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5. 
Quinta da Murteira, Portel 
After completing a degree in mechanical engineering, 
Gonçalo Fonseca Vital worked in real estate and civil 
construction until 2010, when he decided to quit his  
corporate job. He returned home to the hilltop village  
of Portel and started Cozinha d’Aboim, a restau-
rant business that focused on 100 per cent Alentejan  
dishes and wine.

He also set about reviving his family’s abandoned 
olive grove. “The 6,000 olive trees, some older than 1,000 
years, were so neglected that they were producing almost 
nothing,” he says. He planted more than 3,000 new 
trees – varieties like the galega and the cobrançosa, which 
are adapted to the arid conditions of Alentejo – and is  
working to produce premium olive oil. “I’m converting 
the whole grove to organic production, which I believe is 
the future of agriculture.”

Vital says that the new job has changed his life. “I 
see agriculture as a passion not a job or an obligation,” 
he says. “This life not only gives me joy but I value the 
sensation of freedom and the quality of life out here.”

4. 
Quinta 1001 Patas, Orca 
When longtime Portugal residents Lucas Coesens and 
Gerrie Van Rompaey – both Belgian – left hectic jobs 
in Porto in 2014 for an old quinta in the scenic Castelo 
Branco district, they invited some unusual guests: 300 
Hungarian Mangalitsa pigs. Their 19-hectare organic 
and free-range farm is now a playground for these por-
cine specimens, which grow slowly and are naturally 
fattier than other pigs, therefore producing more fla-
vourful meat. The goal was to supply the pork-hungry 
Portuguese culinary scene with something other than the 
usual black-pig offering. 

“Portuguese chefs from top restaurants, like Vila Joya 
in Algarve and Taberna da Rua das Flores in Lisbon, love 
to work with this kind of pork,” says Van Rompaey, who 
used to have a job in TV. As a result the firm, Quinta 1001 
Patas, has grown 50 per cent since last year. “Some order 
a whole animal and use it from nose to tail, even using 
the healthy fat to cook in or make charcuterie. The meat 
is perfect for ageing so the flavours get more intense.”
quinta1001patas.com

3. 
Dona Dorinda, Evora
Previously in the pharmaceutical industry, Victor 
Conceicao had no professional experience in wine-making  
before he decided to study oenology in 2006. What  
he did have was a desire for a different way of living. 
Soon he was getting hands-on experience at wineries in 
Alentejo and, by 2007, he decided he was ready to start a 
new vineyard project, Dona Dorinda, in Evora. 

In Portugal, wine-making is often a family affair  
but, because Conceicao started from zero, he had a 
different perspective. “Take, for example, the organic 
wine-making business,” he says. “It was totally unknown 
here when I started experimenting with it in 2006. Older 
Portuguese wine-makers consider organic too compli-
cated.” He started with two hectares of viognier and 
syrah grapes, producing 2,500 bottles of his first vintage 
in 2011. He has now amassed seven hectares and pro-
duced 5,000 bottles last year. The secret to his success? 
“Being open-minded about the wine-making businesses 
is the way to go, especially in traditional Portugal.” 
donadorinda.com 

2. 
Paisagindo Bio, Terena 
In search of a slower pace of life, Angelo Carreto and 
Vanda Penetra quit their busy environmental consultancy 
jobs in separate cities to live together on a quiet farm near 
the hilltop village of Terena in southern Portugal. With 
degrees in landscape architecture and a love of nature, 
they set up Paisagindo Bio, a company growing organic 
herbs and flowers that can be used in teas and seasonings.

In the shadow of the town’s castelo, they tend to seven 
hectares of organic lemon verbena, thyme, stevia and 
other plants. They are harvested three to four times a 
year and sent to organic shops around the country or 
sold online. “Our ‘Drain You’ detox tea has been a huge 
success: we sold more than 4,000 items since June this 
year thanks to a social-media campaign,” says Carreto. 
“For the moment our profits rise 30 per cent each year,” 
he adds. “Now we are working with a team of pick-
ers during harvest season and four employees in the  
workshop so that we can focus on the commercial  
aspect and marketing.” 
paisagindobio.pt

1.
Bolota Viva, Alandroal
After years of running a gourmet hamburger restau-
rant in Porto, Sónia Costa and Marco Cabaço wanted 
a change. So in 2016 they sold the business and moved 
to Alandroal, a remote town in the Alentejo region. The 
couple’s new company, Bolota Viva, focuses on one small 
and often overlooked natural product: the acorn. 

“We started to get fascinated by this little nut when 
we were experimenting in our restaurant with a ham-
burger made with black pork and acorn puree,” says 
Cabaço. They found that bolotas are often used as cheap 
pig feed or ignored. So Costa, a food engineer, started 
using acorns to make pastes, coffee replacements and 
gluten-free flour. Things quickly took off: they processed 
400kg of acorns in 2015 and went through 800kg last year. 
Their products are sold in Portugal; demand for their nut 
spread is particularly high. “The next step is looking at 
international markets,” says Cabaço. “It is 100 per cent 
Portugal and pure, and will appeal to health-conscious 
consumers around the world.”
bolota.pt
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Taking root in 
the country
Escaping city life to start afresh in the countryside 
and doing something more connected with nature  
is a dream of many, even if few take the steps to 
make it a reality. What could that future look like? 
We meet five entrepreneurs in Portugal who have 
upped sticks to bring their city nous to rural life  
– and are reaping the benefits. 
writer Debbie Pappyn photographers David De Vleeschauwer & Gonçalo Fonseca

Megabytes? Don’t 
spend mega bucks
by David Phelan

Technology

The advent of technology in school 
has seen textbooks replaced with 
tablets. Goodbye dog-eared pages; 
hello instantly updated e-books with 
chapters revised and typos removed.

Apple, which has focused on 
education for more than four 
decades, has a program that allows 
teachers to control what appears 
on classroom iPads. It also stores 
all schoolwork in the cloud: stu-
dents can pick up any iPad and log 
in to see their work. This ease of 
use, and Apple’s store of almost 2 
million apps, ostensibly means that 

educational needs are covered. But 
look out Cupertino, because some 
US schools are swapping iPads for 
cheaper internet-connected laptops 
with software by Google.

There are a few different options 
to consider as the new school and 
university terms start. The Google 
Pixel 3a is a high-end smartphone 
at a mid-range price; it features 
one of the best smartphone cam-
eras available, an attractive 5.6-inch 
oled screen and strong battery life. 
As it’s made by Google, it’s guaran-
teed to receive software updates and 

innovations before other phones that 
run on the firm’s Android operat-
ing system – and that includes the 
new augmented-reality mapping, 
which launched on the device. This 
new feature can, for instance, float  
arrows in the air above the camera’s 
view of the street ahead – so no more 
confusion about which way to turn.

Elsewhere, the Huawei Matebook  
13 laptop is highly accomplished and 
won’t bulk up a student’s Fjällräven 
backpack. It’s powerful enough for 
the most demanding elements of 
Photoshop and video looks great on 
its pin-sharp 13-inch display.

Apple’s iPad is not cheap but 
still a solid choice and, with software 
updates due for release, increasingly 
viable as a laptop replacement. Even 
the entry-level iPad is compatible 
with the Apple Pencil so your cre-
ative needs are covered. It might 
be worth waiting before you buy, 
though. Apple traditionally updates 
the iPad in autumn; a rumoured new 
model is said to boast a 10.2-inch  
display (larger than the current  
9.7-inch version) while maintaining 
the size of the current tablet. 

T R A N S P O R T  /  G L O B A L

Flying into 
the office
Is rush hour getting you 
down? We visit the cities 
rising above it all.
writers Mary Holland & Annick Weber  
photographer Cristóbal Palma

Clockwise from top left: Tending herbs; 
Cabaço’s acorn trees; Dona Dorinda winery; 

dusty pigs; Dona Dorinda’s wine; Angelo 
Carreto; Marco Cabaço; stevia at Paisagindo 

Bio; Lucas Cousens; sheep and olive trees

flights and have signed our first sales 
contract with Air BP. In addition, we 
are currently testing the fuel with a 
major airline. The biggest challenge 
is the price which, due to the com-
plex production process, is about 
three times higher than that of a  
traditional jet fuel. 

m: Do you think Neste’s back-
ground as an oil company is in 
conflict with your emphasis on 
sustainability? Will you forgo oil? 
pv: Rebranding an oil company 
takes a lot of work; it’s about more 
than just words and promises. You 
need to show something concrete 
in order to convince people that 
you have changed. We have worked  
really hard to arrive at a situation 
where two thirds of our profit comes 
from renewable energy. We have  
two traditional-oil refineries in 
Finland, which we still maintain.  
We are currently looking at meth-
ods to make them more sustainable  
and will decide on their future  
once our analysis is done. What is  
for sure is that they will not stay  
the way they are. 

E N E R G Y  /  F I N L A N D

Packing heat
Neste CEO Peter Vanacker 
explains how renewable fuel  
is stoking the oil firm’s profits.
writer Petri Burtsov  
photographer Juho Kuva

Finding elegant and affordable  
public-transport solutions in already 
crowded cities is tricky. It takes time, 
money and strong city governments 
to rip up roads for new bike, bus or 
tram lanes, let alone pull apart whole 
neighbourhoods to build a new 
metro line. But there is a less-utilised  
space for public transport that urban 
planners are cottoning on to: the sky.  

In Bolivia, for instance, a new 
cable-car system, Mi Teleférico, is 
showing how the open space above 
your head can offer city-changing 
transport opportunities. “If you look 

down, the traffic is horrible,” says 
Nicky Gott, who works for La Paz-
based Salar Travel. Like many of the 
city’s residents, she was once stuck 
in those traffic jams; today she glides 
to work above it all. 

La Paz, which sits in a canyon 
surrounded by jagged mountains, 
was in dire need of an innovative 
public-transport system to better 
connect it with neighbouring hill-
top city of El Alto. A growing pop-
ulation of 800,000 was straining 
the rudimentary bus system, roads 
were congested and underground 
rivers prevent a subway system  
from being built; the only option 
was to go up. “We evaluated systems 
such as exclusive-rail buses, subway 
systems, elevated trains and trams,” 
says Cesar Dockweiler, ceo of  
Mi Teleférico. “Only the cable car 
fulfilled the requirements.”

Not only was it a smart option for 
a mountainous city, it could also be 
implemented quickly. Construction 
began in 2013 and within a year 
the first line was inaugurated; there 
are now 10 lines that transport 
more than 280,000 people a day, 
making it the world’s largest urban 

cable-car system. The final part of 
the $710m, three-phase project is 
said to be in the works, though the  
government has not yet confirmed 
its start date.

As well as providing a quick, 
comfortable and enjoyable way to 
travel – complete with views of the 
snowcapped Mount Illimani – foot-
fall through stations has rejuvenated 
areas and created opportunities for 
businesses. La Paz’s former central 
railway station, which had been 
closed for years, is now a cable-car 
stop boasting an outlet of hip coffee 
shop Typica, a café and a museum. 
“The commercial areas are part of 
the mission and vision of the cable 
car,” says Dockweiler.

It’s also proved to be a place 
where new habits are formed. “The 
Teleférico is for everyone,” says 
Gott. “You could be sitting next to a 
cholita [minority indigenous women 
in traditional dress]. People are so 
proud of it and they’re keeping it 
clean. That says a lot about how our 
city is developing.” 

While many countries are realis-
ing the potential of blue-sky think-
ing, others have been enjoying the  
benefits of hitting the heights for 
decades. Germany, for instance, 
is home to the world’s oldest 
electric-suspension railway: the 
Schwebebahn. Earlier this month  
its aged fleet of 1970s trains was 
replaced with 28 new models built 
by German manufacturer Vossloh. 
They feature air-conditioned  
carriages, improved disabled access, 
panoramic rear windows and fully 
digital cockpits. 

Opened in 1901 to connect 
industrial communities along the 
River Wupper in North Rhine-
Westphalia, the 13.3km elevated 
railway soon became the linch-
pin of the city of Wuppertal. “The 
Schwebebahn was the uniting 
bond,” says Rainer Friedrich, from 
wsw, the municipal-owned firm that 
runs the railway. “There are now 
an additional 56 bus lines but the 
suspension railway remains the cen-
trepiece of Wuppertal.” 

The ongoing importance of this 
piece of urban infrastructure, which 
carries 65,000 people a day, was 
made clear when it was closed for 
repairs after an accident in November 
2018. Travel times on replacement 
buses were double, or even triple, 
the 30 minutes it takes to go from 
one end of the railway’s 20-station 
line to the other. “Wuppertal with-
out the Schwebebahn is like London 
without the Tube,” says bookshop 
owner Kerstin Hardenburg. “It’s 
our main way of getting around.” 
The 10-month closure had an 
effect on businesses too, she says. 
“Footfall in my shop suffered when 
the Schwebebahn wasn’t running.” 

The suspended railway reopened 
on 1 August with 80 newly trained 
conductors and increased frequency: 
trains now run every two minutes 
during peak hours (up from every 
five minutes) in order to better  
serve the needs of the city’s 350,000 
inhabitants. As one daily commuter 
says, “The Schwebebahn offers a 
feeling of freedom that no other 
mode of transport can compete 
with, especially when floating above 
the congestion at rush hour.” 

gas emissions by up to 90 per cent 
over its lifecycle, is of higher quality,  
increases the engine’s performance 
and can lower the vehicle’s main-
tenance costs. So there is still huge 
potential in the market. I don’t see the 
electrification of vehicles as a threat;  
we need all the possible solutions to 
fight climate change. Besides, there 
are many instances in which renew-
able diesel is more environmentally 
friendly than battery power.

m: Discussions about the carbon 
footprint of aviation are taking 
off. What are the benefits of 
renewable jet fuel?
pv: The aviation sector has pledged 
to grow in a carbon-neutral manner. 
The demand for jet fuel is growing 
at a rate of 2 per cent a year. Some 
airlines will target carbon neutrality 
by planting more forests but others 
will look for renewable fuels, such as 
ours, as an alternative. The market is 
not fully there yet but we believe in 
the product, which is why we invested 
€1.4bn to increase the production 
capacity of our Singapore refinery. 
We’ve tested it on more than 1,000 

monocle: What kind of renewable 
energy do you offer and what are 
you working on for the future?
peter vanacker: We are a world 
leader in producing renewable diesel 
for road transportation from waste 
and residue materials. We have also 
introduced a renewable jet fuel for 
the aviation sector and produce a 
100 per cent renewable hydrocar-
bon that can be used to manufacture  
bio-based plastics and chemicals. We 
also produce a renewable propane 
made from waste and residue, and 
can be used to make green camp-
ing gas, for example. About a third 
of our staff work in innovation so we 
have many things in the pipeline.

m: Electric cars are becoming 
more popular in the short term. 
What does the long term hold? 
pv: The current consumption of 
diesel globally is about 900 million 
tonnes and is set to grow, at least 
until 2030. Our current capacity to 
produce renewable diesel is about  
3 million tonnes. If you take that into 
consideration compared to fossil 
diesel, our diesel reduces greenhouse 

Facing growing environmental con-
cern over fossil fuels, Finnish oil 
company Neste has spent the past 
few decades transforming itself into 
a producer of renewable fuel. It came 
third in this year’s Global 100 rank-
ing of the world’s most sustainable 
large corporations, making it the 
world’s cleanest energy company. 
How? By developing technology that 
refines industrial residue and waste 
into fuel for cars and planes. The 
company predicts strong demand 
for renewable fuels as emission limits 
grip tighter globally.

We met ceo Peter Vanacker at the 
company’s headquarters in Espoo, 
Finland, to hear more.

“A third of our staff work in 
innovation so we have many 

things in the pipeline”
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