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“Limburg climate-neutral by 2020!” With 
this slogan, the Province of Limburg 
widely broadcast its ambitious plans in 

2008. Everybody had to wake up and feel the 
need to do something right away, and not in 
20, 30 or 40 years from now. Even though in 
practice complete climate neutrality will not be 
possible until 2050, the year 2020 remains a 
very important milestone for us. After all, with 
substantive investments and adjusted general 
behaviour, we can reduce our combined 
emissions by more than 30% by 2020! 

Since we announced our climate ambitions, a lot 
of steps in the right direction have been taken. 
For example: we managed to become the first 
province in Europe to allow all municipalities 
to join the European Covenant of Mayors and 
endorse the Limburg climate ambition. Thus, 
the municipalities are engaged in reducing CO2-
emissions in their territories by more than 20% 
by the year 2020. From day one, together with 
our partners Infrax and Dubolimburg, we have 
been fully engaged in helping the municipalities 
with the realisation and implementation of their 
own climate action plans.

The Limburg municipalities play an important 
role in achieving the climate ambition: through 
pilot projects they are leading the way for 
their citizens towards a more sustainable 
future. With that thought in mind, the 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 project has come to 
life; a project in which we, in cooperation with 
Infrax and Dubolimburg, inform, advise and 
intensively assist municipalities in making their 
patrimony energy-efficient. 

The Province of Limburg is convinced of the 
importance of energy-efficient total renovation. 
It is a way to preserve our patrimony as good 
housekeepers, reducing CO2-emissions, 
reducing the consumption of energy and 
increasing the comfort of the users of our 
buildings. With an investment of more than 
five million euros in our own buildings, we dare 
say that as a province we are taking actions to 
match our words. 

In our pursuit of climate 
neutrality, we are not only 
considering our current 
citizens, but also the future 
generations. We want to 
inspire other governments 
and authorities to make 
the same efforts and to 
evolve towards a world with 
energy-efficient buildings, 
a healthy, environmentally 
friendly local economy, 
and prosperity and comfort 
for all. The lessons we 
have already learned, the 
successes we have already 
achieved, and all the 
setbacks we have overcome: 
you can read all about them 
in this publication. 

 

Limburg aims to inspire
FOREWORD

›› We want to 
inspire other 
governments 
and authorities 
to make the 
same efforts 
and to evolve 
towards a world 
with energy-
efficient buildings, 
a healthy, 
environmentally 
friendly local 
economy, and 
prosperity and 
comfort for all.‹‹

Ludwig Vandenhove  
Commissioner for the 
Environment – Province  
of Limburg
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Infrax has been investing in ESCO 
projects since 2010. As a public grid 
operator that offers various different 

services, we often regard it as our duty to 
engage in energy-efficient investments by 
the municipalities. This is consistent with the 
energy decree of the Flemish government, 
with the climate ambitions of the Province of 
Limburg, and it is in line with the Covenant of 
Mayors. Naturally, it is also consistent with our 
company mission, in which we highly prioritise 
the use of sustainable energy. Through our 
participation in the ESCO2020 project, we 
wanted to share and gain knowledge, not only 
at a local level, but also in cooperation with 
other similar international organisations.

Through energy accounting and the annual 
measurement campaigns that we discussed 
with the municipal administrations, we have 
made the municipalities aware of their energy 
consumption. With feasibility studies, we have 
convinced them of the cost recovery potential 
of energy renovation, which they may or may 
not have funded with our ESCO financing. 

As a pioneer, Infrax has paved the way. Our 
next mission will be to facilitate: to help 
municipalities in their search for a market party 
that will take charge of the energy-efficient 
renovation and the financing thereof - Energy 
Performance Contracting (EPC). 

As a partner of the municipalities, we will 
continue to monitor the quality of this process. 
In the future, the ESCO companies will be the 
ones who take care of the implementation, 
and will possibly include the installations in 
their balance sheets. Companies, governments, 
and private persons are moving towards an 
era in which they will not be buying energy 
installations anymore, but they will be 
subscribing to a service: lighting, heating, air 
conditioning, clean air; in short, a comfortable 
and healthy indoor climate. All for the purpose 
of sustainability and energy efficiency.

Frank Vanbrabant,  
CEO Infrax

›› Companies, governments, and 
private persons are moving towards 
an era in which they will not be 
buying energy installations anymore, 
but they will be subscribing to a 
service.‹‹

Pioneering work
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Cooperating in a wide network of 
experts on sustainable building 
and living: that is central to the 

functioning of Dubolimburg. It has also proven 
to be the key to the further expansion of the 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 project. 

Exchanging information, listening, bringing 
various actors into contact with each other, 
sensitising to raise the bar to a sufficiently high 
level and avoid lock-in effects and providing 
the necessary incentives: each and every 
one of these necessary steps is added to 
more renovation of the municipal buildings in 
Limburg, and with a higher level of ambition. 

A process like this takes time, but after three 
years, the first results are starting to show. 
The general mindset is changing. Thanks 
to ESCOLIMBURG2020, municipalities 
have a better understanding of the energy 
consumption in municipal buildings, as well as 
of the potential savings. Now, they also have 
the tools to develop an overall view of the 
renovation of their patrimony. 

Now that the first ESCO2020 projects have 
been realised, and the projected savings have 
been achieved, or in some cases even exceeded, 
we are seeing a certain pull-back factor. 
Municipalities that were reluctant at first and 
waited cautiously have become inspired and 
have commissioned feasibility studies, and have 
also taken steps towards energy renovation.

Together with Infrax and the Province of 
Limburg, we have put ESCO renovation on 
the Limburg map. The good examples that are 
discussed in this publication will undoubtedly 
inspire more municipalities to take the first step 
towards an overall approach to the renovation 
of their patrimony. And there is nothing wrong 
with aiming high: almost energy-neutral may 
very well be the new standard for government 
buildings even before 2019. After all, energy-
efficient buildings benefit everyone – not least 
the municipal treasuries, which are coming 
under increasing pressure. 

I am confident that with this project, we can 
contribute to a more beautiful, better and more 
climate-neutral Limburg.

Kris Asnong,  
coordinator Dubolimburg 
(2008-2016)

›› Now that the first ESCO2020 
projects have been realised, and 
the projected savings have been 
achieved, or in some cases even 
exceeded, we are seeing a certain 
pull-back factor.‹‹

Level of ambition
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On 20 November 2011, all the mayors in the Province of Limburg signed the European Covenant 
of Mayors. In doing so, they committed themselves to actively engage in the reduction of CO2 in 
the territory of their municipality by more than 20% by the year 2020. Thus, they are aiming to 
perform significantly better than the Belgian reduction target of 15% by the year 2020.

One of the possible efforts by the 
municipalities themselves is a speeding 
up in achieving more energy efficiency in 

their existing building patrimony. This can be achieved 
by focusing on energy renovation and the transition to 
renewable energy where possible. This transition not 
only enables the municipal and provincial governments 
and administrations to reduce their emissions and to 

make their buildings future-proof, but it also provides 
them with a chance to set a good example for the 
citizens under the motto “take action to match your 
words.” However, the municipalities often lack the 
expertise and means to manage such complex and 
expensive projects.

Energy renovation 
to benefit  
the climate

ESCOLIMBURG2020, a European project
Project ESCOLIMBURG2020, a partnership between 
the Province of Limburg, Infrax and Dubolimburg, 
commenced on 1 April 2013. The project was financed 
by Intelligent Energy Europe – Mobilising Local Energy 
Investments from the European Commission. The 
initial end date of the project was 31 March 2016, but 
it was extended to 31 March 2017. The objective of 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 was to accelerate the energy 

renovation of municipal buildings as part of the climate 
ambitions of the municipalities and the province. 
More specifically, the project focussed on increasing 
the energy efficiency of existing buildings through 
extensive insulation, relighting, better HVAC systems 
and the installation of renewable energy, all with the 
help of Infrax’ ESCO model.
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OVERVIEW OF THE MAIN PARTNERS OF THE PROJECT

The Province of Limburg is one of 
the five Flemish provinces, situated 
in the North-East of Belgium. Each 
Flemish province conducts its own 
policies within its borders. Amongst 
other things, provinces have jurisdic-
tion in matters that transcend local, 
municipal interests. Starting from 
the ambition to reduce CO2-emissi-
ons by 30% by the year 2030 and to 
become a climate-neutral region by 
2050, the province is continuously 
making efforts to help municipalities, 
companies and citizens to achieve 
these objectives.

Infrax is a partnership between five 
public grid operators: Infrax Limburg, 
Iveg, Infrax West, PBE and Riobra. 
Infrax manages the operation, main-
tenance, and development of all 
utilities dependent on pipelines and 
cables in the member  municipalities. 
Infrax is called a pure inter-mu-
nicipal cooperative, because only 
the member municipalities can be 

 shareholders, while other parties 
cannot. Core tasks are the distribu-
tion of electricity, natural gas, cable 
TV and sewage networks of 126 mu-
nicipalities in Flanders and some in 
Wallonia. In addition, Infrax fulfils a 
number of public service obligations, 
as imposed by the Flemish govern-
ment: the payment of incentives and 
acting as energy advisor. Infrax also 
stimulates and assists municipalities 
with energy-related investments. 
Since 2010, Infrax runs an ESCO 
operation for energy renovation.

Non-profit organisation (NPO) 
 Dubolimburg is the provincial sup-
port centre for sustainable building 
and living. Dubolimburg advises 
and assists private persons, construc-
tion professionals and governments 
through, amongst others, project 
advice and renewable energy scans 
for houses, apartments, municipal 
patrimony, schools, and buildings of 
associations. Dubolimburg advises 

both in matters of renovation and 
new construction (in accordance with 
the nZEB standard - nearly Zero 
Energy Building). Dubolimburg is a 
partnership between the  Province 
of Limburg, Centrum Duurzaam 
Bouwen (Centre for Sustainable 
Building) and Bond Beter Leefmilieu 
(Network Organisation for a Better 
Living Environment), with the finan-
cial support of the European Union.

The ESCOLIMBURG2020 project 
was funded by Intelligent Energy - 
Europe (IEE), a programme suppor-
ting organisations that has focussed 
on more sustainable energy use 
from 2003 until 2013. 

This European programme was the-
reafter continued as the Horizon 
2020 programme  (https://ec.europa.
eu/programmes/horizon2020/).

Acceleration of energy renovation with ESCOLIMBURG2020 9



What is ESCO?
To realise the transition to energy-efficient patrimony with renewable energy techniques, we initially 
looked at the existing ESCO offer from the public grid operator Infrax. 

ESCO stands for Energy Service Company, 
an overall approach to the delivery of 
energy utilities. This approach provides a 

new way of thinking about energy consumption and 
facilitates integrated energy services. The investments 
in energy efficiency (insulation, relighting, renewable 

energy ...) that are made within an ESCO agreement 
will pay themselves back within a certain period. 
Therefore, an ESCO arrangement is in principle a cost-
neutral operation, though it has to be pre-financed. 
This can be done by an external party, such as a bank 
or company, or by the municipality itself.

ESCOLIMBURG2020 could count 
on a total budget of 1,174,380 
euros, of which 880,785 euros 
(75%) was funded by the European 
Union and the rest by the Province 
of Limburg and partners. With these 
means, leverage was created for the 

realisation of the energy investments 
throughout the province of 20 million 
euros in total. The vast majority 
of these funds has benefited the 
Limburg construction industry, and 
thus constituted a boost to local 
employment.  

Thanks to ESCOLIMBURG2020 
we are saving at least 20,522 MWh 
of primary energy per annum, 
CO2-emissions are being reduced 
by 5,026 tonnes, and, due to the 
reform of the support mechanism of 
green certificates, we are producing 
a limited amount of 147 MWh of 
renewable energy.

The results are excellent, but the project 
has also revealed some bottlenecks. 
What lessons have the different project 
partners from ESCOLIMBURG2020 
learned? How can this project inspire 
other governments and organisations, 
and which pitfalls should they avoid? In 
this brochure, we describe the different 
steps of the process, as well as the 
problems we came across along the 
way and how we tried to solve them.

Budget and results

BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

20.522.000
kWh

5.026.000
kg

147.000
kWh

20.564.249
€

The website escolimburg2020.eu will show you the results of the project at a glance.
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About this brochure
What is the structure of this brochure?  

THE SEARCH FOR ALTERNATIVE FINANCIAL MODELS 

Funding is a crucial factor for the success of ESCO projects. But what if 
municipalities and other governments do not have enough resources for the 
energy renovation of their patrimony in these times of shrinking budgets and 
increasing cuts, even if they will gain the financial benefits in the long run? 

From the very start of the project, we have been looking at alternative financial 
models, with the goal of finding the most appropriate ones and testing them in 
pilot projects.

We also go in search of answers with respect to missed opportunities around 
the Climate Fund, a registered cooperative partnership aiming at durable funding 
by means of public participation – one of the tested financial models.

OPTIMISING EXISTING ESCO OPERATIONS

ESCOLIMBURG2020 has also optimised Infrax’ existing ESCO model.  
The concept ‘energy management’ proved very useful for raising awareness 
amongst the municipal administrations with regard to their energy consumption. 
By monitoring large consumers, the municipalities are mapping out the energy 
gluttons. This makes it possible to set priorities, whereby cherry-picking is 
avoided where possible by going for a total vision. 

Monitoring after energy renovation helps to chart the energy profits and swiftly 
intervene in case of any anomalies.

We explain precisely how the different parties proceeded to persuade 
municipalities to focus on energy renovation. CO2-emissions reduction plans 
and policy dialogues, customised for the municipalities, proved to be the missing 
pieces of the puzzle. 

01 

02 
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1SEVEN INSPIRING PROJECTS 

Subsequently, we will discuss seven of the 46 ESCOLIMBURG2020 projects, 
when the various parties involved may have their say by offering their different 
perspectives: a mayor, an alderman, a sustainability officer, a building manager …

CAPACITY BUILDING

Energy renovation, the deployment of renewable techniques and the reduction 
of emissions do not end with the completed projects. Capacity building – 
learning skills and building trust – forms an integral part of the projects.  
We elaborate on the efforts made at a municipal level and in the construction 
industry, visit an inspiring project regarding local energy and describe the 
realisation of the Postgraduate Energy Efficiency Services programme at  
the PXL University College.

LESSONS LEARNED. SEVEN STEPS TOWARDS SUCCESSFUL 
ESCO IMPLEMENTATION

The brochure ends with the main conclusions, lessons learned and 
recommendations for the future.

03 

04 

05 
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1What is the great-
est obstacle for 
municipalities to 

 engage in energy renovation? When 
 ESCOLIMBURG2020 was launched 
we were convinced that the financ-
ing would be the most significant 
stumbling-block. Energy renovation 
is not often included in renovation 
plans, and is therefore regarded as 
an additional cost. In 2013, the  local 
admini strations had just experienced 
several rounds of cuts and did not 
possess the necessary  resources 
to engage in  energy  renovation. 
Moreover, in 2014, the accounting 
 regulations for the Flemish municipal-
ities and the Public Centres of Social 

Welfare (PCSWs) changed. The new 
 Policy and Ma nagement Cycle (PMC) 
 requires  better balanced munici-
pal budgets causing some municipal 
 administrations to be reluctant to em-
bark on  major infrastructural projects.

Therefore, we started with an internal 
study on alternative financial models, 
which was later supplemented and 
elaborated in depth in a KPMG study 
analysing five possible models. A brief 
overview (source: KPMG – Infrax 
– Financieringsstructuren – Final 
Report 10/2014).

The search 
for alternative 
financial  
models

Acceleration of energy renovation with ESCOLIMBURG2020 13



1. Infrax 
2.0 sculpted 
financing

2. Structural 
cooperation 
with private 
ESCO parties

WHO? Infrax offers financing  
to local administrations.

WHAT? Fine-tuning of the 
existing approach, whereby  
the financing is included in 
Infrax’ balance sheet.  
The repayment profile is 
maximally aligned with the 
investment cost recovery time.

ADVANTAGES?
-  PMC neutral for local 

administrations, because 
repayment is adjusted to 
energy savings.

-  Higher interest rate by Infrax 
can be justified by added 
value (PMC neutrality) of the 
financial structure.

-  One-stop solution for local 
administrations.

-  The loan portfolio can be   
on-lent in time.

DISADVANTAGES? 
-  Substantial impact on Infrax’ 

balance sheet and cash flow
-  The Structure does not limit 

the pre-financing period for 
investments.

CONCLUSION?
Extending credits is not in line 
with Infrax’ mission and risk 
profile. However, the structure 
is maintained as a transitional 
measure and alternative 
channel if projects cannot be 
realised in a different way.

WHO? Public-Private 
Partnership (PPP), in which 
Infrax (or a friendly party) and a 
commercial installer establish a 
Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV). 
The objective of the SPV is to 
realise the targeted energy-
saving investments.

WHAT? The SPV acts as client 
and finances the energy-
saving investments for the 
municipalities. The municipalities 
close an EPC (Energy 
Performance Contract) with the 
SPV and then pay the SPV a 
fee as a function of the energy 
saved.

ADVANTAGES?
-  The SPV bears the financial 

and operational risks.  
-  No impact on Infrax’ financial 

position

DISADVANTAGES?
–  Exclusive cooperation with 

a single installer. As a public 
institution, Infrax should 
always work independently.

-  Will possibly be less perceived 
as an Infrax product, so there 
will be no increased customer 
retention.

CONCLUSION?
The structure was not further 
examined in the context of this 
project.

The search 
for alternative 
financial  
models

14



3.  Cooperation 
with  public 
 financial 
 parties / Green 
investment 
fund

4. Intermuni-
cipal partner-
ship

5. Revolving 
fund

WHO? Infrax with a financial 
party

WHAT? PPP structure in which 
Infrax and a financial partner set 
up an SPV whose objective is to 
realise energy-saving measures. 
Upon execution of investments, 
per (part-) project, a tender can 
be issued for the selection of an 
installer.

ADVANTAGES?
-  No impact on Infrax’ financial 

position. Possibility to work 
with multiple (also smaller/
local) contractors.

DISADVANTAGES?
– None.

CONCLUSION?
The structure will be further 
examined, because the 
financing takes place outside 
of the Infrax’ balance sheet and 
Infrax can play a prominent 
role in the elaboration, without 
binding itself exclusively to one 
commercial competitor.

WHO? Intermunicipal 
partnership, founded by 
different municipalities.

WHAT? An intermunicipal 
association that acts as third 
investor in energy-saving 
measures. The municipalities 
invest their own equity in 
proportion to the size of the 
investments to be realised.  
For the execution, the 
association relies on 
subcontractors, including Infrax.

ADVANTAGES?
–  External debt financing is 

set up at the level of an 
intermunicipal partnership.

DISADVANTAGES?
-  Initiative for investing and the 

investment decision lies with 
the local administrations.

-  Infrax has less room to take 
active measures to promote 
the necessary investments.

-  Complexity of the structure 
may have a delaying effect.

CONCLUSION?
The structure was not further 
examined in the context of this 
project.

WHO? Fund financed by 
resources of Infrax, or 
intermunicipal fund of which 
the resources are owned 
by the participating local 
administrations.

WHAT? Fund from which local 
administrations can borrow 
resources for investments 
in energy-saving measures. 
Afterwards, the administration 
will pay back the loan, making 
it available in the fund for other 
municipalities to borrow.

ADVANTAGES?
-  Resources have to be reserved 

only once.
-  Because the borrowed funds 

are payed back, the realised 
savings are not just absorbed 
by the local operating budget.

DISADVANTAGES?
-  Municipal administrations 

cannot all borrow at the 
same time, which means a 
disadvantage for those who 
are further down the line

-   The long recycling period of 
such a fund can only offer 
a long-term answer to the 
constant need.

CONCLUSION?
The revolving fund is not 
further examined, because it 
may give rise to (an impression 
of) unequal treatment 
between the participating 
administrations and other 
customers of Infrax.

Acceleration of energy renovation with ESCOLIMBURG2020 15



Following a thorough analysis, we decided to 
further examine options 1 and 3: sculpted 
financing and green investment fund. 

Sculpted financing was introduced to the municipalities 
and explained during various discussions. Still, success 
was quite limited. There are two main reasons for this. 

Contrary to what was initially assumed, the reluctance 
of the Flemish municipalities to engage in energy 
renovation cannot be explained by a lack of the 
necessary financial means. The Limburg municipalities 
generally have a healthy cash flow. Rather, investments 
are held back due to more subjective factors, such as 
political resistance to important investments with long 
cost recovery periods.

The other reason lies in the decline of interest rates 
for loans in the private sector. Loans have never been 
cheaper, especially for public administrations that are 
deemed solvent. Banks can offer better rates than 
Infrax. However, the public grid operator keeps offering 
sculpted financing solutions, aiming at a leverage 
function for profitable projects of municipalities 
with cash flow problems and/or a limited borrowing 
capacity.

Due to the limited success of sculpted financing, a 
lot of additional hope was vested in cooperation with 
public financial parties in a green investment fund. But 

that option also clashed with the low bank interest 
rates and a number of setbacks in the aftermath of the 
banking crisis. We will elaborate on this extensively in 
the following pages.

Therefore, in the project period 2013-2017, the 
structural cooperation with private ESCO parties 
was reactivated as a financial model. Thereby, special 
attention was paid to the prevention of cherry-picking 
by private parties. In this process, Infrax plays the role 
of well-informed, steering and monitoring facilitator 
who serves as a bridge between the municipality on 
the one hand and the commercial partner on the other. 

Thanks to its broad view of the patrimony of the 
municipalities, Infrax is also able to cluster projects. 
By combining profitable and non-profitable projects, 
sometimes even across municipal borders, the total 
balance can still be positive in a number of cases, which 
increases the potential of realisable projects. However, 
due to the persistently low interest rates, the market 
for private ESCO parties is virtually at a standstill.

›› Investments are held back 
due to more subjective factors, 
such as political resistance to 
important investments with long 
cost recovery periods. ‹‹

The search 
for alternative 
financial  
models
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Initially, financing energy renovation seemed like a wonderful idea with a lot of potential. The 
green investment fund that was named Limburg Climate Fund would create wide social support 
for renewable energy and energy-efficient (re)construction. Civilians would buy shares to furnish 
the fund, after which the capital would be invested in climate projects. Moreover, the shareholders 
could rely on a welcome annual dividend. However, the Limburg Climate Fund faced a number of 
setbacks and was priced out of the market due to the extremely low interest rates. The Limburg 
Climate Fund has been put on ice until further notice, but the fire has not completely gone out yet.

The idea of creating a climate fund arose 
in 2010-2011 at the Limburg Climate 
Parliament, a high-level group with 

leaders from provincial interest groups, including 
representatives of trade unions and employers’ 
organisations and all the Limburg ETS companies.

In 2011, three partners took the initiative to establish 
the Climate Fund: Limburgse Reconversie Maatschappij 
(LRM – an investment company), Nuhma (company 
whose shares are 100% owned by the municipalities) 
and Limcoop (Limburg cooperative active in initiatives 
with a clear social and community value). These are, 
respectively, an investment company focussing on 
innovation and sustainability, a holding used by the 
joint Limburg municipalities to invest in renewable 
energy, and a cooperative of the Christian labour 
movement ACW (now renamed beweging.net).

Luc Driesen is CEO of the GreenVille green business 
centre (the shareholder that replaced ACW in 2014) 
and one of the true believers in the potential of the 
Climate Fund. In 2011, he was a government employee 
of the then Member of the Provincial Executive for the 
Environment, Frank Smeets.

Climate Fund 
versus low interest 
rates

WHAT? Limburg Climate Fund, a cooperative 
organisation that can collect capital to finance, 
amongst others, sustainable renovation.

INTERVIEWED
Luc Driesen, CEO of shareholder GreenVille until 
August 2016

MOST IMPORTANT LESSON? 
“Hold back communications until your project is 
completely set up.”
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Driesen looks back: “The great example for the 
Climate Fund was the cooperative Limburg Win(d)t, 
a partnership between LRM and Aspiravi, a company 
investing in wind energy (and in which Nuhma 
participates). The main elements of the Climate Fund 
during its formation were: investing in sustainability 
and creating a nice return for the shareholders. The 
goal of collecting capital from citizens instead of banks, 
was to create greater public support for wind energy. At 
that time, wind turbines were mainly financed by bank 
loans. For example, collecting half of the necessary 
equity from citizens means you can install double the 
amount of wind turbines.”

BUMPY RIDE

The idea behind the Limburg Climate Fund was simple: 
if it worked for wind energy, then why wouldn’t it work 
for solar and biomass energy, or even for energy (re)
construction? The original shareholders of the Limburg 
Climate Fund (LRM, Nuhma and ACW) invested in the 
new cooperative and they received a subsidy from the 
province.

However, an external factor abruptly ended the 
honeymoon. Late 2012, in the aftermath of the banking 
crisis, ARCO holding, the registered cooperative 
partnership of the ACW went bankrupt. Sometime 

later, the Christian labour organisation decided to 
withdraw from the Limburg Climate Fund. In 2014, 
Greenville acquired the ACW’s shares.

After the banking crisis, stock market watchdog FSMA 
(Financial Services and Markets Authority) strictly 
monitored the statutes and the prospectus of new 
cooperatives like the Climate Fund in order to minimise 
any risk of a new financial disaster as much as possible. 
This resulted in significant delays.

EXTREMELY LOW INTEREST RATES

A year had passed and in the meantime the interest 
rates on the money market continued to decline, 
making it increasingly difficult for the Climate Fund 
start-up to find suitable projects. After all, the market 
was flooded with historically cheap bank loans. It 
became very hard to find suitable projects with a good 
Return on Investment, which could also yield a decent 
dividend.

“Whatever the cost, we wanted to start with good 
projects,” Luc Driesen recalls. “At the time, it seemed 
necessary to us to engage in sufficient risk spreading. 
In retrospect, we might have been a little too careful. 
But there were so many practical and administrative 
issues, that we never got around to actually investing. 

The search 
for alternative 
financial  
models

The most important lesson 
learned is probably that 

such a project depends on 
the right context.

Luc Driesen
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However, when we announced the launch of the 
Climate Fund in 2011, we could count on a lot of 
enthusiasm. Initially, people could indicate whether 
they would be willing to buy shares. After three days, 
the numbers already stood at a couple of hundreds 
of thousands of euros. But for clarity’s sake, these 
amounts have never been collected.”

RADIO SILENCE

After 2014, little was heard from the Climate Fund. 
“Communication was difficult,” Luc Driesen admits. 
“We did however learn a valuable lesson: if ever 
we go looking for shareholders again because the 
market conditions are more favourable, then we will 
not communicate a word about it until everything is 

in place and we have strong projects that could start 
the following day, in a manner of speaking. The most 
important lesson learned is probably that such a 
project depends on the right context.”

In anticipation of better times, the Climate Fund has 
become a dormant company, a structure that shall 
allow the invested capital to remain intact, and a 
cooperative that can quickly be reactivated when the 
interest rate environment changes.

Luc Driesen
CEO GreenVille
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2›› Measuring and benchmarking 
helps to distinguish the large energy 
consumers from those buildings with 
a more modest consumption.  ‹‹
Dirk Schreurs 
Manager Customer Management and Rational Energy Consumption at Infrax
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2Reducing their CO2-emissions through energy renovation is not 
something the municipalities do on their own. They cooperate 
with the province of Limburg, public grid operator Infrax and NPO 

Dubolimburg, the provincial support centre for sustainable building and living. 

We look back over a process that took years, with Sandra Penders, Project 
Coordinator of Dubolimburg, and Dirk Schreurs, Manager Customer Management 
and Rational Energy Consumption at Infrax.

Optimising 
existing ESCO 
operation
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CLIMATE ACTION PLANS

“The first steps towards energy renovation were 
taken before the launch of ESCOLIMBURG2020,” 
says Sandra Penders. She was responsible for the 
municipal operation regarding ESCOLIMBURG2020 
at Dubolimburg. “After the signing of the Covenant 
of Mayors, we helped each municipality to draft a 
climate action plan. Dubolimburg, in cooperation with 
the province of Limburg, took care of the scientific 
background and the necessary numbers, such as the 
municipal CO2 baseline measurements. Through a 
building scan, we examined all the possibilities for 
achieving the reduction of CO2-emissions in the 
private housing market. Subsequently, the potential of 
renewable energy within the municipal territory was 
charted in a renewable energy scan.”

A year later, every municipality had its local climate 
action plan and several pilot projects were started 
including, amongst others, regarding collective 
renovation and climate neutral allotments. However, 
one important pilot project was missing: buildings that 
are the property of the municipality, a category with 
a lot of improvement potential and an important role 
model for the inhabitants of the municipality. And that 
was precisely the aim of the ESCOLIMBURG2020 
project.

SENSITISATION AND UNBURDENING

Before ESCOLIMBURG2020 was launched, public 
grid operator Infrax had already been developing an 
ESCO operation in the province since 2010. Since the 
mid-90s, public grid operators have been trying to 
make municipalities aware of the energy consumption 
of their buildings. They accomplished that with the 
help of energy accounting programmes measuring 
the consumption of a number of buildings (see next 
chapter: ‘About measuring, knowing and convincing’). 

“However, that energy accounting was mostly nothing 
more than a reporting tool whose annual reports usually 
just ended up at the bottom of a cabinet, without any 
follow-up,” says Dirk Schreurs from Infrax. “The initial 
energy accounting only showed the monthly and 
annual data. The data supplied were hardly ever, or not 
at all, analysed or compared to other buildings.”

“In 2010, we offered our municipalities to equip their 
buildings with Automatic Meter Reading (AMR), free 
of charge. Thus, we now have the consumption data 
per quarter of an hour for electricity, and per hour for 
natural gas. By means of a handy tool, the municipality 
can consult the data at any time. In addition, we have 
commissioned Cenergie Consultancy to issue an annual 
report, in which similar buildings are benchmarked.”

Optimising 
existing ESCO 
operation
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Measuring and benchmarking helps to distinguish the 
large energy consumers from those buildings with a 
more modest consumption. During the discussion of 
the final report with the municipality, Infrax always 
offers free feasibility studies. Such a feasibility study 
provides a concrete overview of the possible savings: 
heating, ventilation, air conditioning, sustainable 
lighting, renewable energy and insulation. If the result 
is positive, then the municipal partner can give the 
green light. Subsequently, Infrax provides a detailed 
elaboration of the energy measures and procurement 
of the works, bearing in mind the level of ambition of 
the municipalities.

Many municipalities are willing to take action to reduce 
their energy consumption, but in particular smaller 
municipalities often lack the knowledge or capacity. 
“Therefore, we have put the focus on unburdening, 

not on fancy financial stories,” says Dirk Schreurs.  
“At Infrax, we do have the necessary technical expertise 
and the legal and financial knowledge when it comes 
to detailed studies, energy-efficient estimates, permits 
and site monitoring.”

›› We have put the 
focus on unburdening, 
not on fancy financial 
stories. ‹‹
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OPTIMISATIONS

Thanks to the ESCOLIMBURG2020 project, Infrax 
managed to implement a number of significant 
improvements in their ESCO approach. These 
optimisations were accurately charted by Infrax in a 
detailed project flow. Infrax also drew up a procedure 
to provide all parties concerned with a clear view of 
what is expected of them within the pre-determined 
time frame.

One of the most impactful improvements to the ESCO 
model was made possible by the change in legislation 
with regard to public procurement. This change in 
legislation has enabled Infrax since 2016 to work with a 
list of qualified contractors who can register on that list 
whenever they want, on the basis of a number of pre-
determined qualification criteria. Before the change in 
legislation, interested contractors could only register 
on the list once a year. Because of this limitation, local 
contractors often missed out on interesting projects in 
the past. 

Thanks to this list of qualified contractors, Infrax can 
now offer more flexible contracts, and work can be 
divided between different contractors, so that their 
risk of short-term overload is reduced. By means of 
this list of qualified contractors, multiple consultancies 
can also be deployed. For each project, we examine 
whether a disciplinary team is necessary – especially 
for larger projects – or whether a consultancy should 
be found for each discipline. For HVAC control, Infrax 
determined the need for separate tenders, thus finding 
the appropriate contractors for the work.

In order to ensure customer satisfaction for the 
local administrations during the entire term of their 
renovation project, it proved essential to add two 

additional steps to the ESCO process. By determining 
the level of ambition with the help of a questionnaire, 
and the scope by means of a scope meeting, Infrax is 
now able to prevent expectations or new requirements 
arising for a municipality other than those set forth in 
the feasibility study.

CO2-EMISSIONS REDUCTION PLANS

This ESCO operation by Infrax had a difficult start-up 
phase. Infrax’ ESCO offer was not fully elaborated, and 
some municipalities were not entirely satisfied with 
the initial approach of their renovation project, which 
caused some negative word of mouth between the 
municipalities. 

During the course of 2013, the scepticism prevailing 
here and there with regard to the ESCO operation gave 
way to careful enthusiasm, partly due to the efforts 
of Dubolimburg. Amongst other things, Dubolimburg 
sparked off that enthusiasm by policy dialogues, by 
offering training regarding ESCO, and establishing 
customised municipal CO2-emissions reduction plans. 
These latter are manuals that help municipalities in 
an accessible way to determine which buildings to 
address first, that tell them how to accomplish this 
with ESCOLIMBURG2020, and that explain how to fit 
this into their climate ambitions. The CO2-emissions 
reduction plans provide concise and visually attractive 
information at the level of the municipal patrimony, 
thus reinforcing the existing annual energy reports. 
The energy consumption of municipal buildings, the 
associated costs, the targeted level of ambition, and 
the savings potential can be read at a glance.

›› The best way for making the 
municipalities aware of their 
buildings’ consumption and the 
possibilities for renovation, was 
to benchmark them with similar 
buildings. ‹‹

Optimising 
existing ESCO 
operation
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Project flow of the Infrax ESCO approach.  

In policy dialogues with representatives of the 
municipalities, Dubolimburg explained the ESCO 
operation and emphasised the great ambition of the 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 project: a global reduction of 
CO2-emissions by no less than 40%.

“The best way for making the municipalities aware 
of their buildings’ consumption and the possibilities 
for renovation, was to benchmark them with similar 
buildings,” Sandra Penders explains. “We identify the 
buildings with the highest energy consumption, and 
their savings potential. Thereby, the municipalities get 
a clear view of the buildings that are best renovated 
first. A CO2-emissions reduction plan aims to introduce 
municipalities to the ESCO operation and to convince 
them to let Infrax perform a feasibility study for them.”

Subsequently, in close consultation and based on the 
annual energy reports, the CO2-emissions reduction 
plans and the multiple contacts of the project partners 
from the ESCOLIMBURG2020 project with the 
municipalities, buildings that are eligible for renovation 

are selected for a feasibility study. Based on the 
technical data, Infrax calculates the investment costs 
for a building and the savings of the energy-efficient 
investment. “Thus, we also map out the cost recovery 
time. On the basis of this information, the municipality 
can decide to start a more detailed study and whether 
or not to continue with an energy-efficient investment.”

The model works. 80% of the municipalities immediately 
accepted the offer to conduct a feasibility study. 
Meanwhile, 90% of the Flemish Infrax municipalities 
are making use of it. Municipalities are enthusiastic 
about the attractive offer. Moreover, such measuring 
forms part of the Covenant of Mayors to which they 
have committed themselves. A double advantage.

LEVERAGES FOR CONVINCING LOCAL AUTHORITIES
- Energy accounting and annual energy report discussion 
-  Sustainable energy action plan within the framework of the Covenant of Mayors
- CO2-emissions reduction plan and policy dialogues 
- Capacity building and sensitization 

Decision local 
authority  

Scope setting 
Feasibility study 

Detailed study
- Predesign 
- Design 
- Tendering 
- Assignment 

Project implemen-
tation   

Pre-financing 

Acceptance  
(Re)payment

Decision local 
authority  

Positive feedback 
loop

Exemplary role
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CREDIBILITY

An important lesson from the start-up of the project is 
that issuing concrete figures on the reduction potential 
of specific buildings too soon is counterproductive. 
Thus, you risk arousing false expectations, thus putting 
pressure on ESCO’s credibility. Infrax’ free feasibility 
studies proved a much better instrument to convince 
the municipalities, because they were based on the 
concrete data of individual buildings and provided 
reliable figures. 

OVERALL VISION 

The main barrier for taking further action remains the 
fact that most municipalities still don’t have an overall 
vision of their patrimony. “It still mainly comes down 
to intervening when there’s absolutely no other way, 

for example because the roof is leaking,” says Sandra 
Penders. “The good news is that meanwhile it has 
become quite evident to combine such renovation with 
insulation work. But we still have a long way to go.”

What is it that ultimately makes a municipality decide 
whether or not to proceed with energy-efficient 
renovation and building? “Quite often, it is the vision 
of a single or just a couple of persons that we should 
thank for that,” says Dirk Schreurs. “One leader, one 
believer, one pioneer with some influence can set the 
whole project in motion. That is the one you need to 
reach with your approach.”

CHANGING CONDITIONS

The decision to start projects also depends on the 
rhythm of the legislatures. “In 2012, we had a small 
set-back due to municipal and provincial elections,” 
says Dirk Schreurs. “Numerous new administrations 
were installed in 2013. New administrations means 
taking one step back to subsequently advance two. 
They undertake very little the first year; instead, they 
submit the legacy of their predecessors to a critical 
analysis. In addition, a new budgeting system for 
municipalities was introduced, numerous financial 
audits took place, and there was an overall impression 
of budgetary scarcity, enhanced even more by the 
elimination of subsidies for solar panels (PV).”

Until February 2014, the subsidies from the Flemish 
government for PV panels ensured very short cost recovery 
periods. Even now, PV installations are still profitable, but 
the cost recovery period is a little longer. Subsidy in general 
is no longer a means to substantially reduce the total cost 
recovery period of energy renovation.

“At the start of the project, we felt compelled to gain the 
trust all over again, and to adjust our financial model, which 
was partially based on PV subsidies,” says Dirk Schreurs. 

›› The main barrier for 
taking further action 
remains the fact that most 
municipalities still don’t 
have an overall vision of 
their patrimony. ‹‹

›› One leader, one believer, one pioneer 
with some influence can set the whole 
project in motion.‹‹

Optimising 
existing ESCO 
operation
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›› We need to learn to take 
into account the actual 
health and climate costs of 
fossil fuels. ‹‹

THE FUTURE

What will the future bring? “It is probably necessary to 
apply stricter and especially more enforceable energy 
standards for the renovation of (government) buildings,” 
explains Dirk Schreurs. “Currently, the standard that 
3% of the government buildings in Flanders have to be 
renovated is not enforceable. We also need to learn to 
take into account the actual health and climate costs 
of fossil fuels over the entire lifespan of a building. In 
the long run, we will evolve towards a completely new 
energy landscape, in which local energy production 

with renewable sources will play a leading role. Public 
grids will become smart grids in which storage and 
management are crucial. In such a context, we, as public 
grid operator, should evolve into a system administrator 
that is there to align supply and demand. This can 
be achieved, for example, by using smart meters and 
smart controls in combination with buffering. But we 
have to further reduce our energy consumption: that is 
beneficial to all. In fact, I am convinced that in twenty 
years from now, no more fossil fuels will be used in 
buildings. Municipalities and other governments will set 
a good example. There’s nothing wrong with raising the 
bar a little more.”

THE REALITY

Unfortunately, we still have a long way to go. The 
budgetary austerity experienced by the municipalities, 
in part due to the new accounting rules, has often 
made municipalities reluctant to proceed with energy 
investments and total renovations. However, for Dirk 
Schreurs the glass is half full. “These factors hinder us, 
and our financial model is under pressure due to the 
low energy prices. But that does not prevent us from 
executing low-cost interventions that yield a maximum 
result: such as the proper adjustment of installations 
and their controls. When we spot an opportunity to 
perform a necessary renovation in an energy-friendly 
manner, we will not hesitate to recommend this.”

The closing balance is positive. Dirk Schreurs is 
convinced that a real change in mentality is afoot. 
“The mindset on energy has changed profoundly over 
the last ten years. Climate issues and the pursuit of 
sustainability are high on the agenda. Governments 
and a company like Infrax play important exemplary 
roles.”
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Lessons for 
the future

Offering measuring and feasibility studies helps governments 
across the threshold to opt for energy-efficient renovation. 

Smaller entities in particular appreciate help and support with 
tenders and site monitoring.

Stricter and enforceable energy performance standards help to 
take further steps in the right direction. 
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About measuring, 
knowing and  
convincing

Measuring is knowing

In order to help energy-efficient renovation find a wider entry point, you should start by finding out 
exactly what your initial consumption is. Then it comes down to using a convincing model to map out 
the cost price and the cost recovery period in a reliable way. 

We talked to Cenergie, a consultancy Infrax often works with, to gather more background information 
about measuring. Further on, we will explain how this information was used to help municipalities select 
and approve their renovation projects.

S ince the mid-90s, Cenergie Consultancy 
has been offering solutions for monitoring 
buildings and energy-efficient construction 

and renovation. Meanwhile, approximately 4,600 
buildings are being monitored with software solutions 
by Cenergie. 

Commissioned by Infrax, Cenergie manages the energy 
accounting of the municipalities and provides the annual 
energy reports. In the context of the ESCO project, 
Cenergie also performs feasibility and detailed studies. 
With success, as more and more municipalities combine 
renovation with extensive energy and insulation measures.

As is the case in many other European countries, some 
Belgian municipalities face budgetary constraints. 
Renovation and maintenance are still carried out as a 
function of resolving problems, and not necessarily as 
a function of the best energy measures. “Long-term 
planning – with regard to patrimony management and 
preventive maintenance – only started to make its 
ascent in recent years,” Dirk Everaert acknowledges. 
“Governments realise that there is money to be made 
in the long term. In addition, the social context has also 
changed: the climate problem and CO2-emissions are 
high on the agenda, thanks to, amongst others, The 
Covenant of Mayors.”

WHAT?  
Cenergie – Consultancy and Engineering 
Agency for energy optimisation of buildings

INTERVIEWED
Toon Possemiers, General Manager / 
Dirk Everaert, Project Coordinator Energy 
Monitoring

MOST IMPORTANT LESSON? 
“Measuring is knowing is the basis, but it does 
not solve everything. You need people and 
systems interpreting the data, undertaking 
actions and offering feedback.”
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Commissioned by Infrax, Cenergie has been drawing 
up the annual energy reports for the municipalities 
since 2010. In these reports, they compare, amongst 
others, similar buildings from different municipalities. 
Thus, every Limburg administration learns which 
buildings are major consumers, both in absolute terms 
and per square metre. This is a good starting point for 
establishing a list of priorities for buildings that are 
suitable for a feasibility study, possibly followed by a 
detailed study with a concrete package of measures 
for achieving a better level of ambition. “With our 
feasibility and detailed studies, we are always very 
ambitious in our proposals; it is up to the municipalities 
to choose how far they are willing to go,” says Toon 
Possemiers.

QUICK WINS

Cost recovery periods of 15 years or more for energy 
renovation may seem feasible and affordable to outsiders, 
but Cenergie is used to a different kind of reality. Dirk 
Everaert: “In the industry, they do not look ahead more 
than two or three years. If an investment does not pay 
itself back within that term, it will not be made.”

“The cliché is that a municipality does not look further 
ahead than the end of its legislature. This often means 
that measures regarding controlling and optimising 
an installation have a shorter cost recovery period. 
Fortunately, in practice, that cliché doesn’t always 
appear to be true,” says Toon Possemiers. 

How does Cenergie go about convincing governments? 
“We prepare a package including both measures with a 
very short cost recovery time and measures that take 
a lot longer. But it is practically impossible to prepare 
a package with a cost recovery period of less than ten 
years. Thus, a long-term vision remains essential for 
moving to action.”

Therefore, there is a risk that municipal administrations 
engage in cherry-picking, or in other words, that they 
only pick the fruits that hang low and do not proceed 
with the thorough interventions that only pay off in 
the long term. With a long-term vision and an ESCO 
approach, this can be avoided.

›› Long-term planning – 
with regard to patrimony 
management and 
preventive maintenance 
– only started to make its 
ascent in recent years. ‹‹

›› In the industry, they 
do not look ahead 
more than two or three 
years. If an investment 
does not pay itself back 
within that term, it will 
not be made. ‹‹

Optimising 
existing ESCO 
operation
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›› We prepare a package including both 
measures with a very short cost recovery time 
and measures that take a lot longer. ‹‹

At first, the ESCO concept had to overcome a lot of 
scepticism. “The ESCO approach remains a complicated 
story,” Possemiers admits. “There are always a number 
of variables that are hard to control: user behaviour, 
the future cost of energy ... The concept is based on 
certain assumptions with regard to savings, but you 
also have to take the rebound effect into account: 
energy-saving measures can lead to a change in 
attitude, causing you to use more energy anyway. 
However, Infrax has succeeded in developing a model 
with a minimum of risks for the municipalities.” 

 

ENERGY CARE

Monitoring remains the alpha and omega of the 
Cenergie approach. Before a renovation, monitoring 
helps one to become aware of the energy costs and the 
differences between buildings. After the renovation, 
continuous monitoring is necessary for maintaining the 
realised savings and preventing costs from getting out 
of control (so-called ‘dissaving’). 

The next step is equally crucial: follow-up. When the 
temperature is too high somewhere, or a PV installation 
breaks down, or a heat pump is jammed, then quick 
and accurate action is necessary to solve that problem.

“We call it energy care,” says Dirk Everaert. “It starts 
with collecting data, automatically or manually. 
Subsequently, these data have to be processed, and 
climate and weather corrections have to be applied to 
them, followed by disseminating this intelligence. From 
this, reports and alarms can be generated. ‘Measuring is 
knowing’ is the basis, but it does not solve everything. 
Systems and people are needed to interpret these 
data, take action and provide feedback. That circle 
can only be closed if someone is responsible for the 
process and has the time and the means to intervene.”

Lessons for 
the future

With patrimony management, money can be made in the long term.

Monitoring is both the alfa and the omega. Before a renovation, 
monitoring helps to make one aware of the energy cost; after the 
renovation to keep costs from running out of control.

Follow-up is equally crucial: monitoring without follow-up is like 
an empty box.
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Seven 
inspiring 
projects

We talked to seven persons involved about the ESCO projects in 
their municipality. About the relevant buildings, how the decision 
came about, how the works proceeded, what the results are, and 
how they look back on the project?
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01 Maasmechelen
With its 25-year-old technical installation and a building envelope dating from 
1982, the Prinsenpark Swimming Pool in Maasmechelen no longer complied 
with the Flemish environmental legislation Vlarem II. In order to keep the 
pool open, the municipality was obliged to have considerable works carried 
out. Seizing the opportunity, they decided also to address the heating and 
ventilation systems and to thoroughly insulate the building in the context of 
ESCOLIMBURG2020.

Caroline Penders 
Alderman Public Works and Patrimony

A new 
swimming pool 
at no cost
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NECESSITY FOR RENOVATION

In 2012 the municipal 
administration was informed 
that the swimming pool 

needed a thorough renovation in order 
to qualify for a new environmental 
permit. The choice for additional 
investment in energy-saving measures 
was easily made, according to Caroline 
Penders. “Our municipality is facing 
major budgetary austerity. Under these 
circumstances, it is a good thing that 
an ESCO arrangement can be used 
to spread the investments over time. 
Thanks to our good contacts with 
Infrax, we were aware of its existence. 
The municipality itself has financed this 
ESCO project through bank loans, which, 
with historically low interest rates, we 
have even been able to renegotiate.”

In the municipal administration, 
everybody had been won over by the 
project. “If you look at the tables with 
the investments and the cost recovery 
periods, and you rely on external and 
internal expertise, then, as a sensible 
person, you cannot be opposed 
to this dossier,” Caroline Penders 
reminisces. “Of course you have to 
accept a number of assumptions, such 
as inflation at 4% per year. But even 
if that doesn’t happen today, there 
are other reasons to execute such 
a project anyway, especially in its 
aspect of greening and sustainability, 
and as an example for the people.”

For this project, Maasmechelen invested about 1 million euros in energy-
saving measures with a cost recovery period of seven years. If you take into 
account the legally required renovation, which costs about 1,800,000 
euros, then the entire renovation will pay itself back completely over 
time. “We have already reduced the heating costs by 150,000 euros. 
In 19 years’ time, the complete renovation will have paid for itself,” says 
alderman Caroline Penders. “So, it is actually free.”

›› We should have done this sooner.  
As a municipality, we’re not sufficiently 

aware of the energy costs.‹‹

Municipal Swimming Pool 
Prinsenpark  
Location: Ringlaan 400
Owner: Municipality of 
Maasmechelen  

What has been addressed?
Building envelope: roof, windows, 
wall insulation
HVAC: four new air groups 
Relighting: energy-saving discharge 
lamps and new LED luminaries
Reinstalling PV

Originally built in: 1982
Feasibility study: September 2013
Start renovation: May 2014
Delivery works: December 2014

Investment: € 1.016.857 excl. VAT
Cost recovery period: 6,5 years
Energy consumption: -49%
Gas consumption: -50%
CO2-emissions: -50%
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A new 
swimming 

pool at no cost

COLLABORATION

Caroline Penders believes in the 
power of collaboration. “Munici-
palities never have all the neces-
sary in-house expertise to manage, 
 monitor and optimise their patri-
mony. Therefore, collaboration 
with a supra-municipal body, such 
as Infrax, is essential. Not only for 
our ESCO pilot, but also for the 

maintenance of all our PV instal-
lations on municipal buildings, we 
rely on Infrax.”

Meanwhile, another ESCO project 
is being realised in Maasmechelen: 
a community centre and a nurse-
ry school in the Kotem district, 
for which 246,878.91 euros for 
energy-saving measures are being 
financed through Infrax’ ESCO 
operations.

SYSTEMATIC APPROACH

What could be better? “If I could 
start again from scratch, then I 
would address the most energy-
consuming buildings first. As a 
municipality, the ideal starting 
point would be an energy scan of 
the entire patrimony and then to 
distil a step-by-step plan from it. In 
hindsight, I think it’s a sin that during 
the previous legislature (2007-
2012) we mainly concentrated on 
the relighting of the buildings – 
with a cost recovery period of 17 
years – and we didn’t address the 
heating installations first. Over the 
years, we have learned a lot. In the 
meantime, almost all the heating 
installations have been renewed, 
often with a cost recovery period of 
only two years. Our sustainability 
officer now intensively monitors all 

our heating installations, and that 
saves us thousands more euros a 
year.”

Caroline Penders even dares to 
think ahead. “The renovation 
means that as a municipality, we 
will be spending 150,000 euros 
less in energy each year. This 
is something that benefits the 
municipal treasury, and as such, 
the citizens. But would it not be a 
great idea to use part of the money 
we save through an ESCO loan to 
reinvest it in other energy-saving 
measures?”

CONCLUSION? 

“We’re quite satisfied, but we 
should have done this sooner. As 
a municipality, we’re insufficiently 
considering energy costs. We 
have to work with the municipal 
patrimony more actively, not just 
in the field of monitoring and 
energy-saving measures, but also 
with regard to occupancy and 
maintenance.”

›› If you look at the tables with the 
investments and the cost recovery periods, 
and you rely on external and internal 
expertise, then, as a sensible person, you 
cannot be opposed to this dossier ‹‹

If I could start again from 
scratch, then I would 

address the most energy-
consuming buildings first.  

Caroline Penders 
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Lessons for 
the future

Detailed cost recovery period  
energy-saving measures

Bundling techniques provides overall advantages and avoids cherry-picking

Buildings with an urgent need form the ideal trigger to also address energy-
saving measures

Municipalities must move towards a holistic approach to their patrimony

Technique % budget Cost recovery period

Relighting 4% 18 years

Windows / doors 16% 31 years

Roof + insulation 31% 20 years

HVAC 47% 3,4 years

Global cost recovery 
 period 6,5 years
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02 Overpelt
It began in Overpelt, as in so many other municipalities, with an urgent renovation. The 
dressing rooms of Sports Centre De Bemvoort were in a deplorable condition and something 
needed to be done urgently. One thing led to the other. Infrax offered a free feasibility study. 
In that study, not only the renovation of the dressing rooms was examined, but also the 
renewal of the HVAC and a partial relighting. The cost recovery period of the lighting (57,9 
years) appeared to be a lot longer than that of the PV installation: (14,9 years), but in total, 
the cost recovery period was 21 years. The municipality financed the entire renovation from 
its own resources.

The added value 
of comfort

Rob Meeuwissen 
Technical Expert Municipality Overpelt
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SCEPTICISM

Rob Meeuwissen got invol-
ved in the renovation after 
it had already started and 

at first, he regarded the project with 
a great deal of scepticism. “I thought 
there were too many measuring points 
and automatic controls, and the sys-
tem was way too complex. A year 
 later, we are discovering the teething 
problems of the system, as is the case 
with any reconstruction. However, 
thanks to the sensors, we then knew 

right away what the problem was, and 
we were able to tackle the cause.”

Should all municipal buildings be 
equipped with such systems? “That 
would be great. However, these are 
systems that run in the background 
and are invisible. It is not a beautiful 
façade or a new strip of asphalt, so for 
the administration there is not much 
to show. But for the large buildings, 
this really is the future.”

Rob Meeuwissen of the technical department of the Municipality of 
Overpelt has reservations about the starting points of the feasibility 
study. He believes that the conducted feasibility study shows figures that 
are more expensive than the real cost. 

“The heating installation of the sports centre was 35 years old, thus, it had 
already been written off for 15 years. The renovation has a cost recovery 
period of 18,7 years. These cost recovery periods are calculated on the 
basis of the full investment, while it actually concerns a replacement 
investment. If you renovate the ceiling, it is only logical that the fittings are 
replaced. If it were up to me, we would only calculate those cost recovery 
periods over the additional cost of the energy-friendly interventions 
compared to standard techniques. You have to replace anyway, and the 
price difference of sustainable intervention is actually negligible. Then 
the cost recovery periods will become really interesting and such projects 
will be more easily accepted and carried out.”

›› If it were up to me, we would only calculate 
those cost recovery periods over the additional 

cost of the energy-friendly interventions 
compared to standard techniques.‹‹

Sports Centre De Bemvoort
Location: Overpelt
Owner: Municipality of Overpelt

What has been addressed?
Building envelope: complete 
new roof structure including roof 
insulation, windows, outer wall 
insulation with new wall and full 
renovation of the dressing and 
shower areas (within budget 
Autonomous Municipal Company)
HVAC: Renovation of the central 
boiler room, new balanced 
ventilation with heat recovery 
Relighting: with motion detection 
in dressing rooms
PV installation: 10 kWp

Originally built in: 1975 – 
Expansion/adjustment in 1991  
and 2006 
Detailed study: December 2013
Start renovation: May 2014
Delivery works: September 2014

Investment: € 728.783 excl. VAT 
(and excluding works executed by 
AGB for €300,000 excl. VAT)
Cost recovery period: not 
applicable due to new set up of 
the dressing rooms and focus on 
comfort improvement
Energy consumption: -7%
Gas consumption: -34%
CO2-emissions: -17%
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Lessons for 
the future

Measuring is knowing. Due to the necessary sensors and 
automatic controls, possible problems can easily be remedied. 

Call on the experts. Independent experts can provide 
considerable added value in complex projects.

In addition to energy savings, comfort gain is also a great 
advantage in energy renovation.

COMFORT

After one year, the predicted energy 
savings appear to be correct, and 
there is even a bonus. “What people 
often forget is the gain in comfort. 
Now, warm water always pours out of 
the showers right away. But one gets 
used to comfort very quickly.“

Gradually, Rob Meeuwissen became 
convinced of the importance of 
relighting. “That entails a lot more 
than simply replacing light bulbs with 
energy saving bulbs. The expert who 
was hired took the lighting levels and 
the maintenance of the fittings into 
account and tested all the earthing. A 
real added value!”

Is renovation always the best solution? 
Rob Meeuwissen doesn’t think so. 
“In retrospect, we would have been 
better to dismantle those dressing 
rooms and build them again from 
scratch. That would also have saved 

us from a fair amount of unpleasant 
surprises. For future projects, we are 
convinced that there is not much use 
in renovating buildings older than 30 
years.”

Successful renovation is not without 
consequences. There’s always some 
other building on the wish list, such as 
the Palethe cultural centre. According 
to first calculations, 60% of the 
energy can be saved there too – but 
then again, the heating installation 
has reached the respectable age of 
30 years. But in addition, there ae 
numerous other buildings that could 
be addressed. Rob Meeuwissen 
remains down to earth. As long as 
an installation still works, it is not 
likely to be renewed. And in this 
municipality too, loans are practically 
taboo. The municipality maintains a 
clear principle, and that is to spend as 
little money as possible.”

›› Thanks to the sensors, we knew right away what 
the problem was, and we were able to tackle the 
cause. ‹‹

The added value 
of comfort
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03 Voeren 
Amidst the rolling pastures of Voeren, a Flemish enclave in the Province of 
Liège, lies the vast provincial school campus. It houses a primary school, a 
secondary school and a centre for adult education. In addition, the campus 
includes a swimming pool and a brand-new sports centre. 

Total 
 approach 

with an 
eye for 
lock-in 
 effects

Rik Tomsin responsible for the Voeren campus buildings and  
Jos Dreessen direction facility management, Province of Limburg
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We are given a guided tour by Rik 
Tomsin, the IT and building manager 
with a keen sense of sustainability. 

The renovations that have been conducted here 
in the context of the ESCO project are substantial. 
All the flat roofs have been insulated and equipped 
with a new roof skin. New roof domes were installed. 
The swimming pool has been thoroughly sealed. The 
windows of the buildings were renewed, and the 
outside doors were replaced with automatic sliding 
doors where possible – the only way to keep the heat 
indoors on such a campus.

The energy-efficient measures go beyond that. The 
school also realised major savings on its own with 
relighting (though the exact figures are not available). 
Presence-based controls were added in the toilets. All 
PCs are switched off centrally at night. Even the coffee 
machines are switched off thanks to smart plugs. On 
weekends, the temperature in the school drops to 
15°C, during holidays to 10°C.

Possible lock-in effects were taken into account with 
the renewal of the windows and doors: the joinery 
is wide enough to connect possible future outer wall 
insulation.

READY FOR THE FUTURE

Rik Tomsin is content. “The quality of our buildings has 
improved. We are ready for the future and we are doing 
something good for the environment. In addition, we are 
saving 50% on gas consumption. I would recommend 
every school to invest in energy-saving measures if they 
can. The crucial factor in this is to regard the renovation 
as a total package for which you keep the long term in 
mind.”

“We must ensure that in the future, all necessary 
maintenance is always carried out,” Rik Tomsin points 
out. “In the past, buildings were often built to then ignore 
them for the next 20 years. We cannot make that same 
mistake again.”

FRAGMENTED COMPETENCES

Provincial building manager Jos Dreessen is enthusiastic 
about the energy renovation of this campus, but less 
optimistic about the patrimony as a whole. “Why do 
we renovate a building? Initially we look to see where 
it rains inside or where roof insulation is missing 
entirely. So for now, we are only addressing the most 
urgent cases. We have always had to keep building 
because of the steady growth of the school and that 

Total  approach 
with an eye for 

lock-in  effects

Main lesson?   
Consider a renovation as a 

total package, keeping in 
mind the long term. 

Jos Dreessen
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Develop an overall vision of the patrimony, address the main energy 
consumers first, in particular the building envelope. 

Also consider future interventions, thus avoiding lock-in effects. 

If there is an overall vision for the budget, an overall vision for the 
building can be developed.

is where all the budget went. But the main problem 
is that responsibility for the schools is fragmented 
over several departments and that there is hardly any 
money left for renovations and repairs.”

The renovation of the Voeren Campus will pay for 
itself only in 15 years. Nevertheless, the ESCO project 
was necessary for that step to be taken. How come? 
“Since the new provincial decree, the operating costs 
of an educational institution must be borne by the 
responsible Intern Verzelfstandigd Agentschap – 
Internally Autonomous Agency (IVA),” Jos Dreessen 
explains. That is a provincial entity that is charged 
with policy implementation tasks of provincial interest. 
“However, the investment costs of the new heating 
installation for the campus are borne by the province, 
which does not have any accounting advantage in the 

renovation. If there is no overall vision for the budget, 
then it is very difficult to develop an overall vision 
for a building. But in addition, you have to develop 
a holistic vision for the entire patrimony, addressing 
the main energy wasters first, and namely the building 
envelope. I must add a mea culpa here: the department 
of buildings does not know anything about the total 
life cost of a building – as I mentioned before, we have 
no reason to.” 

Things can also be different according to Dreessen. 
“In the Netherlands, school administrations have one 
budget for materials and personnel, the so-called 
‘lump sum’. Through this form of financing, engaging in 
energy efficiency is attractive for the long term.”

Campus Voeren
Nature project: School campus with 
swimming pool
Location: Voeren 
Owner: Provincial Government of Limburg 

Originally built in: main building: 1968 / sports centre 
and swimming pool: 1976
Detailed study: February 2014
Start renovation: November 2014 - HVAC May 2016
Delivery works: June 2015 - HVAC October 2016

What has been addressed?
Building envelope: roof renovation, 
cavity wall insulation, renewal of all 
windows and doors
New HVAC: renewal of main boiler 
room and of the entire site, new 
balanced ventilation with heat recovery, 
sanitary and structural adjustments

Investment:  € 429.889 + HVAC  
€ 660.447 excl. VAT
Cost recovery period: not applicable, because with 
the roof renovation, the upper roof problems were 
also solved and the rainwater drains were moved 
Energy consumption: -9% 
Gas consumption: -47% 
CO2-emissions: -30%

Lessons for
the future
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04 Beringen
In the city of Beringen, with its extensive and obsolete patrimony, the 
ESCO approach initially led to some reluctance. After all, sometimes only a 
thorough analysis can show how bad a state a building is really in. A plea for 
sensible renovation, and daring to tear it down if necessary.

The main driver behind rendering the city of 
Beringen more sustainable was the former 
head of the environment department, 

Annemie Witters. Thanks to her, Beringen was one of 
the first cities/municipalities in Limburg to get to know 
Infrax’ ESCO operation even though it was not obvious. 
“That was mainly due to the condition of the buildings,” 

says Vic Lommelen, architect and head of the buildings 
department. “As a city, we own many old buildings. With 
the help of energy accounting, by which we monitored 17 
buildings with smart meters, we have tried to establish a 
ranking order of priorities.” Based on the CO2-emissions 
reduction plans and policy dialogues, it became a priority 
on the agenda.

Duygu Akdemir Alderman Facility Management, Public 
Space and Sustainability, 
Wim Smolders Head of the Infrastructure Division and
Vic Lommelen   Head of the Buildings Department

Renovation with 
heritage value
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Casino Beringen 
Location: Beringen
Owner: City of Beringen 

What has been addressed?
Building envelope: renovation of flat 
roofs, new exterior joinery 
HVAC: new heating installation, 
collectors, piping, sewage drains, 
complete new sanitary block with 
showers and balanced ventilation 

Originally built in: 1950-1952
Detailed study: February 2015
Start renovation: December 2015 – 
HVAC May 2016
Delivery works: March 2016 – HVAC 
December 2016

Investment: € 603.514 excl. VAT for 
building envelope and  
€ 1.000.180 excl. VAT for HVAC
Cost recovery period: not applicable
Gas consumption: building envelope 
-8%; HVAC also -8%
CO2-emissions: building envelope -5% 
HVAC also -5%

RENOVATION OR 
DEMOLITION?

For the launch of the ESCO opera-
tion, the city mainly engaged in the 
replacement of heating systems and 
relighting, a process that still conti-
nues. There were also dreams of an 
ambitious ESCO project. But dreams 
and reality are sometimes separated 
by practical difficulties. For example, 
the roof of the urban meeting hall Cor 
did not appear to have the required 
capacity for thorough insulation, ba-

lanced ventilation, or for installing PV 
panels. First, stabilisation work was 
needed. The windows could not be 
replaced without reinforcement work. 
After an additional study, it was even 
decided to demolish and build anew. 

Alderman Akdemir: “In my opinion, 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 was mainly 
useful for conducting feasibility stu-
dies on buildings where this had not 
yet happened. This provides you with 
the opportunity to consider an over-
all approach and sometimes it leads 
to the understanding that it is better 
to demolish and to opt for new con-
struction instead of renovation. Thus, 
we have chosen for the urban ad-
ministrative centre to leave the cur-
rent building and move to an almost 
energy-neutral building in the centre 
of Beringen. After all, it would sim-
ply cost too much to thoroughly and 
energy-efficiently renovate the cur-
rent building of the urban administra-
tive centre, which used to be an old 
mining school.”

Main lesson? ESCO offers 
the opportunity to consider 

a holistic approach to 
buildings. Duygu Akdemir
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Lessons for 
the future

A feasibility study can also demonstrate that energy renovation 
of a building is not viable.

Energy accounting helps to set priorities.

HERITAGE VALUE

The reconstruction of the cultural centre Casino in 
accordance with the ESCO principle will prove to be 
quite a challenge. The work was started in 2016. The 
Casino is an old theatre, located in a protected munici-
pal or city landscape that forms part of its historical mi-
ning patrimony. Vic Lommelen: “We have asked Infrax 
to go further than strictly necessary, but eventually we 

did have to make choices. We are going to address the 
sewage, the attic and insulate all flat roofs, take care of 
the heating system and adapt the controls. However, 
due to budgetary constraints, for now, we will not be 
replacing all the windows, only the oldest. Moreover, 
this renovation is fully financed by city resources.”

Duygu Akdemir 
 Alderman Facility Management, Public Space and Sustainability
Wim Smolders
Head of the Infrastructure Division  
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Minimum investments 
lead to substantial  comfort 
 improvements and big plans

05 Hasselt
The Limburg Provincial Library owns extensive public, scientific and 
historic collections. Since 1980 these have been housed in a large 
building on Martelarenlaan in Hasselt. The almost forty-year-old building 
offers various opportunities for energy-saving measures, according to 
director Martine Balcer. “We are faced with shrinking investment budgets 
for the building. Through Infrax’ ESCO offer, an opportunity was created 
to invest in energy-efficient measures and to update the building.”

Martine Balcer Director
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RELIGHTING AND COMFORT  

After a number of feasibility studies in the period 
2012-2013, relighting of the archives proved to be the 
most urgent and profitable work. The fluorescent lamp 
fittings in the 3,000 m2 archive in the basement of the 
building dated back to 1979. A number of lamps were 
not even available on the market anymore. Numerous 
changes in the archives also caused them to be in the 
wrong places here and there. 

Instead of lighting the entire archive during office 
hours, following Infrax ESCO operation advice, the 
lighting is now presence-controlled and equipped with 
lamps with a long lifetime. During office hours however, 
the lights are always on at 10% of their capacity, which 
makes work more pleasant. Now, when we walk among 
the aisles, the lights are automatically turned on.

Only in the central working area, the lights remain 
continuously lit at full power during office hours.“ 
Before, working in the archives was almost a 
punishment. Because the adjusted lighting has 
improved the working conditions so much, we were 
able to create two additional flexible workplaces,” says 
Martine Balcer. “It is not only about sustainable energy 

use, but also about an efficient use of the space and 
more comfort. These investments provided triple gain.”

The controls of the HVAC were also addressed. In 
2006, the heating and air conditioning systems were 
completely renovated, but the controls were not 
optimal. An investment of less than 10,000 euros 
now provides an annual gain of approximately 12,000 
euros.

GOOD HOUSEKEEPERS

At the start of 2016, the plans for a follow-up project 
were concrete. The provincial government aims to 
replace 450 m² of windows and roof domes with 
insulating and sunlight-reflective glass.

As a result of the Flemish policy decisions, the 
Provincial Library will soon be transferred to the city of 
Hasselt. Still, that does not put urgent adjustments to 
the building on hold. “On the contrary,” says Martine 
Balcer. “The building passes from one government to 
another. The provincial deputation goes all out to be 

Minimum investments 
lead to substantial 

 comfort  improvements 
and big plans

Main lesson? Energy renovation 
not only leads to sustainable 
energy consumption, but it also 
contributes to an efficient use 
of space and provides more 
comfort. Martine Balcer
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›› It is not only about 
sustainable energy 
use, but also about 
an efficient use of 
the space and more 
comfort. These 
investments provided 
triple gain. ‹‹

Limburg Provincial Library
Location: Hasselt
Owner: Provincial government 
Limburg 

What has been addressed?
Relighting: new lighting with motion 
detection in the archives 
Measuring campaign HVAC: 
measurement and adjustment / 
adjustment controls 
Building envelope: windows and roof 
domes

Originally built in: 1980
Detailed study: measuring campaign 
April 2013 – relighting June 2013
Start renovation: June 2014 – 
building envelope September 2016
Delivery works: February 2015 - 
building envelope November 2016

Investment: € 151.055 excl. VAT for 
relighting and HVAC, and   
€ 163.502 for building envelope
Cost recovery period: not applicable
Energy consumption: -31%
Gas consumption: measuring 
campaign -5%; building envelope -3%
CO2-emissions: relighting  and 
measuring campaign -24%; building 
envelope -1%

true to its exemplary function, making sure that the 
building functions optimally, is energy-efficient, and 
ready for the future.”

The director is satisfied with the cooperation with 
the province, Infrax and Dubolimburg. “Thanks to 
the cooperation with these partners and the budgets 
provided for energy-efficient investments, we have 
succeeded in developing a coherent vision of the 
building which enables us to opt for a systematic 
approach.”
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Lessons for 
the future

Small interventions can lead to big savings.

A global approach ensures a high-quality renovation.

Energy-efficiency goes hand in hand with more comfort –  
and an even more efficient use of space.

Detailed cost recovery period  
energy-saving measures

Technique % budget Cost recovery period

Relighting 44% 12 years

HVAC 3% 1 year

Building envelope 53% Not applicable due to other 
non-energy interventions

Global cost recovery period 6 years or 12 years, including costs of building envelope
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06 Hechtel-Eksel 
Hechtel-Eksel is a municipality which pays close attention to sustainability. 
A successful ESCO project in which two PV systems were installed led 
to an awareness and further steps in relation with energy-efficiency and 
insulation.

Jan Dalemans Mayor and 
Kirsten Kuijpers Environmental  
and Sustainability Officer

The greenest municipality 
is committed to sustainable 
investments in buildings
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Mayor Jan Dalemans 
of Hechtel-Eksel, the 
municipality with the 

largest contiguous forested area in 
Flanders, is strongly committed to 
sustainability and energy-efficiency. 
The municipal budget reserves 
100,000 euros per year for ecological 
investments in municipal buildings. 
Initially, the decision for a new PV 
system was made: to be installed at 
city hall and at the municipal waste 
collection site. Both were fully 
financed by their own resources.

Environmental and sustainability 
officer Kirsten Kuijpers explains: 
“Infrax was prepared to conduct a 
feasibility study for only solar panels 
for these buildings. According to the 
initial estimate, the installation would 
have a cost recovery period of eight 
years. However, due to a change in 
the so-called ‘prosumers rate’ and an 
adjusted calculating method, the initial 
amount has doubled.”

“If we install PV panels in the future, 
we will choose installations that 
comply with the maximum power 
demand, but no more than that,” Jan 
Dalemans adds. “Green energy is only 
one aspect of our climate plan. But 

the most important insight is that 
the greenest energy is the energy 
you do not consume – applying the 
‘trias energetica’ (energy sustainability 
model). We automatically decrease the 
temperature of the city hall at night 
and on weekends. We make sure all 
lights are out when nobody is in the 
office.”

COVENANT OF MAYORS

Where did this commitment originate? 
Jan Dalemans: “With our image as the 
greenest municipality in Flanders, we owe 
it to ourselves to focus on sustainability. 
You will not find any industrial zones here, 
but you will find the largest contiguous 
forested area in Flanders. Our main 
service to the community is the delivery 
of clean air. Moreover, as a municipality, 
we serve an exemplary function. Like 
any other Limburg municipality, we have 
signed The Covenant of Mayors to reduce 
CO2-emissions within the territory of the 
municipality by more than 20%. With this 
commitment, we are contributing to the 
commitment by the province of Limburg 
to become climate neutral. That signature 
represents a commitment in both word 
and deed.”

ESCO Hechtel-Eksel
Location: Hechtel-Eksel
Owner: Municipality of Hechtel-Eksel

What has been addressed?
PV systems at city hall and the 
technical department
City hall: system 26.4 kWp / 
Technical Department: system kWp

Originally built in:
city hall circa 1950, renovated in 
2000
Detailed study: September 2014
Start renovation: December 2014
Delivery works: February 2015

Investment: € 69.900 excl. VAT  
Cost recovery period:  
16 years (initially 8 years)
Energy consumption: - 27%
CO2-emissions: -26%

›› Green energy is only one  
aspect of our climate plan. ‹‹

The greenest municipality 
is committed to 

sustainable investments  
in buildings 
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How is this manifested concretely? Jan 
Dalemans: “It is a lengthy process we 
work on every day. The municipality has 
purchased a hybrid car. For two years, we 
have been using an electric car. The 2016 
budget also included an electric bicycle 
for short business trips. In addition, we 
want to conduct all renovations in a 
sustainable way as far as possible, with 
the necessary sustainable investments.”

ESCO OPERATION

“Meanwhile, a feasibility study has 
been conducted by Infrax for the 
De Schans community centre,” says 
Kirsten Kuijpers. “We passed the 
recommendations of that study on 
to the architect in charge of the 
renovation. We are also in the process 
of a feasibility study for the renovation 
of the roof of the primary school, 
which needed renewing anyway. We 
are taking this opportunity to insulate 
the roof and install solar panels.”

“In addition to these stand-alone 
interventions, the municipality is 
opting for a systematic approach,” says 
Jan Dalemans. “Thanks to the smart 
meters we have installed for all major 

systems, we know exactly where the 
energy gluttons are. We address them, 
by installing, for example, adjustable 
thermostatic valves. It is impossible 
to solve everything simultaneously, 
but the use of smart meters, the 
CO2-emissions reduction plans for 
the municipal patrimony, the policy 
dialogues and the energy accounting 
helped us to set priorities.”

“For me, the main trump card of the 
ESCO operation is the unburdening,” 
Kirsten Kuijpers points out. “Infrax 
relieves us of a lot of the work 
that would otherwise require an 
investment of a lot of time and 
effort by myself and the purchasing 
department. Work we would possibly 
never get around to due to a staff 
shortage.”

PV PANELS

In spite of significantly reduced green 
energy subsidies, this municipality 
continues to focus on PV systems. 
The mayor explains: “Investing in 
solar panels takes quite a bite out of 
our investment budget, but our first 
installations will eventually start to 

Main lesson?  
The greenest energy is 
the energy you do not 
consume.
Jan Dalemans
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Lessons for 
the future

The municipality has to set the right example.

Smart meters, CO2-emissions reduction plan for the municipal 
patrimony, and energy accounting help to set priorities.

Every municipality has to bear in mind the long-term.

pay for themselves. In addition, we make sure that we 
have to take less power from the grid, which has an 
immediate impact on the operating budget. The greater 
the savings, the more money we can reserve for future 
investments. The fact that we are exceeding the scope 

of the present legislature with this investment does 
not bother me. As a municipality, you cannot think in 
terms of legislatures; you have to keep a long-term 
vision. How do you want to evolve as a municipality? 
What is the best way to take care of your patrimony?” 

The greenest municipality 
is committed to 

sustainable investments  
in buildings 
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Doing great things 
with limited resources

07 Zonhoven
In Zonhoven, the municipality is succeeding in realising numerous energy-
efficient interventions within a very tight budgetary straightjacket. Sustainability 
officer Clytie Eykens pulls hard on the sustainability wagon, but not every 
proposal can be executed.

Clytie Eykens Sustainability Officer
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In 2012, the municipal ad-
ministration of Zonhoven 
installed solar panels on the 

roof of the library and the municipal 
workplaces, all without external fi-
nancing. “At the library, we use about 
80% of the produced power and at 
the workplaces 20%,” says Clytie 
Eykens, sustainability officer for the 
municipality since 2011. “The pos-
sibilities for achieving the municipal 
target of 20% renewable energy by 
2020 are limited. Wind turbines, for 
example, are not an option in our 
municipality. Our PV panels help 
raising awareness amongst our citi-
zens - in 2012 there were already 
1,324 citizens with a PV installation 
on their roofs, ten times the number 
of four years earlier.”

City hall demonstrates that there is 
still a long way to go and a lot of 
work to do. For example, most of 
the windows still consist of single 
glazing. “The problem is that it 
requires major investment, while 
the future of the city hall is still 
uncertain,” says Clytie Eykens.

RENOVATION WITHOUT 
LOANS

What is the decisive factor for 
this municipality for executing a 
certain intervention? “Two aspects 
are important for setting things in 
motion,” says Clytie Eykens. “On 
the one hand, a notification by 
the staff about things such as bad 
ventilation or heating is helpful, 
but on the other hand there also 
have to be certain benefits versus 
the costs. There always has to be 
a cost return effect, preferably in 
the short term. The municipality 
finances everything itself: we 
do not take out loans, because 
under no circumstances does the 
administration want to increase 
the debt burden. This entails 
that you cannot do everything 
simultaneously. The administration 
commits itself to making sharp 
choices.” 

Thus, the relighting of the event 
hall was limited to the sports 
area, simply because new lighting 

was needed there. “A municipality 
often starts from a problem and 
tries to find the most energy-
efficient solution,” Clytie Eykens 
summarises. “A command from 
higher up to work more energy-
efficiently would help, but only 
if it is issued in combination with 
additional financing, bearing in 
mind the long term.”

Doing great things 
with limited 

 resources

Main lesson?  
Without a clear return on 
investment in the short 
term, municipalities often 
find it more difficult to 
justify energy efficiency 
projects.
Clytie Eykens
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›› The administration commits itself to 
making sharp choices.‹‹

ESCO Zonhoven
Nature project: different buildings 
and interventions
Location: Zonhoven
Owner: Municipal Administration 
Zonhoven

What has been addressed?
PV systems, HVAC, new windows, 
new roof ...

Detailed costs / benefits  

Library: HVAC and PV – cost 
€146,363  -  benefits: HVAC not 
applicable due to solving ventilation 
problem; PV: €3,072 

Event hall: relighting – costs 
€52,310  - benefits €2,500 

Municipal workplaces: PV – 
€327,772 - benefits €54,900 

Ten Takel Community Centre: 
relighting, roof and joinery – costs 
€392,217 - benefits €10,150

EXTERNAL EXPERTISE

Zonhoven remains committed to 
energy-efficient renovation. Thanks 
to the CO2-emissions reduction 
plan Dubolimburg elaborated, there 
is now a list of priority buildings 
on the table, the major gluttons as 
we say. A free feasibility study by 
Infrax was commissioned for Sports 
Centre Ter Donk for the energy and 
water systems. Such a study does 
however include an obligation to take 
further steps for the municipality. 
The following detailed study will be 
payable.

“The importance of Infrax for energy-
efficient interventions can hardly be 
overestimated,” says Clytie Eykens. 
“They have the expertise that we as 
a municipality could never have. Or 
we would have to hire the services of 
a consultancy ourselves. And do not 
underestimate the site monitoring: 
Infrax is our insurance in cases of 
inferior quality.”

COVENANT OF MAYORS 

At the current rate, Zonhoven will not 
achieve the objectives of the Covenant 
of Mayors. A missed opportunity? 
“Certainly not,” says Clytie Eykens. 
“Without the Covenant, we would not 
be where we are today. By jumping on 
that wagon, the Province of Limburg 
has advanced more than many other 
regional governments. Such shared 
vision also ensures that we can reach 
a wider audience, that we are not the 
only ones communicating about it 
and sensitising the citizens.”

What predominates: satisfaction or 
frustration? “I am happy with all we 
have been able to accomplish, though 
I do admit that I feel frustrated when 
a project falls through. But looking at 
the complete picture, I must admit 
that we have realised quite a lot. Our 
interventions are not only important 
for the future, but also for the here 
and now.”
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Lessons for 
the future

Even with limited own resources and without loans it is possible to 
reduce the wasting of energy and saving money.  

External expertise enables municipalities to take steps that they 
would not take on their own.

Investing in sustainability is not just for the future, but also for the 
here and now.

Detailed cost recovery period  
energy-saving measures

Library HVAC not applicable due to solving ventilation problem; 
PV: 16 years

Event hall relighting: 21 years

Municipal workplaces PV: 6 years

Ten Takel Community Centre Relighting, roof and joinery – 40 years (high due to 
 solving engineering problems) 
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Capacity building – incre-
asing knowledge by training 
– was an important part 

of ESCOLIMBURG2020. Major energy 
renovation and renewable energy are 
still uncharted territory for a lot of tho-
se involved. By engaging in capacity 
building, ESCOLIMBURG2020 aimed 
to improve the quality of execution, 
implement new developments and 
techniques in construction, and bring 
sufficient construction specialists up 
to date, and teach them the skills nee-
ded to enable accelerated energy per-
formance in municipal buildings.

In the start-up phase of this sector, 
discussions were held with the 
different relevant parties to compile 
an inventory of the existing trainings 
and the need for exploring additional 
trainings. The execution of the latter 
took on different shapes: educational 
visits to examples of good practice, 
the organisation of short courses 
and the establishment of the post 
graduate programme (cf. infra).

Four types can be distinguished 
in the short training courses: new 
techniques and innovation (meant 
for the leaders in the construction 
industry), basic techniques (for all 
construction companies), government 
tenders, and specific customised 
courses on topics like the renovation 
of monuments (on request).

Three projects involving capacity 
building will be discussed in more 
detail below: the efforts made by 
the construction industry (and the 
implications for the future), a study 
day at Energetic Hedgerows, a project 
involving hedgerow management for 
energy production, where project 
members received information about 
locally harvested energy. We also met 
Prof. Dirk Franco, Ph.D., the founder 
of the post graduate programme 
Energy Efficiency Services at the 
Limburg PXL University College.

Capacity 
building
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UNKNOWN IS UNLOVED

ESCO projects in Belgium are (for now) almost 
exclusively government assignments. “They form a 
welcome addition to regular government tenders, in 
which we have seen a decline in recent years,” says 
Chris Slaets, director of the Limburg Construction 
Federation. “ESCO is an attractive concept: a model 
that creates its own output and yield. On the other 
hand, it is also a complex story. A number of contractors 
seeing the benefits and added value jump to the 
occasion. But in general, ESCO is not yet well enough 
known in the industry. The main bottleneck is probably 
that a company, before it can take the ESCO road, has 
to invest in education, training and preparation, and 

afterwards it has to ensure follow-up. Now, those who 
have studied it understand how the model works, but 
you need the right mindset to want to do it.”

FIRST MOVER ADVANTAGE

The Construction Federation is making efforts to get 
contractors better acquainted with the structural, 
financial and legal aspects of ESCO. However, Chris 
Slaets notes: “The study days we organised together with 
Dubolimburg in the context of the ESCOLIMBURG2020 
project were mainly attended by those construction 
companies that were already more or less familiar with 
ESCO. Which means we are not succeeding in reaching 
sufficient numbers of new people. However, a positive 
aspect is that in Limburg, we have a number of pioneers 

For the construction industry, energy-efficient renovation in general and ESCO in particular are 
relatively new concepts. But there is a growing awareness that this way of working can offer a 
number of opportunities that are not to be missed. How does the construction industry reflect on the 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 project and what will the future bring?

Opportunities  
for the  

construction industry  

›› ESCO is an 
attractive concept: 
a model that creates 
its own output and 
yield. ‹‹

Capacity 
building

WHAT? Limburg Construction Federation 
Partnership 

INTERVIEWED
Chris Slaets, Director

MAIN LESSON?  
“Stricter energy standards should go hand in 
hand with innovative and adequate funding.”
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who will benefit from first mover advantage when the 
ESCO market really opens up.”

In order to help more construction companies take 
the first step towards ESCO and Energy Performance 
Contracting, the industry needs more good examples, 
according to Slaets. “Think about an A-Z description of 
the process, the preliminary trajectory, the decision-
making process, the construction project, the added 
value, the output, the return and possible flaws 
– not only from the point of view of the client, but 
with lessons for the entire chain: the architect, the 
construction company, the consultancy ... What are 
the advantages of ESCO to all those involved? If there 
are disadvantages, how do we solve them together? 
That is the mindset we need to work towards.”

YOU GET WHAT YOU PAID FOR

“To enable this way of thinking and working, we must 
also develop different ways of drawing up specifications 
and allocating concessions, in which the cheapest 
company is no longer automatically the best,” believes 
Chris Slaets. “After all, the cheapest is not always the 
best or the most profitable party for all involved. For 

this, certain legal adjustments would be necessary, but 
the first steps have already been taken. We will evolve 
towards a process approach instead of just looking at 
the lowest price.”

According to Chris Slaets, a good step towards better 
quality is the list of specialised ESCO partners that 
Infrax has drawn up. “Such screening – which should 
be continuously monitored - is one way to separate 
the wheat from the chaff. Thus, you eliminate the 
cowboys, the companies offering unjustifiably low 
prices for whatever reason.”

Chris Slaets
Director Limburg Construction Federation

›› The cheapest 
is not always the 
best or the most 
profitable party for 
all involved. ‹‹
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Lessons for 
the future

THE SKY IS THE LIMIT

The potential is great, the industry organisation is 
convinced of that. “If we really get ESCO on the right 
track, then I’m telling you: the sky is the limit. The 
potential for energy renovation is enormous. If the 
government sets a good example and consequently 
chooses procurement within the ESCO model such as 
Infrax offers, then in the long term, we can evolve a 
win-win situation for all – the construction industry, 
the government and society as a whole.”

“In this there are two major obstacles,” Slaets points 
out. Who is going to take care of the financing, and 
what about user behaviour? “The latter is usually the 
most uncertain factor, while the assumptions are based 
on constant behaviour. Unfortunately, not everyone 
is a good housekeeper. We can solve that with more 
automatic controls, but we also need a change of 
mindset about what, for example, is a healthy indoor 
temperature.”

ADAPTING TO A DIFFERENT WAY OF 
THINKING

Chris Slaets also has a very down-to-earth reservation: 
“Now, we are merely tightening the energy E value 
(efficiency value) standards, while the financing 
problem is not solved. There is a chance of getting a 
multi-speed Europe. You can see it here in Belgium, 
with different E values in Flanders, Brussels and 
Wallonia. What is the solution? It should be a complete 
package. Stricter energy standards should go hand in 
hand with innovative and solid financing. The latter is 
missing and that is destroying the market.”

Nevertheless, Chris Slaets thinks the future looks 
promising. “Nowadays, financial institutions must pay 
to place their money. A lot of major parties, such as 
pension funds, are looking for new return models. A 
return of 3% or 4% is very nice nowadays, and one can 
generate that, for example, with PV panels. Then why 
not do the same with a complete ESCO project? The 
shift is fully in motion. I expect a significant progress in 
this area a couple of years from now.”

ESCO offers a completely different view of the complete construction 
process. Each partner has to keep an open mind on his approach, and any 
problems should be solved together.

Both legally, financially and in the field of training, there is still a lot of 
work to do in order to really get the ESCO message across.

Not only for the construction industry, but ESCO offers nice 
opportunities also for financial institutions.

Capacity 
building ›› We will evolve towards a process 

approach instead of just looking at 
the lowest price. ‹‹
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›› If we really get ESCO 
on the right track, then 
I’m telling you: the sky  
is the limit. ‹‹
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In the context of capacity building of ESCOLIMBURG2020, the project partners visited the Energetic 
Hedgerows project by the Regional Landscape, Low Campine. The project unites a number of interesting 
aspects: management of landscape features, additional work for local farmers, generating sustainable 
local energy and the use thereof in a power grid. What does the project precisely entail and can it be 
reproduced in other municipalities?

Inspiring project 
harvests energy from 

the landscape

The Regional Landscape, Low Campine 
(RLLC) is one of the three regional 
landscapes of the Province of Limburg, 

located in the north and west of the province, spread 
over 15 municipalities. 

The Energetic Hedgerows project fits in perfectly with 
the RLLC’s pursuit of restoring cultural and Nature 
landscapes in such a way that everybody, man, animal 
and plant, stands to gain. Neglected hedgerows 
with poplars, owned by the municipality, were cut 
and replaced with local trees and bushes that are 
trimmed every ten to fifteen years by local farmers. 
The trimmings are shredded, dried, and burnt in an 
advanced heating system at the local school campus. 

The project was visited in the context of the capacity 
building of the project partners of ESCOLIMBURG2020, 
more precisely, Infrax’ engineers. The intention was to 
let the engineers become closely acquainted with an 
innovative way of heating that provides an alternative 
to the regular boiler. In addition to the technique itself, 
the engineers amongst the project partners have also 

acquired insight in the organisational structure set up 
for this, its possible opportunities and risks, the returns 
and costs, and possible future partnerships. Infrax is 
now considering heating more buildings owned by 
municipalities that are members of the cooperative, or 
who want to be in time, in this way.

NAME PROJECT Energetic Hedgerows  

LOCATION Bocholt

OWNER Regional Landscape, Low Campine

INTERVIEWED
Joep Fourneau, Project Coordinator 
‘Hagehelden’

MAIN LESSON?  
“Dare to jump. At some point, you have to take 
action. Along the way, you come across all 
kinds of obstacles, which you then try to solve. 
It’s two steps forward one step back, but that is 
typical for pioneering work.”

Capacity 
building
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Joep Fourneau
Project Coordinator ‘Hagehelden’

BIODIVERSITY

How did the Energetic Hedgerows project start? 
Initially, a method was created to map out hedgerows 
by means of a quick scan. Meanwhile, there is an app 
that assists in inventorying the hedgerows. The municipal 
administrations have agreed upon a protocol to deal with 
the necessary permits. Currently, 75 km of hedgerows 
are managed and owned by the Bocholt municipality.

SUPPORT

To ensure wide support, as many relevant actors as 
possible were involved in the process. The project could 
only be successful by setting up a joint vision for the 
Bocholt hedgerows with all these actors, focussing on 
education, including the population. “A number of large 
trees had to go, and that can be a sensitive matter,” says 
Joep Fourneau. “In such cases, we provide the necessary 
explanations and we cut them down in phases. If there is 
no support whatsoever, then we do not cut them down.

PRICE/QUALITY

In time, this way of ‘harvesting energy’ has to be self-
sufficient, but we haven’t quite reached that point 
yet. The price of the wood chips and that of the heat 
are determined jointly with the cooperative named 
Landschapsenergie cvba, of which Agro|aanneming 
(cooperative contracting company), RLLC, the 
municipality and the schools are partners.

The market price for wood chips is low in comparison 
to the price in neighbouring countries France and 
Germany (110 euros per tonne there, 80 euros per 
tonne in Flanders). For the maintenance of its entire 

›› In time, this way of 
‘harvesting energy’ has 
to be self-sufficient.‹‹
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hedgerow patrimony, the municipality pays a very 
low price, namely the difference to make harvesting 
profitable.

Are there no higher quality applications for the local 
wood chippings than burning them? “Burning is the 
lowest step in the waste hierarchy,” Joep Fourneau 
acknowledges. “That is our challenge for the future: 
selecting the wood and first turning it into more high 
quality products.”

COPY/PASTE

Can such a regional-based system be transferred 
to another region? A simple copy-paste will not be 
possible, but a number of aspects must be kept in 
mind, namely that the project has to be adapted to the 
local conditions, the development of a joint vision and 

a holistic approach, the matching of supply and local 
markets, and trying to be as self-sufficient as possible.”

What will the future bring? “I hope that in the near 
future, more similar projects will be launched in our 
region and that the effect becomes visible in the 
landscape. I hope an umbrella organisation is formed, 
so that surpluses and shortages can be exchanged 
between different regions.”

Joep Fourneau is a happy man. “We emit less CO2 

than with fossil fuels: wood trimmings emit the same 
amount of CO2 as it has absorbed from the atmosphere 
during its harvest cycle.

Lessons for 
the future

Going back to the way things were is not an option, nor is it 
desirable, but former good nature practices can be inspiring for 
the present.

The money normally spent on fossil fuels is better invested in the 
surrounding landscape.

Capacity 
building

›› I hope that in the near future,  
more similar projects will be launched 
in our region and that the effect 
becomes visible in the landscape. ‹‹
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›› We emit less 
CO2 than with 
fossil fuels: wood 
trimmings emit 
the same amount 
of CO2 as it has 
absorbed from the 
atmosphere during 
its harvest cycle.‹‹
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Innovative and broad 
education delivers 
ESCO experts
If energy renovation wants to conquer the market through ESCO projects, then we need trained experts 
who can ensure the smooth operation of these projects. The Energy Efficiency Services postgraduate 
programme prepares interested students with three modules, spread over two academic years, with a 
focus on technical, economic and communications expertise.

“A college needs to consider tomorrow’s 
professions,” says professor Dirk Franco, 
Ph.D., policy coordinator at the Limburg 

PXL University College and a professor at Hasselt 
University. In 1996, he stood at the helm of the 
environmental coordinator level A training. In the 
academic year 2015-2016, he launched a new study 
programme at the PXL: the Energy Efficiency Services 

postgraduate programme (EES). The main incentives 
are the growing concern for the environment and the 
great economic opportunity. Dirk Franco explains: 
“The problem with fossil energy is not so much that 
is on the verge of exhaustion, but rather the impact it 
has on the environment, climate and health. According 
to the WWF, Belgium is ranked fifth with regard to our 
individual carbon footprint. That poor score is due to 

Capacity 
building

WHAT? Postgraduate programme Energy 
Efficiency Services

LOCATION Hasselt

OWNER PXL University College

INTERVIEWED
Professor Ph.D. Dirk Franco, Programme 
Manager postgraduate programme 

MAIN LESSON?  
“Good communication is crucial for introducing 
this new way of thinking and financing.”

›› The problem with 
fossil energy is not so 
much that is on the 
verge of exhaustion, 
but rather the 
impact it has on the 
environment, climate 
and health. ‹‹

68



Professor dr. Dirk Franco
Programme Manager postgraduate programme

extensive transport, bad spatial planning with a lot 
of ribbon development, and our outdated and poorly 
insulated building patrimony. We are doing poorly, 
which means that there is a great deal of room for 
improvement by, for example, insulating our buildings 
and making them more energy-efficient, and evolving 
into smart cities.”

ESCO APPROACH

Prof. Franco was given carte blanche by PXL University 
College, and he gathered information for the provinces 
of Limburg and Flemish Brabant, Dubolimburg, Infrax 
and private ESCO company Encon. An important 
partner in the establishment and expansion of the 
programme was Belesco, the Belgian association of 
ESCO companies, and its chair Lieven Vanstraelen. 

Franco became fascinated by energy efficiency and 
the ESCO approach. “Lieven Vanstraelen convinced 

me that ESCO involves much more than insulation, 
HVAC and relighting. We must dare think about 
new business models,” he says. A robust steering 
committee was established with the Province of 
Limburg, Dubolimburg, Infrax and Belesco. Robin 
Bruninx of ENCON consultancy is ambassador of the 
postgraduate programme. 

›› ESCO involves 
much more than 
insulation, HVAC 
and relighting.  
We must dare 
think about new 
business models ‹‹
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The programme is based on three pillars: technology 
(specifically sustainable and renewable energy), 
financing and communication. The lessons are provided 
by internal experts from various other departments 
of the college, and supplemented by numerous 
external experts who are very well grounded. Why 
was communication added as an important part of 
the curriculum? “Good communication is crucial for 
introducing this new way of thinking and financing. 
Since ESCO projects often have a longer cost recovery 
period, you have to communicate with utmost care, 
both internally and externally.”

FIRST RESULTS

The first academic year has already led to concrete 
results. By the summer, some ten students will 
probably achieve their postgraduate degree and put it 
into practice for a company, or a government, or as 
a consultant. The City of Hasselt is inspired by the 
methods offered for its energy management and the 
planning of its new city hall. PXL University College 
recently issued an offer for a quick scan of its building 
patrimony, and also includes energy management in 
planning still to be scheduled.

“I am convinced that ESCO is a brilliant concept,” 
says the professor. “It is a powerful tool, and there is 
definitely still room for expansion. There are a lot of 
good plans on the shelf, with a positive influence on 
the environment, employment and the economy, yet 

far too often they do not get realised. Pre-financing 
and the lack of a long-term perspective are the major 
obstacles. We still need to create a lot more visibility 
and demonstrate good practice. Lobbying is also 
necessary to overcome certain obstacles. For example, 
it is strange that our different educational networks do 
not have the same opportunities for renovating their 
buildings.”

THE FUTURE

Dirk Franco is explicitly prepared to advise and 
assist schools and institutes in Belgium and abroad 
in establishing similar programmes. The educational 
programme and its collaboration with other universities 
(UGent, UHasselt) and the City of Hasselt have been 
introduced at international congresses, and the first 
scientific papers have been accepted. Master theses 
are already in the start-up phase. “And that is not 
where it stops,” says Dirk Franco. “I dream of a world 
in which our programme is a permanent element 
of architectural or engineering studies, or where it 
becomes a hatch within economics study programmes. 
We have to keep energy efficiency in mind from the 
conception of the building, not afterwards.”

Capacity 
building

›› Since ESCO projects often 
have a longer cost recovery 
period, you have to communicate 
with utmost care, both internally 
and externally. ‹‹
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Lessons for 
the future

Good examples of energy renovation can get the ball rolling for other 
projects.

By collaborating on the project with different departments, internal 
awareness will grow and support for a proper ESCO project can be 
created.

Communication is key.

›› I dream of a world in which our 
programme is a permanent element 
of architectural or engineering 
studies, or where it becomes a 
hatch within economics study 
programmes. ‹‹
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The ESCO story has far from ended in Limburg. The foundations have been laid. Infrax’ model is ready. 
Word-of-mouth advertising, the project website, policy dialogues with the CO2-emissions reduction 
plans as convincing documentation, and other initiatives such as this brochure are helping to ensure 
that other municipalities also make the transition towards ESCO. Like Genk, the second largest city 
in Limburg, where the administration had been convinced that a overall approach for the building 
patrimony was the best way to go about it, and where the choice has also fallen on ESCO financing.

Genk, smart city
Genk, the second largest city of Limburg, fosters a clear 
ambition: to become a smart city of the future. A title that 
the city was the first in Belgium to be officially awarded in 
2012. For mayor Wim Dries, the smart city principle has an 
expressly social and sustainable dimension. “We start from 
the question: how can we make the lives of our citizens 
qualitative and sustainable, now and in the future, by wisely 
handling our resources such as energy and transportation? 
We do that by focussing on participation, innovation and 
technology. As local government, we have to set the right 
example, also in the field of patrimony management. We 
start from an overall vision and a chain approach.”

The City of Genk owns approximately 120 buildings. In 
pursuit of climate neutrality, as agreed in the Covenant 
of Mayors, the team of 80 people from the building 
management department is engaged in the optimisation of 
the existing buildings. Not only the major buildings, but soon 
all buildings will be smart monitored by Infrax and Aspiravi, 
an energy holding company of which the municipality is 
shareholder. Genk will then have an online dashboard at its 
disposal for monitoring all its buildings.

To be continued …

LOCATION Genk

INTERVIEWED
Wim Dries, Mayor and President of Infrax

MAIN LESSON?  
“Tackle renovation with rigour and always keep 
the long-term perspective in mind.”

Capacity 
building

›› How can we make 
the lives of our 
citizens qualitative and 
sustainable, now and 
in the future, by wisely 
handling our resources 
such as energy and 
transportation? ‹‹
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BETTER THAN THE STANDARD

For new constructions, the Board of Mayor and 
Aldermen decided to set the bar high. Simply put, 
all the specifications are required to be set at 25% 
better than the applicable standards of the Flemish 
government. “It costs more, but it fits our exemplary 
role,” says the mayor. 

When renovating, the city always opts for an overall 
approach, from the basement to the roof. New 
techniques are not shunned in the process. In the case 
of the renovation of the city swimming pool (which 
originally dates from 1975) the choice went to a CHP 
for the heating requirements and reverse osmosis for 
the water purification. With the renovation of the roof 
of the Limburghal, a polyvalent conference venue of 
17,000 m2, the ESCO approach has been chosen for 
the first time. In addition, the City of Genk has three 
other ESCO dossiers at Infrax.

“ESCO WORKS”

Why did Genk wait until now to choose ESCO? 
“Before, there was no need,” the mayor explains. 
“Today, just as with other municipalities, we are faced 
with a reduction of staff and pressure on the operating 
funds. As Infrax’ general president for the Flanders 
Region, and as mayor, I am inspired by what other 
municipalities have accomplished. It is evident that 
ESCO works: the financing model is correct.”

Third party financing for ESCO has not been addressed 
in Genk either. And that will not be different in the 
future, according to Wim Dries’ expectations. “Thanks 
to the new Flemish regulations with regard to 
municipal accounting, in force since 2014, we can raise 
the investment costs if we succeed in reducing the 
operating costs. That is precisely what you can do with 
energy renovation. Every year, we spend 3.5 million 
euros on energy (fuel for vehicles included), which is 3% 

Wim Dries
Mayor and President of Infrax

›› When renovating,  
the city always opts for 
an overall approach, 
from the basement to 
the roof ‹‹
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of our municipal budget. These are reducible costs that 
we can reduce a lot further. By focussing on extensive 
insulation, energy-efficient techniques, and renewable 
energy, you save on your operating costs from day 
one, because your energy costs drop. I am convinced 
that ESCO renovation in these conditions has a bright 
future, because the municipality immediately gets 
more financial breathing space. But ESCO is not just 
there to reduce the invoice amounts, but also to be a 
pioneer.”

In the current interest rates climate, this municipality 
also has no need for ESCO loans by Infrax or 
investments by the Climate Fund. Wim Dries explains: 
“As a solvent municipality, we can currently borrow at 
exceptionally low rates. A loan at 1.8% or 1.9%, with 

a repayment period of 10 to 15 years, is quite normal 
nowadays for us as an administration, fixed or flexible, 
but with interest risk coverage. Another reason to 
engage in energy renovation and sustainable new 
construction, more than ever.”

Lessons for 
the future

Do what you say and say what your do. Municipalities should not 
only say that they have to make their patrimony more sustainable, 
they should actually do it.

Try not to make one building perfect, but work in-depth on your 
entire patrimony.

Focussing on patrimony pays off. Over time, saving on maintenance 
and renovation works to your disadvantage.

Capacity 
building

›› As a solvent 
municipality, we can 
currently borrow at 
exceptionally low 
rates.‹‹

›› It is evident that ESCO works:  
the financing model is correct. ‹‹
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5After a rather shaky start, 
ESCOLIMBURG2020 has 
set a lot in motion. The 

results are positive for the municipalities 
themselves, for that part of their patrimony 
that was addressed, for the faith in Infrax’ 
ESCO operation, and for the innovative 
part of the construction sector. 

Through the successful combination of 
custom-made CO2-emissions reduction 
plans, individual policy dialogues and 
targeted training, almost all the Limburg 
municipalities have taken their first 
important steps in the development of an 
overall vision of the renovation of their 
building patrimony. The existing ESCO 
operation of public grid operator Infrax 
has been finetuned and streamlined.  
46 projects - 35 completed and 11 in 
progress - are being realised within the 
framework of ESCOLIMBURG2020, 
which equals 20,564,249 euros of 

investment. Because of this, we are 
saving at least 20,522 MWh of primary 
energy per annum, CO2-emissions are 
being reduced by 5,026 tonnes, and, due 
to the reform of the support mechanism 
of green certificates, we are producing a 
limited amount of 147 MWh of renewable 
energy. Additionally there are 26 projects 
under study.

Infrax’ ESCO model has proved its reliability 
and repeatability, which is helping make 
confidence grow. Municipalities that 
initially had cold feet have thus become 
convinced of this way of thinking about 
renovation building management. 

We want to encourage other governments 
to engage in energy renovation and 
renewable energy with ESCO financing. 
In our experience, these are the decisive 
factors for success and some possible 
pitfalls.

Lessons 
learned

Seven success factors 
for successful ESCO 
implementation
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7 success factors
Unburdening, and not only for smaller entities, is a crucial requirement for the 
further introduction of such a complex, but in the long term more interesting 
model. 

A successful trajectory cannot start without proper and thorough measurement, 
monitoring and benchmarking of existing buildings. 

Subsequently, you have to give municipalities insight into the consumable 
costs (of electricity and gas) and hand them a priority list based on the savings 
potential.

In addition, it is crucial to convince municipalities and other organisations with 
a watertight cost return model. This should also persuade other (including 
external) parties to finance projects.

Training for the construction industry ensures that this crucial actor is more 
aware of the correct techniques and the potential to be realised. Trainings for 
local governments will further convince them of the (technical) possibilities of 
thorough renovation.

Persuasion should remain customised and it pays to invest in the relationships 
with the administrations. Through frequent personal contact, you build a solid 
basis of trust and local knowledge, so that at all times you know whom to 
approach and convince, and with which arguments. By keeping a finger on that 
pulse, you also stay informed of natural changes and urgent renovation needs 
that you can address, to combine with investments in energy-saving measures. 

Create ambassadors. A solid personal relationship and ditto confidentiality 
with local administrations not only generate follow-up projects within that 
same administration, but simultaneously, they ensure that a satisfied local 
administration evolves into an ambassador for the ESCO operation.

01 

02 

03 

04 

05 

06 

07 

Lessons
learned
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7 success factors Pitfalls
Ambassadorship also works in the opposite direction: ESCO projects that 
went less smoothly in the past have provided some negative word of mouth.

Be wary of assumptions, how ever logical they may seem. An assumption at 
the start of this project was that energy-saving investments were not realised 
due to cashflow problems, but objectively that did not always seem to be the 
case. Uncertainty with regard to impending cuts and changes in government 
financing and possible mergers of departments and municipalities has led 
mainly to a subjective feeling of risk aversion. It always remains necessary 
to test them against reality, in this case by personally asking the municipal 
administrations for their reasons. 

Context can undermine good ideas or intentions. In this case, the low interest 
rates meant that the examined alternative financing models did not offer 
sufficient added value for the municipalities and other stakeholders. If the 
interest rates rise in the future, there will possibly be more opportunities for 
Infrax to evolve into the role of well-informed, controlling and monitoring 
facilitator. However, even in that case and in that context, the role of 
integrator which Infrax now plays remains important for ensuring that projects 
that are found to be too small and unprofitable by private parties after 
clustering, are still carried out.

01 

02 

03 

When pitfalls are avoided and success factors are met, ESCO can become a generally 
accepted renovation practice in which capital can safely and profitably be invested.  
Finally, this approach helps to realise the municipal objectives of energy efficiency  
and reducing CO2-emissions, and to mobilise other organisations and citizens to follow  
in their footsteps.
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