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This edition of VITO VISION you are reading right now, which is also 
available in digital format, provides a brilliant cross-section of the many 
projects in which VITO is helping companies and governments bring about 
the transition towards a sustainable world. 

The chemical industry stands to benefit from processes that are more 
sustainable and in our cover story, we outline how enzymes and enzymatic 
reactions can play a part in that. Even concrete can and must be produced 
more sustainably. VITO has therefore pooled and expanded its laboratory 
activities in order to test out new compositions of concrete, the majority 
of which incorporate recycled materials, not only in order to determine their 
leaching rate, but also their breaking strength, load-bearing capacity and so on.

It goes without saying that in these current times that are dominated by 
rising energy costs and at times when energy is scarce or available in 
abundance and we are at risk of drought or of floods, we need to pay 
attention to energy and water. With that in mind, local collaboration is 
playing a key part in the three demo areas involved in the demo project 
entitled Flanders Waterproof, which is being coordinated by VITO. This 
ambitious project, which forms part of the Blue Deal of the Flemish 
Government, sets out to demonstrate how we can equip our region 
more effectively to withstand not only drought conditions, but also other 
consequences of global warming (such as extremely strong precipitation, 
which represents the reverse side of the medal). In this edition, you can 
read precisely how we are going about that on a business park situated in 
Tielt in the province of West Flanders. About fifteen companies there have 
united to secure the future and the ongoing development of their site by 
developing integrated water supply solutions.

Once the work being carried out in Tielt as part of the project comes to 
an end by 2025, the site will be more attractive to new companies wishing 
to set up operations there. In order to help companies identify the most 
suitable location, VITO has also developed a completely new service. By 
drawing upon a diverse range of data sources ranging from the climate to 
the environment and from logistics to mobility, it is possible to chart the 
potential of a business location in broad and accurate terms. Later on in 
this edition, you will have the chance to learn more about this ‘sustainability 
passport for business locations‘. This is a nice example of how a creative 
idea can lead to a unique innovation.

By setting up and strengthening Clean Vision Invest, VITO aims to support 
these own ideas leading up to an industrial and economic future by also 
providing financial support to spin-offs, certainly during their first few years.

Finally, this edition of VISION will also take a look at an equally unique 
facility currently under development at VITO – a state-of-the-art test 
laboratory for air purifiers. The decision to set up a laboratory of our own, 
which is scheduled to start its activities in 2023, is of course a consequence 
of the coronavirus pandemic. Since then, the importance of ensuring good 
indoor air quality as a means of promoting human health and comfort has 
moved fully into the foreground. By setting up this laboratory, we will assist 
the authorities in determining objective threshold values and standards, 
including in the case of equipment used to monitor and improve indoor air 
quality. As such, we will continue to help developing a healthcare system 
that is both innovative and preventative, which forms one of the core 
elements of our mission statement.

Together, we are evolving into a sustainable society.

Happy reading!

Dirk Fransaer
Managing Director of VITO
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VITO’s core task is to develop sustainable technologies and 
prepare them for implementation. We only need to follow 
current events to realise more than ever that sustainable 
technologies are the future. But there is a long way to go 
before a good, innovative idea can evolve into a profitable 
end product with an impact on sustainability. With the Clean 
Vision Invest (CVI) fund, VITO is aiming to give new spin-offs 
the financial support they need in their first few years (early 
stage) to grow quickly.

Everything starts with a good idea, ideally one that can 
offer a solution to an existing problem. Climate change, 
the energy crisis, the dependence on raw materials that 
are unsustainable and difficult to mine are the ideal base 
for VITO to transform ideas into sustainable solutions. 
Developing them is VITO’s core business. But what is the 
point of having an idea, and even a solution, if you can’t 
market it?

This is why technology transfer is one of VITO’s strategic 
objectives. Only this way can we create an impact on the 
economic fabric in Flanders, while generating a financial 
return on the investments at the same time.

It is very important that the phases of research, develop-
ment, implementation and profitable marketing follow one 
another quickly and seamlessly. After all, this is how to make 
innovation available to potential customers quickly and  
create room for new research.

The number of VITO spin-offs has seen unprecedented 
growth in recent years. 4 spin-offs spread their wings in 
2021, which brings the total to ten. MONA Health, Hyve, 
A-Membranes and Enperas have since become successful 
market players. And when they have fully settled into the 
market, VITO’s mission has succeeded and concluded. 
Then it’s time to say goodbye. 

This is what VITO has done recently with LCV, Laser Cladding 
Venture. And later this year, the sale of Normec Product 
Testing NV will follow, a spin-off that tests emissions from 
products and materials. The revenue of this sale will enable 
the fund to finance additional VITO innovations and to 
market them. 

Clean Vision Invest remedies one of the toughest obstacles 
for very young spin-offs: the quest for funding. Indeed, this 
fund supports new spin-offs in their early development, 
meaning they can very quickly join the economic reality and 
grow. 

Clean Vision Invest is its own shareholding vehicle, a separate 
VITO entity with its own management that invests in VITO 
spin-offs. This proactive policy is how Clean Vision Invest 
encourages spin-offs in which VITO includes its innovations. 
Thus, CVI raises these spin-offs’ financial capacity and 
ultimately prepares these innovation companies for growth 
capital from investors or takeovers. 

Clean Vision Invest boosts innovative 
spin-offs 

Clean Vision Invest supports VITO’s valorisation policy and 
aims to grow into a successful enterprise. In five years’ 
time, this fund will be evaluated to check whether it would 
be opportune to give external investors the chance to 
contribute to investments in sustainable technology too.

More information
rob.fabry@vito.be
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COVER STORY

Esters (organic compounds) are an important group of 
chemical compounds in the chemical industry. In order 
to produce them, high temperatures and pressure (and 
thus robust chemical reactors) are often required. The 
production also often requires solvents, which usually 
have a high environmental impact. Finally, this ‘chemical’ 
method of production can also affect properties such 
as colour and odour in end products, something that 
is preferably avoided in both the food and cosmetics 
industries. If there is an alternative to produce esters 
in a more natural and sustainable way, it would be very 
welcome in the chemical industry.

Enzymatic route
This alternative can be found in enzymatic processes. 
Enzymes are nature’s catalysts. In the form of often complex 
biomolecules, they catalyze the chemical reactions under 
mild temperature and pressure conditions. These reactions 
typically proceed without the need for auxiliary chemicals 
and solvents, offering routes that involve considerably less 
steps and generate less waste than conventional organic 
syntheses. 

Due to the scarcity of energy or raw materials and the 
search for renewable raw materials, there is now a strong 
interest in the ‘enzymatic route’, which was never fully 
rolled out until early 2000s. Development of enzymatic 
solutions for large scale processes has then started to 
expand. VITO has been involved in this research for 
many years, including the LipaMetics project supported 
by Catalisti, which focused on the solvent-free enzymatic 

production of chosen esters for use in cosmetics and 
animal feed.

One such ester, called isopropyl palmitate, was produced 
so well in the lab that it was decided to set up an industrial 
demonstration. The goal? The production of several 
hundred litres of this component via the enzymatic route 
to pave the way for commercial exploitation. This demo 
installation is now part of a larger and more international 
follow-up project, which started in 2019 and is called 
INCITE.

The demo plant for the enzymatic production of isopropyl 
palmitate is about to be completed at the Oleon site along 
the Albert Canal in Oelegem. Oleon, a chemical company 
specialised in the processing of animal and vegetable 
oils, was and is involved in both LipaMetics and INCITE. 
Now that the plant is almost ready, we will soon proceed 
to the first large scale test runs and the first production 
of isopropyl palmitate,’ says Yann Raoul, Collaborative 
Project Specialist at Oleon. ‘We will then also highlight 
what the benefits of the enzymatic route are over the 
conventional route.’

Two industrial demonstrations
Oleon is the coordinator of the INCITE project, in which 
besides VITO six other companies and knowledge 
organisations from Belgium, Germany, France and Italy 
are participating. The Flemish chemical company is 
responsible for the oleochemical part of the project. 
This should lead to a solvent-free, enzymatic synthesis 
of natural esters as ingredients in human and animal 

Enzymes help chemical 
industry to become 
greener

To reduce its environmental and climate impact and also 
to have a more efficient, economic and safe production, 
the European chemical industry must reinvent itself. 
One way of doing this is to switch to new process 
technologies. The enzymatic route is a promising track, 
in which biological catalysts are used in the production of 
chemicals for, among others, the pharmaceutical, food, 
agro and cosmetics industries. Within the European 
INCITE project, VITO works together with chemical 
company Oleon on the route to industrial applications.
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food, in cosmetics (personal care products) and in crop 
protection products. Another part, the agrochemical track, 
involves the demonstration of an enzymatic production 
of chemicals for use in crop protection as insecticide 
precursors. The Italian chemical company Endura (from 
Ravenna) is responsible for this. The oleochemical demo 
plant at Oleon will be completed at the end of 2022, and 
the agrochemical demo installation should be operational 
by mid 2023, which is also the end year of the INCITE 
project.

The expansion of the enzymatic route from lab to industry 
scale is quite a challenge. Enzymes are active, complex 
biomolecules that enable or accelerate specific chemical 
reactions,’ says Yamini Satyawali of VITO. They are 
biodegradable and often have very specific properties, 
so you need to know in which processes, and under 
which circumstances you can use them. In addition to the 
enzymes’ function, VITO also investigates within INCITE 
how the water produced during the esters’ production can 
be eliminated. We do that with a membrane technique 
called pervaporation’, says Satyawali. Pervaporation is a 
combination of permeation and evaporation. ‘With this 
separation technique, the formed water is separated from 
the esters. The continuous elimination of the water results 
in increased process efficiency and makes this technology 
economically very interesting for the industry.’

The progress that has been made, first in LipaMetics (which 
started in 2015) and now in INCITE, looks impressive. 
What started as the production of a few tens of grams of 
finished product quickly became several kilograms. And 
soon several tons. The end product (isopropyl palmitate) 
is already available for testing. Companies that want to 
use it in their R&D labs can apply for a sample on the 
INCITE website. ‘We really want to move forward now,’ 
says Raoul. ‘We’ve been delayed by corona and by raw 
material scarcity. We are now eager to demonstrate the 
added value of the enzymatic production method to our 
industrial customers.’

INCITE is supported by the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant 
agreement N° 870023. The project is also part of 
Processes4Planet (A.SPIRE), the European agenda to 
make the European chemical industry climate neutral 
and circular. The transfer of newly acquired knowledge 
and expertise is important in this respect, which is why 
this element is also addressed within the INCITE project. 
Courses and trainings focusing on enzymatic process 
technology are offered to both chemistry students and 
professionals.

More information
yann.raoul@oleon.com 
project-incite.eu

More information
yamini.satyawali@vito.be

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation  
programme under Grant Agreement No. 870023. 
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Businesses are making more and more of an effort to 
make themselves sustainable, and ideally they will also 
take account of their offices and the areas around them 
in doing so. VITO has set up a new service offering to 
support them in this. By drawing upon a diverse range 
of data sources, the potential of a business location can 
be identified in broad and accurate terms, tailored to 
the company itself.

The impact of a location can hardly be underestimated for the 
operation and success of a modern company. Is the energy 
supply assured, ideally with as much green and affordable 
energy as possible? Are there any possibilities for handling 
natural resources in the company’s surroundings more 
sustainably (such as rainwater instead of groundwater)? Are 
the business locations consistent with the other activities 
and locations in the supply chain? And, finally, is it easily 
accessible for staff?

Wish list with a wide range of 
criteria
In the quest for sustainability options, companies need 
to take account of the strengths and weaknesses that 
characterise their premises today, as well as with future 
challenges in a wide variety of fields, from climate and 
environment to logistics and mobility. As VITO is already 
active in all those fields, the idea of setting up a new service 
provision for companies to explore the options that their 

location has to offer in terms of sustainability was born, at 
first in Flanders but perhaps also beyond. ‘At our Spatial 
Environmental Aspects department, we often carry out 
studies and assignments on spatial planning for government 
policy-makers,’ says Karolien Vermeiren from VITO. 
‘However, we also notice that companies are attaching more 
and more importance to the spatial context. They usually 
have many and varied transition paths towards becoming 
more sustainable on their wish list, and realise that their 
location plays an important role in that as to whether or not 
to support these. They’re looking for guidance in assessing 
the options and/or limitations.’

At a different VITO department (Sustainable Chemistry), 
MooV has been developed as a service to help companies 
optimise their supply chain. ‘Naturally, logistics is a crucial 
element in a company’s sustainability challenge,’ says 
Annelies De Meyer from VITO. ‘If a company wants to 
change something in its supply chain, such as moving to 
a new location or a transition to multi-modal transport, this 
has consequences in the short and long time, in economic, 
ecological and social terms. With MooV, we can imitate the 
current supply chain and then determine the impact of such 
decisions. With our experience with MooV, we felt that we 
could contribute to the new service provision to identify the 
potential of a business location in the whole chain.’

Central to the new service provision is the development 
of a ‘passport for sustainable business locations’. This may 
arise from the question from a particular company, starting 
from a specific location and based on the data available on 

A sustainability passport for business 
locations
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More information
karolien.vermeiren@vito.be

The passport assesses the chances that the business’ location offers to realize its sustainable transition vision(s). 

it (on spatial planning, water, energy, mobility). Vermeiren: 
‘We then put together a kind of menu along with data and 
indicators that could be important to a company.’ But it 
can also work the other way round, when looking for a new 
location (perhaps for an expansion of activities) that needs 
to meet particular criteria and where the criteria depend on 
the company’s specific activities, as well as on any existing 
offices. ‘With our optimisation tools, we then search for a 
location that meets most of the criteria.’

Companies are welcome at VITO 
Vermeiren proposed the idea at the most recent edition of 
VITO’s Clean Vision Summit, which took place in June 2022 
in Ghent. She noticed some interest from the companies 
present there. ‘Companies that are concerned about 
sustainability really are getting on with this. You can tell 
that from the popularity of concepts like an energy hub too. 
Certainly in a time when energy prices are going through 
the roof and the future is anything but predictable in these 
terms, companies want to know which environmental 
characteristics they can make the best use of, such as 
capacity for installing wind turbines or exchanging energy 
with companies in the neighbourhood.’

Companies interested in the sustainability passport can 
turn to VITO. Depending on their question (and how 
practical and specific it is), experts from the various VITO 
units and departments will get to work. ‘The strength of our 
joint service is the combination of the business locations’ 
potential in a spatial sense with the premises’ potential in 
the company’s wider supply chain, both now and in the 
future. This allows companies to gain value insights, so they 
can make strategic, sustainable decisions,’ says De Meyer.

With the new service provision, VITO is also helping to bring 
the (Flemish) policy, and its consequences in practice, to 
those companies. ‘It gives companies a menu of objective 

data on what exactly a sustainable location will mean for 
them. A menu that, moreover, has been tailored to them,’ 
says Vermeiren.

Certainly in Flanders, where space is scarce and finding an 
optimum business location is a major challenge anyway, 
this strongly data-driven service provision has a future. This 
is also because the situation is constantly changing, for 
example in terms of resources (water, for example), logistics 
or policy. De Meyer: ‘Furthermore, it should be anticipated 
that the government will shortly be imposing certain basic 
requirements on business locations in terms of sustainability 
too. ‘As a company, then, you naturally want to know what 
score your own location would get.’
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The production of concrete, largely through the 
manufacture of cement, is responsible for 5 to 8 percent 
of global greenhouse emissions. In order to bring 
these immense emissions down, there is an urgent 
need for new concrete mixes based on alternative 
raw materials. These could be recovered (‘secondary’) 
minerals from waste streams, for example. VITO now 
has a versatile, state-of-the-art lab for testing these 
alternative concrete mixes since late 2021.

Circularity is a crucial concept in making the construction 
sector more sustainable. By starting to recycle and reuse 
construction waste from demolished or restored buildings 
as far as possible, the sector’s environmental impact can 
be reduced. Moreover, construction materials can absorb 
waste streams from other sectors, such as slag from 
metallurgy or mining waste. By revalorising components 
from those waste streams, the need for primary raw 
materials can also be limited. Recovered raw materials can 
partially replace aggregates and cement, for example – the 
two major components of concrete. Cement in particular is 
a ‘difficult’ component due to its immense climate impact: 
its production not only uses a lot of (fossil) energy, but also 
directly releases CO2.

Top lab with unique expertise
Using recovered minerals from construction waste streams 
as replacements for cement, known as supplementary 
cementitious materials (SCMs) is a route being investigated 
at VITO. ‘We’re looking for a destination for these 
secondary minerals, as they’re known, and it seems 
obvious that we should look to concrete for that in the first 
instance,’ says Arne Peys from VITO. He and his team have 
had a comprehensive lab for testing concrete, designed 
and assembled in-house at VITO, since late 2021. The 
concrete can be studied from all possible angles here: from 
mechanical properties such as sturdiness and durability (for 
how long will the concrete remain firm?) to more practical 
matters such as applicability (how easy is it to pour?). 
The test results are then used to draw a comparison with 
conventional types of concrete.

The main section of VITO’s ‘concrete lab’ is housed in 
a 150-square-metre space. This is where the largest 
equipment is kept for mixing, pouring or compressing 
the concrete and letting it harden, studying it continually 
very close by. More specialist tests are carried out in two 
adjacent labs. ‘The lab isn’t actually new,’ says Warre Van 
Dun from VITO. ‘We already had testing equipment, but 
it was smaller and more limited, and the devices were 
spread across several locations at VITO as well. That 
wasn’t working very efficiently. Now, we have some large 
and specialist equipment that puts us alongside the top 
labs.’ One of the concrete lab’s strengths is that – precisely 
thanks to the range of testing equipment it brings together 
– it is so versatile. This allows other construction materials 
besides concrete to be investigated as well, such as the 
sustainable Carbstone clinkers (an innovation from VITO, 
among others) that are made from steel slag and CO2 
from emissions. But what makes the lab truly unique is the 
knowledge and expertise in the use of recovered materials 
and raw materials (such as minerals) from waste streams. 
The concrete lab’s team is also well-practised in extracting 
valuable metals from construction waste streams. ‘When I 
started at VITO, this was still where the focus was,’ says Van 
Dun. ‘Along the way, however, we started focusing more 
on the potential of the matrix, as it’s known, namely the 
large volume of material that remains after extraction of 
the valuable elements. This shows the potential of waste 
streams from construction, as well as from other sectors 
such as the metallurgical industry and mining.’

Sustainable concrete
A test cycle at the concrete lab takes a minimum of 28 
days. This is the time that concrete needs to fully harden 
and gain its optimum properties. During that period, the 
condition of the concrete will be assessed at set times, for 
example two days and seven days after it has been poured. 
‘That’s the time after which you can stand on it and the time 
you can drive on it, respectively,’ says Peys.

A unique test lab for more sustainable 
concrete
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The addition of SCMs could have a major influence on a 
concrete mix, even if it still partially consists of conventional 
(Portland) cement. ‘Some cement replacements are 
chemically inert or very mildly reactive, while others react 
very strongly with the cement and the aggregates,’ says 
Hadi Kazemi Kamyab from VITO. ‘It’s even possible that 
SCMs will produce a concrete mix with better properties 

than those of normal cement. Of course, that’s absolutely 
brilliant if your focus is on sustainable concrete.’

Who is knocking on the concrete lab’s door? ‘We carry 
out tests for both internal VITO research groups and 
external clients,’ says Peys. ‘They generally come to us for 
more specific, specialist questions. A company wants to 
investigate whether a particular residue from its production 
processes could be used as an SCM, for example. Or a 
concrete manufacturer is searching for alternative raw 
materials because they fear the availability of current ones 
might be at risk.’ In this context, it is important to note 
that the price of Portland cement has risen considerably in 
recent times.

Companies can also approach VITO’s concrete lab for tests 
on alternative aggregates (instead of sand, for example, 
which is often used at present). It is also working together 
with industry on a project around reuse of aggregates, 
again originating from construction waste. More and more 
companies are on the lookout for alternatives to this as 
well. Van Dun: ‘Due to the current scarcity of raw materials, 
we’re even seeing secondary raw materials sometimes 
being cheaper than primary ones.’

More information
arne.peys@vito.be
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Corona, a new chapter in the story of 
indoor air quality

During the corona pandemic, a method was developed 
at VITO for directly detecting viruses like SARS-CoV-2 
in an air sample. It is being used in a range of projects 
to determine the infection risks in indoor spaces where 
there are many people together. The virus detection 
method is the next step for VITO in better understanding, 
predicting and improving indoor air quality – not just for 
viruses, but also for other pollutants such as chemical 
substances, moulds and bacteria.

Although the importance of good indoor air quality did 
not cut through to the general public until the pandemic 
– with the CO2 meter in classrooms, cafés and restaurants, 
sports halls and other spaces where many people are close 
together – the theme has already been on VITO’s agenda 
for fifteen years. And although a new chapter in the story 
of indoor air quality has been written with corona, the core 
message remains about the same: ventilate, ventilate, 
ventilate. ‘Pollutants are constantly floating around in an 
indoor space that damage our health and our comfort from 
certain concentrations,’ says Marianne Stranger from VITO. 
‘Whether these are particles of chemical products such as 
cleaning agents, insulation material or furniture, or biological 
particles such as bacteria, moulds and of course viruses, it’s 
about keeping their concentrations as low as possible. You 
do so in the first instance by limiting the sources (avoiding 
certain products or at least limiting the quantity used, or for 
people, limiting the number of people present in a space 
or having them wear face masks). And next you always 
ventilate sufficiently, so that the quantity of pollutants in the 
space drops further.’

Lab versus real world
Although the message seems simple, it still often goes 
wrong as theory and practice can be quite different. The 
production of pollutants is often dependent on numerous 
parameters, physical ones like the temperature and air 
humidity in the indoor space, as well as more behavioural 
ones such as turning ventilation systems down or off if they 
are making too much noise, for example. This is particularly 

A new test lab for air purifiers
Now the importance of good indoor air quality has cut through to the general public and to governments, the next 
job is to set objective threshold values and standards – not just for indoor air quality, but for equipment for monitoring 
and improving this as well.

With a brand-new test lab that will be ready in early 2023, and which was designed in accordance with the strictest 
European standards, VITO is aiming to respond quickly to this too. Stranger: ‘We’ll soon be able to objectively compare 
air purifiers to one another, for example. But first, we want to determine what an air purifier is actually supposed to do. 
How much clean air must it produce per hour? There’s no consensus on that at present.’

It is anticipated that the government will shortly issue some new guideline values for indoor air quality in public 
buildings. The research at the new test lab will contribute to this: among the topics of research will be how these values 
can be reached and maintained in practice.

CLEAN AIR FOR CHILDCARE CENTRESCLEAN AIR FOR CHILDCARE CENTRES
A project of the Flemish Community commission
in collaboration with VITO

HOW TO IMPROVE 
VENTILATION?
When your CO2 meter colors orange or red, it indicates 
insufficient supply of fresh air. Try to limit these 
moments and look for solutions. Don’t feel discouraged 
when the house lights up in red. It is important to 
consciously ventilate and aerate.

VENTILATION
Do you have a mechanical ventilation system? 
Make sure the ventilation grids are clean 
and do not turn off the system. Regular 
maintenance is also important.

You don’t have a mechanical ventilation 
system? Open windows and doors as often as 
possible. Effective ventilation is achieved by 
opening multiple windows, preferably opposite 
from each other so the air can circulate better. 
Is it cold outside? Aerate briefly and intensely. 
Avoid aeration during rush hour or chose a 
window away from the street.

ON THE MOVE
Take (a part of) the children 
outside for an activity and leave 
doors and windows open.

SCHONE LUCHT VOOR KINDEROPVANGSCHONE LUCHT VOOR KINDEROPVANG
Een project van de Vlaamse Gemeenschapscommissie
in samenwerking met VITO

Hoe kan je beter
ventileren?
Als je CO2-meter oranje of rood kleurt, duidt dat op
te weinig luchtverversing. Probeer die momenten
te beperken en zoek naar oplossingen. Laat je niet
onmiddellijk ontmoedigen bij een rood huisje. Het is 
belangrijk dat je bewust ventileert en verlucht.

VENTILEREN
Heb je een mechanisch ventilatiesysteem?
Zorg er dan voor dat de ventilatieroosters 
schoon zijn en dat je het systeem niet 
uitschakelt. Voorzie ook regelmatig 
onderhoud.

Heb je geen mechanisch ventilatiesysteem?
Zet ramen en deuren dan voldoende vaak 
open. Doeltreffend ventileren doe je door 
verschillende ramen open te zetten, liefst 
tegenover elkaar, zodat de lucht goed kan 
circuleren. Is het koud buiten? Verlucht kort 
en intens. Vermijd momenten met veel verkeer 
of kies een raam verder weg van de straat.

op stap!
Neem (een deel van de) kinderen 
mee naar buiten voor een activiteit 
en laat ramen en deuren open.

All Dutch children care centers in Brussels received a free CO2 
meter via the Flemish Community commission in November 2021. 
Through information flyers like this one, extra advice was added.
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the case in spaces where lots of people come together and 
where there is a lot of ‘walkthrough’ – places like schools, 
residential care homes, offices. It goes without saying that 
the lab environment where indoor air experts also do their 
research may well differ from the real world. And this has 
consequences for e.g. equipment developed to measure 
and monitor indoor air quality, or to improve it (by actively 
purifying the air). But the difference between lab and real 
world is not insurmountable. ‘Ultimately, I hope to end up 
somewhere between both settings,’ says Stranger, ‘and to 
do so by focusing on very specific situations so as to be 
able to better understand them.’ The brand-new facility that 
VITO is presently building for testing equipment such as air 
purifiers (see box) is also part of the effort to bring lab and 
real world closer together.

During the lockdown, VITO developed its own method for 
detecting (among other things) the coronavirus, or SARS-
CoV-2, in the air. The method is sensitive and, in addition, 
can also measure and recognise other viruses. Besides 
that, it is user-friendly, in the sense that the sampling does 
not involve any risk of infection (the viral particles are 
rendered inactive, while their genetic material, necessary for 
identification through PCR analysis, remains intact). What it 
roughly amounts to is that the method captures and confines 
viral particles in a liquid, which can then be taken to a PCR 
lab risk-free. 

Effective interventions against 
corona
The detection method was and is still being used in various 
monitoring projects for SARS-CoV-2. For example in the 
federal government’s AIRCO initiative, which VITO is 
collaborating on with Sciensano, the impact of ventilation 
on the presence and spread of the virus in indoor air, as 
well as on surfaces, is being researched in schools, public 
transport, sports facilities and residential care homes. The 
specific characteristics of the indoor space and its use 
continue to prove decisive. Stranger: ‘With indoor tennis 
courts, for example, we’ve seen that the risk of infection 
is very small if a player were to be infected. We had 
already pretty much demonstrated this in theory during the 
lockdown, but the practical monitoring is now also showing 
that.’ A different project emanating from the Flemish 
government is considering the extent to which ventilation 
or air purification could be effective intervention measures 
against corona in real-world scenarios. For the moment, 
those projects are still focusing on public spaces or spaces 
where many people come together (such as schools, child 
day-care centres, catering or sports facilities). But it could 
well be that the detection method will shortly be used to 
see the extent to which coaches are corona-proof too, for 
example.

So the virus detection method is already seeing heavy 
use, although it could still be somewhat improved. ‘For 
the moment, for example, it’s still tricky to measure the 
concentration of viral particles too,’ says Sarah Lima Paralovo 
from VITO. ‘But we’re working on that at the moment, as 
the viral concentration will probably help determine the risk 
of infection, and possibly the seriousness of the infection 
as well.’

Also during the lockdown, a CO2 meter was developed at 
VITO that has been put into use across Flanders in a short 
time. The meter, in the form of a miniature house that lights 
up green at a sufficiently low CO2 concentration, is very 
popular in places like schools, which is partly due to the 
fact that the proper operation of every device is verified by 
VITO. And although the meter only shows with three colours 
how well an indoor space is ventilated during the presence 
of people, this method will continue to play a major role 
in monitoring indoor air quality. ‘The advantage of a CO2 
meter is that it is widely applicable and shows whether there 
is sufficient ventilation in a simple way,’ says Lima Paralovo. 
‘But at the same time, it’s a basic measurement, because if 
there’s a carpet in the space giving off substances that have 
a strong smell or irritate the eyes, for example, then the 
meter won’t tell you that.’ It demonstrates how complex the 
indoor quality story is.

More information
marianne.stranger@vito.be
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Monitoring based on satellite imagery can also help 
flax growers to manage their plots, which are often 
very far spread. The existing WatchITgrow platform is 
being used and further expanded for the Flaxsense 2.0 
project. This will allow flax growers to monitor their 
plots remotely. VITO is also involved in the expansion of 
the platform for flax cultivation. This project can count 
on great enthusiasm among Belgian flax growers. ‘A 
young generation that’s totally open to digital tools is 
ready.’

Flax cultivation is an atypical sector of agriculture. Because 
flax can only be cultivated every six or seven years on the 
same plot, most flax growers operate within a very wide 
radius of action. It is not unusual for their plots – which 
they generally lease from a farmer – to be dozens to even 
hundreds of kilometres away from each other. This means 
they cover a great many kilometres to monitor their crops 
in situ, so they may easily be travelling for several days in a 
week. This close monitoring is necessary, as flax has a short 
growth season (100 days) and is highly sensitive to variations 
in the soil. 

Flaxsense 2.0
Several flax growers put the question of what precision 
agriculture could mean for their sector to the Flemish 
agricultural research centre Inagro a few years ago. And 
whether there was a way to limit their long journey times. 
Inagro dealt with the question in 2019 as part of a one-
year project, along with ILVO, in which several flax plots 
were studied using satellite imagery. ‘We were able to 
distinguish a range of crop indicators that are useful to 
the flax growers,’ says Lies Willaert from Inagro. Following 
this, a fully-fledged project was then launched on digital 
monitoring of flax plots based on satellite imagery in 
2021. Aside from Inagro and the General Belgian Flax 
Alliance (ABV), ILVO and of course VITO are also working 
on Flaxsense 2.0, which is being supported from VLAIO (as 
well as through the sectoral organisation BO Flax & Hemp). 

VITO has years of knowledge and experience in the field of 
precision agriculture with remote sensing.

The Flaxsense 2.0 project will run for four years (2021 to 
2025), which will allow it to monitor four flax growth cycles 
from space. ‘We monitor twenty plots every year. We search 
for links between what we see on the satellite imagery and 
what the flax growers are actually seeing in the field,’ says 
Isabelle Piccard from VITO. This involves indicators such as 
crop height, the quantity of biomass, crop stage, and so on. 

Flax cultivation also benefits from precision 
agriculture

The graph shows the course of the 
vegetation index or “greenness” 
(based on satellite images), rainfall 
and the temperature sum for a flax 
plot. Based on the temperature sum 
the development stage of the flax is 
also estimated (rise, bloom, ripening). 
At the bottom you see a series of 
available satellite images (vegetation 
index) for this plot. 

© CELC
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Based on these indicators, flax growers decide when, where 
and how they should best intervene, for example with 
growth regulators – a homogeneous harvest is important 
for good-quality flax fibres, which makes constant growth 
necessary.

The results of this research and the adapted tools will 
shortly also be available via the WatchITgrow web platform, 
which VITO originally developed for potato cultivation. 
Flax growers will then be able to gain access to all the 
information relevant to them for smooth and efficient 
monitoring of their crops – and all this remotely.

Five flax growers are also closely involved in the project. 
After all, it is based on their input, literally from the field, 
that the links with the elements visible on the satellite 
imagery are calibrated. Willaert: ‘We’ve noticed that 
the flax growers are totally open to digital tools. These 
are often young people who are ready to take over their 
parents’ businesses.’ Our country has 45 active flax growers 
who manage plots spread across the entire (sandy) loam 
region that runs from Northern France through Belgium 
to the Netherlands – in this country, that includes around 
sixteen thousand hectares of flax ground.

A more sustainable and competitive 
flax crop
Dieter Vanovertveldt from flax company Debruyne from 
Ardooie is one of the flax growers taking part. He uses the 
adapted version of WatchITgrow to convey what he sees on 
his plots to the project’s researchers. ‘A method of doing 
more monitoring remotely is very welcome, as the journey 
times between the various plots can sometimes really add 
up. If I have more time for other work thanks to the adapted 
tool, then that’s worth it already.’

The adapted tool can also be very useful for timely 
interventions on the plots. Vanovertveldt: ‘The quality of 
the flax that we harvest is very important. Growth regulators 
are sometimes needed and proper timing is crucial to that.’

Flaxsense 2.0 will help to make the flax crop, which can 
almost be considered as heritage, more sustainable and 
also more competitive. Flax is a highly sustainable crop in 
itself, because it stores a great deal of carbon. The sector’s 
future looks bright in any case, as flax is being incorporated 

More information
isabelle.piccard@vito.be
watchitgrow.be

into more secondary applications beyond linen (the most 
typical application). ‘In recent times, we’ve been seeing a 
sharp rise in the value of the short flax fibre,’ says Véronique 
Standaert from the ABV. ‘This can also be used in textiles, as 
well as in construction products such as insulation materials 
and, of course, in flax fibres to reinforce composite materials 
– as an alternative to glass fibres. Then there’s naturally the 
well-known application in dollar bills too.’

Flax grower Vanovertveldt is focusing on short flax fibres as 
well. ‘These are just as strong as long glass fibres, but lighter, 
meaning they contribute less to the weight of composite 
materials. This is important in aircraft components, for 
example, meaning the aircraft consumes less fuel.’

The use of flax is not only more sustainable than with glass 
fibres or other natural fibres – the raw material also comes 
from here. This has already led to the introduction of a 
genuine quality label for flax cultivated and processed in 
Europe: European Flax. The fibre is processed today mainly 
in China and India. Within Europe the further processing of 
the fibre is also being set up again, so that all aspects from 
the cultivation up to processing can stay within Europe, 
which is very important for the further development on the 
level of sustainability. 
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that brings power to homes and buildings. This visibility has 
historically been limited, partly because the capacity has 
always been met by a wide margin (via over-dimensioned 
cables). This has meant that peaks in the electricity demand 
have never really caused any problems. But this ‘fit & forget’ 
strategy, as it is known, is getting far too expensive, making 
it no longer feasible now the decentralised production 
of renewable energy is only growing, now mobility and 
heating are being more and more electrified and now 
demand/response technologies are further raising the 
synchronicity of the distribution grid. If we do not switch to 
another strategy, the grid may make things more difficult for 
the energy transition.

Since 2017, Fluvius, which manages the Flemish low-voltage 
grid, has been calling upon VITO/EnergyVille’s knowledge 
and expertise to improve the view on the distribution grid. 
This allows better use of the existing capacity and, where 
necessary, targeted investments can be made to resolve 
any bottlenecks in a timely manner. ‘We saw the current 
trends coming five years ago,’ says Joris Soens, Transition 
Manager for Grids & Systems at Fluvius. ‘The main driver is 
the sudden electrification of applications such as mobility 
and heating, the main impact of which happens to be on 
the low-voltage grid.’ Although the situation was not yet 
acute five years ago (and it still isn’t yet today), Eandis and 
Infrax, the precursors of  today’s Fluvius, decided as early as 
then to act quickly and proactively, calling in the assistance 
of external partners – these became VITO/EnergyVille 
and the KU Leuven, more specifically Professor Dirk Van 
Herterm’s research group. ‘We wanted to operate in the 
long term, hence this collaboration.’ Indeed, the ADriaN 
project (Active Distribution Networks) has a huge ambition: 
it envisages the distribution grid becoming an enabler in 
the energy transition, rather than a bottleneck.

The project brings together a conventional and an 
innovative approach. ‘We’re working at the interface 
between classical energy systems technology and data 
science,’ says Koen Vanthournout from VITO/EnergyVille. 
In order to drastically increase the visibility of the grid, the 
information from measurement data needs to be used as 
efficiently as possible. ‘The total length of all the cables in 
our distribution grid amounts to over 86,000 kilometres, 
which is more than twice the length of the equator,’ says 
Soens. ‘So it’s not hard to imagine that it’s a complex 
exercise to get a view of the state of the entire grid that’s 
as efficient as possible and then get to work on the results.’

A good learning experience
What happens in the ADriaN project in practice? For 
example, it investigates what data originating from 
measurements in electrical cabinets or meters can be used 
to correctly assess the load on the grid – over as great a 
timescale as possible. Computer simulations are also used 
for this. The experts at VITO/EnergyVille are exploring new 
methods for making the current calculations more accurate 
and complete. Besides that, Fluvius has its own monitoring 

From a bottleneck to an enabler for the 
energy transition

Fluvius and VITO/EnergyVille have been joining forces 
since 2017 to get a better view of the status of the 
low-voltage grid. After all, this is being put to the test 
more and more due to the advance of electrification. 
With a thorough knowledge of the limitations, as well 
as the possibilities, the grid needs to be prepared for 
the future.

There was some notable news from the Netherlands in the 
summer of 2022. In the provinces of Noord-Brabant and 
Limburg, the grid operator decided to provisionally stop 
granting new companies a connection to the electricity 
grid. The reason? The grid was at full capacity due to rapid 
electrification of industry, mobility (charging stations) and 
heating (heat pumps).

‘Fit & forget’ hits its limits  
We definitely want to avoid such a scenario in our country, 
which first and foremost requires a better and more accurate 
view of the low-voltage grid, the part of the electricity grid 

© Fluvius

GIS map with the estimated congestion probability per low voltage 
cable: today, the starting position of the Flanders grid is strong.
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tools too: these can be used to find out how cables can 
be used as efficiently as possible, for example, or where 
capacity needs to be reinforced.

‘This project is a good learning experience, in which we’re 
investigating what does and doesn’t work,’ continues Soens. 
‘That’s giving us a good view of what innovations we need 
to get ready for industrial implementation. A few other 
questions we’d like to see answered: What can we simulate 
and what can we achieve with that? What insights can we 
gain from digital meter measurements?’ In the case of the 
implementation of digital meters, the collaboration has 
already produced results in the form of improved technical 
specifications.

Earlier this year, Fluvius announced that four billion euros 
would need to be invested into the Flemish electricity 
distribution grid by 2032, of which three billion into the low-
voltage grid and one billion into the medium-voltage grid. 
The size of those investments is based on grid simulations 
that, in turn, rely upon estimates for e.g. the rise in the 
number of electric vehicles or heat pumps in the coming 
years. Although ADriaN is separate from the investment 
programme, the project will help to provide a continual 
reality check. ‘We’re constantly looking to the future, 
but to the here and now as well,’ says Soens. ‘Through 
ADriaN, we’re enhancing the existing technical capability, 
investigating what more is needed and how we can achieve 
this without the costs running up too high.’

The reliability of the grids need to be safeguarded in the 
energy transition, at as low a cost (to society) as possible. This 
is why ADriaN is also a strategically important project. And 
it is also important to VITO/EnergyVille. ‘We’re building the 
bridge from research to practice here,’ says Vanthournout. 
‘We’re not in a lab context here, but are being confronted 
with real-life problems and challenges. This practical focus is 
also seeping through to our own research agenda. Besides 
that, we naturally feel very involved in society too, as 
helping to guide the energy transition in the right direction 
is our job.’

© Fluvius

More information
koen.vanthournout@energyville.be

More information
joris.soens@fluvius.be

The project has no provisional end date and the experts 
at Fluvius and VITO/EnergyVille continue to consult with 
one another almost every week on the state of play. ‘We’re 
moving very quickly’, says Vanthournout. ‘We’re working 
within very short research cycles of a few weeks at most, 
after which we evaluate and adjust as needed. The ability to 
shift gears quickly is very important in the energy transition 
anyway.’ The depth of expertise at VITO/EnergyVille and 
at the KU Leuven is appreciated on Fluvius’ end. Soens: 
‘The unique thing about our partners is that they’re highly 
adept at both the technical characteristics of electricity 
systems and the more ICT-related aspects of them – like the 
hardware and software of electricity systems.’
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Europe wishes to see a sharp rise in its energy 
efficiency by 2030. Member States must accordingly 
introduce energy-saving measures. But they also need 
to calculate these and report them to the European 
Commission. However, that is easier said than done. 
The streamSAVE project, in which calculation methods 
from ten participating Member States are exchanged 
and streamlined, helps in this. This project, coordinated 
by VITO, is also creating a lively European community 
around energy efficiency.

The European guideline on energy efficiency stipulates 
that Member States need to be one-third more efficient in 
handling their energy by 2030. Moreover, countries need 
to report their achievements in terms of energy efficiency 
correctly, quantitatively and transparently. This is not only 
important from the perspective of monitoring, reporting 
and verification – it also encourages the longer-term 
exchange of knowledge, experience and best practices on 
the energy efficiency policy in the EU.

Ten priority actions
In order to lower the barriers to adoption for new and 
existing calculation methods for energy efficiency among 
Member States and to streamline these in European terms, 
the streamSAVE project was launched about two years ago. 
This project focuses on energy savings through ten priority 
actions (PAs), as they are known, to which great potential is 
allocated. A few examples of PAs are energy savings through 
more economical lighting, more economical cooling, 
electrifying the vehicle fleet, making heat generation more 
sustainable and encouraging more economical behaviour 
among citizens. This Horizon 2020 project, which will last 
for three years and brings ten EU Member States together, 
involves twelve partners, from authorities (e.g. energy 

Streamlining energy savings among 
European countries

agencies) through knowledge institutions to industrial 
stakeholders. VITO/EnergyVille is coordinating it.

The reporting of the Member States’ achievements in 
terms of energy efficiency therefore needs to take place in 
a realistic but practically feasible manner – read: without 
too much paperwork. One of the goals of streamSAVE is to 
help them with this, including by providing methodologies 
that are new or that already exist elsewhere. As it happens, 
this not only helps Member States with their reporting – it 

The Austrian Energy Agency (AEA) is one 
of the twelve partners in streamSAVE. ‘Our 
assistance in the project is producing some 
valuable additions to our area of calculation 
methods for energy efficiency, which is al-
ready highly comprehensive in Austria,’ says 
Elisabeth Boeck from the AEA. In addition, 
these methods also need to be regularly up-
dated, and streamSAVE is helping there too.’
‘Furthermore, the project’s results and the 
gained insights are not only useful for the 
AEA, but also for all Austrian organisations 
involved in the implementation of the Euro-
pean energy efficiency guideline.’

The streamSAVE project received funding
from the European Horizon 2020 programme 
under Grant Agreement No. 890147. 
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also makes it easier for them to achieve their objectives 
effectively. After all, consultation structures (‘dialogues’) are 
also being set up in the project, through which experiences 
can be shared between countries during webinars and 
workshops.

What is the benefit of an electric 
vehicle fleet?
streamSAVE is already over halfway through its running 
time. This puts the project in the second cycle at present, 
in which the last five PAs are being addressed. ‘In the 
meantime, dealing with the first five PAs during the first 
cycle has already produced results,’ says Kelsey van Maris 
from VITO/EnergyVille. For example, our country was 
provided with advice on how the energy savings can be 
calculated when all new company cars will soon (by 2026) 
be required to run on electricity. As mentioned, savings 
through electrification of the vehicle fleet is one of the PAs. 
‘Each of the participating countries can choose one PA to 
work on in further detail. This is a free choice and will vary 
from country to country. For example, Austria chose the PA 
for energy savings with devices, but also making buildings 
more energy efficient through smart and automatic control 
(see box).’

The streamSAVE project is being coordinated by VITO/
EnergyVille, specifically by Nele Renders. ‘My task is to 
connect everything and everyone together and to align 
the activities. During this second cycle, I’m noticing that 
this is going a lot more smoothly. That makes sense too: 
the participating partners now know each other better and 
are well up to speed with the project, meaning they can 
respond to the needs in their countries even better.’

As a leader, VITO/EnergyVille was also able to contribute its 
expertise for two PAs, namely those around energy poverty 
and smart systems. Renders: ‘In addition, our experts drew 
up some methodologies (with guideline values based on 
EU data) for the calculation of the energy savings in each 
PA. We then look at what the participating countries are 
most lacking. This often involves a scarcity of data in a 
country, and then we can propose using our guideline 
values.’ The way of working demonstrates that the project’s 
operation had a very bottom-up inspiration. Besides that, it 
is also question-driven, given that the founding principles 
are formed by the requirements of policy-makers in the 
participating Member States.

At the same time, this collaboration is also creating a lively 
community of policy-makers and experts around energy 
efficiency. ‘We’re encouraging Member States to learn 
more from each other this way. That way, they can inspire 
one another to achieve the highest energy efficiency that 
they can,’ says Renders.

More information
nele.renders@energyville.be
streamsave.eu

Actions to alleviate 
energy poverty

Behavioural changes

Heat recovery

Modal shift for freight 
transport

Replacement of electric 
motors

Building automation
& control systems

Electric vehicles

Lighting systems

Refrigeration systems

Small-scale renewable 
central heating
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The Flanders WaterProof process demonstrates how 
we can better arm our region against drought and 
other consequences of climate change, such as extreme 
precipitation. This will take place in three local, but large-
scale ‘demo areas’. One of these is a business park in 
Tielt, West Flanders. This site is being made waterproof 
with eight specific actions that provide a benefit from 
water. The intention is to replicate these water benefits 
elsewhere in Flanders later on.

Flanders WaterProof is part of the ambitious Blue Deal, 
the broad policy programme through which the Flemish 
government is taking on the battle against drought. In doing 
so, WaterProof is focusing on measures to tackle both drought 
and flooding – both sides of the climate change coin. The 
three demo areas are intended to gain experience with smart 
interventions such as water buffering, rewetting and circular 
water use, as well as with local collaboration for handling 
water effectively and sustainably. At the business park in Tielt, 
the challenge is to reconcile water solutions with the further 
development of the site and a pleasant working environment.

Interaction with local stakeholders
The WaterProof process runs to early 2025, so this is 
also the case for the demonstration at the business park 
in Tielt. ‘We’ve based this on eight potential strategies 
or “water benefits” for making this site waterproof,’ says 
Wim Schiettecatte of VITO. ‘For each of these eight, we’re 
studying what the actual benefit for the whole business 
park will look like.’ The water benefits form a diverse range 
of water solutions, from depaving (transforming concrete 
and asphalt into greenery) through collective buffering to 
maximum reuse of rainwater.

Collectivity is indeed an element that is central to both the 
demo area and the entire WaterProof project. The aim is 
for maximum interaction with local stakeholders. At the 
business park in Tielt, these are fifteen leading companies 
(including a large carpet manufacturer as well as agricultural 
firms next to the industrial site) and the local fire brigade. 

Schiettecatte: ‘We can only achieve the water benefits if we 
include the local stakeholders and apply the water solutions 
in an integrated manner. VITO’s transition team Nexus and 
Vlakwa, the Flemish Water Knowledge Centre, provide 
valuable support here.’

In order to enhance the support base, meeting sessions are 
being organised in Tielt. At these events, local partners can 

© WVI

How do you make a business park 
waterproof?
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More information
wim.schiettecatte@vito.be
waterwinst.be
vlaanderenwaterproof.be

sign up as participants in one or more water benefits right 
away. In June 2022, there was an event where the business 
park was represented and the Tielt city council was present 
in large numbers together with VITO. These events also raise 
questions that the experts (from VITO, De Watergroep and 
Aquafin) had not initially included in the scope – but that is 
precisely the aim of the synergy with local stakeholders in 
implementing the project. ‘We know from infiltration tests 
that the natural soil at the business park is rather average 
for water penetration,’ says Schiettecatte. ‘Some local 
parties are therefore worried that the increased infiltration 
we’re proposing could lead to flooding. So this is certainly 
an aspect that will need some further attention.’

Other water benefits saw agreement being reached more 
rapidly. Two of these are already on track to implementation 
and are currently in the permit phase. These include the 
reconstruction of an access road on the industrial site with 
a safe cycle path, an innovative infiltrating sub-foundation, 
a smartly controlled rainwater sewer and a green strip 
between the road and cycle path – one example of how a 
water solution can also improve mobility and greening.

Collective water solutions
Another concern from the local companies involves PFAS, 
the family of chemical substances that all of Flanders 
was introduced to in the past two years. Schiettecatte: 
‘Substances from the PFAS family are released through 
fire extinguishing, among other things. In order to give 
the companies peace of mind, we are looking at the 
extent to which the local, historical pollution from these 
substances constitutes a risk of contaminating the soil and 
the groundwater.

Another thing that came up during the local meetings 
was company law. After all, this is focused on individual 
companies, yet the essence of the Tielt demo area is 
precisely to strive for communal solutions. ‘It’s crucial for 
neighbouring companies to collaborate,’ emphasises 
Schiettecatte. ‘One firm might have a large roof surface, 

giving it great potential for catching rainwater, while its 
neighbour might have a smaller roof. But that neighbour 
may have a far higher need for water in carrying out its 
processes. These kinds of aspects can be better aligned.’

The aim in the project is therefore to make the Tielt 
business park waterproof. But ultimately, other business 
parks – and similar sites – need to be able to benefit from 
that too. ‘We’re actually developing a toolbox here that 
can be used to make business parks all across Flanders 
waterproof,’ says Schiettecatte. ‘It’s not the intention that 
all the tools (or water benefits) will be used in exactly the 
same way elsewhere too. But it is important to have them 
at your disposal so they can be applied where the specific 
local situation demands it.’
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‘In essence, I attempt 
to quantify the 
sustainability aspects 
for construction 
materials, buildings 
and even districts.’

Lisa Damen (31) already knew during her student days 
that she wanted to work on sustainability. Today, she 
measures and quantifies these aspects for buildings 
and construction materials in the VITO/EnergyVille 
EPIC team. ‘My work is very diverse, and I do love that 
variation as you’re constantly learning new things.’ Lisa 
is very closely involved with VITO after work too, as one 
of the leading Activito staff.

Before we talk about your work, what exactly is 
Activito?
‘It’s the successor to the internal group Young VITO. We 
organise activities for all VITO’s employees. That way, you 
can get to know staff from outside your own team too, in 
a relaxing and sociable context. There’s a wide range of 
activities, from after-work drinks and quizzes through city 
trips to sporting challenges. For example, every winter we 
organise the Run & Freeze, a race around the Nuclea lake in 
Mol where at least one person per team takes a dip in the 
ice cold water. And in 2020, we organised the Battle of the 
Units – corona-proof. This was a huge success, with three 
hundred participants. That’s around a third of the number 
of employees at VITO.’

About your work now. Your team’s name, EPIC, stands 
for Energy, Policy, Innovation & Circularity. That’s a 
broad range. What do you do exactly?
‘In essence, I attempt to quantify the sustainability aspects 
for construction materials, buildings and even districts. This 
gives constructors and architects, as well as contractors 
and construction material manufacturers a clear view of the 
environmental impact of their activities and products. We 
use life cycle analyses (LCAs) and circularity scans to do this. 
We work for both governments and industry. One example 
of a government project is TOTEM, a digital tool we helped 
develop that’s tailored to the Belgian construction sector. 
This allows the environmental impact of buildings to be 
calculated and then reduced too.’

Another result of your team is the VITO/EnergyVille 
spin-off Enperas, which became independent in 2021.
‘Yes, we did help to launch that from our unit. A number of 
my colleagues have joined the spin-off, although they were 
specifically hired by VITO/EnergyVille for Enperas. I had that 
chance too, but chose to remain with VITO/EnergyVille. The 
work we do here is very diverse, with constant variety. I do 
love that variation, whereby you’re constantly learning new 
things.’

You’ve been working for VITO/EnergyVille for five years 
now. How did you end up here?
‘I was already very interested in sustainability and in methods 
for measuring and quantifying it when I was studying 
bioscience engineering at the KU Leuven. So I knew early 
on that I wanted to work on LCAs. Once I graduated, in 
2014, I worked for a Dutch consultancy office for two years. 
I started at VITO/EnergyVille in 2017, at first as temporary 
and later as permanent staff.’

Between both jobs, you’ve worked abroad for some 
time.

‘That’s right. I lived and worked in Norway for a year, in 
Alta in the far north – a place that’s sometimes called the 
Northern Lights town. I trained and cared for huskies – 
proper athletes that are used for long-distance races – on a 
‘husky farm’. Being confronted with the natural elements in 
the High North was an experience I’ll always cherish.’

VITO EMPLOYEE IN THE 
SPOTLIGHT

More information 
lisa.damen@energyville.be


