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Product Extension – Used Wine Corks
Project Description: To reuse and repurpose used wine corks into door mats
Cork is the outer layer of a tree. The “cork oak” tree is the primary type of tree from
which cork is harvested to create the corks used in bottling. This is because the cork oak tree has
a thicker than normal layer of cork due to the evolution that has taken place to protect these trees.
These trees are found primarily near the Mediterranean Sea (in Portugal, Algeria, Spain,
Morocco, France, Italy and Tunisia) and have had to withstand varied and hazardous weather
conditions. Cork is a unique material and highly durable. It is “lightweight, rot resistant, fire
resistant, termite resistant, impermeable to gas and liquid, soft and buoyant.”
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As a natural material, cork is not harmful to health or the environment. After a cork oak
tree is about 25 years old, its cork can be harvested every nine to ten years. And the tree can still
live for up to 600 years. Harvesting the cork is not harmful to the trees and it grows back. The
harvesting process is performed by hand by a team of skilled workers using axes to make sure
that only the cork layer of the tree is removed. The harvest period is very limited and generally
lasts only for about 10 days each year (in June) when the weather is turning warm and the trees
“sweat.” This is when the cork layer is moist and more easily removed from the next layer of the
tree.
Once removed from the trees, workers put the cork-bark onto tractors in stacks and taken
to nearby factories. The cork is then boiled, which makes it softer and easier to work with, and is
then made into thin sheets or planks. The sheets are pressed together and then the corks are either
hand or machine punched.
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There are various grades of cork. The highest grade costs approximately 28 cents to make
and can be sold for one euro. The lower grades can cost as little as 4-5 cents. It is estimated that
there are approximately 13 billion cork wine stoppers produced each year, and approximately
900 million are used by the U.S. wine producers. The cork wine stopper industry was estimated
to be a $1,000,000,000 industry in the year 2000, growing by 7% per year.

Cork oak corks are shipped around the world to be used in bottling wines, including
France, Spain and Italy, as well as the U.S., South America and Australia. Because of the wide
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variety of locations that these corks are shipped to, the annual cost of shipping to the U.S. can be
estimated using WorldFreightRates.com. Based on the average per container shipping price of
$3,000 and the estimated port-to-port sea based shipping of $50,000 USD worth of goods, the
annual total shipping costs to the U.S. is estimated at $8.9 million. (This was the result of
approximating the average cork cost of between 5 cents and 28 cents or 16.5 cents.); 900 million
corks shipped to the U.S. and $3,000 per container (needing 2,970 containers).
While the useful life of a wine cork ends when the bottle is empty, the cork itself can be
repurposed in a relatively easy way. Its resiliency, rot resistant quality and soft and buoyant
texture lends itself to being used in an outdoor environment. In that regard, I collected used wine
corks from several restaurants for several days. I sliced them in half. With the flat side facing
down, I glued them to a fabric with fabric glue. (If I had the ability to have a small hole cut
lengthwise in each cork, I would have taken heavy duty thread and woven the corks together (see
drawing below). The result is a soft but sturdy floor mat, which will not rot and will not require
any maintenance and is sustainable with a new life cycle. The floor mats could be painted or
colored, however I think that using it in its natural color demonstrates a more appropriate use of
this sustainable product.
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Sources:
http://home.howstuffworks.com/question550.htm
http://www.wineanorak.com/corks/howcorkismade.htm
http://www.corkqc.com/production/production2.htm
http://www.freshthemovie.com/2011/03/02/cork-forests-actually-money-does-grow-on-trees/
http://moverdb.com/freight-costs-uk/
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