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Where old
meets new
O

ver the years, countries with
strong manufacturing traditions risk becoming driven by
cost, economies of scale and output.
Portugal is not one of them — while
goods exports have risen over the
past decade to hit $67bn in 2019,
‘Made in Portugal’ has become synonymous with quality, innovation, sustainability and craftsmanship among in-the-know consumers. Big contributors include family businesses whose willingness to adapt has seen
them thrive for generations.
Portugal now excels in sectors not historically associated with it, such as technology and
pharmaceuticals. Meanwhile, traditional
industries, such as textiles and machinery, are
reinventing themselves — blending old knowhow with the latest techniques.
Agrifood is another example: food represents more than 10% of the country’s goods
exports, and some of the most exciting exporters are in the Ribatejo region to the north-east
of Lisbon.
Take the Sugal Group: one of the world’s
largest tomato producers, it supplies brands
and supermarkets in more than 70 countries
which benefit from the family business’s vertically integrated operations. “We are not just a
tomato producer, we are also farmers,” says
chief executive João Ortigão Costa. “The production process starts in the fields by choosing
the right seeds and variety for each customer
and product.”
Its innovation centre works closely with
farmers to adopt techniques requiring less
water, less fertilisers and, in the future, less

IT’S TIME FOR THOSE WHO
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WE FULLY BELIEVE THAT
A GOOD QUALITY
INGREDIENT WILL INFLUENCE
OUR FINAL PRODUCT
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Farm fresh: Sugal Group supplies more than 70 countries

machinery. “Together, we are bringing this sector into the 21st century,” says Mr Ortigão Costa.
In 2012, he had the foresight to start production in Chile, making Sugal the only large
tomato producer with significant production
in the northern and southern hemispheres.
“We are the only one that can harvest crops
and supply its customers twice a year. It also
means we are able to react to our partners’
needs more rapidly,” he adds.
Another sustainability leader from
Ribatejo is Mendes Gonçalves, a condiments
producer whose Paladin brand reaches more
than 30 countries. The chillies for its piri-piri
sauce are grown in an agroforest regenerative
system with 8000 trees. “In the coming years
we will take further steps to produce more
food in this way,” says chief executive
Alexandra Mendes Gonçalves.
The company’s mission is to become a reference for the ‘food of the future’. “That
means having a positive impact on society and
environment, reducing food waste, and delivering an on-trend product,” she says. The company sources nearly 90% of its raw materials
from Portugal, only turning to foreign markets for items which not locally available. “We
are very proud of our Portuguese origins and
we fully believe that a good quality ingredient
will influence our final product,” says Ms
Mendes Gonçalves.
Its focus on tailor-made solutions means it
has 1700 different products, and its R&D
department is constantly experimenting.
According to Mr Ortigão Costa, as a small country with an export-focused agrifood industry,
this persistence is the key to success: “The only
way we can compete is through quality. That
can’t be imposed. It’s something that we work
on every single day.” ■
www.fDiIntelligence.com
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Safety first: the MOxAdTech, the world’s first mask to inactivate the virus causing Covid-19

The rebirth of Portuguese
craftsmanship
NORTH-WEST PORTUGAL IS POSSIBLY
EUROPE’S FASTEST-EMERGING CREATIVE
HUB. DANIELLE MYLES REPORTS

I

f you were to rank the sports
world’s most iconic outfits, the
Tour de France yellow jersey
would be towards the top. But few
would guess that it is made by a family-run business nestled in the northwest of Portugal. For the past decade,
P&R Têxteis has made all of the
leader jerseys for the world’s most
famous cycling race, and since 1996
Adidas’s Olympic kits for several
countries. It is also behind the Puma
outfit worn by Usain Bolt at the
Beijing and London Olympics.
Return business from the
world’s leading athletes is testament
to the precision of P&R’s garments.
Focused exclusively on competition
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sportswear, it uses the highest-quality technical fabrics and specialised
construction. “We have state of the
art technology in all areas, including automatic and laser cutting,
plus digital printing, which is very
important for competition sportswear,” says Duarte Nuno Pinto, chief
executive of P&R Têxteis. Instead of
stitching, P&R uses Europeandeveloped bonding technology
which allows for greater speed, functionality and comfort.
To kit-up individual athletes, as
well as full federations, P&R has
struck the sweet spot between personalisation and scale in a way that
few other textile businesses have.
“Garments can be tailor-made and
orders start from one piece, which
means we have a very small team
working each garment,” says Mr
Pinto. Its commitment to research
and development, and subsequent

testing, is second to none, aided by
its close co-operation with the
nearby Citeve – the Technological
Centre for the Portuguese Textile
and Clothing Industry. They are part
of a consortium behind a project
called TexBoost, which creates bodysuits equipped with sensors that
track the athlete’s movements.
Fashion tackles Covid-19
Alongside the ESAD College of Art
and Design, Citeve is part of a knowledge hub in and around Porto that
supports a cluster of small and
medium-sized enterprises at the
intersection of design, technology
and tradition. This region powers
Portugal’s fashion industry, exports
from which have increased since 2015
to reach nearly €7bn in 2019, and its
growing homewares’ industry.
One of the area’s most impressive innovations of late is MOxAd-
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Tech, the world’s first mask to inactivate SARS-CoV-2, the virus causing
Covid-19. Created in the labs of fashion and textiles business Adalberto,
it hit the market in April and
quickly became available overseas.
Its underlying technology is a finishing that minimises garments’
washing requirements. It was presented at Paris’s Première Vision
show in February 2020, but when
Covid-19 hit Europe shortly after,
Adalberto realised it could serve a
greater purpose.
“The antimicrobial finishing
kills bacteria in clothes,” explains
Susana Serrano, chief executive of
Adalberto. “We studied and altered
the formula for the virus, applied it
to masks, and then partnered with
universities to have it tested and certified.” There are now other masks
that kill SARS-CoV-2, but they have
not proven to be as effective under
the antiviral standard set by the
International Organization for
Standardization.
Adalberto is also working to
improve the traceability of its garments “with the aim to become a
model of transparency”, says Ms
Serrano. “Via a QR code, we can show
where the materials came from, how
many kilometres it has been transported, how much water the process
consumed, and so on.”
This experimentation underpins
Adalberto’s philosophy. “All our projects are based on our three values —
innovation, sustainability and social
responsibility — and each involves a
small component of technology,”
says Ms Serrano. “We don’t follow
the trends set by major brands.”
New face of Portuguese design
Another local company not following trends is furniture creator
Urbanmint. Its inspired founder
and chief executive, Paula Sousa,
was working as an interior designer
in the late 2000s when she realised
most brands were strictly contemporary or classic. She had the vision to
create something unique — “the
new classics”, she calls it — and her
home country was perfectly
equipped to deliver it.
“I travel a lot and I realised there
weren’t many countries with the
skills and resources of Portuguese
artisans who were still making
things by hand,” says Ms Sousa. “It
gave me an idea: I wanted to help
create a new international identity
of Portuguese design.” She con-
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vinced craftsmen hit by the global
financial crisis and on the brink of
shutting shop to transform their
studios and become her suppliers.
Now, 13 years later, her two brands —
Munna and Ginger & Jagger — count
Dior, Cartier, Fendi, Van Cleef &
Arpels, Four Seasons and Oscarwinner Hilary Swank as clients.
Munna has won eight international
design awards.
Ginger & Jagger embodies the
environment’s forms and contours,
and is Ms Sousa’s way of “immortalising nature in [her] products”. At
the heart of both brands are handmade processes and traditional artisanry, sometimes combining three
techniques in one product.
“What really defines us as creatives is authenticity. We are using
our heritage of craftsmanship —
which is particularly strong around
Porto — by working with artisans
who have spent years with their parents and grandparents learning
their skill,” says Ms Sousa. “This is
part of our history and we can’t let it
die. So, I’m doing my part.”

THIS IS PART OF OUR
HISTORY AND WE
CAN’T LET IT DIE. SO,
I’M DOING MY PART

From followers to leaders
Urbanmint’s conquest of the luxury
brands market epitomises the transformation of Portugal’s fashion and
furnishings industries. Once known
predominantly for textiles, an
increasing number of businesses are
vertically integrated and making a
name for themselves in design.
Paulo Coelho Lima, chief executive of home textiles specialist
Lameirinho, recalls how the familyowned business’s operations have
evolved over its 70-odd years.
“In the past, customers used to
bring their own designs to us, asking
us to reproduce them for their
brands,” he says. “Nowadays, as we
have a very high-skilled team in our
design department; our customers
ask us what we have to propose.”
This message is filtering out into
export markets. “Portugal was
always known for doing well what it
was told to do. But, over the years,
we have improved our knowledge,
skills and creativity,” says Mr Coelho
Lima. “Nowadays ‘Made in Portugal’
means quality, creativity, innovation
and trust.”
True to the region’s industrial
roots, this movement is driven from
the ground up. “In Portugal, design is
not a political strategy,” says Ms Sousa.
“The entrepreneurs in this industry,
we are doing it by ourselves.” ■
www.fDiIntelligence.com
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Able labels: Porto’s MTEX specialises in digital printing technology

Portugal steps up
its tech game
R&D, UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIPS AND
INDUSTRY 4.0 ARE REVOLUTIONISING
PORTUGUESE EXPORTS.
DANIELLE MYLES REPORTS

O

ver the past five years, Portugal
has climbed the European
Innovation Scoreboard, which
ranks EU member states’ research and
innovation performance. In 2020, it
joined the second-highest grouping
alongside Germany, France and
Ireland. This progress is reflected by
exporters’ tech advancements in everything from engineering to artificial
intelligence (AI), machinery to digital
transformation.
In the case of MTEX NS — a company headquartered just outside of
Porto which develops and manufacFebruary/March 2021

www.fDiIntelligence.com

tures digital printing technology — it
has even led to breakthroughs in
fighting Covid-19. “Last year, we
directed our knowledge and
resources towards the creation of a
disruptive and unique equipment
line in the cleaning industry for the
disinfection of fabrics and objects,”
says chief executive Eloi Ferreira.
Phys sterilisation cabinets’ ability
to inactivate Sars-Cov-2 has been certified by Spain’s University of
Zaragoza and is a revelation for clothing outlets needing to keep garments
virus-free. The technology’s effectiveness depends on an exact balance of
ozone gas, temperature and time,
and took many iterations to finalise.
Industry 4.0
Phys would not have been possible
without the firm’s research and

development (R&D) operations
which, unlike its competitors, are
not outsourced. “We’ve made a substantial investment in R&D and
doing it in-house is the key to success,” says Mr Ferreira. “Within days,
we can take a product from idea to
assembly. This speed to market is
what differentiates us.” And it is also
helping Portugal compete with digital printing leaders, Italy and Japan.
MTEX NS recently developed a digital textile dyeing machine for
Spanish group Nextil, which will
dye fabrics to be used by Adidas.
Since 2019, all MTEX machines
have been configured for Industry
4.0 which, Mr Ferreira says, is crucial
for any quality product in the sector
today. “They are self-sufficient, intelligent and can be serviced remotely,”
he adds. “I know how our
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tent is specialised by sourcing people
who have that knowledge or can simulate those scenarios,” says Ms Braga.
DefinedCrowd is already a leader
in conversational AI, which is growing at a compound annual growth
rate of 30%, and 45% of its investment is in R&D. The goal is to
become a world-recognised, industry-agnostic brand.
“We can already supply governments, banks, education — anything
really,” says Ms Braga. “Last year, we
realised we are no longer a company
with one product. Instead we offer a
suite of products for all training data
for all the world's AI needs. That is an
important milestone.”
Other milestones include a string
of accolades, most recently including
a nomination for Digital Europe’s
2021 Future Unicorn Award.

Deep clean: MTEX’s sterilisation cabinets have been certified to keep garments Covid-free

machines in the US are operating,
how many pages they are printing,
and so on, which means we can do
preventive services.” Indeed, the US
is its biggest market, followed by
Spain and the UK.
Another sector with big Industry
4.0 ambitions is plastic injection
moulding — the invisible yet vital
process behind myriad everyday and
specialised objects. Despite its small
size, Portugal is a leader in the area
of precision manufacturing. And
based on the vision of José Carlos
Gomes, chief executive of local business GLN, the sector is not resting on
its laurels. “My vision is to put sensors inside the moulds, connect
them with the injection machine
and robotics, and then automate the
entire process,” he says. “This is
Industry 4.0 and we are investing in
it because we believe it will be the
‘new normal’ for our sector.”
Despite being a small to mediumsized enterprise, 42% of GLN’s capital expenditure this year is dedicated
to innovation. “Once you enter down
this path, you must be willing to
invest a lot,” says Mr Gomes.
The firm has partnered with
research centres to develop products
involving augmented reality. For
example, GLN has collaborated with
CEIIA, Portugal’s Centre of
Engineering and Product
Development, to create a surgical
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helmet which allows doctors to view
X-rays, communicate with colleagues and — thanks to an air conditioning solution — keep cool during
surgery.
Taking on the US
A start-up making waves internationally is DefinedCrowd, a one-stopshop for training data for AI systems,
including chatbots, virtual assistants
and everything in-between. Founded
by Portuguese-born Daniela Braga
and headquartered in Seattle,
DefinedCrowd collects data from
more than 300,000 people spanning
almost every country via its crowdsourcing platform Neevo.
“We collect our data following
best industry standards and using an
interface that connects with people
on a large scale,” says Ms Braga.
“That gives us diverse and unbiased
representation of demographics in
the data, which is crucial to recognise individuals of different ethnicities and dialects.” It also means users
are paid and fully-informed about
how their data is used.
Clients include BMW, Mastercard
and IBM. For the latter,
DefinedCrowd is improving speech
recognition engines for its muchtouted Watson Assistant. This
requires inputs that reflect the
firm’s business clientele. “As a B2B
company, we need to ensure the con-

Europe, South America and beyond
Another Portuguese tech firm with a
truly global offering is Readiness IT,
which helps businesses digitally
transform their operations and
improve customer experience. Just
six years after setting up shop in
three Portuguese cities, it has
opened offices in Chile, New Zealand
and Peru, and worked in more than
50 countries.
Its clients include Ericsson,
T-Mobile and Verizon, testament to
Portugal’s telecoms expertise which
is leveraged by 150-plus mobile
operators worldwide. But Readiness
IT is working with all sectors, serving the likes of Hewlett-Packard,
BMW and Oracle.
One solution which chief executive Adérito Ferreira describes as a
“game-changer” for one client is a
so-called ‘omnichannel’ platform
which gives retailers a single, holistic view of each account. “Any customer can now choose the buying
channel that suits them best, and
be assured that they will have a
great customer experience,” he says.
“It offers flexibility for our clients
to reach new markets and customers without having to support the
costs with big call centres, backoffices or sales force.”
Be it telecom services or machinery, tech advancements are bringing
Portuguese exports to the fore.
“Dependence on the Chinese market
is no longer a must,” says MTEX NS’s
Mr Ferreira. “We can create the same
valuable products here, and with all
the assurances and precautions provided by European law.” ■
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Gone global: Bial sells medicines in 60 countries and invests more than 20% of revenues in R&D

How to ease the
world’s pains
PORTUGUESE PHARMA IS RAPIDLY
ADVANCING, AND THEIR INFLUENCE
EXTENDS FAR BEYOND ITS SHORES.
DANIELLE MYLES REPORTS

D

espite little fanfare, Portugal’s
health cluster has doubled its
exports over the past decade.
Preliminary data from 2020 suggests
volumes have continued to grow
throughout the pandemic. The
uptick is driven by strong demand
from Germany, the UK and the US —
and for good reason. Portuguese
breakthroughs in recent years belie
its lack of tradition in medical
research and development (R&D),
and have put the country on the
global pharmaceuticals map.
The country is home to a growing
number of firms delivering innovative
treatments, from generics producers
differentiating their products from
competitors to those dedicated to patented compounds and technologies.
One firm that embodies the sector’s
February/March 2021
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transformation is Bluepharma, which
started life 20 years ago by manufacturing drugs for bigger pharma companies and now has nearly 20% of its
staff working in R&D.
The firm now runs a PhD programme which sees doctoral candidates doing experimental work in
Bluepharma’s labs. “This has been
fruitful,” says vice president Sérgio
Simões. “We have been granted patents on new technologies developed
in-house, incorporated them into
novel products and then licensed
those products,” he says. One example is oral films, which deliver the
same therapeutic benefits as a tablet to patients that find it difficult
to swallow.
Bluepharma is making big strides
in oncology, both internally and via
spin-offs it has launched in partnership with universities. Luzitin, for
example, is developing a cancer treatment that is currently in phase 2 clinical trials. “The next step is a phase 3
study and then going to market,” says
Mr Simões. Its major benefit is effi-

cacy: “It has a very localised effect on
the tumour, and without some of the
adverse effects that we usually see
during chemotherapy,” he explains.
Fighting the pandemic
In early 2021, Portugal’s Covid-19 situation deteriorated, recording
among the world’s highest cases and
deaths per capita. Thankfully, local
players are making headway with
treatments. Last year, when scientists
abroad made promising findings
regarding the use of a drug called
Ivermectin in treating the virus,
Bluepharma realised it was not clear
how much of the drug patients
would need. “With Covid-19, it is a
race against time; so we decided to
develop a formulation that adjusts
the dose depending on the result of
the ongoing clinical trials,” says Mr
Simões “This will help the treatment
be rolled out as quickly as possible.”
Hovione is a Portuguese firm that
is vital to the rollout of Remdesivir —
the first drug approved in various
countries to treat Covid-19. It is the
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sole producer of a substance called
Captisol, which must be combined
with Remdesivir for it to be effective.
Last March, Hovione was asked to
increase production, but there were
no official predictions of the scale of
the pandemic. “Based on an Imperial
College report, we decided to expect
one million patients a month,” says
chief executive Guy Villax. “That was
a massive challenge as it meant every
month we had to produce as much as
we normally produce each year.”
Separately, the firm received a grant
from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation to develop an inhaled
formulation for an antiviral to be
used as Covid-19 therapy.
The company has made its name
creating ingredients and products
for other pharma companies, and is
currently supporting the development of 120 compounds that its clients have in clinical trials. Up to six
of these could be approved in 2021.
The US Food and Drug
Administration generally approves
40 to 65 new drugs per year, and
Hovione has supported the manufacture and development of three to
four of them every year since 2015.
Of the four drugs developed in the
past decade that cure Hepatitis C,
three of them required technology
that only Hovione offers. “It’s hugely
satisfying to know that around
three-quarters of the five million
patients that have been cured for
Hepatitis C used tablets made with
product that came from our plants,”
says Mr Villax.
Supporting young and old
As life expectancies extend, people’s
central nervous systems are put
under increasing pressure. It is this
exact area where Bial, which is headquartered just north of Porto, excels.
One of its patented drugs,
Opicapone, is a daily treatment that
people with Parkinson’s disease can
take in addition to Levodopa (the
gold-standard medication for the disease). “The feedback from clinicians
is that this is being useful to the
management of Parkinson’s patients
and that’s really remarkable — to
imagine how our research is making
a difference in patients’ life,” says
chief executive António Portela,
whose great grandfather founded
the firm nearly a century ago.
Another of its patents is for an epilepsy medication eslicarbazepine acetate. “The drug we have developed is
simple to use for patients and clini-
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WE HAVE BEEN GRANTED
PATENTS ON NEW
TECHNOLOGIES DEVELOPED
IN-HOUSE AND THEN
LICENSED THOSE PRODUCTS
cians,” says Mr Portela. “This is important because epilepsy patients normally need to take a cocktail of drugs.”
Bial has truly internationalised
over the past decade, selling its medicines in some 60 countries and
investing more than 20% of revenues
in R&D. One promising drug in
phase 2 clinical trials aims to extend
the short life expectancy of people
suffering from pulmonary arterial
hypertension by working alongside
other drugs available in the market
today.
While Bial’s innovations support
ageing populations, Laboratórios
Basi has had great success in children’s medicine. Basi’s over-thecounter products are available in 60
countries and while Africa remains
its biggest market, Europe has been
its major source of growth in recent
years. According to chief executive
Joaquim Chaves, the key to Basi’s initial success was its improvement of
common products including paediatric medicines, such as cough and
pain syrups. “We upgrade formulations according to scientific and
technical progress to increase product quality and stability,” he says.
“And to introduce new features like
the removal of sugar, product-specific measuring devices, child-proof
caps and so on, creating a safer and
easier to use product.”
This power of reinvention is still
part of Basi’s strategy, but the firm is
also focused on advancements shaping the future of pharma. In late
2019, it opened a new manufacturing plant configured for Industry
4.0. One year later it spun-off a biopharmaceuticals business called
Basinnov. Indeed, Basi has the
Portuguese talent for leveraging the
best of the past while still being
firmly focused on the future. ■
www.fDiIntelligence.com
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