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An intermediate point of reflection
Ronnie Belmans, CEO of EnergyVille, welcomes the participants and explains that this series of Energy Encounters has tried to 
bring together innovation and insights in and with industry. Starting from the studies performed by EnergyVille, it aims to provide 
policy science-based input. This session concludes the first series of four sessions: onshore wind, PV, offshore wind and gas. 
These series have featured 35 panellists and 534 unique visitors, which is considered a big success. More sessions are to be 
planned, as further explained in this summary. 

Preliminary conclusions from the previous sessions
The conclusions on previous sessions were presented by: 

• Onshore wind and PV: Pieter Lodewijks, Programme Manager at EnergyVille/VITO
• Offshore wind and gas: Pieter Vingerhoets, Expert Energy & Climate Strategy at EnergyVille/VITO

The summary is kicked off with a short reminder of the broader 
framework. The EU has set the ambition to reach climate neutrality 
by 2050 and an intermediate target of a 55% reduction by 2030. 
Although the EU is quite well on track, it is clear that reaching the 
2030 targets will demand a lot of effort, and that the power sector 
will play a crucial role. Regarding the renewable energy shares per 
Member State, it emerges that the electricity sector is characterised 
by the fastest uptake, and, looking more specifically at Belgium, 
it is apparent that this uptake needs to accelerate. Furthermore, 
renewables have proven to be resilient in face of COVID lockdown 
measures, with investments on track and a modest growth in 
2020. In addition, the Belgian energy transition is situated in a 
context with significant changes in the electricity system of the 
neighbouring countries over the next decade: a decline of thermal 
capacity of 70 GW on the one hand, and an increase of renewable 

capacity by 220 GW on the other. The Belgian NECP (National Energy & Climate Plan) aims to double its RES capacity in 10 years. 
The recent EnergyVille study shows this ambition can be reached in a cost-effective manner. 

ONSHORE WIND

The session on onshore wind showed some strengths and challenges: the cost decrease, efficiency 
increase and expected decrease in LCOE from 50 €/MWh in 2020 to 35 €/MWh in 2030 (making it 
the lowest cost renewable in Belgium) are real advantages. On the challenge-side we notice: the 
location limitation, the NIMBY (Not In My BackYard) effect, the capacity factor and the connection 
to the grid. Nevertheless, the Bregilab study, looking into the potential for RES in the Belgian energy 
transition, finds that the technical potential amounts to 20 GW, which mainly means that, although 
the onshore wind potential in Belgium might be limited, it is still largely untapped and a significant 
increase is possible. 

The onshore session also concluded that permitting is and remains a challenge. The duration of 
developments takes too long and has a negative effect on projects. Also, a lot of interaction and 
efforts are needed upfront, with all kinds of actors (citizens, local authorities, etc.). Onshore wind will 
definitely grow as it is a cost-effective technology, in this regard the phrase “the bigger, the better” 
was put on the table. Repowering presents both a challenge and an opportunity, as stricter policy 
frameworks tend to limit the use of the same sites again, while new turbines are bigger and more efficient. Lastly, the issue of 
curtailment and optimised maintenance was brought forward, where developers want to operate as much as possible, while 
curtailment can be useful from a grid operator perspective, as more turbines can be connected to the existing network.   

PHOTOVOLTAICS

Moving on to photovoltaic generation, the production in Belgium reached almost 4.3 TWh by the end of 2019, which equals 20 
% of the residential consumption or 5 % of the total electricity consumption. Three quarters of that generation originate from 
Flanders. Regarding the historical evolution, installation peaked in 2011, when the end of the subsidy scheme was announced, 
then decreased, and increased again from 2016 onwards, peaking in 2020 due to the end of the net metering. Positive aspects of 
this technology comprise the cost decrease, both panels and total system, the large spatial potential and the integration potential 



with local energy systems such as heat pumps and EV charging. Challenges are the distribution grid investments, roll-out of 
digital metering, the regulation and policy sensitivity, the capacity factor of full load of less than 12 % and the local challenges 
caused by grid connection. 

The Bregilab project also investigates solar power and the technical potential for Belgium. Only the available rooftop potential was 
considered. Even with this limitation, the technical potential is estimated at 84 GW, whereas the NECP aims at 11 GW by 2030. 
The potential is enormous. The big challenge is to tap that potential. The discussion in this session can be summarised in three 
points:
 

• PV is going to be massive, however the integration in the grid is a challenge. In 
this respect, new business cases and adapted legislation for apartments, are 
critical for the further development. 

• New made-to-measure, made-to-purpose building integration will open new 
markets and applications, the match between renovation and integrated PV is 
for example not really happening today while having great potential. This also 
entails an opportunity for the EU through tailor-made, automated and local 
manufacturing. 

• Recycling should be observed from a full system perspective. A shift should be 
made from the current ‘fit-and-forget’ model to a system driven ESCO model 
to optimise the operation of the PV system. The re-use or repowering are 
opportunities to make PV a real circular option. 

OFFSHORE WIND

The third session dealt with offshore wind. From the NECPs it emerges that the 
planned increase of offshore wind is substantial; currently, 22 GW is installed 
on a European scale and following the estimations in the NECPs, this would 
rise to more than 100 GW by 2030. Belgium has made plans in this direction 
and indicated it wants to scale up to 4 GW in the North Sea. In fact, there are 
indications that the second zone could be expanded to 4 GW, resulting in a 
total of 6 GW offshore capacity. One of the key challenges is connecting the 
energy generated to the demand. Investments both off- and onshore will be a 
vital factor and high voltage DC grids can play an important role. Belgium has a 
strong competence in offshore wind throughout the entire value chain, ranging 
from project development and installation to operation and maintenance. 

Looking at the future, the technology is already evolving now: turbines are getting bigger, the lifetime increases from 25 to 30 
years, hybrid connections between AC and DC networks gain importance, offshore parks will be digitally controlled facilitating 
predictive maintenance, floating wind turbines will open up new markets and big players (e.g. oil companies) are getting into 
offshore wind investments. Additional developments are required to meet the increasing importance of flexible demand and 
the proper role of sustainable fuels, amongst them hydrogen in the future. Challenges comprise the geographic proximity of the 
offshore parks, the lack of spread, which makes handling output variations for instance during storms difficult, and the planning of 
offshore grid investments, which forms a bottleneck for the development of offshore wind.  The key issue for the various partners 
in this sector is a stable regulatory framework. 

GAS

In the last session on gas, a recent EnergyVille study illustrates that in the 2020s there 
will be an increase of gas-based electricity generation in Belgium, which will decline in 
the 2030s because of the increased role of renewables. However, gas will not disappear 
completely as it will still be needed e.g. as a feedstock in industry and to abate sectors 
that are hard to be electrified. Hence the need for carbon neutral gases such as green 
hydrogen, synthetic ammonia, methanol, methane, kerosine, diesel etc., will only increase. 
CO2 is a building block for some of these molecules. As Belgium is characterised by a large 
energy intensive industry, the demand will remain large as well, and since local renewable 
energy generation is limited, imports of energy, be it green electricity or green molecules, 
will play a crucial role. Another necessity is the increased flexibility, even for processes that operate based on molecules. Finally, 
an important message for policy makers was formulated: avoid the double counting of CO2 and look into labels for green or 
carbon-free products (e.g. steel) to stimulate the market.



PANEL DISCUSSION

• Moderator: Luc Pauwels, journalist at VRT
• Chris Peeters, CEO of Elia Group
• Yves Vercammen, Transformation Projects Director at Fluxys
• Frank Vanbrabant, CEO of Fluvius 
• Frederik Loeckx, Managing Director of Flux50 
• Cédric Brüll, Managing Director of Cluster Tweed

The previous sessions led to several cross-thematic challenges addressed in the panel discussion.

How can we make sure that people support the energy transition? What are main messages to be communicated? 

Most people agree that the energy transition is needed but at the moment it comes close, more resistance comes into play. 
Together with policy makers, we have the obligation to explain what needs to be done and why it is necessary and important. 
There is no point in denying that in reality, it is not always nice to have infrastructure in your neighbourhood. Therefore, it is 
important to talk about how to embed it in the local community with the least impact. Sometimes, when there is no alternative 
and the cancellation of the project would jeopardise society, compensations are necessary as they are in fact reimbursements 
for the cost this community will bear for everyone.  Participation of citizens could also help in this regard and many co-operations 
have been set up in that spirit.
Ideally this would lead to a HIMBY (Have It in My Back Yard).

Energy communities: how can we make people participate and take away barriers?

The future role of the customer will change, a lot will be asked of him/her. Now the typical customer is rather passive and is 
reminded of the energy consumption once a year, when his or her bill arrives. In the future however, the consumer will be at the 
centre of the market, actively participating in the process. Additionally, comfort will increase as well. The problem today is that the 
consumer is not used to that idea yet and tends to focus on the often-perceived negative elements only. 

In this context Flux 50 made a tool: “maakjemeterslim.be” that lists all the devices that turn the digital meter into a smart tool for 
flexibility. 

The energy sector does not speak with a unified voice, which of course does not make things easier for the consumer and leads to 
a lot of confusion (e.g. current situation in Flanders with digital meter). Typical “trusted” parties are installation companies, which 
is why Flux50 started a series of webinars to installation companies, to inform them and enabling them to earn back the trust of 
the customer. 
In addition, many of the new business cases with customers at the centre are confronted with current policy barriers. What is 
needed is, although sometimes complex, a quick policy review. 

One of the important challenges is a dynamic tariff scheme. Then energy communities can bring flexibility into the system to 
enable new business models. It is necessary to take down all the barriers, for example the peer-to-peer exchange of energy 
in apartment buildings. On the one hand, there is the importance of a financial incentive, but it is probably as important to 
communicate to people that they have many things to gain: living environment, comfort, … Energy communities are a way to 
convince and involve people. 



Innovation: What are Belgian innovations that have gained international visibility?

We have built up a unique experience in e.g. industrial size demand side response, maximising flexibility participating in the market. 
Changes in legislation have been made, software has been developed, etc., leading to an increase of experienced companies. The 
challenge ahead is to replicate this on a smaller scale, think of SME’s and households. In this context the ‘I.O.Energy’ initiative can 
be a real driver. In this initiative, different market parties and sectors are gathered their needs are brought together and solutions 
are developed, to prepare for the future market. Concerning innovation, it is sometimes noticed that the ‘home application market’ 
is quite conservative and often, solutions are first used in neighbouring countries or even Asia before they find their way into the 
Belgian market. (e.g. net zero homes or concentrated solar power).

A new “popular” area of innovation focuses on sustainable fuels including hydrogen with several Belgian high-tech companies 
involved. In this context, we should always look at the entire system; what is the best solution: electricity or molecules? Apart 
from system perspective and innovation, also upscaling is an important challenge in this regard.  

Belgium also played an important pioneering role in the offshore wind industry. Still today, in terms of volume we are significant. 
The next development is that the companies in that domain now start to play a role worldwide. Bigger players such as oil 
companies are starting in this sector as well, but Belgian companies that have contributed to helping drive the cost down. 

Where do we expect the major challenges of energy flexibility? 

Energy flexibility is a no-brainer, it will strengthen the grids and avoid investments. What is needed are flex and capacity tariffs to 
use the flexibility in an optimised way. As such consumers need to be incentivised properly, through a coherent market re-design. 
In principle, if there is enough flexibility, the current network is convenient. But this is not always expected to be the case and in all 
places. Therefore, investments in the grid will be needed.

In addition to flexibility, there is the challenge of backup, adequacy. Enlarging the geographical scope, enhancing interconnections, 
etc are options to mitigate the problem. In addition, and in the longer term, solutions like sustainable molecules, as a backup need 
to be evaluated. Sustainable molecules will not only have a value as molecule but also a value as “available flexibility”. 

In this context, curtailment is to be considered as a last resort. As such it is not too bad, as long as it is not used as a structural 
measure. If it is required to apply curtailment regularly, it is better to change the system. 

Circularity is a recurring challenge in all transition scenarios. Where are the key circularity challenges in the energy transition?

Essentially circularity is a redefinition of value chains, with all relevant actors involved, including new alliances, contracts, etc. 
In this redefinition the energy sector needs to step out of its boundaries. Often is not only about carbon neutrality but carbon 
circularity. Typical parts of these value chains where energy plays an important role are use of residual (waste) heat, biomethane 
from organic waste, Carbon Capture and Utilization based on green electricity. 

These integrated, C-circular value chains will be crucial to keep our core industry in Belgium and are the way to basic infrastructures 
for energy and molecules/materials transport between the main industrial partners and centres. 

To which extent is a scarcity of renewable sources in our region to be expected?

We will need to focus as much as possible on energy efficiency and generate as much renewable energy as possible in Belgium. 
At the same time, we will not be able to generate/produce all the required electricity and molecules in Belgium, neither now nor 
in the future. Even now we are importing most of our energy. Apart from agreements with neighbouring countries and offshore 
contracts, we will need new collaborations with countries far away where the cheapest renewable electricity generation and 
conversion into proper molecules is situated.  

Some reactions on bold statements from the previous sessions

• Onshore: “Bigger is always better.”  
This is generally true, but it will depend on regional planning and local acceptance. It will remain a crucial constraining 
factor. For microgrid applications, smaller solutions e.g. 1 MW could fit as well. 

• PV: “Batteries are not necessary for a viable PV business case” 
Although batteries are not a condition-sine-qua-non for PV, it is good to look for a further integration of these 
components in the future.

• Offshore wind: “Conversion to hydrogen is preferred to curtailment” 
This a difficult comparison, only producing hydrogen during the curtailment hours will be difficult as a business case.

• Gas: “It will not be easy to compete with (renewable) molecules from other parts of the world”. 
This statement is acknowledged but needs to be put in a broader context of what you want to do with the molecules, 
e.g. feedstock, back-up, etc.



CONCLUSIONS

As a conclusion the panel puts forward the urgent request to the policy makers to: 
• accelerate the transitional activities, timing is key.
• come forward with clarity and guidance on what to achieve when, with clear objectives and a stable legal/regulatory 

framework, facilitating different actors to work together,

more specifically taking into account following aspects:

Active citizen engagement

• Acceptance: NIMBY is and remains a key problem, with onshore wind as a typical example. In addition, everybody is 
convinced of the need for the energy transition, but people are often confused by the different messages. In this context, 
communication is key, taking away concerns. 

• In general people only want to pay a limited premium for carbon neutrality; but co-investments can enhance participation 
of local citizens.

Flexibility of the system/market

• Flexibility must be provided by grid users, and at the same time networks will need improvements. But the more flexibility 
the less need of grid reinforcement. We need to translate our experience from the central grid to the household level and 
as such, take the customers along in a new market design.

• Hydrogen needs to be put into a larger perspective. The basic question is: molecules are needed, where to make them, 
how to mak them, how to transport and how to store them; is still open for debate.

Innovation focus

In several fields Belgium is still in the lead, but it is important to have an environment for first applications, instead of exporting 
first. At the same time, a cross-sector approach in R&D still offers huge opportunities for excellence in innovation.

Circularity

Critical circularity issues for e.g. offshore wind, but also for PV, offer potential for improvement and new types of alliances. 
To keep our industry here and deploy new types of industry, we need a clear vision on the added value of our products and the 
circular value chains that need to be built e.g. the production of e-fuels based on cheap renewable electricity and captured CO2.

Internationalization

Import will remain important and new logistics/infrastructure backbones will be essential to make the required connections.

CLOSING PRESENTATIONS

As a first closing presentation Marie-Pierre Fauconnier, CEO of Sibelga, presented a view on the future energy consumption in 
Brussels, with an inspiring view of a 2050 city vision including passive and low energy buildings, neighbourhood centred electricity 
production and autonomous and shared electric and hydrogen based mobility.

Again, the focus is on the citizens living quality: comfort in buildings, less cars in the streets, more public and shared transport, 
less noise, clean air, green public spaces and district level relationships. In this vision Sibelga acts as a trustful party optimising e.g. 
consumption patterns, grids, social links, public services and data. This is only possible if the energy transition is based on local 
projects, with a smart combination of solutions and an active, co-creative involvement of the citizens.

And finally, Tinne Van der Straeten, Federal Minister of Energy, as active supporter for the Energy Encounters, encouraged the 
participants to act swiftly. 2030 is now. We need to work together, to invest now. Every step should go into the direction of 100% 
renewable energy and climate neutrality by 2050. In this context, the Minister confirmed that clarity is one of the important things 
that should be provided by the policy makers.

She concluded by stating that, although we may sometimes lack the physical resources, we are a country of pioneers. Our 
innovative spirit, our brains are our real resources. Since our industry is crucial, we should use these resources to guide our 
industry towards carbon neutrality, not only with green electrons but also with green molecules. Belgium being located at a 
crossroads of energy, the integrated energy grid is therefore a key pillar on which we need to build our energy transition.

Ronnie Belmans, CEO of EnergyVille, concluded this session, announcing a complementary series of Energy Encounters in May 
and June 2021, now with focus on the end-use sectors: industry, mobility, renovation of buildings, cities and districts. In October 



2021, the international conference “Energy Mission” in Genk, will elaborate in detail several of the energy transition challenges as 
put on the table during the Energy Encounters.  


