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Summary
Belgium belongs to the high-performing group of countries regarding digital transformation,
improving on all indicators in the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) between 2017 and
2018, despite slipping from 6th to 8th in the overall ranking due to the better performance of other
countries. Belgium’s main assets include its digital infrastructure as well as its level of investment
and access to finance. On the other hand, an important challenge is the shortage of Information
and Communication Technologies (ICT) specialists and the low number of science and
technology graduates, which can bring concerns for future growth and innovation.
Economic growth has been steady over the past years and the main sector of activity is public
services, followed by the sector ‘distributive trades, transport, accommodation and food services’,
industry and services. The public authorities are active in supporting innovation and Belgium is
among the OECD countries with the highest share of indirect government support for business
R&D through R&D tax incentives.
In this context, a federal strategy (Digital Belgium) and regional strategies (Industrie 4.0, Digital
Wallonia, beDigital.Brussels) for digitisation were developed by public authorities. There is no
formal alignment between the strategies although contacts have been established between the
different managing authorities. At least EUR 364.93 million have been made available in the
period 2013-2023 across the national and regional strategies, the initiatives under the different
pillars of the Digitising European Industry (DEI) initiative and support mechanisms.
Regarding Pillar 1 of the DEI, projects of cross-border cooperation take place mostly at regional
level, often involving EU programmes. In addition, several industry-led initiatives supported by
public authorities have been launched to support companies in their digital transformation as well
as to adopt new technologies and increase synergies and innovation (Pillars 2 and 3 of the DEI).
These include Made Different, cluster policies including the network of spearhead clusters and
the innovative business networks, the living lab programme, the joint R&D programme and the
Digital Health Valley, with a funding of at least EUR 38.85 million for the 2013-2023 period.
Moreover, several initiatives aim to make the regulatory framework fit for the digital age (Pillar 4
of the DEI). While some follow the EU directions (Digital Act, Open data strategy, cybersecurity
measures), the mobile health sandbox aims at integrating health mobile services into the Belgian
healthcare system with a budget of EUR 3 million. To prevent shortages of ICT specialists and
boost digital skills (Pillar 5 of the DEI), several initiatives also provide training and certification
targeting the youth, unemployed and start-ups, such as DigitalChampions.be, BeCentral, the
Digital Belgium Skills Fund, the Action Plan ICT and Digitisation VDAB, the Digital School,
WallCode Digital Wallonia and Fablab Mobile, with a total funding of at least EUR 82.477 million
for 2014-2022. Finally, different support mechanisms are available, in the form of tax incentives,
company vouchers and investment funds, for a total of at least EUR 240.6 million for 2014-2023.
The measures available in Belgium thus cover all pillars of the DEI and although most of them
are still recent, initiatives to boost innovation capacity seem to have the most impact so far. The
majority of initiatives targets the manufacturing sector and key enabling technologies, which is in
line with the smart specialisation strategy of Belgium.
While the Wallonia strategy has already been renewed for the next five years, the Digital Belgium
strategy aims by 2020 to get the country to the top 3 position of the DESI index, enable the
emergence of 10,000 start-ups and the creation of 50,000 jobs related to the digital revolution.
Table 1 presents an overview of the main initiatives identified, that will be further detailed in this
report.
Table 2 presents a short SWOT analysis of Belgium on digitalisation.
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Table 1: Overview of initiatives
Initiatives

Starting
year

Overall
strategy/DEI
Pillar/support
mechanism
Federal
strategy
Regional
strategy
Regional
strategy

Type of initiative

Sectors targeted

Digital
technologies
targeted

Size of companies
targeted

Budget

Digital Belgium

2015

Action Plan

All

All

All

No overall funding

Industrie 4.0

2017

Strategy

Industry

All

All

Strategy

All

All

All

Regional
strategy

Common portal

ICT,
health,
environment

Internet
of
Things, Virtual
Reality,
Big
Data
Management,
Artificial
Intelligence

All

2019

Federal
strategy

AI coalition

All

Artificial
Intelligence (AI)

All

Made
Different
(Flanders, Wallonia)

2013 in
Flanders,
2017 in
Wallonia

Pillars 2 & 3

Research
&
innovation
support, coaching
for
digital
transformation

Manufacturing,
including
food,
textile, chemistry

All except social
media

All

Living labs programme
(Wallonia,
Brussels,
Flanders)

2013 in
Wallonia,
2016 in
Brussels,

Pillar 2

Living labs

Wallonia:
Health,
gastronomy,
ecology,
energy,
biotech,
urban
development,

All

All

Ca EUR 50 million/year from
the Flemish government
EUR 500 million for the period
2015-2018. Funding from the
Walloon region and ERDF
No overall funding. For the
NextTechPlan (one of the 3
actions of beDigital.Brussels),
total funding of EUR 7.86
million. Under the Regional
Innovation Plan (another of
the 3 actions), the financed
industrial research projects
related to digital amounted to
EUR 48 million for 20152018.
No budget defined yet for
AI4Belgium. The Flemish AI
plan announced an annual
investment of EUR 32 million
over five years
Flanders: for the 2014-2016
period, support of EUR 2
million from the Flemish
government. Since then,
private and EU funding
(ERDF, COSME). Wallonia:
2/3 funding from the Walloon
region and the rest from
ERDF and Interreg. Budget
of EUR 250,000 in 2017 and
EUR 650,000 in 2018
Wallonia: regional public
funding of EUR 1.25 million
for 2 pilot living labs during the
period 2013-2015+ min. EUR
6.7
million
2014-2023

Digital Wallonia

beDigital.Brussels

2015.
Renewed
in 2018
2015

AI4Belgium
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Initiatives

Starting
year

Overall
strategy/DEI
Pillar/support
mechanism

Type of initiative

Sectors targeted

logistics, education,
mobility, cultural and
creative industries
Brussels: all (calls
on
sustainable
construction
and
smart mobility)
Flanders: all
Health, ICT, Green
Economy

2017 in
Flanders

Joint
R&D
project
programme
(Brussels
Region)
Network of spearhead
clusters (Flanders)

2017

Pillar 3

RDI collaborative
projects

2016

Pillars 2 & 3

Innovation cluster

Innovative
business
networks (Flanders)

2016

Pillars 2 & 3

Digital Health
(federal)

2018

Pillar 3

Innovation
cluster,
innovation
network
PPP, innovation
platform

Digital Act

2016

Pillar 4

Open data strategy
Cybersecurity measures

2017
2014

Pillar 4
Pillar 4

Mobile health sandbox

2016

Pillar 4

Digital Belgium
Fund (federal)

2017

Pillar 5

DigitalChampions.be
(federal)

2015

Pillar 5

Action plan
Digitalisation
(Flanders)

2018

Pillar 5

Valley

Skills

ICT &
VDAB

Digital
technologies
targeted

Size of companies
targeted

Budget

(including ERDF co-financing
of 40%).
Brussels: EUR 7 million
(2016-2017)
Flanders: funding from the
Flemish government of EUR
8 million for 17 living labs in
the 2018-2021 period
EUR 6.390.856 in 2017, EUR
6,6 million in 2018 (Brussels
Region through Innoviris)
Subsidies from the Flemish
government
(2016-2021:
EUR 2.5 million, not including
project subsidies)
Subsidies from the Flemish
government

All

All

Agri-food,
blue
economy, logistics,
energy,
manufacturing, chemistry
All

All

All

All

All

Healthcare

Mobile services

All

IT
security
regulation
Open data policy
Cybersecurity
regulation
and
centre
Regulatory
sandbox

All

All

All

Federal government, private
funds from Health Tech
Belgium partners
N/A

All
All

All
All

All
All

N/A
N/A

Healthcare

Mobile services

All

EUR 3 million from the federal
government

Training centres,
counselling
centres,
workshops
Training
and
certification
programmes
Coordinated
action on job skills

All

All

Socially vulnerable
(young,
old)
individuals

All

All

All - individuals

Total budget of EUR 18
million
for
2016-2018.
Funding from the Federal
government
N/A

All

All

All

N/A
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Initiatives

Starting
year

Type of initiative

Sectors targeted

Digital
technologies
targeted

Size of companies
targeted

Budget

2011

Overall
strategy/DEI
Pillar/support
mechanism
Pillar 5

Digital School (Ecole
numérique) (Wallonia)

Training

All

All

All

WallCode.be (Wallonia)

2016

Pillar 5

Training,
workshops

All

All

Individuals

Fablab Mobile (Brussels)

2018

Pillar 5

Training,
workshops

All

All

Young people

BeCentral (federal)
Tax shelter for start-ups

2017
2015

Training centre
Tax incentive

All
All

All
All

SMEs, individuals
Start-ups

Innovation tax deduction

2016

Tax incentive

All

All

All

N/A

SME e-wallet

N/A

Innovation
voucher

All

All

SMEs

N/A

Company
vouchers
(operational excellence,
digital
transformation
and cyber security)

2017

Pillar 5
Federal
support
mechanism
Federal
support
mechanism
Regional
support
mechanism
Regional
support
mechanism

EUR 62.7 million allocated for
2014-2022 (regional public
funding)
Budget of EUR 87,000 in
2016, EUR 190,000 in 2017,
EUR 900,000 in 2018. 100%
public funding from Digital
Wallonia, promoting also
private initiatives.
EUR 600, 000 for 2018-2019
(Brussels region through
Innoviris)
N/A
N/A

Innovation
voucher

All

All

SMEs

W.IN.G

2015

Investment fund

All

All

Start-ups

Projects co-funded by
ERDF

2014

Grants

All

IoT, Augmented
reality
and
virtual reality

All

EUR 162 million (2014-2020)

Brussels
innovation
(Boost)

N/A

Regional
support
mechanism
Regional and
European
support
mechanism
Regional
support
mechanism

In 2017-2018, the Walloon
region co-financed EUR 4.8
million
for
operational
excellence and EUR 1.5
million
for
digital
transformation and cyber
security
Total budget of EUR 50
million. Public funding

Innovation
voucher

All

All

SMEs

EUR 116,000 in 2018
(Funding
from
Brussels
region and ERDF)

capital
vouchers
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Initiatives

Starting
year

Brustart

1992

Bruseed

2018

Start – Proof of concept

2019

Overall
strategy/DEI
Pillar/support
mechanism
Regional
support
mechanism
Regional
support
mechanism

Type of initiative

Sectors targeted

Digital
technologies
targeted

Size of companies
targeted

Budget

Investment fund

All

All

Innovative
startups

Investment fund

All

Innovative SMEs /
startups in precommercialisation
phase

Regional
support
mechanism

Grant

All.
Preferred
sectors: Sustainable
food, / Sustainable
construction
/
Cleantech
/
Healthcare
/
Personal services /
Mediatech, creative
industry / hospitality
and horeca
All

Evergreen fund with 10.5
million equity (Funding from
Brussels region and ERDF)
6.1 million for 2018-2023
(Funding
from
Brussels
region and ERDF)

All

All

SMEs/

EUR 243,500 in 2019
(Brussels region and ERDF)

Table 2: SWOT of Belgium on digitalisation
Strengths:




Weaknesses:



Good digital infrastructure and
connectivity
Good performance in terms of integration
of digital technologies within companies
Good performance in enabling conditions
such as investment and access to
finance, e-leadership



Opportunities:




Shortage of ICT specialists
Low number of graduates in science,
technology, engineering and
mathematics
e-commerce by individuals lagging
behind neighbouring countries

Threats:



Several initiatives to support companies
in their digital transformation
Several initiatives to make the regulatory
framework more fit to the digital age
Several initiatives to boost digital skills
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Lack of resources of small companies
Need for a digital mindset at company
management level to invest in digitisation
Slow evolution of legislation
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General context

The objective of this report is to analyse the current status of national initiatives on digitising
industry in Belgium. The analysis has been conducted against the background of the Digitising
European Industry (DEI), which was the first industry-focused initiative of the Digital Single Market
launched by the European Commission in 2016.
Similar country reports will be produced for each of the 28 EU Member States. These national
reports allow to:




Monitor the development of national initiatives on digitising industry;
Compare different national approaches; and
Identify best practices of national initiatives.

Monitoring and reporting back on the development of the existing national initiatives is an
important element of the DEI initiative, and this report should be seen as one part of it.
For more details about the DEI and our methodological approach for the country report, please
consult the document attached.

1.1

Economic context and status on digitisation

General economic context
Belgium has benefited from a steady economic growth over the last years. The GDP growth
reached 1.4% in 2015 and 2016, before increasing by 1.7% in 2017 as per Eurostat data. The
main sector of activity is public services, followed by the sector ‘distributive trades, transport,
accommodation and food services’, the industry sector and the service sector. The gross added
value (GVA) from the industry sector has decreased from 19.5% in 2007 to 16.8% in 2017
according to Eurostat.
Public authorities are important for the innovation system, as most basic research is performed
in universities and in public research institutes, which are both largely funded by the public sector.
Additionally, the government also contributes to business R&D through direct funding (grants,
contracts, and loans) and through tax incentives. In 2015, the R&D expenditure of businesses
financed by the government sector amounted to 0.09% of the GDP, while 62.1% of SMEs’ R&D
expenditure was financed by the government sector. In 2014, 34% of technological innovators
obtained public funding for their innovation activities.1 OECD data show that Belgium is among
the countries with the highest share of indirect government support for business R&D through
R&D tax incentives.
According to OECD, Belgium performs similarly to the EU average in terms of ICT related patents,
but below the OECD average. In 2015, 12% of total investments were in ICT and represented
2.7% of Belgium’s GDP.
Status on digitisation
Belgium belongs to the high-performing group of countries regarding digital transformation. One
of the country’s main assets is its digital infrastructure, while one of its main weaknesses is the
lack of digital skills.
The performance of Belgium in all indicators of the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI)
(connectivity, human capital, use of internet services, integration of digital technologies, digital
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public services) has improved between 2017 and 2018, but the overall DESI ranking of Belgium
slipped from 6th to 8th in the same period due to the better performance of other countries. Belgium
is at the forefront in terms of connectivity thanks to a full coverage of fixed broadband, and in
terms of integration of digital technology within companies. The main areas for improvement
concern human capital, with a stagnating share of persons with at least basic digital skills, a
shortage of skilled ICT professionals and one of the lowest EU ranks for graduates in science,
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). Despite an overall qualified workforce with a
high participation rate in tertiary education, the persistently low share of STEM graduates is a
matter of concern, as shortages in these fields could become a major barrier to growth and
innovation. Scarcities are already emerging for certain functions requiring digital skills and there
is a persistent shortage of qualified ICT experts in all three regions of Belgium.2
According to the European Commission’s Digital Transformation Scoreboard, Belgium is among
the Member States leading the way in terms of conditions enabling digital transformation. In 2018,
the score of Belgium on the Digital Technology Integration Index (DTII) was 51.9/100 (compared
to an EU average of 37.3) and the score on the Digital Transformation Enablers’ Index (DTEI)
was 73.7/100 (compared to an EU average of 49.2). Belgium performs particularly well (more
than 20% higher than the EU average) in investments and access to finance (second best EU
performer), e-leadership and digital infrastructure. However, the performance of Belgium
regarding supply and demand of digital skills has moved down between 2017 and 2018. In
addition, Belgium lags behind in terms of changes in the ICT start-up environment, with a
degradation from 2017 to 2018, however this indicator reflects the increase in the number of startups, which does not mean that the pre-existing pool of ICT start-ups is small. Indeed, the number
of new enterprises created in Belgium (starters) grew from 8,2571 in 2015 to 9,581 in 2017 and
in the same period the number of new ICT enterprises increased by 16% to reach 4,790 in 2017.3
According to the World Economic Forum’s Readiness for the Future of Production Report 2018,
Belgium’s main drivers of production are its institutional framework and its human capital, as
presented in the figure below.
Figure 1: Belgium’s readiness for future production

Source: World Economic Forum, Readiness for the Future of Production Report 2018
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The table below summarises some of the economic and digital indicators for Belgium.
Table 3: General economic and digital indicators for Belgium

Belgium

1.2

% GVA from
manufacturing

% increase
GDP
growth

DESI position – and
change

DESI sub-indicators Human Capital,
Use of Internet, Integration of Digital
Technology in 2018

16.8 (2017)

1.7 (20162017)

 8th in 2018,
compared to 6th
in 2017

 Human capital: 12th in 2018
compared to 11th in 2017
 Use of internet services: 13th in
2018, compared to 11th in 2017
 Integration of digital technology:
5th in 2017 and 2018

National strategies on digitising industry

The table below presents an overview of the main umbrella initiatives to digitise the industry in
Belgium. Due to the federal structure of the country, there is a federal strategy and a strategy per
region. In addition, the AI4Belgium coalition was launched in March 2019.
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Table 4: Overview of national strategies to digitise the industry
Name
Type
Starting date
Objective

Ministry/ministr
ies in charge
(website,
contact person)

Digital Belgium (Federal
level)
Action plan
2015
“Digital Belgium” is the
action
plan
which
outlines the digital longterm vision for the
country. The objective is
by 2020 for Belgium to
get into the digital top
three of the European
Digital Economy and
Society Index, for 1,000
new start-ups to take root
in the country and for the
digital
revolution
to
deliver 50,000 new jobs
in a variety of sectors.

Digital
Wallonia
(Wallonia)
Strategy
2015
Ambitious,
innovative
and inclusive, digital
Wallonia
2015-2018,
followed
by
Digital
Wallonia 2019-2024, is a
global
project
of
transformation of the
territory, economy and
society to develop its
attractiveness,
competitiveness and the
well-being of all.

beDigital.Brussels
(Brussels Capital)
Common portal
2015
With this strategy, the
Brussels-Capital Region
intends to take up the
challenges of urban
development with the
help of technologies by
stimulating
innovation
and the participation of
citizens, companies and
the academic world.

Federal Minister of Digital
Agenda,
Post
and
Telecommunications
http://digitalbelgium.be/fr
/

Walloon government via
the Digital Agency of
Wallonia
https://www.digitalwalloni
a.be/fr

Brussels government,
via Innoviris,
hub.Brussels and CIRB
http://bedigital.brussels/

Industrie 4.0 (Flanders)

AI4Belgium

Strategy
2017
Powerful digital evolution
and connectivity lead to
new ways of producing,
new products and new
business
models.
Flanders intends to keep
and even strengthen
industrial activity, by
making full use of the
opportunities that bring
about
the
changing
technologies and social
systems. The global
transition to Industry 4.0
potentially
has
a
significant impact on
Flanders’
competitive
position.
The Flemish government
appointed a transition
manager, facilitated by
the agency Flanders
Innovation
and
Entrepreneurship
(VLAIO)
https://www.vlaanderen.
be/nl/vlaamseregering/industrie-40

AI coalition
2019
AI4Belgium
is
a
community-led approach
to enable Belgian people
and organisations to
capture the opportunities
of AI while facilitating the
ongoing
transition
responsibly. AI4Belgium
has the ambition to
position Belgium in the
European AI landscape.

Federal Minister of Digital
Agenda,
Post
and
Telecommunications
https://www.ai4belgium.b
e
The AI4Belgium coalition
includes AI experts from
academia,
start-ups,
technology companies
and public institutions of
the different regions of
Belgium.
The Flemish innovation
minister also announced
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Name

Scope of the
strategy/action
plan

Digital Belgium (Federal
level)
Belgium’s
Federal
Government
launched
Digital Belgium in April
2015, with the objective
to make Belgium a digital
front-runner in Europe.
Digital Belgium was
developed and is being
implemented with the
support of the Digital
Minds for Belgium, an
informal
steering
committee
comprising
CEOs
of
digital
companies,
entrepreneurs, investors
and academics.

Digital
(Wallonia)

Wallonia

Digital Wallonia sets the
framework for all of the
Walloon Government’s
actions in terms of
Wallonia’s
digital
transformation. It is rolled
out
in
three
complementary
and
inseparable dimensions:
1) A strategy. Adopted
collectively
by
the
Walloon Government, it
sets the priorities and
objectives for public
policies and the support
framework for private
initiatives to promote
digital
technology.
2) Platform. Governed
collaboratively by the
Walloon
digital
ecosystem, it provides
services and support to
public and private players
engaged in implementing
the
digital
strategy.
3) Brand. Championed
by all those involved in
Wallonia’s
digital
transformation,
it
guarantees their visibility
and unites the initiatives
implemented within the
framework of the digital
strategy.

beDigital.Brussels
(Brussels Capital)

With 700 start-ups and
incubators active in ICT,
Brussels has a dynamic
ecosystem and aims to
become one of the
leading digital reference
centres
in
Europe.
Bedigital is the reference
portal for all digital
initiatives in Brussels.
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Industrie 4.0 (Flanders)

Industrie 4.0 is one of the
seven transition priorities
identified in the long-term
policy framework ‘Vision
2050:
a
long-term
strategy for Flanders’ that
was adopted by the
Flemish government in
2016. The Industrie 4.0
strategy focuses on
digitising the industry,
building on Flanders’
strengths, such as the
good position in the field
of
digitisation,
the
competent
research
landscape
and
performing companies
that already have a high
degree of automation
and
are
active
internationally.

AI4Belgium
an ambitious Flemish AI
plan.
The recommendations of
the AI Coalition cover the
following areas:
 Redefine a pact for
education
 Develop
a
responsible
data
strategy
 Support AI adoption
by the private sector
 Innovate
and
disseminate
 Improve
public
service and stimulate
the ecosystem.

Name
Measures
included in the
strategy/action
plan

Digital Belgium (Federal
level)
Five
priorities:
1) Digital infrastructure:
stimulus for ultra-fast
internet, dynamic postal
&
telecommunication
market, digital hub for
businesses
2) Digital confidence and
digital security: tackling
illegal
content
and
practices,
safe
and
privacy-friendly
online
environment,
cybersecurity
3) Digital government:
digital portal, businesses
and
start-ups,
next
generation open data,
operational
efficiency
4) Digital economy: focus
on
start-ups,
digital
friendly legislation, ecommerce platform, einvoicing,
e-signature
and e-archiving, digital
health
valley
5) Digital skills and jobs:
digital
champions.be,
digital inclusion, mobile
internet for everyone

Digital
Wallonia
(Wallonia)
Digital
Wallonia
is
structured around eight
cross-cutting issues, five
structuring themes and
21 strategic objectives.
The five major themes
that shape Wallonia’s
digital
ambition are:
1) Digital Sector: Driving
economic growth through
pioneering research and
a strong digital sector.
2)
Digital
economy:
Innovation
and
technology
Digital
economy for business
and
industry.
3) Skills and jobs:
Enhanced digital skills for
all
4) Open public services:
New generation of open
and agile public services
5) Smart and connected
territory:
High-speed
broadband and new
technologies for new
services to citizens and
businesses.

beDigital.Brussels
(Brussels Capital)
The strategy comprises
three
main
tools:
1) The Smart City
strategy, started in 2015,
sets trajectories for digital
priorities and Smart City
for the Region, based on
the priorities of the
European Digital Agenda
(DESI
index)
and
identifies other priorities
related to the Smart City
context.
2) The Regional Plan for
Innovation, adopted in
2016, is the reference
framework for research
and innovation policy,
with three strategic areas
of
activity:
health,
environment,
ICT.
3) The NextTech Plan,
finalised in 2017, aims to
support and foster the
growth of companies
active in ICT and
professional
reconversion to ICT jobs
with
20
concrete
measures structured in
three axes: facilitation,
training, diffusion. The
Plan defines four key
technological sectors: the
Internet of Things, Virtual
Reality,
Big
Data
Management
and
Artificial Intelligence.
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Industrie 4.0 (Flanders)

AI4Belgium

Five main lines of action:
1) Maintain a platform
that
sensitizes
and
disseminates
information
about
Industry
4.0.
2)
Strengthen
the
knowledge
base.
3)
Speed
up
the
application by supporting
businesses, depending
on their familiarity and
engagement with the
transition.
4) Contribute to good
environmental
conditions.
5) Support international
cooperation, especially at
European level.

The foreseen actions
include:
 Support to policies
on ethics, regulation,
competences
 Map AI in Belgium
 Co-lead
the
AI
Belgium community
 Collect EU funding
and
connect
ecosystems in the
EU
 Propose
concrete
actions for AI training
 Contribute to AI
adoption by the
industry
 Enable
the
emergence of new
products
and
services based on AI
technology
The Vrije Universiteit
Brussel
(VUB)
announced the creation
of an expertise hub on AI
in Brussels, focusing on
ethical
and
policy
questions raised by this
quickly expanding field.

Name
Overall funding
and distribution
by volume and
source
of
funding
(public/private,
EU/national)

Digital Belgium (Federal
level)
No overall funding

Digital
Wallonia
(Wallonia)
EUR 500 million for 4
years over the period
2015-2018 period were
invested
in
the
implementation of the
five action lines. The
funding comes from the
Walloon
region and
ERDF, and is mainly
distributed across the
actions of the Wallonia
Digital
Agency,
the
clusters,
research
centres and financial
support
on
project
development.4

beDigital.Brussels
(Brussels Capital)
No overall funding for
beDigital.Brussels.
For the NextTechPlan,
total funding of EUR 7.86
million,
divided
into
facilitation (EUR 3.59
million), training (EUR
4.06 million) and diffusion
(EUR
360.000).5
Besides, during 2015 and
2018, EUR 48 million
were
dedicated
to
industrial
research
projects related to the
digital sector.
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Industrie 4.0 (Flanders)

AI4Belgium

Ca EUR 50 million/year
spent by the Flemish
government on actions to
implement the Industry
4.0 strategy (including
EUR 20 million subsidies
to the strategic research
centre Flanders MAKE,
EUR 4 million to the living
lab programme, grants to
industry-led projects and
grants to collaborative
projects and projects
coordinated
by
the
spearhead clusters)6

The budget has not been
defined yet, but the
coalition estimates that
an investment of EUR 80
million will be needed per
year, for a total of around
EUR 1 billion by 2030.7
The Flemish AI plan will
include
an
annual
investment of EUR 32
million over five years.
The Flemish government
plans to invest EUR 12
million in research, EUR
15 million in digitalisation
and implementation and
EUR 5 million in ethics
and training initiatives.8

Impacts, challenges and perceptions
There is no formal alignment between the federal and regional strategies, although contacts are
established between the entities implementing the different strategies, for example between
Flanders and Wallonia in the context of Made Different (see Section 2.1). AI4Belgium aims to
develop a national AI strategy and foster cooperation between different AI experts, but other
initiatives also exist at regional level (e.g. Flemish AI plan, Wallonia AI network). Several actions
of the different strategies are described in more details in the following sections.
The strategies are aligned with the priorities of the national and regional Smart Specialisation
strategies. The smart specialisation priority areas at national level are manufacturing and industry,
key enabling technologies, sustainable innovation, services, transporting and storage.9 In
Flanders, the priority areas are smart systems, sustainable chemistry, specialised manufacturing
solutions, sustainable living, responsible entrepreneurship and innovative work organisation,
value-added logistics, personalised cure and care, high-quality agro-food, industrial design and
creative industries, smart services.10 In Wallonia, the priority areas are creative economy,
aeronautics & space, agro-industry, digital technologies and industry 4.0, mechanical
engineering, sustainable transport, logistics and mobility, health & well-being , sustainable
materials and materials and surface of the future, sustainable chemistry.11 The Brussels Capital
region is more focused on services, with three priority areas : health, ICT and the green
economy.12
In Wallonia, the Digital Wallonia strategy has been renewed for the 2019-2024 period, with the
same main priorities and some redefined actions following feedback from Digital Wallonia
Champions.13
Business associations interviewed are overall aware of these strategies, although regional
stakeholders are only aware of their regional strategy. According to a business association, these
umbrella initiatives focus mostly on the manufacturing or ICT sector, therefore companies from
other sectors do not necessarily feel targeted and are not aware of potential opportunities to
support digitisation. AI4Belgium was launched after a survey where half of Belgian respondents
expressed worry for the consequences of AI on their work in the coming years with a higher
proportion among low-skilled employees.14

1.3

EU cooperation in the field of digitising industry initiatives

Due to the federal structure of Belgium, EU cooperation is mainly taking place at regional level.
Regional cross-border cooperation includes a number of EU Interreg projects with Indutry 4.0
relevance:


Factory 4.015 is one of the projects from the GoToS3 porfolio of the Interreg FranceWallonie-Vlaanderen program. The GoToS3 projects aim to foster SME innovation and
competitiveness in line with the Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) of the regions. The
Factory 4.0 project corresponds to the common smart specialisation domain of
mechatronics and mechanical engineering of the regions and involves the following
partners: Pôle Mécatech, Sirris, NFID, Mecanov, Cetim, CITC, POM West-Vlaanderen.
The objective is to accelerate the transformation of enterprises towards Industry 4.0.
SMEs with a production activity can benefit from a diagnosis/audit and the development
of an action plan and related accompaniment. It deals with the technologies, the process
(e.g. supply chain, maintenance) and the human resources (management, skills,
motivation). For 2017, 33 companies have benefited from the diagnosis. According to a
stakeholder, the main benefits are the long-term financing and use of a common
methodology, although aligning the different mechanisms for diagnosis was also seen as
a challenge.
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Robotix-Academy16 is a project financed under the Interreg Grande Region programme
(regions centred around Luxembourg, including Belgian, French, German and
Luxemburgish regions). Partners include universities research centres and clusters. The
project aims to build synergies in the areas of learning and research in robotics, by
implementing a whole range of consulting services, qualification and research in the field
of industrial robotics until the end of 2020.
FOKUS17 (Fabriek van de toekomst Ontwikkelen uit KennisbUndeling en Samenwerking
- Develop factories of the future from knowledge processing and cooperation) is a project
financed under the Interreg Flanders-Netherlands programme. The project includes
industry partners such as Agoria, FME, HighTech NL, Brainport Industries and the
knowledge institutes Sirris, Flanders Make, KU Leuven campus Bruges, Open
Manufacturing Campus and TNO. FOKUS links knowledge, facilities and technologies
through intensive cooperation between seven knowledge labs that companies can use to
develop and implement innovations to turn into a Factory of the Future. Under the project,
200 companies will receive a web-based scan, then 150 personal detailed interviews will
take place with one of the project partners. Subsequently, 75 companies can be part of
interactive workshops. Finally, 35 individual trajectories are accommodated in the various
practical labs, after which the output of this process results in a concrete and individual
implementation plan. With the help of an access ticket, a manufacturing company can
purchase an innovation scan and a transition trajectory worth EUR 10,000. This project
is running from 2018 and 2021 with a total budget of EUR 4.3 million, co-financed at 50%
by Interreg.
Interreg Europe CYBER18 is a project that aims to boost the competitiveness of
European cyber security SMEs by creating synergies among European cyber security
valleys. This five-year interregional project receives an ERDF funding of EUR 1.53 million
and involves seven European regional partners, including Institute for Business
Competitiveness of Castilla y León (Spain), Tuscan Region (Italy), Digital Wallonia
(Belgium), Brittany Region (France), and Kosice IT Valley (Slovakia), Chamber of
Commerce and Industry of Slovenia (Slovenia) and Estonian Information System
Authority (Estonia).

In addition, several Horizon 2020 projects with Industry 4.0 relevance are ongoing with the
involvement of Belgian organisations. The IoT4Industry19 project is worth noting for its focus on
an emerging technology (Internet of Things) and its popularity (already 192 expressions of interest
received). The IoT4Industry project will provide support services (matchmaking and project
design) and funding to develop a new cross-sectoral industrial value chain based on the
integration and use of IoT and related components into manufacturing tools, machines and robots
and industrial processes. The IoT4Industry project partners include three ICT clusters having
strong competences in Internet of Things (IoT): Secured Communicating Solutions (SCS) cluster
(France), microTEC Südwest e.V. (Germany), DSP Valley (Flanders, Belgium); and four
industrial clusters having access to tool manufacturers and manufacturing SMEs: MESAP (Italy),
Mont-Blanc Industries (France), Pôle MecaTech (Wallonia, Belgium), the Manufacturing
Technology Centre (United Kingdom); and inno TSD (France).
In May 2018, the technology federation Agoria and its joint research centre Sirris started a
European project to scale up the Made Different methodology to other countries and establish a
European Factory of the Future Award (see Section 2.1 for more details about Made Different).
This three-year project involves 15 other partners and receives a support of EUR 2 million from
the European Commission.20
In addition, Flanders and Wallonia are partners of the Vanguard initiative21 (VI), a network of
European regions dedicated to advancing industrial innovation, based on the smart specialisation
strategies of several EU regions. Wallonia and Flanders are involved in pilot projects on the
priority domains of Efficient and Sustainable Manufacturing, High-Performance Production
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Through 3D Printing, New Nano-enabled Product. According to a stakeholder, collaboration and
pilot projects within the VI have enabled to develop bilateral connections and new business
opportunities for Belgian companies.
According to stakeholder feedback, the different cooperation initiatives have been beneficial for
Belgian companies (average score of 3.8 on a 1-5 scale where 1 is low and 5 is high) and they
are relevant for the DEI although most have been launched at regional level or bottom up rather
than top down from the national level.
On national level, a Swedish Belgian Innovation network22 (SBII) was launched in October
2017 with a matchmaking event to set up joint research and development projects. SBII is an
industrial R&D partnering initiative with the objective to increase market-oriented high-technology
R&D projects between Belgium and Sweden, considering common industrial challenges faced by
both countries particularly in the automobile and aeronautics sectors. The matchmaking event
was considered successful with around 100 Belgian participants and 162 bilateral meetings.
Finally, Belgium is part of EU wide cooperation initiatives such as the Coordinated Plan on
Artificial Intelligence, the European Blockchain Partnership and the ECSEL Joint Undertaking the Public-Private Partnership for Electronic Components and Systems.

2

Other policy support to digitising industry

2.1

Boosting innovation capacity

The table below presents an overview of relevant initiatives to boost innovation capacity (Pillars
2 and 3 of the DEI).
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Table 5: Overview of initiatives to boost innovation capacity (Pillars 2 and 3 of the DEI)
Name

Made Different
(Flanders,
Wallonia)

Type

Research &
innovation support,
coaching for digital
transformation
2013 in Flanders,
2017 in Wallonia

Starting date

Living labs
programme
(Wallonia, Brussels
Capital, Flanders)
Living labs

Network of
spearhead clusters
(Flanders)

Innovative business
networks (Flanders)

Joint R&D project
programme
(Brussels capital)

Digital Health Valley
(national, health sector)

Innovation cluster

Innovation cluster,
innovation network

RDI collaborative
projects

PPP, innovation platform

2013 in Wallonia,
2016 in Brussels,
2017 in Flanders
Enable companies
to discover and
experiment new
technologies, and
to test their
products, solutions
and concepts with
end users.

2016

2016

2017

2018

Development by
Flemish spearhead
clusters of the
ambitious long-term
strategy and
competitiveness
program of
Flanders

Encourage and
financially support
collaborations
between the
academia and the
industry in
Brussels

The aim of the
government is to create
an ecosystem for
companies active in
digital health care under
the moniker “Digital
Health Valley”. It is part
of the Digital Belgium
strategy.

Pillar 3

Pillar 3

This programme
supports projects
in the Brussels
region through an
annual thematic
call. This allows
companies to take
on board the
latest innovations
and enables
researchers to
find practical
cases to apply

This initiative already
served as a platform for
the creation of
HealthTech.Belgium in
2018, a collaborative
effort of various players
belonging to the
healthcare sector. This is
a joint initiative of the
healthcare and industry
sector to introduce digital
innovations more quickly
in the health care sector.

Objective

Transformation of
companies into
“Factories of the
Future”

Relevant for
Pillar 223 or
Pillar 324 or
both
Short
description

Pillar 2&3

Pillar 2

Pillar 2

The Innovative
Business Networks
aim to organise a
collaboration
dynamic in a
specific domain that
could lead to the
increased
competitiveness of
companies.
Pillars 2

This programme
accompanies
individual
companies with
advisory services
in their
transition to
Factories of the
Future, according
to seven
transformations:
world-class
manufacturing

A living lab is a
place to develop
innovative products
and services by
placing the user at
the heart of the
innovation process.
Users are
customers,
contractors,
citizens,
employees,
businesses, etc.

The first role is that
a spearhead cluster
(and the cluster
organization that
acts as facilitator) in
the Flemish
innovation system
acts as the central
actor or pivot for the
strategic domain
and is recognized
by all parties
involved in this

The innovative
networks are
expected to
implement concrete
action plans, with
visible economic
added values for
the participating
companies, by
collaborating
intensively between
the companies.
Innovative business
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Name

Made Different
(Flanders,
Wallonia)
technologies; endto-end engineering;
digital factory;
human-centred
production;
production
network; ecoproduction; smart
production
systems. It
includes four
actions:
1) Awareness
raising events
2) Coaching
3) The Factory of
the Future award
4) Managing
several companyled learning
networks within the
different Made
Different
transformation
areas

Granting
organisation

Flanders
Innovation and
Entrepreneurship
(VLAIO) in
Flanders and

Living labs
programme
(Wallonia, Brussels
Capital, Flanders)
The missions are:
1) Encourage
communication
between Livings
Labs to form a true
community of
exchanges
2) Provide
methodological
support to various
structures
3) Support
ecosystems and
facilitate the
networking of
actors
4) Educate the
public to the reality
of Living Labs and
enable
communication on
innovation projects
In Brussels, the
programme targets
RDI projects that
will be conducted
in living labs
involving
researchers, end
users and a user
platform.
Wallonia: Walloon
government
Brussels: The
Brussels Region
and Innoviris

Network of
spearhead clusters
(Flanders)

Innovative business
networks (Flanders)

Joint R&D project
programme
(Brussels capital)

capacity.
A second role for
spearhead clusters
is to set up and
generate
collaborative
initiatives between
and / or for the
cluster members
along the innovation
spectrum, and
appropriate in
achieving the
objectives of the
competitiveness
program.
A third role is that
they have the
mandate of all
actors involved in
the initiative to
manage program
resources to
implement the
competitiveness
program.

networks differ from
spearhead clusters
in scale, maturity,
time horizon and
ambition level. They
are small-scale
initiatives with a
support time
horizon of three
years.

their discoveries.
Projects have a
duration of 1-3
years and the
financial
contribution is
awarded in the
form of a grant.

Flemish
government (via the
Flemish Enterprise
and Innovation
Agency)

Flemish
government (via the
Flemish Enterprise
and Innovation
Agency)

Innoviris (Brussels
Institute for
Research and
Innovation)
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Digital Health Valley
(national, health sector)

Federal government

Name

Made Different
(Flanders,
Wallonia)
Wallonia Digital
Agency

Participating
organisations

Agoria and Sirris
are the initiator but
in Wallonia 35
organisations
collaborate on
Made Different
Digital Wallonia

Sectors
targeted

Manufacturing

Living labs
programme
(Wallonia, Brussels
Capital, Flanders)
(Brussels Institute
for Research and
Innovation)
Flanders: Flemish
government (via
the Flanders
Innovation &
Entrepreneurship
agency)
Wallonia: 4 living
labs. Brussels:
Innoviris and 15
partner
organisations have
been involved in 4
projects in 2017.
Flanders: 17 living
labs
Wallonia: Health,
gastronomy,
ecology, energy,
biotech, urban
development,
logistics,
education, mobility,
cultural and
creative industries
Brussels: all
sectors (the two
calls focused on
sustainable
construction and
on smart mobility)
Flanders: agrifood,

Network of
spearhead clusters
(Flanders)

Innovative business
networks (Flanders)

Joint R&D project
programme
(Brussels capital)

Digital Health Valley
(national, health sector)

6 spearhead
clusters

20 innovative
business networks

Innoviris

Agoria, beMedTech, the
Belgian Association of
Hospital Directors
(ABDH)

Agri-food, blue
economy, logistics,
energy,
manufacturing,
chemistry

Transport,
construction,
fintech,
manufacturing,
drones, energy,
agriculture

Health, ICT,
Green Economy

Healthcare
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Name

Made Different
(Flanders,
Wallonia)

Technologies
targeted
Funding (split
by
private/public
and
national/EU),
state
period/annual
funding

All except social
media
Flanders: for the
2014-2016 period,
support of EUR 2
million via grants
from the Flemish
government. Since
then, only private
funding. The two
managing
organisations
Agoria and Sirris
are involved in a
ERDF and a
COSME projects
for which they
receive EU
funding.25
Wallonia: 2/3
funding from the
Walloon region and
the rest from ERDF
and Interreg.
Budget of EUR
250,000 in 2017
and EUR 650,000
in 201826 (including
EUR 240,000 for
hiring 2 experts
and EUR 295,000
for coordination,
communication,

Living labs
programme
(Wallonia, Brussels
Capital, Flanders)
manufacturing,
services
All

Network of
spearhead clusters
(Flanders)

Innovative business
networks (Flanders)

Joint R&D project
programme
(Brussels capital)

Digital Health Valley
(national, health sector)

All

All

All

Mobile services

Wallonia: regional
public funding of
EUR 1.25 million
(from the Creative
Wallonia
programme) for 2
pilot living labs
during the period
2013-2015.28
+ min. EUR 6.7
million 2014-2023
(including ERDF
co-financing of
40%)29
Brussels: EUR 3
million in 2016,
EUR 4 million in
2017, funded by
Brussels Region
through Innoviris
and EU structural
funds (ERDF).
Flanders: funding
from the Flemish
government (under
the Industrie 4.0
programme) of
EUR 8 million for
17 living labs in the
2018-2021
period.30

Flemish
government (via
Flanders Innovation
and
Entrepreneurship)

Flemish
government (via
Flanders Innovation
and
Entrepreneurship)

Brussels Region
through Innoviris.
EUR 6,390,856
were awarded in
2017, EUR 6.6
million in 2018.31

Federal government,
private funds from
Health Tech Belgium
partners
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Name

Current status
of initiatives

Made Different
(Flanders,
Wallonia)
diagnostic,
support)27
By end of 2017,
275 Belgian
companies
supported, 16
Companies
awarded the
Factory of the
Future label.

Living labs
programme
(Wallonia, Brussels
Capital, Flanders)

Network of
spearhead clusters
(Flanders)

Innovative business
networks (Flanders)

Joint R&D project
programme
(Brussels capital)

Digital Health Valley
(national, health sector)

In 2018, 4 active
living labs in
Wallonia and 7 in
Flanders
(expanding to 17 in
2019).
In Brussels, the
two calls launched
in 2017 and 2018
gathered 14
projects.

In 2017, 75
collaboration
initiatives launched
and 11 projects
related to Industry
4.0

In 2017, 100
collaboration
initiatives

By the end of
2017, 10 projects
were financed for
a total amount of
EUR 6.390.856. In
2018, the call
focused on
blockchain and 7
projects were
selected for a total
budget of EUR 6,6
million. The topic
of the 2019 call is
predictive
medicine.

Launch of
HealthTech.Belgium,
MedTechAccelerator®
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Made Different
The Made Different action plan was first initiated in Flanders in 2013 by the technology federation
Agoria and its joint research centre Sirris to strengthen Flanders' manufacturing industry and
shape it to the industrial landscape of the 21st century.32 Other sectors such as food (Flanders
Food) and textile/wood (Centexbel) were also involved. Since 2017, Made Different is also
available in Wallonia based on the collaboration of 35 partner organisations and is integrated in
the Digital Wallonia strategy. Made Different provides a diagnostic and tailored support to
companies for their transformation into ‘Factories of the Future’. The activities include awareness
raising, consulting, workshops, networking opportunities. The first “Factories of the Future” in
Wallonia will be presented at the end of March 2019, as well as a network of Made Different
Ambassadors, industrial companies that have launched their digital transformation. In the second
semester of 2019, Made Different Digital Wallonia is also expected to provide Industry 4.0
Demonstrators, which will present digital technologies to companies and enable them to test them
and acquire new competences.33 In May 2018, Agoria and Sirris started a European project to
scale up the Made Different methodology to other countries and establish a European Factory of
the Future Award (see Section 1.3 on EU cooperation).34
The aim of Made Different is to have 500 companies engaged in the transformation process and
50 Factories of the Future in Belgium by 2020.35 By end of 2017, more than 275 Belgian
companies had been supported by Made Different (out of which 65% of SMEs) and 16 companies
had received the Factory of the Future label. Through a strategic focus on investments in smart
automation, digitisation and robotization, these Factories of the Future improved their
competitiveness significantly resulting in more business and an increase in employees of 11%.36
In the last five years, the 16 awarded Factories of the Future invested together more than EUR
475 million within their respective factories.37 In Wallonia, since 2017, 430 manufacturing
companies have been reached by awareness raising activities such as conferences, workshops,
company visits38, and 88 diagnostics have been conducted, leading to 83 in-depth audits.39
Made Different is mainly an industry-led initiative. Thus, despite the involvement of the Flemish
and Walloon governments in coordination (only in the early stage concerning Flanders), there is
no dedicated public funding scheme supporting manufacturing companies willing to participate in
Made Different and to receive coaching support. Companies are eligible for a series of public
regional grants which can cover up to 75% of their participation costs, but the rest of the costs
are to be covered by companies themselves. During the initiation phase (2013-2015), the Flemish
government provided financial support in the form of grants. In 2015, the Flemish government
decided that the programme was efficiently managed and put an end to direct public support. As
well in Flanders as in Wallonia, companies are eligible for several company vouchers (e.g.
voucher for digital transformation, voucher for operational excellence), available not only for Made
Different (see Section 2.4 for more details about the support mechanisms).40 According to
stakeholder feedback, Made Different is a very useful initiative since it enables to coach
companies in their digital transformation and the labelled Factories of the Future can inspire other
companies. However, it can be difficult for SMEs to engage time and resources in the assessment
and process, in particular since there is limited public funding.41
Living labs
In 2013, the Walloon government mandated CETIC to coordinate the development of two pilot
living labs, to enable the co-development and testing of innovation. Today there are four active
living labs in Wallonia. Since May 2016, the Living Labs in Wallonia are recognised as members
of the European network of Living labs (ENoLL).42 In Flanders, seventeen living labs were
introduced in 2017-2018 under the Industrie 4.0 strategy. The performant living lab infrastructure
of iMinds was integrated in imec in the merger in 2016.
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In Brussels Capital, a first call of projects called Test It Retrofit was launched by Innoviris in 2016
and was dedicated to sustainable building with a budget of EUR 3 million.43 The aim was to take
a new approach to innovation in which it is possible to develop, experiment and test products and
solution with end users in an appropriate platform. A second call was launched on 2017 focusing
on smart mobility with a budget of EUR 4 million.44 There is a possibility for this program to evolve
in a non-thematic approach for 2020, allowing initiatives from the digital sector to benefit from
these platforms.
The living labs are considered useful by industry stakeholders, with an average score of 4 on a
1-5 scale where 1 is low and 5 is high.
Cluster policy (Spearhead Clusters and Innovative Business Networks)
In March 2016, the Flemish government approved a resolution defining the support for the
innovation clusters in Flanders.45 The goal of the cluster policy is to increase the
competitiveness of Flemish companies through active and sustainable collaboration between
actors, through spearhead clusters and innovative business networks.
The objective of the six spearhead clusters is to develop and implement an ambitious long-term
strategy and competitiveness programme in a strategic domain, in collaboration with companies,
knowledge centres and the Flemish government (triple helix).46 Cluster organisations can receive
a subsidy from the Flemish government of up to EUR 500,000 per year over maximum ten years,
in the form of a co-financing of 50% of eligible costs for their role of facilitators. The remaining
half of the costs must be borne by the cluster organisations (e.g. by membership fee, profit income
or sale of products).47 In 2017, 1190 companies were paying members of spearhead clusters and
75 collaboration initiatives were launched within the spearhead clusters. That same year, 11
projects from the spearhead clusters oriented to the Industrie 4.0 priorities received extra support
from the Flemish government.48 Industry stakeholders consider the network of spearhead clusters
as very useful, providing an average score of 4.5 on a 1-5 scale where 1 is low and 5 is high.
The objective of the 20 innovative business networks (IBN) is to implement concrete action
plans by collaborating intensively between the companies.49 Innovative business networks can
receive a subsidy from the Flemish government of up to EUR 150,000 per year over maximum
three years, in the form of a co-financing of 50% of eligible costs.50 In 2017, 894 companies were
paying members of innovative business networks and 100 collaboration initiatives were launched
within the networks.51 From these 20 IBNs, 6 are especially relevant for digitising industry:
Digitizing Manufacturing, EUKA (drones), BIM (Building Information Models), Smart Digital
Farming, Groen Licht Vlaanderen, Smart Building in Use.
In Wallonia, there are also six competitiveness clusters (pôles de compétitivité) organised
around sectors of strategic importance for the Region – SkyWin for aerospace industry, Wagralim
for the food industry, MecaTech for mechanical engineering, Logistics in Wallonia, GreenWin for
sustainable chemistry and environment, BioWin for health – and seven business clusters52. The
latter include the Infopole cluster TIC dedicated to the IT sector and TWIST dedicated to media.
Infopole Cluster TIC organises events that match the demand of competitiveness clusters in terms
of digital and the offer of service providers from the IT sector. Companies, whatever their size,
have the possibility to become members of the competitiveness clusters; alongside with research
centres and universities, they implement projects in identified strategic areas. From 2020, an
expert in digital will be part of the international jury that assesses projects. Competitiveness
clusters also work on skills and training needs in collaboration with competence centres. On 30
June 2018, through 22 calls for projects launched since 2006 by the competitiveness clusters,
261 projects in research, 74 for training and 38 for investment have been selected (public
participation expected to amount to EUR 654 million, EUR 84 million and EUR 16 million
respectively).
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The six Clusters in the region Brussels Capital53 focus on areas of specialisation with a high
growth potential, the more mature ones have the ESCA label of Excellence. They offer advice
and guidance on business strategies, technology and market watch, coaching, visibility at fairs
and trade missions, networking, speed dating, thematic working groups to their members and the
broader community (industry including SMEs and start-ups, academic and public partners).
Joint R&D projects Programme
The joint R&D projects programme started in 2017 and aims to encourage and financially support
collaboration between the academia and the industry in the Brussels Region. This programme is
in line with the Regional Innovation Plan’s incentive to develop open innovation and collaborative
research. This programme already launched two calls related to the digital sector: one on artificial
intelligence and another one on blockchain. In 2019, there is a focus on predictive medicine,
which allows to apply knowledge gained from big data management to the health sector. Thanks
to the collaborative approach of the program, the high-end expertise gained from academic
research is directly circulated into the industrial world and allows for many applications in diverse
sectors. In terms of funding, the programme funds research centres with a 100% rate, whereas
companies get a subsidy according to their size (60% for small companies, 50% for medium-sized
companies, and 40% rate for large companies).
Digital health valley
In the framework of the Digital Belgium strategy, the Federal government aims to make Belgium
a ‘Digital health Valley’, an ecosystem attracting investment in the development of digital
healthcare. The objective is to capitalise on a dynamic Belgian health tech sector and integrate
health tech innovation into the healthcare system (see also the related Mobile health sandbox in
Section 2.2). In this context, the HealthTech.Belgium was launched in 2018, a common initiative
from the healthcare sector and the industry to introduce digital innovation in the healthcare
system.54 HealthTech.Belgium aims to support the development of health tech start-ups and
strengthen the links between clinical needs and the industry, by facilitating testing of health tech
solutions and coaching to entrepreneurs. Another related initiative is the MedtechAccelerator®,
implemented since 2016 in Brussels, and expanded in 2018 to the three Belgian regions at the
initiative of lifetech.brussels, The Brussels MedtechAccelerator® is financially supported by the
ERDF. In 2018, 16 projects around the country started their acceleration phase thanks to
MedtechAccelerator®.55
Other initiatives
Other initiatives under Pillar 2 include at least seven digital innovation hubs (DIHs) in Belgium:
three in Flanders, five in Wallonia and two in Brussels Capital. In Flanders and Brussels Capital,
stakeholders indicated that the EU definition and mapping is used to define a DIH. In Wallonia, a
stakeholder from a regional authority explained that a DIH is understood as a one-stop-shop
providing awareness raising, training, projects, funding, access to knowledge and technology
expertise, which can therefore not be implemented by one organisation alone but by an alliance
of several organisations.
In Flanders, four Strategic Research Centres (imec, VIB, VITO and Flanders Make) aim to
bridge the gap between fundamental and applied research by collaborating with the academic
and business worlds in strategic domains. Flanders Make and Imec (Imec and iMinds merged in
2017) focus on digital technologies and manufacturing and are cornerstones in the transition
towards Industry 4.0, while VIB (biotechnology) and VITO (environment, energy, materials) are
also delivering solutions in nearby fields, especially in data and AI. The Strategic Research
Centres are part of a framework contract with the Flemish government for 2018-2022. In 2018,
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Imec received direct funding of EUR 110 million and Flanders Make EUR 18.5 million from the
Flemish government.56
There are at least 21 fablabs in Flanders, eight in Wallonia (closely linked with the creative
hubs57) and nine including three public fablabs in Brussels Capital.58
In Flanders, nearly 150,000 innovation vouchers were granted to Flemish SMEs in 2018 through
the SME e-wallet.59 In Wallonia, 1125 companies received innovation vouchers for "operational
excellence" and 437 companies for "digital transformation and cybersecurity" between March
2017 and December 2018.60 More details about the innovation vouchers are provided in Section
2.4 on support mechanisms.
Impacts, challenges and perceptions
Overall, stakeholders interviewed are well aware of the initiatives to boost innovation capacity and
consider that they are useful and contributing to the uptake of digital technologies by companies.
Industry and government stakeholders perceive that the level of uptake of digital technologies by
ICT companies is already good (average score of 3.75 on a 1-5 scale), but less prevalent in nonICT sectors (average score of 2.4 on a 1-5 scale). In fact, the share of Belgian enterprises with
high levels of digital intensity decreased from 34% to 27% between 2015 and 2016 as per
Eurostat data.
According to industry stakeholders, one of the challenges for digital transformation is the lack of
adequate skills and IT specialists (average score of 2.5 on a 1-5 scale). In 2017, only 29% of
Belgian companies were employing ICT specialists as per Eurostat data. According to
stakeholder feedback, these initiatives have the potential to solve challenges of companies, but
digital integration of companies remains difficult because it requires investment and a digital
mindset at management level to stimulate the process. While trade unions acknowledge that
digitisation can lead to improved work conditions and create jobs, they also note that it can affect
the structure of jobs with a reduction of middle-skilled jobs, therefore they call for digital
inclusiveness to make sure that the working population has adequate skills to cope with the digital
transition.61 Finally, it is important to build trust between the parties and via regulation about the
use and access to data.
Opportunities for digital uptake lie in sectors where Belgian companies are recognised, such as
manufacturing, digital modelling, medical start-ups. According to stakeholders, implementing new
digital technologies has the potential to enhance productivity, limit errors, waste, and make new
value chains and working models emerge.

2.2

Regulatory framework for digital age

The table below presents an overview of regulatory initiatives for digital transformation (Pillar 4 of
the DEI).
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Table 6: Overview of regulatory initiatives
Name

Cybersecurity measures

Digital Act

Open data strategy

Mobile health sandbox

Type

Cybersecurity regulation and centre

IT security regulation

Open data policy

Regulatory sandbox

Starting date
Objective

2014
To protect citizens, businesses and
governments which are increasingly
dependent on telecom infrastructures.

2016
The Digital Act implements
the
eIDAS
European
regulation and enforces the
equivalence between paper
and digital formats.

Short
description

The Centre for Cyber Security is defining
a cyber security strategy for Belgium both
in relation to information security and
network security, and in relation to the
fight against (organised) cyber-crime. In
addition, six priorities and concrete
measures were decided in 2017:
 24/7 call centre for SMEs &
companies (CERT.be)
 Sensitisation campaigns together with
the cybersecurity coalition
 Protection
of
critical
public
infrastructure together with the
national competent authorities
 Early
warning
system
critical
infrastructure
 Web tool for cyber crisis analysis
International cooperation

The Digital Act provides a
modern framework for:
 Online archiving
 Online
registered
communication
 Electronic signature
 Electronic
authentication
 Electronic stample

2017
The aim is to make
information available to the
public, to be used in
personal and commercial
activities, thus fostering
transparency,
innovation,
efficiency and growth.
Public
services
make
available public data that
they collected, in machine
readable format.

2016
The pilot projects of the
sandbox programme aim at
helping
the
federal
government to define their
plan to integrate mobile
applications in the Belgian
healthcare system.
At the end of 2016, the
Belgian Federal government
has launched a EUR 3
million sandbox programme:
24 pilot applications in five
medical fields have been
selected
(Cardiovascular
disorders, cerebral vascular
accidents, chronic pain,
diabetes, mental health).
They are being tested and
remunerated in real-life
conditions during a full year,
paving the way for potential
adaptations
of
reimbursement schemes.

All

Healthcare

Sectors targeted

Since 2016, Belgium has a cyberdiplomat
(Foreign Affairs) which is in charge of
regulating the various aspects of the
cyberdiplomacy (toolbox, etc).
All

All
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Cybersecurity measures
The Centre for Cybersecurity Belgium is the central authority for cybersecurity in Belgium and is
responsible for drafting a national Cyber Security policy and providing information to citizens,
companies and public services about cybersecurity, digital threats and how to protect
computers.62 The Ministry of Economy (FPS Economy) has developed numerous instruments for
SMEs, including a cyber-manual for SMEs and a cybersecurity scan (maturity survey) in
partnership with the Cybersecurity Coalition (PPP).
In collaboration with the relevant authorities (including the FPS Home Affairs, the Centre for
Cybersecurity Belgium and the BIPT), the FPS Economy carried out risk and impact analyses on
telecoms including cyber aspects. Templates including cyber risks (risk assessment, crisis
management plan, disaster recovery plan, etc) are now available for the telecom operators. These
templates will be adapted before being made available to other sectors as well. The FPS
Economy has also launched a virtual game "Digital Duel" to help citizens to better discern their
digital skills.
Cybersecurity measures are considered useful by industry stakeholders (average score of 3 on a
1-5 scale where 1 is low and 5 is high).
At regional level, Digital Wallonia has launched “Keep It Secure” in December 2018, an initiative
to raise awareness and provide support for cybersecurity with specialised professionals and
financial support.63
Digital Act
The Digital Act implements the European eIDAS Regulation and creates a framework for using
electronic signature, electronically recorded delivery and a number of trust services such as
electronic seals, timestamps or web site authentication. By incorporating these required
guarantees about the identity and the reliability of parties, the government aims to ensure that
citizens and businesses have complete confidence in online transactions and to stimulate the
digitalisation of transactions and processes. Companies and citizens are currently free to use
qualified trust services (publicly controlled and legally recognised) or non-qualified trust services.
The obligation to use only qualified trust services will enter into force from at least 2020 once
there is a sufficient and competitive offer of qualified trust services.64 The Digital Act is considered
very useful by industry stakeholders (average score of 4 on a 1-5 scale).
Open data strategy
The Federal government transposed the EU PSI Directive into the 2016 Law related to the re-use
of public sector information65, accompanied by the development of a Federal Open Data
Strategy.66 Since then, public services started making data from different regions and sectors
(sciences and technology, environment, transport, agriculture, energy, health, etc) available on a
common portal.67 The Regional governments (Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels Capital) have
transposed the PSI Directive by Decree68 and also implemented their own portals.69 According to
stakeholders’ feedback, open data is a cornerstone of a well-functioning market as it lowers
barriers to entry for companies which have free access to a range of data. The Open Data
Strategy is considered very useful by industry stakeholders (average score of 4 on a 1-5 scale).
Mobile health sandbox
Mobile technologies are transforming the delivery of health care, the approach towards prevention
and following up treatments. They can provide important advantages both for patients, health
care practitioners and the health economy. Following the pilot projects from the mobile health
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sandbox programme, in February 2018, the Minister for Social Affairs and Public Health, unveiled
a plan to establish a regulatory framework and specific funding for medical apps. The plan
contemplates establishing a three-tiered set of rules70:




The first tier will define minimum requirements which every medical app will have to
satisfy. They will have to be fit for purpose, will carry CE-marking and will have to comply
with applicable privacy and safety rules protecting data.
The second tier of rules will ensure the interoperability of medical apps with official ehealth applications.
Under the third tier of rules, a funding model will allow for the reimbursement of medical
apps that demonstrated their economic added value from a health perspective.

Impacts, challenges and perceptions
Awareness of the different regulatory initiatives varied across stakeholders interviewed but
overall, they perceive them as useful. Industry stakeholders consider that there have been
improvements to the regulatory framework to make it more fit to the digital age (average score of
3.7 on a 1-5 scale). Most of the regulatory initiatives follow the EU impulsion and an industry
stakeholder commented that the EU regulatory framework for data is at the forefront.

2.3

Skills development

The table below presents an overview of initiatives aimed at developing digital skills (Pillar 5 of
the DEI).
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Table 7: Overview of initiatives for skills development (Pillar 5)
Name

Digital Belgium
Skills
Fund
(federal)

DigitalChampions
.be (federal)

Action plan ICT &
Digitalisation
VDAB (Flanders)

Type

Training centres,
counselling
centres,
workshops
2017
The main aim is
to use digital
skills to increase
integration
chances
of
vulnerable
groups
(vulnerable
children, young
people
and
young adults.)

Training
and
certification
programmes

Coordinated
action on job
skills

2015
The aim is to
strengthen digital
skills of citizens of
all ages.

The
Fund
provides financial
support
for
projects that aim
to improve the
digital skills of
socially
vulnerable youth
and
(young)
adults. They may
also be initiatives
related to short,
medium or long

Following
the
Grand Coalition
on ICT jobs at
European level,
Belgium has set
up the Belgian
National Coalition
“DigitalChampion
s.be”.
DigitalChampions
.be is an alliance
bringing together
stakeholders from

Starting date
Objective

Short
description

Digital
School
(Ecole
Numérique)
(Wallonia)
Training

WallCode.be
(Wallonia)

Fablab
Mobile
(Brussels)

BeCentral
(Federal)

Training,
workshops

Training,
workshops

Training centre

2018
Support
job
seekers,
employees,
employers and
partners at the
educational level
in
acquiring
labour marketoriented skills in
the field of ICT
and digitalisation

2011
Reach Wallonia’s
strategic
objectives “Equip
schools
with
cutting-edge
facilities
and
infrastructures”
and “Ensure that
all
Walloons
acquire
digital
skills at every
step of their life
and
education/career
path”).

2016
Initiation
of
youngsters and
training
of
teachers to digital
skills, in particular
computer
science,
algorithmic logic
and programming
languages.

2018
The aim is to
introduce ICT to
young people.

2017
BeCentral
will
play a major role
in bridging the
digital divide and
in helping to
accelerate
Belgium’s Digital
Transformation.

- Jobmatching
and career
development
- Good
coordination
between supply
and demand
through
proactive
cooperation with
employers
- Increase the
changes of

The action aims
to support 500
projects
every
year in order to
speed up and
intensify digital
use in all schools
by pupils and
current/future
teachers.
Projects
can
cover
an
“autonomous”

Wallonia
has
launched
the
operation
WallCode.be to
introduce
youngsters from
a very young age
to
computer
science,
algorithmic logic
and programming
languages.
WallCode
has

Six
Brusselsbased
fablabs
created
a
consortium called
FabLab Mobile,
funded
by
Innoviris.
The
Fablab
mobile
functions as a
TechTruck
in
which
young
people (aged 10
to 18) are able to

BeCentral is a
new
digital
campus
where
children, young
people and adults
can upgrade their
digital
skills.
BeCentral
is
hosting
digital
schools,
workshops and
events in an
entrepreneurial
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Name

Digital Belgium
Skills
Fund
(federal)

DigitalChampions
.be (federal)

Action plan ICT &
Digitalisation
VDAB (Flanders)

type
courses.
These initiatives
promote
their
chances of social
inclusion
and
economic
autonomy.

various
governments,
education and the
private sector. It
undertakes
initiatives so that
all
citizens,
irrespective
of
their age and
background, are
given
the
opportunity
to
strengthen their
digital skills.

Granting
organisation

Federal
government

Federal
government

Participating
organisation
s

Minister of the
Digital Agenda,
Telecommunicati
on and Post

Stakeholders
from
various
governments,
NGOs, education
and employment

matching and
sustainable
employment by
strengthening
the
competences of
citizens
- Increase the
impact of VDAB
as a director
through better
cooperation with
partners and a
complementary
approach to the
market.
Increase
the
reach in the
digital future by
promoting and
educating digital
tools
and
promoting digital
job matching as
a means.
Government of
Flanders / VDAB
(Flemish Office
for Employment
and Vocational
Training)
VDAB
and
subcontractors

Digital
School
(Ecole
Numérique)
(Wallonia)
project from a
school/college, a
tandem between
a
teaching
training college
and a school to
develop
resources
and
strategies
of
digital
use,
“advanced”
schools willing to
use technologies
not covered by
the cataloguelxxi.

WallCode.be
(Wallonia)

Fablab
Mobile
(Brussels)

BeCentral
(Federal)

two main actions:
1-Introducing
youngsters,
so
that they can
hone their skills
and
explore
different areas of
digital
technology, via
introductory
activities
2-Raising
awareness and
training teachers
and
future
teachers.
Not
forgetting
Algo-Bot, a free
video
game
introducing
players
to
programming
languages.

get familiar with
digital
technologies and
learn
about
coding, lasers, or
even 3D printers.
They will then be
able to learn even
more
and
develop their own
projects
with
educational kits
carried
on a
delivery bicycle.

ecosystem. More
than 30 initiatives
are
available
every
day
including coding
schools,
cybersecurity
program, NGO’s
and start-ups.

Walloon region

Digital Wallonia

Brussels Region
through Innoviris

Cofounded
&
backed-up
by
more than 40
entrepreneurs

Walloon region,
service providers

About
partners

OpenFab, IMAL,
Fabal’ke,
CoderDojo, Micro
Factory, Fabalb
ULB

200+ residents
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40

Name

Sectors
targeted
Funding
(split
by
private/publi
c
and
national/EU),
state
period/annu
al funding

Current
status
of
initiatives

Digital Belgium
Skills
Fund
(federal)

All
Funding from the
Federal
government
programme.
Total budget of
EUR 18 million
for
2016-2018
(around EUR 5.6
million
each
year).
41
projects
funded in 2017,
37 in 2018.

DigitalChampions
.be (federal)

Action plan ICT &
Digitalisation
VDAB (Flanders)

Digital
School
(Ecole
Numérique)
(Wallonia)

WallCode.be
(Wallonia)

Fablab
Mobile
(Brussels)

BeCentral
(Federal)

institutions, social
partners and the
private sector
All

All

All

All

ICT

All

N/A

N/A

EUR 62.7 million
allocated for the
2014-2022 period
(regional public
funding)

EUR
600,000
(2018-2019) from
regional
public
funding

N/A

Two Digital Skills
Fairs in May 2017
and May 2018,
and a range of
initiatives
available.

N/A

The 2019 call for
projects
was
launched
in
February 2019.

100%
public
funding
from
Digital Wallonia,
promoting also
private initiatives.
Budget of EUR
87,000 in 2016,
EUR 190,000 in
2017,
EUR
900,000 in 2018.
About
3,500
students involved
in
2016
and
5,000 in 2017.

The project is
running for 2018
and 2019.

BeCentral
will
provide at least
10,000
people
with digital skills
starting from end
of 2017.
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Digital Belgium Skills Fund
The Digital Belgium Skills Fund was launched in April 2017 by the Federal Government to finance
projects that enhance the digital skills of socially vulnerable children, young people and (young)
adults. The selection of projects is carried out by an independent philanthropic fund manager, the
King Baudouin Foundation. Selected projects can receive a financial subsidy between EUR
50,000 and 500,000. 72 Following two calls for projects, 41 projects received financial support from
the fund in 201773 and 37 in 2018.74 For example, as a pilot for this initiative, the Belgian Federal
Government supported the launch and first year of Molengeek, a tech incubator and coding school
located in Molenbeek.75
DigitalChampions.be
DigitalChampions.be is the Belgium National Coalition for digital skills and jobs76, bringing
together stakeholders from various governments, education and the private sector. It undertakes
initiatives such as training, workshops, certifications, to enable citizens of all ages and
backgrounds to strengthen their digital skills. The activities focus on web design, web
development, network system, mobile development, management, digital marketing.77 Among
their activities, 30% target ICT professionals and 10% target the labour force in general (the
remaining activities target citizens and students).78 In May 2017 DigitalChampions organised the
first Digital Skills Fair, bringing together more than 50 different projects.79 A second Digital Skills
Fair was organised in May 2018, helping to assess the landscape of digital activities in Belgium
and to build a strong network.
In Wallonia, Digital Wallonia Champions is a distinct initiative from the DigitalChampion.be
initiative and consists in a network of 149 Digital Champions in charge of promoting digital
technologies, advertising the Digital Wallonia strategy and its results, and making suggestions to
the Walloon government.80
Action plan and digitisation
The VDAB is the public employment service of Flanders. It started in 2018 a realistic and
ambitious action plan to support job seekers, employees, employers and partners at the
educational level in acquiring labour market-oriented skills in the field of ICT and digitalisation.
Specific activities are:
1. digital information sessions about the IT & digitalisation offer; ICT4U orientation module
(9 days) in every province to give a taste about the different components of a job in system
management or programming.
2. Scenario for employers in which the different possibilities for cooperation between VDAB
and employer are explained; Organisation of interprovincial round table discussions and
side sessions on ICT topics
3. Workshops about digitalisation (e.g. computational thinking, infographics, media literacy,
etc…); integration of digital skills in all trainings; online modules; ICT4U
4. Additional outsourcing of the ICT developer training in Flemish Brabant, East- and WestFlanders for weaker target groups (e.g. NEET youth); More ICT/Digitalisation projects
with current partners (e.g. BeCode, Cevora, etc…)
5. Creation of a low-threshold landing page on which the citizen receives a clear and
attractive overview of VDAB entire range and vacancies in the field of ICT / Digitalisation
In addition, in Flanders the sectorcovenants are protocols of cooperation between sectoral
social partners and the Flemish Government. In the 2018-2019 sectorcovenants, three mandatory
topics included skills of the future, including actions to map the skills needs of today and tomorrow
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and to keep the training offer and learning programs up-to-date by anticipating relevant evolutions
and innovations to support employees and employers in transitions.
Digital School (Ecole Numérique)
Since 2011, Wallonia has supported innovative projects from all levels of basic, secondary and
secondary school social education requiring digital facilities. In order to reach its strategic
objectives “Equip schools with cutting-edge facilities and infrastructures” and “Ensure that all
Walloons acquire digital skills at every step of their life and education/career path”), a budget of
EUR 62.7 million is allocated for the 2014-2022 period (it aims to support 500 projects every year
in order to speed up and intensify digital use in all schools by pupils and current/future teachers).
Projects can cover an “autonomous” project from a school/college, a tandem between a teaching
training college and a school to develop resources and strategies of digital use, “advanced”
schools willing to use technologies not covered by the catalogue81.
WallCode.be
With the #WallCode operation, Digital Wallonia aims to increase digital skills of young people by
introducing them to coding, algorithmic logic and programming language. The underlying
objective is to train the next generation of workers to fill in the digital skill gaps and the lack of
specialised profiles in companies.82 The #WallCode actions include coding animations for
students and digital training for teachers. In 2016 and 2017, Digital Wallonia focused on
awareness raising with the organisation of the Code week in November 2016 in the context of the
world HourOfCode, involving about 3,500 students. In 2017, the Code week took place in October
in the context of the European initiative CodeWeek and involved about 5,000 students. In 2018,
the #WallCode started operating all year long instead of focusing on a week. Compared to 64
operations of coding introduction in 2017, already 94 took place in the first semester of 2018
involving 2,000 students. 83
Fablab Mobile
Fablab Mobile is a two-year long project funded by Innoviris. The project brought six partners
together and is targeted to young people aged between 10 and 18. The Fablab mobile acts as a
techtruck in which students are able to get familiar with digital technologies and learn about
coding, lasers, or even 3D printers. It is designed in a playful way in order to demystify digital
technology among youngsters. The project runs for 2018 and 2019 and received a funding of
EUR 600,000 for these two years.
BeCentral
Becentral is a digital hub in Brussels, established by the partners of the National Coalition and
co-funded by more than 40 entrepreneurs. Fully operative as of October 2017, BeCentral hosts
more than 200 residents and is home for training and workshops in digital skills for citizens and
start-ups. The 30+ digital initiatives include coding schools, cybersecurity program, NGO’s and
start-ups. 84 The objective of BeCentral is to provide at least 10,000 people with digital skills. 85
Impacts, challenges and perceptions
DigitalChampions.be, BeCentral and the Digital Belgium Skills Funds have been implemented in
the framework of the Digital Belgium strategy. Awareness of the different initiatives varied across
stakeholders interviewed and their usefulness was considered moderate (average score of 3.3
on a 1-5 scale where 1 is low and 5 is high), for instance because training is not always tailored
to the target group. To complement training programmes, contests such as the Digital Wallonia
Champions are considered useful to stimulate companies to become the next champions. To
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assess digital skill gaps, national authorities mentioned using certification tools such as Pix and
Tosa.
According to Eurostat data, the share of Belgian enterprises providing training to their personnel
to develop/upgrade their ICT skills increased from 32% in 2015 to 35% in 2017. In the meantime,
the share of individuals with basic or above basic digital skills only slightly increased from 60% to
61% between 2015 and 2017. Stakeholders interviewed did not notice a significant improvement
of digital skills of the workforce since 2015 (average score of 2.75 on a 1-5 scale where 1 is no
improvement and 5 is maximum improvement).

2.4

Support mechanisms

The different initiatives described in the previous sections are completed by financial support
mechanisms.

2.4.1

Federal level

Tax shelter for start-ups: In 2015, the Minister of Digital Agenda launched a tax shelter for startups, whereby investors in companies of less than four years can benefit from a tax reduction of
30% (45% if it concerns a micro-enterprise) on their invested amounts, up to EUR 100,000
investments per individual and fiscal year. Investments can be made via three channels: direct
investments, investments via funds and via crowdfunding platforms.86 In order to be able to take
advantage of the full tax benefit, the investor must hold onto the investment (shares) at least four
years.87
Innovation tax deduction: A patent deduction was in force since 2008, offering a 80% tax
reduction on the income generated by patents. Since July 2016, under the influence of the OECD
BEPS action plan, the patent income deduction has been replaced by a broader innovation
deduction. Under this new scheme, the qualifying IP assets have been extended to copyrightprotected software and other IP rights, and the tax reduction increased to 85%.88 The tax
reduction for innovation is targeted not only at ICT sectors but also at other traditional sectors.
Both the tax shelter for start-ups and the innovation tax deduction have been implemented in the
framework of the Digital Belgium strategy. In addition, the Digital Belgium Skills Funds is
presented in Section 2.3 since it focuses specifically on fostering digital skills among vulnerable
young people.

2.4.2

Flanders

SME e-wallet (KMO portefeuille): Flemish SMEs and those practising liberal professions are
eligible for a subsidy for training or advice from registered service providers. For small companies,
the aid can cover 40% of the costs up to EUR 10,000, and for medium enterprises, the subsidy
covers 30% of the costs up to EUR 15,000.89 In 2018, nearly 150,000 innovation vouchers were
granted to Flemish SMEs through the SME e-wallet.90 A part of them is linked to digitisation, but
there is no full record of the theme of an individual voucher.

2.4.3

Wallonia

Since 2017, the regional authorities offer several company vouchers (chèques entreprise) to
SMEs via an online one-stop-shop. In line with the EU de minimis rules, these vouchers can be
cumulated up to EUR 100,000 for a year and EUR 200,000 on a three-year period, and do not
apply to some sectors (fisheries, aquaculture as well as production, transformation and sale of
agriculture products)91:
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Vouchers for operational excellence (chèques excellence opérationnelle): particularly
relevant for Industry 4.0 transformation, the subsidy can cover an audit scan (up to EUR
30,000), support to implementation (up to EUR 60,000) and training (up to EUR 20,000).
Between March 2017 and December 2018, EUR 5.3 million were co-financed by the
Walloon region and EUR 3.3 million by the 1125 concerned companies.
Vouchers for digital transformation and cyber security (chèques transformation
numérique et cybersécurité): they can cover an audit scan (up to EUR 20,000), support
to implementation (up to EUR 60,000) and support for risk analysis and cybersecurity
policy setting (up to EUR 20,000). Between March 2017 and December 2018, EUR 2
million were financed by the Walloon region and EUR 992,000 by the 437 concerned
companies.92

In addition, the Walloon region offers financial support to companies on a project basis for projects
of industrial research or experimental development.93
W.IN.G (Wallonia Innovation and Growth) is the Walloon investment fund for digital start-ups,
launched in 2015 in the framework of the Digital Wallonia strategy. Managed by the Wallonia
Regional Society for Investment (SRIW), the W.IN.G fund has a total budget of EUR 50 million
and aims to invest in innovative digital start-ups with a high potential. The W.IN.G can provide a
funding of EUR 50,000 at pre-seed phase in the form of a convertible loan. During the
development phase, W.IN.G can provide up to EUR 500,000, under the condition that a private
investor provides the same amount. In two years, 367 applications have been received, of which
67 were accepted. Over these, 50 have already received funding from W.IN.G and EUR 4.2
million have been freed up for 41 start-ups.94
Several projects dedicated to digital are co- funded through ERDF (at least EUR 162 million
with 40% ERDF co-financing under the current operational programme 2014-2020)95. To be noted
the DigiSTORM portfolio of projects that includes the « Fab-IoT-Lab » that helps companies to
integrate IoT in their business (budget of EUR 14.2 million including EUR 5.6 million from ERDF),
the IDEES projects that aim at pushing forward digital solutions developed in Wallonia to best
serve the local economy while being exploitable on a global market (budget for EUR 9.7 million
including EUR 3,9 million from ERDF), the Micro+ project that develops key competences in
microsystems (EUR 5.2 million including EUR 2.4 million from ERDF) and the Empowerhub
project (DECIDE portfolio) that sets up an immersion room of mixed Reality (AR & VR) for
companies (EUR 1.8 million including EUR 699.000 from ERDF). EUR 3.1 million (1.6 million from
ERDF) are allocated to the Industry 4.0 demonstrators96.

2.4.4

Brussels Capital

Boost Innovation Vouchers (chèques innovation): SMEs can receive up to EUR 10,000 per
year covering maximum 75% of the costs of services supporting the development of innovation
during the exploration phase, conception phase or pre-industrialisation phase. The vouchers are
provided by the Brussels Capital region and must be used with registered service providers.97 In
2017, 18 applications were accepted and 17 in 2018 for a budget of EUR 116,000.98
Brustart – financing of young innovative companies: companies of less than five years can
receive support of up to EUR 250,000 in the form of a loan or participation in capital for the
implementation of their business plan. Brustart is an evergreen fund with EUR 10.5 million equity
provided by finance.brussels and the region.99 Overall, EUR 2.460 million have been invested in
17 projects in 2017 under Brustart, and EUR 2.242 million have been invested in 17 projects in
2018 under Brustart and Bruseed (Bruseed is part of Brustart since 2018, see below).100
Bruseed – financing of innovative companies in pre-commercialisation phase: innovative
SMEs of less than five years can receive support of up to EUR 250,000 in the form of a loan or
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participation in capital with a view to put their innovative products on the market (launching stage).
Bruseed is managed by Brustart and the funding is provided by the region and by the ERDF for
a total of EUR 6.1 million (2018-2023).101
Start – Financing the Proof of Business: this program funds the technical and business
validation of future products and services. The aim is twofold: demonstrate the relevance of the
business plan as well as the integration of this product or service in the global strategy of the
company, in order to ensure its growth. The funding is provided by the Brussels Region through
Innoviris. A budget of EUR 243,500 if foreseen for the year 2019.102

3

Conclusions

The following table provides an overview of how the different digitalisation initiatives implemented
in Belgium have been funded.
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Table 8: Breakdown for the financing of initiatives

Made Different
Spearhead clusters

Pillar 2

Pillar 3

Pillar 4

Pillar 5

Digital Innovation
for all

Partnerships
and industrial
platforms

Regulatory
framework for
digital age

Preparing for digital
future (skills)

EUR 2 million (Flanders, 2014-2016) +
EUR 900,000 (Wallonia, 2017-2018)
N/A

Innovative business networks

N/A

Living labs

Wallonia: EUR 1.25
million (2013-2015) +
min. EUR 6.7 million
(2014-2023)
Brussels: EUR 7
million (2016-2017)
Flanders: EUR 8
million (2018-2021)

Joint R&D project programme

EUR 13 million
(2017-2018)

Digital health valley

N/A

Digital Act

N/A

Open data strategy

N/A

Cybersecurity measures

N/A

Mobile health sandbox

EUR 3 million

Digital Belgium Skills Fund

EUR 18 million (20162018)

DigitalChampions.be

N/A

Action plan ICT & Digitalisation
VDAB

N/A
EUR 62.7 million (20142022)
EUR 1.177 million (20162018)
EUR 600,000 (20182019)

Digital School
WallCode.be
Fablab Mobile
BeCentral

N/A

Tax shelter for start-ups

N/A

Innovation tax deduction

N/A

SME e-wallet

N/A

Company vouchers (operational
excellence, digital transformation,
cyber security)

EUR 11.6 million (2017-2018)

W.IN.G

EUR 50 million

Projects co-funded by ERDF

EUR 162 million (2014-2020)

Boost

EUR 116,000 (2018)

Brustart

EUR 10.5 million (evergreen fund)

Bruseed

EUR 6.1 million (2018-2023)

Start-Proof of Business
Total spending

EUR 243,500 (2019)
At least EUR 364.93 million (2013-2023): EUR 124.327 million across pillars and EUR
240.6 million from support mechanisms
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Based on the results of the DESI, DTII and DTEI, Belgium is among the EU leading countries
regarding digital transformation and performs well in terms of digital infrastructure and integration
of digital technology within companies. On the other hand, one of Belgium’s main weakness is
the shortage of digital skills and ICT specialists.
In this context, a federal strategy (Digital Belgium) and regional strategies (Industrie 4.0, Digital
Wallonia, beDigital.Brussels) for digitisation were developed by public authorities. These
strategies cover all sectors of the economy but Industrie 4.0 targets more specifically the
manufacturing sector while beDigital.Brussels covers Brussels the regional smart city strategy,
the innovation strategy and the development and growth of ICT companies. Projects of crossborder cooperation (Pillar 1 of the DEI) take place mostly at regional level and often involve EU
programmes.
Among the initiatives to support companies in their digital transformation as well as to adopt new
technologies and increase synergies and innovation (Pillars 2 and 3 of the DEI), Made Different
has already supported, more than 275 Belgian companies by end of 2017 (out of which 65% of
SMEs) and 16 companies have received the Factory of the Future label. On the other hand, the
cluster policies including the network of spearhead clusters and the innovative business networks,
the living lab programme and the Digital Health Valley have been launched still recently but are
considered useful by industry stakeholders. While several measures to make the regulatory
framework fit for the digital age (Pillar 4 of the DEI) follow the EU direction (Digital Act, Open data
strategy, cybersecurity measures), the mobile health sandbox resulted in a plan to establish a
regulatory framework and specific funding for medical apps. Regarding initiatives to prevent
shortages of ICT specialists and boost digital skills (Pillar 5 of the DEI), WallCode.be has already
involved 10,500 students and the Digital Belgium Skills Fund has funded 78 projects, while two
Digital Skills Fairs have been organised under the programme DigitalChampions.be and the
training centre BeCentral aims to provide at least 10,000 people with digital skills. Finally, different
support mechanisms are available, in the form of tax incentives, company vouchers and
investment funds which are actively used by SMEs.
The measures available in Belgium thus cover all pillars of the DEI and although most of them
are still recent, initiatives to boost innovation capacity seem to have the most impact so far. The
majority of initiatives target the manufacturing sector and key enabling technologies, which is line
with the smart specialisation strategy of Belgium.
The box below presents a good practice initiative that will be replicated in other EU countries.
Box 1: Good practice
Made Different provides a diagnostic and tailored support to companies for their transformation into
‘Factories of the Future’. The activities include awareness raising, consulting, workshops, networking
opportunities. The aim of Made Different is to have 500 companies engaged in the transformation process
and 50 Factories of the Future in Belgium by 2020. By end of 2017, more than 275 Belgian companies
had been supported by Made Different (out of which 65% of SMEs) and 16 companies had received the
Factory of the Future label. Through a strategic focus on investments in smart automation, digitisation
and robotization, these Factories of the Future improved their competitiveness significantly resulting in
more business and an increase in employees of 11%.103 First initiated in Flanders in 2013 by the
technology federation Agoria and its joint research centre Sirris, Made Different is also available in
Wallonia since 2017 (Made Different | Digital Wallonia). In May 2018, Agoria and Sirris started a European
project to scale up the Made Different methodology to other countries and establish a European Factory
of the Future Award.
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To conclude, the table below provides a general overview of the main digitalisation initiatives
implemented in Belgium, the level of take-up and perception of their impacts as well as the overall
progress Belgium has made so far with regard to digitalisation, because of or in parallel of these
initiatives. The table illustrates the applications, usages and outcomes of the main initiatives all
clustered by relevant pillar of the DEI.
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Table 9: Total input output overview
Pillar 2

Pillar 3

Pillar 4

Pillar 5

Digital Innovation
for all

Partnerships
and industrial
platforms

Regulatory
framework for
digital age

Preparing for digital
future (skills)

Digital Act (2016),
Open data strategy
(2017),
cybersecurity
measures (2014),
mobile health
sandbox (2016)

DigitalChampions
(2015), BeCentral
(2017), Digital
Belgium Skills Fund
(2017), Digital School
(2011), WallCode.be
(2016), Action plan
ICT & Digitalisation
VDAB (2018), Fablab
Mobile (2018)

EUR 3 million

EUR 82.477 million
(2014-2022)

Manufacturing, health, agri-food,
energy, transport, construction

All

All

ERDF, COSME (Made Different)

N/A

No

Government support is considered as
rather useful (3.6/5) for digital
transformation

The regulatory
framework is
perceived to be
better fit for the
digital age than
previously

The government
initiatives on digital
skills are perceived
as rather useful
(3.3/5)

Made Different (2013)
Name of key
initiatives (start
dates in
brackets)
Application
Funding (total
amount and
period)
Industries
addressed
EU programme
involved

Perception of
initiative

Network of
spearhead clusters
(2016), Innovative
business networks
(2016), Living labs
(2013)

Joint R&D project
programme
(2017), Digital
health valley
(2018)

EUR 38.85 million (2013-2023)

Usage

Take-up

Perception of
outcomes

Outcomes
Outcome
metrics

Change in
outcomes
End-goal

Summary

Productivity
growth

78 projects financed
under Digital Belgium
Skills Fund, 8500
students reached by
WallCode.be
The level of take-up
The required skills
The level of
The regulatory
of digital
and labour resources
innovation in
framework is
technologies is
are not perceived to
digital industries
perceived to be
perceived as
be fully available to
is perceived as
relatively fit for the
relatively high
enable digitisation
high (4/5)
digital age (3.7/5)
(3.5/5)
(2.5/5)
Between 2015 and
Between 2015 and
2017, the number of
2017, total capex
people employed with
ICT spending: 2.7% of Belgium’s GDP
spending in
ICT specialist skills
in 2015
Belgium increased
increased by 13.7%,
th
DESI rank: 8 in 2018
by 8% and the
and the share of
number of start-ups
enterprises providing
increased from
training to develop
82,571 to 95,081.
ICT skills grew from
32% to 35%.
From 2017 to 2018, Belgium remained at the 5th rank in the DESI ranking on
integration of Digital Technology
Between 2013 and 2017, the real labour productivity per person employed in Belgium
increased steadily, with the highest growth in 2014 and 2015 (0.8%) before a lowest
growth the following years (0.2% in 2016, 0.3% in 2017).
Belgium has launched several initiatives at federal and regional level across the
different pillars of the DEI. Although most have been launched recently, the initiatives
to boost innovation capacity appear to have the most impact so far, with Made
Different being a good practice.
At least 10 DIHs, at
least 151,562
innovation
vouchers

At least 38
fablabs, 11 living
labs, 18
innovation
clusters
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ANNEX 1 List of stakeholders interviewed
Type of stakeholder

Name of organisation

Federal authority

Federal Public Service Economy, SMEs, Self-employed and
Energy, Directorate-General for Economic Regulation,
Division “telecommunication and information society”

Regional authority

Digital Agency of Wallonia and Public Service Wallonia
(SPW Economy)

Regional authority

Flanders Innovation and Entrepreneurship Agency

Regional authority

Region Brussels
Finance.brussels)

Regional contact point for EU projects

NCP Wallonia

Commerce business association

COMEOS

Construction research centre

Belgian Building Research Institute (WTCB-CSTC)

Spearhead cluster

Flanders Food
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