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B
elgium has a well-developed institutional and 
legal system in place to protect the environ-
ment. Overlapping responsibilities in envi-
ronmental matters between the federal and 
federated authorities are unavoidable given 

the distribution of competences to the different layers of 
authority in the Belgian constitutional setup. This does 
make policy-making sometimes a bit more cumbersome 
than in other countries. The ambassador of Belgium to 
Serbia  Koen Adam  in interview for our magazine explai-
ned that the necessary and sophisticated mechanisms for 
consultation and coordination are in place, also with a view 
on defending Belgian positions and interests in the multi-
lateral framework. 

 EP  What are those mechanisms?
 Koen Adam  Just to mention a few of those mechanisms: 
the almost weekly coordination meetings by the MFA’ Dire-
ctorate General for European Affairs, the National Climate 
Commission, and the overarching Coordination Committee 
for International Environmental Policy (CCI EP ). 

 THE BELGIAN WAY   
High Ambitions 
and Search for 
Compromise

Koen Adam, the Ambassador of Belgium

Photographs: (bottom) Adam Koenraad; (right) Unsplash/Jorge-Fernandez Salas
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This system implies intensive consultations and search 

for compromise, a trademark feature of Belgian politics.  
This is indispensable, especially in this policy area, given 
the differentiated socio economic and geographical space 
the authorities are operating in. But eventually such a mod-
el keeps our climate policy perfectly manageable.  We are 
of course aware that, as is the case elsewhere in the world, 
political leaders in Belgium will also  have to constantly 
adapt policy  instruments and means to the international 
reality, in order to  reach commonly  agreed objectives, with 
an efficient climate and environment policy.

 EP  Recently, thousands of students have marched not only 
in Brussels but also in the rest of Europe for action against cli-
mate change. Was there any response of your government on 
these protests?
 Koen Adam  The climate marches in Brussels, in other Bel-
gian cities and in the rest of Europe have sent a powerful 
signal to our decision makers, on the need to protect our 
planet for the wellbeing of future generations.  The Belgian 
government appreciates that Belgian students have been at 
the origin of this wake up call, resounding throughout the 
world. I can assure you that at least in Belgium the messa-
ge has been heard, with an important impact as well on 
the recent election campaigns, forcing the political parties 
to explain to the public how they intend to cope with these 
challenges.
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Belgium fully supports the United Nation Secretary-
General in his call for ambition, solutions and actions. The 
Climate Action Summit in September needs to deliver 
a clear and unequivocal signal of strengthened political 
will and renewed multilateral commitment to raise global 
ambition and accelerate action on sustainable develop-
ment and climate change in the years to come. Belgium 
expects also the EU to play a leading role in the September 
Summits, just like it played a leading role in the negotia-
tions in the run-up to the Paris Agreement and the 2030 
Agenda on Sustainable Development.

 EP  Belgium is in the EPI rankings for 2018 on the envious 15th 
place. How did you manage problems such as air, forestry and 
fisheries and do these experiences help in supporting Serbia’s 
effort in the field of environmental protection?
 Koen Adam  We can rightly say this overall positive result 
(Environmental Performance Index at 77,38, which puts Bel-
gium at the 15th place in the ranking), is a consequence of the 
high levels of ambitions we have always set ourselves. We 
must however not be blind for the shortcomings, in some 
areas there is absolutely room for improvement. Serbia for 
instance definitively scores better in the area of ‘tree cover 
loss’. But, this is an exception in the overall somehow gloo-
mier  EP I picture, where Serbia stands at the 84th place, with 
index 57,49. It is evident that within the framework of the ac-

cession talks, to allow Serbia to become a full-fledged mem-
ber of the EU, the Environment and Energy chapters will be 
one of the hardest to accomplish. There is on the one hand 
the need to align with the strict and demanding standards 
and norms of the EU acquis in the area of Environmental 
protection, which will require important legislative work. 
But more importantly is to make sure the convergence ta-
kes place in the real world, with measures that actually cut 
down levels of air pollution, for instance.  This will require 
considerable investments, and above all a political focus that 
translates in priority setting (e.g. with regard to a sustaina-
ble energy mix), as well as measures to enhance  public awa-
reness on the need to protect the environment.

Belgian companies, with expertise  in the area of  renew-
able energy, have been actively engaged in setting up wind 
farms : over the last year, for instance, Belgian investments 
in windfarms in Alibunar have helped cut down Serbian CO2 
emissions with 105 000 ton, delivering green electricity to 
50 000 households!  There is also a growing interest to assist 
Serbia with our industrial, technical and engineering know 
how in activities such as waste water treatment, another 
area where Serbia lags far behind European standards.

 EP  According to Deloitte research, the Belgians lose more than 
an entire working week in congestion every year, which is also 
the problem in Serbia. What can be done about this problem?Ph
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 Koen Adam  There is a broad political consensus that we 
must collectively strive for a reduction of the number of cars 
on our roads, especially during peak hours, given the econo-
mic and environmental costs this entails.

A public and political debate is ongoing about alterna-
tives that could be offered to company car beneficiaries. A 
big share in the congestion problem is indeed attributable 
to policies adopted by private companies, who offer cars 
to their employees as part of their salary-package, given 
the tax advantages this brings about. Some measures are 
already implemented or envisaged such as cash for car or 
Mobility allowance instead of the use of a company car; 
employees can exchange their company car for i) a more 
sustainable company car and/or ii) transport alterna-
tives (shared mobility, bike, public transport,...) and/or iii) 
cash (balance); we will also promote the use of bikes, with 
more advantageous tax systems. Equally a pilot project is 
launched for the promotion of carpooling by providing a 
restricted a lane on the highway for car-poolers.

I see definitively one link with the situation in Serbia, in 
the sense that car ownership (and the right to use your car 
at liberty, without undue government interference, seems 
to be a sacrosanct principle in the head of our citizens. It 
will require determination and indeed political courage, to 
explain to the public that this goes together with tremen-
dous costs, now and in the future, for the economy as well 
for public health.  The challenge in Belgium, and certainly 
in Serbia, is to offer the necessary alternatives (efficient 
and fast public transport, bike lanes...) that can convince car 
owners  to become more selective in the use of their cars.

WHAT IS THE QUALITY OF AIR THAT THE 
BELGIANS BREATHE?
The sector of transport is responsible for 23% of total 
CO2 emissions in Belgium which is not fulfilling Euro-
pean requirements for air quality, especially in terms 
in nitrous oxide (NO2), that mainly comes from trans-
port. We asked the Ambassador Koen Adam if there 
are any drastic measures that you will apply in order 
to lower the impact of transportation on air quality.

“We recognize there are specific challenges in this 
area, which are mainly due to the fact that Belgium is 
one of the main logistic hubs in the whole of Europe: 
one of the biggest ports in the world, Antwerp, is an 
entry point for a gigantic stream of goods coming 
from all over the world, with destinations in Europe. 
Our roads and waterways struggle to absorb the 
great amount of transport this generates, and it is 
obvious this has an impact on CO2 emissions. 

At all levels of government we are aware of the 
problems and measures are envisaged, and indeed 
implemented to curb the negative health impact of 
these economic activities.” 

 EP  What is the percentage of electric vehicles on Belgian ro-
ads, and what kind of incentives do you give to the EV owners?
 Koen Adam  In 2017 we registered 10 853 BEV (Battery Ele-
ctric Vehicle) and 32 828 PHEV (plug-in hybrid electric vehic-
le) which represents respectively 0,19% and 0,56% of the total 
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Wind energy in Belgium accounts for 6,4 TWH/y (out 
of  total renewable energy of 9.6 TWH/y); today’s installed 
capacity of wind energy in BE is 1556 MW, delivering elec-
tricity to 1.6 million homes. Thanks to the development of 
two new wind farms in the North sea, this capacity will be 
brought to 2262 MW in 2020, delivering electricity to 2.3 
million homes. This will bring the share of wind energy to 
8 TWH/y in the Belgian renewable energy mix and it will 
cover 50% of Belgium’s 2020 renewable energy target.

It is also worth noting that, thanks to the development 
of wind energy technologies (in which Belgian’s innovative 
firms play an important role), the cost of energy production 
by offshore wind has fallen from 177 Euros/MWh in 2011 to 
65 Euros/MWh in 2017, i.e. a fall of 63%. As a comparison, in 
2017, the cost of the energy produced by natural gas is 70 
Euros/MWh; the cost of the energy production from coal is 
72 Euros/MWh and nuclear energy costs 113 Euros/MWh.

 EP  Belgium boasts the highest recycling rate in Europe. Ne-
arly three fourths of residential waste is reused, recycled, or 
turned into compost. How did you manage to do this and what 
were the strategies that you applied? 
 Koen Adam  Belgium is indeed one of the lead EU coun-
tries with regard to the separation, collection and recycling 
of waste. As a general principle the policies in these areas 
are based on the idea that the financial burden of waste ma-
nagement shifts from the taxpayer to the producer and the 
consumer, who are both made accountable for their beha-
vior, that can be adjusted to minimize waste and hence the 
costs related to waste management.

Belgian cars fleet. There is definitively still a lot of room for 
further expansion.

The incentives for the purchase of new EV’s vary from 
2000 € to 4000 € depending on the list price. Other incen-
tives (non-exhaustive list) are i) registration/circulation tax 
reduction/exemption and ii) higher deductibility of the rate 
for company cars, applicable across the country.

 EP  In Belgium electricity from renewable energy sources is 
given priority in both connection to and use of the grid. What is 
the percentage of electricity that comes from renewable ener-
gy sources (RES)? 
 Koen Adam  Belgium’s global energy consumption is 420 
TWH/year, from which 80 TWH/y comes from electricity. 
The percentage of electricity that comes from renewable 
energy sources is 12% (9.6 TWH/y). The rest is spread as 
follows: 34% from nuclear energy; 27% natural gas used for 
power generation of which  22% is imported and 5% comes 
from other sources (among which biomass is the most im-
portant). The resource having the biggest share in our ener-
gy mix is the wind energy. Belgium’s North sea is the 4th 
biggest producer of electricity among all EU offshore wind 
energy areas. Ph
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ers. Last but not least these measures were introduced in 
close concertation with the stakeholders and accompanied 
by intensive communication and public awareness raising 
campaigns.

 EP  What are the most prominent fields of the cooperation 
between Belgium and Serbia? 
 Koen Adam  There is no doubt that the EU accession proce-
ss of Serbia is the main focus of attention in the coming ye-
ars, also for Belgium.  Together with the EU and its member 
states, we assist Serbia with designing and implementing 
these reforms, starting with the fundamental groundwork 
in the area of the Rule of Law and good governance. These 
should make Serbia a better country to live in, for its citizens 
and not merely because of the EU membership objective. 
The environment and energy sectors are excellent examples 
of areas where Serbia, by engaging in a reform effort that 
can sustain its convergence with European standards, will 
become a healthier and more prosperous country to live in.

The regions set the legislative framework, which has a 
major influence on the distribution of costs amongst the 
players. In the Walloon Region, the principle of the produc-
er’s responsibility is aimed at taking account of the full true 
cost of collecting and processing the waste in question. Lit-
tering costs are also envisaged. The region’s subsidies are 
moreover changing in line with the waste management 
hierarchy. The same applies to the regional tax scheme, 
which since 2008 has provided for a gradual increase in the 
tax on landfilling household waste and  

the institution of a progressive tax on incinerating 
household waste that will be increased if energy is not 
recovered.

Other initiatives, such as the bans on landfilling, will 
also shift household waste management patterns and, con-
sequently, their cost for municipalities.

In the Flemish region we achieve high collection and 
recycling rates of household waste, due to the implementa-
tion of a smart mix of various instruments that were intro-
duced in the mid ‘90. We use economic instruments such as 
landfill and incineration fees,  EP R (Environmental Pricing 
Reform) systems for quite a few streams, and pay- as- you- 
throw systems. We also introduced regulatory instru-
ments such as a mandatory separate collection for several 
streams such as plastic, paper & cardboard, glass, and a 
ban on landfill and on incineration of recyclable wastes. We 
invested public money in recycling parks and in reuse cent-

The presence of Belgian companies should equally 
contribute to this endeavor, by bringing know how and 
expertise to Serbia, accompanied by good labour and envi-
ronmental ethics and standards. By creating employment 
they help give a perspective for a better future to the new 
generation of young Serbians, and thus stem the brain 
drain this country has been victim of the last couple of 
years. I am determined to contribute to bringing this posi-
tive message, and encourage Belgian companies to come 
here and discover for themselves the excellent opportuni-
ties that Serbia has to offer, thanks, I cannot but underline 
this, to the quality of its human capital. 

Interview by: Nevena Djukic Ph
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