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‘Smart’ initiatives to give foundations for the future to our cities
The concept of ‘smart cities’ is more and more emerging as a response to the various 
problems caused by the growth in urban populations. The Smart City Institute in Liège, 
and the ‘Belfius Smart City Award’, are pioneering this concept in Belgium and leading 
by example.

T he rapid growth in urban populations is 
throwing up new challenges in domains 
such as mobility, housing, employment, 

education, culture and safety, without of course 
forgetting the management of resources 
including water, energy and waste. The concept 
of ‘intelligent cities’ is more and more emerging 
as a response to these challenges. 
“A Smart City is a city which manages to ensure 
economic prosperity, the well-being of its 
citizens, deploy management which respects 
natural resources, while making use of new 
technologies”, explains Nathalie Crutzen, a 
professor at HEC-ULg and Director of the Smart 
City Institute. This university institute established 
last year – with the support both of the City of 
Liège and partners Accenture and Belfius – has 
set itself the goal of stimulating research, training, 
innovation and an entre-preneurial spirit in the 
domain of intelligent cities, known as ‘Smart 
Cities’.

TOWN PLANNING /  SMART CITIES

Rewarding smart initiatives
Whether large or small, our cities and towns, our 
communes, have no other choice if they wish to 
remain attractive for business, shops and 
citizens, than to become ‘smart’. It is important 
that everyone is made aware of what is at stake, 
and of the opportunities provided by cities   
which are ‘intelligent’. Within this framework of 
awareness-raising, Belfius, in collaboration with 
Vif/L’Express, Knack, Proximus and Accenture, 
launched the first edition of the ‘Smart City 
Award’ in 2015.
To inspire others by example, a professional     
jury selected ten projects from the cities and 
communes of the three regions, which stood out 
in particular for their sustainable, innovative and 
integrated characters. Each project translates 
into concrete terms one or more components 
and facets of an ‘intelligent’ city. Last December, 
the City of Antwerp was crowned for its   
‘Stadslab 2050’ project, following the vote of    
the professional jury and the public.

The priorities in sustainability 
objectives which cities are 
looking to achieve are firstly 
‘smart environment’ with efficient 
production and consumption 
of green and renewable energy, 
water management, and waste 
management which, if well 
recycled, can create raw mate-
rials once again. The other 
priority to be found at the top 
of the agenda involves the 
performance of infrastructures, 
integrating various types of 
intelligent and multi-modal 
mobility solutions.
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‘Smart’ initiatives to give foundations for the future to our cities

Six pillars
The ‘Smart City’ concept is based on six pillars: 
‘Smart Environment’ with energy, water and 
waste management, ‘Smart Governance’ 
which includes a consideration of how the city is 
managed; ‘Smart People’ involves education 
and culture, while ‘Smart Living’ includes the 
way people live their lives and consumption; 
then come ‘Smart Economy’ which involves 
company clusters and economic dynamism, 
and finally ‘Smart Mobility’. 
When it is considered that more than half of the 
world population lives in cities, it is not surprising 
to see problems of mobility becoming ever more 
present at the current time. Within the European 
Union, the figure is even as high as two thirds. 
And the figure is expected to rise to 70% by 
2020. Encouraging multi-modal ways of getting 
around, making access to the city easier, 
reducing environmental harm, improving the 
well-being of citizens through innovative pro-
jects, these are some of the essential points of 
the ‘smart mobility’ approach which aims to 
optimise the efficiency of transport.

An ideal to be achieved
“A Smart city represents an ideal which we 
should attempt to achieve, but it won’t be done 
in just a few years. It is a long term reflection and 
dynamic.  But it absolutely has to be started 
now. All of the players involved in this have to     
sit down round the table in order to determine   
their vision, the projects they will undertake”, 
explains Nathalie Crutzen. According to the 
Director of the SCI, there is nevertheless no real 
‘intelligent city’ today: “It is more relevant to talk 
of ‘Smart City’ approaches, with some of them 
more advanced in this process, but there is     
not yet any real ‘Smart City’. It’s a bit like a 
sustainable company, there aren’t any around   
in the genuine sense of the term, but there        
are certainly companies which set themselves 
objectives within a sustainable development 
framework. This is an on-going situation”, she 
details.

It is easy to understand that there is no ‘abso-
lute’ smart city. The form which an ‘intelligent 
city’ will take will depend on mentalities, and    
the strengths and weaknesses of each city.   
“The local authorities have to gather together 
around them a whole series of players, including 
citizens, local or multinational companies which 
can provide their expertise and best practices, 
public institutions along with the academic world 
with researchers and students”, states Nathalie 
Crutzen. “All of these forces need to be       
brought together so that they can move in the 
same direction in accordance with the specific 
characteristics of each city”. Just as with a sus-
tainable approach strategy, the framework of 
each ‘smart city’ will be defined according to the 
nature of each city, as is demonstrated by the 
ten projects which were in the running for the 
first ‘Belfius Smart City Award’. These projects 
are highlighted in the following pages. 
You can find the full reports as published in          
the Vif/L’express magazine via www.levif.be/
belfiussmartcity 

Canal Z / Kanaal Z places 
“smart cities” in the spotlight
The television channel Canal-Z/Kanaal Z keeps up 

to date with these smart evolutions and solutions 

derived from (technological) innovations that help 

building the cities of tomorrow. In a series of ten 

documentaries called “Z-Smart Cities”, Canal Z 

/ Kanaal Z goes in search of the trends that will 

turn our cities into real smart cities: sustainable, 

ecological, qualitative and pleasant to live in. 

In the series, ten mayors talk about the approach 

in their city or community and their goals for the 

future. Companies and experts also explain how 

they can contribute to creating the smart city of 

the future.

The series is accessible via www.kanaalz.be / 

http://canalz.levif.be/entreprendre/z-smart-cities/
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Under the name of ‘Stadslab 2050’, the city of 
Antwerp has deployed a project which is 
intended to help the city become sustainable.       
A sort of ‘urban laboratory’, this initiative is a 
partnership between the public authorities, 
private companies, citizens and organisations   
at the origins of ‘pathways’, involving specific 
themes. Each of these pathways has the 
objective of resulting in concrete actions and 
experiences which will help to make Antwerp a 
sustainable city. The sharing of good practices, 
commitment by those parties involved, per-
manent surveillance of, and stimulation of, the 
inspiration needed for a sustainable city…           
One of the principle objectives of Stadslab 2050 
is that the action being undertaken always 
remains visible.

Among these initiatives, one of the pathways is 
‘Energie voor het Antwerpse hart’ (Energy for 
the heart of Antwerp). With three partners – 
Smart Grid Flanders, Unizo, Antwerpen Stad 
and Eandis – the local authorities thus wished   
to speed up the deployment of energy savings 
and the promotion of sustainable energy within 

TOWN PLANNING /  SMART ENVIRONMENT

the very heart of the city, within a pilot zone 
which runs from Antwerp Central Station to the 
Schelde, and which is characterised by intense 
activity, a high concentration of shopping and 
many recreational initiatives.(1)

Many concrete activities and experiences are 
underway within the framework of the project. 
An ‘energy pop-up store’ for example been 
launched for shop traders who wish to carry out 
a thorough energy renovation of their premises, 
and a ‘smart box’ to facilitate the intelligent 
ordering of cooling, lighting and heating systems 
enabling energy bills to be reduced by at least 
20%. Eandis is also working on a pilot project 
involving the closing of shop doors, in order to 
avoid heat being lost, and thus energy being 
wasted.

In another move, the ‘Energy Performance 
Contracting’ concept has resulted in three      
pilot projects. The first, in collaboration with     
E&Y, involves the 30% reduction in energy 
consumption by several academic buildings: 
Universiteit Antwerpen, Karel De Grote Hoge-

Energy at the heart of the city

(1) Consult  to www.stadslab2050.be  
for illustrative initiatives en best 
practices.
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school, Atheneum Antwerpen and Steiner-
school Antwerpen. As for the second project, 
this concentrates on apartment buildings and 
co-owners’ associations, while the third pilot 
project has been launched at the Antwerp  
World Diamond Centre (AWDC). Following a  
first energy audit which revealed a saving of 
15% at the AWDC via ‘Energy Performance 
Contracting’, the group is now going to promote 
this formula to other building owners in the 
Antwerp diamond district. And finally, the 
University of Antwerp has drawn up a map of 
energy losses which should, in time, help to 
stimulate intelligent thermal dialogue between 
buildings.

Making a reduction in the carbon 
footprint more accessible
Project focuses on the energy aspect: the pilot 
project of the city of Ostend which combines 
investments aiming to improve the energy 
performance with a guaranteed yield, such as 
roof insulation or the installation of a high output 
boiler, with personalised assistance and made-
to-measure advice. Back in 2010, the City of 
Ostend had already ratified the Convention of 
Mayors involving local sustain-able energy. The 
city thus accepted of its own free will, to go 
further than the levels set by the EU in terms of 
CO2 emissions.

The desire behind this new ‘smart’ initiative is   
to enable low income families to reduce their 
energy bills, and therefore their CO2 emissions 
too, without directly increasing their monthly 
household budget. This project stands apart for 
its method of financing the investments made 
with a view to improving energy performance. 
The concept of ‘guaranteed yield’ proposed by 
the AG EOS (Autonomous Communal Agency 
for Energy Savings in Ostend), signifies, in 
concrete terms, that at no time will the invest-
ment weigh on monthly household budgets.   

The investment is repaid by the households     
via energy savings actually achieved. After five 
years, inhabitants thus have a better insulated 
home, and the savings made on their energy 
bills are no longer used to repay the investment, 
but are theirs to keep. From the point of view     
of the AG EOS, the guaranteed yield system 
should, in the end, result in a neutral situation 
where the budget is concerned. 

Turning Ghent into a carbon neutral city
Just like Antwerp and Ostend, the ancient city   
of Ghent has deployed a ‘Smart Environment’ 
initiative. With its project ‘Energiecoaching op 
maat van uw bedrijf’ (Made to measure energy 
coaching for your company), the city is pursuing 
an objective to individually assist at least 110 
enterprises, during the 2014-2019 period,  
which wish to structurally reduce their energy 
consumption and thus reduce annual emissions 
of CO2, by at least 9,350 tonnes at local level, 
which is the equivalent of the output of 1,900 
households. The City of Ghent’s project falls 
within the context of a prolongation of a 
European pilot project within the framework         
of ACE2, ‘Management Energy Assistance 
Route’, which has already enabled around 
fifteen Ghent enterprises to reduce their energy 
consumption by up to 20%, which gives an 
overall saving of 360,000 Euros and 1,820 
tonnes of CO2.

Improving insulation, heating, heat recovery, air 
conditioning, updating the lighting, steam, com-
pressed air, consumption in standby mode… 
The city is providing two types of assistance, 
based on the company’s energy consumption. 
On the one hand, extended coaching to a    
value of 7,000 Euros destined for enterprises 
and organisations with high energy use and   
with complex production processes, and on the 
other coaching to a value of 4,000 Euros inten-
ded for enterprises and organisations whose 
energy consumption varies between 100,000 
and 500,000 kWh of electricity, or between 
345,000 and 1,725,000 kWh of natural gas. 
From a financial point of view, the participation  
of the company is limited to 10% of the cost of 
the coaching, a maximum of 700 or 400 Euros 
therefore, and priority is given to investment, to 
measures involving behaviour, to monitoring, to 
maintenance and control.
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For its part, the town of Deinze has established 
an innovative project in the mobility domain. 
Affiliated to the Blue-Bike bicycle hire network 
(set up by Blue Mobility in conjunction with the 
SNCB) – since 2011, the local administration 
quickly saw in this a partial solution to the 
problems of mobility in the town. Deinze was 
thus the first Belgian town to assume itself the 
financing of trips made by Blue-Bike. To do this, 
a system of personalised third party payment 
was set up. This system met with great success 
from the very start. The number of trips made by 
shared bikes on the territory of the town saw 
exponential growth: from 3,298 trips made in 
2012, Deinze moved up to 13,021 in 2013 and 
to 19,715 in 2014. Since then, other cities such 
as Eeklo and Bruges have followed the example 
of Deinze and also deployed a system of third 
party payment for the shared bikes. This system 
of third party payment for the Blue-Bikes has 
proved to act as the starting gun for a genuine 
cycling policy. Promoting bikes now takes 
place within every project involving town 
planning and mobility. Particular 
attention was therefore paid to    
two-wheeled transport when the 
Grand’Place and the St. Poppo-
plein were rehabilitated. In line      
with what has been achieved in 
Copenhagen, 

In the domain of mobility, the city of Liège has 
set itself apart with its Vélocité project. Some 
five years ago, the city set up, in partnership with 
the ProVélo association, a long or medium term 
bicycle hire service, unique in Wallonia. For just 
10 Euros a month, or 80 Euros a year, Liège 
residents have free use of a new city bike, highly 
efficient and fully equipped, for all of their trips.    
In this programme, the authorities see a partial 
solution for freeing the city of traffic congestion. 

With the success of Vélocité behind it, the city of 
Liège is going further and setting up a new 
system to enable Liège inhabitants to familiarise 
themselves – free of charge and for two months 
– with electrically assisted bikes. While trips in 
the heart of the valley can easily be made with 

Intelligent and sustainable mobility in Deinze

Ecological urban transport in Liège

TOWN PLANNING /  SMART MOBILITY

a ‘cycling motorway’ is in the process of being 
established, with the Province, between Deinze, 
Ghent and Waregem. The major part of the 
section between Deinze and Ghent 
is now in operation.

traditional bikes, longer or cross-city trips are 
more difficult due to the uneven nature of the 
land. An electric bike may be the ideal solution in 
these circumstances. 
The only real inconvenience to this remains the 
purchase price, which is still relatively high. 
Through this initiative, however, the city is 
intending to remove this psychological barrier. 
By March 2017, no less than 440 persons or 
households will have the opportunity to try out 
electric bikes. Vélocité forms a coherent part of 
the urban development of Liège, which include 
soft and multi-modal mobility. The redesign of 
the banks of the Meuse, with an independent 
cycle track, along with the much anticipated 
arrival of the tram, are two elements of this.
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Another Liège project was in the running for the 
first ‘Smart City Award’. With its Re-Evolution 
project, the Meuse-side town of Herstal has 
committed to a vast project of urban revitalisation 
for its town centre, with the new administrative 
centre, fully operational since last September, as 
its culminating point. The building was designed 
by Brussels architect Frédéric Assevoets. Solar 
panels for heating and hot water, planted roofing 

In 2011, Mechelen became the first city in 
Flanders to put into practice an ambitious public 
lighting plan named ‘Luna Vision’ in a reference 
to the nick-name of the city’s inhabitants, the 
‘Moon extinguishers’ (Maneblussers in the 
original Dutch). For this lighting plan, the city is 
working with Eandis and Philips, in order to 
install a particularly highly performing lighting 
system. Based on the extremely energy-  
efficient LED technology, this system is also 
modular and can be associated with ‘smart’ 
public lighting applications, such as adapting 
the intensity of the light, and movement 
detection. Finalised at the end of 2012 in the  
city centre, the communal administration then 
decided in 2013 to equip the residential     
districts on the periphery of Mechelen with the 
same type of lighting.

Along with strengthening the reputation of the 
city and heightening the feeling of safety, the 
lighting plan in its entirety fits in with the 
commitments of the city, which intends to 

Herstal Re-Evolution

Innovative lighting plan for the city of Mechelen

Ecological urban transport in Liège

TOWN PLANNING /  SMART ENVIRONMENT

and exterior walls, materials which respond to 
the strictest environmental norms…The new 
Town Hall – the cost of which amounted to 30 
million Euros – uses modern technologies to the 
full and was constructed with a concern for 
energy savings. The centre works on the 
principle of e-administration. It has several 
intelligent computer points for the use of citizens, 
who also benefit from free wi-fi in the commune’s 
buildings and on the square. 

decrease kits CO2 emissions and become a 
neutral organisation by 2018, where the climate 
and emissions are concerned. At this stage of 
the project, energy savings already achieved 
amount to 36.6 mWh, or a decrease of around 
18% in energy consumption, the equivalent        
of a reduction of some 8.5 tonnes of CO2 and  
an annual saving of 6,500 Euros on the city’s  
energy bill.
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In just a few clicks, Brussels residents have 
access – free of charge and without conditions 
– to a mass of public information involving 
mobility, demographics, local democracy, local 
administrations, facilities for children and the 
young or old, sports infrastructures, culture, 
heritage, tourism, folklore, cleanliness, the 
environment… The ‘OpenData.Bruxelles.be’ 
project is aiming to facilitate the lives of citizens. 
The ‘Open Data portal enables, among others, 
the state of the collections in communal libraries 
to be checked, the exact location of parking 
spaces for persons with reduced mobility to be 
seen, or the nearest automatic bank telling 

Potholes in the road, faulty lighting, graffiti, fly 
tipping, pollution or harming the environment, 
blocked drains, broken benches, damaged 
street signs… From the end of 2013, all inhabi-
tants of La Hulpe have been able, with a photo 
to back it up, to inform the commune of a 
problem they have seen in public areas. 

Brussels: digital city at the service of everyone

La Hulpe at your fingertips

TOWN PLANNING /  SMART GOVERNANCE

machines to be found, along with finding out, in 
real time, the availability of shared bikes. 
Launched in 2014 and designed by French 
company OpenDataSoft, a player recognised at 
an international level, the City of Brussels portal 
already has 348 sets of digital data relative to 
Brussels and its partners.
By systematically digitalising public data in order 
to share it with its inhabitants, Brussels is clearly 
setting itself up as a pioneer and an example     
of smart governance in terms of Open Data       
in Belgium, and is following in the footsteps of 
major metropolitan areas such as Paris and   
New York. 

Thanks to the ‘Better Street’ app, developed 
by young   Belgian start-up ‘Better Company’, 
employees of the public works department are 
thus instantly informed and have the necessary 
information to be able to effect the works without 
first having to go and inspect the site. Time-
saving, more rapid reactivity, wasted journeys 
and time avoided, rapid intervention, a feeling of 
taking part in, and being committed to, the life of 
the commune… This 2.0 approach adopted by 
the town of La Hulpe offers advantages which 
are far from negligible. In total transparency and 
in real time, citizens can consult all incidents 
which have been signalled, are being dealt     
with or already resolved, by visiting https://
betterstreet.org/be/lahulpe.

Another of the strong points of this ‘smart’ 
initiative: by compiling all of the data collected in 
this way, the commune has a precise map at its 
disposal, showing both the places and the 
reasons why it has been called upon to intervene. 
It can therefore take account of this for its policy 
orientations and its structural decisions in the 
domains of security, environment, infrastruc-
tures and the laying out of public areas. With   
the success registered by Better Street, the 
commune has taken another step in its digital 
revolution with the launch of a new website    
and an all-new app named ‘La Hulpe’. 
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Thanks to a strategic location between Mechelen 
and Antwerp, Lier sees many property trans-
actions on a daily basis. With a concern for 
effi ciency, the town has decided to set up a 
system which will speed up the process where 
notary data is concerned. The project began in 
October 2013 and six months later it was fully 
operational. In order to relieve the workload of 
communal employees, while making the life of 
notaries and estate agents in Lier easier, the city 
entirely automated the handling and provision    
of notary data. To do this, the existing registers 
were brought up to date and completed.     
Those which were not, were digitalised and 
brought together in a single central database.
A saving in time and workload, getting rid of 

Automated notary data in Lier
paper documents…This data is now accessible 
in real time, whereas it previously took several 
weeks. This is a fi rst in Flanders. 
Forming part of the policy of the town in the 
domain of services to the population, the project 
has a dual objective: fi rstly, it is oriented  towards 
the client, and secondly it is more convivial. 

With this optimisation project, Lier is setting itself 
up as a fi ne example in terms of effi ciency, for 
other communes to follow, and most certainly 
when it is taken into account that the develop-
ment of the project cost no more than 15,000 
Euros. 

Kim VERHEGGE
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