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Editorial
Our cover photo of the Inter-Allied Memorial in Cointe is a symbolic image 
of international co-operation following a catastrophic war that engulfed 
nations around the world. Veterans of World War One requested the 
memorial; public and private subscriptions by allied countries financed the 
iconic tower. The site was fitting, as it was the invasion of Liège province that 
triggered Britain and the Allied powers’ entry into the war. One hundred 
years on, more than 50 heads of state will join the Belgian government and 
King Philippe on August 4 for the first official commemoration ceremony. In 
this issue we look at how Brussels and Wallonia are remembering the war 
and why it still resonates today. Under the banner of memory, the regions 
are also recalling other battles fought within its borders, such as Waterloo in 
1815 and the Battle of the Bulge in 1944. With wars still raging around the 
globe, reflecting on past conflicts has never been so relevant.

www.commemorer14-18.be 
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WORK  the big pictuRe

Bird’s-eye view
Swooping in for a second technical 

Oscar is Liège company Flying-
Cam, the pioneer in unmanned 

aerial cameras.  After eight years 
of development and €10 million 
investment, its third-generation 
helicopter won the Scientific & 
Engineering Award from the Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences in 
LA in March.  Flying-Cam 3.0 SARAH 
(it stands for Special Aerial Response 
Automatic Helicopter) impressed 
judges with its increased stability, 
precision and sophisticated ability to 
repeat movements time after time – 
essential for multiple takes in the film 
industry. The Wallonia Region assisted 
in the investment to develop the latest 
model with its new hi-tech auto pilot 
and gyro head.

The SARAH system was used in the 
James Bond movie Skyfall – the 
spectacular opening scenes in Istanbul 
and aerial views of London – as well as 
Harry Potter and Mission Impossible 
movies. But the story behind Flying-
Cam is equally astonishing. It is about 
one man’s zeal, vision and ability to 
pilot a company to worldwide success 
with a 99% export rate. Emmanuel 
Prévinaire’s dissertation at Louvain-
La-Neuve’s IAD film school was the 
foundation for the launch of the 
company 25 years ago. Prévinaire, who 
gained his professional pilot’s licence, 
succeeded in fusing his passions for film 
and aviation. 

LA and Hong Kong offices have 
been added to the base in Hermalle-

sous-Argenteau, plus a research 
and development, maintenance and 
training centre. Now Flying-Cam is 
taking off in a new direction: exploring 
the military and security possibilities 
and looking for local partners to operate 
the system. Chinese and Venezuelan TV 
networks have bought the product and 
will receive training in Liège.

Flying-Cam helicopters are currently 
electrically operated, but in future 
could be hybrid or turbo-powered. The 
company is also exploring extending 
its present 30-minute range to an 
endurance model with two hours’ flight 
time. For this extraordinarily adaptable 
bird, the sky is the limit..

 www.flying-cam.cOm
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WORK  NEWS

Dreamwall completes work on Asterix movie
Animation studio Dreamwall of Marcinelle has completed its work on the next feature-
length Asterix film, Astérix and the Mansions of the Gods. The company was brought in to 
create backgrounds, houses and the domain of the gods itself. They then went to the Grid 
studio in Ghent to animate the characters’ hair and clothing, before handing over to Liège-
based Ozone for final touches and special effects. The film is a production of the French TV 
channel M6, with a budget of €31 million, and 20 percent of subsidy coming from Belgium. 
“But we didn’t only get financial help, we also found competent people and high-quality ma-
terial,” said Philippe Bony, director-general of M6. The film is due for release in November. 
Dreamwall, meanwhile, had a hand in the César win of the film Loulou, l’incroyable secret 
(pictured), in the category of best animated film. 

Business briefs
The Spacebel consortium has signed 
a contract for the supply of the Earth 
observation system VNREDSat-1b to Vietnam. 
The system will monitor natural resources, 
environment and disasters, with the satellite 
due to be launched in 2017. The satellite, 
based on the Proba platform of the European 
Space Agency, will go into a sun-synchronous 
orbit for a five-year observation mission. The 
project aims to allow Vietnam to become more 
autonomous in monitoring phenomena such 
as the effects of climate change, deforestation 
and pollution. The contract is worth more 
than €30 million. The Walloon companies 
involved in Spacebel are Amos, Deltatec and 
the Space Centre of Liège.

A Belgian company and an American 
company have signed an agreement to create 
a joint venture to improve tracking of freight 
shipments. The joint venture, Locus Traxx 
Worldwide Europe, involves Locus Traxx, 
based in Jupiter, Florida, which specialises in 
real-time monitoring of perishable or high-
value goods shipments. Vitrociset Belgium 
is a subsidiary of an Italian company, based 
in Libin in Luxembourg province, and a 
specialist in technology and software for 
satellite applications. The two would create a 
system which tracks not only the location of a 
shipment but also temperature and humidity. 
The venture is expected to create about a 
dozen jobs in Libin initially, rising to about 40 
within three years.

Two Walloon biotechnology companies 
have been selected to take part in joint 
projects involving American firms organised 
by the Massachusetts Life Sciences Center 
(MLSC). The two companies, Promethera 
Biosciences of Mont-Saint-Guibert and Coris 
BioConcept of Gembloux, are among four 
chosen to take part. Both will receive public 
financing to the tune of two-thirds of the cost 
of the project: €500,000 for Promethera and 
€350,000 for Coris. Their American partners 
are financed by the MLSC for half of their 
cost. Promethera, a spin-off of the Université 
Catholique de Louvain specialised in cellular 
treatments, will work with EMD Millipore to 
create a machine that can take the place of 
human cells in testing. Coris, specialists in 
in vitro diagnostics, will help develop new 
technology based on microfluidics.
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Alstom wins metro contracts in china
Alstom, the transport and power conglomerate based in Marcinelle, has signed two con-
tracts with China worth a total of €75 million. The contracts concern the supply of locomo-
tives for 550 metro carriages, in the first place for the developing system in Chengdu in the 
east of the country, which plans to have 10 lines by 2020, and for Xi’an, where six lines are 
planned for 2018. The contracts were awarded to the joint venture involving Alstom and the 
Shanghai Alstom Transport Electrical Equipment. Both systems will be equipped with the 
cutting-edge Optonix technology, developed by Alstom specifically for the Chinese market. 
The two contracts are not expected to have an effect on employment at the Marcinelle site, 
although they do strengthen the site as one of the French-owned company’s most important 
centres of know-how. 

Bastogne War Museum

Bastogne War museum opened its doors to the public in march, ahead of the 70th anniversary of 
the Battle of the Bulge in December 2014. the former Bastogne Historical center has been com-
pletely renovated to create a new, interactive and 3D scenography dedicated to the Battle of the 
Ardennes in 1944. the museum lies next to the five-pointed mardasson memorial which chonours 
the 76,890 American soldiers killed, wounded or missing in the Battle of the Bulge. 

Financing for work towards smart power grid
The Ampacimon project, a spin-off from the University of Liège, has been awarded financ-
ing of €217,750 by the Walloon region. Created in 2010, Ampacimon develops systems for 
the management of the ampacity – the maximum amount of current that can be carried – of 
high-voltage lines. The systems allow electricity supply operators to maximise the efficiency 
of their networks while maintaining safety standards. The project has a major role to play in 
the development of an inter-regional smart grid integrating power from a variety of renew-
able sources. Ampacimon also received the New Product Innovation Leadership Award for 
2014, given by global consultancy Frost & Sullivan. 

modern Art museum planned for Brussels
The government has agreed to commission a study to look at the possibility of installing a 
new Museum of Modern Art in the former Vanderborght building facing the Royal Galleries 
in the centre of Brussels. The space was previously used as the Dexia Art Center. Brussels 
has been missing a museum of modern art since 2011, when the section of the Beaux-
Arts museum devoted to contemporary art saw its collections consigned to storage while 
renovations took place. The Vanderborght building is owned by the city of Brussels, which 
is prepared to rent it out for the symbolic rent of €1. The city will also give €1.5 million for 
exterior renovations. The building has seven floors with a total area of 7,000 square metres, 
enough to house a planned 5,000 works of art when it opens in 2016. 

thales Alenia space 
contracted for Ariane 
launcher
Space technology company Thales Alenia 
Space Belgium (TASB), based in Mont-
sur-Marchienne near Charleroi, has won a 
contract to develop the steering electron-
ics for the guidance system of the Vinci 
expander cycle engine of the new Ariane 5 
ME launcher. “The main new development 
is the new, more powerful cryotechnic main 
stage, which will be propelled by the new 
Vinci engine developed by Snecma,” the 
company explained in a statement. “This 
engine offers the possibility of multiple 
ignitions, to optimise the placing in orbit of 
satellites and other space machinery.” The 
Ariane 5 ME, the new improved version 
of the Ariane 5 launcher, is due to make 
its first flight in mid-2018. TASB employs 
around 600 people, and ranks among the 
world leaders in supplying electrical power 
for satellites. The company, founded in 
1963, has been supplying equipment for 
successive generations of Ariane launchers 
since the 1970s. 



8 wallonia and brussels magazine
SPRING 2014

9wallonia and brussels magazine
SPRING 2014

WORK  innOvatiOn

Fytofend specialises in substances 
that protect crops from diseases, 
fungi, insects or other parasites, 

known as fytopharmaceuticals. Today, 
conventional agriculture still uses mas-
sive amounts of chemical pesticides. 
But in many cases, these chemicals 
are toxic for both humans and the en-
vironment. And due to overuse in the 
past, pathogens are becoming resistant 
to certain pesticides. Add to that the 
strict European regulation that recently 
banned 70 percent of all active sub-
stances and the fact that R&D on new 
chemical pesticides is lounging around, 
and it’s clear that the agricultural sector 
faces a serious problem.

Fytofend’s product, FytoSave, works 
entirely differently from conventional 
pesticides – which target pathogens 
directly. It doesn’t aim for the pathogens 
at all, it just stimulates the natural 
defence system that every plant has. As 
a consequence, the plants can hold off 
pathogens on their own. 
“If you compare chemical pesticides 
with antibiotics in human medicine, 
our product is a kind of vaccine that 
keeps the plants healthy,” says Raffael 
Buonatesta, CEO of Fytofend. “In 
conventional agriculture, the fact that 
plants have an immune system – just 
like animals and humans – is ignored. 
Their immune system is only innate 

Self-defence for plants
Fytofend, an innovative spin-off of the University of Namur, is lifting pesticide 
development to another dimension
By SeNNe Starckx
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and not adaptive like ours, but with 
a little bit of help, it does the job.” He 
explains that when plants are infected 
with a pathogen, this is the result 
of a race between the pathogen and 
the plants’ defence systems. “With 
FytoSave, plants can win the race and 
stay healthy.”

Fytofend, created in 2009, aims to help 
farmers protect their crops against two 
specific but very common diseases: 
powdery mildew (pictured) and downy 
mildew. These are fungal diseases 
that affect vegetables, fruits and 
potatoes. For grape and wine growers 
in particular, the product might be 
interesting. Buonatesta says: “Wine-
growers want to get rid of a lot of 
chemicals. They are strongly in favour 
of biological pesticides. But of course, 
these pesticides must be effective.”

So what does FytoSave consist of? 
“It’s made of two main components: 
pectin and chitosan. Both are natural 
molecules that occur en masse in the 
sea, in forests and other natural settings. 
We connected these two molecules in 
a complex chain of oligosaccharides. 
That’s how we developed the active 
ingredient of our product that enforces 
the plant’s defence system.”

The active ingredient was discovered 
by Professor Pierre Van Cutsem, head 
of the research unit for cellular plant 
biology at the University of Namur. He is 
also the main shareholder of Fytofend; 
Buonatesta is the other co-founder. Van 
Cutsem holds, with his university, two 
patents related to this active ingredient. 
Buonatesta explains: “One patent 
concerns the exact molecular structure 
of the active ingredient; the other 
covers its formulation. Thanks to these 
patents, our position in the market 

of plant protection products – a very 
competitive market – is quite strong.”

The only way big players in the field 
of pesticides – big chemical companies 
like BASF and Bayer – can jump on the 
wagon of Fytofend’s innovative plant 
protection products is to buy up the 
entire spin-off. Buonatesta says: “We 
have already had some proposals, but – 
obviously – we want to expand on our 
own and stay in Belgium.”

If all goes according to plan, this year 
will be an annus mirabilis for Fytofend. 
At the end of 2014, the European Food 
Safety Authority will probably release 
its final approval for the use of FytoSave 
in the EU. Buonatesta says: “It’s been a 
long and intensive procedure, but now 
we are almost there. Our product – like 
all active substances in this field – has 
to pass through the same approval 
procedure as conventional chemical 
pesticides. That asks for a lot of tests 
related to toxicity, to human health, etc. 
This procedure is very time-consuming, 
and it’s costly.”

So when approval is finally given, 
European farmers can start using 

FytoSave instead of conventional 
pesticides. Fytofend has already signed 
several agreements with distributing 
companies to get their product as 
soon as it is allowed to the market 
and the consumers. And, importantly, 
farmers don’t have to invest in any 
new equipment to put the new 
product on their crops. “We deliver our 
product in liquid form, just like with 
chemical pesticides,” says Buonatesta. 
“Therefore, the same spray installations 
can be used to spread our product over 
the field.”

The research and production facilities 
of Fytofend have recently moved to 
new premises at Crealys, a business 
incubator and science park in Gembloux, 
in the province of Namur. Before, the 
company was based at the campus of 
the University of Namur, where it was 
founded. Currently, Fytofend has four 
employees. Buonatesta says: “Pierre 
is responsible for the co-ordination of 
the research and the follow-up of the 
patents. We have two other employees 
who are involved in our production 
facility. I myself am responsible for the 
registration process with the European 
authorities.”

Fytofend aims not only to conquer the 
market of organic agriculture – which is 
a relatively small one – but particularly 
the conventional market. Buonatesta 
says: “In the future, thanks to biological 
plant protection products like ours, both 
markets will start to overlap. A kind of 
‘integrated agriculture’ will definitely 
arise. Chemical pesticides will still be 
used, but only as a last weapon, when 
all the other products – biological, non-
toxic – have failed. Just like antibiotics 
in humans.”

 www.FytoFeNd.coM

Our product is a kind 
of vaccine that keeps 
the plants healthy
Raffael BuOnatesta
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WORK  INVESTMENT

An American multinational mak-
ing chocolate in Belgium? Few 
consumers realise that one of 

the big players in this country’s in-
dustrial chocolate market is Cargill 
Chocolate Belgium, part of Minne-
apolis-based Cargill Inc. It produces 
dark, milk and white chocolate, cocoa 
powder, cocoa liquor and other cocoa-
based ingredients here for wholesale 
clients from artisanal bakeries and 
confectioners to large biscuit manu-
facturers and the dairy and ice cream 
industries.

Originally operating out of a single 

plant in Antwerp, Cargill Chocolate 
Belgium built a new factory in the 
Walloon town of Mouscron in 2003 
where it started with about 15 
employees. Three years later it added 
a second building to the plant, now 
running 24/7 and 80 employees strong

Business is booming amid growing 
demand, prompting the firm to invest 
€35 million this year to create 40 
jobs in Mouscron in a move it expects 
will double production capacity. 
The Mouscron plant is tasked with 
producing dark and milk chocolate in 
solid and liquid form.

Cargill and the 
chocolate factory
The local chocolate division of Minneapolis-based Cargill Inc will invest 
€35 million to create 40 jobs in Mouscron this year

By Renée CoRdes

As our clients 
diversify into new 
products, we need to 
constantly innovate
Michel GoeMAere

“In general, you see a linear increase 
of chocolate consumption worldwide, 
which has no direct correlation to 
the economic crisis,” says Michel 
Goemaere, managing director of 
Cargill Chocolate Belgium. “As our 
clients diversify into new products, we 
need to constantly innovate.”

Every day, Cargill Chocolate Belgium 
develops new recipes, tailor-made for 
each client – of which about a third 
are in Belgium and the rest mainly in 
neighbouring countries such as France, 
the Netherlands and Germany, but also 
in Asia and the US. Although Goemaere 
can’t divulge client names, he confirms 
that a large chunk of the chocolate-
dipped cookies, pastries and frozen 
treats produced and sold here are made 
with Cargill chocolate.

Before the magic happens at the factory, 
Cargill has to buy the cocoa beans 
used to make the chocolate. While 70 
percent of global cocoa bean production 
comes from western Africa, Cargill 
sources its beans worldwide (Ivory 
Coast, Cameroon, Ghana, Ecuador, 
Papua New Guinea, Vietnam, Brazil, 
Dominican Republic, Indonesia), 
priding itself on using the best quality. 
It also works closely with the farmers, 
and launched the Cargill Cocoa Promise 
to reflect its commitment to quality and 
sustainability of supply. In practice, 
this means ensuring that farmers have 
the right support, education and tools 
to sustain the quality and reliability 
of their products. Cargill also works 
with its customers to raise awareness 
of the issue and demand for 
sustainable cocoa.

The parent company’s 
activities go well beyond 
chocolate, to include 

food, agricultural, financial and 
industrial products and services. It 
has grown from a single grain silo on 
the American frontier in 1865 to one 
of America’s largest privately held 
companies, employing 142,000 people 
in 67 countries. In 2013, it posted 
$2.31 billion in earnings, nearly double 
the previous year, and sales of $136.7 
billion.

Today the company has 1,000 
employees in nine locations in Belgium. 
Besides industrial chocolate production 
and sales, it is active in sweeteners and 
starches, malt production, grain and 
oilseeds, food and feed ingredients and 
research and development. 

Cargill Chocolate Belgium was 
established in 1997. Over a decade 
ago when it was looking to expand 
beyond Antwerp, Goemaere decided 
to try Wallonia. He was immediately 
impressed with Mouscron, where he 
was welcomed by two local economic 
representatives who took him to visit 
several sites, and followed up with a 
call within a week. 

“I appreciated their enthusiasm from 
the first meeting,” says Goemaere, who 
convinced Cargill to choose Mouscron 
for its greenfield investment. In the 
last few years, other food-related 
companies have come to Mouscron, 
making it easier for Cargill to find local 
talent in its next expansion phase.

The €35 million investment will go 
towards adding 40 jobs in the next 
two years, mainly operators for 
production lines. Cargill is working 
closely with Forem, the Walloon public 
service recruiting and employment 
agency. The company plans to fill 
most of the jobs through outside local 
hires, although it will also consider 
candidates from within the company. 
“That will give a good mix of new and 
existing employees working side by 
side and learning from each other,” 
says Goemaere.

Even after 30 years in the industry, 
Goemare himself is still learning. 
“Chocolate is a very complex and 
interesting product, and there are 

so many combinations,” he says. 
“There is always more to 

discover.”

IN fIguRES
€35 million: Cargill’s new investment in 
Mouscron
40: Jobs to be created in Mouscron in the 
next two years
80: number of employees in Mouscron 
currently
9: Cargill sites in Belgium including seven 
factories, of which two are in Wallonia 
(Mouscron and Villers-le-Bouillet), its 
european R&d centre and europe, Middle 
east and Africa headquarters.
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Big in Brazil
Synthetic foam producer from Eynatten is broadening its horizons

By Andy FurniErE
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The advantage 
of our country is 
the availability of 
knowhow and highly 
skilled staff
roger aussems

It may at first seem difficult to imag-
ine what a synthetic foam special-
ist like NMC actually makes. The 

gorgeous decorations featured in the 
showroom of their headquarters at 
Eynatten, in Liège province, makes it 
clear that the design possibilities with 
the material are endless.

NMC’s white showroom, looking like 
a trendy art gallery, was inaugurated 
at the end of last year. At around the 
same time, the company announced 
the opening of a new branch at an 
industrial park near Sao Paulo in 
Brazil. NMC has been represented in 
Brazil for almost 20 years through 
the company of a loyal distribution 
partner, which now leads the new 
NMC branch.

Through an investment of €2 million, 
NMC has set up a manufacturing plant 
and warehouse on an area of 2,000 m², 
with 10 staff. The production focuses 
on baseboards: design features that 
cover the join between the wall 
surface and the floor, protecting the 
walls.

Roger Aussems of NMC, who is co-
ordinating the project, explains 
how their products are a cheaper 
alternative to those made from 
tropical wood – which is becoming 
more expensive. “They are more 
shock resistant, easier to install and 
paint, lighter and more waterproof,” 
he says. More than 4,000m of NMC 
baseboards already decorate the VIP 
area of the famous Maracanã stadium 

in Rio de Janeiro (pictured), which 
was renovated for this summer’s 
football World Cup.

Apart from the building frenzy at World 
Cup and Olympic sites, NMC expects 
a long-term growth in construction 
activity at Brazil. “Because of the high 
import duties, it is also interesting to 
distribute from inside the country,” 
says Aussems. The Brazil company 
could serve as a platform to export to 
other Latin American countries, many 
of which are growing markets.

This may be the first Latin American 
branch of NMC, but the Walloon 
enterprise has established itself as 
an international player since the 
start of the millennium. Today, it has 
businesses in 16 countries all over the 
world.  Most of them are in Scandinavia 
and Eastern Europe, but NMC also has 
a plant close to Moscow in Russia. The 
company is also minor shareholder of a 
plant in Malaysia. 

“This expansion is essential for us,” 
explains Aussems, “as the transport 
costs and import duties would 
otherwise be much too high. Only 
India and China for the moment seem 
like markets that are more difficult to 
enter, because of the larger cultural 
differences.”

This international outreach may exceed 
the expectations that entrepreneur 
Gert Noël from Eynatten had when he 

founded the company almost 65 years 
ago, in 1950. The company started off 
as a pure trading company, distributing 
household products in the Benelux 
and France, until Noël decided to start 
manufacturing on his own in the late 
1970s. Initially, the company produced 
synthetic foams for pipe insulation, 
but soon interior decoration became a 
second focus.

From the beginning, Germany was the 
main market for NMC, which is logical 
as Eynatten is part of the German-
speaking community. NMC is also a 
family business, with 70 percent of the 
shares in the hands of the Noël family. 
The son of founder Gert, Yves Noël, is 
the current chairman of the board of 
directors.

As well as the geographical expansion, 
the company has also widened the 
scope of its production. Today, NMC 
is active in six business sectors: 
decoration, insulation, packaging, 
retail, terrace decking and industrial 
foam. Their catalogue consists of about 
10,000 products. A recent product 
is Nomawood, the terrace decking 
alternative for wood, launched about 
three years ago.

As the European regulation for energy-
efficiency of houses becomes stricter, 
the market for insulation grows. NMC 
is currently working on window frame 
projects. One of the recent ecological 
initiatives is Nomapack Green, a 
packaging foam solution created with 
a high proportion of materials from 
renewable sources. In its own work, 
NMC also keeps the ecological aspect 
in mind, generating energy from its 
solar panels.

The R&D department at NMC 
headquarters in Eynatten has about 35 
specialists and the company also works 

with several Walloon universities 
to develop new innovations. 
Furthermore, it is involved in several 
research programmes of the Walloon 
government. “The fiscal climate in 
Belgium poses challenges, but the 
advantage of our country is the 
availability of knowhow and of highly 
skilled staff,” says Aussems.

Although the new branch in Brazil 
requires much effort, NMC’s CEO, 
Hubert Bosten, says that the 
management team constantly analyses 
new investment opportunities. “But as 
a family business, we are never looking 
for the short-term profit,” he declares. 

 www.nmc.Eu

ThE FacTS
What? international leader in development 
and production of synthetic foams
Where? headquarters at Eynatten, 
businesses in 16 countries, mostly 
European but also in russia and Brazil.
Who? Established by Gert noël, born near 
Eynatten. his son, yves, currently chairs 
the Board of directors. cEo is hubert 
Bosten and roger Aussems coordinates 
the working of the Brazil branch and all 
developments for the decoration business 
sector.
When? Founded in 1950, international 
expansion since 2000. the branch in 
Brazil opened in october 2013.

ThE FIgURES
€195 million: turnover in 2012
1,200:  number of employees worldwide
21:  number of businesses worldwide 
where is nmc is shareholder
2,000 m²: Area of the new branch in Brazil
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FILE  WORLD WAR ONE

When people think of Belgium 
and World War One, they 
tend to overlook Wallonia. 

Trench warfare and catastrophic loss of 
life may have been concentrated in West 
Flanders, yet southern Belgium played 
a crucial role. It was witness to the start 
of the war in August 1914 and its end in 
November 1918, the first and last soldiers 
of the British Empire were killed and are 
buried in Mons, and it was the backdrop 
for some of the war’s fiercest fighting. 

That is why the eyes of the world 
turn to Wallonia this summer, for two 

major events that launch the centenary 
commemorations in Liège and Mons, 
both on August 4. The first, at the Inter-
Allied Memorial in Cointe, overlooking 
the city of Liège, marks the 100th 
anniversary of the invasion of Belgium. 
Financed by the Allied nations after the 
war, the symbolic Art Deco tower has 
been renovated for the occasion. King 
Philippe, representatives of the Belgian 
federal government, a senior member 
of the British royal family and dozens of 
heads of state are due to attend. After 
this ceremony, dignitaries move to 
Mons’s Saint Symphorien cemetery, for 

Wallonia remembers
In memory of those who fought and died on Belgian soil, the region is 
launching a massive World War One centenary programme

By Sarah CreW

a service on the theme of reconciliation 
organised by the British Embassy of 
Belgium. The cemetery, in a quiet 
rural spot outside Mons, contains the 
remains of 284 German and 230 British 
and Commonwealth soldiers. 

With more than two million people 
expected to visit Belgium’s WWI sites 
over the next four years, Wallonia is 
pinning its own history to the country’s 
battlefield map, with events and 
memorials planned in every province. 
For centuries Wallonia has been in 
the crossfire of major geopolitical 

revolutions, and it is under the banner 
of memory that the region is promoting 
battlefield tourism this year. It has 
three aims: remembrance and heritage, 
awareness and the economic impact of 
the war. Wallonia and Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation are co-ordinating projects 
including memorials, publications, 
school and research projects, hundreds 
of exhibitions and websites dedicated 
to various aspects of the war and its 
remembrance. 

Education is a key element, explains 
Claire Duhaut of Wallonia Tourism. 

“As part of the centenary, pedagogic 
documents have been drawn up by 
all the institutions concerned. We 
are encouraging children to research 
their own family history and the 
history of their community.” For 
many communities, this is a painful 
experience. Between August and 
October 1914, more than 5,500 Belgians 
were massacred and several villages and 
towns destroyed as the German army 
moved across the country. Known as the 
‘martyr towns’, they included Dinant, 
Tamines, Andenne, Visé and villages 
in Luxembourg province. Germany’s 

The violation of 
Belgium’s neutrality 
turned a European 
conflict into a world 
war

ThE ANgEL OF MONs
One of the most vivid legends of the war 
is the angel of Mons. During the night 
of august 23, 1914, exhausted British 
troops retreated, still fighting, along a 
forested roman road into France. In the 
sky they saw an odd cloud formation, 
appearing like an angel and interpreted 
as a supernatural intervention that 
protected them from the German forces. 
rumour quickly became legend, which 
now has its place in the city’s european 
Capital of Culture programme for 2015. 
The Angels of Mons 1914-1918 is an 
illustrated novel by contemporary writer 
Xavier hanotte and illustrator Claude 
renard. There are english and French 
versions available from www.mons2015.
eu. The city commemorates the Battle 
of Mons on august 23 with a sound-
and-light show celebrating the mythical 
angel, one of numerous events planned 
alongside the opening this year of Mons 
Memorial Museum.

 Memorial to the Missing, Ploegsteert
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justification for killing civilians was 
reprisal and the policy continued as the 
resistance movement grew.

The loss of life during WWI was 
unprecedented. Worldwide it totalled 
more than 20 million, with almost nine 
million soldiers dying in battle, many of 
them defending entrenched front lines 
that barely moved from one year to the 
next. There were many reasons for the 
heavy casualties. The nature of warfare 
had changed. Technological advances 
included machine guns that could mow 
down men in swathes, and small-bore, 
bolt-action rifles that were capable of 
firing multiple rounds. Early tactics were 
based on preceding colonial wars, then 
abandoned for the trench system that 
required opposing forces to adopt the 
terrifying and lethal ‘over the top’ tactic. 
It was not until 1917 that this changed, 
when small groups of men infiltrated 
enemy lines, supported by tanks. 

In 1914 Belgium was a neutral country, 
its position guaranteed by an 1839 
treaty signed by the chief actors of 
WWI. Although originating in central 
Europe with the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, the war was 
the outcome of decades of political 
tension as countries and empires 
jostled for power and colonial interests 
while increasing their militarism. 
Belgium was a new nation, founded 
in 1830, and, thanks to its monarchs 
and constitutional commanders-in-
chief, King Leopold II and Albert I, it 
had begun strengthening its military 
defences towards the end of the 19th 
century. Fearing attack by any one of its 
neighbours, rings of fortresses had been 
built around the Walloon cities of Liège 
and Namur. In July 1914, the Belgian 
army consisted of six divisions with 
a total of 190,000 men, the majority 
reservists.

When Germany decided to attack 
France, Belgium’s puny defences were 
a tempting alternative to the strong 

fortifications on the Franco-German 
border. The day before Germany 
declared war on France, it wrote to 
the Belgian government demanding 
free passage for its troops. Albert I, 
the ‘soldier king’, famously retorted: 
“Belgium is a nation, not a road.” But 
just after dawn on August 4, 1914, the 
German army crossed the border at 
Membach, in the strategic province 
of Liège, and two hours later, lancer 
Antoine Fonck became the first Belgian 
soldier to be killed.

The violation of Belgium’s neutrality 
led to Britain declaring war with 
Germany; a European conflict became 
a world war. For centuries, Belgium’s 
geographical position had earned it the 
dubious title Battlefield of Europe, to 
which Cockpit of War was to be added 
following the two 20th-century world 
wars. Expecting little resistance, the 
German army was nevertheless stalled 
in Liège until a Big Bertha shell hit 
the powder reserve of Fort Loncin on 
August 15, killing the majority of the 
garrison and effectively destroying 
Belgian resistance. Besieged Namur 
fell shortly after and the Germans 
advanced across Wallonia, destroying 
villages and towns and massacring 
civilians. Brussels was occupied within 
two weeks of the declaration of war.

For centuries, 
Belgium’s 
geographical 
position had earned 
it the dubious title 
Battlefield of Europe

gAbRIELLE PETIT
executed in Brussels in 1916 at the age 
of 23, Gabrielle Petit from Tournai was 
a British Secret Service spy. a statue 
to the resistance worker stands in 
Place Saint-Jean in Brussels, showing 
her defiantly looking up to the sky. at 
the outbreak of the war she was living 
in Brussels and volunteered for the 
Belgian red Cross. She first became 
involved in the resistance when she 
helped her wounded fiancé escape 
to the Netherlands. British intelligence 
recruited her to spy on the German 
army in the area south of ypres. She 
also set up a network to bring allied 
soldiers to safety (as did edith Cavell, 
the British nurse executed in 1915), 
served as a courier for the underground 
mail service Mot du Soldat (Soldier’s 
Word) and distributed the clandestine 
newspaper La Libre Belgique. arrested 
for a second time in January 1916, she 
refused to provide information about the 
network and names of people involved, 
and was sentenced to death. Due to the 
international furore following the shooting 
of Cavell, the Germans told Petit that 
if she appealed, her sentence would 
probably be commuted. She refused. 
When facing the firing squad, she 
rejected a blindfold and famously said “I 
shall show them that a Belgian woman 
knows how to die.” The Germans kept 
her death a secret and her story only 
emerged after the war. 

 LONcIN FORT
The symbol of Liège and Belgium’s heroic 
resistance, the triangular semi-buried 
fort of Loncin is an evocative site and a 
memorial to hundreds of soldiers who 
lost their lives in its final battle. Between 
1888 and 1892 the fort was modernised 
by the revolutionary General henri-alexis 
Brialmont, one of the leading military 
engineers of the period. his mission 
was to strengthen the forts around the 
strategic cities of Liège, Namur and 
antwerp. The role of Loncin was to 
defend road and rail links to Brussels; 
guns within the fort provided backup 
for infantrymen positioned outside as 
well as suppressing enemy artillery.  
after Germany’s invasion of Belgium, 
Liège commander General Leman 
made Loncin his headquarters when 
other forts fell. The Germans needed to 
capture all 12 if they were to advance 
north and west. The resistance in Liège 
was so harsh that extreme firepower 
was necessary. They fetched from the 
Krupp factory in Germany the Big Bertha 
howitzer, a secret weapon planned for 
use against the French army. On august 
15, one of its shells hit one of the two 
powder rooms, causing an immense 
explosion that killed around 350 of the 
550-strong garrison. Some 200 soldiers 
remained where they fell, buried under 
tons of concrete.
 
In honour of Liège’s resistance, the city 
was awarded the Legion d’honneur by 
France, the only foreign city to ever be 
awarded the honour. In tribute to Liège’s 
resistance, Parisian waiters renamed 
café viennois, café liégeois. For years 
the Loncin site remained a necropolis, 
fenced off from the public because of 
the danger posed by buried munitions. 
In 2007, the Belgian army demined 
the area, removing more than 2,500 
unexploded shells and inadvertently 
uncovering 25 bodies, four of whom 
were identified. Now open to the public 
and manned by enthusiastic volunteers, 
Loncin is a fascinating and moving 
tribute to Belgium’s military resistance. 
Underground passages reveal the living 
conditions of hundreds of soldiers, while 
above ground, there remain searchlights, 
the enormous turrets and the vast 
devastation caused by the explosion.
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were awarded at the Battle of Mons, to 
machine-gunner Private Sidney Godley, 
buried at Saint Symphorien, and 
Lieutenant Maurice Dease. The latter 
only abandoned his machine-gun after 
being hit five times. Pte Godley took 
over the gun and remained in position 
to cover his comrades’ retreat, despite 
suffering serious injury himself. There 
are plaques in memory of both soldiers 
on the bank of the canal beneath Nimy 
Bridge.

By September, German armies were 
advancing towards Paris, until the 
French launched a surprise attack in 
the Marne and the BEF exploited a 
breach in German lines. The German 
advance had been halted but there 
was now a race to the sea as both 
sides moved towards the North Sea. 
Each built a series of trenches which 
would characterise the next four 
years of combat. As the Allies reached 
Nieuwpoort, German forces descended 
from Antwerp and thus began the First 
Battle of Ypres on October 14. In the 
following weeks, casualties mounted 
on both sides as German assaults almost 
succeeded in taking the medieval town. 
Finally the British held the town and did 
so until the end of the war. The Allies 
also controlled a small area extending 
into German lines. This was the start of 
a lengthy stalemate in which the line of 
the Western front was barely to change. 
Belgium was almost entirely occupied 
except for a slither of land in northwest 
Flanders, which would become one of 
the most strategic areas of Belgium.

It includes Ploegsteert in the Comines-
Warneton municipality of Hainaut, 
where an imposing memorial to 
the missing was built in 1931. It 
commemorates 11,447 victims whose 
bodies were never recovered. The new 
Plugstreet 14-18 Experience recounts 
the story of the area through film and 
interactive displays, including semi-

underground excavations. Plugstreet, 
as the soldiers called it, was famed for 
its tunnellers: men who expertly dug 
deep beneath enemy lines to lay down 
explosives. The striking glass pyramid 
is also the entrance to catacombs and 
the Australian contribution to the 
Battle of Messines. The majority of 
Commonwealth soldiers who fought 
in Belgium spent time in the Plugstreet 
catacombs. Among them was Winston 
Churchill, who abandoned politics 
and returned to his regiment after 
masterminding the disastrous Gallipoli 
campaign in 1915. His energetic and 
non-disciplinary command quickly 
gained respect from his battalion. 
Plugstreet is also the location of the 
famous Christmas truce football match; 
a cross, tributes and muddy footballs 
mark the unassuming site. 

When soldiers left the UK in the autumn 
of 1914, it was presumed they would be 
home for Christmas. Alas not, though 
when the guns fell quiet on the evening 
of December 24, soldiers from both 
sides spontaneously sauntered into No 
Man’s Land. They chatted, exchanged 
gifts, sang carols and famously played 
a football match. It was an unofficial 
event that was never repeated. The 
guns were not to be silenced until the 
signing of the armistice in November 
1918. It followed the abdication of the 
German Kaiser Wilhelm II on November 
9 at his army headquarters in the town 
of Spa, a few miles from where the war 
had begun.

 WWW.BeLGIUM-TOUrISM.Be

 WWW.Be14-18.Be/eN

 WWW.TheFIrSTaNDTheLaST.CO.UK 

VIcTORIA cROss hEROEs
Both Private Sidney Godley and 
Lieutenant Maurice Dease displayed 
enormous courage, according to 
Brussels-based tour guide and former 
British army soldier Willie Mohan.  “Dease, 
from an anglo-Irish family, died of his 
wounds in German captivity that evening.  
as the man in charge of machine-guns 
placed to stop the Germans crossing 
the bridge, he and the gun teams were 
very exposed and decimated by fire. 
Dease moved from one gun to the next 
as this happened, sometimes firing the 
gun himself, all the time encouraging 
the men until he was hit and mortally 
wounded. Godley, was told to man a 
gun himself and hold the Germans back 
as his company retreated. Then, despite 
being badly wounded, he took all the 
machine guns to pieces and threw the 
parts into the canal. he crawled off as 
badly wounded as Dease, until he was 
found by Belgians who looked after him 
before handing him over to the Germans. 
This was a good idea, as otherwise they 
would have been shot. he was told of his 
Victoria Cross while in a POW camp and 
the German officers took him off to their 
mess for a celebratory meal.”

The Belgian army retreated to Antwerp 
on August 17 while the Germans’ 
unexpected delay in Liège gave both 
British and French armies time to amass 
their forces. It resulted in the Battle of 
the Frontiers, a series of battles in the 
south of Belgium and along the eastern 
frontier of France. Under General Joffre, 
the Third and Fourth French armies 
stumbled through the fog in the forests 
of Luxembourg province on August 21. 
While German soldiers had already 
adopted grey uniforms that blended 
into the terrain, the outnumbered 
French were still kitted out in the bright 
red trousers and buttoned blue tunics 
of the previous century. Over the next 
two days, casualties rose in battles 
in Virton, Tintigny, Neufchâteau and 
Rossignol. Civilians were also killed in 
these towns. Both armies were forced to 
retreat to Verdun and Sedan in France. 
The French Fifth army was similarly 
under heavy attack in the Battle of 
the Sambre on August 22. In one day 
more than 20,000 French soldiers were 
killed, making it the deadliest in French 
history. Fighting was particularly fierce 
in Charleroi and total losses in the 

Sambre were 16,940 French and 9,335 
Germans. As armies fell back, they 
had to force their way past columns of 
Belgian refugees, fleeing west.

The small British Expeditionary Force 
(BEF) had now arrived via French 
ports and moved into position south 
of the Mons-Condé Canal on August 
23. As the French needed to fall back, 
the British were requested to hold the 
canal. Though outnumbered, the BEF 
was a veteran force with outstanding 
rifle and machine gun skills. Its first 
skirmish with Germany began that 
day, with Drummer Edward Thomas 
firing the first British shots. Early 
the following morning the Germans 
launched an attack on British lines at 
two bridges over the canal at Nimy. 
Already prepared, the BEF succeeded 
in decimating German ranks until the 
arrival of further troops forced the 
British to prepare their own retreat. 
In the early afternoon Mons was 
abandoned and the British fell back 
into northern France. 

The first two Victoria Crosses of the war 

The guns were 
not to be silenced 
until the signing 
of the armistice in 
November 1918
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Why did you come to Belgium?
After two years of university in Shanghai, I felt like exploring the world. I researched 
options for studying in the West and after advice from a family friend, I finally 
shortlisted Belgium. Its role within the European Union and its multiculturalism 
were of great interest to me, and I was interested in learning French.

Tell us about the work of the Welcome Office 
As a tool of AWEX, the Walloon Agency for Foreign Trade and Investments, the 
office offers a wide range of services to potential and current Chinese investors in 
the Walloon Region. We help, advise and accompany any Chinese company willing 
to set up in Wallonia. As a native Chinese living in Belgium for more than 10 years, 
I place my expertise at the service of Chinese companies because I have a good 
knowledge of both European and Chinese business cultures, communication and 
practices. Being fluent in English, French and Chinese is a real asset as I can be an 
ideal intermediary between Chinese and Walloon companies and organisations.

The range of services is very broad.  On a practical level, we have three offices in 
Mons that Chinese companies can use for free for a limited period of time. These are 
‘plug-and-play’ offices that companies can use immediately before the completion 
of their investment project. We are part of a broader network of seven welcome 
offices, each one focusing on a target market. Our network geographically covers 
the whole Walloon Region (Liège, Louvain-la-Neuve, Tournai, Gembloux, Arlon 
and Charleroi) and we are interchangeable: if one of my Chinese candidates is 
interested in setting up close to the German border, I suggest they use the welcome 
office in Liège.

Companies can register with us before establishing their investment project. We 
can help them move to another location and find appropriate facilities such as 
warehouses, labs or bigger offices. We also act as a single point of contact and offer 
accompanying services throughout the investment project process.

Before the project, we provide information, reports on specific sectors and contacts 
for business lawyers, notaries or accountants, and answer as many questions as we 
can about the company set-up process, taxation and financial incentives. We can 
also contact potential customers or partners in Wallonia and arrange meetings.

During company creation, we help with the whole process, which can be complex 
and confusing, especially for Chinese companies. Finally, once set up, we provide 
follow-up advice in case there is need for an extension, new offices or new 

Haichen Wang
Haichen Wang is the business development officer of AWEX’s China Welcome 
Office in Mons and runs his own management company, Semafort International 
Business Development, based in La Louvière 

Each project is 
unique, so we 
treat each case 
according to its 
specific needs
HaicHEn Wang

partnership. Overall, we are there to 
help out as much as we can, but if more 
detailed information is needed, we 
redirect the company to a specialist. 
Each project is unique, so we treat each 
case according to its specific needs.

What has been your experience of 
setting up your own business here?
I have to say that it’s quite easy to create 
a company in Belgium. However, the 
labour costs are quite high, though it is 
possible to strike a balance between that 
and the high productivity of Belgian 
employees, who are really motivated 
and versatile. On a commercial level, 
China and the Chinese market represent 
the core of my business. Our position 
and our assets give us a competitive 
edge because our services and products 
answer to a certain demand. As the 
Belgian economy relies a lot on exports, 
the Chinese market is obviously 
becoming one of its main concerns. I 
am lucky enough to take advantage of 
this situation to be able to develop my 
business.

How do you encourage Chinese 
businesses to invest in Wallonia?
We really emphasise the central 
location of Wallonia in Western Europe. 
We consider Wallonia a logistic hub to 
reach the whole European market. 
Depending on the company’s profile, 
we may highlight other advantages, 
such as research and development 
facilities, proximity to Brussels as a 
European centre of decision-making 
and lobbying, and the importance given 
to new technologies and innovation.

Another important factor is trust-
building and long-term relationships. 
We do our best to strengthen our 
relationships with potential investors 
as we know that for Chinese people, 
well-being and interpersonal aspects 
are central to their decision to settle 
abroad. Quality of life is a key asset, as 
experience tells us that economic and 

technological environments are not the 
only reasons Chinese business people 
choose to go abroad. Belgians have a 
reputation for being welcoming, which 
helps attract investors to Wallonia.

What do you appreciate about living 
and working in Belgium?
I personally think that the quality of life 
here is really high, which contributes to 
increased productivity. I also appreciate 
cultural and folkloric events, as they 
enable me to better understand the 
country and get closer to the local 
culture. From the beginning, I’ve been 
helped by my Belgian friends. This is 
probably the main thing that binds me 
to Belgium, a country that I consider 
mine.

How do you think Brussels and 
Wallonia could increase their 
international profile?
Brussels already benefits from an 
international image, through the 
presence of European institutions and 
international organisations, lobbyists 
and journalists. Wallonia, on the 
other hand, is less known abroad. As 

a small region, our strategy is to focus 
our efforts on other countries and 
regions. Each year, AWEX chooses a 
target market and puts a lot of effort 
into promoting Wallonia in this region, 
and vice versa. Two years ago, Hubei 
province in China was chosen as a target 
market. As a result of a long relationship 
between Wallonia and Hubei province, 
the biggest Chinese investment project 
in Wallonia (in Louvain-la-Neuve) was 
initiated by a private partner from 
Wuhan, capital of Hubei province. The 
China-Belgium Technology Centre is 
due to open in 2016. 

However, I think there are a few 
initiatives that could help improve our 
visibility on the international stage, 
and especially in China. Why not invite 
a famous Chinese film director here, so 
that he or she could film some scenes 
in our region? There have already 
been success stories of certain regions 
or cities becoming famous and well-
known to Chinese people. Next time, 
it could be the case for Wallonia or 
Brussels!
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encourages civic reflection, debate and 
openness.” Two of the Cité Miroir’s 
first theatrical offerings were French 
director Franck Berthier’s Le Peuple 
de la nuit, tracing three women’s path 
to resistance in a Nazi prison camp, 
and Un Paradis sur terre, a Belgian 
production that inverts the relationship 
between Europe and Africa. 

Then there’s the permanent exhibition 
Plus jamais ça. The multimedia 
exploration of Nazi deportation aims 
to honour the victims of past injustices 
while at the same time emphasising 
our civic responsibilities to ensure that 
such tragedies are not repeated in the 
present day.

In addition to the lofty goals of its 
founders, the Cité Miroir also serves 
its community in rather more prosaic 
ways. Liège was sorely in need of a 
large, integrated exhibition space and 
a mid-sized theatre. The new cultural 
campus offers both. Its performance 
space, dubbed Francisco Ferrer Hall 
in honour of the seminal Spanish 
modernist, accommodates an audience 
of just under 300.

The renovation of the building itself 
was a service to the city. The Bains 
et Thermes de la Sauvenière were 
designed by local architect Georges 
Dedoyard in the Bauhaus style 

popular in the 1930s. By the turn of 
the millennium, after several decades 
of continuous use, the facilities had 
fallen into disrepair and the public 
swimming pool was forced to close. 
Liège’s iconic baths were drained, 
leaving an empty husk overlooking 
Place Xavier Neujean.

The Cité Miroir project began to take 
shape in 2004 when the president of 
Les Territoires de la Mémoire, Jacques 
Smits, engaged a team of architects to 
investigate the viability of the derelict 
Sauvenière space. Their report must 
have read something like “difficult but 
not impossible”, because renovation 
began in 2009 and for the past five 
years the old baths have been a 
construction site.

The biggest stumbling block was 
funding. All told, the project would 
cost nearly €22 million, prompting 
MNEMA to reach out for partners 
far beyond Liège city limits. The 
plan worked; funds were generously 
disbursed by the European Regional 
Development Fund, the Walloon 
Region, Liège province and the City of 
Liège.

From there, the Cité Miroir needed 
only an architect to guide the work. 
MNEMA selected Liège-based firm 
Triangle Architectes. The mandate was 

to put the structure to rights in terms 
of aesthetic and safety values while 
respecting the spirit of Dedoyard’s 
original design.

Finally, in January this year, the 
building was ready for its grand 
reopening. Smits, Heusken and the 
rest of the MNEMA team wouldn’t 
have to wait long to find out if the 
past 10 years had been worth all the 
hard work.  “The opening was a huge 
success,” Heusken says. “More than 
20,000 people came to discover the 
new venue. We had sold-out crowds 
for the entire inaugural weekend.”

With a strong spring programme that 
combines the best of activism and 
art, the future of the Cité Miroir looks 
equally bright. The Centre d’Action 
Laïque is organising the festival A la 
Rencontre de Camus (March 17-30), a 
fortnight’s worth of events marking the 
100th anniversary of Albert Camus’s 
birth. The French existentialist 
thinker influenced a generation of 
post-war activists by anchoring civic 
responsibility in freedom, not in 
religious or ideological duty. This 
centenary includes exhibitions, 
workshops, discussions and a stage 
adaptation of Camus’s best-known 
novel, The Stranger.

The Cité Miroir is also one of the host 
venues of the ninth International 
Biennial of Photography and Visual 
Arts (March 15-May 25). Subtitled 
Pixels of Paradise, BIP2014 explores 
the propaganda value of the image, 
particularly in religious and political 
contexts. The tentpole exhibition Icons 
features work by several internationally 
renowned photographers and film-
makers including American video artist 
Robert Boyd, whose three-channel 
video installation The Man Who Fell to 
Earth will be shown in Belgium for the 
first time.

 www.citemiroir.be
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This is a civic space, 
a space where 
ideas can be freely 
exchanged 
Jean-Michel heuskin

Earlier this year, Liège celebrated 
the grand opening of its newest 
cultural space and, as far as 

spaces go, this just might be the city’s 
most unique. Like the Piscine Museum 
just across the border in Roubaix, 
France, the Cité Miroir is housed in a 
converted swimming pool. 

This is not just any old cultural centre. 
The Cité Miroir fulfils two specific 
functions that don’t always go hand in 
hand: civic engagement and cultural 
enrichment. The director himself, 
Jean-Michel Heuskin, comes from the 
activist world, having previously led 
an advocacy group dedicated to the 
integration of immigrants.

“First and foremost,” Heuskin says, 
“this is a civic space, a space where 
ideas can be freely exchanged.” 
In keeping with the democratic 
principle, the centre is shared by three 
associations. MNEMA is the non-profit 
that undertook the renovation of the 
building. Les Territoires de la Mémoire 
is its parent organisation. Liège 
province’s Centre d’Action Laïque is a 
long-standing champion of progressive 
causes.

Each organises its own cultural 
initiatives independently, albeit in the 
communal spirit. “The programme 
meets certain principles,” says 
Heuskin. “We require that each event 

making a splash
Liège’s cité miroir offers civic engagement and cultural enrichment in an 
unusual setting
by  GeorGio VaLentino
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Life  GASTRONOMY

From local to global
Chef collective Generation W launches Wallonia’s cuisine into orbit
By Sarah CreW

The region’s diverse culinary 
skills and artisan produce are 
being promoted on a local and 

international scale, thanks to a collective 
of talented and enthusiastic chefs. 
Founded last autumn, Generation W 
brings together 10 of Wallonia’s hottest 
chefs – each has at least one Michelin 
star. With both the public and the 
professional culinary world in their 
sights, the collective is at the core of a 
movement to boost one of Wallonia’s 
richest and most popular assets.

It is supported by Creative Wallonia, 
an ambitious project that encourages 
innovation. Wallonia is one of two 
regions – the other is Tuscany – to 
have achieved the status of European 
Creative District. “The project 
encourages an exchange between 
gastronomic chefs, the dawn of new 

talents and the promotion of Walloon 
cuisine at a national and international 
scale. This fine challenge is taken 
up by chefs from all four corners of 
Wallonia,” said Jean-Claude Marcourt, 
the Walloon government’s minister for 
the economy, SMEs, foreign trade and 
new technologies.

The collective gathers 10 emblematic 
chefs and restaurant owners who share 
a passion for food and a desire to show 
off their dynamic and modern cuisine. 
Illustrating their creativity is the book 
Une terre, des hommes et des recettes, 
in which each chef provides recipes of 
signature dishes and nominates five 
local artisan food producers, artists or 
designers with whom they collaborate. 
The photography is stunning and the 
dishes mouthwatering; colourful and 
creative images perfectly portray the 

philosophy of the group with an accent 
on convivial and playful cuisine.

Each chef has signed a 10-point charter 
affirming their engagement to work 
with local food suppliers and promote 
produits du terroir and so build a 
sustainable relationship with local 
producers. The movement is committed 
to passing on its skills and experience 
by encouraging the next generation of 
chefs. It has chosen six young chefs who 
are rising stars in the region. 

A trio of passionate chefs is behind the 
collective: Sang Hoon Degeimbre – 
one of the 10 named chefs –Jean-Luc 
Pigneur, the owner of Vieusart Academy 
of culinary arts in Wavre, and Benoît 
Cloës, owner of culinary bookshop Le 
Librairie Toqué in Namur. They make a 
formidable team, with Degeimbre the 
media expert, Cloës the marketing whizz 
and Pigneur the man who represents the 
region’s gastronomy on ministerial and 
royal economic missions.

Cloës explains how the initial idea was 
to create a local movement to encourage 
food lovers to appreciate regional 
food and gastronomy, but Degeimbre 
suggested giving it a global perspective. 
“Wallonia has excellent chefs and 
produce,” he says. “Degeimbre’s belief 
is that locals pay more attention when 
there is international interest. Wallonia 

is notoriously reluctant to take pride in 
its attributes, and he is confident that the 
seeds of creativity are here.” For Cloës, 
one of Wallonia’s key attributes is that 
each chef has a very different culinary 
identity.

In addition to its online presence and 
participation in fairs and events, an 
important aspect of the collective’s work 
is in inviting chefs and food writers 
from abroad, says Cloës. Degeimbre’s 
international reputation plays an 
important role here. “He cooks with big-
name chefs and is part of a new global 
culinary movement. Molecular cuisine 
may be dead, but cooking remains 
hi-tech, Cloës points out. “Our chefs 
don’t talk about it, but they do create 
dishes that can’t be replicated at home. 
There are lots of complicated processes 
and tricks that home cooks can’t do. 
Customers are also more demanding 
these days and expect to be surprised.”

Cloês recognises the importance of 
marketing Wallonia’s culinary heritage 
within the current vogue for gastronomic 
tourism. “Spain is one example of how 
chefs – with government backing – have 
put their country on the international 
gastronomic scene. Great chefs, but also 
great communication.”

A major food fair is planned for next 
spring in Namur. The city is the 

gastronomic capital of Wallonia, says 
Cloës. “There is a real search for quality 
gastronomy in the province. Walloon 
Brabant is a wealthier province, yet you 
find more top restaurants in Namur.

 WWW.GenerationW.Be

Une terre, des hommes et des recettes by 
René Sépul, photos by Anthony Florio and 
Nils Van Brabant
Renaissance du Livre 2013

our chefs don’t talk 
about it, but they do 
create dishes that 
can’t be replicated 
at home
Benoît Cloës

GeNeRATiON W 
Arabelle Meirlaen
arabelle Meirlaen, Marchin
Clément Petitjean
La Grappe d’or, torgny
Jean-Baptiste & Christophe Thomaes
Le Château du Mylord, ellezelles
Mario elias
Le Cor de Chasse, Wéris
Pierre Résimont
L’eau Vive, arbre
Sang Hoon Degeimbre
L’air du temps, Liernu
Maxime Collard
La table de Maxime, our
Laury Zioui
L’eveil des Sens, Montigny-le-tilleul
eric & Tristan Martin
Lemonnier, Lavaux-Ste-anne
Christophe Pauly
Le Coq aux Champs, Soheit-tinlot

inspired cuisine by Mario elias, 
Le Cor de Chasse

Generation W 
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Create  PaNOraMa

Monsieur Hublot Walloon sculptor and visual 
artist Stéphane Halleux is the 
creator of the Oscar-winning 

character Monsieur Hublot. The 
Franco-Luxembourg film picked up the 
short animation award in Los Angeles 
this year. Laurent Witz, one of its two 
directors, paid homage to Halleux 
when he collected the award, saying: 
“You deserve this Oscar, my friend”.

Halleux’s character inspired the multi-
award-winning film, with his original 
scenario being adapted by Witz for 

the screen and then co-produced with 
experienced 3D animator Alexandre 
Espigares. The artist created his 
atypical robot man entirely out of 
recycled materials using his fertile 
imagination.

Monsieur Hublot lives in an absurd 
post-industrial world where nature 
is absent from the landscape. He 
is a withdrawn, idiosyncratic and 
obsessive character, who fears change 
and the outside world. The arrival of 
Robot Pet turns his life upside-down 

as he has to share his home with the 
invasive companion.

The small-budget film was three years 
in the making and is acclaimed for its 
exceptional graphics and ingenious 
characters. Monsieur Hublot was 
created in Halleux’s studio in Hamois, 
in Namur province. Among his current 
projects is a new video game, The Dead 
Flowers Case, and he regularly exhibits 
his work in Belgium and abroad.

 www.stepHaneHalleux.be
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CREATE  DESIGN

own. “Many factors have contributed 
to their success, but we are happy we 
could help them along the way,” says 
Capitani. This year, three labels are 
included for the second time: Marc-
Philippe Coudeyere, Alice Knackfuss, 
and Justine de Moriamé and Erika 
Schillebeeckx’s label, Krjst. Two are 
new: Barbara Repole and Sébastien 
Pescarollo with Super Pieceofchic and 
Gioia Seghers. 

“We usually want the designer to 
have already produced at least one 
collection, but sometimes we’ll make an 
exception,” says Capitani. Such is the 
case of Gioia Seghers, who graduated 
from La Cambre in 2012 and will be 
presenting her first women’s collection 
in Paris. “As this is my first collection, 
my collaboration with WBDM is very 
important and helpful to me,” she 
says. “As the programme is unique, 
it’s a great opportunity for any young 
designer to be a part of it. Their advice 
and coaching is very useful.” She hopes 
to find her first sellers at home and 
abroad this season, and to continue 
developing her namesake label.

Repole and Pescarolla are not so new 
to the fashion scene. With their graphic 
design studio Pieceofchic, the duo 
have been designing prints for various 
local and international fashion labels. 
They developed their own collection of 
dresses to showcase their expertise and 
their prints to a larger audience, but 
growing popularity has convinced the 
two to take their label to the next level. 
“We hope the collaboration with WBDM 
will give our own brand international 
visibility,” says Repole. “Additionally, 
the programme will hopefully help us 
make the right decisions. It’s always so 
important to receive feedback from a 
professional team.”

The first part of the package of services 
WBDM  provides to its designers is a 

move from a temporary collaboration 
with a local agent to a more enduring 
partnership that lasts a full year. WBDM 
selects the designers for its programme 
with Paris agency No Season Cop, which 
represents 15 collections. “No Season 
Cop benefits from years of experience, 
a huge database of clients all around 
the world and a good communication 
strategy. All the important buyers go 
there, so our designers receive really 
great exposure,” Capitani points out. 
“Their experience also enables them to 
give our designers valuable feedback. 

They’ll filter the comments buyers make 
and translate it into suggestions to make 
the collections more commercially 
viable.”

Likewise, WBDM has also found a more 
permanent partner in the Parisian PR 
agency Outlevel, which represents the 
designers between fashion weeks, too, 
and is associated with a PR agent in 
London to further expand the impact of 
the designers’ representation. “Outlevel 
selects pieces from the different 
collections to keep in its showroom 
and make available to stylists for 
photoshoots,” explains Capitani. “For 
Filles à Papa, this collaboration was so 
successful, they’re still working with 
them even though they’re no longer in 
the programme.” 

WBDM also enlists the help of 
influential blogger and journalist 
Philippe Pourhashemi as a coach to 
the designers, Capitani says. “He 
travels a lot, he knows the markets 
around the world, and he sees a lot of 
trends and opportunities. He consults 
our designers on their international 
strategy, positioning and target group.” 

Jan Verheyen, manager of Marc-
Philippe Coudeyre, was very happy to 
be selected for the programme for the 
second year in a row. “The professional 
collaborations with a commercial 
showroom and PR agency make all the 
difference. It’s a very smart move and 
it sets an example for the industry,” he 
says. “The commercial results after the 
first season were limited, but from the 
second season we’ve seen the positive 
evolution. It’s important to understand 
that these things take time. The fact that 
someone is working with us throughout 
the entire year, and not just during the 
fashion weeks, leads to much better 
results.”

 www.wbdm.be

It’s that time of the year again: 
journalists and buyers are flocking 
to the fashion capitals of the world 

to attend shows and visit showrooms 
in search of the next big thing. 
Many countries employ institutions 
or organisations to represent their 
designers at the all-important fashion 
weeks, but most of them struggle to 
find a way to make a lasting impression 
on both press and buyers. Wallonie-
Bruxelles Design/Mode, however, 
seems to have found the golden 
formula.

Whether it was the intention or not, 
WBDM can be considered a trailblazer 
when it comes to supporting local 

design talent abroad. Realising that 
the strategy to represent and support 
designers for just one week each 
season was too limited, it changed its 
approach. “We used to rent a gallery in 
Paris and work with a sales agent just 
for Fashion Week, but we decided to 
evolve towards a more continuous and 
tighter partnership. This way we can 
support our designers for a full year,” 
explains Laure Capitani of WBDM.

Each year, WBDM selects five designers 
from Brussels or Wallonia to participate 
in the programme. Famous alumni 
include designer label Filles à Papa, 
who in their fourth year of business 
are ready to head to Paris on their 

Local design 
talent takes Paris
Long-term support from wbdm makes all the 
difference to up-and-coming fashion designers
by StePhanie duvaL
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PERFORMANCE
KISS & CRY
This mesmerising and utterly unique dance 
piece is created entirely by the hands of the 
two black-clad performers, who move around a 
miniaturised stage set while the close-up action 
is projected on to a screen behind them. A 
quirky score backs up Michèle Anne De Mey and 
Jaco Van Dormael’s wistful tale of love and loss 
that is still resonating with packed audiences 
three years after its creation.
WHAT? KISS & CRY

WHEN? MAY 9-18 

WHERE? LES ECURIES, CHARLEROI

www.charleroi-danses.be

FESTIVALS
BRUSSELS SHORT
FILM FESTIVAL
For an event devoted to less-than-feature-length 
fare, the Brussels Short Film Festival is anything 
but pint-sized. Spread out over several venues 
– Bozar, Flagey, Cinéma Vendôme, Théâtre 
Mercelis and others – this 12-day extravaganza 
screens 300 films and hosts workshops, 
discussions and meet-and-greets with 600 
industry professionals from all over the world. 
Participating film-makers are eligible for prizes 
worth €30,000 in three classes. Last year’s 
grand prize went to Bulgarian directors Kristina 
Grozeva and Petar Valchanov’s off-kilter comedy 
Jump (pictured). Besides the cinematic offerings, 
BSFF also organises concerts and parties.
WHAT? BRUSSELS SHORT FILM FESTIVAL

WHEN? ApRIL 23-MAY 3

WHERE? AROUND BRUSSELS

www.bsff.be

BALKAN TRAFIK 
This festival was inaugurated in 2007 as a 
means of opening a dialogue between Brussels 
and the Balkans. Organisers sought above all to 
challenge the perennial stereotype of southeast 
Europe as a powder keg. So for the past seven 
years, Balkan Trafik has shown us the cream 
of the region’s cultural crop, with a focus on 
music and film. The offerings are traditional, 
contemporary and everything between. This 
eighth edition kicks off with an open-air concert 
in the Grand Place, headlined by George Dalaras 
(pictured), who plays rebetiko, a form of urban 
folk music developed in the streets of Athens 
during the trying times of the 20th century.
WHAT? BALKAN TRAFIK 

WHEN? MAY 1-4 

WHERE? BOZAR, BRUSSELS

www.balkantrafik.com 

ZINNEKE pARADE 
Every Zinneke parade is an adventure two 
years in the making. The folks behind the 
artsy, biennial blowout keep busy in between 
by organising hundreds of events, from 
discussions to workshops and master classes to 
performances, exhibitions and installations in 
public spaces. All of these contribute in some 
way to the success of the following edition of the 
parade. The latest interval has been particularly 
productive since Zinneke is transforming from 
a procession into something more like a street 
festival. Not only will this edition be bigger, but 
it will also be more interactive, particularly in 
its relationship with its host neighbourhoods in 
central Brussels.
WHAT? ZINNEKE pARADE 

WHEN? MAY 10 

WHERE? BRUSSELS

www.zinneke.org 
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MUSIC
DJANGO@LIBERCHIES
Every year the birthplace of manouche guitarist 
Django Reinhardt celebrates its most famous 
son on the anniversary of his death in 1953.  As 
well as music from acts such as Liège violinist 
Joachim Iannello (pictured) and his quartet, 
The Hedgehog Sextet and Samarabalouf, there’s 
a DjangOff programme of special events for the 
whole family, including walks, puppet shows, 
sculpture, storytelling, live painting and street 
theatre.
WHAT? DJANGO@LIBERCHIES

WHEN? MAY 17 & 18

WHERE? LIBERCHIES

VISUAL ARTS
BIENNIAL OF 
pHOTOGRApHY
AND VISUAL ARTS 
Under the banner Pixels of Paradise, this series 
of 11 exhibitions studies the connections 
between image and belief, questioning power 
and authority. Guest curators from the Czech 

CLOSE-UP
For his series This is not America, Liège photographer Benjamin Leveaux waited for the 
sun to shine and then travelled in and around his home city to encapsulate images of the 
US, Liège-style. It wasn’t only the sun that dictated shoots. “I don’t have a car, so it also 
depended on my means of transport,” he admits. 

His premise fits perfectly into the theme of the Liège International Biennial of Photography 
and Visual Arts, which asks the question “should we believe the images that surround us?” 
For Leveaux’s cast of characters, the American dream can be found close to home. Hoisting 
the Stars and Stripes, owning an iconic American car, playing baseball or cheerleading: 
the Eldorado exists for all these Walloons.

When Leveaux travels abroad he prefers to lose himself. “I find everything interesting 
and try and discover and experience as many things as possible,” he says. He is also still 
exploring his own style. “I’m practising different techniques and styles and prefer to 
continue to try out different things. Portraiture is a regular theme and I’m keen to develop 
this.”

The biennial is his first public exhibition. “It’s a fantastic opportunity and it increases my 
confidence and desire to produce other series,” says Leveaux. 

www.BENJAMIN-LEVEAUx.COM

HTTp://BIp-LIEGE.ORG

Republic present a selection of works by their 
countrymen, and the exhibition Idoles will 
include the European premiere of American 
artist Robert Boyd’s triptych video installation 
The Man Who Fell To Earth, a poignant and 
forceful montage about the fall of regimes.
WHAT? BIENNIAL OF pHOTOGRApHY 

AND VISUAL ARTS

WHEN? UNTIL MAY 25

WHERE? LIEGE

http://bip-liege.org

TO THE pOINT 
It was Georges Seurat’s painting A Sunday 
Afternoon on the Island of la Grande Jatte that 
launched the style known as pointillism – or, 
as the French artist preferred, divisionism. 
The revolutionary movement revolved around 
two poles: France and Belgium. An exhibition 
in Brussels brings together for the first time 
portraits, an oft-overlooked facet of pointillism. 
Artists sought meticulously to create the effect of 
luminosity by carefully applying dabs of primary 
colour, and each had an individual approach 
to the exacting technique, culminating in a 
breathtaking range of canvases, from dark, rich 
hues to bright modernist scenes. Though the 
pursuit of light was laborious and each artist 
eventually abandoned the technique, its legacy 
nevertheless shaped early 20th-centry art. 
Pictured is Le Père Biart Reading in the Garden by 
Henry Van De Velde.
WHAT? TO THE pOINT. THE NEO-

IMpRESSIONIST pORTRAIT, 1886-1904

WHEN? UNTIL MAY 18

WHERE? ING CULTURAL CENTRE, 

BRUSSELS

www.ing.be/art
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Franco Dragone

The world is my stage, #Wallonia is my home

Franco Dragone dazzles the planet with his amazing shows. 
Along with thousands of other Walloon entrepreneurs, artists, 
actors, writers, designers and creators spreading their Belgian 
creativity and innovation capacity all over the world. 
Wallonia is in the World.
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