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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this final degree project in Business Administration and Management is 

two-fold: first, to introduce the evolutionary concept of the cluster in Catalonia from a 

strategic perspective and, second, to analyse the case of the Catalan Cork cluster 

located in the province of Girona, that is, the northeast of Spain. The cluster concept 

has been introduced and analysed by some prominent economists like, for example, 

Alfred Marshall, Giacomo Becattini and Michael Porter, among others, who have 

analysed the implications derived from its strategic management for market 

competitiveness with different economic models (i.e., the Diamond model, etc.). The 

ongoing globalization of markets has shown that the cluster is becoming every day a 

more and more important form of strategic partnership for the firms in order to 

compete nationally and internationally. - “Think globally, act locally”- 

In addition, my interest for this topic was motivated also by the fact that the cluster 

concept, is a subject taught in a rather few number of universities around Europe and 

USA. As a matter of fact, Harvard Business School is one of the few institutions that has 

managed to put together several researches on this issue elaborated by Porter 

together with other professors and students from different parts of the world. Thanks 

to an Erasmus mobility grant I had the chance to attend two courses that talked about 

clusters and regional competitiveness, and for this reason I’ve decided to focus my 

Final Degree project on the analysis of a Cluster in Catalonia. 

The work is organized in five sections as follows: section 1 is dedicated to the 

definition of the cluster; section 2 deals with cluster strategic analysis (the SWOT and 

Diamond frameworks of analysis); section 3 and 4 analyses the evolution of the cluster 

concept in Spain and Catalonia with special focus on the Catalan cork sector; and in 

section 5 some conclusions are provided.  
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1. CLUSTER DEFINITION 

Nowadays, citizens all over the world are totally aware of the globalisation process 

that is being experienced and which is transforming the economy and the way to 

compete among continents, countries and even regions. The changes in firms’ business 

models are forcing them to introduce new market players to control the way of 

creating value and the processes used to produce goods or services. Because of these 

changes it is increasing the relevance of the “immaterial capital” such as the Brand, 

R&D, know-how together with innovative strategies that are meant to improve the 

competitiveness of different sectors of production. And one of the ways to achieve 

entrepreneurial competitiveness is by creating clusters.  

A cluster, in business terms, is a geographical area in which there is a high 

concentration of interconnected businesses, suppliers, and organizations or associated 

institutions that work in a particular sector of production. The cluster’ goal is to 

increase the productivity of the companies involved in order to compete not only 

nationally and internationally in a global manner, but also at regional or local-city as a 

result of improving their competitiveness. Clusters’ origin may be related to many 

factors such as: the existence of local competitiveness in the area, the effort to 

reinforce the development of particular skills or abilities in a particular territory, the 

initiatives oriented towards the creation of new companies (start-ups, spin-offs…) or 

the local demand forecast for a specific type of products or services.  

Cluster definition was first introduced in the end of the nineteenth century by Alfred 

Marshall1 who was an English economist, followed by an Italian professor whose name 

is Giacomo Becattini2 and finally developed by the American professor at Harvard’s 

University, Michael E. Porter3. 

 

1 See, for example, his studies on industrial districts in England at the end of the 19th century in his book 
Principles of Economics (1890). 
2 Becattini has analysed the industrial districts of Terza Italia. Italy in his book, “Dal ‘settore’ Industriale 
al ‘distretto’ industrial. Alcune considerazioni sull’unità d’indagine dell’economia industriale”(1979). 
3  Porter has published several studies; ”The Competitive Advantages of Nations”(1990); “On 
Competition”(1998) and “The Five Competitive Forces that Shape Strategy” (2008). 
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How do we identify them? 

One of the most common ways to identify clusters could be by doing an analysis based 

on quantitative methods to spot agglomerations of similar industries in a concrete 

region. According to some scholars, one important shortcoming of this method is that, 

sometimes, by doing it in this way, one might avoid fundamental factors such as flows 

of information or cooperation links, which do not take part in the market in a visible 

manner.  

In which way clusters affect competition?   

Existing research evidence (see the books of the economists mentioned above), in 

particular, the book “On Competition” by Porter, has shown that Clusters are an 

interesting issue to study because their presence in a territory may affect competition 

in several ways. 

Clusters affect competition by: 

• Increasing productivity and operational efficiency; 

• Stimulating and enabling innovations; 

• Facilitating commercialization and new business formation; 

• Encouraging linkages and spill-overs across firms and associated institutions; 

• Overcoming domestic political and associated agencies; 

• Increasing operational effectiveness; 

• Gaining strategic positioning; 

• Having free trade or export processing zones; 

• Attracting Foreign Direct Investment, that allows to: 

 Infuse modern ways of managing and competing (like for i.e. applying new 

methods to change and improve a company’s corporative image, using Brand 

management, new marketing spots…); 

 Enhance the intensity and sophistications of local competition; 

 Facilitate outward trade and internationalization; 

 Stimulate other clusters’ development; 

 And bringing new skills, capabilities and technologies in the territory.  
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2. CLUSTER ANALYSIS 

According to the existing research evidence (see, i.e, Porter 1990, 1998, 2008), in order 

to analyse clusters there can be used several economic models, the most applied 

frameworks of analysis being the ones developed by Porter (1990); the Diamond 

model, the Five Competitive Forces that Shape Strategy (2008) or the SWOT analysis. 

In this report we will go through the first and third one.  

2.1. THE DIAMOND MODEL 

This model attempts to explain why some companies are capable of consistent 

innovation, pursue improvements, seek a sophisticated source of competitive 

advantage and are able to overcome the substantial barriers to change and innovation. 

It explains that every nation possesses four attributes that determine its competitive 

advantage. These attributes are the following ones (as shown in Figure 1 below): 

• Factor Conditions: the model does not consider only the standard factors of 

production such as labour, land, natural resources, capital and infrastructure; it 

goes far beyond by considering other factors. For instance, the ones that are not 

inherited but represent the most important factors of production, like skilled 

human resources or a scientific base.  

Also the ones that involve sustained and heavy investment and are specialized. In 

addition, a factor must have a high degree of specialization to cover the particular 

industry needs.  

As a matter of fact, as argued by Porter (1990), selective disadvantages in some 

areas of production might actually encourage an enterprise to get upgraded and 

try to innovate and hence, disadvantages can become advantages in some cases.  

 

• Demand Conditions: according to this attribute, it is a concern of many firms to 

identify which are the emerging buyer needs and how demanding buyers try to 

pressure companies to improve and innovate faster. This way companies achieve 

more sophisticated competitive advantages with respect to their foreign rivals.   
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It is therefore important to detect the nature of the domestic buyers, as they are 

those who provide a window into advanced customer needs; they tend to pressure 

companies to meet high standards and urge them to improve by upgrading into 

more developed segments.  

Another implication derived from this attribute is also the fact that as needs arise 

thanks to local values and circumstances, in addition, local buyers can lead to a 

global market trend depending on their needs (i.e., normally nations export their 

values and tastes through media, training foreigners, influence with their politics 

and other foreign activities concerning their citizens).  

 

• Related and Supporting industries: according to Porter, it is important to consider 

the existence of related and supporting industries that are internationally 

competitive.  

Actually, the presence of home-based suppliers that are internationally 

competitive creates advantages in downstream industries if the suppliers and the 

end-users are, for example, located nearby because it increases their 

communication abilities, the flow of information that becomes quicker and 

constant, and an on-going exchange of ideas. This attribute would contribute thus 

to generate an advantage derived from close working relationships. 

If there is an investment on R&D it accelerates the pace of innovation. A range of 

interconnected industries that operate in the same sector of production allow for 

an international competitiveness.  

Some of the benefits that might be obtained could be the embracement of new 

skills and the source of entrants that will bring a novel approach to competing.  

 

• Firm Strategy, Structure and Rivalry: according to this, national circumstances and 

context take part in how companies get started, are organized, and managed, and 

also previews which type of market rivalry will be in place. As Porter states (1990), 

there is no predetermined structure to apply to all the countries, each one must 

adopt the best it can to run its businesses.  
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Most of the times, this structure depends on the convergence of the management 

practices and the organizational modes in the country as well as on the sources of 

competitive advantage in the industry.  

Finally, the presence of rivalry is a powerful way to stimulate and create a 

persistence of competitive advantage. 

Figure 1: Determinants of National Competitive Advantage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Companies usually gain a competitive advantage, when the national environment 

permits and supports the most rapid accumulation of specialized assets and skills; 

affords better on-going information and insight into product and process needs; and it 

pressures companies to innovate and invest. Finally according to the theory of Michael 

E. Porter (1998), the role of government in cluster initiatives should (See appendix 6): 

• Focus on specialized factor creation, 

• Avoid intervening in factor and currency markets, 

• Enforce strict product, safety and environmental standards, 

• Sharply limit direct cooperation among industry rivals, 

• Promote goals that lead to sustained investment, 

• Deregulate competition, 

• Enforce strong domestic antitrust policies,  

• And reject managed trade.  
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2.2. SWOT ANALYSIS 

 

Figure 2: SWOT Analysis explanation               

 SWOT is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats that can take part in any type of 

business project or plan. It is usually interpreted and 

used by a 2x2 matrix (Figure 2). This analysis is useful to 

spot internal factors (strengths - weaknesses) and 

external factors (opportunities - threats) that could 

affect a company. 

                                            

 

This framework is considering strengths as all the characteristics of a determined type 

of business that give an advantage with respect to the others, and as the opposite 

definition the weaknesses, the characteristics of a given business, which cause a 

disadvantage relative to others. 

Opportunities are elements that can be exploited by the business to generate its own 

advantage; by contrast, threats are the elements in the environment that could cause 

trouble at a certain point. 

SWOT Analysis helps to explore new solutions to problems, to identify barriers that 

could limit goals or potential objectives and decide which direction of action will be 

more effective. It can also help to reveal and spot possibilities & limitations subject to 

change and help to organize all the ideas that the analysts come up with.   

 

 

 

 

Source: Google images 
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3. ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION OF CLUSTERS IN CATALONIA: A THREE PHASES 

PROCESS 

Some recent industry analyses made by Joan Miquel Hernández Gascon, Alberto Pezzi 

and Antoi Soy i Casals (1993-2010), coincide in that there is a common interest to 

create clusters in this particular region of Spain, which is located in the Northeast in a 

very strategic position with good access to the border of France and having a seaside 

that allows commercial trade by shipping.  

Catalonia’s way of doing business is mainly characterized by its “Long-haul”, of about 

two decades of experience operating in different sectors of production, the original 

methodology that includes the “learning by doing” experience and the strong “know-

how” knowledge. 

The formation of clusters in Catalonia began in 1993, when it was required an opening 

up of the economy to face the creation of the Single European Market. The 

government decided to follow the studies of Porter, detailed in his book “The 

Competitive Advantage of Nations” (1990), which are based on the implementation of 

government strategies aimed to reinforce competitiveness.  The decision of choosing 

clusters as a central element of the strategy to develop a new approach to industrial 

policy was made by Antoni Subirà which was the Minister of Industry, Trade and 

Commerce at the time.  

According to the studies of Alberto Pezzi, and several conferences made by him all 

over Catalonia (mainly in Barcelona), the evolution of clusters in this region of Spain 

has been divided into three phases: 

I Phase (1993-2004): characterized by the micro-cluster approach as the unit of 

reference for competitiveness reinforcing initiatives. 

The first stage of cluster development in Catalonia was to set up the concept in order 

to reach the improvement of operative efficiency in the enterprises that took part in 

the process. Most of the time focused in the Micro-cluster, which at the time was 

comprehended as “a group of related companies and activities in a certain, not 

necessarily large, geographical area”. 
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II Phase (2004-2009): mainly based on the consolidation of internal skill development 

and project diversification.  

This stage was important for the creation of a map that included the industrial 

production systems in the country. This concept of mapping was introduced by the 

guidelines for clusters of the European Union and it was a key element to start 

executing the cluster policy in Catalonia. It showed in a general basis a 42 local 

industrial production systems, composed of 9.000 companies that were employing 

235.000 people and generating a turnover of more than 45.000 euros. In percentages 

represented approximately: 26% of the companies, 36% of the employment and 39% 

of the industrial turnover.4 

III Phase (2009-Onward): this stage is described by the evolution of the cluster 

concept, that is, the institutionalization and professionalization of cluster organization. 

It is being considered as a tool for the Internationalization process helping companies 

to adapt to the new era of globalisation.  

Figure 3: Phases of Clusters development in Catalonia 

 

 

 

Furthermore, the case of Catalonia has been explained and analysed in the book “On 

Competition“ by Porter (1990).5  

And a brief resume of what it is about is as follows: 

The process of change is defined by three stages of clusters studies; the first one is 

where the problems and opportunities are identified. There is also the identification of 

basic concepts and the “goal of enhancing rather than suppressing competition”.  

4 According to the book “Clusters and competitiveness: the case of Catalonia 1993-2010” by Joan 
Miquel Hernández Gascon, Alberto Pezzi and Antoi Soy i Casals. 
5 At the end of chapter 7 that deals with Clusters and Competition: “New agendas for companies, 
governments and institutions”, at page 282 there is an article about “Microclusters in Catalonia”. It is 
divided into five sections: History, Actors, Cluster Definition, Process of Change and Results. 

Source: Self-elaborated 
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The second stage has its attention on a consensus vision of the cluster’s future trying 

to unite participants and so facilitate change. Finally in the third stage, it is relevant the 

creation of strategies and action initiatives.  

The results were as follows (See footnote 5): 

• Catalan government acquired more knowledge. 

• It resulted a new and more productive dialogue between government and 

business within Catalonia. 

• The cluster process allowed business to assess competitive position in specific 

operational terms.  

• The cluster approach helped numerous firms to think more strategically about 

their problems.  

• New and more cluster-specific associations were created and old associations 

were revived.  

• Catalan government policies shifted toward cluster upgrading: 

 Improving the market access of clusters, 

 Facilitating foreign direct investment, 

 Introducing product certification programs, 

 And instituting policies for upgrading technology.  

• The stimulation of dialogue among cluster participants. 

• Government officials were transformed into an informed audience for firms.  

3.1. CLUSTERS, THE IMPORTANCE OF INNOVATION AND THE GOVERNMENT 

IMPLICATION 

Innovation has proven to be a key factor for a firm in order to reach a market 

competitive advantage is to consider carefully innovation. It is essential for the firms 

to be able to adapt quickly to the continuous changes in technology and to face the 

competition of the firms from the emerging economies, which probably produce the 

same product with less cost of production and offer it in the global market at more 

affordable price to the customers.  
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Therefore, some important questions to answer are: How can we be innovative? 

Where do the ideas come from? And why clusters are considered as innovation 

ecosystems? 

In general, for the companies there are several ways to be innovative: by designing a 

new product, creating a new production process or renewing the existing one, seeking 

emerging technologies from old ones, the intervention of entrepreneurs gathering 

opportunities, continuous reinvention, having a new marketing approach, rapid 

reaction towards change with help of a technological breakthrough, investing in R&D, 

etc. The ideas come from everywhere, but evidence shows that there are some tools 

that help to generate ideas such as benchmarking, brainstorming, reengineering, 

potentiating creativity or even the application of different management techniques 

(SWOT analysis, learning by doing, business processes, leadership...).  

Clusters are considered as innovation ecosystems thanks to their strong scientific base, 

the supportive political environment, their effective networks and shared facilities, the 

existence of skilled workforce, the entrepreneurial culture and the availability of 

finance with the venture capital, business agents or joint ventures. Also because of the 

ability to attract highly qualified staff, ability that can be given by the image and 

reputation of the companies, the support services, the advantage of being a large 

company, by having a growing company base (start-ups, full range of companies…), 

their premises and infrastructure.  

What’s more, according to several economists, information plays a large role in the 

process of innovation. This information comes from the investment in market research 

or R&D and most of the times from the capability to go beyond existing schemes and, 

conventional wisdom. 

On the other hand, it is also important the intervention of the government and public 

institutions by giving support to the cluster with policies that benefit both parties and 

allow the continuous improvement in the sector of production. Not only by creating 

more jobs and incrementing the productivity, but also by obtaining more 

competitiveness and reaching a strategic position in the international markets.  
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In this respect, many reports made by Harvard Business School of Management, argue 

that the intervention of universities is also remarkable in order to create, attract, 

unlock, adapt and combine clusters. Moreover, because Universities can use 

governmental funding to own inventions they should therefore:  

• Give preference to SME. 

• Grant free license to the owner.  

• Report to the Government. 

• Share revenue to the inventors.  

As a matter of fact, the recent legal regulations adopted by the Catalan government in 

2013 and 2014 go in this direction, giving support to the creation of clusters (see 

below, and the Appendices 1 & 2 for more details). 

- “ACORD GOV/172/2013”, corporate governance treaty created by the 

Department of Enterprise and Occupation. It was published the 12th December 

2013 at the official newspaper of Catalonia’s Government.  

It explains the creation of the programme “Catalunya Clústers” and the bases 

to access in it. (See Appendix 1) 

- “RESOLUCIÓ EMO/287/2014”, the resolution published on the 12th February 

2014, which explains the development of the programme and determines the 

period of time that companies in the cork sector have to apply.  

(See Appendix 2) 

3.2. CLUSTERS INITIATIVES 

According to a report elaborated by the Government of Catalonia (2010) there are 

several cluster initiatives divided as follows:  

• Water and energy: energy efficiency, water treatment and photovoltaic. 

• Food: food & beverage, pork meat, aquaculture, cork caps, packaging and 

functional food field. 

• Design Manufacturing: home products and fashion textiles. 

• Mobility: automotive industry, motorcycle and railway. 

• Health: medical technology. 

  18  
  



• Industrial systems: machine tool, agricultural machinery, advanced materials 

and optics & photonics.  

• Cross-sectoral: kids related products, sport industry and cosmetics & personal 

care.  

3.3. THE CASE OF AECORK, THE CATALAN CORK CLUSTER  

Figure 4: Logo of AECORK 

The cork cap cluster is part of the Food Sector; the name of 

the initiative in Catalonia is AECORK and is mainly located 

in the Region of Girona. It includes companies and other 

agents that are dealing with cork products and especially 

cork caps for the wine industry.   

 

The following are the attributes that characterize this cluster’s competitiveness:  

Mission and proposal of differentiation:  

The cork cluster’ mission is to preserve its leadership of quality inside the subsector of 

caps for wine and sparkling wine through innovation, communication, 

internationalization and sustainability.  

Corporate governance and Organizational structure: 

The strategy of this cluster is directly supervised by AECORK that has the organizational 

structure shown in Table 1. The president, a cluster manager, the board of directors 

and the technical equipment constitute the Cork Cluster in Catalonia.  In Table 2 are 

given some basic indicators of the economic performance of this cluster for the year 

2013. As it can be seen from the data, the cork cluster is pulling together 26 companies 

from different sectors of activity (see Table 3) with a turnover of €200 million and it 

employs 1,000 workers. It is important to notice that 5% of the financial resources 

obtained are dedicated to the R&D activity. 

 

Source: www.aecork.com 
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Table 1: Organizational structure of AECORK 

Source: self-elaborated based on data from “Clústers de Catalunya Anuari 2013”, by Joan Miquel 

Hernández Gascón, Jordi Fontrodona Francolí i Raül Blanco Díaz, page 100. 

 

Table 2: Cork Cluster Aggregated data for 2013 

INDICATORS AMOUNT 

Total amount of partners 30 

Number of member companies 26 

Total turnover (million €) 200 

Total employment 1000 

Average expenditure on R&D billing (%) 5 

Average export billing (%) 50 

Source: self-elaborated based on data from “Clústers de Catalunya Anuari 2013”, by Joan Miquel 

Hernández Gascón, Jordi Fontrodona Francolí i Raül Blanco Díaz, page 100. 

 

President: Sr. Francesc Jiménez (Corcho del País, S.A.) 

Cluster Manager: Sr. Manuel Pretel 

•Corcho del País, S.A. 
•Francisco Oller, S.A. 
• J.Vigas, S.A. 
•Manuel Serra, S.A. 
•TESA 
•Narciso Mercader, S.A. 
•Gispert Lloveras, S.L. 
• Industries Geyru, S.A. 

Board of directors: 

•Manager 
•Head of Communication 
•Head of Administration 

Technical equipment: 
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“Based on cluster studies, the government provided assistance for a cork research and 

applications centre in Palafrugell (currently developing an international standard for 

cork quality)” – On competition (Michael Porter, 2008, page 282) 

 

 

 

Source: self-elaborated based on data from “Clústers de Catalunya Anuari 2013”, by Joan Miquel 

Hernández Gascón, Jordi Fontrodona Francolí i Raül Blanco Díaz page 101. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Associated Companies and Agencies in the Cork Cluster (2013) 
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4. THE SPANISH CORK SECTOR OF PRODUCTION 

“The industry of cork taps in Spain was implemented for the first time in a village 

called Agullana in Girona’s province, around 1750 and it was an absolute initiative 

carried out by Catalan people in collaboration with some French operators.”6 

Spain has been considered as “the second global power of cork production” with over 

3,000 million of cork caps for wines and sparkling white wine in 2012 (Article of 

Inversión&Finanzas of 7th March, Unknown Author, 2013). Moreover, this sector of 

production has been able to overcome the economical crises thanks to an investment 

that improves the quality of caps due to technological changes and strict controls of 

quality. 

The agencies that lead the initiative Cork in Spain are: AECORK, Asecor, Apcor, 

C.E.Liège, IcSuro (Catalan Institution of Cork), Iprocor and Retecork. There are 150 

enterprises aggregated in Catalonia, Andalusia and Extremadura. In Catalonia it is 

placed the manufacture and commercialisation while in Andalusia and Extremadura it 

takes place the preparation of cork. Between 60% and 80% of cork’s production value 

is used as caps for wines and as a result of it the wine sector it is strictly linked to this 

sector.7 

As we can see in Table 4 below the number of enterprises in the wood and cork sector 

raises up to 6.904 which represents the total amount of 5,68% of the Spanish industry. 

It has a turnover of 5.368.144€ and we can observe that the value of exports is 

approximately 140 millions of € higher than the value of imports (Balance of trade). A 

remarkable unit is the comparative advantage index that it just represents a 0,06. We 

can note that the unitary labour cost it is quite big 88,3% compared to the 

compensation received by the employees which it represents only a 27,3%. In addition 

there is a low productivity of 30,9 and the investment of 5,9%. 

6 Francisco Manuel Parejo Moruno; El negocio del corcho en España durante el siglo XX, 2010, page 15.  
7 The information above has been taken from an article called “La industria de tapón de corcho factura 
350 millones, el 50% en exportaciones”, published 07/03/2013, by an unknown author, and available 
online at http://www.finanzas.com/noticias/empresas/20130307/industria-tapon-corcho-factura-
1793268.html. 
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According to Appendix 3 this sector of production employs 2,6% of workers from the 

whole Spanish industry and it represents a 1,0% of production, always referring to the 

total amount of the Spanish production. We can see that it is not a strong sector, but it 

still has a considerable quantity of workers.  

Table 4: Wood and cork sector in Spain 

Basic Variables Units Values in 2012 % Total Industry 

Number of companies Units 6.904 5,68 

Turnover Million € 5.368.144 0,94 

Production Million € 5.269.289 1,03 

Added Value (AV) Million € 1.533.450 1,22 

Employed Units 49.602 2,58 

Medium size Units 7,18 0,45 

Employee Compensation Million € 27,3 0,72 

Productivity (AV/Employed) Million € 30,9 0,47 

Unitary Labor Cost Percentage % 88,3 1,52 

Investment rate Percentage % 5,9 0,44 

Exports (X) Million € 1.167,3 0,58 

Imports (I) Million € 1.029,0 0,42 

Balance of Trade (NX=X-I) Million € 138,3 - 

Comparative Advantage Index - 0,06 - 

Source: Ministerio de industria, energía y turismo, Gobierno de España,  Abril 2014, “Presentaciones 

Sectoriales Sector Madera y Corcho”, available online at http://www.minetur.gob.es/es-

ES/IndicadoresyEstadisticas/Presentaciones%20sectoriales/Madera%20y%20corcho.pdf 
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In the Appendix 4 there are two charts about the recent evolution of the industrial 

index of production, starting by late 2007 till 2013. It shows the continuous decrement 

of the Spanish sector on the left and on the right the EU cork sector together with the 

Spanish one. There has been a soft positive behaviour in the third semester of 2013.  

To sum up, the cork sector of production represents a small part within the Spanish 

industrial sector. One of the main reasons is because of the difficulty to extract cork 

out of trees, a sophisticated system is required and, normally, this product is not 

demanded as much as others. Nevertheless, the increment of wine production and 

white sparkling wine affects positively the production of more cork caps.  
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4.1. COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS OF THE SPANISH CORK SECTOR WITH THE SWOT 

FRAMEWORK 

As it can be seen in Table 5 hereafter, the following internal and external factors can 

be identified from the analysis of the cork sector: 

Table 5: SWOT analysis of the Spanish cork sector 

STRENGTHS 

• Strong knowledge of the industry (Know-
how) 

• Investment in R&D 
• New strategic plan elaborated in 2013 
• Initiatives to improve quality controls 
• Incorporation of laboratories in which 

professionals can keep doing research 
• Efficient allocation of production 
• Cost sharing & increment of production 

flexibility 

WEAKNESSES 

• Possible drawbacks to adapt to new 
regulations and Europe standards (to 
changes in general) 

• CO2 gas emissions (not controlled) 
• Increasement of coordination costs 
• Lack of control 
• Capital investments may be necessary  

OPPORTUNITIES 

• To increase exports by accessing to new 
markets, especially to: Russia, Chile, USA, 
China, Mexico and in the UK 

• Negotiate with agencies to help in the 
internationalization process 

• Vertical integration with the industrial 
sector to increase the commercialisation 
of the cork products in particular cork 
caps.  

• Customer acquisitions 
 

THREATS 

• Use of plastic caps for wine and sparkling 
white wine 

• Negative impact because of the 
economical crisis 

• Strong competence/rivalry with cork 
industries in Portugal or other countries 

• EU competition rules 
• Choosing a “wrong” partner for long-

term cooperation 
• Transition of a bad image 

 

Source: Self-elaborated 
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4.2. CORK CLUSTER IN CATALONIA 

The Catalan cork cluster, as indicated in Figure 5, has between 50 and 100 

establishments and approximately 1,000 to 3,000 workers. It is located in the region of 

Girona, in the North-East of Catalonia. 

Figure 5: “Map of the local industrial production systems in Catalonia” 

 

Source: “Cluster and competitiveness: the case of Catalonia (1993-2010)”, page 18 

Thanks to cluster studies made by some professionals in the area and following 

Porter’s theories, the government provided assistance for a cork research and 

applications centre in Palafrugell. At the moment researchers are developing an 

international standard for cork quality.  

Also in the educational area, there have been offered several courses to students to 

give them some knowledge of the material and its possible transformations, and so 

potentiate the development of new cork applications to enterprises. 
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4.2.1. CLUSTER MAP 

Table 6: The Catalan Cork Cluster 

Source: Self-elaborated 

As this Map suggests, there are connections and interactions within different 

companies when we take a deep look into the Catalan Cork Cluster, going from the 

customers to suppliers, either local or foreign ones, or even looking up to government 

institutions such as the European Commission with the Observatory for the Industrial 

Foresight and the Catalan Government, with a cluster promotion programme in 

Acció10. There are also connections with other clusters mainly with the wine one and 

other type of companies that help to extract cork and transport it. Nevertheless, one 

of the main important bubbles in this map are the Skilled labour, cork oak 

Sclerophyllous forests and specialized infrastructures; because without them this 

cluster would not be possible. Finally, it is important to stress the presence of research 

& technology laboratories that keep studying and developing new processes meant to 

improve efficiency in the mid long term. 
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4.3. THE COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES OF CATALONIA 

Catalonia is a competitive region because of its original methodology of doing business 

thanks to almost two decades of experience. It is common to foster strategies by 

applying Porter’s analysis tools; this area attempts to combine know-how with process 

tools. Catalonia has a strong capacity to adapt to changes in doing business together 

with a quick implementation of innovative processes in the production sector. 

This capability of starting and improving businesses, which is shown in Table 7, it 

operates in 42 sectors of production in which “wood, furniture and cork” represents a 

9,5% of the total production, having 441 establishments with around 4,240 employees 

and a turnover of 525 million of €.   

Table 7: “Local production systems in Catalonia by sector” 

Source: “Cluster and competitiveness: the case of Catalonia (1993-2010)”, page 67 

 

When innovating in cluster policies there are different types of projects: local cluster 

competitive reinforcement initiatives, strategy-focused clusters, and incipient and 

emerging clusters. 
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According to the study “The new industry in Catalonia: renewing and adapting cluster 

policy to the challenges of the global competitiveness scenario” published by Antoni 

Soy8 and Alberto Pezzi (2012)9, the Cork industry in Costa Brava is a clear example of a 

local cluster competitiveness reinforcement initiative (Figure 6). Its objective is to 

reinforce the cluster competitiveness by promoting strategic change and horizontal 

cooperation initiatives. 

In conclusion, the analysis shows that it is an advantage to have two or more 

companies of the same industry belonging to the same supply chain stage and usually 

producing and trading with the same products, and working together. This type of 

alliance, that is, the creation of a hub, helps firms to add to their strength and gain 

benefits.  

Figure 6: “Competitiveness reinforcement initiatives and Cluster positioning in Catalonia (2004-
onwards)” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: “Cluster and competitiveness: the case of Catalonia (1993-2010)”, page 22 

8 Ex- Deputy Ministry for Industry and Enterprise. 
9 Director Diagnostic and Foresight Area Observatory for Industrial Foresight. 
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4.4. DIAMOND MODEL 

In a common basis the creation of a cluster allows all the forming companies to access 

to specialized inputs, employees, information and most of the time even to institutions 

and public goods. There are incentives and performance measurement together with 

different types of complementarities.  

FACTOR CONDITIONS 

When analysing this first attribute of the Diamond model it is important to mention 

the strong capability in upgrading and deploying resources over time to meet the 

upcoming demand, owning important factors such as skilled resources (natural, human 

and capital) and technological/scientific base for developing a better product. New 

innovations and methods have given the local industry the comparative advantage.  

Furthermore, the existence of an infrastructure necessary to compete in the cork 

industry and specialized to its particular needs (factor quality and factor 

specialization). Thus considering the infrastructure the whole of a physical, 

administrative, of information, scientific and technological.  

Nevertheless, there is the collection of cluster information through trade associations, 

development of courses for managers on regulatory, quality and managerial issues. 

And to keep maintaining a close liaison with infrastructure providers to address 

specialized cluster needs.  

CONTEXT FOR FIRMS, STRATEGY & RIVALRY 

Given the fact that there is a local context that encourages appropriate forms of 

investment and sustained upgrading. With vigorous competition among locally-based 

rivals and rivals set outside the country for instance in Portugal.  

 

This cluster works through trade fairs and delegations, collaborates with the 

government initiatives to export promotion efforts and create directories of cluster 

participants. 
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The strategy which is explained in mission and proposal of differentiation, defines the 

cork cluster’ mission to preserve its leadership of quality inside of the subsector of 

caps for wine and sparkling wine through innovation, communication, 

internationalization and sustainability. Those are the main areas where to focus its 

attention. 

DEMAND CONDITIONS 

A strong trend setting local markets has helped this local firms anticipate to global 

trends and emerging buyer needs. Together with a strong demand from champagne 

industries in Catalonia, due to the importance of cava, which seek cork stoppers either 

from natural cork products or as granulate-agglomerated products depending on the 

cork used. Also, the demand of cork caps for sparkling wines produced in neighbouring 

areas. 

 

There is pressure of companies inside the cork cluster to meet high standards, usually 

required by sophisticated and demanding local customers, urging those companies to 

improve, innovate and upgrade into more advanced segments. It is very useful to work 

with the government to streamline regulations and modify them to encourage 

innovation by establishing local testing and standards organizations. 

RELATED & SUPPORTING INDUSTRIES 

Catalonia has a high local availability of research and training services, which give 

strength to the country, but on the other hand in terms of quantity and quality it does 

not have a high competitiveness of suppliers or the access to the latest technologies, 

so as a reason of that there should be an improvement in this sector and the potential 

of the country would increase. 

 

This cluster encourages a certain pressure on local suppliers to lift their game. Thus, an 

advantage based on close working relationships among companies inside the cluster. 

Thanks to a quick and constant flow of information, and on-going exchange of ideas 

and share processes in order to accelerate the pace of innovation.  

 

  31  
  



With the presence of capable locally based suppliers and related industries, which 

establish a cluster-based trade association, attracts local investments through 

individual and collective efforts. Besides, local competition has created innovations 

and cost effectiveness for the cluster. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

The competitive analysis of the Catalan cork cluster allows highlighting the following 

aspects in favour of cluster initiatives in the territory: 

• Helps the region of Girona to understand how its economy works as a system 

way and which political initiatives will have a better impact in the mid long run. 

• Gives to the regional government new ways to interact with firms and answer 

to collective demands of its workers. 

• Offer an alternative to share of services and information among all the firms 

belonging to the cluster. The cluster, as a network, does not pay attention only 

to individual functions it is a sum of all the companies’ actions.  

• Permit the organizations that have a connection with the cluster to inform and 

prepare workers, which are this way more productive; firms are thus, more 

informed and better connected with employees’ necessities.  

• Reassign resources in order to be maximized inside the cluster business.  

• Constructs a clear and specific framework based on strengths and shared 

among all its participants. 

• Has a better performance in terms of increasing and achieving international 

competitiveness. 

• Attracts foreign investment.  

• Development of advanced and specialized factors. 

• Collection and dissemination of economic information. 

• Export promotion. 

• Regulatory reforms.  

• Introduction of product certification programmes. 

• Instituting policies for upgrading technology. 

• Incrementing the work force’s implication to keep elaborating new processes 

of production and working in research and development.  
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Suggestions 

Some scholars advocate also in favour of a greater involvement of the academic 

institutions, like universities, in studying and promoting the cluster initiatives and in 

particular, the analysis of the cork cluster.  

More implication would increase the possibility to develop new useful ideas to 

improve technical areas of the cluster. 

Moreover, the existence of an active involvement from the Central and the Regional 

Government in order to maintain clusters initiatives in Catalonia. One possible way 

would be to support them through economic incentives.  

The creation of programmes or courses open to people interested in clusters to give 

basic notions on the topic and work on possible fresh thoughts and ideas analysed by 

competent workers of the area and taken into account.  
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8. APPENDICES 

1. ACORD GOV/172/2013. 

2. RESOLUCIÓ EMO/287/2014. 

3. Chart of Employed and Production respect the total industry in Spain (April 

2014), Spanish Government report. 

4. Chart: Index of industrial production (2007-2013) 

5. Table: The local production systems in Catalonia 

6. Article: At the end of chapter 7 where Michael Porter deals with Clusters and 

Competition: “New agendas for companies, governments and institutions”, at 

page 282 there is an article about “Microclusters in Catalonia”. It is divided into 

five sections: History, Actors, Cluster Definition, Process of Change and Results. 
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