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Denos and Georges Macricostas

From Greece

to the US and the world
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On tlﬁe-fi'éft George, to the right Denos

wo generations of entrepreneurs

of Greek origin have founded, in

the USA, companies that have
become leaders in their respective fields.
In their interviews, Denos and Georges
Macricostas (father and son) unveil their
impressive careers resulting from hard
work, and they talk about the impor-
tance of focus and intensity in grow-
ing a business and the need to lead by
example. Deno and his son Georges
recently gave a considerable donation
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By Eugenia Anastassiou

through the Macricostas Family Foun-
dation for the construction of the West
Wing of the Gennadius Library at the
American School of Classical Studies in
Athens.

The wing is dedicated to the memory
of General loannis Makriyannis, the fa-
mous hero of the1821 Greek War of In-
dependence. It includes a state-of-the-
art gallery, as well as spaces for research,
seminars and display areas for the Li-
brary’s unique collection of artefacts.




Constantine‘Deno’
Macricostas and
Semiconductor
Company Photronics

D o you think there is such a thing
as the Macricostas’ ‘entrepre-
neurial DNA'—since both you and
your son have founded companies
which have become leaders in their
respective fields?

There is some truth to this statement,
as my father was a risk taker and an en-
trepreneur, in this regard | did take after
him, as did my two sisters.

My father came from Smyrni to main-
land Greece as a very young boy in
1922. Despite being uneducated, it was
through sheer hard work and deter-
mination that he was able to create a
successful dairy farm, which sustained
us through the horrors of the German
Occupation and the Greek Civil War. He
was never afraid to take risks in business
because he believed in his own abilities
and it was this he passed down to me.

| learnt a great deal whilst working
with my father, as he led by example
and he was my idol. Just as | followed
my father and worked beside him, so
did my son George. He in turn became
my shadow, when he was a young boy.

I am not sure if it is up to upbringing or
DNA, but we both understand the value
of hard work, the importance of focus
and intensity in growing a business, as
well as the need to lead by example.

You started Photronics Inc in 1969,
when the semiconductor industry was
inits early stages. What compelled you
to go into this relatively new field?

In reality it was a combination of luck,
circumstance and background which
prepared me to take on the challenge
of creating my own business. Prima-
rily being in the right place at the right
time, coupled with being at an age with
a certain amount of experience behind
me and having certain qualities my fa-
ther had instilled in me—among them,
to trust in myself and take risks.

To give you an idea of how the semicon-
ductor industry developed and how rev-
olutionary transistors were at the time,

two sons.

nesses.

prior to their use, the prevalent technol-
ogy in manufacturing radios was vacuum
tubes. They had the disadvantage of be-
ing expensive, unreliable and having a
short life span, whilst on the other hand
transistors were reliable, less expensive
to produce, and they lasted longer. The
technology continued to evolve, with
the invention of integrated circuits (com-
monly known as “chips”) by Jack Kilby
of Texas Instruments. Integrated circuits
transformed the industry and their adop-
tion paved the way for use across a broad
spectrum of electronic devices.

| started working for National Semi-
conductor, at the beginning of the
1960s, when the company was in its in-
fancy, but fortuitously coinciding with
the time that transistor technology was
beginning to be deployed more widely,
particularly in the production of tran-
sistor radios. During the 1960s and 70s
billions were being sold and National
Semiconductor went on to become a
multi-billion-dollar company, before it
was acquired by Texas Instruments.

The big risk

It was through working as an engineer-
ing manager at Qualitron, one of Na-
tional Semiconductor’s suppliers, that
I learnt not just about technology but
also about business too. Mainly through
observing how the executives at Qua-
litron were managing the company
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Deno Macricostas founded Photronics, a photomask
company in Connecticut in 1969. He was Executive
Chairman of the Company until January 2018. Born in
1935, in Piraeus, Greece, he came to the USA in 1954
to attend Eureka College and Hillyer College, (now the
University of Hartford). He met his first wife Aristea at
a Greek Orthodox Youth of America (GOYA) event in
Connecticut. They got married in 1958 and they have

After serving in the US Army, he worked at National

Semiconductor, designing equipment for transistors during the boom years of
transistor manufacturing. He then became an engineering manager at Qualitron,
specialising in making photomasks, which are the master copies of the photoli-
thography pattern used in making microcircuits for electronic devices.

This led to the creation of his own company, Photronics, which he grew to become
a global leader in the fields of photomask and reticle technology; the process of
circuit design on quartz glass plates used to make microchips. The company was
listed on the NASDAQ in 1987 and has expanded worldwide to other locations in
the Far East, North America, and Europe. Now in his 80s, Deno shows no sign of
stopping; he continues to mentor young entrepreneurs in starting up new busi-

and seeing how it could operate more
efficiently. The belief that | could do it
better, set me on the course of pursuing
my personal "American Dream’; and for-
tunately the pro-business climate in the
United States provided the “runway” for
that dream to take off.

It was a big risk since | put my house
up as collateral and borrowed money
through the Small Business Administra-
tion to acquire the capital needed to
start the business. Our first operation
was in the humble location of a large
commercial garage bay.

The technological advances of the
digital age must have transformed se-
miconductors. What part has Photron-
ics played in these huge changes?

In all honesty | cannot say that we rev-
olutionised anything because the semi-
conductor industry is not essentially a
revolutionary but an evolutionary one.

To give you an example, the techno-
logical driver for the semiconductor in-
dustry revolves around the width of the
lines for the circuitry on an integrated
circuit. When | started making transis-
tors, the line width was the thickness
of a human hair. Today it is over a thou-
sand times smaller than the diameter of
a hair, only seven nanometres wide—
that is just seven billionths of a meter
and you need a high-powered micro-
scope to be able see it.
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The smaller the circuitry’s lines, the
more lines per square inch that can be
placed on a silicon chip—for instance,
the entire Bible can fit on an area the
size of a US dime—this of course allows
more transistors to be put on a chip.

In the early days there were hundreds
of companies making transistors in
the United States, but as technology
advanced, the capital investment nec-
essary to keep pace with that devel-
opment forced companies that were
either inefficient or did not invest in
technology to go out of business. As
a result, while the industry has grown
dramatically, it has consolidated over
the years and there are fewer semicon-
ductor companies left today.

Keeping pace with technology

Photronics has been able to keep
pace with technology; but we also
focus on customer satisfaction, timing
our technology investments right, run-
ning our business efficiently, as well as
earning the trust of capital markets,
whilst taking market share from our
competitors. In fact, there are just three
major players throughout the world
producing photomasks commercially,
with Photronics being the largest.

Through the years we have supported
some of the biggest names in elec-
tronics, including Micron, Samsung,
IBM, Texas Instruments, Intel and STMi-
croelectronics, among others. We have
been successful, because through our
own research, development and de-
ployment of photomask technology in
our manufacturing facilities around the
world we have been able to help them
get to the next technological node.

Photronics now has a global pres-
ence, including in the Far East—
namely Taiwan, Korea and China,
which are considered to be leaders in
semiconductor manufacturing. What
has Photronics brought to them?

Early on, we recognised that the semi-
conductor industry was shifting to Asia,
so, if we wanted Photronics to grow
and prosper, we had to set up manu-
facturing there.

In Korea, an organic integrated circuit
industry developed with Samsung and
Hynix, which have emerged as two of the
major electronics/chip manufacturers in
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the world. We made a strategic decision
to invest in a Korean start-up photomask
company. Today, Photronics owns this
business, which has become the strategic
supplier to Samsung and Hynix.

There are just three major players
throughout the world producing
photomasks commercially, with
Photronics being the largest

In the meantime, as flat-panel display
screens were being developed, we saw
an opportunity to enter into an emerg-
ing industry, so, we invested in technol-
ogy to develop and supply large area
masks—as the name suggests, these
are photomasks for larger electronic
devices. As a result, we have both inte-
grated circuit and large area masks divi-
sions in Korea and Taiwan.

Facilities in China and Taiwan

Photronics are currently building two
facilities in China (one to provide inte-
grated circuit photomasks and another
to provide large area masks) and with
the commitments we have from other
Chinese semiconductor companies, we
project that Asia will represent nearly
80% of our revenues in the near future.

Over the last two decades, the mer-
chant semiconductor business has also
been shifting to Taiwan; it is encourag-
ing to see that this small island nation
adopted a policy to lure back its young
people who went to study and work
abroad, especially from leading univer-
sities and technology companies. Tai-
wan succeeded in reversing the “brain
drain” of high-quality engineers, with
attractive business incentives and as a
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result has quickly become a technolo-
gy hub. Today it is home to some of the
largest semiconductor factories in the
world and produces more chips than
the United States.

I have always wished that Greece would
adopt a policy similar to Taiwan’s, as so
many talented and well-educated young
Greeks remained abroad after they fin-
ished their studies. | believe that if they
could follow the example of Taiwan and
even that of Ireland, which offers signifi-
cant tax incentives to draw in large inter-
national companies, Greece could also
advance further economically.

Listed on NASDAQ

In your long career and as the found-
er of Photronics, what have been the
great milestones, both professionally
and in developing the company?

There were many milestones in the
development of Photronics as it grew
from its first location in a local garage
to a global company. Certainly, taking
the company publicin 1987 and having
it listed on NASDAQ was an important
milestone which gave us capital to ex-
pand, whilst also validating our efforts
and vision through the public invest-
ments entrusted to us.

Proactively expanding to Taiwan and
Korea were also important milestones
as those positioned us to serve and
participate in the Asian market. Our
current expansion into China is also an
important step which will shape the fu-
ture of the company.

Professionally, | am also proud of the
work | have done helping other small
businesses to get off the ground. Both
as an investor and as a mentor to young
entrepreneurs, | have helped many com-
panies develop across various industries.




George Macricostas and
collocation company
RagingWire

ow did you spot the "gap in the
market” and realise the poten-
tial of companies “co-locating” their
computing systems into cohesive,
cost-effective data centre platforms?

When | was at Photronics in the late
1990s, we looked at outsourcing our Data
Centre needs, but we only found provid-
ers catering to the Dotcom industry.

At that time, business enterprises were
starting to outsource their websites, but
they were holding most of their back
office “mission critical” applications and
supporting hardware—in other words,
the data and IT equipment that were
crucial to running their business—in
their own Data Centres. The companies
would build and run their own, but they
often lacked the expertise, scale, and
budget to meet their requirements.

In some ways Data Centres followed the
same path as the semiconductor indus-
try, where the cost to build your own be-
came more expensive than to outsource
it to a specialised provider. In addition,
RagingWire could also offer clients a path
for growth within our facilities, so rather
than build their own capacity for the fu-
ture, they could “pay as they go”.

Back then we believed that enter-
prise companies would outsource their
facilities-based infrastructure needs to
Data Centre providers while embracing
selective application outsourcing, thus
creating further demand for facilities
like ours. Today, businesses and indi-
viduals have generally accepted “the
Cloud’, although the issue of security is
still a concern for sensitive information.

RagingWire is considered to be one
of the companies that ‘helped create
the data centre collocation industry’;
now a multi-billion-dollar global in-
dustry. Do you think of yourself as an
innovator in this industry?

We were innovators in that we could
see the IT outsourcing trend early, which
ultimately led to Data Centres housing
the “Cloud” as we know it today. | would
say that we viewed ourselves as logistics
optimisers with additional focus on cli-
ent experience.

We designed, built, operated and main-
tained energy efficient Data Centres, and
we developed automation via custom
built software to integrate multiple dis-
parate software packages into a single
view, to serve our clients’ needs via a se-
cure portal and to serve our own staff’s
requirements to run the business. We
patented some unique electrical designs
and implemented innovative mechanical
cooling and humidification designs to
lower our total cost of ownership.

You started RagingWire in 2000 and
guided it through two recessions
while achieving rapid, sustainable
growth and a profit. How did you ac-
complish all that in such a relatively
short period of time?

The 2000-02 recession was the worst,
but | listened to people who advised me,
specifically my father, and | implement-
ed their recommendations quickly. The
second recession was much easier, given
that we had cash flow and were operat-
ing profitably by that time. However, our
profits were cut by 55% as we worked
with our clients to give them some con-
cessions, which helped us greatly when
their business picked up again.

From the beginning, we worked incred-
ibly long hours and focused on keeping
our costs down, as well as providing an
excellent service for our clients, whilst
leveraging their endorsements to bring
in more business by industry referral.

Our mantras were “to do more with less’
and “to delight our customers”.

We reduced our monthly expenses,
set realistic financial goals and ulti-
mately achieved them by attracting
new clients, whilst growing revenue
with our existing clients. We found that
two thirds of our sales were organic, as
our clients expanded and grew with us.

In 2014 originally, NTT acquired
80% of RagingWire, and since Janu-
ary 2018 it fully owns it. How do you
feel about ‘letting go’ of the compa-
ny you created?

By 2014, we had around 300 clients
and over 50 megawatts of live critical
load supporting client equipment in
multiple buildings in two states, and
we were building even more capacity.

My experience at RagingWire lasted
almost 18 years, and it was time for me
to move on to the next chapter. | had
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George Macricostas was born in 1969,
in Connecticut. As Senior Vice President
of Photronics, George was responsible
for all aspects of the company’s global IT
infrastructure, primarily coordinating the
acquisition, building, and re-engineering
of 12 world-class Data Centre facilities lo-
cated in North America, Asia, and Europe.
George co-founded his company Rag-
ingWire in 2000 to solve a problem he
came across: available data centres were
not catering for business enterprises.
RagingWire set out to design, build and
operate world-class, cost-effective data
centres in which multiple tenants would
be offered dedicated, secured deploy-
ments within a common facility.

With intensified use of the web and
the data demands of electronic de-
vices growing rapidly, companies in-
creasingly needed to house their criti-
cal IT systems in protected, reliable
data facilities. In this way, RagingWire
eventually became both an innovator
and a leader in this sector.

In 2014, Japanese communications gi-
ant NTT saw RagingWire's great poten-
tial and acquired an 80% stake, and in
January 2018 it acquired 100% owner-
ship of the company.

Among other things, George is one of
the finalists in the 2007 Ernst and Young
Entrepreneur of the Year competition
and a member of the board of directors
of the Jane Goodall Institute, a US envi-
ronmental and wildlife organisation.

no desire to take the company pubilic,
as | wanted a more immediate exit in
order to focus on my family and have a
more balanced life. RagingWire happily
consumed all my time, which started as
a passion and became my obsession.

| feel great about having “let go” of the
tremendous weight of responsibility,
and | am happy spending time with my
family, my friends, and pursuing my hob-
bies with equal passion. | am grateful to
all my past fellow co-workers, clients and
vendors for having played a vital role in
RagingWire's success.
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Georges Macricostas explains how the Macricostas
family decided to make the donation and unveils
the connection with General Makriyiannis

hat inspired your family to make

such a generous donation to cre-
ate the Makriyannis Wing in the Gen-
nadius Library in Central Athens?

It was completely accidental, my neig-
hbour founded a non-profit organisa-
tion called CyArk which captures 3D
digital images of heritage sites around
the world through advanced laser tech-
nology and then uses the digitally pre-
served data to create educational me-
dia, including virtual tours.

| gave CyArk a grant to go to Greece
and they partnered with the Ameri-
can School of Classical Studies, which
houses the Gennadius Library; the staff
there helped them to get access to sev-
eral important archaeological sites.

It was on a visit to Greece for a tour
with CyArk, that | discovered that the
American School had a set of the origi-
nal paintings of the 1821 War of Inde-
pendence that General Makriyannis
had commissioned, among their col-
lection. Unfortunately, owing to lack
of funds for constructing a display area
in the Gennadius west wing, they and
other artefacts were kept in storage
and away from public view.
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In addition, there was also family con-
nection with Makriyannis, my grand-
mother Anastasia Armaos Macricostas
was from the village of Krokilio in Fok-
ida, Central Greece; the neighbouring
village, Avoriti, was the General’s birth-
place. In fact, to this day Krokilio keeps
Makriyannis’ name alive, by holding a
festival in his honour every other year,
to celebrate his life and accomplish-
ments.

Through the Macricostas Foundation,
we support the Makriyannis Associa-
tion who are also involved in maintain-
ing the village of Krokilio in the absence
of government support. The Founda-
tion has supplied additional funds to
the Association to take on maintenance
and beautification projects in Krokilio.

However, the Makriyannis paintings
are truly exceptional and are also an
important part of Greek history. This ul-
timately inspired us to help make them
and the other historical items in the
Library’s collection available for pub-
lic display, in this aesthetically pleas-
ing oasis in the middle of Athens. So,
we decided to support the organisa-
tion’s efforts by sponsoring the naming
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of the wing for General Makriyannis,
whilst also honouring my grandmother
and her village of Krokilio.

In giving the donation in honour
of General Makriyannis, do you rec-
ognise relevance for Greeks of the
present generation? What can we
learn from him?

Makriyannis’role during the Greek War
of Independence, his efforts to force the
adoption of a constitution, his contribu-
tion to Greek literature with his evoca-
tive memoirs, played a significant part
in the early years of our modern nation.

Greeks of the present generation can
be encouraged by Makriyannis’ selfless
drive to continue to work for the good
of the nation, even after the war was
over. Where many of the heroes of the
1821 Revolution “sat on their laurels”
or pursued personal gain, Makriyannis
remained active, working to establish a
constitution for the citizens of Greece.

Greeks today can also be inspired by
his willingness to sacrifice himself for
what he believed in, putting the good

I always remember one of his
sayings: “We have to stop saying
‘I’and start saying ‘we’ if we want

to build our village and live in

it together”. | wish politicians in

Greece, the United States and

throughout the world would

do more to follow this example

—the world would certainly

be a better place

of the country above his personal wel-
fare. At one point, he was even jailed
and sentenced to death for his convic-
tions but was released eventually and
ultimately succeeded in the campaign
for Greece to adopt a constitution.

| always remember one of his sayings:
“We have to stop saying‘l’and start say-
ing ‘we’ if we want to build our village
and live in it together” | wish politi-
cians in Greece, the United States and
throughout the world would do more
to follow this example—the world
would certainly be a better place.




Where Challenges
Meet Solver

Regardless of Greeces economic and sy-
stemic shortcomings, the crisis has en-

gendered a fledgling entrepreneurial

and innovative spirit within the coun-

try, through people prepared to effect
change in different and new ways—as
embodied by Christos Stamatis, CEO

of Stevia Hellas Co-op, and Dimitris
Papastergiou, the Mayor of Trikala

e spend far too much time

complaining about the

way things are and forget
that we have the power to change any-
thing and everything”

ReLoad’s CEO Effie Kyrtata opened the
fifth annual ReLoad Greece conference
in London with this challenge to effect
change for a better Greece, together
with a gathering of inspirational busi-
ness leaders, entrepreneurs, investors,
fund managers, venture capitalists, aca-
demics, creative minds, and disruptors
from Greece and around the world—
with the idea that their collective vision
will enable, stimulate and empower a
new generation of Greek entrepreneurs
to take that “leap of faith".

However, the challenges of starting
up a new enterprise within Greece’s
difficult economic climate which se-
verely tests entrepreneurial ambitions
resonated throughout the conference.
Namely the sclerotic institutions, un-
fathomable bureaucracy, the inconsist-
encies of the fiscal/tax system which
makes operating a business in Greece
so problematic and not only holds en-

S

trepreneurship back, but ultimately im-
pedes the country’s economic growth.

These impediments were addressed
by one keynote speaker, Professor James
A. Robinson of the University of Chicago
and co-author of “Why Nations Fail”.
This seminal book traces the historical
background of economic systems and
through this perspective analyses why
some countries seem destined for pov-
erty, even in the 21 century.

He asserts that despite the fact that
some of the poorest nations may have
a wealth of natural resources and pools
of talented and ambitious individuals,
years of monopolist, autocratic business
practices together with cronyism and
corruption make it difficult for entrepre-
neurial opportunities to trickle down
to the wider population. Conversely in
"wealthy” nations, the development of
a more democratic economic order has
overcome this adverse status quo by fa-
cilitating business and enabling systems
that encourage innovation, along with
the realisation that wide-ranging and
inclusive entrepreneurship generate na-
tional wealth.
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RG Connect18 Conference—Where Challenges meet Solvers—Reload Greece

RelLoad Greece

By Eugenia Anastasiou

Effie Kyrtata, ReLoad's CEQ

The message here was that in order to
escape the "poverty trap” Greece must
reload mentality to create a better busi-
ness environment for its entrepreneurs
and innovators.

Regardless of Greece’s economic and
systemic shortcomings, the crisis has
engendered a fledgling entrepreneuri-
al and innovative spirit within the coun-
try through people prepared to effect
change in different and new ways—as
embodied by Christos Stamatis, CEO of
Stevia Hellas Co-op, and Dimitris Papas-
tergiou, the Mayor of Trikala.
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RelLoad Greece

Innovating Greece’s

first smart city

Electric carin Trikala

The unwieldy public sector in Greece is an unlikely area to be at the forefront of innovation

but Trikala’s dynamic mayor is taking the bull by the horn to change that perception.
He has propelled this historic city of 82,000 in the agricultural heartland of Greece,
into being considered one of the “Top 21 Smart Cities in the World’

When Dimitris Papastergiou took
over as mayor in 2014, Trikala
was in debt to the tune of 45m euro,
but through his innovative approach
adopting tech-savvy solutions, collab-
orating with private enterprises, and
participating in EU funded projects and
trials, he managed to slash the munici-
pality’s debt by half.

The schemes he introduced showcase
how tech innovation can make a dif-
ference and perhaps also inspire other
parts of Greece in addressing some of
their concerns, and they include:
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= Tech monitoring of the status of traf-
fic lights, water pipes etc., of the avail-
ability of parking spaces, the location
of rubbish trucks, and even the City
Hall's monthly budget; all, easily acces-
sible and viewed on large screens in the
council employees’ building.

= An online complaint system through
which local people can directly report any
kind of problem. They can also use a spe-
cially devised smartphone app, released
last year, to make requests, comments,
and complaints, which go directly to the
relevant department qualified to rectify
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the issue. The average response time was
lowered from one month to just eight
days, and there was a significant cut on
the dreaded "red-tape” of bureaucracy.

= A fully adopted electronic system of
analysis for municipal problems: every-
thing is logged and measured in order
to increase efficiency and to even gauge
citizen’s satisfaction in how the issue was
resolved. This system also makes the pro-
cess more accessible and transparent.

= Experimenting with sensor-equipped
streetlights, which slashed electricity us-
age by 70%.




Winter tourism in Trikala

The most widely profiled project May-
or Papastergiou introduced, which attra-
cted international publicity, was the EU’s
project of testing driverless buses in Tri-
kala. Six autonomous CityMobil2 buses
operated for six months in tandem with
the city’s existing public transporta-
tion; the Trikala trial becoming the glo-
bal case-study for any city intending to
adopt automated transport.

Not all Mayor Papastergiou’s initia-
tives have a tech-edge. There’s also the
further development of winter tourism
in Trikala, particularly focussing on the
Christmas market, and the success of
the Mill of Elves, now the biggest theme
park in Greece attracting some one mil-
lion visitors. There are plans for “Project
Asclepios”, which will centre on develop-
ing an agribusiness to farm the ancient
medicinal plants growing in the moun-
tains surrounding Trikala, for the phar-
maceutical industry.

The savings made in Trikala’s tech sche-
mes and profits from projects like the Mill
of Elves are also financing e-Trikala, a com-
pany owned by the municipality which
funds local innovation. This municipally-
owned venture paid for robotics and IT
kits for all 120 local schools, to enable
students to access the latest technology
and encourage STEM learning. In this way
the new generation in Trikala can increase
their chances of future employment in
the 21% century’s technological age.

Dimitris Papastergiou,
mayor of Trikala

and sustainable cities all over Greece.

Dimitris Papastergiou concedes that
modern cities are not just about smart
tech and that using technology is not
an end but a means to an end. Getting
Trikala’s citizens to directly engage, com-
ment, and even complain to City Hall
means that they are invested in their
local community in some way. This em-
powers the citizens and gives them the
sense that “government’, even at local
level, is not some distant, uncaring en-
tity, and that for something to get done,
someone doesn’'t need be “acquainted
with a politician"—a practice which is
endemic in Greece and has to change, if
progress is to be made.

o
Lo

i’:

s
City of Trikala, one of the top 21 smart cities in the world

L LA
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Dimitris Papastergiou is a native of Trikala and in
2014 he was elected mayor of the city as leader of the
political party “Trikala Restart Now". He studied both
electrical and computer engineering at the National
Technical University of Athens. His passion for music,
journalism, electronics, programming, and broad-
casting, led him to set up local radio station Anemos
92, and to also design and develop several energy
projects for the private sector. Papastergiou’s interest in politics started in student
councils at university, and at the age of 29 he became further involved in municipal
politics, eventually becoming a local councillor. He is also on the board of the Greek
Municipal Union (KEDE) and the president of the corresponding committee for“De-
velopment, Innovation and Entrepreneurship”. One of his goals is to develop smart

When citizens see that local govern-
ment is easily accessible and responsive
to their needs, that things work and
operate towards a common good, they
gain a sense of pride in their city, as is
the case with Trikala; whether it is not
throwing litter, or obeying "no indoors
smoking” laws. Trikala also pioneer a
strict policy on the smoking ban, actual-
ly enforcing the imposition of fines and
revoking sanitation licences temporar-
ily, or fully, if the establishment’s owner
persistently allows smoking indoors.

It sometimes takes small steps at a lo-
cal level to spread out and (hopefully)
influence matters at a higher national
level. Dimitris Papastergiou acknowl-
edges that politics and party policy im-
pede visions to create and develop, and
that it is imperative to open minds and
boundaries beyond his region; to share,
to connect and to learn from others in
Greece and globally. He is certainly
someone who is focusing on the bigger
picture; someone who is taking a risk
by doing things differently despite the
political cost.

However, this greater scope and bro-
ader vision is needed not just in the
local or national government, but all
over Greece in order for everyone to
change mentality thus changing the
national narrative. Mayor Papastergiou
reminded us Churchill’s lines from the
film The Darkest Hour:“Those who nev-
er change their minds, never change
anything”
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RelLoad Greece

Produce Like a Farmer,
Sell Like an Entrepreneur

It was whilst reading a Bloomberg article at an airport, on how decreasing

demand in tobacco, owing to a worldwide drop in smoking, was inducing Californian

tobacco farmers to grow stevia, that Christos Stamatis had his eureka’ moment

At that point, as a mechanical en-
gineer Christos was already feel-
ing the bite of the economic crisis ca-
reer-wise, as it hit the big companies
and the big Greek cities in 2010-11.
However, specialising in renewable
energies and focusing on the agricul-
tural sector, Christos could see that
farmers and the agricultural industries
had yet to be impacted by the weak-
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ened economy, which essentially be-
gan affecting them in 2014. So could
something be done to effect some
change in preventing total economic

The co-operative was
the first and biggest producer
of stevia in Europe

November-December 2018

and social upheaval spreading to rural
areas.

He also realised that just like Califor-
nia, Greece had offered the ideal cli-
mate around the fertile valley of the
Spercheios river in central Greece to
substitute tobacco for healthy stevia—
but then how else would a mechanical
engineer turn agripreneur and end up
as CEO of a co-operative, which is the




first and biggest producer of stevia in
Europe?

Stevia is a 100% naturally occurring
plant-based sweetener, it has zero calo-
ries and is 60 to 300 times sweeter than
sugar. It also has antioxidant, antibacte-
rial and anti-inflammatory properties,
as well as being suitable for diabetics.
Additionally to the obviously positive
benefits, the global stevia market size is
expected to reach $553.7m (€479.9m)
by 2024 and is set to replace 25% of
sweeteners by 2020.

The venture and all
the infrastructure were
crowdfunded and supported
by the farmers themselves,
with no subsidies or bank loans

Through Christos'agricultural network
and relationships with farmers, Stevia
Hellas was established at the height of
the crisis in 2012 as a co-operative of
87 former tobacco producers changing
their crops to stevia. The venture and
the entire infrastructure were crowd-
funded and supported by the farmers

themselves, with no subsidies or bank
loans. It is only now, that the success of
the business has required an expansion
to a second large-scale production fac-
tory, that the National Bank of Greece
is investing and the Greek government
is providing 60% subsidies, effective
March 2019.

Exports all over Europe, Africa,
and the USA

Stevia Hellas exports its products all
over Europe, Africa, and the USA, either
as pure organic leaves, extracts, crys-
tals, or in liquid form and also sells di-
rectly to the consumer under the brand
name LA MIA Stevia—a clever play on
the word and city of Lamia, where the
stevia agricultural co-operative head-
quarters are based.

The striking thing about Christos Sta-
matis in creating Stevia Hellas is how
he used his imagination and ”joined
the dots” in creating something new
in Greece by means of networking and
communicating in a most suitable way
with the farmers and producers in or-
der to bring them all together. The co-
operative integrates community and
ecology whilst benefitting society, and

Cultivation of stevia

November-December 2018

Christos Stamatis,
CEO of Stevia Hellas
Co-op and Founder
of Mermix

Christos Stamatis has a strong profes-
sional background with 20 years of
multisectoral experience in innova-
tive entrepreneurship in Greece and
abroad.

With an MSc in mechanical engineer-
ing, specialising in renewable energy
projects he turned to agribusiness
ten years ago. In addition to establish-
ing Stevia Hellas Co-op, he is also the
founder of Mermix, an online farming
management platform and first peer-
to-peer service for sharing agricultural
machinery. Described as”Uber for trac-
tors’, this enterprise has already won a
number of start-up awards.

Recently Christos also co-founded
Lawcals, the first B2B online platform
which brings all Greek lawyers to-
gether in one place.

is a byword for sustainability, commit-
ment to the product and the consumer.

By covering the whole process from
cultivation of the crops to the sale of the
final product under their own label, the
co-op is Christos’ mantra for Stevia Hel-
las incarnated: “Know, Control, Love”
In other words, know your product in-
side out, control its production at every
stage, and love it through your passion
and commitment to all of its aspects.
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