Mycelia is a feminine w

Mycelia is a relatively
small Belgian spawn pro-
ducer, specialised In the
worldwide supply of mo-
ther cultures and spawn
for speciality mushrooms,
as well as consultancy
and training services and
research into this subject.
The company recently re-
located from Ghent to Ne-
vele. An ideal occasion to
enjoy a glass of wine with
owner and driving force
behind Mycelia, Magda
Verfaillie.

hat Mycelia produces mycelium and

spawm, some 30 tons a week, is pro-
bably widely known, That owner Magda
Verfaillie , a powerhwouse of unstoppable
enweTgy, travels the globe with her part-
ner in business, and in her private life,
Jos van den Ponseele from 5AC02Com-
biness (microsac permeable bags and mi-
croboxes) 18 no secret aither, but the ac-
tual company and the people behind the

seenes have a more shadowy profile.

Spawn In the cellar

bagda graduated from the Liniversity of
Ghent as a biologistbotanist. “Professor
Poppe put me onto the mushroom trail
In the cellars at the faculty he produced
a litthe spawmn. At the time, there was no
spawn production in Belgium, and Pop-
pe thought that he stood to make milli
ons with his production!™ After gradua-
ting_ five students continued this line ot
production, but only Patrick Sedeyn and
Magda set up viahle companies. [n 14493
Sedeyvn sold his spawn compamy to My-
celia, "We both supplied a wide range of
exolics im particular, a niche market, be-
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front of the new spawnplant in Nevele,

cause we soon reallsed that we would be
unable to compete with the major players
in the area of mushroom spawn.”

“The first company was called *Die Zwam-
draad’. It was the end of the 1970s. The
first production (a couple of hundred [i-
tres per week) mainly went to the ama-
teur, ht*}b:.' market, At the ime | bearnied
and experimented a lol” In 1985, Magda
started "De Zwamvlok’ in .-‘l.r'.r'.l.x'rp “I'd
already got to know Jos then, he had a
large company in health food. | could do
somme product development and research
thiere, as hie had a I.:urgvl_' autoclave and his
own laboratory. "De Zwarnvlok' was actu-
all:.' a company within a COmpany, and |1
wis able o set up my produection, grown
to aboat 2 tons per wieek, there”

In 1990 Jos sold his business, “We deci-
died to establish a company Lihent under
the name Mycelia. It was a better name;
ghort, simple and feminine.” In an old
meat factory, we worked on expanding
the company. Mot with production in bot-
tles, that method took up too much space.
“Somyoel already had bags at the time,
We developed that further with filters in
the side seams and Jos concentrated fully
on producing bags. That's how Sacdi2
saw the light of dayv” Magda now has
1% n-wru_':r'\.'hip ot M_l.-'n::_'-lin, while Jos has

full pwmership of SacO2Combines. “We
are unl;irg'lg.' in:icp-:nn;ll_*nr uru_*r._:rinn:-;_ but
our clienls are often the same” And so,
when you mect Magda abroad, Jos is also
arpund, just like recently in Cape Town at
thee trade fair of the 17th ISMS congress,

Bad luck

Magda's tale reveals that the company’s
growth was no bed of roses, “Each fime
w grew in skee, our problems grew along
ton”, she laughs, For example, a mistake
in the comstruction of the overpressure
cabinets tumed out to be an almiost insur-
rmountable problem that cost the company
a hugi amaount of casgh, “We employed 12
people at the time, who we nearly all had
bor fimee, Whe just about managed fo survive
the initial pericd by the skin of our teeth.”
Magda alzo had to leamn about runming a
busimess, but fortunately the bank (and
her father) kept their faith in the Aedgling
company. And every doud had a silver k-
ning. “We always had too little money, so
wiere forced to look tor creative solutions,”
Some space b breathe was only created
when she was able to takeover Sedeyn's
company, which was a serious business
rival tor .‘.-‘[}'.;l.'li.s. “It was a Hlllll.l. decision:
the market was too small for two such si-
milar companies, We were, and still are,




ord

the only ones of owr kind in Europe in
this I.'pu;'.n_'i.'llitu_nl area,” Another .'u|v.'|1'|l::t5|=
of the difficult early vears is that they
have made !'-1._:g|,lr| a ]"r..'ll,,‘l‘il.'ﬂh"‘:}'."l"Tt i all
imaginable errors and mistakes that can
b made whien :_!l:;l'ling with spiawm, R
rvone makes exactly the same blunders.
When we !__r.iw' advice now, We Can sum
up all the mistakes made by the customer
in matter of tem minutes,”

Mycealia is a team

Magda is full of praise about her team,
which is predominately female. “Pascal
has lots of organisational tasks, without
her the company would not have survi-
vied, but the others are all :inu:_:li'\.'Ft'm.ah'IU
oo, | may be the owner, but Mycelia be-
Inng:.' tor us all,”™ Al the seven I.'I'I'IFlI::l_".l'II"l.'.'\-
come from the Ghent region. “With the
r:-':_'vl_*'pl;i.-un af one person I:hc_'}' have all
remained loval to the comipany after the
move.” Magda alse explicitly mentions
Joris Hozee, professor in biotechnology at
the Katholicke Hogeschool Sint-Lieven,
with whom Mycella works very closely.
“KaHo is !.'pl_*ci.:ilis-;wi in hl::rrnm‘ll:.l;ri-:'un. I']r-.l-
gian brewers are all educated there. And
spawn is actually a fermentation prooess.
If KaHo wants to test something in prac-
tice, then they do it at Mycelia and vice
versa. Dne example is the development of
a bulk machine in the frramework of a Eu

ropean project with 13 participants that is
coordinated by Mycelia.™

On the move: “We've been wanting o
leave Chent for about ten years, We were

At the autoclave in the new buliding.

situabed right im the centre with all its
narrow ald streets, which was :n*ull_l.r 1T
practical especially from a logistical point
of view, After a long search the premises
of grower/spawn producer Belsac caught
our eye,” Mycelia is now renting the pre-
mises from the investor who ook therm
over from Belsac,

In the new building, equipped with cli-
mate installations from Dalsem |, the pro-
duction methods will be slightly adapted,
more in bulk “We are naot g::-'in!_r. fo swritch
entirely to bulk production, because we
still have to be able o produce spasm in
amall amounts, we have aboul 15 diffe-
rent n_*ciru,-f._. all with ditterent treatmicnits
and temperature conditions. Mycelia’s
power is also that we can produece enti-
rely bo customer specification, no matter
how small the quantity.” Hygiene has top
Magda in the
Mycalia i
SACOZ stand
at the 17th
I5MS in Cape
Town, with
Jos (standing)

and Joris be-
hind the desk,

priority; the sterile room at the company
is “class 10,000, That is an absolube neces-
sity, as with all the different cultures, re-
cipes and raw materials there is an extra
risk of cross contamination. “Using the
e syEhem, Wi Can |'|I'III.|IJI.'I.' l.lr;_.;,t'r prro-
duction series without any risks.” The lar-
gest spawn supplies of Myoelia concern
shiltake, Pleurodus Eryngii and Mameko,
which are mainly destined for Germany,
France and the Netherlands. One third of
our turmover is generated by mother cul-
tures and knowhow,

Advice and travelling
Another core activity of Mycelia is or-
j;..'lni:-.ing 1'r:ti:r|ing_ sesspons all owver the
world. “Languages, foreign cultures, sol-
\'ing F-n.nhll.'m'b:. xpn':ldlng k11||w|1'|.|.H|.-; 1
all comes together. | think it's fascinating
to get o know other cultures. There are
people all over the world who share the
=AM pawi.-nn Mushrooms ane ..1;11,:|:||I:|.'
just an excuse; | could quite as well have
domwe f.n::-'rm_'lhinp. else, A gn::q::.::l r:-r.'lmp-ll_‘- i=
the trip to Irag (zie MB 7), where we met a
TI:‘;I"!I' igreat E.:mil_l.'. Even I:h-::-ui:;h thusir libex
i5 =0 different, we left with a warm fee-
Iing. f]l.lrin!_r. yoLr frivwils Vo realise jl_ls-.1
how small you are in the large universal
scale of things. We consider a personal
relationship with our customers o be
'high'l_'_c 'im]_'lnrr.'n'll; and we try to visit theem
all. This is a trait | inherited from my fa-
theer, b was active in the leathier i1'||.|ux-l:r:..'.
[ have the greatest respect for him.”
Magda had the option of concentrating
entirely on consultancy and advice, bul
shi thinks it's irrl.pu::-rt.mf to 'Iu-t-p up o
date on the practical side of things and so
continues to |'r:r|u|.|.||:'|:' SpawrL “Tt's cdsfir-
tely not a form of charity, advice genera-
tes as much as spawn production. If all
that is taken is advice, that’s fine by me
as lomg as its paid for - but many of the
projects ultimately result in supplies of
mather cultures, which are also easy o
transport over long distanoes, That's a dif-
ferent matter with spawn for exolics.”
The question remains of where she gets
her energy from, and why she persisted in
the face of so many obstacles in the early
vears? Serious: “An immense passion for
thie ]_'lr\-:'u_‘lm:l:.." And with & smile; “..and a
measure of pure obstinacy [ think, you
hawe bo be a bit crazy o do this!”
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