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Belgium is a federal country composed of three regions: Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels Capital Region. Since 1991, energy policy has been a regional issue, except for the tax exemption system. As a result, biofuel for transport is a federal issue, and bioenergy for heating and cooling or for electricity is a regional matter. Belgium’s total primary energy supply has grown from 1,800 PJ in the early 1970s and has stabilised at around 2,400-2,500 PJ in recent years. The share of renewable energy is traditionally rather low, with only 3.1% (80 PJ) in 2007. Bioenergy represents 80% of renewable energy, with 29 PJ in Flanders and 34 PJ in Wallonia. About half of that amount is used for heat. The use of biomass for electricity is growing, specifically through the use of imported wood pellets.

There are three bioethanol and five biodiesel producers in Belgium. The deployment of transport biofuels in Belgium is based on a tax reduction system connected to a quota allocation. The Belgian government accepted the European biofuel targets of 2% in 2005 and 5.75% in 2010 (on a total transport fuel consumption basis). A delay in the quota allocation (finalised late 2006) has resulted in the later start-up of production plants, so the initial 2005 target has not been achieved. Moreover there was little motivation among fuel distributors to blend biofuels, and in 2007 and 2008 only a 1% biofuel share was achieved. From July 2009, the Federal Belgian government has adopted new legislation on transport biofuels which prescribes that transport fuels include 4% biofuels by volume. Even if the allocated quota reaches the market, Belgium can attain at most 4.3% biofuels on energy basis in 2010. Belgium will thus also miss the target of 5.75%.

As a result of regional competencies, there are different energy support systems in the three Belgian regions. The differences are particularly evident in terms of support for renewable heating and cooling. All three regions use a green certificates grants system for the support of ‘green electricity’. In Flanders this is based on the net renewable electricity production (energy for pre-treatment and transport subtracted), and in Wallonia and Brussels it is based on net greenhouse gas savings. For the import of wood pellets, the power company Electrabel developed its own sustainability certification system, which has been in use from 2006.

In Wallonia, the 2010 target for heat from solid biofuels is 14.76 PJ (4,100 GWh), which will be reached as the bio-heat production already amounted to 14 PJ in 2007. However, the specific 2010 target for heat from biogas will not be achieved: the production came to 0.125 PJ in 2007, far from the objective of 0.36 PJ (100 GWh) in 2010. There are 70 wood boilers in use in the industry sector and 30 in progress. In the public sector, about 20 boilers are in use. The wood pellets sector for domestic use has dramatically increased in recent years. The private pellet consumption amounted to 39,000 tons in 2008. Six pellet producers are now operating in Wallonia, producing 215,000 tons of pellets in 2008 (the installed capacity is 420,000 t). The majority of the pellets produced in Wallonia is sold to the power station of Les Awirs (80 MWe installed capacity, burning 400,000 tons of pellets per year). Regarding bioelectricity, the 2010 goal is 370 GWh, which was already outstripped in 2007 when the electricity produced from wood and vegetable by-products came to more than 900 GWh, thanks to the Les Awirs power station. Again, the target of 225 GWh for electricity from biogas will not be reached in 2010 as the current production in 2007 amounted to 125 GWh. There are only 12 biogas plants in use in Wallonia today.

In Flanders an inventory of 2007 indicates the use of 9.4 PJ heat from biomass, of which 6.3 PJ is from dedicated installations (only heat) and 3.1 PJ from CHP installations. Flanders does not have a specific target for renewable heat yet, but a green heat action plan is in preparation towards 2020. Recent scenario calculations showed a potential proactive renewable heat target of 35 PJ/year by 2020 - more than 90% would come from biomass boilers and bio-CHPs. The total green electricity production in Flanders amounted to 1,640 GWh in 2007 which represents 2.7% of the total gross inland electricity consumption in Flanders (2010 target is 6%). 83% of the green electricity is from biomass origin, most is through co-combustion of biomass in coal power plants. Import of wood pellets to Flanders in 2008 for this purpose is estimated at around 400,000 tons. 

Looking to the future, the Belgian target is to produce 13% of gross energy consumption from renewable energy sources. The share in 2007 was 3.1%, mostly bioenergy. Biomass is identified as one of the major renewable sources. However, Belgium is a small and densely populated country, and biomass inland production potential is lower than biomass demand, energy and non-energy uses included. The role of biomass imports (pellets, energy crops, refined biofuels) will thus increase considerably in the future.
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