HUMAN CAPITAL
BUSINESS
CLUSTERING
BIOMASS

4
CHEMISTRY

BIOBASED IN THE DELTA DNA

SPEARHEAD
IN THE DELTA
REGION

6

The Green Economy, in other words the biobased economy,

COLLABORATION

is an important and promising opportunity for the Flemish-

DELTAREGION IN TRANSITION

Dutch Delta. Together, the provinces of Antwerp, East and
West Flanders, North Brabant, Zeeland and South Holland
form a network that supports and promotes spatial-economic
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CLUSTERING

PRE-COMPETITIVE KNOWLEDGE
CLUSTERING WITH CLEAR VISION

transborder cooperation between the Netherlands and Flanders.
The biobased economy is justifiably an opportunity for the
Delta region because it has such an excellent starting position: a strong chemical industry, a cluster of agriculture and
horticulture companies, manufacturing, major ports, finely
meshed infrastructure and highly respected knowledge and
educational institutions. Within the scope of these prelimiting
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BIOMASS

RAW MATERIALS ARE CRUCIAL
FOR A BIOBASED ECONOMY

conditions there are opportunities to grow into a transborder
cluster.
To capitalize on these opportunities, close collaboration on a
joint agenda is required between companies, government and
knowledge institutes. We hope that this memorandum offers
inspiration, a stepping stone so to speak, for such an agenda.
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If we can strengthen the advantages of the region by linking

BUSINESS

them together, the biobased cluster can expand to become a

DIFFICULT YEARS AHEAD
BEFORE BREAKTHROUGH

world class joint venture. That will take the courage to think
and move beyond existing structures. Only then we will create
a region with economical and ecological vitality.
Jan Franssen, King’s Commissioner province of Zuid-Holland
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Cathy Berx, provincial governor of Antwerp
Han Polman, King’s Commissioner province of Zeeland

HUMAN CAPITAL

Jan Briers, provincial governor of East Flanders

TRANSBORDER ATTITUDE

Carl Decaluwé, provincial governor of West Flanders

Wim van de Donk, King’s Commissioner province of Noord-Brabant

Energy generating companies involved in the bbe
Agricultural companies involved in the bbe
Knowledge institutes
Chemicals/bioplastics
Companies that trade or design biobased products
Product

BIOPROCESS PILOT FACILITY
ROTTERDAM SEAPORT
PLANT ONE

GREEN CHEMISTRY CAMPUS

ZEELAND SEAPORT
ZEEBRUGGE SEAPORT
BIOBASE EUROPE TRAINING CENTER
ANTWERP SEAPORT
GHENT SEAPORT
BIOBASE EUROPE PILOT PLANT
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BIOBASED IN
THE DELTA DNA
The Flemish-Dutch Delta (VNDelta) has key common denominators that are needed
to make the area a world leader in the biobased economy or – in a broader perspective
– a ‘more sustainable chemical industry’. Biobased is in the VNDelta DNA.
These initiatives have not appeared out of thin air. Both

Biobased Economy was held in Middelburg. At this

Flanders and the Southwest Netherlands have a strong

meeting, more than 40 representatives from business,

agricultural and chemical industry, large ports that process

research and government from the Netherlands and

enormous volumes of biomass and knowledge and re-

Flanders talked about the possibilities of working on a

search institutes that have a major reputation in the field

cross-border biobased topcluster.

of biobased processes and products.

STEPPING STONES TOWARDS A BIOBASED CLUSTER IN THE DUTCH-FLEMISH DELTA

At the beginning of July 2013 the second Roundtable

In brief, the Delta region is in an optimum position for

Good examples of where Flanders and the Netherlands

the transition to a more biobased economy, certainly

can strengthen each other are the previously mentioned

because the (regional) authorities realised that Flanders

bio-aromatics, or in a more general sense, platform mole-

and Southwest Netherlands should bundle their strengths.

cules, based on which specialty chemicals are produced.

This applies for the biobased economy, but also for other

Looking at the projects currently running in Flanders and

disciplines such as high tech and logistics.

the Netherlands, there are also possibilities of working
together on high-end constituents, for example in the

FOCUS IS REQUIRED
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pharmaceutical industry, incorporating fibres in compo-

These strong mutual points do not mean that success is

site materials or the production of algae and seaweed

guaranteed. The trick is to bundle these strong qualities to

for application in foodstuffs or in cosmetics.

to achieve results at a faster rate. This is already happening.

Meticulous stock-taking is required to map out the poten-

In the Green Chemistry Campus, VITO and TNO work in

tially successful biobased activities in the Delta region.

the Shared Research Center Bio-aromatics, there is a training centre under Bio Base Europe’s flag in Terneuzen as

STEPPING STONE

well as a pilot plant and there is a pilot plant in Ghent. In

In a global economy, the Delta region is a dot on the map,

addition, many examples can be found in companies that

despite its bundling of strengths. Because multinationals

cooperate across the border. Another condition is focus.

look at global developments, other top clusters, for example

The biobased economy is such a broad term that a lack of

in Texas, China or the Middle-East, try to play first fiddle.

direction quickly leads to fragmentation of deployment

These clusters could then attract companies and related

and money. Setting out a direction is a difficult undertak-

facilities (factories, pilot plants etc.) that we miss out on.

ing at the moment, looking at the changing environmental
factors, such as legislation, oil prices, shale gas et cetera et

Which is why, in time, the so-called ARRRA cluster

cetera.

(Antwerp-Rotterdam-Rhein-Ruhr-Area) will gain

POTENTIALLY SUCCESSFUL ROUTES

momentum. This megacluster would be one of the largest
chemical complexes in the world in a single swoop.

This is why the set-up of platforms around potentially

However, we are not there yet. First, the stakeholders in

successful routes is opted for: public-private research

the Delta region will have to determine their course.

facilities work on tangible product groups that have
market potential.

GERARD VAN HARTEN,
figurehead for the
Top Sector Chemicals
and chairman of the
Toekomstwerkgroep
(Workgroup for the
future) NetherlandsFlanders.

LUDO DIELS,
research leader
Sustainable Chemistry
at VITO.

‘If you look at the big picture, read the
multinationals deciding where they’re
going to establish themselves, then
the entire Delta region competes with
overseas locations like Houston, Jubail
or Shanghai.
Which is why a bundling and clustering of
activities can provide greater cohesion,
due to which the Delta region really
becomes an interconnected territory.’

‘In the Flemish-Dutch Delta we have
the knowledge to let the region grow
into a major biobased cluster. It´s
important for stakeholders to cooperate
even more effectively in the fields of
research and education. Fortunately,
there are already examples of this.’

WILLEM SEDEREL,
Biobased
Delta director.

‘In time, we want to be part of the
largest chemical cluster in the world,
ARRRA (Antwerp-Rotterdam-RheinRuhr-Area).
This fits perfectly into the European
policy of wanting to strengthen the
regions according to the principle of
‘smart specialisation’.
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DELTA REGION IN
TRANSITION
The Delta region is in transition. This can be seen in all sorts of logistics and physical
activities, but also under the radar in underground pipelines and joint ventures between
companies, knowledge institutes and authorities. ‘In shaping the biobased economy, we
this is already taking place right up to the highest policy levels.’
Joost Schrijnen, professor emeritus environmental

the high level of knowledge infrastructure. This is true for

planning and former Delta advisor, sees an enormous

the primary industry, the knowledge of biomass as well as

development in the Delta region at an environmental,

the chemical and manufacturing industries.

industrial and also at ‘attitude’ level and with historical references in which nature is actually the steering

This third pillar is strongly represented in Flanders and the

factor. The strength of the Delta region is in the trinity

Netherlands. Through their ports, Antwerp and Rotterdam

of agricultural, chemistry and logistics and in the link

especially have attracted the petrochemical industry and

between ecology and economics.

corresponding activities.

‘There is quite some potential in the way of primary agri-

WATER AS THE CONNECTING FACTOR

cultural raw materials. Additionally, biomass can easily be

However, Schrijnen proposes that the presence of the

shipped from elsewhere through the various (sea) ports.

above mentioned sectors in the Delta region is not an

The physical infrastructure for door-to-door transport is

all-in-one solution. At a national level, but also at lower

also good.’ The close proximity of universities, applied

levels, for example between the different ports, the

universities and specific knowledge institutes has ensured

required level of cooperation needs to actually be built up.’

STEPPING STONES TOWARDS A BIOBASED CLUSTER IN THE DUTCH-FLEMISH DELTA

need to look beyond our national borders both literally and figuratively. Fortunately,

The common frame of reference is the aim to create a more
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sustainable economy. This will require the parties in the Delta
region to tread the same path. ‘If you really look at the differences between the countries, you see that the Netherlands
excels in ‘preparing policy’ and in Flanders it is more a question
of ‘let’s just get on with it’. Within the VNDelta, managers
should concentrate on the establishment of a logistics agenda
and investment in innovation. There is now sufficient momentum for making the switch from petrochemical to bioscience.

SECOND CHILDHOOD
Schrijnen claims that the attractiveness of the Delta region
is not exclusively valued within the region itself. The chemical
industry, government and knowledge institutes in NorthRhine-Westphalia are also interested in this region. Both
regions dispose of a high level of knowledge and excellent
infrastructure for bundling their strengths with the objective of: even smarter logistics and more sustainable ways of
producing energy and making chemical manufacturing more
sustainable.
All this is to result in a biobased megacluster in which the
chemical industry will produce building blocks for an enormous
range of products that now still have origins in petroleum.
This transition is unprecedented, according to Schrijnen.
The agricultural industry will experience this development
as a second childhood. The value of their products is likely to
be higher in certain cases than the highest economic value.
Currently, constituents are being extracted from beets, onions,
chicory and other vegetation to serve as building blocks for fine
chemicals, cosmetics, medicines and additives in food stuffs.

The opportunities for the Delta region have been included in the report Ruimtelijk-economische en
logistieke analyse: de Vlaams-Nederlandse Delta in 2040 (Spatial-economic and logistics analysis: the
Flemish-Dutch Delta in 2040). This sketches nine ‘structuring forces’ that influence the dynamic of the delta, in which for the biobased economy in particular the favourable location and high level of knowledge
are mentioned. The report’s authors foresee Antwerp and Rotterdam retaining their position as global
container hubs. There is also a degree of growth, economies of scale and increasing traffic between main
ports. To achieve this – because we are talking about 2040 here - ‘necessary measures’ are mentioned
such as maintaining maritime access, attention for the quality of the water in relation to the waterways
and the promotion of support among the population for keeping the growing shipping traffic on course.
Arguments for attention for spatial quality and landscaping of the countryside will also feature.

PRE-COMPETITIVE KNOWLEDGE
CLUSTERING WITH CLEAR VISION
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The importance of clustering is unquestionable. The development of virtual,
precompetitive knowledge clustering is still in its infancy, says Frans Dieryck,
delegated executive from the Essenscia Vlaanderen board. He believes that clear
vision is important for this step.
‘Clustering is not just important for the biobased econo-

with the intention of strengthening the industry. Whether it

my, but also for the chemical and life sciences industry’,

concerns a biobased economy or not is of secondary interest,

says Frans Dieryck.

my belief is that fundamental focus on sustainability is
essential.’ To Dieryck’s mind, the Flemish-Dutch Delta (VN-

In the first place there is the physical clustering between

Delta) must promote precompetitive knowledge clustering

sites and production plants at different production levels.

and change the current mindset. The sharing of knowledge

The added value is in the highly efficient manufacture

from the Delta initiatives in the areas of infrastructure and

of products and raw materials. Products from one plant

innovation for chemicals, logistics, labour market and health

or company are processed in another plant or company.

care remains of vital importance. This has to result in tangible

Another form of clustering concerns logistics cooperation

cooperative initiatives.

and exchange of energy.

‘The VNDelta will have to display the status and express the
new ambitions of cooperation’, according to Dieryck.

Here, there is an important difference between precom-

‘To facilitate precompetitive levels of international cooper-

petitive knowledge and ordinary information, such as

ation, it is important that there is clear vision and that there

process safety, environmental incidents or marketing.

are no hidden agendas.’

The latter is already well-established for the chemical
clusters in the Rotterdam, Antwerp and North Rhine

Dieryck envisages the VNDelta also functioning as an impor-

Westphalia areas.

tant platform for the discussion of what is and what is not a
biobased economy. ‘I believe that this isn´t being taken seri-

‘To my mind, precompetitive knowledge clustering is a

ously enough. The last drop of oil should go to the chemical

relatively new form of clustering that is still in its infancy.

industry. Less than 10 percent of the oil won is transformed

It is all about the bundling of ideas to create a new or

into useful products and 90 percent is burnt. This really is a

improved product through an innovative value chain,

crying shame.’

’THE STRENGTH OF THE DELTA REGION IS DETERMINED BY THE SIZE OF THE PORTS, A STRONG PRIMARY AND AGRO-INDUSTRIAL
INDUSTRY, CHEMICALS, RELATED MANUFACTURING INDUSTRIES AND MAJOR RESEARCH INSTITUTES. AN INTELLIGENT APPROACH
UTILIZES EACH OTHER’S STRENGTHS. THE WHOLE IS GREATER THAN THE SUM OF THE PARTS.‘
JAN NOORDEGRAAF, Synbra Technology, on clustering

STEPPING STONES TOWARDS A BIOBASED CLUSTER IN THE DUTCH-FLEMISH DELTA

Then there is also the clustering of knowledge to consider.
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RAW MATERIALS ARE CRUCIAL
FOR A BIOBASED ECONOMY
Efficient and guaranteed raw material supply is crucial for the transition to a biobased
economy, states Daan Schalck, delegated executive from Havenbedrijf Ghent and
chairman of Bio Base Europe. The port development also needs to be included in this
development. A collective acquisition policy within the Flemish-Dutch Delta region
would be appropriate here.
For companies that are entering the transition to a

‘We shouldn’t lose sight of companies’ long-term invest-

(more) biobased economy the guaranteed and efficient

ments in new installations and factories.’

supply of raw materials is of essential importance.

According to Schalck, the companies that are now active

Both aspects are not evident, Daan Schalck knows.

in the biobased economy know a thing or two about the

The importance only increases once the biobased

importance of this. Their numbers are still limited.

economy matures. Which is why the ports, where

‘We’ve achieved things, but we should certainly not behave

immense volumes of biomass are supplied and pro-

as if we’ve developed a mature bio-based economy within

cessed, play an important part.

the VNDelta.’

‘IN THESE TIMES OF CRISIS THE FAVOURING OF GREEN POLICIES OFFERS ENORMOUS OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE FLEMISH-DUTCH
DELTA. LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES IN THE FIELD OF RAW MATERIALS, KNOWLEDGE AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP FORM THE FOUNDATIONS. FOR EXAMPLE IN OUR REGION THE MULTI-PURPOSE SUGAR BEET IS A SUSTAINABLE RAW MATERIAL FOR NUTRITION BUT
ALSO USEFUL FOR NEW BIO PLASTICS, ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY CHEMICALS AND FIBRES.’
FRANK VAN NOORD, Suikerunie, about raw materials

Daan Schalck says that VNDelta is busy mapping out the

developments, especially those in the USA.

sector. There is a need to streamline certain matters, a

‘We see that more progress has been made there, inci-

uniform acquisition policy for the Delta for example.

dentally without this always being large scale industrial

‘With Bio Base Europe, the ports in Zeeland Seaports and

applications.

Ghent lead the way. However, we can’t say that we go as

We will need to consider how, within a European context,

far with branding and acquisition as in Silicon Valley.’

we could take the lead here. This could take place through

Schalck states that the acquisition policy cannot just come

facilitating institutes in the supply of raw materials, but

from the ports. ‘Coordinating national and international

also through investing heavily in our knowledge institutes

(EU) regulations will partly determine whether we’ll be

and through encouraging them to work together as much

successful or not. Other partners from across Flanders

as possible. I sometimes notice that there is more competi-

and the Netherlands, and not exclusively from the Delta

tion in this area than there is between the ports.

region, are required for this. This only serves to bolster and

And another point is that we need to work together on a

is certainly not a threat.’

multidisciplinary level. It’s about bringing different players

If we are to become a world cluster for biobased activities,

together to create a sound business model.’

it is imperative that we keep pace with technological

DIFFICULT YEARS AHEAD
BEFORE BREAKTHROUGH
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The coming years are bridging years in the development phase of biobased
initiatives in the Flemish-Dutch Delta.
Michael Bakker, Growth and Financing advisor for the

But Bakker does think there is light at the end of the tunnel

NV regionale ontwikkelingsmaatschappij West-Brabant

for the financing of this economy that is fundamentally

(regional development company REWIN) relates. The

important for the future. ‘The Ministry of Economic Affairs

years ahead will be difficult from a financial perspective,

and Agentschap NL are setting up a special fund for the

with companies involved in biobased innovation having

early phase of biobased development’, he says. ‘Limits for

to call on government support in particular. Banks and

innovation credit have also been increased considerably. In

private investors still shy away from the lengthy wait

different regions in the Delta, funds are made available that

expected for biobased products merging from the

biobased economy companies can address for innovation.’

innovation funnels. All sorts of risks are involved, like a
market that is still in the early stages of development

Not just in terms of money, but also in the exchange

and the related revenue models.

of knowledge and capacity, companies and organisations

In addition, the relatively new technology and the que-

working on the development of biobased products receive

ries about the supply of recyclable raw materials make

support from large chemical groups and knowledge

the future of biobased uncertain.

institutes.

BUT THERE ARE ALMOST NO FUNDS AVAILABLE FOR BRIDGING THE INNOVATION DEATH VALLEY. FINANCIAL SUPPORT IS ABSENT
FOR THE FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE INNOVATION CHAIN. THE NEW PPP BIOBASED INDUSTRIES INITIATIVE COULD PARTLY
BRIDGE THIS GAP.‘
DIRK CARREZ, executive director Biobased Industries Consortium

Bakker: ‘Together with various companies and organisa-

according to Bakker, interesting biobased products and

tions we’re involved in the establishment of an informal

applications will sprout in the next four years. Small

network of instruments to be able to underpin biobased

companies act as innovators in this context and large

cases better. In other regions, too, like the Biobased Delta

companies as facilitators, by making knowledge and

or the region around Ghent, activities in this field are

research capacity available.

taking place.’
Just as the financing aspect is important for the develBakker believes that the power of biobased innovation for

opment of biobased, the future rise of new chemists and

economic development in the Flemish-Dutch Delta is ap-

engineers is a critical factor for success. Various institutes

parent from the way in which companies and institutions

in intermediate, higher vocational and university educa-

from this region are already collaborating. A knowledge

tion are already capitalising on this. ‘Everywhere in the

institute, a large group and a number of smaller innovative

Flemish-Dutch Delta biobased hotspots are popping up.

companies in the Flemish-Dutch Delta have meanwhile

It is the field of the future.’

fleshed out twenty-five business cases from which,

STEPPING STONES TOWARDS A BIOBASED CLUSTER IN THE DUTCH-FLEMISH DELTA

’THE EU AND THE DIFFERENT MEMBER STATES ARE TO SOME DEGREE INVESTING IN RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS,
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TRANSBORDER ATTITUDE
The transition to a biobased economy demands specific knowledge, for example
regarding bio-refining, but especially a different attitude, being literally and figuratively
looking beyond borders. This is already taking place in the Flemish-Dutch Delta, under
the flag of Bio Base Europe and between VITO and Avans.
‘You need wide ranging knowledge and you need to

Koenders: ‘Intermediate, higher vocational and scientific

learn to think across the board.’ Petra Koenders, mana-

educational institutes are in discussions about how best to

ging director of the Centre of Expertise Biobased Economy

harmonise course objectives so that they dovetail together.

(CoE) at Avans Hogeschool in Breda and Hogeschool

This is exactly why the CoE is already cooperating with

Zeeland, summarises in a single sentence the require-

ROC West-Brabant (Centrum voor Innovatief Vakman-

ments for people who are or wish to take part in the

schap Biobased) and Wageningen UR. WUR is developing

biobased economy. Her position puts her in the front

lesson programmes in conjunction with other universities

line with students studying biobased courses, but also

of applied science. With ROC, we’re going to establish

with employees. The CoE has a clear link with commerce

projects involving both intermediate and higher vocational

and the industry appears to have a need for supplemen-

education students. Of course, we’ve had frequent contact

tary training for their employees. Students are the eyes

with other universities of applied science.’

and ears of this enterprise and are particularly suited
for fulfilling work placements, whereby companies are

TRANSBORDER WORK AND EDUCATION

especially on the lookout for innovative thinkers.’

In addition to cooperative ventures in the Dutch educative field, the CoE has turned its attention to Flanders.

IMMINENT SHORTAGE

Koenders calls it a perfect example of Biobase Europe,

Courses for the biobased economy are crucial. After all,

with a training centre in Terneuzen and a pilot plant in

there will be a shortage in the chemical industry and the

Ghent. ‘We collaborate to execute simulations that can

manufacturing industry in general, as the baby boomers

be employed by regular education as well as for training

retire and there are insufficient successors. On top of

professionals. On the Flemish side, HoWest, Karel de Grote

this, interest in chemistry in education is falling away and

Hogeschool and UGent are involved.’

young people see few career prospects in chemistry and
related industries.

In the meantime, the CoE is also working with VITO in the
field of energy conversion parks and bio-aromatics. ‘Avans

It is therefore imperative that knowledge and research

students can, for example, fulfil a work placement at VITO.

institutes seek each other out to attract sufficient qualified

A perfect example of Flemish–Dutch collaboration.’

students for biobased related disciplines and to prepare
them for a more sustainable economy.

’I AM CONVINCED THAT TRUE SUSTAINABLE GROWTH IS TAKING PLACE BETWEEN LOCAL AUTHORITIES AND COMMERCE IN
SPECIFIC PROJECTS. THIS IS WHAT MAKES THE STEP FROM TALKING TO WALKING SO CRUCIAL. LET US INITIATE AND
IMPLEMENT JOINT PROJECTS IN THE FLEMISH-DUTCH DELTA FOR A GREEN SUSTAINABLE HARVEST!‘
JEROEN VAN DER VEER, Ambassador Biobased Delta and Chairman Rotterdam Climate Initiative
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