work with clients in the steel, tex-
tile, rope, cement, refinery, food, biomass, 
construction, extraction and paper sectors, 
and we were at first concentrated largely 
on the Portuguese market,” explains CEO   
Mario Duarte. 

“But then in 2004 we began seeking 
out international customers in Spain and 
Morocco. It was not very easy but we hired 
local professionals in these countries and 
learned to adapt.”

Foreign activity now accounts for 40 
percent of the group’s sales and is the 
main growth generator, now and also for 
the future. While Spain is its most im-
portant customer, many of Sermec’s re-
paired machines are sent to other coun-
tries such as Finland, Denmark, Brazil 
and the United States. 

Last year, the group’s turnover from both 
domestic and foreign sales amounted to ap-
proximately 14 million euros from the parent 
company, windpower business area included,  
and it subsidiaries Weartech and Ibermill. 

With renewable energy on the rise, Ser-
mec Windpower is finding increasing de-
mands for its services for wind turbines 
which include generator, drive shaft, bearing 
and gear repair, measurement and vibrations 
analysis, and YAWS repair.  

“The international market gives us a safe-
guard and confidence in the future,” Duarte 
says. “Plus, our banking partners like the fact 
that we are working abroad as it helps con-
solidate many of our accounts.”

Sermec’s customer list includes such 
companies as GE Energy, EDP Renewables, 

Galp Energia, Alstom, Nordex, Celsa Group, 
Altri, Panike and many others, both domestic 
and foreign. 

The CEO says the company’s location is a 
distinct advantage as it is close to the major 
port of Leixões and there are related indus-
tries in the immediate area. 

But one of the challenges facing the 
company and other Portuguese manufac-
turing concerns is finding enough skilled 
labour to maintain its current staff level of 
almost 100 employees. 

“It’s a big problem for all of Portuguese in-
dustry as young people are no longer interested 
in training for specialised work and just want to 
focus on the newer technologies,” he explains. 

“So we have to train up the young people 
who come here to work which means we’re in 
charge of creating our own work force.”

“Despite this challenge, I believe the 
Portuguese industrial maintenance sector is 
competitive and especially internationally. 
We Portuguese business people know how to 
fight for a market and not give up.” 

Engineering Prowess
In-house training and partnerships with 

technical schools are the solutions to the 
workforce problem at Gislotica Mechanical 

Solutions which manufactures machinery 
for automobile tyre producers, according to 
founder and Managing Director Rui Fazenda

“We have no problem finding engineers 
because I’m also a professor of engineering 
at the Engineering Institute of Porto so it is 
easy to find candidates”, he explains.  

“But we do struggle to fill positions such 
as electricians and for employees like that 
we do it ourselves or tap the technical ins-
titutes. Right now we have a staff of 42 and 
half of those are engineers.”

Established in 2000 in Fazenda’s garage, Gis-
lotica almost immediately won a contract with 
Continental to make machines for its operations 
in the United States and Mexico and today 95 
percent of its business is for the foreign market.

“We only have one Portuguese customer 
and that is Continental Mabor. In the rest of 
Europe, we’re supplying Spain, Germany, France, 
the Czech Republic and Romania, and for the 
rest of the world we’re in the United States, Chi-
na, Russia, South Africa and several South Ame-
rican countries,” the executive says. 

Gislotica designs and builds machines 
used by the tyre industry such as spot control 
machines, sorter stations, soap machines, bar-
code applicators, slitters, lateral adjustment 
conveyors, rewind stations and many more. 

It also provides all year, 24/7 technical af-
ter sales service and close customer support 
for its made-to-order machinery. 

Last year, the company invoiced around 
7 million euros and Fazenda says 2019 has 
been a good year despite the dip in demand 
for the motor vehicle industry. 

“It’s curious but we have a lot of work 
when there is a crisis. This is because big 
companies like the major tyre producers in-
vest and set up new plants so they can take 
advantage of the crisis as their suppliers 
have to cut their prices,” he explains. 

“So we’re getting a lot of work and we 
want to expand our production facilities, 
But the problem here again is manpower as 
there is a scarcity of qualified construction 
workers to build those facilities and that has 
delayed our plans.”

Looking ahead, Fazenda says he’d like to 

“the international market 
gives us a safeguard and 
confidence in the future”

“WE HAVE HAD NO PROBLEM 
FINDING ENGINEERS BUT WE 
HAVE TO TRAIN YOUNG PEOPLE”

mário duarte  

ceo OF sermec group
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see Gislotica moving beyond the tyre sector 
within ten years and search out new acti-
vities. “I think there are new opportunities 
for our engineering prowess and fresh so-
lutions in other fields that we can address,” 
he argues. 

“We’re hopeful this will see us well into 
the future.”

Competitive Advantage
The construction industry is the princi-

ple market for the Fibrogest group, a holding 
company with several subsidiaries largely in-
volved in producing building materials such 
as Amiantit and FTB.

Another of the subsidiaries is Termolan, a 
producer of stone wool for thermal, acoustic 
and fire protection insulation known for being 
both affordable and environmentally friendly. 

Also in the group is Fibrolite which 
makes fibre cement used in manufacturing 
roofing and cladding panels for buildings. 
Both companies operate in the domestic and 
foreign markets, says Manager Lina Abreu. 

“The Portuguese market is not very large 
but it is a very faithful one, as the Portuguese 
businessperson likes to personally know who 
they are dealing with and that’s good.

“When working internationally, of course 
there is the distance of doing business and 
also all the quality certifications which are 
required. That means expensive tests but it is 
for the best, not only from our point of view 
but also for the clients,” she explains. 

Fibrogest’s main foreign customers are 
in France, followed by the rest of Europe and 
Brazil.  The company’s sales are also growing 
in Algeria where it supplies the large foreign 
multinationals active there in a wide range 
of industrial activities. 

The executive says that at the moment 
the company is not pursuing new markets 
because “we are selling very close to 100 
percent of our production so we’re currently 
quite happy with that.”

Like many Portuguese executives, the 
manager complains of the difficulty in fin-
ding skilled workers who stay with the com-
pany after training. She also says the group’s 
location in northern Portugal can make pro-
duct transport difficult for exporting to its 
foreign customers. 

“But I believe we’ll continue to do well 
as long as we keep on providing quality 
products. Costs can be high for us in Portu-
gal and we’re competing with companies in 
countries like Estonia and Lithuania where 
there is cheaper energy and labour costs. 

“Despite these challenges,” she says, “Por-
tuguese products have a very good image 
concerning quality and our foreign customers 
say we Portuguese are always honest, correct 
in our business dealings and timely in our 
deliveries,” she says. 

“As long as can maintain these advanta-
ges, Portuguese businesses, and that includes 
Fibrogest, will do fine!”

Quality Matters
Portugal’s reputation for quality manu-

facturing extends beyond industrial products 
to luxury goods such as table cutlery exem-
plified by Belo Inox which has been turning 
out carefully crafted knives, forks, spoons and 
other items for more than 65 years.

But it was not always a producer of fine 
cutlery, recalls owner and General Manager 
Manuel Castro. 

“When I bought the company some 40 
years ago I saw that we needed to up our 
game and get out of the low quality sector so 
I introduced new designs, new models, new 
machinery and new employees,” he recalls. 

“I also brought in new processes like 
hand finishing so we could turn out medium 
to high quality cutlery. Later, we began atten-
ding the big trade fairs so Belo Inox became 
known internationally.”

Those efforts have paid off and today Belo 
Inxo exports to around 35 countries, mostly in 
the European Union with about half of annual 
production sold abroad including the United 
States, Russia and South Korean. 

Last year, the company posted turnover of 
some 5 million euros. 

“We’re growing in exports at between 5 
and 6 percent each year and that’s becau-
se once a customer buys our product, they 
continue to buy it. That’s a sure sign they’re 
satisfied and we think that’s great,” the exe-
cutive says. 

“Right now we are beginning to sell in 
China which is interesting because seven 
or eight years ago China was a big cutlery 
producer with European mould makers going 
there to make moulds for them.

“But now, the Chinese are more prospe-
rous and they want European cutlery so they 
are buying from us and the Germans, Italians 
and French,” Castro explains. 

Company designers have come up with 
an array of cutlery offerings ranging from 
classic and timeless patterns to modern and 
what the company calls its “alternative” line 
which includes curved handle canapé spoons 
and forks, long-handled tasting spoons and 
even chopsticks.

And innovation is key, with the company 

Joaquim 
Abreu 

president of 
FIBROGEST SGPS

“THE PORTUGUESE MARKET 
MAY NOT BE VERY LARGE BUT 
IT IS A VERY FAITHFUL ONE”

“chinese customers are 
now more wealthy and 
want our quality cutlery”



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

33

recently introducing cutlery made from fibre 
and resin which have proven popular with 
consumers. Belo Inox also manufactures cus-
tom cutlery embossed with a client’s logo. 

Quality manufacturing, excellent raw 
materials, innovative design and competi-
tive prices will continue to fuel Belo Inox’s 
growth, says the general manager, along with 
that of Portuguese industry as a whole. 

“Portugal’s strong emphasis on qua-
lity and these other factors have placed 
us amongst the top manufacturers in the 
world and we’ll remain in that position for 
decades to come.”

Technical Credibility
Powering all this industrial activity has 

been the task for more than 40 years of 
Energest, which began as a small consul-
tancy and now focuses its activities on the 
conception, design, construction and insta-
llation of equipment and industrial thermal 
plants for many sectors.

“One of our early clients challenged us 

to take on the technical work and it just 
grew from there,” recalls founder and CEO 
José Barreiros Guedes. “We’ve been for a 
long time the only company in Portugal 
which does what we do.”

Its work in Portugal on the behalf of fo-
reign multinationals active in the country 
soon led to contracts abroad, not only for 
consulting but also for installation of energy 
projects on a turnkey basis. 

“For example, we did a cogeneration pro-
ject here in Portugal for EDP with Kawasaki 
gas turbines, where we introduced some in-
novative taylor-made solutions. 

“Considering that our vocation, Kawasaki 
now wants us to be its partner in cogeneration 
in Romania, where it is necessary to develop 
transportable recovery boilers with power, 
where this feature is not usually possible” the 
executive says. 

“We’ve also had contacts from Spanish 
companies asking us for proposals in Latin 
America, we’ve done a successful project in 
Jersey and we’re working in Poland. We have 
a small payroll of 45 people of whom 40 
percent are engineers and they’re all highly 
skilled. That is deeply appreciated and va-
lued by our clients both here at home and 
internationally.”

Last year, Energest had a turnover of 8 
million euros and the CEO says he expects 
the company to improve on that as its foreign 
expansion grows apace. 

“We in Portugal have acquired a well-
regarded technical credibility which allows 
us to face almost no competition for certain 
types of projects. That’s our strength and it 
will see us through in the future.”

J. Silva Moreira: A Long Tradition 
Yet one of the long est cases of industrial 

tradition and uninterrupted history can be 
found in also in northern Portugal, just half 
an hour east of Porto, in the traditional pictu-
resque village of Marco de Canaveses. 

In this mostly agricultural region, 
J. Silva Moreira has been producing meta-
llic products such as fences and other wire 

products since 1910, when the founder and 
grandfather of its current manager Jorge 
Moreira founded a small workshop catering to 
the needs of local peasants and stockist alike.

“All work was done manually until 1968, 
when my father bought our first machine and 
the company started producing barbed wire 
industrially. Until that time the wires were gi-
ven to local women who would take the work 
home”, remembers Morerira. 

Soon the international market would 
become the objective of the company, star-
ting with the neighbouring Spain. In 1974, 
well before the entrance of both countries 
into the EU, its products were being sent to 
northern and western Spain, where logistics 
costs are still low and hence price remains 
competitive. 

Foreign markets account for more than 
65 percent of the company´s turnover, that 
currently at about twelve million euros. 

“Today our main international markets 
are Spain, Ireland and Scandinavia yet we 
have managed to send our products as far as 
Russia and Canada,” explains Moreira. 

The seasoned manager thinks that rapid 
growth will be difficult to maintain for the 
next few years, as the company is moving the 
factory to a new site and is currently working 
three daily shifts, hence making the most of 
its current equipment and human resources. 

“We have not had much problems with 
losing personnel to other companies, as our 
employees appreciate the way we do bu-
siness and how we operate” asserts Joana 
Moreira, Human Resources director as well a 
fourth generation manager at the company.  

The reason for such longevity can be ex-
plained simply, according to its general ma-
nager, “we work in a particular market niche, 
where only some Spanish and English com-
panies compete with us. And we always give 
preference to our long standing customers, 
as we want to consolidate our existing mar-
ket position together with our distributors”. 

A lesson worth listening as for nearly 110 
years this little known northern company has 
proven that industrial tradition in Portugal 
has been in existance well beyond its current 
booming status.

josé barreiro  
guedes 

ceo of 
energest

“we have a well regarded 
technical credibility for A 
certain type of projects”
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Over many hundreds of years, Portugal has 
been among the leading nations in world 
trade. It was the Portuguese who first explo-
red the idea of sailing around Africa to reach 
the riches of the Far East, bypassing the old 
Silk Road and opening up the whole world to 
intercontinental commerce. 

In the ensuing centuries, Portuguese sea-
farers girdled the globe, making the country a 
major hub for the movement of goods thanks 
to its location on principal maritime routes 
and the experience of its traders. 

Today Portuguese air, sea and land trans-
port and distribution companies play a major 
role in globalization along with firms active 
in the newest business sector linking coun-
tries around the world, telecommunications. 

New Transport Era
Well established as one of the leading 

international transport operators in Portugal 
is Extra Transportes Internacionais which is 
involved in air and maritime cargo as well as 
customs services, storage and distribution.  

“We have operation centres in Lisbon 
and Porto and our work is largely internatio-
nal,” explains partner and Managing Director 
Duarte Rocha. 

The executive began working at the then 
family-owned firm in 1992 as an air import 
agent, then worked his up through the com-
pany to director of international business. 

“Then I was offered the possibility of joi-
ning as a partner as there were no second 
generation family members. Today, I own 50 
percent of Extra Transportes Internacionais 
and by the end of the year that will be 75 
percent,” he says. 

While other sectors and companies su-
ffered deeply from the Portuguese economic 

crisis a decade ago, Extra benefitted as do-
mestic manufacturers turned to exporting to 
foreign markets outside of Europe as a way 
to survive. 

“Suddenly there was a lot of demand for 
our services and we noticed that growth on a 
daily basis,” Rocha recalls. “We had two peo-
ple in the sales department at that time and 
now we have six.”

“We have to be competitive partners for 
our clients and now we also have a greater 
bargaining capacity with the ship owners so 
we focus on the local exporters who are res-
ponsible for transport decisions.”

Extras’s air transport services include ex-
press, cargo consolidation, door-to-door ser-
vices and transport insurance, while its mari-
time department offers complete containers, 
grouping and storage and handling. 

In air transport, Extra is a leader in the 
domestic market but the managing director 
says growth is hindered by the lack of cargo 
capacity at Portugal’s main airports that fo-
cus more on passenger traffic. 

With the government’s effort to boost 
tourism, there is concern in the transport 
industry that the need to improve cargo 
handling facilities at the country’s princi-
pal airports in Lisbon and Porto is being 
ignored. 

“I don’t think we need more passenger 
capacity at Lisbon airport, and Porto airport 
is a disgrace regarding cargo,” Roche argues. 
“And regarding sea ports, they need to invest 
more in Leixões to expand capacity so it can 
handle more types of ships.”

The managing director says the next cha-
llenge is embracing the new technology that 
is disrupting the freight transport sector. 

“A lot of people think that transporting 
cargo in the traditional way has to chan-

ge, notably with digital commerce and we 
freight handlers have to adapt to this new 
era of transporting goods and entering new 
markets. 

“We really want to create solutions for 
our customers so that the customer focu-
ses on their business while we support their 
transport needs,” he says. 

“But I’m optimistic that we’ll be able to 
enjoy sustainable growth as Portugal’s role 
as a supplier of top-quality manufactured 
goods and our role of getting these goods to 
international markets continues.”

Strong Growth
These factors are also spurring growth at 

Lusocargo-Sul Transitários which along with 
sea  and  air  freight  transport  services,  also 
operates an extensive network of lorry trans-
port in Portugal and all around Europe. 

 “The recovery of the local economy and the 
boom in Portuguese exports has meant that we 
have had to increase our fleet of lorries,” notes 
Lusocargo-Sul Manager, Viriato Albuquerque. 

 “As a customer oriented company, Luso-
cargo Sul is constantly developing its capaci-
ty to support our customers, both exporters 
and importers, solving their transport pro-
blems,” he adds. 

SERVICING 
INDUSTRY
BOOMING foreign trade 
IN PORTUGAL NEED A HOST 
OF SUCCESSFUL SERVICE 
COMPANIES TO THRIVE 

DUARTE ROCHA 

MANAGING 
DIRECTOR 
of EXTRA 
TRANSPORTES
INTERNACIONAIS

VIRIATO 
ALBUQUERQUE

MANAGER of 
LUSOCARGO-SUL
TRANSItáRIOS

“SUDDENLY THERE WAS A LOT 
OF DEMAND FOR OUR SERVICES 
so WE NOTICED THE GROWTH”

“we ARE DEVELOPING OUR 
CAPACITY TO HELP BOTH OUR 
EXPORTERS AND IMPORTERS”
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 Among with air, sea and land transport, 
Lusocargo is also active in customs services, 
warehousing, logistics, packaging, picking 
and delivery services and insurance.

 Its road transport department offers expor-
ters daily connections to Spain, France and Italy, 
bi-weekly to Germany and Benelux and weekly 
to all the other European countries as well as 
Turkey, Morocco and Tunisia. They can also offer 
daily solutions with dedicated trucks.

 A similar schedule is offered to the 
company’s  import  clients  bringing  in  goods 
from all across Europe, Turkey, Morocco and 
Tunisia, while within Portugal lorries run daily 
and just-in-time services between  Lisbon,  
Porto, Albufeira, Portalegre and Pombal.

 “One of the sectors we serve is the auto-
motive industry, which is  experiencing  sig-
nificant growth. Auto Europa has been  very 
important,” the executive explains. 

 “We’ve been growing at a rate of around 
4 percent in volume per year and last year we 
had a turnover of around 42.5 million euros.”

 One of the problems which could negati-
vely impact the business growth in Portugal, 
is the tendency for young people to pursue 
academic and high-tech industries careers 
instead of other professions such as driver. 
That is one of the reasons why there is such 
a shortage of lorry drivers.

 “This issue must be a challenge for both 
Lusocargo and many companies like ours. We 
need to bring some prestige to this profes-

sion so that young people could consider it 
as a choice ”, Albuquerque says. 

 “This problem affects both our own com-
pany and our suppliers. I believe that we can 
only revert this situation by enhancing the dri-
ver profession and creating appropriate driver 
training programs. This is one way to help re-
verting the situation of the lack of drivers”.

 Nevertheless, Lusocargo-Sul  Transitários’ 
manager argues that such obstacles can be 
overcome and will not jeopardize the growth 
of the Portuguese transport and logistics sector. 

 “We’ve  been  making  a  real  effort  to 
boost our industry’s growth though things like 
promoting our company  in  other markets, at-
tending international trade fairs and investing 
in state-of-the-art technology,” he says. 

 “Over the next few years I see the sector 
becoming stronger, more robust and more 
sustainable as it grows along with the Portu-
guese economy.”

Diversified Market
Growth is also in the forecast for Sorefoz, 

a leading distributor of household electrical 
appliances, consumer electronics, telecommu-
nications and IT equipment for the consumer. 

From its origins as fuel and gas reseller 
in Figueira da Foz, the company now opera-
tes hundreds of stores under the Tien 21 and 
Confort Electrodomésticos banners. 

“We started out with top brands like 
Grundig and Bosch and after further deve-
lopment, we added other foreign brands like 
Toshiba for televisions and video equipment,” 
recalls CEO Fernando Lopes Cardoso. 

“Our company’s extensive network of sto-
res offers proximity, specialization, service, a 
high-quality professional attitude and com-
petitive prices,” he adds.

Products at Sorefoz’s stores include re-
frigerators, washing machines, dishwashers, 
stoves, microwave ovens, televisions, came-
ras, sound systems, computers, mobile pho-
nes and much more. 

Most prestigious brands are represented, 
such as AEG, Bosch, LG, Whirlpool, Braun, Philips, 
Sony, Samsung, Siemens, Rowenta and more. 

“With online shopping and other factors 
changing the retail industry, consumers have 
unprecedented choice these days and are 
better prepared, more knowledgeable and 
better informed. 

“As far as online shopping is concerned, 
Portugal still has a lot of room to grow fo-
llowing the example of Spain and the rest of 
Europe. And there is also an increased demand 
for improved service,” the executive explains. 

Cardoso would also like to see his 
company’s stores provide a better balance 
between big ticket kitchen appliances like 
refrigerators and stoves which have a strong 

presence, and increasingly popular IT products 
such as computers and smartphones.

“So all of this represents a huge challen-
ge for us but it’s a challenge we think we are 
meeting successfully through, for example, 
the increase of the size of our stores and pro-
viding a wider diversity of products.”

Another change roiling the sector is that 
the large appliance manufacturers no longer 
operate their own warehouses so retailers 
like Sorefoz are taking up the slack and stoc-
king their suppliers’ goods. 

Sorefoz’s headquarters staff works 
with individual stores to offer support in 
areas like store design, administration, 
IT, business operation systems, new store 
openings, vocational training, corporate 
image and other services. 

“This way, the concept for our chains of 
stores are coordinated so that customers know 
exactly what to expect when they enter a store 
anywhere around the country,” the CEO says. 

“The Portuguese market is not a big one 
but it is highly developed from the point of 
view of communication and information. It is 
also a diversified market so there is room for 
everyone and we certainly expect to continue 
as a leading player in our sector.”

Single Supplier
Two other sectors undergoing massive 

change in Portugal and around the world are 
telecommunications and energy which are the 
focus of Santos Silva Consultoria & Master Van-
tagem, says Managing Partner Anabela Silva. 

“Our telecoms business at Santos Silva 
was divided into two parts: sales of products 
like smartphones, tablets, GSP’s, audio equip-
ment, televisions and other consumer items. 

“And the other part involved B2B provi-
ding consulting and solutions for corporate 
communications through contracts and con-
nectivity,” the executive explains. 

Santos Silva got its start in 1996 as a 
manufacturer and distributor of leather cases 
for GSM terminals and then over the years 
partnered with such brands as Panasonic, 
Samsung, Alcatel and Nokia. 

Along the way, Santos Silva also entered 
the energy market, consulting and selling 

fernando 
lopes 
cardoso 

ceo of 
sorefoz s.a.

“the portuguese retail 
market is highly diversified 
with room for everyone”



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

36

energy packages to companies. It eventually 
spun off that business and its B2B communi-
cations arm called Master Vantagem in 2013.

The communications arm has enjoyed 
particularly strong growth over the past 
three years and is now seeing more demand 
for its services outside of Europe. 

“In the beginning everyone wanted com-
munications packages for Europe but beyond 
that there was not much demand,” Silva recalls. 

“Now we are seeing that there is increasing 
demand for connectivity with Brazil and other 
South American countries but also for Asia whi-
le Africa is also increasing after a bit of a lull.

“We work with companies in all sectors, 
for example the wine industry, which are in-
creasingly selling communications packages 
for its Asian market. South Africa, too.”

Silva notes that Master Vantagem offers its 
clients two services which are essential today: 
communication and electricity, and customers 
like to deal with just a single supplier. 

Last year, it opened an office in Madrid and 
last April another branch was opened in Bar-
celona. In 2018, five years after its launch, the 
company posted 3 million euros in billings.

Master Vantagem’s strategy is to change 
the mentality of its customers so they will 
purchase more green energy, even though, 
for the moment at least, it is more expensive 
than more traditional energy sources. 

“I’d love to be able to tell you that in 
2023, 50 percent of Master Vantagem’s cus-
tomers are using green energy. That would 
be a great achievement.

“Yes, it is expensive but when you look 
at the state of the planet and if we want to 
leave a better world for future generations, 
green energy is the only way to go.

“It’s very exciting for our energy business to 
be operating in Portugal and Spain as there is no 
much to do in renewable energy in these coun-
tries,” the managing partner says. “In Spain, they 
have abolished the solar energy tax and Portugal 
has the highest rate of solar use in Europe. 

“So we have many years of business 
ahead of us, there is so much more to do and 
I see a very bright future indeed for players in 
the energy market like ourselves.”

Technical Expertise
Energetus is another interesting com-

pany that considers itself a full service com-
pany for the Portuguese power generation 
market as well as for the local industry. 

Once the local arm of the Swiss Sulzer 
group, it became independent when the 
current leadership acquired the company 
through a management-buy-out in 2001. 

“We kept the whole structure and offices 
which were then mainly focused on the Portu-
guese market” says CEO Pedro Neves, “but sin-
ce then we have grown domestically and we 
have also opened a subsidiary in Muscat, Oman, 
which covers projects in the GCC countries.”

Turnover in its home market Portugal 
has more than doubled since then, while the 
portfolio of projects that Energetus under-
takes has increased to include all types of 
electricity generation. 

“Over the last few years we have been 
involved in co-generation, wind power, PV 
solar parks as well as more traditional diesel 
and gas generation or hydro projects. We are 
very flexible and we can adapt to any of our 
customer’s needs,” says the CEO. 

The textile industry in Northern Portugal 
has been a traditional client for some of its 
co-generation projects, but the current regu-
latory environment is not conducive to the 
set-up of such projects for the Portuguese 
industry, Neves is quick to point out. 

On the other hand, “the latest photo-voltaic 
auction resulted in a very low energy price 
which will not encourage the government to 
continue to promote the development of new 
co-generation projects in a near timeframe, as 
they require a subsidy.” 

The CEO thinks that a more direct subsi-
dy scheme, supporting companies that install 
their own generating capacity, would be bene-
ficial for the Portuguese export industry. 

“Co-generation creates electricity, steam 
and hot or cold water where it is needed, and 
it is the most efficient way to save energy 
and serve industrial companies.” 

But he is not optimistic that this ap-
proach will be implemented anytime soon, so 
Neves has set his eyes on growing in the new 
electrical energy market that is more and 
more looking for system-services solutions, 
instead of traditional power generation, such 
as voltage and frequency control, storage and 
backup power, which are required due to the 
increased share of renewable energy.  

Backed by a long experience in providing 
innovative solutions and technical assistance 
to the isolated power grids in the Portuguese 
archipelagos of Madeira and Azores, Neves 
is confident that Energetus’ technical know-
how and experience, together with its strong 
technological partners, are the key to con-
quer this new energy market, both domestic 
and internationally.

“we are seeing demand 
for services with brazil, 
south america and asia”

“we are VERY FLEXIBLE AND 
WE CAN ADAPT to ANY of 
our CUSTOMER’s NEEDS”

PEDRO 
NeVES

CEO OF 
ENERGETUS S.A.
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When was Plastar founded?
P.A.- Plastar was founded in 1995, first wor-

king for a company involved in manufacturing 
bicycle parts called Ciclo Fapril here in Agueda. 
It was our first customer and it is now our part-
ner, although we work independently. 

How large is the company nowadays?
P.A.- As of today we have a workforce of 45 

workers and we are currently billing about four 
million euros a year, 75 percent of which are 
international sales. Our main foreign markets 
are Spain and France directly, and Germany and 
the U.K. indirectly.

When did Plastar start selling to those inter-
national markets?

P.A.-  At some point Asia became an im-
portant producer of bicycles, so our customers 
started to have their own products taken there. 
For instance, Ciclo Fapril’s main customer was 
BH in Spain, and they moved production to Asia. 
So in 2002 Plastar underwent a revolution and 
started producing its own products rather than 
just what our customers asked us to produce. 

How is 2019 turning out when compared 
to the previous year?

P.A.- This year we are experiencing a 
weaker demand from international markets, 
but we are doing well because we are currently 
producing a great number of products for the 
hospital and health sectors, and in those mar-
kets we are managing to do well in Spain, 
France and Italy.  

Is that your main sector at this moment or 
are there others?

P.A.-  Yes, and we are also working a lot 
more for the cold storage sector. The plastics 
market in general seems to going through an 
impasse in regards to the finish of the pieces.

What makes Plastar different from other pla-
yers in the market?

P.A.- Plastar is the only company with a 
unit to directly inject white plastics. We have 
machines for 450, 850 and 1,800 tons that can 
directly inject white plastics, so there’s no need 
for painting them afterwards. We are totally 
unique in that respect.  

What are the competitive advantages of such 
unit for Plastar?

P.A.-  First of all we diminish the pollution 

produced by painting, and second there are less 
product rejections. For example, we are making 
white plastic pieces for a French customer in-
volved in producing machines for liposuction, 
that previously needed to have the pieces injec-
ted and then taken to have them painted white. 
Only in Plastar they have been able to find the 
product directly injected in white for them. 

What are the main challenges for the Portu-
guese plastic sector today?

P.A.- I am very optimistic on the future 
growth of the Portuguese plastics sector. But 
first we need to differentiate between the 
plastics that create a pollution problem, like 
the single-use and disposable plastics, and 
the plastics involved in technical pieces. At 
Plastar, 88 percent of our production are tho-
se technical plastics. 

Additionally the plastics sector is beco-
ming increasingly technological as well as 
global, and I beleive the Portuguese plas-
tics industry, specially in northern Portugal, 
is ready to tacke the opportunities that are 
thrown at us.

Where do you see Plastar in the next five 
years or so?

P.A.- When I started at Plastar more than 
20 years ago, this company just injected plas-
tics, yet in 2004 we started to paint plastics, 
and soon after that we were assembling who-
le pieces, because that is what our customers 
wanted and demanded. 

So we have evolved with the times, and in 
the next few years we expect to be involved in all 
kinds of new projects dealing with electric bicycles, 
autonomous driving and all the different types of 
technical plastic pieces that will be needed. I see 
Plastar not just as a plastics injection company 

but as a company that offers solutions to our 
customers in the technical plastics area. 

So are you optimistic on the future of Plastar 
and the industry as a whole?

 P.A.- I am very optimistic, and the best 
proof of that is the large investment of over 
two million euros that we have made in order 
to have the only injection unit in the world for 
white plastics. 

At the time I was called crazy, but I knew 
that I had to be different to compete and so far 
my bet has proven successful. The rest of the 
industry has also great opportunities ahead. 

Interview with Mr PEDRO ABRANTEs 
GENERAL MANAGER OF PLASTAR

This innovative firm based in the northern region of Aveiro has bet heavily in technology and differentiation, 
as the technical plastics sector becomes ever more demanding. Its general manager Mr Pedro Abrantes 
tells us about his inspiration and why he is optimistic on his company as well as on the Portuguese industry



p
o

r
t

u
g

a
l 

2
0

1
9

 -
 I

I

38

+351 256 856 010  |  www.grupofersil.com  |  fersil@fersil.com

Company of pipes and fittings 
in plastic materials for all 
sectors.

PORTUGAL ANGOLA MOÇAMBIQUE

How have the last three years been for Fersil 
group and Fil Tubos Angola? 

L.S.- In Angola our local plant has kept on 
working under the name of Fil Tubos, serving the 
local market. In Mozambique we have started a 
commercial operation, with our own warehouse, 
but at a smaller scale than Angola, as the market 
is pretty slow at the moment. From our base here 
in Portugal we have been expanding our exports 
to other countries in Africa.

What markets are you targeting in Africa?
L.S.- We are currently working on Egypt, as 

well as Ghana and Senegal, and the countries 
bordering with Angola, as we believe they have 
a great potential for growth. They already re-
present an important share of our total sales. 

What other African markets will you be  
betting on in 2019? 

L.S.- We are actually very focused in Africa, 
and will continue to be in the future. We are 
particularly  interested in being present in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, just north of An-
gola. It is our major bet at the moment. 

Have you been affected by the crisis in the 
Angolan market? 

L.S.-  Since the beginning our Angolan 
operation is independent from the Portuguese 
one, so it has its own accounts and it is geared 
towards the local market. So while these last few 
years the Angolan construction market has been 
weak, our production there is local and Fersil has 
not been affected. Fil Tubos Angola produces and 
distributes for the Angolan market only.

 
How has the change in the Angolan political 
leadership and economic reforms affected 
your business there?

L.S.- At the political level there are a num-
ber of initiatives regarding the economy that 
I believe are bearing fruit. Over the last few 
months we have noticed a very slight increase 
of the demand in the construction sector, but I 
believe this recovery will still take time and it 
may need another two to three years to regain 
the previous level of activity that we used to 
have. We are committed to the Angolan market 
so we hope to ride the wave once it arrives.

The Portuguese exports and tourism sector 
have been growing rapidly recently ... 

L.S.- That has improved the image of the 
country and I believe it is extremely important! 
The general awareness of Portugal has improved 
tremendously thanks to the tourism boom.

Have you noticed this improvement with your 
customers?

L.S.- Yes, and now everybody knows where 
Portugal is on the world map. While this has 
not helped our exports directly, it is clear that 
there’s the political will to earn an international 
recognition and that can only be positive.

How has 2018 been for Fersil Group? 
L.S.- As far as the company in Portugal, it has 

proven to be a good year, and we have surpassed 
the fifty million Euro mark in terms of Sales.

Is this due to a recovery of the market?
L.S- Well, public works has not yet made 

a comeback, but we are experiencing a strong 
recovery in the rehabilitation market, as the 
recent tourism boom has been pushing for the 
reconstruction of old houses in city centres.  

The Portuguese job market is able to provide 
for your growth needs?

L.S- We are currently at a situation of al-
most full employment and our population is 
gradually becoming older, so there’s a clear 
lack of human resources available. It has really 
become a great problem, so in order to solve 
it we are trying to bring people from different 
countries, and we have even some refugees 
working with us at the moment.

Is this need present for all types of jobs?
L.S.- Yes, it is company-wide problem. We 

need technicians as well as basic labour, for the 
day shift as well as the night shift. All positions 
are very hard to find, so we are turning towards 
international recruiting.

Have you considered opening new plants 
outside of Portugal?

L.S.- Not right now, but we may decide to 
open a factory in Mozambique later on as we 
already have the warehousing facilities. There 
we are currently importing from Portugal, as 
importing from Angola is much more expensive, 
despite the shorter distance. 

Are you confident that the recovery of the 
Portuguese industry will continue?

L.S.- Yes, indeed. We have the technology, we 
have the education institutions, as well as a long 
coast line which opens the way for Portuguese 
industries to export its products anywhere in the 
world, all those are advantages that we can truly 
based our industries on.

Interview with Lurdes Silva
CEO of Fersil Group & Fil Tubos Angola    

As the Portuguese economy recovers, piping manufacturer Fersil is taking advantage of the favourable market 
conditions to continue its expansion into African markets. While its Angolan company Fil Tubos already stands 
on its own, the group has expanded into Mozambique and is looking at the DRC as its newest challenge
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What’s the business model of Geonext and 
how is it working out in present times?

S.C.- Our company’s business model has re-
mained the same since it foundation four deca-
des ago, in 1982. We operate in the demanding 
lighting and electrical materials market, where 
we hold a paramount position based on the 
quality and innovativeness of our products.

Currently, Geonext is going through a 
positive development phase, specially taking 
into account the different urban regeneration 
projects being launched throughout Europe, 
particularly in Portugal.

Our company’s growth is based on dis-
tributing good products complemented with 
the good added value service that we provide, 
so we believe that we have growth prospects 
both from the industrial and a commercial 
standpoint.  

At Geonext, innovation is a constant con-
cern in the development of our products. In an 
ever evolving market, we strive to create, de-
velop and update our products with the most 
recent technologies and materials. 

We pay particular attention to the sturdiness 
and reliability of our products, while our design 
is aligned with the most recent market trends. 
Additionally, we give to all of our customers the 
added value service that helps them find the 
most suitable solution for each of their projects. 

How relevant are international markets for 
Geonext’s growth?

S.C.- Geonext’s growth in international 
markets has been a challenge that we have 
eagerly undertaken. Even with its inherent 
difficulties, we have kept our focus in foreign 
markets and we will continue to strive to make 
our brands better known and more widely dis-
tributed worldwide.

In what foreign markets have you mana-
ged to break into?

S.C.- The international markets where we 
have experienced the largest penetration are 
those where Portuguese is the official lan-
guage. Our brands, such as Lumitek, Luxtek, 
BlinkPro and Fillday, are already present in 17 
countries across several continents, and our 
total foreign sales account for more thirty per-
cent of our business.

As for the Portuguese market, what is your 
main strategic focus?

S.C.- We have actually based the sustaina-
ble growth of our products on the renown of our 
highly respected brands. They are considered 
benchmarks in many markets due to their high 
quality, reliability and innovation.

How important is your image in the local and 
foreign markets?

S.C.- Geonext aims to continue offering its 
products with accreditations from the compe-
tent authorities, as well as with the recognition 
obtained from reputed local and international 
architects, in order to better serve the lighting 
and illumination sector of the 21st century. 

Have you obtained any public support for 
your expansion plans?

S.C.- Different support programs such as 
Portugal 2020 and Compete 2020 have contri-
buted effectively to Portuguese business, and I 
consider they had a very positive effect. We also 
believe that as long as these programs continue 
to be properly applied, they will help the growth 
of  mid and long-term Portuguese exports. 

What are the main challenges for the Portu-
guese companies today?

S.C.- The Portuguese companies that 
have achieved international success have 
done it so with many sacrifices and a strong 
spirit of tenacity. Yet, Portugal’s international 
competitiveness is still poor, particularly in 
the industrial sector. 

Despite the little support we are receiving 
we are not giving up, as Portugal is proud to 
have entrepreneurs with an enormous spirit for 
self sacrifice who don’t give up and never turn 
their backs when faced with a struggle.

What other challenges are on the horizon for 
the Portuguese Industry?

S.C.- As Portugal is part of the European 
Union, we are looking at Brexit with some 
apprehension. It is still early to know what 
effects this will have on the commercial ex-
changes between the member states and the 
United Kingdom. Whatever agreement is fina-
lly reached, we are still confident in the future, 
as new routes are always open up when old 
ones are closed. 

Following a similar pattern, the recent 
crisis between the United States and China 
regarding their foreign trade with each other 
places the European Union in a position whe-
re it will forced to take up a stand. While we 
Europeans are US allies, we must remember 
that China has been an important partner and 
investor in European companies, particularly 
in Portugal. 

Interview with Mr Serafim Costa
PRESIDENT OF GEONEXT

For over four decades, this industrial and commercial concern, based in northern Portugal, has carved out 
a commendable position in the extremely competitive lighting sector. Branding, innovation and a focus on 
customer service are some of the keys to Geonext’s success in the local and foreign markets   
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How did the crisis of a decade ago affected 
BTL’s international and local business? 

M.T.- This year BTL - Indústrias Metalúrgicas, 
S.A. - Metal Works Industry - just turned 40 years 
old, and over this time we have built a strong 
reputation both locally and internationally. Whi-
le BTL started out as a metal-works industrial 
company we are now an engineering and pro-
cess-focused company with an interdisciplinary 
approach. This fact and the wide range of indus-
tries in which we work has helped us weather 
the crisis so we continue to grow our business. 

How important have your foreign markets 
been for this growth?

M.T.- We are world leaders in providing for 
the resin industry, so that’s a strong market for 
us, and currently we are selling nearly half of 
our turnover abroad. We are actually working 
on whole projects, many of which are large con-
tracts worth millions of euros, and we do the 
whole planning, engineering, construction and 
delivery, as they are mostly turn-key projects.

What markets have been more receptive to 
BTL over these last years? 

M.T.-  Most of them are European markets, 
but we also sell in Africa and the Middle East.  
Our logistics operation is well designed and 
we attend regularly international trade fairs. 
We are finding that once customers get to 
understand the quality of our work, they can 
become our clients. 

 
Has the image of “Made in Portugal” been of 
help for your company ?

M.T.- Yes, and that is specially true in Latin 
America, where Portugal is now recognised as a 
knowledge-based economy and “Made in Portugal”  
is already regarded as a sign of quality. 

What is the biggest challenge that BTL is 
facing to continue its growth? 

M.T.- Our biggest challenge is to find and 
hire the right people. Currently in Portugal it is 
very difficult to find both experienced profes-
sionals and skilled workers, and the region of 
Aveiro pays the highest salaries in the industry 
so the unemployment here is virtually zero. 

We are interested in attracting workers 
from Brazil, Venezuela and Africa, and we have 
had several conversations with the authorities 
regarding this need. We currently employ over 
150 people but our needs are still higher.

What other challenges does the Portuguese 
industry face?  

M.T.- I think that we have already overcome 
any quality-related challenges and the Portuguese 
metal-works industry is well regarded in this 
respect. But the challenge of competitiveness 
remains an important one, as we compete with 
countries where the rights of workers are not res-
pected in the same way as in our case, mostly in 
products coming from Asia. 

The Portuguese workforce is very competitive 
with other European countries and we just need 
to make sure that the final clients understands 
and appreciates the added value that goes into 
our products and solutions. 

All that has improved the image of the coun-
try and I believe it is extremely important! The 

general awareness of Portugal has also grown 
tremendously, thanks to the tourism boom.

What kind of projects are you currently 
involved with?

M.T.- We are currently building a turn-key 
factory for Univeler in Portugal, one of the 
world leaders in food production. We are mostly 
involved in projects dealing with the new wave 
of Industry 4.0 and 5.0, where artificial intelli-
gence will be taking an even greater role in the 
industrial processes. 

Where would you like to see BTL and your 
industry in the next five years? 

M.T.- I would like BTL and the metal-works 
industry in Portugal  to continue to progress and 
grow. If the country does well indeed that will all 
have a positive effect on us and will also cause 
the image of Portugal to improve. 

In particular I would like to develop a 
brand-new training centre in BTL where we 
could be involved in developing nanotechno-
logies and biotechnologies together with our 
partners in universities in Portugal and abroad, 
as we are already working with schools in Avei-
ro, Porto, as well as in France, Brazil and Israel.

Finally I would like BTL to be perceived as a 
company that designs and sells solutions with 
great added value to our customers, because 
that is where we are going. 

Interview with MANUEL EDUARDO S. TAVARES
CEO of BTL - Indústrias Metalúrgicas, S.A. - Metal Works Industry     

Moving up the value chain to become both more technological and international, BTL - Metal  Works Industry 
is ready to take advantage of the next industrial revolution. Right from the hearth of the traditional industrial 
region of Aveiro, Mr Tavares explains where the main opportunities and challenges lie for the metal industry


