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Cork: A smart, sustainable

MANUFACTURERS HIGHLIGHT INHERENT BENEFITS, NEW DESIGNS

By Jenna Lippiﬁ

hile top players across
all categories, from
wood to carpet to LVT,

work to create a more sustain-
able flooring option, the major
manufacturers in the world of
cork flooring can sit

during the sales process.
Without proper knowledge, the
product cannot be sold.

Upon noticing the lack of
information among retailers
and their associates, cork pro-
ducers have launched initiatives
to help educate the individuals

design. As more aesthetically
pleasing visuals become avail-
able with cork, an increasing
amount of customers will ask
about it in-store.

Keeble agreed that the intro-
duction of cork to an everyday
consumer is a daunting task.
“That’s what the chal-

back and relax as
their products are
inherently environ-
mentally friendly and
made of rapidly re-
newable material.

When some of the
principal cork manu-
facturers were asked
why their flooring is
the most sustainable,
all executives cited
the harvesting pro-
cess. The trees from
which bark is collect-
ed to create cork
flooring are not cut
down, as they are
with hardwood floors.
Cork bark is harvested
about every nine
years, sometimes less,
and it regenerates
over its lifespan for
continued harvests. As
explained by Ann Wicander,
president of WE Cork, repro-
duction under 10 years is con-
sidered rapidly renewable.

“From a product standpoint,
cork’s sustainability is primarily
attributed to the harvest cycle;
the material is renewable,” said
Gary Keeble, product and mar-
keting manager at USFloors.
“Cork oaks can live for hun-
dreds of years. [Cork] replenish-
es itself and is a self-sustaining
material.”

Furthering its environmen-
tal efforts, some cork manufac-
turers reuse the waste from the
manufacturing process to create
other cork goods. USFloors uses
discarded cork from the produc-
tion of cork stoppers, made by
its parent company, Amorim,
“to build what is called the
agglomerated cork layer,
Keeble noted. “If you think of a
corkboard, that’s agglomerated
cork granules. The decorative
cork layer is on top of that, so
the agglomeration is where the
cushion-like part is. You also see
[the waste used in] underlay-
ments. Even the dust that is cre-
ated is used”

While cork has numerous
attributes to tout, the roadblock
that most manufacturers have
faced is reaching consumers.
Because most retail salespeople
are uneducated when it comes
to cork, they choose to skip it

While many consumers believe cork may not be
appropriate for certain areas of the home, such as
the kitchen, it can actually be installed throughout

most residential environments.

who are responsible for getting
the word out to consumers.
Because cork has yet to become
a widespread flooring choice in
the United States, retailers must
present the product as an option
themselves; a consumer’s spe-
cific request for cork is still rare.

According to Wicander,
dealer-focused training and con-
sumer awareness have
helped WE Cork gain
popularity. “The con-
sumer is seeing the dif-
ferent visuals and ease
of installation with all
the benefits that no
other floor can provide.
The dealer training pro-
grams give comfort and
confidence that enable
the sale. The successful
dealer does not wait for
the customer to ask
about cork, but offers it
as an option instead of
other hard surfaces and
as a solution to prob-
lems like cold floors,
arthritic joints, aller-
gies, basement remod-
els, second-story sound
issues and so on.”

Creating cork appeal
for consumers

lenge is with marketing
cork flooring. There are
so many great benefits
to the floor, but of
course the entry end of
the category is always
style. It has to be pretty
for the customer to put
it in her house; there’s a
certain taste level. But
when it comes to bene-
fits, where do you
start?”

Cork has actually
been a flooring option
for decades, but the
designs of yesteryear do
not compare to what
technology allows for
today. “Manufacturing
of cork dates back to the
early 1900s, with many
cork floors installed in
Europe and North
America in the 1920s and 1930s
still viable today,” explained
Margaret Buchholz, marketing
and design, Capri Cork. “[Cork]
is an ‘old’ proven flooring
option, and as new fresh designs
are available, it appeals to a
broader group of buyers”

Producers of cork recognize
the importance of modern
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design and appealing visuals,
driving them to research and
invest in the latest technologies
to manufacture the most attrac-
tive products. For example,
Amorim, which oversees sever-
al cork brands, has “spearhead-
ed the effort to incorporate dig-
ital printing into the comforts of
cork,” said Michael Bennett,
CEO, U.S.

A growing amount of retail-
ers have, in fact, embraced cork
and are witnessing an over-
whelmingly positive response
from consumers. As noted by
Keeble, “As people become con-
verts, when they’ve learned
about cork and actually put it in
their homes, they come back to
it. You get repeat business with
people who purchase cork.”

Alice DeGennaro, owner of
Longleaf Lumber based in
Cambridge, Mass., specializes
in reclaimed flooring but decid-
ed to take on some other green
products, including cork, about
15 years ago. While Longleaf
doesn’t manufacture its own
cork, DeGennaro chose to add
cork to her inventory for cus-

tomers who don’t believe
reclaimed flooring is the right
product for them.

“I like cork because it is a
renewable product,” DeGennaro
said. “It doesnt kill the tree.
Cork is a great option for people
who want to be green, who care
about the environment. Plus,
cork is anti-bacterial and anti-
microbial and offers comfort
underfoot.”

Ease and speed of installa-
tion are additional selling points
for cork, which affects price, as
well, according to DeGennaro.
“Our regular product can be
more expensive, especially
because it has to be finished
after installation,” she explained.
“A lot of cork products are pre-
finished; you put the cork down
and you can walk on it the next
day. The floating options just
click together, so in a day your
floor is done and you're walking
on it”

Carpet Plus in Charlottes-
ville, Va., also sees a number of
satisfied customers thanks to
cork purchases. Like DeGenna-
ro, Duane Cassis, owner of Car-
pet Plus, has been successful in
selling green products. Because
the surrounding area of the
store is home to many “earth
friendly” people, Cassis sells
his fair share of cork flooring.

“In some areas people strug-
gle with [selling cork], but here
it’s something people gravitate

to,” he said. “The people in
this area are willing to spend
a little more for environ-
mentally friendly products.”

Cassis displays cork at the
front of his showroom, mainly
because people are attracted
to the visuals of cork, he said.
While some consumers may
begin their shopping experi-
ences with a different type of
flooring in mind, once they see
cork and learn about its ben-
efits, it becomes the top choice.

“A lot of people come in
thinking they’re looking for
wood, but they go back and
choose cork,” Cassis noted.
“Many consumers also think
cork may not be a wise choice

for kitchen applications, but
we actually sell it quite of-
ten for that part of the home,
mainly because of the visuals
offered and comfort underfoot.
Cork really doesn’t present any
additional issues with things
like water in comparison to
other flooring types. We try to
let the consumer know of any
concerns and they make their
own decisions, but usually they
go for cork”

Bark from cork oaks is harvested

about every nine years and

regenerates for the duration of the

trees’ lifespan, categorizing cork as
arapidly renewable material.




