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at The fifth conference we address the issues that 
drive our future; call them ‘growth drivers.’  Technol-
ogy is one of those growth drivers, or rather; it is the 
patriarch of all growth drivers. 

Sometimes a growth driver is an urgent and important 
problem that needs fixing, like global warming or the 
state of our roads.  But technology is different.  Tech-
nology is de facto about change.  it is usually via tech-
nology that we come up with better and easier ways 
of doing things.  a neanderthal sharpened a stone to 
better feed and clothe himself.  Today we’re trying to 
capture carbon so that we don’t boil the planet.  But 
technology isn’t simply about the means to an end; 
often it becomes or creates new ‘ends’.  This is what 
we’ve focused on in this edition: the point where a 
technological development becomes a ‘platform’ 
for further innovation.  The internet was originally 
invented to protect government iT systems against 
nuclear threat, but it became a platform for email, the 
world wide web, facebook, Twitter, cloud computing, 
SaaS and soon, Smartgrids and the internet of Things.  

all the articles in this edition are available online at 
www.thefifthconference.com. Later in 2010, we’ll 
organise an event based on this Tech edition: short 
provocative presentations followed by good conversa-
tion.   if you’d like to be invited, send me a mail or join 
us online.  

Frank Boermeester  
fb@thefifthconference.com

Word from the editor
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In the near future, it is argued, 
technology will be everywhere.  
In our daily lives, in our indus-
tries and the economy at large, 

technology will be all pervasive.  
And therefore we will become 

more reliant on technology; at 
every level.  But are we pre-

pared?  What will this mean to 
us, as individuals in our daily 

lives, but also as entrepreneurs, 
as managers, as policy makers?

it’s been quite a decade.  wall Street Journal colum-
nists Tom hayes and mike malone called it the Ten 

Year century.  events that used to take place over the 
course of a century have been squeezed into a decade.  
in just ten years internet savvy terrorists have killed all 
hope of a more peaceful and civilised future, the global 
economy has bubbled up and down to eventually crash 
in the wake of a financial system breakdown, and entire 
industries have been—and are being—transformed as 
they are confronted by an avalanche of new game-
changing products and services.  and the root of all this 
change is technology. 

The flying car
as spectacular as the impact of recent technological 
advances have been, so the technological change itself 
has been less tangible than in decades past, and in 
many ways has remained invisible to the world’s poor 
and marginalised.  we are still flying around in aircraft 
that look pretty much the same as those built in the 
60s and 70s. cars too haven’t changed much, at least 
in a structural sense.  and many of us live in homes 
that don’t even warrant the adjective ‘technological’.  in 
fact, some people may wonder where the flying car is, 
or the jetpack, that we were promised by futurists back 
in the 50s.  notwithstanding such disappointments, 
technological progress has of course been tremendously 
spectacular: it just needs to be expressed in numbers, 
in ones and zeros to be precise, as opposed to jet packs 
and rockets.  

A numbers story
firstly, the performance of computers has been 
improving at an exponential rate for several decades.  
moore’s Law, which states that the price-performance 
of semiconductor chips will double every 18-24 
months, still holds and should continue to hold until 
2015 at least. To put this into perspective, in 1990 
the fastest supercomputer was a machine called the 
nec SX-3/44r.  it could handle about 23.2 gigaflops 
per second, which translates into 23,200,000,000 
operations (or calculations) per second. Today’s pc chips 
manage about five times that performance and the 
fastest supercomputer today is a monster, aptly named 
‘Jaguar’, that has a theoretical maximum performance 
of 2,33 petaflops (or 2,33 quadrillion calculations per 
second).  Jaguar is being used mainly to model and 
simulate complex, dynamic systems such as climate 
change and the enzymatic breakdown of cellulose 
(which is useful to improve biofuels).  in another 
ten years, you should be able to access the power of 
petascale computers from your laptop or portable 
screen.   

technology        1| 
is everywhere
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The question is, will this exponential growth in process-
ing power continue beyond 2015-2020?  not if we 
stick to the current integrated circuit technology, but 
continued progress could be possible if transistors 
manage to be built at the optical or molecular level.  
indeed, futurists like ray kurzweil are betting that 
exponential growth in computing performance is likely 
to continue well after 2020, which in turn will lead us to 
a point where “machine intelligence will surpass human 
intelligence, leading to the Singularity—technological 
change so rapid and profound it represents a rupture in 
the fabric of human history. The implications include 
the merger of biological and non-biological intelligence, 
immortal software-based humans, and ultra-high levels 
of intelligence that expand outward in the universe 
at the speed of light.”  whether these predictions are 
more science fiction than science is hotly debated, but 
few will argue that the pace of technological change 
is increasing and that the potential impacts of future 
technologies are mind-boggling.  

The second major dimension on which to evaluate 
recent technological progress is the network. metcalfe’s 
Law, which states that the value of a network is propor-
tional to the square of the number of connected users, 
is often used to illustrate this point.  Take the internet.  
according to internet world Stats, there are more than 
1.8 billion internet users worldwide, which is about 
26% of the world’s population.  That is an astound-
ing thought: as an internet user you are a mere email 
away from a quarter of the world’s population.  and the 
number of internet users continues to grow rapidly, es-
pecially in the developing world.  But a number of other 
things are happening too.  firstly, people are increas-
ingly accessing the web via mobile devices, which is 
one reason why the developing world is coming online 
rapidly at present.  The pc is gradually losing ground as 
our primary internet access device.  instead, the internet 
will be accessed from multiple devices including TVs, 
e-readers and portable screens.  Secondly, all sorts of 
other systems and devices are being connected to the 
net, including vehicles, household devices, industrial 
machines, electricity networks and—obviously—data-
bases.  The internet, in other words, will soon be every-
where, embedded in the devices and products around 
us.  include the number of ‘things’ coming online and 
one is again talking about huge growth: huge growth 
in the number of users, whether organic or inorganic, 
and exponential growth in the volume of data all this 
networked activity is generating.  

The third dimension is data, the absolutely phenomenal 
growth in the volume of data that we are generating—
and more importantly, what we are doing with this 
data.  The deluge of data is due to the fact that there is 

so much new digital technology in use today, such as 
smart phones, pcs, sensors of various types, websites, 
video, etc—that generates data; while simultaneously 
the price-performance of data storage technology has 
improved immensely.   according to a study by market 
research firm iDc, the ‘digital universe’ in 2007 is 
estimated at 281 billion gigabytes (281 exabytes) and is 
growing at a compound annual 60%. This means that 
the digital universe is predicted to increase 10-fold in 
size over the next five years.  interestingly, the ‘digital 
shadow’—i.e. the digital data generated about us on a 
daily basis—now exceeds the amount of digital informa-
tion that we actively create ourselves.  But while it is 
individuals who are the prime creators of data, it is com-
panies and organisations that are responsible for the se-
curity and privacy of that data.  obviously, organisations 
are not simply storing all that data; they are trying to 
put it to good use via software.  By deploying analytical 
software to make sense of their data, companies are 
optimizing their supply chains, understanding their cus-
tomers better, and are detecting all sorts of trends that 
could impact on their business.  much has happened in 
the world of software too.  for one, the algorithms that 
underpin software have got a lot better.  But the process 
of developing software is changing too, mainly due to 
the success of the open source model and what one 
could describe as the ‘platformisation’ of software.  

Ramping up
Taken together, the above three outlined technology 
trends are changing the face of this world, or rather, ac-
celerating the pace of change in this world.  people and 
machines are gaining instant access to huge amounts of 
information; information that is analysed and mined for 
insight by ever more powerful computers, in real time.  
This means that decision cycles are getting shorter, 
that people, machines and organisations are reacting 
quicker to the many triggers they are exposed to.  it also 
means that we are able to deploy human and machine 
resources on a much vaster scale.  it is via network 
technology (and open source principles) that software 
development projects like Drupal, which involve thou-
sands of developers around the world, or knowledge 
projects like wikipedia, or distributed computing proj-
ects like hadoop, that harness the power of thousands 
of computers, were able to get off the ground.  

The platform
The pace of change is not incremental; on the contrary, 
it is intermittent, sometimes accelerating, sometimes 
reversing and then moving on again, perhaps elsewhere.  
often the accelerator is a ‘platform’ of some sort, which 
is either a standard or set of standards (a common way 
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of working) or a toolbox, or a combination of both. The 
internet is the most obvious example, although the 
actual platform is probably more accurately the Tcp/
ip standard, which is the common language in which 
computers can communicate to each other and start 
exchanging all that data.  it caught on and in compli-
ance with metcalfe’s law, the rest is history.  

The internet is the platform on which electronic mail 
was built, and later, the world wide web, which is, rath-
er simply, a system of interlinked documents.  Simple it 
may be, but the web is the cradle of wikipedia—which 
is transforming our knowledge system—and also the 
social networks such as facebook and Twitter, which 
are currently transforming the way we communicate 
and navigate information.  and the social networks are 
in turn the platforms for the burgeoning social gaming 
sector.  

as the ip network extends to electricity networks, a 
new platform will emerge: the Smartgrid.  The electric-
ity networks today are dumb, hierarchical networks, 
pushing power from large centralised power stations 
on to the high voltage electricity network, down to 
the distribution networks and into the home.  But this 
model can no longer cope with the fact that renew-
able energy sources are being connected to the grid, 
at the level of the transmission network (e.g. offshore 
wind farms) and at the distribution network (e.g. homes 
with solar panels).   hence, the grid needs to become 
‘smart’—it needs to be able to balance out intermittent 
supply and demand and to do that it needs more data, 
about users’ consumption (hence expect the installation 
of smart meters in our homes) and about supply (when 
will the wind blow).  But that is simply the first phase.  
once the Smartgrid infrastructure is in place, it could, 
if the network owners allow it, spawn a myriad of new 
services built by 3rd party providers.  By tapping into the 
vast amounts of data being generated by the Smartgrid, 
developers should be able to come up with new applica-
tions for home owners and businesses to manage their 
energy use more intelligently, which in turn will gener-
ate more data, which in turn will create opportunities 
for new applications, and so on.

These are just a few examples but there are numerous 
emerging platforms for innovation at the level of the 
network (e.g. alcatel-Lucent’s vision on application en-
abled networks; Smartgrids), devices and hardware (e.g. 
iphone, ipad, rfiD), software (e.g. Drupal, Google apps 
engine, microsoft azure), social networks (e.g. Linkedin) 

and data (e.g. the Uk government’s open data initiative).  
it is difficult to imagine where this will take us in the 
decades ahead, especially with regard to the impact of 
future platforms, the form of which we can only guess 
at today.  

entrepreneur and technology guru peter hinssen is 
currently engaged in an interesting thought experi-
ment where he explores the limits of digitisation.  he 
surmises that we are only halfway in this process of 
digitisation and that in many areas we are reaching a 
transition point where change is no longer incremen-
tal but structural.  This insight is abundantly clear to 
companies who are currently seeing their industry and 
business models being disrupted.  But one can pose a 
similar question about the role and workings of govern-
ment, and also about the way we, as individuals, work, 
learn and think.  

a pertinent question therefore is: are we ready for such 
change?  The world economic forum, in its Global com-
petitiveness index, talks about a nation’s ‘Technology 
readiness’, which it describes as ‘the agility with which 
an economy adopts existing technologies to enhance 
the productivity of its industries.’  it is an important 
point: a country’s economic competitiveness is not sim-
ply about inventing new technology, the classic picture 
one has of a high-tech economy.  it is much broader 
than that; it is also about using technology effectively 
and dealing with the social and business implications 
of technology.   for example, how will we deal with the 
privacy and security implications of ‘big data’?  how do 
companies and organisations best integrate technology 
in their business processes and business model?  how 
do we begin closing the digital divide?  how do we deal 
with the moral issues and new risks associated with 
genetic research and synthetic biology? and how do 
we, as human beings, deal with the monumental but 
somewhat subtle change in the way that we engage 
with information, in the way we communicate, and even 
in the way we think?  Technological progress in the past 
decade (and the likely progress in the coming decade) 
has been phenomenal.  airbus showed us a spectacular 
new passenger jet.  But that wasn’t the real techno-
logical news.  The real news is the exponential growth 
in networked, processed data that is humming away 
in the background, in the networks, in data centres, 
in machines, in devices.  it is largely invisible, but it is 
changing our world and ourselves in more ways that we 
can imagine.
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The New Normal
Technology guru Peter Hinssen is exploring 

the limits of a digital future

digital world.  in many ways the 
current period is a transition point 
to another paradigm, where new 
rules apply.  with this exercise 
i’m forcing myself to look beyond 
the incremental changes—such 
as all the talk about web 2.0 and 
web 3.0—and to explore the limits 
of digitization.  i’m trying to look 
across to the other side of the 
pool. 

Let’s look at a few examples to 
illustrate this exercise.  people 
my age grew up writing a thesis; 
and we wrote papers. at work we 
sent memos. But those memos 
became shorter and shorter.  now 
we’re emailing, text messaging and 
Twittering. our attention span for 
information is becoming shorter 
and shorter, and ultimately, at its 
limit, will approach zero atten-
tion span.  how we will process 
information at that point is still 
anybody’s guess but it is likely to 
be near instantaneous.  another 
example: in the past we had to go 
to the library to learn more about 
a given topic. Today we Google it 
or go to wikipedia—these allow 
us to know nearly everything 
about nearly everything.  we can 
drill down in a matter of seconds 
and become experts in minutes.  
at its limit, the depth of informa-
tion is infinity.  and the limit to 
intelligence—i.e. the time it takes 
to get smart about something—is 
real Time.  privacy, a contentious 
topic at present in light of the 
social networks, will need to be 
redefined since its limit is total 
transparency.  patience is another 
interesting dimension.  Today we 
are completely intolerant of failure 
when it comes to electricity.  we 
are beginning to expect the same 
from online applications and at 
its limit our patience will tend to 
one, or to ‘now’.  it is at that point 
that the digital world will be part 

of our everyday, normal life; hence 
the title of the book, ‘The new 
normal’.

what’s interesting about these 
dimensions is that once the digi-
tisation process passes a specific 
point—call it the halfway point—
then new rules start applying.  
Thus, makers of technologies are 
faced with a major challenge at 

present.  Until now they’ve been 
building a rolls royce; but people 
are now realising that a Vw is 
good enough, as long as it doesn’t 
fail.  That’s interesting because it 
forces us think about technology 
as something that is embedded in 
the product.  we need to focus on 
the performance of the product 
and not expect that people will 
be enthralled by fancy technol-
ogy.  Look at any sector and you 
will be able to see these transition 
points, in education, in healthcare, 
in banking.  for example, today 
you expect your home banking 
application to work always—there 
is zero toleration for failure.  in the 
past, digital banking was special 
and hence we tolerated failure.  
also from the bank’s perspective 
digital was special; they mostly 
had analogue customers with 
whom they occasionally had a 
digital interaction.  But at a certain 
point this pivots around; the bank 
will have mainly digital customers 
with whom they occasionally have 
an analogue relationship.  here 
we are not talking about an incre-
mental shift anymore, but about 
a transition to a new business 
model.  and not simply in terms 
of the distribution model, because 
analogue loyalty does not neces-
sarily transfer to digital loyalty.

Some people are concerned that we 
are becoming superficial thinkers, 
that with our shortening attention 
spans, we’re gradually becoming 
dumber.

i don’t think so. The length of 
attention span will indeed decline 
but it is a two sided coin, because 
depth will tend to infinity. Super-
ficial communication is getting 
shorter, as Twitter illustrates, but 
if i want to learn more i can simply 
access wikipedia.  Take the health 
care sector.  in the past as a patient 
you were totally dependent on 
your all-knowing physician; today 
you can look up as much informa-
tion as you like about your symp-
toms and illness.  it empowers; it 
doesn’t dumb down.  Similarly, in 
the past the physician had to listen 
to the pharmaceutical sales rep to 
learn more about a new medicine.  
Today that physician can look up 
the necessary information him or 
herself.   

i’m concerned mostly about our 
educational system.  it is becom-
ing increasingly irrelevant to ask 
young people to simply replicate 
knowledge.   we need to teach 
children to think critically and to 
intelligently search and navigate 
the knowledge that is available 
all around us.  There already is a 
widening gap, i think, between 
the anglo-Saxon model and ours 
in continental europe.  in Belgium, 
for example, we are gradually slip-
ping in the rankings.  we still have 
a lot of top students and research-
ers but the median is declining.  
clearly we’re not adapting to 
the new realities.  i spent a lot of 
time in the US; it was there that 
i learned to think and to present.  
You get forced on stage there and 
have to learn to argue your point.

How should organisations be 
preparing for these changes?

organisations too will need to 
adapt.  Technology is becoming 
mainstream; it is becoming nor-
mal.  That’s why technology cannot 
be left to the techies.  everybody 
needs to be engaged with tech-
nology.  in fact, the iT department 
should be scrapped.  we all need 
to start thinking in digital terms.  

When people talk about the 
future of the internet and the 
digital world, concepts such 
as web 2.0 or 3.0, social media 
and the semantic web often 
circulate. These concepts 
typically describe what we can 
expect in the coming two to 
three years. In his latest book, 
The New Normal, Peter Hins-
sen is engaged in more radical 
reflection about the digital 
future.  His goal: to explore 
the limits of digitization. Look 
ahead 25 years and try to 
imagine what this world will 
look like. More importantly, 
try to imagine how the rules of 
the game will have changed. 
This is useful for the present, 
because in many areas we 
probably are at the transition 
point where the rules begin to 
change.  Time to prepare for 
the future where digital is the 
new normal.

Tell us about the book you are cur-
rently writing—‘The New Normal’?

i am trying to explore the limits of 
digitization.  if you take the current 
process of digitization to its most 
extreme limit, then what will our 
world look like? and how will the 
relationships that companies have 
with their consumers change?  my 
starting point is the premise that 
today we are only halfway through 
this digitization path.  people often 
talk about the Digital world as if 
we’re already in it, but i don’t think 
we are—the digitization process 
clearly has some way to go yet.  
nevertheless, it remains a premise 
or an assumption; my point is not 
to prove this point or to measure 
it somehow.  essentially this is 
a thought-exercise.  if you agree 
that we are halfway there, then 
what will happen in the next major 
phase of digitization? and are we 
prepared? 

i like to compare it to being in a 
swimming pool with a shallow 
and a deep end.  we started in the 
shallow end and gradually walked 
to the deep end but at a certain 
point we will lose our footing; the 
question then is: can we swim?  
Similarly, i suspect that we’re 
heading to the deep side of the 

‘ At a certain point we will lose 
our footing; the question then is: 

can we swim?
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also, technology is changing the 
way we work.  The consumerisa-
tion of iT has led to a situation 
where people have better iT 
equipment at home than they 
have access to at work.  Ultimately 
we are moving towards much 
more virtual, fluid organisations, 
where people move from project 
to project.  You cannot rely on staff 
loyalty anymore; or on the classic 
hierarchical models to manage 
organisations.  The new organi-
sations will need to be steered 
horizontally; but how do you that?  
That clearly is a challenge that hr 
managers are beginning to think 
about, although they don’t have 
the answer yet.  

BIO
Peter Hinssen is an entrepre-
neur, lecturer and writer. He 
is co-founder of Across Group 
(www.a-cross.com) and Managing 
Partner of Across Technology. He 
was Chairman of Porthus which 
has now been taken over by The 
Descartes Systems Group.  Since 
2000, he has been an Entrepre-
neur in Residence with McKinsey 
& Company.  Peter is recognised as 
one of Europe’s esteemed thought 
leaders in the field of technology 
and its impact on business life and 
society. His focus is on the con-
sumer adoption of technology, on 
the impact of the networked digital 
society, and on the Fusion between 
Business and IT. Peter collaborates 
with organizations in the areas 
of IT Strategy, Transformation, 
Fusion and Coaching, both within 
Belgium and far beyond.
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Putting technology 
back in its place

Laurent Haug argues for a radical rethink of 

how we use communication technology

The ‘social’ internet wave 
has propelled us toward new 
forms of communication and 
collaboration.  Billions of peo-
ple are plugging into the social 
infrastructure being built by 
the likes of Facebook, Twit-
ter and Apple.  And let’s not 
forget email either, still the 
staple communication tool for 
most of us.  But as exciting as 
this new era may be, are we 
ready for it? Laurent Haug, a 
Geneva-based entrepreneur 
and founder of the reputed 
Lift Conferences, ponders 
whether we have lost control 
over the way we communi-
cate, and perhaps even the 
way we think and shape our 
identities. Communication 
technologies have marched 
on at rapid pace, but are the 
new tools well suited to the 
way our brains work?  Or are 
we desperately, and hope-
lessly, trying to catch a run-
away train? 

As curator of the Lift Conferences 
you have a privileged view of some 
of the more interesting ideas and 
debates on technology.  Thus, 
what in your opinion are the most 
interesting technology trends 
coming our way?  

“my interests are more in the 
impact of technology than the 
technology itself.  at the moment 
i’m particularly interested in 
everything to do with the way 
technologies impact the way we 
live, work, interact, etc.  That’s 
also the theme for this year’s Lift 
conference in Geneva.

The main issue i’m grappling 
with is the increasing mismatch 
between the information com-
ing at us and the way we’re able 
to manage or process that infor-
mation; and i’m not only talking 
about information overload here.  
overload is a recurring feeling, 
and a look at history puts things 
in perspective. in 1613, english 
author Barnaby rich wrote “one 
of the diseases of this age is the 
multiplicity of books; they doth 
so overcharge the world that it is 

not able to digest the abundance 
of idle matter that is every day 
hatched and brought forth into 
the world“. every time a new tech-
nology comes we feel overloaded 
by it, the internet is no exception. 

what i am talking about is a 
broader issue. i am wondering 
whether technologies are really 
in line with the way we function, 
and if not, what the consequences 
are.

after the initial euphoria over 
iT – which allowed us to do more 
things more efficiently than ever, 
it might be time to put technol-
ogy back into its proper place; 
in some way we have to regain 
control.  if you look at the tech-
nological developments of the 
past 10-15 years, it is like a mas-
sive tank of information has been 
overwhelming us without asking 
for our consent. we have so many 
different connections plugged 
into our brain at the moment, the 
problem being that we don’t con-
trol those streams of information 
anymore: email, mobile, Twitter, 
facebook.   Via these tools we 
have ‘outsourced’ to the outside 
world numerous access points to 
our brain. This is associated with 
several problems, the biggest 
being a loss of control (one more 
iT induced loss of control) over our 
capacity to think. nowadays you 
can be interrupted and rerouted to 
another mental thread at almost 
anytime. it is becoming increas-
ingly harder to think for more than 
ten minutes without a call, sms, 
email or tweet interrupting. most 

users love these inputs; somehow 
they make you feel like being in 
the center of an active and gratify-
ing social world, but i would argue 
that there is a price to pay for this. 
Being creative is harder than ever, 

because having ideas requires a 
high level of energy and continuity 
of thinking that is hard to achieve 
in an intermittent world. 

it might sound like an easy 
problem – don’t check your mail 
after 5, don’t leave your phone 
open – but we are reaching a 
point where expectation makes it 
impossible for one person to solve 
that problem alone. five years ago 
i could take a week to answer an 
email, now if i don’t reply in 24h 
i am asked whether something is 
wrong with me. 

i believe that iT is slowly reaching 
a point where it becomes a bit 
counter productive, because our 
daily tools are designed for an infi-
nite amount of attention but that 
is not the reality of our brains. 

Take mobile phones: there are dif-
ferent topologies of usage. Some 
people switch off their phone at 
night, and therefore it is always ok 
to call because when that person 
does not want to be disturbed 
their mobile is off. others will 
leave their phone on at night so 
that emergency calls can always 
reach them. we need an indicator 
of these behaviours; i should know 
which type of user you are before 
calling you. another example is 
email. i treat each message as an 

item on my todo list. every person 
that writes to me adds something 
to my list of things i need to do in 
the short term. others treat email 
as a flow, and will simply ignore 
a message they don’t want to 
answer. we need names for these 
behaviours, and anybody who 
wants to interact with me should 
know which kind of user i am.

creativity and good decision mak-
ing are not infinite resources, but 
our tools assume they are.  You 
should always be ready to be crea-
tive, to be productive. But that is 
not how things are in reality.

Are there other things that do not 
scale well?

openness and interactivity! how 
ironic is it that when you are very 
successful on a tool like twitter, 
you cannot really benefit from 
what it does well. clive Thomp-
son explained in a recent wired 
column: “once a group reaches 
a certain size, each participant 
starts to feel anonymous again, 
and the person they’re following 
— who once seemed proximal, 
like a friend — now seems larger 
than life and remote. […] So the 
conversation stops.” 

Success cuts you off from the very 
purpose of these tools. we need a 
solution there too. This is another 
example of why we will have to 
seriously rethink our communica-
tion tools. 

i think society needs to catch up 
with the technology it has created.  
we need to regain a measure of 
control.  we need to define the 
norms and etiquette for using 
these tools effectively. maybe the 
future may be less technology.  i 
heard about a bank here in Swit-
zerland that is going back to paper 
after a scare with stolen bank 
data. maybe there’s a lesson in 
there, where less iT means more 
productivity and business.

‘Being creative is harder than 
ever, because having ideas 

requires a high level of energy and 
continuity of thinking that is hard 

to achieve in an intermittent world.
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BIO
Laurent Haug is an entrepreneur, 
event designer and researcher pas-
sionate about understanding how 
technological innovation is reshap-
ing society and culture. His work is 
about identifying and understand-
ing upcoming shifts, spreading the 
word via conferences and social 
media, and ultimately helping turn 
changes into opportunities.
Laurent is the founder and CEO 
of the Lift Conference (three day 
events in Europe and Asia to dis-
cuss the social implications of tech-
nologies), the co-founder and CEO 
of Lift Lab (a boutique consulting 
practice doing research projects), 
also a blogger, start-up adviser, 
and way-too-frequent-f lyer 
attending conferences around the 
globe as a speaker or moderator.
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With China and India’s accel-
erating investment in R&D, 
and the United States’ contin-
ued technological dominance, 
Europe’s long term com-
petitiveness is under threat.  
Hence it is critical that Europe 
makes a successful transition 
toward a knowledge economy.  
Obviously, ICT is the crucial 
element in this, and thus 
requires effective govern-
ment policy.  The current EU 
ICT policy, the i2010 strategy, 
is coming to an end.  As part 
of the process of preparing the 
next EU ICT policy, the Swedish 
Presidency of the EU (during 
the second half of 2009) com-
missioned a report, entitled “A 
Green Knowledge Society – an 
ICT Policy Agenda to 2015 for 
Europe’s Future Knowledge 
society.” The report was based 
on approximately 50 in-depth 
interviews with thought lead-
ers in Europe, USA, Japan and 
South Korea. The author of the 
report, Simon Forge, took us 
through the key findings. 

Can you tell us a little about the 
ICT policy context in Europe and 
what the key conclusions were of 
your report?

The key challenge for policy mak-
ers today is that icT has become 
omnipresent; it is all around us, in 
our homes and at work.  But we 
continue to treat it as if it were a 
specific sector, a high-tech indus-
try that is based on r&D.  But in 
fact icT is more like energy or 
health.  it requires both sector-
specific and cross-sector policies.  
icT has become far more complex.  
it is true that most industrial sec-
tors have developed their own icT 
policies, but in the past 10 years 
the role of icT has shifted from 
work contexts to our personal 
lives. This means that policy needs 
to change; but it hasn’t.

Policy priorities 
for a technological 

future 
Simon Forge, lead author of an ICT policy 

paper for the EU, explains why ICT policy in 

Europe needs to change

our work for the Swedish presi-
dency demarcated three key 
policy areas.  firstly, what sort 
of society do we want?  with icT 
becoming so pervasive, so funda-
mental to our economy and to the 
functioning of government, then it 
is essential that we do not exclude 
people. particular attention needs 
to be paid to education, not only 
to schooling, but also to adult 
education. The eU needs to make 
the transition to a knowledge 
economy, but we have to do it with 
an ageing population.  Therefore 
we will all need to work longer; 
and this means that we will have 
to keep working on our knowledge 
and skills, throughout our careers.  
also, we need to think about how 
icT can help elderly people stay 
productive, for example via video 
conferencing.  it is essential that 
we think 20-30 years ahead to 
prepare ourselves.  it isn’t simply 
about r&D; it is also about educa-
tion and helping elderly people 
use icT.  other issues that need 
to be addressed in this category 
are privacy and safety; protecting 
people, especially children, from 
malicious threats.

The second main policy area con-
cerns the role of icT in the econ-
omy. europe will only go forward 
if we succeed in making the tran-
sition to a knowledge economy; 
and icT is pivotal to that. This 
implies that europe has to focus 
more on digital literacy and raising 
the standard of education. also, 
icT needs to be stimulated more 
among Smes since they are the 
base of the european economy. 
we really need ambitious targets 
here. Unfortunately, most govern-
ments are doing just the opposite 
at present; they’re cutting back 
due to the economic crisis.

The third key policy pillar will 
have to address the role of icT in 
the green economy.  europe has 
set itself ambitious targets for 

reducing energy consumption 
and emissions.  icT does have a 
negative impact obviously, given 
the power consumption of data 
centres and network infrastruc-
tures, but it also has the potential 
of being a very powerful enabler of 
energy savings.  

obviously there are more areas 
that we need to pay attention to. 
Take healthcare: europe gener-
ally has good healthcare but the 
costs are increasing too rapidly. 
There is so much potential to use 
icT to improve our healthcare 
systems, both in terms of quality 
and cost. Diagnosis especially can 
be speedier, more accurate, and 
it can be done on a remote basis. 
care of the frail and elderly will be 
an increasingly severe problem, 
where icTs can help, not just in 
pure care terms but also in sup-
port for extending working life, a 
growing need as our pension plans 
begin to fail. 

Justice is another major oppor-
tunity.  consider the costs of our 
court systems; there is still huge 
potential there to apply technol-
ogy.  also, how can we reduce the 
costs—but improve the effective-
ness—of policing, for example 
via improved surveillance?  and 
migration: how can we reduce 
the impact of migration and keep 
families together; how can we 
improve the integration process?

But to accomplish all of these 
things governments will need to 
take a much broader, more inte-
grated approach to icT policy.  at 
one level this has to do with the 
icT infrastructure; making sure 
that the next-generation networks 
are built as quickly as possible.  
This is not simply about laying 
fibre to the home.  Governments 
also need to pay attention to open 
standards, to regulating the mar-
ket, to consumer protection.  Take 
document standards, for example: 

how do we make sure that these 
are durable, so that we protect our 
archives? our dependence on icT 
is increasing; therefore we really 
do need better governance.   

e-Government has not been very 
successful to date, for various rea-
sons.  for example, when it comes 
to government services we should 
not be forcing people into a digital 
straightjacket.  on the contrary, we 
need to give people more options, 
not fewer.  we should be enabling 
people, opening up opportunities, 
instead of limiting them.  The key 
opportunity in politics is to move 
toward some form of participa-
tive government, as opposed to 
the representative system we 
have now.  But this issue remains 
very contentious.  The key debate 
here pivots on the supposed intel-
ligence or stupidity of the crowd.  
There are two schools of thought.  
one group argues that the crowd 
does, in the long run, behave in a 
balanced way.  others disagree.  

Security is another emerging pri-
ority.  we need to anticipate the 
unthinkable.  what would happen 
if we receive a malicious attack on 
our e-government infrastructure?  
as we become more reliant on 
technology, the impact could be 
disastrous.  imagine, such events 
could disable hospitals; they could 
kill people.  

What can governments do 
to stimulate more high-tech 
entrepreneurship? 

industrial policy can have a major 
impact.  in the United States a 
great deal of technological innova-
tion originally came from military 
projects.  for example, the inter-
net and GpS both have their roots 
in military projects.  Similarly, the 
governments in Japan and South 
korea have highly focused indus-
trial policies that have helped 
create high-tech industries.  South 
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korea especially is a nice example.  
after the asian crisis they started 
focusing very heavily on digital 
literacy and digital infrastructure.  
in the process they created strong 
domestic demand for technology 
products, which boosted their 
local high-tech industries.  

in the eU we do not seem very 
keen on such proactive industrial 
policy.  The question we need 
to ask ourselves is how we can 
stimulate the domestic market for 
technology, because that in turn 
strengthens our export poten-
tial.  The eU market is so large; 
we have such potential to absorb 
icT products and services.  we 
already have technical leadership 
in a range of areas, but we seem 
to lack the domestic market to 
translate that technical leadership 
into industrial leadership.

The role of smaller companies—
Smes—is crucial too.  it is so 
important to develop strong clus-
ters of high-tech Smes.  again, in 
the eU we seem to struggle with 
this; if you compare us to the 
United States or Japan. 

essentially it is about creating the 
right ecosystem for entrepreneur-
ship and innovation.  it is a combi-
nation of things: we need to look 
at the demand and supply side of 
things.  how do we increase digital 
literacy? how do we boost domes-
tic demand? how do we transition 
r&D to production?  how do we 
stimulate competition in the icT 
market?  The potential clearly is 
there to do so much more.

BIO
Simon Forge has worked for over 20 
years in the information industries 
principally in the UK, France and 
Italy. He is director of SCF Associ-
ates Ltd. His strategy and economic 
studies have been used by major 
systems vendors, government and 
telcos to establish new directions. 
Simon has managed teams in 
systems integration, telecommu-
nications, economic analysis of IT 
impact, marketing and IT strategy. 
Currently he works on projects in 
telecommunications, computing 
and their socio-economic impact, 
specifically exploring new radio 
and computing technologies with 
an emphasis on forecasting. For 
this, he often uses scenario analysis 
(with his own methodology -SCF - 
scenario construction for forecast-
ing, now with a new quantitative 
extension of tri-level macro-meso-
micro- economic analysis). He is 
currently working on the design of 
a Future Internet for the European 
Commission.
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Technology and 
open markets 
Minister Q tries to shake up the 

telecoms market 

As Vincent Van Quickenborne 
sees it, economic prosper-
ity rests on two foundations: 
open markets and technology.  
No wonder then, that Minister 
Q has a plan to make Belgium 
the digital heart of Europe.  
We asked him how the plan is 
progressing and what the key 
obstacles are.

How are we doing in Belgium 
when it comes to our technological 
‘readiness’?

it is true that Belgium hasn’t 
performed particularly well in the 
technology rankings.  as a result 
we have worked really hard to 
make Belgium the digital heart of 
europe.  and i think it is beginning 
to work.   

There are three main axes to the 
digital plan for Belgium.  firstly, 
connectivity for all; secondly, 
improve the existing infrastruc-
ture and competitive climate to 
achieve that goal; and thirdly, 
create an environment where new 
services can be developed such as 
electronic invoicing, e-health and 
smart electricity networks.  By 
2015 we aim to score substan-
tially higher in the rankings.  our 
goals are pretty ambitious: we 
want 90% of the households con-
nected to broadband internet, up 
from 64% today; half the pupils 
above the age of six should have 
access to a computer at school; 
half the population must make 
use of mobile internet; one in 
three workers should be telework-
ing on a regular basis; and 50% of 
all invoices should be electronic.  
That’s the essence of our digital 
plan and we have 30 actions 
planned to achieve these goals.  
The plan is in execution and we’re 
gradually achieving results.

for example, one impediment to 
open competition was the fact 
that the telecommunications reg-
ulator was too weak.  it couldn’t 
stand up to the incumbents with 
the result that our market wasn’t 
open to new entrants.  we fought 
a hard battle on this issue but 
today we have a new board and 

management team in place—and 
they’re not politically appointed.  
They’ve already taken two pretty 
radical decisions.  for one, they 
forced our mobile termination 
rates down to the lowest level in 
europe and secondly they com-
pelled Belgacom to open up its 
super fast VDSL2 network to third  
party operators.

another action point in the digital 
plan was the decision to restruc-
ture the telecommunications 
market by auctioning a fourth 
mobile operator licence.  we want 
to do this mainly to make mobile 
internet cheaper because we’re 
still trailing behind somewhat in 
this area.  The adoption of mobile 
internet is low in this country 
because it is too expensive.  But 
we also need a fourth player to 

stimulate more innovation.  The 
mobile offering is still way too lim-
ited here; it’s purely an infrastruc-
ture story at present.  where’s the 
content?!  But things are beginning 
to happen.  mobistar is looking at 
mobile television and we’re going 
to be auctioning fourth generation 
LTe licences.  we will be amongst 
the pioneers in europe with LTe.  

e-commerce is another area we 
are looking at.  e-commerce has 
shown huge growth in the past 
year, and that was in the middle of 
the economic crisis.  clearly there 

is an important shift happening 
here, although we are still catch-
ing up to other countries.  This is 
such an interesting country for 
e-business!  Think about it; the 
country is densely populated with 
the result that 99.9% of our popu-
lation can have broadband internet 
access, if they want it or are able 
to afford it.  Bandwidth is already 
relatively high and getting much 
better.  fibre is being rolled out by 
Belgacom and Telenet, and  there 
are no download limits anymore 
on premium accounts.  Things are 
clearly moving in the right direc-
tion and the government is playing 
a useful role in this.

What is your view on the digital 
divide? Do we have a problem?

The fact that not everybody is 

connected is a concern.  approxi-
mately 70% of the households 
have a pc and a similar proportion 
have broadband internet.  That is 
too little and that’s why we set 
up a project where people with 
limited financial means can buy a 
pc with an internet connection at 
a reduced price.  

But do they actually work—these 
types of subsidised packages?

Yes, they do, but they must be 
accompanied by an information 
campaign and by free education 

courses.  But what works even 
more effectively is tied selling 
(conditional selling).  it took me 
years to win that battle and for 
a long time i was politically iso-
lated on this issue.  But we got it 
through.  and the result: Telenet 
sold 25,000 mobile subscriptions 
together with a smartphone in 
one quarter! That’s amazing.  it 
illustrates how a relatively minor 
simplification of the law, a scrap-
ping of a single rule, can achieve 
so much more than subsidies.  To 
get things moving in this country, 
as you know, is no easy task.

Innovation: is this the way to get 
things moving?

Technology is one of the driving 
forces of productivity.   our eco-
nomic competitiveness—at a Bel-
gian level but also at a european 
level—is too low compared to the 
US and china, and that’s partly 
because we’re not using enough 
technology.   in government, for 
example, we’re clearly not invest-
ing enough in technology.  in 
some areas, like the social security 
sector, there have been important 
achievements and in others we 
have big plans, like the health 
care sector.  But in so many other 
areas it is still a deplorable state of 
affairs; in justice for example, but 
even in transport.  it’s so illustra-
tive that when there is a smog 
alarm we have to manually turn all 
the smog boards on our highways.  
across the board we have mar-
ginalised technology, in govern-
ment but also in business.  There 
are two core drivers of economic 
growth and prosperity: technology 
and open markets.  if you look at 
the industrial revolution and now 
the internet revolution—technol-
ogy lies at the root of these.  it is 
essential that we create a climate 
for technological development 
and adoption.  

we have several good initiatives in 
place to stimulate technological 
development.  for example, r&D 
staff at Belgian research centres 
are eligible for a significantly 
reduced tax bill.  also, people or 
companies who earn income from 

‘ Our economic 
competitiveness—at a Belgian 

level but also at a European 
level—is too low compared to the 

US and China, and that’s partly 
because we’re not using enough 

technology.
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patents benefit from a reduced 
tax rate.  we reduced their tax 
rate from 34% to 6.8%! we’re 
one of the cheapest countries in 
the world when it comes to taxing 
technology.  in fact, in some ways 
we’re a tax haven.  The problem 
is that not enough companies 
are familiar with these schemes; 
hence they don’t use them.  That’s 
why we’ve been organising confer-
ences and communicating about 
this—every entrepreneur in this 
country should be aware of these 
programmes.  But we also want to 
attract more international players.  
for example, Shenzhen, which 
is the 4th largest city in china, 
recently opened a representa-
tive office in Brussels.  They’re 
supporting two major chinese 
companies, huawei and ZTe, who 
are currently investing in Belgium.  
huawei is a key supplier of Belga-
com and is setting up a new inno-
vation centre here.   They’re also a 
major competitor of Leuven-based 
option—but that’s the essence of 
open markets.  

one concern i have is that in 
europe we seem to struggle with 
the creation of really large disrup-
tive technology players.  There are 
a few, like Skype and netlog, but 
we don’t have enough of these 
success stories.  i suspect that our 
continent has closed itself off too 
much for talent from china and 
india.  when you ask graduates 
from these countries where they 
want to go they all say the U.S.  
in europe we’re at risk of becom-
ing a footnote in the world’s his-
tory; and Belgium is no different.  
clearly we need a strong digital 
plan at a european level too.  and 
a first priority is to create a single 
telecommunications market.  it 
is absurd that when i call kortrijk 
from Lille just across the border, i 
pay five times as much as when i 
call marseille from Lille.   we need 
a single market.  But we also need 
to be more open to other cultures; 
and we need to stop protectionist 
policies that favour incumbents.  it 
isn’t only the consumer who ends 
up paying the price for this; it also 
stifles innovation in this region.

BIO
Vincent Van Quickenborne —bet-
ter known as Q— is Minister for 
Entrepreneurship and Reform 
in the Federal Government of 
Belgium
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‘ The materials themselves 
are the first step in increasing 
the value of products and their 

performance.

Materials Technologies for  
Sustainable Production and Products

In order to understand the real chal-
lenges for sustainable production, we 
need to understand the bigger pic-
ture. Our human ecological footprint 
overshoots earth’s carrying capacity. 
In simple terms: we act as if we have 
more than one planet to live on. We 
use more resources and produce 
higher levels of greenhouse gases, 
toxins and non-biodegradable waste 
than this planet has the capacity 
and the time to, respectively, regen-
erate or assimilate. Nevertheless, 
respecting these ecological limits 
(sources and sink capacity) is the 
non-negotiable basis for our social 
and economic development1. Hence, 
sustainable production is a must, 
whether we like it or not, and com-
panies that invest now in sustainable 
production will be leading our future 
economy.    

materials are key for technologi-
cal advances in all industrial sec-
tors. added value materials with 
higher knowledge content, new 
functionalities and improved per-
formance are increasingly critical 
for industrial competitiveness 
and sustainable development. 
The materials themselves are the 
first step in increasing the value of 
products and their performance. 
research focuses on developing 
new knowledge-based multi-
functional surfaces and materi-
als with tailored properties and 
predictable performance, for new 
products and processes target-
ing a wide range of applications. 
materials technology also repre-
sents an essential enabler for new 
environmental and energy related 
technologies. The energy problem 
for example can be translated 
into challenges in new material 
developments, e.g. new materials 
for windmill propellers and gears 
(energy generation), low friction 
and wear resistant materials 
(energy transmission, distribution 

1  A. Rossy, P.T. Jones, D. Geysen, K. Bienge, Sustainable 
Materials Management for Europe, from efficiency to effec-
tiveness, background paper for the informal Environmental 
Council on the 12th and 13th of July 2010, as part of the 
Belgian Presidency of the EU during the second semester 
of 2010, March 2010, http://www.petertomjones.be/
content/view/353/1/

and consumption) and battery 
materials (energy storage)2. 

Sustainable materials manage-
ment (Smm) is thus key to sustain-
able production. The oecD working 
definition of Smm was developed 
in 2005, and states: “Sustain-
able materials management is an 
approach to promote sustainable 
materials use, integrating actions 
targeted at reducing negative 
environmental impacts and pre-
serving natural capital throughout 
the life-cycle of materials, taking 
into account economic efficiency 
and social equity”3. materials 
technology impacts a manufac-
tured product by its choice of (a 
combination of) materials (metals, 
ceramics, glass, polymers, …) and 
its processing steps (shaping, join-
ing, finishing)4. Basically, materials 
technology may impact the sus-
tainability of industrial processes 
and products in different ways:  

incremental material inno- +
vations: e.g. adaptations to 
process parameters yielding 
less material- and/or energy 
resource consumption, improv-
ing material properties that 
extend the life-time of a product. 

2  NMP expert advisory group (EAG ), Position paper 
on future RTD activities of NMP for the period 2010-
2015, November 2009: http://ec.europa.eu/research/
industrial_technologies/pdf/nmp-expert-advisory-group-
report_en.pdf
3  OECD (2009), Setting and using targets for sustainable 
materials management. Working Group on Waste Preven-
tion and Recycling, ENV/EPOC/WGWPR(2009)11, Paris
4  M.F. Ashby, Y.J.M. Bréchet, D. Cebon, L. Salvo, Selec-
tion strategies for materials and processes, Materials and 
Design, 25 (2004) 51

breakthrough material innova- +
tions: e.g. the replacement of an 
eco-toxic wet chemical surface 
treatment by a totally differ-
ent and flexible dry process 
with dramatically better envi-
ronmental impact, nanotech 
material innovations leading 
to products with ever better 
performance and ever more 
functionalities, using ever fewer 
material and energy resources.    

disruptive material innovations + 5: 
e.g. the replacement of tradi-
tional top-down manufacturing 
by novel additive, or bottom-up, 
production techniques. Top-
down techniques start with 
bulk materials which are then 
‘sculptured’, machined down 
until the features that are left 
are fit for purpose, while additive 
manufacturing involves creat-
ing objects or materials from 

individual atoms or molecules or 
clusters thereof, and then join-
ing them together. The latter are 
using much less virgin material 
and produce much less waste, 
as well as offering complete flex-
ibility in optimising the design of 
a product for its functionalities6.

5  disruptive technology refers to technology that initially 
underperforms the incumbent technology, but typically of-
fers more flexibility, convenience, or a lower price. A disruptive 
technology can serve to create new markets, but it can also 
upset the equilibrium of companies with good reputations and 
good products [C.M. Christensen, The opportunity and threat 
of disruptive technologies, MRS Bulletin, April 2002].  
6  ATKINS: Manufacturing a low carbon footprint – zero 
emission enterprise study, October 2007, http://www.
econolyst.co.uk/pdf/publications/ZEEFSReportN0012J.pdf

JAn MEnEVE, MATERIALS TECHnOLOGy UnIT MAnAGER AT VITO, ARGUES THAT 
FUTURE PRODUCTIOn METHODS MUST BE SUSTAInABLE, AnD THAT THE KEy TO 
SUSTAInABLE PRODUCTIOn LIES In nEW MATERIALS TECHnOLOGIES.
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however, cleaner production, 
eco-design and design for the 
environment alone will not suffice 
to enable the transition to a sus-
tainable economy. new business 
models are required to go hand in 
hand with the possibilities offered 
by new materials technologies. 
Using such novel and synergetic 
business models, environmental 
improvements can typically be 
doubled7:

in product-service systems, a  +
company’s commercial value 
creation goes beyond the dis-
tribution of material goods. 
companies could switch their 
focus to selling need fulfillment 
(like warmth, or mobility), sat-
isfaction, or experiences. They 
could offer a mix of tangible 
products and intangible serv-
ices, designed and combined 
to jointly fulfill a user’s needs. 
By developing these product-
services, companies will be able 
to enhance the added value of 
their offering, and improve their 
innovation potential8. a known 
example is ‘chemical leasing’, in 
which case the supplier not only 
provides the chemicals, but also 
functions like cleaning, lubrica-
tion, paint stripping, etc., and 
takes the chemicals back after 
usage for possible recycling. in 
this way, the amount of chemi-
cals used and costs involved 
can be reduced significantly9. 
Bearing in mind that the general 
trend in materials technology is 
that ever more functionalities 
can be achieved with ever fewer 
resources, such business models 
may provide an important win-
win situation for both the cus-
tomer and the manufacturer.

Disruptive technologies like  +
additive manufacturing (am) 
intrinsically lead to new business 

7  O. Mont, Learning the lessons, paving the way, http://
www.cfsd.org.uk/events/suspronet/oksanamont.doc
8  The sustainable product-service design network SUS/
PRO-net, http://www.suspronet.org/fs_suspronet.htm
9  B. Perthen-Palmisano, T. Jakl, Chemical leasing: coop-
erative business models for sustainable chemicals manage-
ment, Environ. Sci. & Pollut. Res., 12 (1) (2005) 49

models. The longest lead time in 
delivering (customized) products 
will become the time required 
to ship the product. Therefore, 
companies that use am will 
build local production facilities 
to ensure just-in-time manu-
facturing, dramatically cutting 
transport needs (i.e. transport of 
bits and bytes instead of goods), 
eliminating stages of the supply 
chain, and shortening/closing 
material life cycles10.     

now is the time to act, as the 
global economic downturn has 
propelled ideas that were once on 
the margins of economic policy 
into the heart of decision-making: 
policy makers are increasingly 
favouring a strong climate compo-
nent in economy recovery plans. 
around the world, governments 
have allocated more than $ 430 
bn in fiscal stimuli to key climate 
change investment themes11.  

in the process of detecting oppor-
tunities for material saving and 
efficiency improvements, manu-
facturers may rely on professional 
support provided by outside sup-
pliers12. The current project ‘open 
window on innovative materials 
technologies’ funded by the 
european regional Development 
fund and flemish authorities, for 
example, focuses on the possi-
bilities for increasing product and 
production process sustainability 
through materials innovation. To 
that end, a 3p opportunity Scan 
is being developed as a systematic 
tool indicating the areas where 
sustainable materials innovation 
is feasible: www.openraam.eu.

10  Wohlers report 2009, state of the industry – annual 
worldwide progress report, T.T. Wohlers, Wohlers Associates 
Inc., ISBN 0-9754429-5-3
11  HSBC Global Research, A Climate for Recovery – the 
colour of stimulus goes green, February 2009, http://
www.globaldashboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/
HSBC_Green_New_Deal.pdf
12  M. Halme, M. Anttonen, M. Kuisma, N. Kontoniemi, 
E. Heino, Business models for material efficiency services: 
conceptualization and application, Ecological Economics, 63 
(2007) 126

BIO
Jan Meneve is Materials Technol-
ogy Unit Manager at VITO
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The smartgrid is the foundation of our new energy system, 
a roadmap for the future of power management which will 
not only optimise the use of existing technology but allow 
for the seamless integration of renewable energy. This 
platform – which is essentially a communication network 
– will in all likelihood lead to an explosion of innovation, 
as new applications are built on top of the framework. At 
the heart of this technological evolution is ABB.

OVERHAUL OF THE ENERGy SySTEM
By 2030 the consumption of energy worldwide will 
double. At the same time (and clearly the timing 
couldn’t be worse) the installed base is reaching the 
end of its lifespan, and needs replacing. These are 
sobering facts. As a world leader in power technology, 
a lot of eyes are on ABB for answers. Eric Ghekiere, 
Vice-President, Business Development Manager takes 
us through them.

As a leader in power technology (the first company to 
develop high voltage direct current (HVDC) and pio-
neers of the Norned undersea cables connecting the 
Netherlands and Norway), ABB are again at the fore-
front of a new technology platform: smartgrids. 

The world’s energy system is changing, not just 
because it needs to address some serious problems 
but also because the proposed solutions will entail a 
fundamentally different model. The classic hierarchi-
cal model of power distribution, with large central 
power stations pushing energy to transmission net-
works and then in turn to distribution ones, finally 
reaching the end user, will soon change. This is not 
only because of the sector’s deregulation which has 
led to the unbundling of traditionally vertically inte-
grated players, but also because the existing energy 
system is being confronted by an expanding supply of 
intermittent (e.g. renewable) power.

Ghekiere expands on this point: “With power being 
produced locally and fed directly into the transmis-
sion and even distribution networks, things are a lot 
more complicated, and we’re not even talking about 
the potential impact of the electric car.  With renewa-
ble energy by its nature intermittent, we need far more 
intelligent systems to deal with this varied supply.” 

It is clear that energy systems in Belgium and Europe 
need to prepare for a lot of changes heading their way. 
In part this is due to the new types of power feeding 
into the system but in part also because of the dis-
tance to new supplies; gone are the days when you 
could create an energy source (such as a coal driven 
power station) next to a town and make do. Renew-
able energy sources are often inconveniently located 
far away from where people live (e.g. hydroelectric 
dams) so the energy needs to be harvested at source 
and then moved long distances via energy transport 
(HVDC) to where it’s needed. 

The main change that the energy network faces how-
ever is how to deal with that intermittent energy sup-
ply – being plugged into the grid in different ways and 
at different levels. Doing so requires a system of intel-
ligent management.

THE PROMISE OF THE SMARTGRID
The current energy picture is a confounded one: from 
a simple (and in practice monopolistic) model of power 
dispensation, the unbundling of services has intro-
duced many new links in the chain. When one takes 
into account the introduction of variable supply from 
renewable energy and inconveniently placed power 
sources, network management becomes a critical ele-
ment. Smartgrids are not about reinventing the wheel 
though; one of the most important aspects of the con-
cept is its ability to wring more out of the currently 
deployed assets – in essence smart optimisation. The 
aims are bold:

Firstly, smartgrids will help get more out of the exist-
ing infrastructure thus deferring costly investments 
in new generation, transmission and distribution 
facilities. In turn, they also aim to reduce costs and 
improve the reliability of delivering power to end users 
via better supply management. This means reduced 
resource usage and, by extension, CO2 emissions and 
other pollutants.

To start this process off, Eandis (one of the largest 
distribution network operators in Belgium) is run-
ning a smartmeter pilot project with 4200 customers 
in Hombeek and Leest, near Mechelen. They’re not 
alone: similar initiatives have sprung up in Germany 
and elsewhere (Stockholm is currently installing this 
system near the centre of the city). 

Smartmeters are as different from regular power 
meters as smartphones are from tin cans and string. 
These meters let the network know exactly how much 
power the end user needs in real time – so the entire 
framework can automatically adjust (which is where 
ABB’s technology comes into play). When the net-
work has too little power or too much, this can also 
be fed back to the smartmeter which can automati-
cally adjust the power consumption at that end. This 
makes power consumption efficient on both ends of 
the supply and demand cycle. 

The promise 
of intelligent 

networks in the 
power industry

Eric Ghekiere, VP at ABB, takes us through 
the workings of smartgrids
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With ABB taking care of central dispatching and dis-
tribution management, bi-directional power filtering 
will not only optimise the existing network, but allow 
for the seamless integration of intermittent renewable 
sources. Effectively smartgrids are about communi-
cation, and using the internet to achieve this means 
new players such as Google, IBM and Belgacom have 
entered the power arena. 

Smartgrids don’t just optimise the existing network 
and solve the problem of variable renewable energy 
sources; they also make way for future expansion. 
Take the electric car for example. Even though an 
affordable model with an acceptable operating radius 
hasn’t yet emerged, if one does, and Belgium suddenly 
has 10,000 units to take care of, this will have a major 
impact on the power industry. Having the capacity to 
remotely adjust how much juice the cars use to charge 
means the entire network will still be able to operate 
at a much higher level of efficiency. For the end user 
this means more flexible billing and cost savings 
(devices can be programmed to only switch on during 
low tariff periods).

Regardless of anything else, the power plants, supply 
networks and underground cables all need upgrad-
ing – a huge capital investment. Smartgrids allow for 
the most cost efficient running of the network in the 
meantime and indeed, similar efficiency when the 
new technology is finally up and running.

CHALLENGES
Underlying the changes in the sector is the global 
movement to clean power. This is more expensive 

than traditional sources but, as Ghekiere puts it, 
“the price we need to pay for a better environment”.  
He adds: “This is also going to mean focussing more 
heavily on R&D. I think that globally speaking, we’re 
currently not doing enough of this. Companies are all 
doing their own thing; there should be more collabo-
ration with universities and other industry players.” 
Financing things isn’t the only challenge to the under-
taking. Ultimately the resolution on the way forward 
lies with climate change policy makers – which means 
decisions need to be made at a government level. 
Another big question that remains is who gets to pay 
for all of this. As Eandis operates the mid-voltage 
grids, and this is where most of the costs will lie in 
implementing smart grids, should they have to carry 
this burden alone? What about government, or the 
consumer? Are consumers even ready to pay more? 
There’s also the issue of privacy – do consumers want 
their electricity service provider to know everything 
about their energy usage? This has already met with 
resistance in the Netherlands, with protests by con-
sumer organisations. While ABB recognises these 
issues, they’re committed to finding the answers. 
Ghekiere is upbeat about this: “Yes privacy is impor-
tant – we need to set up a covenant with the user, 
and work together”. Working together via smartgrids 
could indeed be the way forward for Belgium. Whether 
end users will realise this, is a different question alto-
gether. 

‘ Smartgrids don’t just opti-
mise the existing network 
and solve the problem of 
variable renewable energy 
sources; they also make way 
for future expansion.

BIO
Abb is a global leader in  +

power and automation tech-

nologies

The company operates in  +

more than 100 countries 

Abb has seven research  +

centres, 6,000 scientists and 70 

university collaborations across 

the world 

www.abb.com +
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Towards a 
European 
supergrid

Renewable energy requires a flexible 
European electricity market.  Elia is one 

of the first movers in a smarter electricity 
market

Europe’s 2020 targets for renewable energy present big 
challenges for the transmission system operators: energy 
generation by wind generators and solar panels is volatile, 
which will call for innovative solutions to maintain the 
balance between generation and consumption. In Belgium, 
Elia is making the necessary changes to its power grid 
operation and is collaborating with research institutes, 
manufacturers, regulators and authorities to prepare for 
the big shift. One thing is clear: an effective integration of 
renewable energy into the transmission networks needs to 
be operated on a European and pan-European level.

Hubert Lemmens has been with Elia from the begin-
ning: he joined the organisation that was put in place 
in 1999 to prepare for the creation of Elia, in June 
2001. As of November 2008 he is Chief Officer Grid 
Services. When we arrived at his office in Brussels, he 
immediately got to the point: ‘Transmission system 
operators and electricity distribution operators play 
an important role because they are centrally located 
between the producers and the consumers. In general, 
generation and consumption must be balanced at 
each moment, and there must be enough capacity to 
transport all energy from the generators to the con-
sumers without causing congestion on the lines. This 
is a delicate task, but when the generators are deter-
ministic and when you know how consumers behave, 
the system is quite predictable. However, from the 
moment that generation shifts to more renewable 
energy sources, energy generation becomes volatile 
and the transmission system operator has to demon-
strate a lot more flexibility.’ 

There is a second issue: with our conventional central-
ized power generation, the power plant will be placed 
as close as possible to consumer centres. For renew-
able energy, this is not always possible: you have to 
choose the production place where the resources are. 
Lemmens gives some examples: ‘The area from the 
North Sea to the Baltic Sea is well-situated for wind 
farms. However, in order to be able to transport this 
energy to the consumers, we have to construct a large 
number of new transmission lines. And because we 
can’t use high-voltage towers in the sea, we’ll have 
to build underground cables with HVDC power (High 
Voltage Direct Current), which is rather complex. The 
same issues arise with solar energy: it’s most effective 
in the south of Europe or even in the Sahara. However, 
this implies installing long transmission lines from 
North Africa to Europe.’

Today, every European country has its own high-volt-
age network that is connected with its neighbours, but 
this too will change, Lemmens explains: ‘When big-
ger energy flows have to be exchanged across national 
borders, we’ll need to build a supergrid, a European 
overlay network.  Pricing on the national level will 

have to be reconsidered, as it’s ultimately the cus-
tomer who pays the bill. Today, in Belgium the CREG 
(Commission for the Regulation of Electricity and Gas) 
defines the tariffs based on the costs that Elia makes 
to support its network. The cost for a future overlay 
network will be profitable for the entire European 
market and energy policy, rather than just for local 
needs. To allow for a fair electricity transmission price 
for our national customers, we should take this into 
account, but this assumes new European regulation.’

LIMIT THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
Elia wants to implement the necessary changes first 
by limiting the impact on the environment. That is 
why it is using its existing high-voltage network in an 
optimal way before building new power lines. Lem-
mens provides an example: ‘We try to replace old 
power lines with new lines at higher voltages but by 
using technologies that allow for more compact tow-
ers. This enables us to transport seven to eight times 
more energy through the same line.’ Another new 
technology is the use of high-voltage conductors with 
a carbon core, which make the corridor expand less at 
higher temperatures and allows for the transportation 
of twice as much energy.

Of course, in the longer term this will not suffice: we 
will need the European overlay network. According to 
Lemmens, we do not have all the tools and technology 

‘ To be able to use energy 
more efficiently, consumers 
will have to be encouraged 
to prefer using electricity 
when it’s available -and 
cheap.

Hubert Lemmens, Chief Officer Grid Services, Elia
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yet to create this electrical grid of the future, but Bel-
gium is trying to be one of the first movers: ‘Although 
we don’t have that many equipment manufacturers, 
we have a lot of know-how in Belgium, including uni-
versities with highly qualified engineers that work on 
energy technology, and Elia is actively cooperating 
with them.’

TOWARDS A FLExIBLE EUROPEAN ELECTRICITy 
MARKET
Renewable energy also opens up a lot of innovative 
possibilities in the electricity market. In principle, 
the marginal price of wind energy is zero. If at one 
moment there’s a lot of wind in Germany and there’s 
still transmission capacity to transport the energy to 
Belgium, then temporarily a more expensive power 
plant in Belgium can be shut down. ‘We really need 
these kinds of methods in the future: if the markets 
become more flexible, they can take advantage of the 
temporary availability of cheap energy.’ Elia itself 
is becoming more and more a European player: it 
recently acquired 60% of 50Hertz Transmission. 
This German transmission system operator has a lot 
of experience with the integration of wind energy in 
their transmission network, and the acquisition gives 
Elia strategic access to the Baltic Sea.

The consumers will also be more actively involved in 
the energy market, Lemmens emphasises: ‘Energy 
prices will rise inevitably. To be able to use the energy 
more efficiently, consumers will have to be encour-
aged to use electricity when it’s available -and cheap. 
For example, the price could be lower when wind 
energy is available, and higher when it is not.’ Lem-
mens believes that we will see a proliferation of inno-
vative pricing systems in the energy market, just like 
we have now with mobile phones. For example, there 
could be a wind energy pricing system whereby you 
pay a monthly flat fee which provides you electricity 
for free when wind energy is available, and at other 
times you have to pay an extra fee. This would make 
people aware of the real price of electricity.

BIO
 Elia is belgium’s transmis- +

sion system operator, respon-

sible for the transmission of 

electricity at voltages ranging 

from 380 kV to 30 kV.

 www.elia.be +
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Technology author Peter 
Hinssen is finalising his new 

book ‘The new normal: exploring 
the limits of the digital world’.  It 

tries to imagine where the on-
going process of digitization 

will take us: what will the fully 
digitized world look like, when 
digital is just plain ‘normal’ as 
opposed to the novel and some-
times frustrating experience it 

still can be today? 

indeed, practically the entire world is coming online 
and digital networks are rapidly being extended into the 
‘things’—devices, appliances, products, etc—around us.  
Digital touch points will be practically everywhere, gath-
ering and imparting data, ‘connecting’ you to the world 
in a multitude of ways, and shaping the environment 
around you. how will this change our lives? Look around 
you and think; what will your day look like, at home, at 
work, in your leisure time?  

Natural interfaces
consider the human interface with the digital world.  

for most people in the developed world, the pc or 
laptop is still the primary internet access device.  But at 
a global level, this is set to change.  for one, the mobile 
phone is taking over as the primary access device.  part-
ly, this is because there are many more mobile phones 
out there compared to pcs, especially in the developing 
world.   But the mobile phone has also become a much 
more powerful and convenient tool for accessing the 
net.  Screens are bigger, the touch interface is vastly 
improved (faster, multi-touch) and critically, the operat-
ing systems were opened up to third-party developers 
leading to an explosion in the amount of ‘services’, from 
games and social network apps to various business tools 
and location-based services, that can be accessed via 
the mobile phone.  most of the tools that people access 
the internet for—e.g. email, facebook, Twitter, wiki-
pedia, Google, etc—are now available as customised 
mobile applications.  

The recent launch of apple’s ipad is set to change the 
interface landscape yet again.  This concept of a por-
table screen or tablet with a multi-touch interface—and 
its immediate success—is showing that the way we use 
computers may have become somewhat outdated.  The 
keyboard, mouse and graphical interface (i.e., interact-
ing with programs by clicking on graphical icons) that 
we have become accustomed to has indeed been with 
us for several decades, and was designed for a pre-
internet era.  The ipad and the many competitors it will 
spawn are offering us a more intuitive or natural means 
of interacting with information and technology.  kevin 
kelly of wired magazine asks us not to think of them as 
tablets or fancy e-readers, but as ‘windows that you car-
ry.’  These are mobile ‘windows’ that are aware of where 
they are in time and space.  Look through the ‘window’ 
at the world around you and you’ll be offered alternative 
or enhanced versions of reality.  it is a window to the 
people you communicate with.  it is a window that will 
accelerate the process of convergence between book, 
TV, internet, social networks and much else.  kevin kelly: 
‘You get TV you read, books you watch, movies you 
touch.’  and Bob Stein, in the same wired issue; ‘a book 
is becoming a “place” where people congregate.’  

Digital        2| 
Lifestyles
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The tablet is also a window that watches.  with a 
built-in camera it watches you and the world around 
you.  But also the interface is watching you.  The old 
computer only ‘sees’ your fingertips via the keyword, but 
the tablets sense your gestures: tap, roll, tilt and shake 
this window to the digital world.

The ipad is one of the most hyped new technology 
products in recent years; rightly so, because it should be 
a game changer of note.  it sold more than one million 
copies in the first month after its launch in the U.S.  as i 
write, people are mobbing the stores in Sydney and Tokyo 
for the international launch.  competing products will not 
be far off.  and one-Laptop-per-child has a tablet version 
of its Xo computer on the cards for 2012. millions of chil-
dren in africa will be tapping and drumming their tablets, 
and may never have to bother with a pc.

obviously, the tablet will not be the only user interface 
technology.  many interfaces will simply be built into 
the devices and tools we use, such as household ap-
pliances and vehicles.  and many of us will of course 
remain reliant on a keyboard-enabled device.   new 
devices will emerge too, which today are still diffi-
cult to conceptualise.  research teams like the fluid 
interfaces Group at miT are exploring new ways in 
which humans and computers could interact.  a key 
departing point for such research is the idea that a 
computer is no longer a distinct object, but is a source 
of intelligence that is embedded in our environment.  
as such, we need an interface that is able to access 
that intelligence in an intuitive, natural manner.  one 
of the recent projects by the fluid interfaces Group 
illustrates this point well.  SixthSense basically com-
bines a mobile computing device with a projector and 
camera.  The camera sees what you see and tracks 
your hand gestures, which the computer interprets as 
instructions for applications. The projector projects 
information on any surface around you, including parts 
of your body.  The possible applications are mind-
boggling.  Some of the experimental applications: draw 
an @ on your wrist to check your mail or a circle to 
check the time (the camera projects your email and an 
analogue watch on your wrist); take photos by making 
a ‘framing’ gesture; project a large map on any surface 
and zoom in and out using hand gestures; project extra 
information about products in the supermarket; or 
project video news on a regular newspaper.

The Giant Global Graph
in a 2007 blog post, Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor 
of the world wide web, wrote that “in the long term 
vision, thinking in terms of the graph rather than the 
web is critical to us making best use of the mobile web, 
the zoo of wildly differing devices which will give us 

access to the system.”  Berners-Lee used the example of 
booking a flight to illustrate his point.  

“Then, when i book a flight it is the flight that interests 
me. not the flight page on the travel site, or the flight 
page on the airline site, but the Uri (issued by the 
airlines) of the flight itself. That’s what i will bookmark. 
and whichever device i use to look up the bookmark, 
phone or office wall, it will access a situation-appropri-
ate view of an integration of everything i know about 
that flight from different sources. The task of booking 
and taking the flight will involve many interactions. and 
all throughout them, that task and the flight will be pri-
mary things in my awareness, the websites involved will 
be secondary things, and the network and the devices 
tertiary.”  

The idea of the web as a graph, a “Giant Global Graph”, 
is a fascinating way of conceptualising the future of the 
web.  it integrates both a vision on social networks and 
the semantic web.  much has been said and written 
about the social web and web 2.0.  The impact of the 
social networks, micro-blogging and social bookmark-
ing platforms has of course been pivotal to making the 
web social.  also, it is probably correct that we are still in 
the early stages of this ‘social’ evolution.  facebook, the 
biggest network, has about 500 million users, which is a 
lot, but there are nearly 2 billion internet users out there 
and 4 billion mobile phone users.  clearly there is still 
plenty of potential for growth.  also, there is still much 
room for integrating the ‘social graph’—i.e. the core 
network data (who is connected to who)—in the rest 
of the web.  facebook started out as a site you went to; 
to check out your ‘wall’ and the newsfeed about what 
your friends had been up to.  But increasingly, face-
book (and Twitter etc) is an application that is built into 
other content sites.  Similar to the way that Google has 
evolved into the web’s search infrastructure (built into 
your browser), so facebook and its cohorts are building 
the web’s social infrastructure.  we don’t just search for 
online content anymore; now we also read/view/listen 
to what our network suggests.  we’ve become a ‘shar-
ing and forwarding’ society.  with facebook running 
into a storm of trouble over its privacy policies, the key 
question today is whether the social graph will migrate 
to a more open and distributed infrastructure such as 
oneSocialweb, Diaspora and appleSeed.  But whatever 
the fate of facebook, the social graph will remain, and 
expand as the world’s population comes online.  

The point made by Berners-Lee is that the social graph 
is just one aspect of the Giant Global Graph.  The 
semantic web points to the other part of the puzzle.  
much of the web content around today is generated by 
automated publishing software that extracts informa-
tion from databases.  The problem is that in the process 

of web publishing, much of the contextual and semantic 
information linked to the published piece of informa-
tion (via it being in a structured database) is lost.  The 
semantic web is a vision of a web that is published with 
much more metadata, to an extent where websites be-
come readable by machines.  Thus, Berners-Lee is inter-
ested in his flight’s Uri (Unified resource identifier), be-
cause that is the key to integrating all the possible tasks 
(and services) related to that flight.  no longer does 
Berners-Lee have to hop from one website to another 
to search, analyse and link different bits of information; 
the applications will do it for him.  in this vision, the web 
is no longer a fragmented mass of information, but a 
giant database on which a myriad of different applica-
tions can be built. it is a vision that fits squarely with the 
working assumption of the fluid interfaces Group, that 
the computer has become a source of intelligence that 
is embedded in our environment.

Are we still in control?
These are exciting changes, the repercussions of which 
we can barely imagine.  which prompts the question of 
whether we are coping with the changes that have oc-
curred.  indeed, some people are beginning to question 
whether our educational system has adapted to these 
changes.  are our children being taught to navigate 
(and contribute to) the global graph as intelligent 
critical thinkers, or are they learning rote much of the 
knowledge one can find online?  others, like Laurent 
haug or ron Tolido, wonder whether we have lost con-
trol over technology, that instead of it being useful it has 
become invasive, interruptive and possibly even disrup-
tive (to our ability to think).  Yet others, such as auriea 
harvey and michaël Samyn of game developer studio 
Tale of Tales, point to the fact that the digital world has 
become a part of our reality and as such has become 
a cultural medium.  They strive for digital content 
that is culturally relevant and capable of enriching our 
lives.  indeed, it is probably in the interaction between 
technology, art and design—as is being pioneered at the 
copenhagen institute of interactive Design—that we 
should look for much of the innovation that will impact 
upon us, and be meaningful for us as human beings.
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Platform thinking 
According to Bart Decrem, open source is 

part of a broader movement that is funda-

mentally reshaping the innovation process 

Bart Decrem is well placed to 
say a word or two about the 
internet, open source, the dig-
ital divide and probably much 
else. Here’s why: he created 
a digital divide program that 
was hailed by President Clin-
ton as a model for all such pro-
grams; he played a key role in 
the Mozilla Foundation placing 
Firefox on the map; he founded 
Flock, the company that built 
the first social browser; and 
today he’s CEO and founder of 
Tapulous, creator of the hugely 
successful iPhone game Tap 
Tap Revenge.  To crown it all, 
Fast Company featured him as 
one of the 100 Most Creative 
People in Business. We asked 
Bart what open source means 
to him and whether social 
media is more than hype. 

What are your thoughts on open 
source? 

i consider open source to be part 
of a broader movement that has 
a number of key characteristics.  
at one level it has to do with 
the trend towards a plug & play 
infrastructure. it’s about platform 
thinking, about modular design; 
an approach that allows for rapid 
prototyping. But it’s also about 
user-generated content. in a sense 
we’re all becoming producers. 
it’s about leveraging what people 
have already created; about build-
ing on the work of others. it’s 
about relying on the power of the 
network. and therefore it’s also 
a trend away from bottoms-up 
software development; the idea 
that we have to build a cathedral 
all on our own, each time again, 
from scratch.  

Take the iphone for example. The 
iphone app Store is the key driver 
of the iphone’s success, not the 
device itself.  it all happened quite 
coincidentally for apple. Develop-
ers looked under the hood of the 
iphone and discovered Unix; so 
they started developing applica-
tions. apple had no choice but to 
open it up. But by doing so they 
unleashed a wave of innovation. 
The iphone is not an open source 

product but its success can be 
ascribed to the fact that the core 
code is based on Unix.  To com-
pete on the basis of innovation, 
you have to give people the ability 
to develop on your platform.  You 
have to create the right environ-
ment, and it starts by giving devel-
opers rich tools and apis.  clearly 
this movement is unstoppable.  

You can look at it in even broader 
terms too. Take the success of 
Silicon Valley’s ecosystem. i think 
an important explanation for this 
success is the way people here 
find value in having common ways 
of looking at things.  for exam-
ple, start-ups all try to organise 
themselves in similar ways here.  
That makes it all much easier to 
manage.  people are familiar with 
the structures and find their feet 
quicker when they join a company.  
in a way the approach to doing 
business here is a ‘platform’ of 
sorts. 

What have you learnt about 
addressing the digital divide? 
In Belgium the government has 
tried to intervene in the market by 
creating subsidised PC + internet 
packages. 

The key thing we’ve learnt is that 
bridging the digital divide is not 
foremost about offering cheaper 

computers or internet connec-
tions.  if you look at the commu-
nities we worked with you won’t 
see a lack of networked devices. 
people have cell phones and game 
consoles.  There are many rela-
tively cheap computing devices 
available today.  

if you want to address the digital 
divide then you need to help 
people extract the full benefits 
of technology.  and that comes 
down to educating people, espe-
cially parents.  it’s about helping 
parents in the way they teach their 
children to use technology.  how 

do i make sure that my kids do the 
right things online, that they learn, 
and that they keep safe?  

What is your view on social 
media—is it really such a funda-
mental trend and how do you see it 
evolving in the years ahead? 

it clearly is a disruptive force. But 
it’s the interface with mobile that 
is the really powerful disruptive 
force. it is quite ironic really. with 
the rise of the social networks the 
computer has become a social 
tool. That itself was an important 
shift. But now we’re seeing the 
mobile phone—which already 
was a social device—become the 
primary computing device. This is 
an important trend. The centre of 
computing is moving away from 
the objects to the relationships. 
Look at it this way: in the first dec-
ade we had the personal pc; in the 
second decade the large informa-
tion repositories; and in the third 
the connections. The value shifts 
too. microsoft was the most valu-
able company in the first, Google 
in the second, and now we’re see-
ing facebook transform itself into 
a platform. 

There’s also a trend toward fur-
ther decentralisation. much in 
the way that Google was first a 
destination at google.com but 
has now become distributed—in 
the sense that you see its search 
tool and advertising pretty much 
everywhere online—you’re now 
going to see facebook practically 
everywhere, via facebook con-
nect. Social will be everywhere, 
in media obviously, but also in 
gaming and in productivity. Take 
gaming as an example. Gaming 
is moving way beyond the hard-
core gaming community; it has 
become a lot more social and 
appeals to a much broader part of 
society. Social is also at the core of 
productivity. Ten years ago micro-
soft word was the most power-
ful application. But today it is all 
about collaborating around that 
document in the right way. The 
document application has become 
a commodity; what matters is the 
‘social operating system’.  and 

‘ To compete on the basis of 
innovation, you have to give people 

the ability to develop on your 
platform.

‘ If you want to address the 
digital divide then you need to help 
people extract the full benefits of 

technology.  And that comes down 
to educating people, especially 

parents.
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that’s what facebook is build-
ing.  They own the core data, the 
social graph, and are giving users 
the tools to manage their social 
network and privacy. That task is 
clearly becoming more important, 
if i just look at the time i invest in 
managing my facebook privacy 
settings and organising my con-
nections in different segments. 
That way if i connect to say the 
washington post via facebook 
connect i have things under con-
trol. But it remains a challenge.  
in fact, looking ahead i think that 
privacy and safety concerns will 
be the challenges of the decade.  
especially with regard to children: 
how do we ensure their safety and 
privacy?

BIO
Bart Decrem is founder and CEO 
of Tapulous, a Palo Alto-based 
startup building fun and social 
apps for the iPhone, including the 
wildly successful rhythm game 
Tap Tap Revenge. Previously, Bart 
was the founding CEO of Flock, the 
social web browser company, and 
a co-founder of Eazel, a company 
working to make Linux easier to 
use. Bart also headed marketing 
and business affairs for the Firefox 
1.0 launch. In between, Bart has 
been an Entrepreneur In Residence 
at Doll Capital Management and 
worked on a number of community 
projects. Bart was born and raised 
in Belgium, holds a JD from Stan-
ford Law School and was featured 
as one of Fast Company’s 100 
Most Creative People in Business 
in May of 2009.
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Create With 
Passion

Forget customer loyalty; create loyal brands 
instead. LBi, create with passion.

LBi, the largest digital media agency in Europe, surveys 
the changing media landscape and assesses the impact 
of digital media on marketing and advertising. The key 
lesson: to engage the media multi-tasker you need to stop 
thinking in terms of ad hoc campaigns and start integrat-
ing your traditional and digital communication.

with the brand.  Obviously in the past, relationships 
were managed purely offline. Today we need to pull 
together offline and digital channels to create and 
maintain that relationship.  But while traditional mar-
keting could rely on a certain distance from the real-
world consumer experience—i.e. the advertisers make 
the promises and it is then up to the actual product 
or service to deliver—in the digital world, as you com-
municate and interact in the same place, the customer 
experience is nearly immediate. Suddenly, your brand 
promise and your service are one and the same.

If digital media offers new ways to communicate, it 
still doesn’t make traditional media obsolete; on the 
contrary, consumers are using digital media to aug-
ment their media experience.  Take the impact of social 
media for example: people are looking up information 
themselves, and they’re sharing their opinions online.  
People are becoming more critical, more vocal.  

All this is making the marketer’s job far more chal-
lenging: dealing with a fragmented media landscape, 
and the multi-tasking media consumer, whose atten-
tion is increasingly difficult to capture.  Marketers 
need not only be more creative and innovative in their 
marketing campaigns; they also need to know who 
their customer is and knowing when and where to 
target him or her.

WHAT DOES THIS CHANGE MEAN FOR THE FUTURE?
Target your consumers on the channels they use +
Before, advertising was about finding the right audi-
ence and knowing what makes the consumer tick. 
That hasn’t changed. Today however, we need more 
information: we also need to know what type of media 
our audience uses and how they use it. There is, for 
instance, no point in developing an iPhone applica-
tion if your consumers mainly use Blackberries. And 
there is a lot of added value in knowing your potential 
customers’ media pattern: do they listen to the radio 
in the morning, watch TV in the evening and connect 
to the internet after their favorite primetime program? 
Only with this kind of in-depth information can we 
start building pan-media synergy. While traditional 
media still has the numbers and penetration, digital 
has the power of the individual – personalisation. 

THE CURRENT MEDIA LANDSCAPE
Digital media gurus like to talk about the internet as 
‘new media’ and in the process imply that it is rapidly 
replacing ‘old media.’ But is this really the case? One 
could be tempted to agree. Consider the stats. In not 
much more than a decade, internet penetration in the 
Belgian population has exploded from 0% to 70%. 
Globally, there are 1.8 billion internet users today; 
and it continues to increase.  As a result, digital mar-
keting has become a billion dollar business.  In that 
same decade, spending on digital advertising has also 
gone from virtually nothing to an average of 10% of 
marketing budgets.  

Digital media has clearly boomed, but it doesn’t mean 
that we can talk about a ‘replacement’ of old media. 
While traditional media may be struggling somewhat 
(newspapers especially), their media consumption has 
remained relatively stable for most channels and still 
has a much higher penetration rate than most digital 
channels.  Hence, the real trend we are talking about 
here is one of overall media fragmentation. And this is 
not a trend that started with the emergence of digital 
channels, even if it’s strongly impacted by its rapid 
growth and evolution.

With continued technological development, the inter-
net has become available anywhere and entertain-
ment is accessible through numerous devices. The 
world has barely digested the impact of the iPhone 
and we are faced yet again with a new game-changing 
device, the iPad. People are increasingly comfortable 
watching TV and using the internet (laptop indeed on 
lap) simultaneously. As a result, a new type of con-
sumer is emerging: the media multi-tasker. And these 
consumers don’t just utilise different media types, but 
also multipurpose technology – for instance surfing or 
chatting via their mobile phones. This kind of behav-
iour is an obvious contributing factor to the frag-
menting of the media landscape we see taking place 
today. Recent research shows that this is not limited 
to youngsters anymore; the biggest increase in media 
multi-taskers has been seen in the age group 55+.  

Possibly as a consequence of this complexity, brands 
are compartmentalizing their advertising into two 
distinct domains: traditional (still the biggest chunk) 
versus digital advertising (a more or less significant 
chunk depending on how “brave” the brand is). Two 
distinct disciplines; and very often two distinct sup-
pliers who do not talk to each other. The trouble is 
that most advertising concepts and campaigns are 
developed for traditional media; after which they are 
“adapted” for digital channels.  In the process we lose 
the synergetic value that could be created if we let 
those channels converge.

CONSUMER ExPECTATIONS AND BEHAVIOUR HAS 
EVOLVED
Regardless of medium, customers are still looking 
for a real brand experience; a credible connection 

‘ The world has barely  
digested the impact of the  
iPhone and we are faced yet 
again with a new game-
changing device, the iPad.

BIO
Lbi is the largest digital  +

media agency in Europe

Its mission is to build  +

‘believable brands’

Its mantra is Create With  +

Passion

www.lbigroup.be +



The Fifth Conference with

THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - DigiTal lifEsTylEs

Combining visibility and relevance means a much 
more complete brand experience.  Using multiple 
media in your campaign packs a much greater punch 
– and one that’ll leave a mark too. The formula here is 
simple: the more interactions you engage the consumer 
in, the more likely you are to win them to the brand. 

Create engagement +
Clearly profiling and segmenting your custom-
ers is increasingly important. Consumers are 
completely overwhelmed these days, and tend to 
only pick relevant products with clear value add. 
Therefore you need the right product with the right 
promotion at the right time delivered through the 
right media. This isn’t mission impossible. Via 
technology personalised interactions are possible: 
but it does require collecting the right data first. 
This kind of engagement means opening a dialogue 
between the brand and the consumer – allowing for a 
truly strong brand experience. True, only a (increasing) 
minority of people will want to interact with the brand 
and share their opinions, but a greater group will sit 
back and observe what others are saying—call it ‘word 
of web.’ Indeed, brands need to carefully consider the 
role that social media can play in their strategic vision 
and building that all important brand experience. 

Change the way you measure the consumer +
Clearly, monitoring and measuring need to play 
a much more important role in the new converg-
ing media landscape. No more compartmentalised 
measuring; measuring the efficiency of traditional 
and digital campaigns both need to be tied into the 
same business goals.  Also, measurement needs to 
move away from being a snapshot of a situation at 
a particular moment in time (did the consumer buy 
or not). What a brand really needs to measure is the 
involvement and interaction of a consumer through-
out his lifetime and across all touch points. This is a 
long term view of measurement, and with this picture 
we can tell just how engaging the brand is.  

LBi developed a measurement framework that is able 
to track the overall brand experience that a customer 
has and consolidate it down to a single value: this 
they call the Overall Brand Experience Index (OBEI). 
The strength of the LBi OBEI lies in the fact that it is 
cross-channel and cross-touch points and measures 
the relationship over time. It also acknowledges that 
different segments can have a different experience with 
the brand.  Adapting the way we measure our successes 
and including the aspect of engagement means that we 
evolve to a model that is much more consumer-centric. 
This type of framework is required when we start 
considering marketing as a way to build relationships 
rather than to blast out campaigns. These are the type 
of metrics that will allow us to see the real impact of 
converging media and creating added value.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE FUTURE OF 
DIGITAL MEDIA AND AGENCIES?
The changes in the media landscape require a funda-
mental rethink of the strategic role of digital media 
and the methods brands use to achieve their goals. 
With media convergence, advertising concepts will 
become media-neutral. In this light, there is no reason 
why digital agencies cannot become the “agency of 
record” as we see already happening in more mature 
markets.

Digital technology allows us to more easily gather and 
profile data, and use that to personalise communi-
cation. Surely we can to some degree transpose this 
intelligence for offline purposes too? Well thought out 
experiments will become increasingly important in 
determining what level of personalisation is effective 
and enticing to consumers; and such experiments are 
more cost effective to set up and run digitally.

 ‘Word of mouth’ may be difficult to track, but brands 
can learn a lot by listening to ‘digital’ conversations.  
Even if it is only a minority of consumers that openly 
speak about brands on the internet, these conversa-
tions cannot be ignored.  

We are used to measuring in a very precise way in dig-
ital media through web analytics, but have also under-
stood that measuring this data alone is not sufficient 
if you do not tie it in with the business context. Digital 
marketers are already looking for the new metrics and 
have a solid basis to start developing new – and more 
integrated – measurement frameworks. 
The message is clear: brands have to be loyal to their 
consumers and therefore advertisers have to plug the 
gap between promise and proof.  

Stanislas Van Oost, CEO LBi Belgium



THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - DigiTal lifEsTylEs

36

THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - DigiTal lifEsTylEs

36

Three screens and 
the cloud

Luc Van de Velde, new technology evange-

list at Microsoft, talks about open source, 

Belgian entrepreneurship and the role of the 

innovation centre in Mons

Microsoft is into open source.  
Yes, you read right.  At least, 
that’s if you define open 
source properly, because do 
not confuse it with free.  That’s 
the message from Luc Van de 
Velde, director of the devel-
oper and platform group at 
Microsoft and a board member 
of the company’s innovation 
centre in Mons.  Luc’s mis-
sion is to help stimulate the 
local software economy and 
to encourage technical audi-
ences to take a closer look at 
new technology from Micro-
soft.  In other words, Microsoft 
has stopped trying to build it 
all itself; on the contrary, it 
is trying to build platforms 
for innovation, not unlike the 
open source movement.

What is your view on open source?

it is important to make a distinc-
tion between open source and 
free.  free software  isn’t neces-
sarily open source, or vice versa.  if 
people want to make their source 
code accessible to others then they 
have every right to do so.  in fact, it 
can make total sense to do so; but 
there has to be a business model 
behind it to survive in the long 
term.  for example, Dries Buyaert 
founded an open source project 
(Drupal) but he started a busi-
ness making money by offering 
services for Drupal via his venture 
acquia.  even at microsoft we have 
several open source initiatives like 
codeplex, that all make sense in 
our commercial business model.  i 
think that nuance is important.

having a survivable business 
model clearly is important.  Think 
about it. about 3000-4000 com-
panies took part in the first internet 
boom, but only about 50 survived.  
in the second boom, today, about 
6000-8000 companies are par-
ticipating but probably only about 
30 are breakeven.  a great deal 
of venture capital money is being 

burned at the moment.  ‘free’ may 
be an important trend but i do not 
believe that advertising is the only 
business model for supporting an 
entire industry. 

How are we doing in Belgium, in 
context of the current tech boom?

i guess not that good yet.  we have 
one international success story: 
netlog.  a few others are trying 
like Tunz but that’s about it.  peo-
ple in this country are pretty con-
servative.  compared to countries 
like the netherlands we always 
seem a little behind.  we’re not as 
quick to invest in new technology, 
to experiment, which makes it 
harder for our technology entre-
preneurs.  Ultimately we do follow 
the market but we’re more careful.  
i think that we do generate a lot of 
smart ideas here but we do not 
execute so well.  we don’t ‘create’ 
the market, as the Dutch and the 
americans do so well— as it looks 
we are more risk averse.  hence 
we tend to wait for government 
to take the initiative; a minister 
needs to take the initiative. for 
example, we have some of the 
best european education available 
in computer games development.  
But we haven’t managed to build 
a sizable games industry; while in 
Sweden they did—several thou-
sand people work in the Swedish 
game development industry.  also 
here some people waited for the 
government subsidies and the 
secure, long-term contracts.  The 
Swedes didn’t wait.

But on the other hand this con-
sciousness could be one of our 
core advantages.  for 400 years 
this has been one of the most 
prosperous regions in the world.  
You could say that entrepreneur-
ship is in our Dna.  cities like 
antwerp, Ghent and Bruges were 
built on entrepreneurship going 
back centuries.  Such consistent, 
durable prosperity is rare, and 
maybe we achieved that because 

we’re careful.  maybe the current 
tech boom is a bubble we’re wise 
to stay clear of.  netlog is a fan-
tastic achievement but in the new 
economy there is little or no loy-
alty.  netlog users, all youngsters, 
have little loyalty, notwithstand-
ing their huge user base.  if for 
some reason netlog users decide 
to switch to something trendier 
then that will impact the business 
model quite quickly.  So in order 
to survive you need to innovate—
and that applies just as well to the 
world of social media.  

So how do we stimulate more 
innovation, more investment and 
interest in technology?  And what 
role is Microsoft playing in this?

The long term approach is to adapt 
our educational system.  The 
problem is that interest in tech-
nical study directions—science, 
engineering, icT—has dramatically 
declined.  and there seems to be 
a collapse in the gender balance.  
what i hear from some schools is 
that the decline in icT and engi-
neering students is largely linked 
to the dramatic decline in interest 
among girls.

as an individual you are influ-
enced by your friends and family 
first, then by the school environ-
ment, and then the broader media 
and societal environment.  

clearly the problem is with our 
schools.  in the last 10 years 
there has been little progress in 
technology-related education at 
school.  if you do decide to study 
for a technical career then that is 
probably due to encouragement 
you received from your parents.  
Secondary education certainly 
does not encourage interest in 
technology.  in higher education 
the situation is little better since 
the approach tends to be very 
theoretical.  and by then it’s too 
late anyway; youngsters need to 

make their career decisions far 
too early.  

i’m not a specialist in educational 
policy but clearly we need to 
address this problem better.  The 
government, the technology sector 
via agoria—we really need to focus 
even more on this.  our economy 
lacks a technological orientation, 
and too little new innovative tech-
nology players are emerging.    

if you look at the main technology 
trends today, then i would say that 
there are almost none where we 
in this country cannot play a sig-
nificant role.  we have the science 
and the talent.  

one important trend is what we 
like to call at microsoft the three 
screens & the cloud.  we’re moving 

‘ Such consistent, durable 
prosperity is rare, and maybe 

we achieved that because we’re 
careful.  Maybe the current tech 

boom is a bubble we’re wise to stay 
clear of.
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to an environment where you have 
three screens—for example, your 
laptop, your mobile device and 
your TV screen at home—all con-
nected to the cloud.  we think this 
will stimulate tremendous innova-
tion in a range of different areas, 
for example in the user interface.  
at the moment we rely mainly 
on graphic user interfaces—the 
classic screen with keyboard and 
mouse—but in the years ahead 
we’ll start seeing more natural 
user interface technologies that 
integrate touch, voice, gestures, 
etc.  

essentially it is about creating 
new platforms that themselves 
spawn or stimulate new innova-
tions.  for example, at microsoft 
we recently developed a new 
interface technology we called 
Surface.  Basically it is a computer 
in the shape of table-top screen, 
which responds to natural hand 
movements and objects.  But it is 
also a platform for developing all 
sorts of applications. That is what 
we are trying to stimulate via our 
innovation centre in mons.  we 
are looking for partners to develop 
applications or services that run 
on Surface.  note, we’re not an 
investor or Vc; all we do is bring 
people and resources together to 
help stimulate the local software 
economy.  That makes us one of 
the only divisions within microsoft 
that does not have a commer-
cial agenda.  our objective is to 
stimulate the market; to create a 
bigger cake for all.  we don’t even 
demand use of our technology.  
That’s why i’m somewhat per-
plexed that Belgian companies are 
not jumping faster on these types 
of technologies.  i suspect that too 
many companies still think they 
have to invent it all themselves, 
as opposed to working on existing 
platforms or collaborating with 
other local players.  You do not 
always need to invent something 
entirely new; sometimes plain 
reinvention is enough.  Look at 

Bongo (ed. note. a gift voucher 
business), they reinvented the 
voucher!

The other key trend is the cloud.  
That too is a great platform for 
further innovation.  when edison 
invented the electric power sta-
tion he unleashed the innovation 
in electric products.  The same 
applies today to iT.  Basic comput-
ing power is becoming a com-
modity, which allows people to 
start developing all sorts of new, 
innovative services in the cloud. 
at microsoft our r&D is focused 
on these key trends.  our goal is 
to develop platforms—akin to the 
central power station—for local 
software economies.  

BIO
Luc Van de Velde is Director of the 
Developer & Platform group at 
Microsoft Belgium and is a mem-
ber of the Board at the Microsoft 
Innovation Centre in Mons, 
Belgium.
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E-Government 
should empower, 

not pacify
Will technology change the 
very nature of government or 
will it simply automate the 
existing governmental proc-
esses?  The reality at present 
is the second: you can fill in 
your tax form online.  But 
what if technology were to 
fundamentally change the 
way that government inter-
acts with citizens?  While 
there has been much talk of 
participative government, 
whereby we as citizens vote  
on every conceivable policy 
decision, Frank Robben argues 
that government should be 
providing tools that enable us, 
as individuals, to plan our lives 
better.  

How do you see the workings of 
government change as a result of 
technological advances?

when people talk about e-govern-
ment they usually refer to online 
government services such as tax-
on-web, or if looking more in the 
future they may consider a form of 
participative government whereby 
policy decisions are based on 
online referendums or polls.  But 
personally, i do not think that 
participative government is the 
key opportunity.  i do, however, 
believe that technology can help 
empower citizens, that it can 
encourage self-determination.  
This is so important.  if you think 
about it, unhappiness is often 
related to a lack of freedom or 
control over your situation.  hence, 
government should try to stimu-
late self-determination among 
people.  Too often, people expect 
government to simply take care 
of everything.  Their expectations 
are tremendously high.  for one, 
government is simply incapable 
of meeting those expectations.  
But also, i wonder if government 

should simply ‘take care’ of every-
thing, because that way we create 
a stale and passive society.  we 
should be encouraging people to 
take responsibility for their choices; 
to take control over their destiny.  
and that’s where technology can 
help.  not by bombarding people 
with a myriad of referendums.  on 
the contrary, government should 
be offering tools that simulate 
the impact of an individual’s life 
choices on their rights and duties 
as a citizen; decisions around 
one’s career, studies, marriage, 
home ownership, etc.  That way 
people can make informed deci-
sions.  They can assess the impact 
of their decisions based on objec-
tive, forward-looking information.  
icT can make this happen; but 
it obviously requires that the iT 
systems in government are well-
integrated.

How do you accomplish that?

we need to define an overarch-
ing objective for government as 
a whole, bridging the siloes, with 
the right incentives for govern-
ment managers.  The key obstacle 
is the fact that government is 
organised in distinct departments 
and agencies, all with their own 
agenda and incentives.  This type 
of initiative will need powerful 

political backing; at the level of 
prime minister or Vice prime min-
ister at least.  The achievements in 
the social security sector (ed. note. 
the crossroads Bank for Social 
Security) were due to the vision 
and support that we had from 
politicians like Jean-Luc Dehaene.  
it can’t be housed in a vertical 
authority because it will need a 
degree of authority over the other 
verticals. 

Then at the level of the adminis-
tration, we need to set up a neu-
tral entity which is steered by the 
various stakeholders.  for exam-
ple, in the social security sector 
we created the crossroads Bank 
for Social Security to coordinate 
process optimization across the 
entire sector.  But this agency has 
no vested interest in the actual 
task of social security.  also, the 

agency is governed by the users: 
representatives of the socially 
insured people, their employers 
and the  social security agencies 
all sit on the board.  This forces 
me to be accountable to them; 
to make sure that we create value 
for them.  You need to talk to your 
users and ask them what their 
problems are, what their needs 
are; and build that into your model 
structurally.  we like to describe 

this role as being a ‘service inte-
grator’: we look at the processes 
that bridge several agencies and 
will work with those agencies to 
simplify and automate their proc-
esses.   now we are applying these 
same principles to the health care 
sector, with the e-health platform.  
first we identified our user com-
munities and stakeholders.  Sub-
sequently, we created a parastatal 
and invited our stakeholders—the 
doctors, the hospitals, the patient 
organisations, etc—to sit on our 
board. This way we create buy-in 
and are forced to think in terms of 
value add.

The impact of this type of 
approach can be significant.  in the 
social security sector in 2009 we 
transmitted 800 million electronic 
messages between the various 
agencies; that’s 800 million fewer 
pieces of paper.  any situation 
where you had to collect a cer-
tificate of some sort at one place 
in government, to claim a right 
or service from another depart-
ment, is now gone.  Via a single 
contact with government—for 
example, announcing the birth of 
a child—all your rights in the social 
security system are automatically 
activated.  That’s an achievement.  
But while the average citizen will 
not notice the impact of this work 
in their day-to-day life (we simply 
avoided bureaucracy) e-health 
will change people’s lives.  it will 
provide people with a great deal 
more information—and control—
concerning their health care.  

How are we doing in Belgium 
when it comes to e-government? 
How are we performing on the 
international e-government 
rankings?

in Belgium we have a complex 
system of government.  our 

‘ Government should be offering 
tools that simulate the impact of 

an individual’s life choices on their 
rights and duties as a citizen.

Frank Robben, conceiver of Belgium’s most 

successful e-government initiatives, argues 

that technology should be deployed to 

empower citizens, as opposed to lulling them 

to sleep.



 THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - DigiTal lifEsTylEs

e-government infrastructure will 
reflect that complexity.  we have 
the federal government depart-
ments, the regions, the commu-
nities, local government, and a 
myriad of government and semi-
government agencies.  This makes 
e-government inherently difficult.  
Ultimately, e-government is 
concerned with processes: the 
point is to automate and, where 
possible, simplify processes.  But 
many processes extend over 
multiple actors in governments.  
That typically creates bureaucracy 
because it is the citizen who ends 
up playing postman between dif-
ferent government departments.  
our problem is that government is 
organised along demarcated lines 
of competence or authority.  we 
think in terms of departments and 
their authority; when we should 
be thinking about added value for 
the citizens and the companies.  
Technology is not the problem; on 
the contrary, the main challenge 
is reorganising the processes.  it 
is quite clear: where there is well 
coordinated, common govern-
ance — e.g. in the social security 
sector—then there is progress in 
e-government; where there is a 
lack of a well coordinated, com-
mon governance —e.g. justice—
then iT struggles.

we should be focusing on the key 
life events of the citizens and try to 
integrate all the processes that are 
linked to such events.  and let the 
agency that is closest to the citi-
zen at that stage take responsibil-
ity, but in the back office we make 
sure that we link up the processes 
across various agencies.  i would 
rather be served by the agency 
that i’m closest to, or most famil-
iar with—e.g. the sickness fund 
when i’m sick—but i do expect 
them to be working together with 
other agencies in government 

smoothly.  we need to think much 
more in terms of added value for 
the citizen.  

at present we inform citizens 
about their pensions—i.e. how 
much they will receive in the 
years ahead—when they’re in the 
age group of 60-65.  if you think 
about it, that is decades too late, 
since you can’t do anything about 
it anymore.  we should give peo-
ple an integrated vision on their 
pension—i.e. combining their legal 
pension, their supplementary pen-
sion and their own savings—much 
earlier on in their lives.  also, we 
should be informing people about 
the implications of their career 
decisions.  That way you empower 
people; you given them the infor-
mation on which they can base 
responsible decisions.  and iT 
can play a key role here, in giving 
people the tools and information 
they need to plan their careers 
and lives better.

in Belgium we’re not doing badly 
when it comes to the technical 
infrastructure, but we should find 
a way to help those who want to 
take responsibility for their lives—
who want to be empowered—to 
make more informed decisions.  
otherwise i fear that we are going 
to create unrealistic expecta-
tions and a generally more docile 
society.  

Government can be evaluated on 
two core dimensions. firstly, the 
hand-on effectiveness: does it 
achieve its objectives, for exam-
ple, that there is no poverty? and 
secondly, efficiency: does it deploy 
its resources efficiently?  often 
we dwell on the second aspect; 
but the first is equally important.  
when we consider investment 
in technology let’s reflect on the 
objective; the point of it all.  

BIO
Frank Robben is general manager 
of the award-winning Crossroads 
Bank for Social Security, an insti-
tution he conceived and founded.  
More recently, Frank co-founded 
the eHealth platform, a public 
institution that will enable elec-
tronic service delivery in the health 
care sector.  Furthermore, Frank 
is strategic advisor at Fedict, the 
Belgian federal public service 
responsible for the co-ordination of 
eGovernment in the Belgian fed-
eral administration.  In that func-
tion, he developed the concept of 
the electronic identity card and the 
company register, and he advises 
on the general information security 
and privacy protection policy of the 
Belgian federal government.
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In the driving 
seat of the social 

networking 
phenomenon

netlog co-founder Lorenz Bogaert on the 

future of social networking services, open 

standards and Belgium.

Sixty million members and 150 
million visits per month.  With 
these sorts of numbers, Netlog 
has become Belgium’s most 
famous internet success story.  
Founded in Ghent by Toon 
Coppens and Lorenz Bogaert, 
Netlog is Europe’s biggest 
social networking service and 
is especially prominent in the 
youth segment of the market.  
But change is afoot in the 
social networking market.  
Will Facebook squash its com-
petitors to become the web’s 
‘social operating system’, or 
are we heading towards a 
more distributed networking 
infrastructure, based on open 
standards and open source 
platforms?  And what about 
the impact of mobile?  We 
posed these questions and 
more to Lorenz Bogaert, co-
founder and CEO of Netlog.

Can you tell us a little about 
Netlog’s roots? Where did the idea 
come from?

i guess we’ve been at it for 10 
years now. initially it was just two 
students doing their thing; we 
hadn’t formalised anything into 
a company yet.  That happened 
in 2003, when we first set up a 
company called incrowd.  initially 
the idea was to specialise in youth 
marketing. we felt that marketers 
didn’t understand youth culture 
very well, especially regarding 
what was happening with mobile. 
we had a number of ideas that 
we turned into projects.  one of 
those early projects was asl.com. 
aSL is a term that was big in SmS 
chatting—it stands for age-sex-
location—and was often the first 
question youngsters asked each 
other. Toon had the idea to create 
a solution for the easy exchange of 
aSL information. it was basically a 

simple tool for sending people a 
link with your aSL data with some 
extra information and a photo. But 
it spread virally very quickly and 
became a real community.   That’s 
how it began. initially it was a tool, 
but it became a community with a 
predominately youth profile.  and 
it still is today.

But asl.com was at first one of 
several projects we had on the 
burner.  we also did some consult-
ing; and we had a publishing ven-
ture.  But we quickly learnt that 
we needed to focus; you can’t do 
it all.  By 2005 we had moved full 
time onto the social networking 
project—we called it redbox soci-
ety then—and by 2006 we made 
our first international moves.  we 
did it stepwise, creating a new site 
with a new brand in each country.  
But by 2007 we were experiencing 
tremendous growth and therefore 
we decided to integrate it all in a 
single site, under a single brand.  
at that point we looked for Vc 
money to fund the continued 
expansion.  That worked out well 
for us; we collected 5 million euro.  
So it’s from 2007 that we really 
got going, that we hit the right 
note.  Before, it was a real strug-
gle, with plenty of ups and downs.  
we didn’t have a salary, we strug-
gled to find people, and we even 
had our electricity cut off once.   

although we had always been 
financially self-sufficient, in 2008 
we started focusing more on the 
commercialisation of the project, 
creating brand pages and such.  
Last year—2009—was a difficult 
year.  we thought long and hard 
about our positioning and strat-
egy; about our differentiation 

from facebook and the many local 
players we compete against.  The 
key conclusion coming out of that 
process was that we needed to 
focus on our core users: young-
sters.  also, we decided to focus 
on the community element and 
less on the relationships.  net-
log is more a community than a 
classic social network.  our users 
interact around specific themes 
and communities, where the 
point is to meet new people.  it’s 
the opposite of the types of sites 
where people reconnect with 
old classmates and such.  Today 
we’re really happy: we’re growing 
strongly in the youth segment and 
our strategy seems to be panning 
out well.  and we’re diversifying 
again.  for example, a key focus 
today is gaming.  we’re not just 
creating a platform for 3rd party 
developers—although we’ve done 
that too—but we are also devel-
oping games ourselves, games 
that can be played in the netlog 
environment but also on other 

platforms.   we’re relying on the 
openSocial framework to accom-
plish that—open standards are 
key here.  in a way we’re returning 
to some of our original ideas and 
projects, but this time from a posi-
tion of strength.  

Does your business model differ 
substantially from Facebook’s?

i guess so, in several ways.  The 
business model is clearly rooted in 
europe—we’ve had to be self-suf-
ficient from the start and it shows 
i think.  compared to facebook 
we probably are somewhat more 
commercial.  also our promotional 
products differ.  as i said, we’re a 
lot more focused on the youth 
segment; and we’re also more 
localised.  and the promotional 
products we offer are integrated 
more in the actual site.  we focus 
less on banners and sponsored 
links but tend to work with home 
page make-overs, integration with 
a particular feature of the site, etc.  
we have a dedicated team who 
market these services and they 
work with clients to create pretty 
tailor made offerings.

How do you see the web evolving 
– what in your opinion are the 
defining trends? What impact will 
they have on your business?

There are many.  The main chal-
lenge, i think, is that the internet’s 
user base is expanding dramati-
cally.  You’re already seeing band-
width issues emerge in several 
countries.  

augmented reality and mixed 
reality will have a big impact in the 
coming 5 to 10 years.  i suspect 
that the online experience will 
become more tactile – a richer 
experience – going beyond the 
keyboard, mouse and screen.  if 

‘ The business model is clearly 
rooted in Europe—we’ve had to be 
self-sufficient from the start and it 

shows I think.
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you think about it, in the past 
10 years the actual experience 
of the internet hasn’t changed 
much.  Sure, it’s gotten bigger and 
there’s a lot more money flowing 
about, but the essence of what we 
do online is the same.  i suspect 
that the future will still be about 
content and communication, but 
the experience will change.  That 
said, bandwidth is the key obsta-
cle today.

mobile is really important too. 
consider the fact that more 
than 10% of our pages today are 
delivered to mobiles.  That’s a lot, 
i think.  Smart phones are expen-
sive, especially for young people.   
in mobile we really need to look at 
location-based services.  people 
have been talking about this for 
years but it looks like it’s going 
to happen now.  The potential is 
huge, especially if you’re able to 
track the location of a user and 
link that to social elements; e.g. 
are any friends nearby? which 
party are you going to? etc.

What’s your view on the whole 
open movement: open source, and 
the OpenSocial initiative?

in the past we were a bit paranoid 
about everything ‘open’.  we were 
concerned about privacy issues 
and security; just imagine if 
competitors starting hacking our 
site.  But we have since become 
convinced that open standards 
are the way to go; and we’ve taken 
steps in this regard. for example, 
you can link your Twitter account 
to netlog; you can login via an 
openiD account; and we’re work-
ing with openSocial (ed. note: 
openSocial is an open standard 
for exchanging social data).  it is 
a good initiative and it does work, 
but we think that you do need to 
keep a commercial perspective.  

That’s the main problem, i think, 
with the whole openSocial story:  
there seems to be a contradiction 
in the model.  on the one hand it’s 
a model that is based on openness 
and accessibility but because it is 
difficult to commercialise it ends 
up attracting little investment and 
hence users.  That’s why the really 
big networks are all commercial 
entities.  

How are you dealing with increas-
ing safety & privacy concerns?

most of the social networks have 
signed up to a code of practice 
designed specifically to deal with 
this problem.  The eU is monitor-
ing this and we all get audited 
too.  it’s clearly a challenge, but 
the dangers aren’t unique to the 
virtual world.  The key difference 
between the online and the real 
world is the degree of anonymity 
but many of the risks are the same.  
There are dangers out there, both 
online and on the street.  it is very 
important that people are aware 
of the risks. and that’s still a key 
problem i think; there is still a lot 
of ignorance.  we tell all our users 
that people are able to view their 
profile, and that many of these 
people are anonymous, passive 
users.  it’s like the real world, peo-
ple are watching you; you need to 
take care.

Let’s talk briefly about Belgium.  
What needs to happen to 
stimulate more innovation, more 
entrepreneurship, more interest in 
technology?

i suspect that the key obstacle we 
have here is that there is too much 
government interference.  The 
system is so complex, so bureau-
cratic.  Sure you have many pro-
grams and subsidies to stimulate 
innovation but i wonder if all that 

really helps.  on the whole this 
system probably hinders innova-
tion.  freedom is the biggest driver 
of innovation and entrepreneur-
ship.  i have to acknowledge that 
the environment isn’t ideal here.  
Staff costs are tremendously high, 
and the cost of dealing with all the 
regulations is huge.  if i could start 
again i probably wouldn’t do it in 
Belgium.  not because we don’t 
have the people, the talent or the 
education; no we have all that.  
what we lack is entrepreneurial 
freedom, room to breathe.  we’re 
creating a nanny state here.

BIO
Lorenz Bogaert is co-founder and 
CEO of Netlog, Europe’s biggest 
social networking service
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Videogames as art
Auriea Harvey and Michaël Samyn are 

trying to create art that is relevant to the 

21st century

Auriea Harvey and Michaël 
Samyn are the founders and 
owners of an award-winning 
games development studio, 
Tale of Tales.  But this is not 
your typical games studio; as 
you’ll soon realise playing their 
games.  Take ‘The Endless For-
est’ for example.  In this dreamy 
forest setting you are a deer.  
The point: there is no point; 
you simply wander around and 
meet other deer (players).  No 
fighting, no goals, no scores.  
Or VANITAS, an iPhone app 
that is more art than game.  
Indeed, Michaël and Auriea’s 
creations expressly avoid the 
usual gameplay formats that 
gamers have become so accus-
tomed to.  And that is the whole 
point; Michaël and Auriea seek 
to harness the 3D interactive 
medium to create culturally 
relevant content, content that 
enchants people and enriches 
life. And this matters. 

What is your view on the state 
of the videogames market/game 
development and how do you see it 
evolving in the coming 5-10 years? 

we’re not sure how attached we 
feel to the videogames industry. 
it doesn’t really matter to us if 
our dream is realized within this 
industry or outside of it, in a new 
industry. it would be convenient if 
the games industry could evolve 
but it seems rather unwilling. and 
we don’t need it to disappear for 
our purpose. we think that what 
we want can co-exist with games.

we are independent developers. 
for us that means, in part, inde-
pendent of the games market. we 
are trying to build up an audience 
that comes directly to us. an audi-
ence that doesn’t need an indus-
try, a market, or any other context 
to find us. in addition, we are art-
ists. This means that commercial 
success is not our highest priority. 
we do hope to reach as large an 
audience as is possible. But it is 
even more important to us that 
we do the work that we feel we 
have a calling to do.

we continuously adapt to our envi-
ronment. and this environment is 
also continuously changing. at 
the moment it’s fairly beneficial 
to us to work within or alongside 
the games market. But that might 
change. 

changes happen all the time. 
our latest adaptation has been 
to close our blog. it has served 
us well over the past 3 years, as a 
means to promote our work. But 
now it feels like the time of blogs 
is over. we have achieved a point 
where we feel we don’t need it any 
more. and the effort of dealing 
with a blog didn’t seem worth the 
trouble any more.

The funny thing is that while 
minute changes (with often con-
siderable impact) happen all the 
time, big changes don’t seem to 
happen at all. 

The games medium does not seem 
to have evolved much in the last 
10 years. certainly, the technology 
has improved. and the market has 
grown; but not to the extent where 
videogames have become the new 
medium for a new century that 
we have been dreaming about 
for over 10 years. we don’t seem 
to be closer to the realization of 
that dream. in fact, we seem fur-
ther away from it. The success of 
casual games on the web, the wii 
and on mobile devices has pushed 
videogames, or at least the major-
ity of public consumption and per-
ception of videogames, towards a 
trivial leisure experience that has 
more to do with older forms of 
play (cards, sports, board games, 
gambling) than with a culturally 

relevant medium (music, litera-
ture, cinema).

we still hope that the tide can 
turn. That videogames do become 
the new dominant medium in the 
future. But if the current trend 

is anything to go on, it is looking 
more and more likely that this 
will not happen, that we will be 
stuck with press, television and 
film for another century and that 
videogames will retreat into the 
toy store and play room, instead 
of taking their place in the media 
store and the living room. we 
would regret this because we feel 
that the old non-participatory 
linear media simply do not suffice 
anymore as artistic media. and 
without an adequate medium to 
communicate and think about 
our complex times, we will not 
have any art anymore that is 
relevant to our contemporary 
society. which has a direct impact 
on the continued rise of bigotry, 
populism and extremism. To put 
it dramatically: if videogames fail 
to become a medium, we should 
prepare for a world that is run 
(even more) by mega-corporations 
and  filled (even more) with wars 
and terrorism.

You seem excited about the poten-
tial (and disappointed with the 
reality) of interactive technology 
as a cultural medium. What needs 
to happen for this potential to be 
realised? 

we need to let go of the habits 
we’ve developed over our centu-
ries with linear one-directional 
media (books, records, films, 

radio, television) and embrace the 
new opportunities offered by the 
computer (procedurality, interac-
tivity, non-linearity, participation). 
There are two major obstacles to 
this. one is commerce and the 
other technology.

The technology needs to evolve to 
allow artistically creative people 
to use the medium directly. This 
means two things: interfaces 
need to be developed for artists to 
express logic to and with a com-
puter (code and databases are only 
useful to engineers and account-
ants) and the hardware needs 
to become much faster so as to 
allow more free-form program-
ming (currently, a lot of production 
time is spent on simply getting our 
ideas to run at a decent speed on 
our relatively primitive hardware).

at the moment, the medium of 
videogames is supported almost 
exclusively by commercial compa-
nies. in our current high-capitalist 
society, this means that the only 
valid justification to do anything is 
immediate profit. Such a climate 
is detrimental for creative growth. 
There are again two things that 
might improve the situation: 
non-commercial organisations 
(such as governments, kings and 
emperors) need to actively support 
videogames as a cultural medium 
(not by recognizing the inferior 
products that are currently avail-
able, but by encouraging research 
and development of new culturally 
significant productions) and the 
public should stop being a slave to 
the consumerist machine that we 
inherited from linear media and 
the industrial age, and start using 
the new technology to take up 
their responsibility by directly sup-
porting the independent creators 
that make a difference.

What advice do you have for 
aspirant game developers?

aspiring game developers should 
not be encouraged at all. aspiring to 
become a game developer is mis-
take number one. Just don’t. aspire 
to become a creator of contempo-
rary content instead! content that 

‘ We still hope that the tide can 
turn. That videogames do become 
the new dominant medium in the 

future.
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is relevant and important to people 
now. not just things that amuse 
them or keep their minds off death 
for a while. not just things that 
replace their life momentarily. But 
things that become part of this life, 
that work inside of it, and that help 
people, and the society they live 
in, to grow as human beings and 
beautiful creatures. You should 
aspire to nothing less than to make 
the world a better place, to make 
people more beautiful. if your work 
does not make a difference, or if 
it does not make a difference for 
the better, or if you don’t at least 
attempt to make a difference, then 
just don’t. Don’t create games. 
Don’t create anything. Because 
all you will do is contribute to an 
enormous heap of garbage, the 
rotting stench of which is making 
this entire planet miserable.

and practically, don’t believe for a 
second that you can’t do it. find a 
way. find a technology and a for-
mat that matches your talents and 
develop your skills. and find a way 
to remain as independent as pos-
sible. as independent of as many 
things as possible. But remain 
flexible (and seize opportunities). 
Learn what you need to know. 
which probably means, don’t study 
game design or computer science 
at school but study something 
that makes you grow as a human 
instead. and learn about the tech-
nology and the tricks on the street 
--on the information superhighway, 
which is years ahead of any formal 
training. on your own. 

Learn what you need for your pur-
pose. know that the current state 
of the medium makes it clear that 
everything that anyone tells you is 
wrong! 

Because, so far, videogames have 
failed.

if you don’t feel videogames have 
failed, if you love videogames 
just the way they are, then don’t 
become a creator. Stick to being a 
gamer. 

Because you will have nothing to 
contribute as a creator.

BIO
Auriea Harvey and Michaël 
Samyn are the owners of games 
development studio Tale of Tales, 
which they founded in Belgium in 
2002.   Auriea and Michaël are the 
designers and directors of Tale of 
Tales projects.
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The mechanics of 
the social gaming 

business
Sebastien de Halleux, co-founder of Playfish, 

explains why social gaming has taken off 

so successfully and offers his view on the 

evolution of the web in the coming years.

When Facebook and the 
iPhone were opened up to 
third-party developers a storm 
of innovation was unleashed, 
spawning an entirely new 
industry: the ‘apps’ business.  
As it turned out, most of those 
apps are games, and most of 
those games are social games.  
In the process the gaming 
business is being transformed 
as it attracts millions of addi-
tional users.  No surprise then 
that Electronic Arts, one of the 
world’s largest producers of 
video games, acquired social 
gaming company Playfish in 
a deal that is reported to be 
worth up to $400 million.  We 
spoke to Sebastien de Halleux, 
COO of Playfish, and asked 
him what social gaming is all 
about.

Playfish is a social gaming com-
pany; but what is social gaming 
exactly?

Gaming among friends, that’s the 
simple answer. contrary to the 
console games, where you play 
anonymously or against machines, 
in social games you play with 
friends.  for example, in restau-
rant city you run a restaurant with 
your friends, and it’s the social ele-
ment that makes it so much fun.  
it’s like monopoly—you can’t play 
it on your own.  

The social aspect also creates an 
incentive for people to distrib-
ute the game—they invite their 
friends—which means that we do 
not need to market the games so 
actively. instead we can focus on 
creating a high-quality experience. 
That’s our priority. The better the 
game that we create, the more 
likely it is that its users will spread 
the word and involve their friends.  

How do you make money in this 
business?

our games are not developed 
for hardcore gamers. That’s very 
important to keep in mind. most 
of our players have never played 
a console game. By keeping the 
threshold low we are able to 
involve many more people. That’s 
why the games are free. we 
monetize the content via micro-
transactions, by selling virtual 
currency and virtual goods. as 
you get deeper in the game—if 
you want to go deeper—you 
can buy all sorts of goods that 
enhance the experience. we have 
about 60 million active monthly 
users, or about 12 million daily 

active users. Between 1 and 
10% of these players buy virtual 
currency, a typical transaction 
being between 5 and 40 euros 
worth of virtual currency. we also 
rely on advertising but that’s the 
secondary income stream. The 
bulk of our revenue comes from 
micro-transactions; and that 
makes us profitable. in a way 
we’re at the intersection of web 
2.0 and the games industry: we 
have many users—that’s the web 
2.0 element—and we make a lit-
tle money.

How complex can these games get? 
There seems to be a perception 
that they’re very superficial, that 
they’re pure procrastination?  Is 
there something in it for the 
serious gamer, or will there be in 
the future?

it will come, no doubt.  in fact, 

all the major game companies 
are working on this.  But again, 
remember that we’re talking here 
about a very small segment of the 
entire web population.  Yes, there 
will be games for hardcore gam-
ers.  But the disruptive element 
of social gaming is that this is 
opening gaming to a much, much 
broader population.  it’s the social 
aspect that makes this so power-
ful.  Did you play the board game 
risk?  i had so many sessions play-
ing risk with friends until 3 in the 
morning.  it was all about having 
fun with friends.  The game itself 
was less important; we never 

remembered who won.  These 
games are not about 3D realism; 
we don’t need to render a blade of 
grass to minute detail.  no, it’s the 
social element that matters here, 
and in the process we’re unlocking 
an entirely new audience.

How do you react to the criticism 
that the viral strategies used by 
social gaming companies are too 
aggressive? That it’s damaging the 
reputation of the sector, damaging 
Facebook, creating spam etc?

This is so important!  Quality is 
absolutely crucial.  at playfish we 
are absolutely focused on quality.  
we’re trying to be the apple of 
social gaming.  But unfortunately 
there are companies out there that 
use all sorts of tricks to get people 
to invite friends, often unwittingly 
so.  we do the exact opposite; we 
make it hard to invite friends.  we 

focus exclusively on game qual-
ity.  if the quality is right, people 
will make the effort to invite their 
friends.  That’s also why we have 
a high-quality audience.  Some 
of these companies are more like 
marketing companies; they’re not 
gaming companies.  But i think 
that people are smarter—people 
can tell the difference between 
quality and crap.  we supported 
the changes made by facebook 
(ed. note, facebook has restricted 
the ability of external applications 
to message facebook users).  The 
marketers were obviously out-
raged, but it didn’t affect us, since 
we don’t rely on spam.

The success of social gaming is 
due in part to the rapid roll out of 
the platform—i.e. Facebook—but 
isn’t that also the main risk to your 
business, that you’re too reliant on 
a single social network?  

we’re not a facebook company; 
we’re a social gaming company.  
our games run on 9 platforms, 
including netlog, the iphone, 
etc.  all we need to know is who 
you are, and who your friends are.  
That’s the basics. we understand 
that facebook will never be the 
only platform.  in the years ahead 
you may see the market fragment 
somewhat; a combination of 
one or two big players and many 
smaller players. But that doesn’t 
matter to us. all we need is access 
to the social graph, the very basic 
information about the social 
network. You can play the same 
game via different platforms.  it’s 
easy for us to integrate our games 
into different platforms.  it’s the 
complete opposite to the console 
games, like Xbox or wii, where the 
game is integrated in the vendor’s 
hardware.  

‘ Within the next three years 
nearly every single web user will be 

mapped in a social graph.
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What is your view on the evolution 
of the web in the coming decade?  
Web 2.0, Web 3.0 what do those 
terms mean to you?

i think that there are two broad 
trends to consider in the next 
three years or so.  firstly, the web 
is becoming more social.  it’s 
pretty clear that everything gets 
better via your friends.  people 
are increasingly reliant on their 
social network: your friends tell 
you what is good to read, to buy, 
to do, etc.  within the next 3 years 
nearly every single web user will 
be mapped in a social graph.  That 
is huge.  and this is a trend that is 
not going to stop.  within three 
years we’ll see one of the networks 
reach one billion users.

The other major change will be in 
the e-commerce infrastructure.  
Today this is still dominated by 
eBay and amazon, using the credit 
card payment system.  But this is 
still cumbersome and doesn’t han-
dle micropayments well.  also, this 
type of e-commerce is still largely 
about physical products and phys-
ical distribution.  But with web 
services and virtual goods, delivery 
has no marginal cost.  i can send 
a virtual jukebox anywhere at no 
marginal cost; delivery isn’t the 
problem, but paying is.  paypal, for 
example, still doesn’t work outside 
the eU and the US.  There are 
many companies out there racing 
to become the next, truly global 
payment platform.  it’ll be much 
bigger than Visa or mastercard.  

and i don’t know what web 3.0 is....

BIO
Sebastien de Halleux is a Co-
Founder of Playfish and now VP 
Bus Development & Strategic 
Partnerships EAi at Electronic 
Arts.
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At the intersection 
of technology, art 

and design
Ishac Bertran, student at the newly estab-

lished Copenhagen Institute of Interaction 

Design, talks about the intersection between 

technology, design and art

technology people are working 
more closely together, exploring 
relationships between different 
materials and technology, to create 
products that address real human 
needs.  a common language, or 
common canvas, is emerging.  it 
isn’t necessary to separate the 
two disciplines so strictly.  and as 
a result we are seeing more prod-
ucts emerge where the technology 
is much more embedded, or hid-
den, and where the creators have 
been able to focus on the form and 
function of the product. moreover, 
it enables a better understand-
ing of the emotional aspects of 
technology and its implications. 
in my opinion, this is where art 
plays an important role as a way 

to further explore this emotional 
side, to create better experiences 
around the products and services 
we design. The understanding of 
the way we think, feel and behave, 
and the way we interact with our 
surrounding is also of interest to 
an interaction designer.

interaction design is a young 
discipline.  Sometimes it is diffi-
cult to define what we do.  we’re 
probably not the best coders, nor 

the best engineers or designers.  
instead, we’re at the intersection 
of technology, design and art.  we 
are trying to pull these disciplines 
together by combining technology 
with different materials, including 
organic materials.  in the process 
we’re coming up with new objects, 
some of which are interesting 
from a functional perspective 
while others are more playful or 
even artistic.  By mixing things up 
we create new ideas and opportu-
nities.  The intersection with art 
can be very inspirational.  it is here 
that we can let go completely, 
to go a little crazy and explore 
really new territory.  if you look 
at the relationship between the 
three domains—art, technology 

and design— each of them is a 
source of inspiration for the other 
two.  it is a fascinating field, one 
where the line between the three 
disciplines becomes increasingly 
blurred. what is design? what is 
art? what is technology?
  

BIO 
Ishac Bertran is a student at the 
Copenhagen Institute of Interac-
tion Design. Ishac holds an MA 
in Industrial Engineering from the 
Universitat Politècnica de Cat-
alunya (Barcelona) and worked in 
the R&D department of Hewlett-
Packard during his studies. He has 
also worked at Node, an innova-
tion consultancy, and at Loop, a 
strategy and design company.  

It’s the little, formative details of 
life that captivate Ishac Bertran 
most. The pursuit of his profes-
sional goals is driven by his pas-
sion for observing humanity’s 
fundamental interaction with its 
surrounding environment and 
experimenting with how the 
modification of this interaction 
can transform a person’s routine 
life experience. Ishac’s recreational 
pursuits include photography, 
music and other artistic projects. 
He is interested in the convergence 
of technology and art and he loves 
to travel for inspiration, learning 
from different cultures.

About the Copenhagen Institute of 
Interaction Design (CIID)
The CIID strives to be an Inter-
national Centre of Excellence for 
Interaction Design and Innova-
tion.  Its integrated structure 
incorporates education, research 
and consultancy. In its educational 
activities the CIID encourages 
a cross-disciplinary and multi-
cultural environment. Its aim is for 
students, faculty and staff to work 
together in a multi-cultural, multi-
disciplinary studio environment to 
co-create a new kind of education 
that is relevant for academia and 
industry. After a rigorous selec-
tion process, 21 students from all 
around the world have been chosen 
to participate in a full-time, experi-
mental version of a future Masters 
course in interaction design. 

Much technological progress 
in recent years can be ascribed 
to the open source model 
which has taken the innova-
tion process out of the lab and 
opened it up to anybody who 
feels called upon to contribute. 
But while much open source 
development is still the exclu-
sive domain of ‘techies’, a par-
allel movement or discipline 
is beginning to take shape. In 
the emerging field of interac-
tion design, as some describe 
it, technology is entering the 
realm of design, art and craft. 
Will art inspire technological 
innovation? We spoke to Ishac 
Bertran, a student at the new 
Copenhagen Institute of Inter-
action Design (CIID).

Can you tell us a little about the 
work at CIID and what you are 
trying to achieve?

Technology used to be the exclu-
sive domain of techies, which 
made it very difficult for other 
disciplines to really engage with 
technological opportunities. Tech-
nology was a black box. out would 
come a new technology, which 
was then pushed to the product 
designer to try work with. as a 
designer you had to somehow fit 
that technology into a product 
design. and often you weren’t 
really addressing a human need; 
it was more about the technology 
itself.  You were creating a gadget.

The success of open source and 
the emergence of technology 
platforms have made technology 
far more accessible to practically 
anyone. You don’t need to under-
stand code anymore to develop 
new applications.  in fact, you can 
find answers to practically any 
technical issue on the web.  as a 
result, designers are now starting 
to interact with technology much 
more proactively.  Designers and 

‘ We are seeing more 
products emerge where the 
technology is much more 
embedded, or hidden, and 

where the creators have been 
able to focus on the form and 

function of the product.
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‘ The semantic web is no 
panacea: philosophers are still 
struggling with the concept of 

what semantics is.

The semantic web

Letting semantics work 
for you

While the World Wide Web is used 
mainly to exchange information 
between people, the semantic web 
is an extension of the web that 
connects data in a generic way, so 
that computer programs are able 
to exchange this data and reason 
about it. This is a bold vision with 
some fundamental and practical 
obstacles, but when done right it 
could have tremendous advantages. 
Semantic web specialist Paul Her-
mans shares his view on the topic.

Paul Hermans studied psychology 
and pedagogy and started his career 
teaching. He took some IT courses 
with the purpose of teaching an 
information sciences course that 
has been announced. Although this 
plan didn’t work out, armed with 
this IT background he took the leap 
into the private sector and became 
the head of the electronic publishing 
department of Wolters Kluwer. Later 
he founded his own consultancy 
company to work on XML and other 
data oriented web standards, which 
was acquired in 2003 by content 
management specialist Amplexor.

“five years ago, i rolled into the 
semantic web world by accident. 
The province of Limburg had the 
plan to digitize and publish their 
cultural heritage collections. The 
project manager had the visionary 
idea to do this using semantic web 
technologies. amplexor was cho-
sen to implement the plan because 
we had some experience with the 
technologies. we discovered how-
ever that the technology was not 
really mature enough to imple-
ment the whole vision: although 
we used semantic web technolo-
gies on the back-end, this was not 
shown in its full glory at the web 
interface (which is on the web-
site http://www.erfgoedplus.be). 
Because the company behind the 
only software that was advanced 
enough to implement our vision 
went bankrupt, we couldn’t ulti-
mately realise this idea.” 

A FAST WORLD NEEDS FLEx-
IBLE DATABASES
“The basic selling point for the 
semantic web is the graph data 
model: instead of using a rigid 
scheme for your database, you 

serialise your dataset into triples 
of the form: subject - predicate - 
object, such as alice - knows - Bob. 
other semantic database creators 
do the same, and if you agreed 
upon the same identifiers for your 
data or if you are able to match 
them, you can connect your data-
bases. This opens up a lot of possi-
bilities, all because of the network 
effect: the bigger a network (in this 
case: the network of connected 
databases) is, the more useful it is. 
however, i find it difficult to talk to 
companies about the advantages 
of the semantic web: it’s all about 

abstract concepts like serialising 
data, ontologies, automatically 
deriving new information, etc.”

“what i do see is that some com-
panies who want to integrate vari-
ous data sources are investigating 
graph-based databases. a graph-
based database is a good solution 
in a lot of use cases. Gone are the 
days when some analysts could sit 
around a table and design a data 
model that would be used for years. 
if the company then faces various 
market changes, it has to adapt the 
data model, which is a difficult and 
time-consuming process. a graph 
database is much more convenient 
to keep pace with our fast-changing 
world. indeed, from a graph data-
base to semantic web technologies 
is just one step further.”

LINKED AND OPEN DATA
“in the last five years, this rather 
abstract chronicle of the semantic 
web has been supplemented by the 
Linked Data story, which is easier 
to grasp and more pragmatic. Tim 

Berners-Lee, the inventor of the 
web and the semantic web vision, 
introduced this idea: Linked Data is 
about using the world wide web to 
connect data that wasn’t previously 
linked, or at least lowering the barri-
ers to doing so. for creators of web 
applications, Linked Data is a big 
deal: instead of having to learn yet 
another api (application program-
ming interface) for each source of 
data they want to use, they only 
have to learn one ‘api’: the Linked 
Data principles and underlying 
semantic web technologies. Later, 
obama’s administration launched 

the website data.gov that strives 
to make government more trans-
parent by opening access to gov-
ernment data. This example was 
followed by the British government 
in data.gov.uk, led by a team under 
the supervision of Tim Berners-Lee 
himself. Thanks to these linked and 
open data stories, the semantic 
web suddenly became much more 
pragmatic: people could write their 
own mash-ups to visualise and 
explore government data.”

OBSTACLES AND KILLER APPS
“The semantic web still has a cou-
ple of big obstacles. an important 
problem is the quality of data. 
people are pretty good at evaluat-
ing the quality of documents on 
the ‘classical’ world wide web: 
they don’t trust the information 
and read blindly, but take into 
account the reputation of the 
author, the author’s affiliations, 
and so on. in the semantic web, 
there’s a big difference: the data is 
analysed by computer programs. 
Unfortunately, computers are not 

that good at evaluating the quality 
of information.”

“another obstacle for the semantic 
web, and one that is more funda-
mental, is the open world assump-
tion, which is typically made with 
an incomplete database such as 
the web: if you don’t find a specific 
statement on the web, it doesn’t 
mean that it’s false, it just means 
that we don’t know whether it is 
true or false. in contrast, if you 
want to implement semantic web 
technologies in a company, you’ll 
find that most company databases 
are complete and hence you have 
to use the closed world assump-
tion: everything you don’t know 
to be true is false. Because of this 
mismatch, you need extra con-
straints to implement semantic 
web solutions in a company.”

“and last but not least, let’s 
not forget the end users. at 
the moment we don’t have any 
frameworks that make it simple to 
build user interfaces for semantic 
web data. almost all the techies 
in this domain are working on the 
back-end, such as algorithms for 
reasoning about data. This means 
that all semantic web projects now 
have to create ad-hoc interfaces for 
their end users. from a sales point 
of view this is an awkward situa-
tion: we can’t easily build demos 
when we talk to a company for a 
potential semantic web project.”

“nevertheless, i think semantics 
will play a big role in many domains 
in the coming years, for example 
in terms of search functionality. 
moreover, Drupal 7 will have built-
in rDfa support. hundreds of 
thousands of Drupal sites contain 
vast amounts of structured data, 
and thanks to rDfa this seman-
tic data will be exposed in the 
hTmL code generated by Drupal. 
for instance, if you create a new 
job posting on a Drupal website, 
semantic search engines would 
pick this up with all its properties, 
like salary, duration, and so on. 
other services could then try to 
match supply and demand. This 
could turn out to be a killer app for 
the semantic web.”

PAUL HERMAnS TALKS ABOUT THE OBSTACLES AnD 
THE KILLER APPS OF THE SEMAnTIC WEB.
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Gödel’s Gift
Jürgen Schmidhuber, co-director of the Swiss 

AI lab IDSIA, explains why he is optimistic 

about the creation of a generalised, self-

learning Artificial Intelligence 

In his science fiction books, 
author Iain M. Banks created 
a utopian society called the 
‘culture’ that is governed by 
tremendously powerful but 
benevolent AIs.  These almost 
god-like ‘minds’ are capa-
ble of holding simultaneous 
conversations with millions 
of other beings, both bio-
logical and artificial, and this 
while they subtly manipulate 
the geopolitical intrigues of 
neighbouring, inevitably infe-
rior, societies. Science fiction 
indeed; but is it a feasible 
scenario? In the field of Arti-
ficial Intelligence today, opin-
ions differ markedly. Today’s 
AIs are programmed to do 
a specific task; they cannot 
do anything else.  But to cre-
ate a Culture Mind, we’ll first 
need to create a generalised, 
self-learning, self-improving 
AI. For this article we spoke 
to the pioneer of self-referen-
tial, self-improving AIs - one 
of the optimists, Professor 
Jürgen Schmidhuber, who is 
co-director of the Swiss AI lab 
IDSIA in Lugano and head  of 
the Cognitive Robotics Lab at 
the Tech University Munich. 

all current ais are limited to spe-
cific, although increasingly com-
plex, environments.  Today’s ais 
that perform well do so in a specific 
task; they have clearly defined and 
pre-programmed specific problem 
solvers.  But if you were to drop a 
chess playing ai in a game of Go 
it would collapse.  Similarly, you 
cannot ask a car-driving ai to fly a 
plane, or vice versa.  That is the dif-
ference between ais and human 
intelligence: contrary to today’s 
machines, we are able to adapt 
to different environments and 
learn as we go. human beings are 
constantly confronted with new 
problems, relevant to the situa-
tion they find themselves in, and 
somehow create new strategies or 
behaviours or programs to solve 
those problems.  in other words, 
we have a rather general  type of 
intelligence. 

You state that you want to build an 
optimal scientist and then retire.  
But is it at all possible to create a 
generally intelligent AI?  And even 
if it is theoretically possibly, is it 
practically feasible to build one in 
the coming decades?

in the new millennium there has 
been substantial progress in the 
field of theoretically optimal and 
practically feasible algorithms for 
ai capabilities in environments of 
a very general type.  our work at 
iDSia has led to the first theoreti-
cally optimal universal problem 
solvers, such as the asymptoti-
cally fastest algorithm for all well-
defined problems, and the Gödel 
machine.  

The challenge for general ai is that 
we typically do not know, upfront, 
the exact goal nor the environment 
in which the system will operate.  
also, the environment is dynamic, 
for example, as we act we change 
our environment.  To deal with this, 
my former post-doc marcus hut-
ter (author of a book on this topic, 
‘Universal artificial intelligence,’ 
and now a professor in canberra) 
came up with a very interesting 
system coined aiXi. it is basically a 
mathematical theory of universal 
artificial intelligence, assuming the 
availability of unlimited compu-
tational resources, extending ray 
Solomonoff’s theoretically optimal 
way of predicting the future, given 
the past.  aiXi defines an optimal 
rational agent that maximizes its 
expected reward in almost arbitrary 
environments.  The breakthrough 
here is that this work represents 
the first mathematically sound 
theory of general ai.  however, aiXi 
ignores computation time - it is 
only mathematically optimal, but 
not computationally feasible. of 
course, in reality we need to take 
time into account.  The asymp-
totically best way of doing so is  the 
so-called ‘asymptotically fastest 
algorithm for all well-defined prob-
lems’. optimal in an even more 
general sense (not only asymptoti-
cally optimal) is the self-referential, 
self-improving Gödel machine.

in 1931, Gödel explored the limits 
of mathematics and computation 
by creating self-referential formu-
lae that speak about themselves.  
in the process he showed that 
math is either flawed in an algo-
rithmic sense, or contains unprov-
able truths. Gödel ‘s self-reference 
trick inspired my Gödel machine, 
which is an agent-controlling 
program that speaks about itself, 
ready to rewrite itself in arbitrary 
fashion once it has found a proof 
that the rewrite is useful according 
to an arbitrary user-defined utility 
function.  a little thought shows 
that the Gödel machine’s strategy 
is indeed optimal in a very general 
sense. 

however,  it is still not necessarily 
the most practical solution to all 
problems, because it still leaves 
open one essential remaining 
question:  if the intelligent agent 
can execute only a fixed number 
of computational instructions per 
unit time interval (say, 10 trillion 
elementary operations per sec-
ond), what is the best way of using 
them to get as close as possible 
to the recent theoretical limits 
of universal ais? once we have 
the answer to that we can all go 
home.

i am optimistic that we can answer 
this question, mainly because 
the basic principles of the new 
methods—which have made ai a 
formal science—are actually very 
simple.  now i am assuming that 
the answer to this last question 
will also be reasonably simple.

Historically, the field of AI has been 
split in two different methodologi-
cal ‘schools’ of thought: the deduc-
tive and the statistical approaches.  
Are we still pendulum-swinging 

from one approach to the other 
or are these approaches finally 
beginning to merge?

it is true that deductive and sta-
tistical approaches have begun 
to merge. i think this has already 
progressed further than some ai 
researchers are aware of.  hutter’s 
above-mentioned book ‘Universal 
artificial intelligence’ is a major 
step in this regard.  and way back 
in 1931, when kurt Gödel laid the 
foundations of theoretical compu-
ter science, he already introduced 
some essential deduction-ori-
ented concepts for the theory of 
ai. although much of subsequent 
ai research has focused on heu-

ristics, which still play a major role 
in many practical ai applications, 
general ai theory has now become 
a fully-fledged formal science, and 
we got there by combining proba-
bility theory  and deduction theory 
along the lines of Gödel.

i am promoting ai as a formal 
science because theorems are for 
eternity, while heuristics come 
and go.  although i do admit that 
some of the practical successes of 
late (including ours at iDSia) are 
based not on theoretical optimal-
ity results but instead often come 
from ‘scruffy’ biology-inspired  
systems.  i believe, however, that 
theory and practice will soon 
converge.

‘ Once we have the answer to 
that we can all go home.
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Can you give us some examples of 
your more practical work?

we have a number of projects 
based on our state-of-the-art 
brain-like recurrent neural nets 
(rnn).  The human brain is a 
rnn: a network of neurons with 
feedback connections and as such 
it can learn many ‘behaviours’ 
(or sequence processing tasks/
algorithms/programs) that are not 
learnable by traditional machine 
learning methods.  This explains 
the interest in artificial rnns for 
technical applications.  our recent 
applications include adaptive 
robotics and control, handwriting 
recognition, speech recognition, 
keyword spotting, music com-
position, attentive vision, protein 
analysis, stock market prediction, 
and many other sequence prob-
lems.  hardware advances are very 
important in this too.  for example, 
we recently broke the world record 
in handwritten digit recognition, 
using a 30 year old algorithm for 
neural networks, but implement-
ing it on graphics cards, making 
the system run 50 times faster 
than on standard computers. 

a line of work that got quite a lot 
of attention was iDSia’s artificial 
ants (aa) research.  The basic 
idea here is that a large number 
of simple artificial agents are able 
to build good solutions to hard 
combinatorial optimization prob-
lems via low-level communica-
tion that involves aspects of the 
environment, inspired by real ants 
which cooperate in their search 
for food by depositing chemical 
traces (pheromones) on the floor.  
artificial ant colonies simulate 
this behaviour by communicat-
ing via artificial pheromones that 
evaporate over time.  To solve 
optimization problems, my fel-
low co-director of iDSia, Luca 
maria Gambardella , and marco 
Dorigo (ex-iDSia, now professor 
in Belgium at the ULB) introduced 
aas equipped with local search 
methods.  This approach broke 
several important benchmark 
world records, including those for 
sequential ordering and routing 

problems.  This success also led to 
a recent iDSia spin-off company 
called anTopTima.  commer-
cial applications include vehicle 
routing, logistics for the largest 
mediterranean container termi-
nal in LaSpezia, and truck fleet 
management.  

we also have ongoing projects on 
robots implementing  my general 
theory of surprise & fun & creativ-
ity (1990-) that explains essential 
aspects of subjective beauty, nov-
elty, interestingness, attention, 
curiosity, music, jokes and art.  for 
a long time i have been arguing, 
using various wordings, that all 
of this is driven by a very simple 
algorithmic mechanism that uses 
reinforcement learning (rL) to 
maximize the fun or internal joy 
for the discovery or creation of 
novel patterns. Both concepts are 
essential: pattern, and  novelty.  a 
data sequence exhibits a pattern 
or regularity if it is compress-
ible, that is, if there is a relatively 
short program that encodes it, 
for example, by predicting some 
of its components from others 
(irregular noise is unpredict-
able and boring). relative to some 
subjective observer, a pattern is 
temporarily novel or interesting or 
surprising if the observer initially 
did not know the regularity but 
is able to learn it. The observer’s 
learning progress can be precisely 
measured and translated into an 
intrinsic reward for a separate rL 
controller  selecting the actions 
causing the data. hence the 
learning controller of our robot is 
continually motivated to create 
more surprising data. our curious 
artificial scientists and artists like 
this are interested in learnable 
but yet unknown regularities, and 
get bored by both predictable and 
inherently unpredictable things.  
art and science and humour are 
just by-products of the desire to 
create or discover more data that 
is predictable or compressible in 
previously unknown ways.
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Extracting knowledge 
from data

limited to a specific environment. 
‘we have many good systems 
for specific and even very com-
plex environments, but from the 
moment they leave their target 
environment, they are useless,’ De 
raedt says. De Schreye adds: ‘ai 
research always begins in a rather 
limited domain, and gradually you 
want to expand this domain, but if 
you expand the domain too much, 
the problem you are researching 
changes substantially.’ 

That’s why most well-known 
advances in ai have a limited 
domain, of which chess is the best 
known example. recently, there 
has been a lot of progress in much 
more challenging domains. There’s 
the robot Scientist, a robot that 
makes scientific discoveries all by 
itself, the Darpa Urban challenge, 
were unmanned vehicles have 
to drive autonomously in traffic, 
and the robocuprescue project, 
where robots go on a search and 
rescue mission. De raedt believes 
that these research projects will 
advance enough in the coming 
decade to solve their tasks sat-
isfactorily: ‘The tasks ai is able 
to solve become more and more 
spectacular.’

A TALE OF TWO APPROACHES
There have always been two big 
‘schools’ in ai research: one that 
reduces intelligence to logic, 
rule-based systems and symbol 
manipulation, and another one 
that tackles all problems using 
sub-symbolic and statistical meth-
ods. ‘By the 1980s, progress in 
symbolic ai seemed to stall, while 
in the last 10 to 15 years statisti-
cal methods have brought a lot of 
progress in information retrieval, 
data mining, machine translation 
and natural language processing,’ 
De Schreye maintains. ‘neverthe-
less, i have some issues with this 
shift from rule-based to statistical 
systems: it’s relatively easy now to 
create systems that work 95% of 

the times, but do we want this? are 
these systems robust enough?’

Both professors think that this is 
why we will have to combine both 
approaches if we want to continue 
making progress. ‘i see this hap-
pening now,’ De raedt says, ‘the 
low-level sensory tasks in robotics 
and machine vision and the high-
level tasks such as reasoning are 
going to converge in the next 10 
years. in our own division, we are 
working on the integration of logic 
with statistical methods.’

AN ExPLOSION OF DATA AND 
PROCESSING POWER
according to De raedt, one rela-
tively new but really helpful aspect 
is the explosion of data in our 
information society: ‘more than 
ever we have access to a wealth of 
data. if you apply data mining on 
a large enough dataset, you can 
extract a lot of information. This 
is the power of Google: they use 
relatively simple algorithms that 
return very useful results because 
their search spiders have crawled 
so much data.’

De Schreye adds: ‘i have seen many 
times that a company launched 

clever software using the newest 
technology but had to shut down 
the project after a year. You almost 
need a postdoctoral researcher 
to keep such advanced systems 
running. So smarter algorithms 
are not always better. it’s much 
easier to just throw a lot of raw 
computing power at a problem, 
using algorithms that are simple 
to understand and to adapt.’

however, De Schreye warns that 
this doesn’t mean that we can 
tackle all problems with enough 
computing power: ‘running 
simple algorithms on more and 
more powerful computers gen-
erally improves the results for 
specific domains. But when you 

move on to integrated ai systems, 
this approach breaks down. for 
instance, people like ray kurzweil 
use moore’s law to argue that 
computers will soon have the same 
processing power as human brains 
and hence become intelligent. But 
he is talking about intelligence in a 
broad domain, and i don’t believe 
simple algorithms suffice for this. 
You don’t get intelligence for free.’

USEFUL APPLICATIONS
when asked about the future, the 
two researchers are reluctant to 
predict which ai applications we 
can expect in the next decade. De 
Schreye says thoughtfully: ‘Ten 
years ago, no one could predict 
the technologies that have the 
most impact on our lives now.’ De 
raedt, though, has one prediction: 
‘Software will adapt more and 
more to our habits. This will turn 
our smartphones into autono-
mous assistants. for example, 
when you’re planning a meeting, 
your smartphone could use data 
from the past to suggest a suitable 
date. i think these kinds of systems 
can be handy for elderly people 
too: when something unusual 
happens, the system can evoke an 
alarm, for instance when the per-
son enters the wrong bus or when 
he falls. There is research going on 
in this domain, for example the 
caLo project (cognitive assistant 
that Learns and organizes) in the 
US, and i think we’ll see the first 
applications in ten years.’
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at the Department of Computer 
Science of the Katholieke Univer-
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http://www.cs.kuleuven.be/~dtai/

‘ Smarter algorithms are not 
always better.

InTELLIGEnT SOFTWARE WILL ADAPT MORE AnD MORE TO OUR HABITS.

Artificial intelligence (AI), a term 
coined in 1956 as “the science and 
engineering of making intelligent 
machines”, is a fascinating topic, 
which futurologists and science fic-
tion writers take advantage of. To 
distinguish between dreams and 
reality, we visited the computer sci-
ence department of the Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven. Luc De Raedt 
and Danny De Schreye are profes-
sors at the division ‘Declarative 
Languages & Artificial Intelligence’ 
and shared their vision on the state-
of-the-art and future developments 
in their domain.

in the early years of ai, many 
researchers were overly optimistic. 
They envisioned a not-so-distant 
future where software could 
routinely and flawlessly translate 
between different languages, 
where computers could have intel-
ligent conversations with people 
(the Turing test), where anthro-
pomorphic robots would be a part 
of our society, and so on. we’re 
clearly not there yet: researchers 
have underestimated the difficulty 
of creating intelligent machines, 
and many ai programs still grapple 
with everyday human tasks. 

So has ai failed? on the contrary, 
there’s a lot more ai in the soft-
ware you use daily than you would 
expect, for example in Google’s 
search engine or in your spam filter. 
De raedt reassures us: ‘although 
researchers have abandoned the 
overly ambitious science fiction 
expectations of ai, there has been 
tremendous progress in various 
subfields of ai, such as robotics, 
machine learning, vision, natural 
language processing, and so on. 
Some ai research also branched off 
and is not anymore known under 
the ai umbrella. for instance, think 
about bioinformatics, where many 
data analysis tasks are performed 
using machine learning tech-
niques. we don’t want to imitate 
human intelligence anymore, but 
we want to create software that 
takes the right actions in a specific 
environment to achieve a useful 
goal.’

CHALLENGING DOMAINS
This is also a fundamental differ-
ence between human and artificial 
intelligence: while we humans can 
adapt to different environments, 
all current intelligent agents are 
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Both business and the public 
sector are under pressure to 

change. In the past few years we 
have seen the music industry be 
utterly transformed and others, 

such as newspaper and maga-
zine publishers, are still trying to 

find their way after being hit by 
a sequence of disruptive innova-

tions, from Google to Facebook 
and Twitter. Managers from all 

sectors fear—or should fear—
that they are next in line.

Disruption

Disruptive innovation—since the first internet bubble 
this has been a fashionable term to describe an 

innovation that undermines the business model of an 
established industry.  Usually, a disruptive innovation 
has its roots in the development of a new technology, 
but the disruptive element itself is the application of 
that technology in the form of a new business model.  
The technological progress of the past decade has had 
some sudden disruptive effects but in others the change 
is likely to be more sustained and transformative.  The 
emergence of the downloadable mp3 in combination 
with file sharing networks had a dramatic and quite sud-
den impact on cD sales.  But the massive improvements 
in computer processing power, networks and data 
storage have not disrupted the retailing business; these 
are merely transforming it, as the industry reworks its 
push-based supply chain into a much more intelligent 
and interconnected pull-based process.  retailers are 
analysing vast amounts of data about their customers’ 
shopping behaviour and the state of their inventories, 
and using that information to shorten lead times, 
reduce inventory, and play into consumer trends better.  
But they are also collaborating more intensely with their 
suppliers, exchanging data and sharing responsibility 
across the supply chain.  

The financial sector has also been a keen adopter of 
technology.  in fact, most of the money flows these days 
are purely electronic—money has become information, 

not notes and coins—and this has enabled financial 
innovations such as online banking, online payment 
systems and the more notorious asset-based securi-
tization.  These innovations have helped the world’s 
economy grow but some are also indirectly responsible 
for the global financial crisis we currently find ourselves 
in.  This is because banks (and regulators) could not 
keep up in their risk management systems, leading to a 
failure in the pricing and detection of risk.  The clock will 
not be turned back however.  while some niche banks 
may argue that better risk management means less 
technology, at a systemic level the route to better risk 
management lies in the deployment of more technol-
ogy, more computing power and more advanced, real-
time analytics.   

other sectors have been less enthusiastic investors in 
technology.  The state of our transport infrastructure, for 
example, especially in the world’s large cities, is under 
tremendous pressure.  in Belgium, the government’s 
own study bureau has concluded that with existing 
policy measures and existing infrastructure, our traffic 
situation will become unmanageable in the decades 
ahead.  if we wish to keep it manageable, then we will 
need to deploy technology at a much faster rate than 
we have been doing to date.  for example, one initiative 
is to push much richer information to travellers, so 
that they can plan ahead, before they get in their car, 
what the most optimal (fastest, cheapest, greenest, etc) 
means is to get from a to B.  The challenge however, will 
be to organise these processes (i.e. collecting data from 
various sources, analysing that data, and broadcasting 
customised messages back to people) in an intelligent 
manner.  Dynamic road pricing, via a satellite-based 
system, is another idea on the table that could have 
a significant impact in reducing road congestion and 
cutting emissions.  in logistics too there is still plenty 
of opportunity to improve information flows across the 
entire supply chain. This means that the various players 
in the supply chain need to start linking their iT systems 
to make possible the real-time monitoring of logistics 
processes from suppliers to final destination.  Ulti-
mately, however, we need to look at the problem from 
a more systemic perspective, incorporating information 
about public transport, road transport, supply chains, 
the environment (smog alarm?) and much else.  if 
you look at the potential for deploying technology in 
this area, then today we are still in the starting blocks, 
notwithstanding the fancy equipment installed on the 
antwerp ring highway and other metropolitan highways 
around europe.

a similar assessment can be made of the energy system 
(i.e. that we are still in the starting blocks) although 
here the blueprint of where we are heading (Smartgrids) 
has at least taken shape and the first major projects are 
underway.  also in healthcare, e-health initiatives are set 
to transform the sector. mainly via the use of electronic 
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health records, significant gains should be achieved in 
both quality and efficiency, via improved coordination of 
care across the system and quality control. also, the col-
lation of medical data across the system should vastly 
improve the power of epidemiological research and 
public health monitoring.  and the recent progress in 
the biological sciences—especially in Dna analysis and 
Dna synthesis—is of course due largely to the advances 
in computer processing power. 

The sector that is probably most ripe for technology-
driven change is government.   Traditionally the biggest 
creator and collector of data, government is beginning 
to open up.  in the US, the obama administration has 
ordered the federal agencies to make publically available 
as much data as they can.  and Tim Berners-Lee, the 
inventor of the world wide web, is helping the British 
government develop data.gov.uk, a website that will 
offer free access to a huge amount of public sector data.  
The goal is to encourage developers to create new ser-
vices that tap into this data, for example, by analysing 
data or by combining different sets of data. 

further in the future, dramatic change can be expected 
in the way product lifecycles are managed.  research-
ers (and some leading manufacturers) are exploring, for 
example, how product design and production processes 
can be altered so that the material chains can be made 
circular as opposed to linear.  manufacturers, in other 
words, will be taking responsibility for their products (or 
rather, the materials they are made of) over their entire 
lifecycle and thereby reduce waste.  Digital technology 
will play a key role in this transformation since many 
products will need to be manufactured with embed-
ded tracking technology.  also, manufacturers will need 
the iT infrastructure to manage what in essence will be 
much more complex supply chains.  

Time to invest
as a result of all these changes, organisations are under 
tremendous pressure to invest in their iT infrastructure.  
organisations are deploying ever more tools and devices 
that collect or generate data—e.g. rfiD, bar code scan-
ners, Voip, chat, video, e-commerce sites, document 
management systems, electronic record systems, 
etc—which means that they need increasingly powerful 
infrastructure to collect, store and protect that data, and 
the software to analyse that data and put it to use.  
most large organisations, however, have two problems: 
one, the data they collect is still scattered in different 
systems and hence is not ready to be put to full use; 
and two, the existing iT infrastructure is not efficiently 
organised in the sense that a great deal of iT equipment 
isn’t used to full capacity.  also, many companies are 
spending most of their iT budget solely on the mainte-
nance of their existing infrastructure; and this at a time 
when the demand on that infrastructure is increasing at 

a rapid rate.  as a result, forward looking organisations 
are trying to consolidate and centralise their iT infra-
structure, and in this way improve both the efficiency of 
their infrastructure and the control they have over their 
data and information.  outsourcing becomes a logical 
next step, partly because a centralised setup is easier 
to manage by a single supplier, but also because an 
outsourcing partner can achieve even more efficiencies 
by aggregating the needs of several clients over their 
virtualised infrastructure.  This allows them to supply iT 
resources as a distributed capability, billing clients on 
a pay-as-you-use basis—which today is referred to as 
‘cloud computing’.

Disrupting IT
Some companies are also beginning to experiment with 
software services that are accessed in the ‘cloud’, other-
wise referred to as Software-as-a-Service (SaaS).   why 
tolerate the hassle and expense of software licenses, 
dedicated servers and developers when you can access 
from the internet an increasing number of software 
services for standard business processes such as sales 
force automation, expense management, invoicing, 
email, word processing and much else.  

cloud computing in this broadest sense, covering both 
infrastructure and software, obviously offers major ben-
efits for companies, but it also is a potentially ‘disrup-
tive’ innovation for enterprise iT departments.  over the 
years, companies have made major investments in their 
iT infrastructure.  They own a great deal of expensive 
equipment and have many people on the payroll to 
manage and maintain that infrastructure.  Such com-
panies may begin to experiment with Salesforce.com 
but that does not mean that their legacy infrastructure 
can be thrown out.  But younger companies like playfish 
(not a small fish – the company was recently valued at 
about $400 million via its acquisition by ea) are able to 
leapfrog older technologies entirely.  This is an interna-
tional company with development offices in the US, Uk, 
norway and china but they don’t have a single landline.  
instead, the company relies on Skype for its telephony 
needs.  compare this to the average large enterprise 
that is currently investing huge sums of money in its 
wan infrastructure and data centres, to prepare these 
for Voice over ip (Voip) services.  Younger companies 
have little need for servers or iT infrastructure—no 
email servers, no file servers, no database servers—
excepting the laptops and devices used to access the 
‘cloud.’  obviously this comparison does simplify the 
issues, especially since organisations have different 
security requirements.  The law is becoming increas-
ingly complex: the tech site royal pingdom estimates, 
for example, that there are about 10,000 US laws and 
regulations that pertain to electronic messaging and 
record retention.  But ironically, it is the increasingly 
complex regulatory environment that is also pushing 

companies to cloud services, since in this way one is 
shifting responsibility to companies whose core busi-
ness it is to deal with such matters.

The end of IT
So what does the future hold for iT departments? 
how do organisations best manage the technologi-
cal implications and opportunities for their business? 
Leading cios appear to be convinced that the classic 
iT department, staffed mainly by technical people, will 
disappear. for one, iT is becoming everyone’s business. 
This is because many business processes have already 
been transformed by digital technology; they are more 
reliant on data, information and software than ever 
before.   hence, people in the business lines are being 
asked to brush up their knowledge about iT, but more 
importantly, iT is being asked to think more in terms of 
business processes and business flows.  Secondly, since 
an increasing number of ‘iT’ services can be accessed 
from the cloud there will be less need to develop iT 
services in-house.  The iT department will become more 
an aggregator of cloud-based services as opposed to the 
technology factory it often still is today.  forward think-
ing cios are concerning themselves more with business 
strategy and figuring out how strategic objectives are 
best translated in iT architecture and new business 
processes.  The iT department of the future will likely 
resemble an in-house consulting team that is focused 
primarily on managing the accelerating change that 
most organisations are bound to undergo.  Technology, 
whether a commodity in the cloud or not, still needs 
to be integrated into the business and translated into a 
competitive advantage.  That will take skill; but probably 
a different type of skill to what most iT departments 
have in-house at present.
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Slow IT
Inspired by the Slow movement, Ron Tolido 

asks us to reflect on the way that we produce 

and consume technology 

Most hesitant consumers of 
fast food will agree that the 
Slow Food movement has a 
point.  That burger may look 
very appealing initially but 
seldom does one feel fulfilled 
afterwards.  As Ron Tolido 
sees it, the consumption of 
technology can leave a similar 
feeling of dissatisfaction.  We 
may consume a vast amount 
of information daily, but did 
we learn anything useful 
or valuable?  In fact, did we 
actually even ‘think’ today?  
Today’s technology and com-
munication tools have obvious 
benefits, but have we thought 
through how we best inter-
act with that technology?  A 
similar line of questioning can 
be levelled at the producers 
of technology, since it is they 
who are creating the IT equiv-
alent of fast food.  According 
to Ron Tolido, too many CIOs 
are losing sight of strategy 
and architecture, and instead 
are caught up in a never end-
ing rat race to keep up with 
the latest hype.  Technology 
products also often miss the 
point.  Winning products do 
not necessarily have the most 
features and functions.  On the 
contrary, their appeal is often 
rooted in their simplicity.

You are writing a book entitled 
‘Slow IT’; what do you mean with 
slow IT?

it is an idea that needs to be seen 
in context of the broader Slow 
movement.  people may be famil-
iar with the Slow food movement 
that began in italy, in protest to 
the opening of a mcDonald’s res-
taurant in the piazza di Spagna in 
rome.  Since then, this concept 
has been embraced by people in 
other areas, such as design, busi-
ness, travel, even sex.  i’m a big fan 
of carl honoré’s book ‘in praise of 
Slow’, wherein he describes the 
rise of the Slow movement and the 
way its principles can be applied to 
so many aspects of our lives.  

it is important to note that Slow 
doesn’t necessarily mean being 
slow in the literal sense of the 
word.  Slow is about doing things 
with the right timing, the right con-
centration, the right approach.  it is 
about using good quality materials 
or resources, and if necessary, tak-
ing your time.  and it also refers to 
the way we consume, or eat: slow 
eaters take their time to savour the 
meal, to experience the flavours, 

as opposed to stuffing yourself in 
quick tempo.  consider the differ-
ence in eating culture between 
the US and italy.   Dinner in the US 
is a one-hour business.  Therefore 
when americans spend time in 
italy they really suffer.  first they 
have to wait until about 9 o’clock 
for dinner time and then they have 
to stay put at the table for hours.  
in a way it highlights a cultural 
clash between the anglo Saxon 
world, which is all about speed 
and a ‘just do it’ attitude, versus 
the rhineland model which is 
more contemplative and reflective.  
not that the one is better than 
the other of course.  The anglo 
Saxon approach tends to be more 
dynamic and innovative while in 
the rhineland model we can get 
stuck in endless discussions.   

i come from the iT sector so in a 
way we helped create the fast, 
chaotic world we live in today.  
clearly there is opportunity to 
reflect on the way we interact 
with technology, both on the 
side of the producer and the 
consumer.  as consumers we are 
bombarded by impulses.  But also 
at the producer side we often run 
ahead of ourselves.  at capgemini 
we increasingly receive requests 
from clients to produce fast, for 
the short term.  There is no longer 
time for strategy, for vision and 
architecture; when these ele-
ments are so important.  

related to the Slow movement is 
the idea of simplification, which 
is also something i am trying to 
tackle in my book.   You can make 
things as complex as you like, but 
it is via simplification that you cre-
ate rest and peace.  That point is so 
well illustrated by the ipad.  again, 
what a clash of culture!  when 

the ipad was launched the geeks 
criticised it because it didn’t have 
enough specifications.  no flash, 
no multitasking—how archaic!  
But i think it succeeded because it 
is so simple. within two minutes 
of using your ipad you forget that 
you are using technology.  You’re 
not even aware of the fact that 
there is no multitasking because 
you’re so engaged with the task at 

hand.  and you can sit on your sofa 
and actually relax while you inter-
act with iT—that’s amazing.  The 
ipad isn’t the only example that 
illustrates the power of simplicity.  

one of the best selling iT authors 
in the world today, nicholas carr, 
is about to release his third book 
entitled ‘The Shallows: what the 
internet is Doing to our Brains.’  
Basically, he is arguing that the 
internet is changing the way 
we think.  You can clearly see 
that in the way young people 
think.  They’re very good at find-
ing information quickly, online 
obviously, but they lack depth 
in understanding.  The internet 
offers access to a huge amount 
of information but we tend to use 
that information very superficially 
and that is gradually turning us 
into superficial thinkers.  These 
are fascinating arguments.  That’s 
why i’m interested in technolo-
gies like the e-readers because 
they counter that superficiality.  
people are experimenting with all 
sorts of tools in this regard.  for 
example, there is an apple app 
called ‘freedom’ that forces you 
offline for a specific time period 
per day.  Sometimes you just need 
that, to focus on your task. oth-
erwise you’re always tempted to 
check your emails or your Twitter 
or facebook feeds.  Think about it: 
how many apps do you have run-
ning simultaneously on your lap-
top? it’s absolutely frenetic.  That’s 
why i’m fascinated by such tools.  
another example is ommwriter, a 
minimalist, full-screen word proc-
essor.  here’s a tool that confronts 
you with your text, only your text.  
it blocks out all the toolbars and 
has no formatting functionality—
no time wasting trying to make 
your text look nice.

Look, i’m not saying that Twitter 
is wrong.  Such tools are useful.  
i certainly find them useful to 
network with people.  Sometimes 
i meet people at conferences who 
i have known for some time via 
Twitter and it is amazing—it feels 
like you have known them for 
years.  That is great.  and i guess 
we’re becoming more aware of 

‘ We’re becoming hyperventilated 
users of superficial information.
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the world around us.  But on 
the other hand we’re becoming 
hyperventilated users of super-
ficial information, who have the 
attention span of a millisecond.  
There are no easy answers here.  i 
certainly don’t want to make any 
judgement, but i do believe that 
we need to be more aware about 
the information and people that 
we interact with.  There are real 
human beings behind those Twit-
ter accounts.  

in the book i also look at the cio’s 
perspective.  also there you can 
see these types of tensions.  if you 
look back at the past few years 
then the key trend has been the 
demise of the large iT project, the 
project by the waterfall method.  
Today, agile iT is all the rage, which 
entails a more flexible and iterative 
way of working.  here the point is 
to work with smaller modules, to 
show results relatively quickly, and 
to subsequently fine-tune as you 
go, and in the process work very 
closely with the client and users.  
compare it to cooking a good stew.  
You get it going, lift the lid to taste, 
add herbs, taste again, and so on.  
agile iT is an important shift, and 
a good one, but there is a danger 
that it is used as an alibi to just ‘do 
it’, without analysis and thought.  
i see that happening more and 
more.  Developers are not doing 
decent analysis anymore because 
they’re reasoning that the client 
will want something else anyway 
within a few months.  everything 
changes constantly so why do 
strategy?  Therefore that attitude; 
‘just do it’.  But then you’re just 
being kicked around by circum-
stances and will soon have the 
look of wounded prey.  it is amaz-
ing. even when companies are pre-
pared to think about strategy, then 
that process is still constrained by 
our hyperventilated state of being.  
for example, i often sit in on strat-
egy sessions with clients and am 
always amazed to see how half the 
group arrives late while emailing or 
phoning or twittering or whatever 
else they do.  and during the ses-
sion too, they’ll be checking their 
emails and if a phone rings you’ll 
see a wide eyed exec bolt out the 
room in panic.  it’s hilarious, when 
you think about it.  

A similar thing is happening in 
conferences, in the way delegates 
all pull their laptops out during the 
keynotes.  

absolutely, everybody has become 
a blogger—or twitterer.  are they 

still able to concentrate? and 
whose show is it? in a way they’re 
trying to create their own show; 
they want to be the show.  also, 
the impatience of people is getting 
out of hand.  people get claustro-
phobic if they have to sit down for 
a 60 minute presentation.  i went 
to a recent conference in Scandi-
navia recently where the organis-
ers had arranged a room where 
6 simultaneous sessions were 
broadcast live on 6 screens.  what 
a success!  here’s an area where 
you can simply zap between the 
6 sessions, a bit like watching TV 
with nothing on.

in my book i’m trying to confront 
readers with these types of issues.  
Technology is tremendously use-
ful, no doubt, but we also need 
to reflect on the way we interact 
with technology, on its impact on 
the way we think and how it influ-
ences our social interactions and 
social norms.   i’m trying to make 
an appeal for more depth, for more 
reflection, and that sometimes we 
should just unplug.
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‘ The principled debates that 
surround open source are not 

important in this context; what 
matters is that an increasing 
number of stable, supported 
applications are becoming 

available.

The CIO as change 
agent

TVH Forklifts is the world’s big-
gest forklift parts supplier and has 
undergone tremendous growth in 
recent years.  Its key differentia-
tors are its extensive product range 
and the fact that it can react with 
exceptional speed to customer 
orders.  Price is not the differentiator 
in this business; speed is. And speed 
is made possible via technology.  The 
company’s e-commerce platform 
and its supply chain operation are 
the heart of its business; and that 
heart runs on technology.  We spoke 
to the company’s CIO, Kalman 
Tiboldi, about the main technology 
trends impacting on his business and 
how the IT organisation has had to 
change in the process.  

WHAT IN yOUR VIEW ARE 
THE MAIN TECHNOLOGICAL 
TRENDS OR DEVELOPMENTS 
THAT COMPANIES NEED 
TO CONSIDER IN THEIR 
STRATEGIC PLANNING?
To answer that question, there are 
three main perspectives we need 
to consider here.  firstly, we can 
look at the key technology trends 
impacting on all companies.  
Secondly, we need to consider 
the relationship between the iT 
department and the business, 
because it is evolving; and thirdly, 
there are a number of people 
issues, or sociological issues, that 
need to be considered.

INTERNET
The internet and its continued evo-
lution is without doubt the most 
important technology trend.  it 
continues to grow at a phenomenal 
rate and therefore it will continue 
to be the most important platform 
for change.  But today the internet 
is a mass of often meaningless 
information; the next step will be 
to make the meaningless meaning-
ful.  i expect to see more intelligent 
ways of finding information.  Google 
and Bing are going in that direction; 
and the semantic web will gradually 
begin to emerge.  

Similar principles apply to business.  
at TVh, for example, the internet 
was initially about e-commerce.  
Today we do business in more 
than 170 countries and all our 
customers are connected to our 
e-commerce platform.  custom-
ers can search for specific prod-
ucts, see if it is in stock and order 

it.  But in the years ahead we will 
be moving towards a much closer 
relationship with our customers, 
based on real-time interaction 
and much more transparency in 
our processes.  The front-end of 
the service will improve via the 
use of video, for example, but the 
more fundamental change will 
happen in the back end.  in a way, 
customers will be able to navigate 
our processes; they will be able to 
take part in our decision making.  
The point is to help our customers 
understand their root problem (a 
defect in a forklift truck) and to 
come up with the right solution, 
which usually entails a complex 
combination of different parts.   

That means we’ll have to extend 
the dialogue with our customers, 
for example via ip telephony, and 
introduce more intelligent search 
and ordering processing. The 
point is to address our customers’ 
real, root problem and not simply 
operate as a pure product-seller 
or transaction platform. The new 
e-commerce process will be much 
closer to the customer’s own proc-
esses and it will be more mobile 
in the sense that we’ll be able to 
communicate directly with the 
repair folks in the warehouse.  our 
own service people are already 
equipped with mobile devices and 
tablet pcs and our warehouses are 
equipped with wi-fi.   we’ve done 
this to optimise our own planning 
and for track & trace functionality 
but the next phase will be to make 
those processes more transparent 
to our customers.

related to the internet are a 
number of other trends.  The 
amount of data that we are being 
confronted with, from numerous 
sources, is exploding.  we need 
to manage it, store it, interpret it, 
protect it and destroy it.  all this 
is becoming more important.  i 
expect more growth in business 
intelligence and data mining.  
another internet-related trend is 
the emergence of social networks 
and new collaboration tools.  
Social networking will begin to 
enter companies, no doubt.  for us 
at TVh this is challenging because 
we have strict policies around 
data protection.  But we need to 
consider all the possible oppor-

tunities and challenges; we need 
to prepare.  our people and our 
customers are already communi-
cating via the social networks, so 
why not extend this to business 
communication too?  when the 
digital natives enter the workforce, 
this issue will become all the more 
pressing.  what is interesting here 
is that this has very little to do 
with technology; it is more about 
culture, about our way of working, 
and the way we manage security.  
cloud computing will be a key 
growth area, although i do not fol-
low all the predictions here, espe-
cially the idea that all computing 
will become a commodity, a basic 
utility.  i do recognise the analogy 
of basic computing power as elec-
tricity.  once they figured out how 
to transport electricity, then cen-
tralised power production became 
possible.   Similarly, the internet is 

leading to more centralised pro-
duction of computing power.   as a 
result, we are able to right-size our 
computing capacity to our needs; 
we buy more computing power in 
to cover our peak moments.  But 
the key problem today is that not 
all service providers are able to 
deliver the types of commitments 
we expect.  also, while some 
aspects of computing will become 
a commodity, companies will still 
need substantial skill to integrate 
various computing services into 
their business.  Sure, you can buy 
computing power but how you use 
such power to create competitive 
advantage for your company will 
remain the key challenge.  

related to cloud computing is 
everything to do with virtualisa-
tion.  This trend will continue.  we 
are moving towards ‘lighter’ 
computing; more energy efficient, 
more modular, an iT architecture 
that is easier to manage.  finally, 
the wireless internet will continue 
to grow rapidly, as more and 
more devices are connected and 
interconnected.

SUSTAINABLE IT 
TVh is committed to sustainability 
at a strategic level and hence our 
entire operation is evaluated along 
these lines.  Green iT is simply 
one aspect of this broader corpo-
rate commitment, but it is pretty 
fundamental.  This is because we 
are looking at iT as an enabler for 
energy efficiency across the entire 
operation.  it isn’t simply about iT 
itself being energy efficient.  in fact, 
a great deal of work has already 
been done in that department.  
for example, we’ve looked at our 
data centres, we use water-cooling 
and free-cooling, capture the heat 
produced by our  UpS  Systems 
to heat water in the kitchen, we 
switch off our pcs at night, and 
much else.  But the major impact 
will be in how we change our core 
operations via iT, for example, in 
the way we optimise our supply 
chain processes and thus use 
fewer vehicles.   That’s where the 
real benefits are.  Green iT is so 
much bigger than energy efficient 
data centres.

OPEN SOURCE
an increasing number of stable, 
well-supported open source 

KALMAn TIBOLDI, CIO OF TVH FORKLIFTS, ExPLAInS HOW HE PUSHED I.T. InTO 
THE HEART OF THE BUSInESS.
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applications will be made avail-
able to the enterprise segment.  
This seems to be happening very 
quickly now.  Google is bring-
ing more and more apps on the 
market but also companies like 
iBm are relying on open source.  
we use Lotus notes Symphony, 
which is an open source variant of 
openoffice.   in cmS software you 
also see this very clearly—look at 
Typo3 and Drupal.  The principled 
debates that surround open source 
are not important in this context; 
what matters is that an increasing 
number of stable, supported appli-
cations are becoming available.  

SECURITy
Security is a complex and increas-
ingly important challenge.  initially 
we have focused more on external 
security: the focus was on defend-
ing the organisation from external 
threats.  But in the next decade 
the focus will move to internal 
security.  how do you protect your 
data from internal threats?  

APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT 
AND NEW, MORE NATURAL 
INTERFACES
we have an internal software fac-
tory, but again i think that applica-
tions will increasingly move online.  
we’ll see richer internet applica-
tions emerge.  also, the interfaces 
will evolve, beyond the classic 
mouse and keyboard.   i expect 
to see more natural interfaces 
emerge.  for example, we already 
are using smart boards and tablet 
pcs.  

THE EVOLVING RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN BUSINESS & IT
we have been talking about 
business-iT alignment for 30 years 
now, and we’re still talking about 
it.  But i suspect that in the coming 

decade iT will not simply align but 
actually integrate in the business.  
for most companies today the 
focus is on surviving the recession, 
so cost reduction will remain a key 
priority for the long term.  But 
i’m convinced that this is a great 
moment for iT to show its value to 
the organisation, to show that iT is 
not simply a cost to the organisa-
tion but that it can be a real value 
creator.  But to accomplish that 
we need a process of cultural 
change within the iT organisa-
tion and beyond.  iT people need 
more business knowledge, and at 
the same time the business folks 

need to think more in terms of 
technology.   

at TVh this is a process we set in 
motion about 10 years ago.  at that 
point we decided to step away from 
the classic erp model—where iT is 
big black box—and shift toward a 
more open, components-based 
approach.  note that this was 
sometime before the whole Soa 
trend.  a key aspect is that we 
organised our iT to be respon-
sible for specific business proc-
esses.  we implemented a formal 
mechanism whereby people could 
evaluate their processes and look 
for proposals for change.  That 
cultural change has happened: we 
get thousands of such proposals 
today.  and business people are 
also talking iT now: they’re able 
to design process flows, which are 
subsequently easy to translate into 
iT flows.  and vice versa too: we 
have 10 people in our iT depart-
ment who have no  iT background  
at all.  instead they have deep 
knowledge of business processes 
and have good analytical skills.  

on a daily basis our iT people are 

working together with the busi-
ness people. i think that my big-
gest achievement here is exactly 
that; taking that wall away.  in 
the past iT was a black box.  The 
business had to send in formal 
requirements, and out would pop 
a delivery of some sort.  we have 
clearly gone a long way in this; it 
has been a long process of cultural 
change.  But that is why TVh is 
such an innovative company.  The 
driving force behind our innova-
tion is iT.  

The infrastructure side of iT 
remains a cost obviously.  here 
the objective is to ‘keep it all run-
ning’.  This is critical but i think in 
the future this will become a major 
candidate for outsourcing to the 
cloud.  on the factory side—the 
development work—there is more 
focus on the creation of new ideas 
but also here there is scope for 
outsourcing and co-sourcing.  But 
the future of the iT department 
lies in the value-creation side: the 
continuous improvement of busi-
ness processes, creating more flex-
ibility, more efficiency.  That is my 
challenge here at TVh; i am trying 
to push our organisation toward 
that vision.  The time that the cio 
was involved in technical problems 
is gone.  Today’s cio should be 
focused on the business.  he or she 
needs to be part of the executive 
management team and take part 
in strategic decisions.  with that 
shift you also end up creating other 
career paths.  at TVh, for example, 
iT has become an interesting career 
pathway for business people.  That 
was not the case in the past.  So 
much of the knowledge about our 
business processes and the way 
they are evolving is located here 
in iT.  The head of our software 
development group comes from 
the business side.

Ultimately this is all about cultural 
change.  my role is to prepare and 
push the organisation towards this 
new way of working and thinking.  
i need to be the central point for 
change; the lobbyist for change.

TRAINING & RESOURCES
The third main area to consider is 
the people side of things.  i do not 
see any major improvement in the 
availability of iT graduates.  Given 
the way that our young people are 

thinking about iT today i do not 
expect much change in the com-
ing years.  we have to face the 
fact that we will be working with 
external people and suppliers.  The 
profiles that we are really focus-
ing on are the business analysts 
and project managers, because 
these people we need inside the 
organisation.  how do we attract 
them, how do we develop them, 
how do we motivate them? Those 
are the key questions for us.  and 
that is why you have to look at the 
social aspects of the organisation; 
we need to look at the work-life 
balance, tele-working, etc.  i think 
these are important trends.  when 
the digital natives show up this 
will only become more important.  
we’re probably not prepared yet 
but it is a concern and we are 
working on it.  The technology 
aspects are not the issue here; it 
is about culture and changing the 
way we work
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‘  I suspect that in the coming 
decade IT will not simply align 

but actually integrate in the 
business.
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Stop calling it IT
Carl Tilkin-Franssens argues that the future 

of the IT organisation may not necessarily 

entail much IT

Carl Tilkin-Franssens, CIO 
of the KBC Group, is clearly 
excited about the continued 
evolution of the internet and 
all it implies.  As he describes 
it, the advent of HTTP set in 
motion a process of abstrac-
tion at the application level 
that continues today.  From 
the advent of the first browser 
to YouTube and Wikipedia; 
they all are part of an ongo-
ing movement towards open 
standards and establishing 
common ways of doing things.  
As millions more people and 
devices come online a new 
ecosystem is being created, 
the potential of which simply 
boggles the mind. One thing 
is clear though: the corporate 
IT organisation will need to 
change. Its primary role will 
be to navigate this emerging 
ecosystem, creating bridges 
to processes that can be done 
more effectively outside the 
traditional boundaries of the 
organisation.  Which raises 
the question of why it should 
still be called IT.

What are the main technology 
trends, in your opinion, that will be 
impacting on your business in the 
years ahead?

if you look at it from a long-term 
perspective then we are actually 
talking about some pretty sustain-
able trends.  in that sense i have 
not changed my strategy in any 
fundamental way since 2000. for 
us in the financial sector the key 
defining trend is the internet and 
all its implications.  

in this longer-term framework, we 
can identify a number of major 
waves.  The first wave is automa-
tion: the emergence of the com-
puter.  Then in the 70s there was 
the miniaturisation wave, which 
vastly increased the penetration of 
technology, to the desk and even 
to homes.  and the third wave was 
the network.  Before, if you had a 
computer—i had one back in ‘79, a 
simple machine with a tape-deck 
for storage—you could do some 
computing but that was it.  The 

network emerged in parallel with 
an increase in computing power, 
also because the network itself is 
reliant on computing power.  Sud-
denly we could start connecting 
computers to each other; and for 
us that meant we could start con-
necting our branches to central 
computing systems.  That’s why in 
europe at least we started calling 
it icT, as opposed to iT.  

The fourth wave came about with 
the emergence of hTTp and the 
first browser, netscape, and later 
Java.  This was a crucial break-
through.  That’s when interfaces 
began to emerge at the application 
level.  Standards were adopted 
that suddenly made it much, 
much easier to access informa-
tion from different systems.  This 
wasn’t rocket science; it was basi-
cally akin to defining the distance 
between railway tracks, or agree-
ing on which side of the road we 
should drive on.  By setting those 
standards we created an explosion 
in the use of technology.  Before 
that wave it was hellishly expen-
sive to try to link different systems 
to each other.  in the past you 
had all these closed, proprietary 
systems that just could not com-
municate with each other.  But 
once the abstraction was made 
at the application layer, it opened 
up so many possibilities.  and it’s a 
process that still continues today.  
Think about it, even today you 

cannot use a fixed phone for SmS.  
Technically that’s easy to explain, 
but for users that just does not 
make any sense.   

Today you could say we’re in the 
fifth wave, web 2.0, which in a 
way is simply a continuation of the 
fourth.  again it’s about creating 
standards.  while the fourth was 
about communication at an appli-

cation level, now it’s about social 
networks and multimedia.  Take 
Youtube: it is basically a platform 
for delivering video, combined 
with search and social network-
ing functionality, and they end 
up creating this enormous global 
community.  wikipedia is a similar 
story.  They’ve defined a process, 
a methodology for organising and 
publishing information, and they 
end up creating this self-organis-
ing factory of information.  in the 
middle ages, knowledge was in 
the head of a genius like Da Vinci; 
then later came the universities, 
large closed systems; and now this 
platform appears that is collating 
all the world’s knowledge.   also, 
with that social aspect you’re able 
to coordinate work on a much, 
much larger scale.  Thousands if 
not millions of people are able to 
work together on a task.  in the 
past real collaboration was limited 
to the geographic location.  Sure, 
you had the telephone, telex and 
later email, but that still didn’t 

allow for real collaboration on a 
task.  But now you can, it’s a bit 
like plugging yourself into the 
matrix, and boom, you’re able to 
work together with millions of 
other people around the world, 
people you don’t know, whose 
language you may not speak.  
what makes it all possible is a set 
of standards, a common approach 
to doing things.

How do you see open source fitting 
into that picture?

open source is a manifestation 
of that same evolution.  open 
source can be an ideology in some 
ways; it has a particular take on 
intellectual property and is based 
on free, voluntary work, but the 
core principle of open standards 
is what really matters here.  The 
internet’s continued evolution 
is a phenomenal process.  Think 
about it.  we’re putting the world’s 
population on the internet; billions 
of people are coming online.  and 
more, we’re putting all our com-
puting power on the internet too.  
i probably have about 100 devices; 
the average person in this country 
probably has about 25 devices: a 
mobile phone, a GpS, a TV, house-
hold appliances, etc...   now all 
these people, with all their devices, 
are coming online; that’s an expo-
nential growth curve that dazzles 
the imagination.  The first order of 
development we can still get our 
head round—for example, man-
aging the energy consumption of 
your household appliances—but 
what we can’t predict is what this 
new ecosystem will spawn.  

But we still have a huge amount of 
work to do in this first phase.  espe-
cially in business—organisations 
move slowly.  it isn’t simply about 
buying new technologies.  Too 
many companies simply bring in 
new technology hoping that some-
thing will come from it, organically.  
But a fool with a tool is still a fool.  
Buying smartphones is easy but 
redesigning your organisational 
processes is so much more diffi-
cult.  it isn’t about the technology 
as such; it’s about technology in 
context of your business model 

‘ IT will need to confront user 
expectations, because ultimately 
that ought not to be the priority.  

The first priority should be 
exploiting technology to improve 

the business model and the 
company’s processes. 
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and processes.  for example, bring-
ing in Blackberry phones is not 
fundamental to our business, but 
if a logistics company integrates 
wireless communication technol-
ogy the impact on its business 
could be pretty significant.  They’ll 
be able to do real-time and perma-
nent optimization of their routes.  
Similar things can be said about 
the taxi business.  

But most companies don’t seem 
to be looking at it this way yet.  
most bring in technology without 
thinking through the impact on 
their business model and proc-
esses.  for example, when Google 
first exploded on the scene some 
of our iT guys here argued that 
we needed Google for accessing 
our internal data.  But if you think 
about it, there are some funda-
mental differences to using Google 
on the internet and searching for a 
document in a company environ-
ment.  when you search using 
Google you usually know very 
little about what you are search-
ing for.  also, there are millions 
of documents in that system.  as 
a result your search will deliver a 
myriad of different sources, but 
that doesn’t matter, because 
you knew so little to begin with.  
But in a company context you’re 
usually looking for a very specific 
document.  You can’t use an older 
version, or a document that is 
partially relevant; no, it needs to 
be exactly right.  That’s why you 
need a lot more meta-information 
in a company information system.  
Blindly implementing Google in 
your internal information systems 
could end up being destructive.  
That’s why you need think these 
things through; you need to steer 
it more, and that’s where the iT 
division comes in.

The IT organisation is changing?

Today the iT organisation is tak-
ing on two quite distinct forms: 
one is about managing the infra-
structure, making sure it remains 
manageable, that systems can talk 
to each other, that the underlying 
technology is future proof.  it’s bit 
like building and managing the 

road network; there is no logistics 
business without a road network.  
The other role for iT is concerned 
more with understanding tech-
nology in a business context, and 
that means talking to the business 
lines, understanding and rethink-
ing their processes.

an example: in a ryannair aircraft 
you don’t see much fancy tech-
nology for passengers, but in all 
likelihood the company is a very 
sophisticated user of technology 
in managing their operation, to 
keep costs so low.  it’s about link-
ing the technology to your busi-
ness model and processes.  But 
companies tend to be too focused 
on what the user wants, when 
instead they should be thinking 
about their business model.  

it is a challenge, and in a way it 
is becoming more challenging.  
in the past few years the user’s 
expectation has skyrocketed.  
most companies do not have the 
budget to meet those demands.  
Today your average user spends a 
lot more on personal technology—
a big screen TV, a personal laptop, 
a smartphone, videogames—than 
the average company could possi-
bly afford.  and the quality of that 
personal technology is superb.  
The technology industry is shifting 
to the consumer side, to entertain-
ment, and creating amazing prod-
ucts.  The result is that the average 
user is accustomed to 5-star 
conditions at home but needs to 
cope with youth hostel conditions 
at work.  and that creates tension, 
also because you tend to have a 
somewhat apathetic iT depart-
ment that is pushed into a purely 
logistical, support role.  That’s the 
advantage of the external provid-
ers like iBm or cap Gemini; they’re 
able to talk to the business level, 
higher up the value chain.  Too 
often iT does not have that posi-
tion in the organisation.  But even 
if it does, then still it will need 
to confront user expectations, 
because ultimately that ought not 
to be the priority.  The first priority 
should be exploiting technology 
to improve the business model 
and the company’s processes.  
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especially in times of crisis, you 
need to focus on the basics.  

But can’t we make a distinction 
between the user’s environment—
the classic productivity tools—and 
the core operational processes, 
typically covered by heavy-duty 
ERP systems?  Isn’t the whole web 
2.0 story mainly applicable to the 
former?

i’m not sure.  i am hearing about 
some pretty bizarre develop-
ments.  for example, take the 
use of collaboration tools to make 
decisions.  There is evidence now 
that if you let communities of 
experts use those tools to make 
decisions, then you end up with 
better decisions than if you were 
to rely on the traditional manage-
ment hierarchy.   These tools use 
the classic social media features 
like rating and voting.  experts are 
involved anonymously; they then 
start making propositions, which 
are subsequently commented on, 
rated and so on, until you get a 
decision that is based on the col-
lective intelligence or knowledge 
of that community.  That’s a pretty 
radical concept.  if you apply that 
to a company context, then to 
what extent will we still need 
managers?  

Is KBC doing this?

of course not, not in decades; 
although we are experimenting 
with these tools in our innovation 
process, specifically in the idea 
creation phase.  That way you cre-
ate a much broader funnel for idea 
collection and generation.  it’s 
much more powerful than your 
traditional idea box.

Are there other such radical ideas 
being considered or implemented?

The outsourcing model is chang-
ing. The classic model is to 
offshore routine tasks to low-
cost regions like india or South 
africa.  it is basically a form of 

organisational outsourcing—you 
move a part of your organisation 
to a lower-cost region.  But this is 
changing somewhat.  now you’re 
seeing services being offered that 
are far more complex, and far 
more specific.  also, many of these 
services are offered as web serv-
ices, allowing you to ‘plug’ these 
services into your own systems.  
for example, we recently agreed 
to start using a highly specialised 
online service, a type of clear-
ing service for specific financial 
assets.  To do that we do not need 
iT products; instead, we needed to 
check the security and had to look 
how this service could slot into our 
processes.  That changes the role 
of iT; it makes us more a facilita-
tor of these services.  instead of 
producing our own solutions we 
are becoming a bridge to these 
types of services in the network. 
it clearly is a different paradigm. it 
means organising our company’s 
processes in such a way that 
we can plug different processes 
or components in or out of the 
system as needed.  our role will 
be to orchestrate those different 
components, to keep a measure 
of control over the system and to 
manage security obviously. Thus, 
that idea of an organisation with 
clearly demarcated boundaries is 

disappearing.  we operate within 
a network and our role will be to 
facilitate those connections with 
the network.  

Translation services are also 
going in this direction. There are 
services available that slot into 
your web systems and do the 
translation work on-the-fly.  This 
is outsourcing at the micro-level, 
at the level of a specific process, 
as opposed to an organisational 
level.  Salesforce.com is another 
example.  at this point we’re not 
ready to start integrating such 
services in our core processes—
take our call centre for example—
and that’s why we still produce 
our own crm system.  But it 

is beginning to make sense for 
smaller satellite offices or busi-
ness units.  it is all moving in that 
direction.  we are slowly, gradually 
moving from a producer role to an 
aggregator role. 

With the IT organisation splitting 
into two distinct forms, one an 
infrastructure team and another 
team aligned with the business, 
isn’t there a risk that the latter is 
simply co-opted into the business 
lines, leaving IT with a cost centre, 
the infrastructure part?

no, that clearly would be the 
wrong thing to do, because you 
end up with iT as a commodity 
again.  and there’s no money 
to be made in that.  iT needs to 
move up the value chain.  in fact, 
we need to stop calling it iT.  we 
need to merge it with business 
consultancy and organisational 
development.  That way we can 
focus on the transformative chal-
lenges: change management.  Top 
managers are good at articulating 
vision, a roadmap of where we 
need to go, but implementing such 
change is often a real challenge.  
That’s what we need to focus 
on; we need to do more business 
and process analysis.  if you make 
a car, you include the engineer 
in the design process from day 
one.  The same applies to the 
design of business models.  and iT 
infrastructure is also part of that 
responsibility; it is about making 
sure that the foundations are laid 
right. Decisions at that level can 
be hard to explain to the business; 
but they’re important.  Take Voip 
(ip telephony) for example.  if you 
simply want better quality calls 
then it doesn’t make any sense to 
invest in Voip.  But if you want to 
prepare yourself for the integra-
tion of other ip-based services 
later on, then it does make sense.  
But that is harder to explain to 
your users.  we have 140 differ-
ent businesses here, more than 
400 different business lines.  it is 
absolutely critical that we make 
the right infrastructure decisions; 
we cannot simply relinquish that 
responsibility to the business 
lines.

BIO
Carl Tilkin-Franssens is Senior 
General Manager ICT at KBC

‘ Instead of producing our own 
solutions we are becoming a bridge 

to these types of services in the 
network.
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The irrelevance 
of ICT

Benny Corvers, Director at Getronics, argues 
that ICT must focus more on the real needs of 

the user, or risk becoming irrelevant

With this in mind we’ve partnered with Pricewater-
houseCoopers, Microsoft and AOS Studley and have 
created a joint programme to promote the concept.  
All four partners are early adopters of the New World 
of Work concept and have learned about the benefits 
and the challenges it provides. Nine months into the 
programme we had our launch event which attracted 
some top people and it showed us that things are 
gradually changing; people are recognising the impor-
tance of this opportunity but still they see more hur-
dles than opportunities today.

If you think about it, the New World of Work has such 
potential to address the core challenges in society at 
present: mobility problems, climate goals, the war for 
talent, stress and burnout, innovation & entrepreneur-
ship.  I’m convinced that our current way of working 
could use a thorough rethink. And going by the CEOs 
of our top clients, they are convinced that change is 
around the corner.

But often when we present these ideas to CIOs the 
main reaction is “very nice, very exciting, but not right 
now” or “this just isn’t a priority for us”.  I disagree; 
the time is now, because the user is already react-
ing and showing deep dissatisfaction with ICT as we 
know it. If CIOs want to be a relevant species five years 
from now, they had better start thinking about how 
they can enable change and business transformation. 

 “Many ICT departments are making themselves irrel-
evant towards end-users.”  Such a statement from Benny 
Corvers, Director at Getronics Belgium, might seem both 
radical and controversial, but as it turns out (by his own 
admission) he might even be underemphasising the situ-
ation.  Getronics is no stranger to radical change, having 
recently revitalised their company strategy from a ‘we do 
everything’ to ‘we focus on The ICT Workspace better 
than anyone else’. Playing into some of the key trends 
(globalisation, individualisation and ecological aware-
ness) that define the current world economy and the ‘New 
World of Work’, Corvers feels he can’t stress enough 
just how big a change the entire ICT sector is about to 
undergo. The message is simple: change with it or become 
extinct.

THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMy
Essentially, we see ICT as a business enabler, as an 
accelerator of innovation and business success.  But 
too often it is treated as a pure commodity, a cost cen-
tre that is focused on infrastructure.  Mostly this hap-
pens at companies that have not been able to control 
the basics of their ICT infrastructure, and hence they 
are still spending most of their time keeping the lights 
on. And now with the crisis, such ICT organisations 
are under tremendous pressure to squeeze costs fur-
ther.  But in the process they’re alienating the user; 
and that worries us.  

We’re in the process of transitioning to a knowledge 
economy where the individual is the key production 
factor. That means that we should be doing everything 
we can to empower individuals and to ensure they can 
connect, compete and collaborate more effectively.  
And at the same time make sure that people are happy 
at work, that they’re motivated, that the work-life bal-
ance is right.  Modern ICT is able to play an important 
role in this regard; but too often it seems to act more as 
a hindrance.  End users are considered a nuisance by 
ICT departments that focus on the infrastructure and 
processes that are invisible to most employees. And at 
many companies the situation is getting worse.

THE NEW WORLD OF WORK
That’s why we are pushing the concept of the New 
World of Work on the corporate and political agenda.  
The New World of Work is a vision on work in the 21st 
century; you could describe it as a new paradigm for 
work.  Essentially it means that we need to give people 
the space and the tools to do what they do best, based 
on the principle of trust and responsibility.  From an 
ICT perspective, this entails giving people access to 
the information and communication tools they need 
to work productively, when they want and wherever 
they may be.  

But for some reason these ideas are receiving a lot less 
attention in Belgium compared to elsewhere, such as 
the Netherlands.  We realised early on that to put it 
on the agenda a multidisciplinary approach is needed.  

‘ Ultimately we think 
we’ll evolve towards an 
aggregator or broker of 
services, both traditional 
and online.
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THE USER 
In order to sensitise CIOs to the user side of things 
we’ve started an annual survey among end-users of 
ICT.  While most surveys focus on CIOs and high level 
ICT issues there has been sparse systematic study of 
user experiences and expectations.  That’s exactly 
what we’re trying to cover with our ICT Barometer.  
The results this year show a clear parting of the ways 
between users and their ICT department.  While a 
significant increase in flexible working is a fact, the 
gap between what people are expecting from the ICT 
department to help them work more productively and 
what they’re actually getting, is widening.  Moreo-
ver, more advanced consumer technology has made 
people loath to accept an outdated workspace envi-
ronment at work. And many expect that the young-
est workforce will start making a choice between job 
opportunities based on the end-user ICT environ-
ment they get access to.

It’s ironic. We’re seeing an increase in the use of wire-
less networks, the use of laptops, and more home work-
ing and flexible working environments.  But the tools 
that can help you work flexibly, like advanced search, 
calendar sharing and collaboration tools, have low pen-
etration rates.  Alarmingly, more than a third of users 
have no access to their company email at home. 

Building a business case for these tools is sometimes 
difficult because their benefits are hard to measure in 
any direct or quantitative sense.  But it is possible; and 
of great importance.  We’re talking about productiv-
ity, innovation and ultimately business success in the 
knowledge economy.  That’s why the best cases are 
those where ICT is seen by end users as an accelerator 
in a change project that has broad support from top 
management. And that’s what we’re betting on at Get-
ronics because we believe that personal performance 
leads to business results. Now that the workspace has 
become business critical we need to focus more on the 
end user. 

CHANGING MODELS
But with their focus on cost and control, many ICT 
departments are considered as a mere support func-
tion. Topics like business enablement are talked 

about, but not prioritised. In addition, ICT spending 
is being squeezed immensely of late. This puts tre-
mendous pressure on the ICT department because at 
the same time that gap between user expectation and 
delivery is widening.  They’re being forced into mak-
ing low cost provisions—and in the process they’re 
becoming increasingly irrelevant.  They should be 
focusing on the needs of the user, empowering the 
individual employee, but their hands are tied.  It’s 
strange because HR, for example, has understood this 
for years.  

An additional danger for the traditional ICT depart-
ment is that their business model is being turned 
upside down.  In the classic model, the users and 
business lines are served by the internal ICT depart-
ment, which in turn is served by external ICT serv-
ices companies in some areas.  But the whole model 
is changing. Increasingly we’re seeing the business 
lines circumvent their ICT departments and access 
online solutions directly.  They’re learning that it’s 
often cheaper and faster if they do it themselves.  And 
that is a tremendous threat to the classic ICT depart-
ment with their focus on cost, control and security. 
Important as these concerns are, it becomes worrying 
if ICT management has no time left to tackle business 
enablement.

From that perspective, we think that the advance of 
cloud solutions is unstoppable.   We’re even seeing 
this in our own business where increasingly much 
of what we offer today you will be able to find online 
replacements for.  This means we also have to rethink 
our role. Ultimately we think we’ll evolve towards an 
aggregator or broker of services, both traditional and 
online.  While our first reaction is to compete with any 
new model; we should really find ways to help enable 
it. Our added value here is in understanding the Cloud 
market, knowing what is out there and helping clients 
make the right choice.  Further down the line, we are 
going to play a key role in managing these services, 
and providing the necessary customisation work, 
managing security, quality control, simplifying and 
centralising support, a single invoice, etc. 

Not enough companies are thinking about the changes 
ahead in ICT, but it is clear that the impact on the clas-
sic ICT model will be dramatic. Best we prepare.

BIO
Largest ICT service provider in  +

the benelux

The Workspace Company +

www.getronics.b + e

www.thenewworldofwork.b + e

‘ We need to give people the 
space and the tools to do 
what they do best, based on 
the principle of trust and 
responsibility.

Benny Corvers, Business Development 

Director at Getronics Belgium
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The e-health 
promise

Professor Bart Van den Bosch, CIO of the 

University Hospitals Leuven, argues that 

e-health has the potential to improve the 

quality of health care; but we first need to fix 

the back-end.

While there is much excite-
ment about the potential 
benefits of e-Health, the facts 
on the ground are that many 
hospitals are still working 
with paper medical records. 
Bart Van den Bosch, CIO of 
the University Hospitals Leu-
ven, compares the situation 
to the dotcom boom pre-2000: 
plenty of excitement and very 
flashy front-ends, but a back-
end that still needs to be built. 
The University Hospital Leu-
ven is well on track building its 
back-end systems, but is doing 
so in full collaboration with its 
network of allied hospitals.  In 
fact, these hospitals are not 
simply exchanging structured 
medical data; they are shar-
ing a common information 
management system, which 
allows them to coordinate 
care paths across different 
sites, harmonize procedures 
and implement increasingly 
sophisticated quality controls.  
It is this deeper systemization 
of care that ultimately will 
allow hospital networks to 
compete on the basis of qual-
ity and clinical outcomes. 

Let’s first look at technology gener-
ally; what in your opinion are some 
of the more striking technology 
trends today?

at a societal level, i suspect that 
localisation-based services and 
augmented reality will be an 
important wave.  it’ll probably be 
one of those developments where 
we look back in a couple of years 
and think ‘how could we ever 
have lived without it’; a bit like the 
mobile phone is now.  new tools 
like Google Goggles or the Layar 
platform look amazing.  These are 
tools that recognise the environ-
ment around you and deliver rel-
evant information.  for example, 
point your phone at a work of art 

or a bottle of wine and out pop the 
wiki articles or product informa-
tion.  Think about it: it changes 
the way we search for informa-
tion quite fundamentally.  You 
don’t need to type in keywords to 
become smart about your context.  
This will have a major impact i 
think.  it’ll probably be the defin-
ing technology trend for the next 
five years at a societal level; with 
serious implications to business 
and marketing obviously.

mobile payment is another key 
trend i think.  Look at the way this 
is taking off for street parking.  
The mobile phone is becoming so 
multifunctional; and so personal.  
in fact, is it still a phone? my kids 
don’t use it to call anymore.

But government regulation is a 
potential stumbling block in these 
evolutions.  for example, the eU is 
asking Google to refresh its Street 
View images (available on Google 
maps and Google earth) every six 
months.  is that viable? privacy is 
important but i think that we need 
a pretty fundamental rethink of 
privacy legislation.  

And what’s happening in health 
care?

in health care the main technol-
ogy trends fall under the umbrella 
term ‘e-health’, covering things 
like telematics and the electronic 

health record.  in Belgium we’re 
trying to address all this via the 
e-health platform.  But i think 
that today we’re in a situation 
that is similar to the dotcom bub-
ble just before it burst in 2000. 
The problem at that time with 
most internet ventures was the 
back-end; all these dotcoms had 
beautiful front-ends but the back-
end logistics weren’t organised 
or automated.  we have a similar 
problem today in health care. 

everybody is very excited about 
the potential of telematics but the 
back-end isn’t ready.  Too many 
hospitals today are still working 
with paper records; but simulta-
neously they’re being asked to 
exchange electronic records with 
other hospitals, the government, 
Gps, etc.   Too many hospitals sim-
ply aren’t ready for that.  and the 
gap between the haves and the 
have-nots is growing, because the 
technology is evolving so rapidly.  
clearly we need to allow time for 
the entire sector to catch up.

notwithstanding this concern, 
there has been a great deal of 
progress in most hospitals.  Ten 
years ago, iT was considered a 
straight-forward cost.  Today that 
situation has changed fundamen-
tally: iT has become a mission-
critical service.  The problem is 
that the market isn’t really mature 
yet.  The supplier base is still very 

fragmented and if you look at the 
cases there are more failures than 
successes.  The government is 
focused on this issue, however, to 
help set standards and guard qual-
ity.  That’s important.  and most 
hospitals are on track: the intent is 
definitely there to automate.  The 
pressure is clearly on.

we at the Leuven University hospi-
tals are trying to take it a step fur-
ther by sharing a fully integrated 
medical record system among 
our partner hospitals.  That’s an 
important development that goes 
beyond telematics where one is 
only exchanging data between 
separate systems.  here we’re 
actually sharing services, which 
allow us to move towards real 
collaboration at the level of care 
paths.  for example, the bariatric 
surgery (stomach shrink surgery) 
care path is now exactly the same 
in Leuven as it is in Diest.  That’s 
important for quality control. Take 
chemotherapy as another exam-
ple. The main danger with chemo 
lies in the prescription of the 
right doses.  now we have strict 
computerised monitoring of dose 
control, at all our locations, using 
exactly the same systems and pro-
cedures.  in the past we had much 
less control over these things.  a 
patient was ‘transferred’ from one 
hospital to another; that meant 
handing over control.  Today that 
patient may move from one site to 
another, but the attending team 
and the care process remains the 
same.  medical staff from Leuven 
can consult with staff from Diest 
while looking at the same elec-
tronic case file.  in the past that 
would involve a cumbersome 
process of mailing a pile of docu-
ments.   and the system is being 
extended to Gps and patients 
too.  for example, referring Gps 
already have full access to their 
patients’ hospital records and can 
track their progress —although 

‘ I think that today we’re in a 
situation that is similar to the 

dotcom bubble just before it burst 
in 2000.
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the patient does have to approve 
this access.  Similarly, for patients 
we’re building a user-friendly 
interface whereby tailored infor-
mation is offered, that will help 
the patient prepare for his hospital 
stay for example, or help with the 
revalidation.  

Is this the way it will evolve: 
deeper integration among hospital 
groupings, or will we move to a 
universal, government-steered 
system?

i think this trend towards larger 
groupings of hospitals is inevita-
ble.  and the system integration 
will happen at that level; i do not 
think that we will move towards 
one universal system.  we’re going 
towards deeper integration, but 
at the level of hospital groupings.  
This is important to the financing 
of healthcare too.  healthcare 
costs are increasing, unsustainably 
so.  patients are being asked to pay 
more, health insurance is becom-
ing more expensive; but obviously 
this is eliciting resistance from 
consumer organisations.  and the 
pressure will only increase.  That’s 
why we’ll probably head toward 
a system of ‘negotiated care’, 
where the insurance companies 
negotiate prices with hospitals 
on the basis of certain quality 
guarantees.  for example, one 
of the health insurance mutuals 
here has apparently observed that 
there are significant differences 
in the performance that different 
medical teams deliver in areas 
like hip replacements—but the 
price is the same wherever you 
go.  That’s why i think we will 
move toward negotiated care, and 
the initiative will come from the 
insurance companies.  and that’s 
why these hospital groupings will 
need to integrate their iT systems, 
because only in this way can they 
guarantee consistent quality, i.e. 
that the care trajectories and the 

procedures are the same across 
their entire operation.  The com-
petition between these hospital 
groupings is likely to become 
more intense, especially when 
we start seeing new international 
players enter the market —which 
they have a right to do given the 
eU’s Services Directive.  it is these 
types of factors that are making iT 
so strategically important for hos-
pitals.  as hospitals we need to be 
a lot more proactive in managing 
quality, otherwise it will lead to a 
situation where third party players 
start doing exit interviews among 
patients.  

The potential for improved qual-
ity control is still tremendous. for 
example, in the prescription of 
medicine it is important that you 
check for possible interactions—
dangerous interactions—between 
different drugs. Technology is 
now being used to check for 
interactions automatically. for 
example, if a physician prescribes 
a drug—and registers this in the 
medical record—then the system 
will generate various levels of 
alerts, depending on the danger 
of the interaction.  Similarly, the 
system can detect possible allergy 
risks.  But now we’re also seeing 
systems that link the lab results to 
prescriptions, so that the physician 
can adjust the dose on the basis of 
organ functioning.

What about personal health 
records?

i guess this is a service that will 
grow in popularity.  There will be 
more pressure from the insurance 
companies to encourage people 
to have healthier lifestyles; but 
i don’t expect all people to start 
taking that responsibility.  also, a 
personal health record will never 
be regarded as reliable by profes-
sional caregivers—it’s no different 
to what a patient tells his or her 

doctor.  So it can’t replace the 
‘official’ records and the e-health 
platform being built for those offi-
cial records.

i’m hopeful that the e-health 
platform being developed in this 
country will strike the right balance 
between openness and privacy.  
The key principle here is that the 
patient needs to confirm the refer-
ral pattern, i.e., who is authorised 
to access his or her medical data. 
That should convince most people 
that they don’t need to keep their 
records under their pillow.

BIO
Prof. dr. Bart Van den Bosch is CIO 
at the University Hospitals Leuven
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There has been a fair amount of hype around cloud com-
puting. Indeed, it seems the technology has been embraced 
so fast that few realise it’s not quite as simple as it seems. 
In part this is the fault of the nomenclature: cloud comput-
ing gets its name from diagrams previously used to depict 
the internet – it’s little wonder people often erroneously 
equate the two. Kurt Glazemakers, CTO Europe at IT 
infrastructure services company, Terremark, takes us 
through the status quo of cloud computing: how their busi-
ness is a part of this whole evolution, and what remains to 
be done to complete the cloud.

THE CLOUD REVEALED
Cloud computing—it has become known as the new 
IT paradigm whereby computing resources are pro-
vided via the internet on an on-demand basis, not 
unlike electricity or water supplied by utility compa-
nies.   But unfortunately that vision is today still an 
over-simplification of today’s IT infrastructure.  In 
order to understand cloud computing, it is useful to 
make a distinction between three different categories 
of cloud services.  

Probably the best known category is software as a 
service (SaaS).  This is a model of software deploy-
ment via the internet (for example, Salesforce.com), 
which is gradually beginning to change the way that 
businesses manage their applications.  As opposed to 
developing or buying business software, to be installed 
on your own servers, with SaaS your end users need 
only browse applications on a website, with utilisa-
tion on a ‘service on demand’ basis.

For businesses requiring the ability to customise 
these applications, or build their own, there’s the 
middle tier of cloud computing: platform as a service 
(PaaS). Here virtual facilities are provided to support 
the complete lifecycle of both building and deliver-
ing SaaS applications (examples here are Google app 
engine or Microsoft Azure).

Finally, cloud computing can also refer to infrastruc-
ture as a service (IaaS): a platform virtualisation envi-
ronment. Instead of the costly purchase of servers, 
software, network infrastructure and all the IT sup-
port that goes with it, clients rent these resources as 
fully outsourced services. Similar to the SaaS model, 
these services are typically billed in a ‘utility com-
puting’ fashion, with costing based on the amount 
of resources used – a direct reflection on the level of 
activity. This virtual private server offering is where 
Terremark comes into the picture.

UNDER THE SKIN OF TERREMARK
With the 2005 acquisition of a Belgian managed host-
ing provider Terremark (then only offering datacenter 
services) entered the cloud computing arena. Now at 
the heart of this revolution, Glazemakers explains 
the company’s inner workings: “Our business can be 
categorised into three main offerings: datacenter solu-
tions, cloud services and managed services.” 
The data centre component of Terremark is as it 
sounds; big climate controlled and carefully monitored 
buildings that house large numbers of cabinet servers 

with obvious appeal to businesses that have hefty con-
nectivity and hosting requirements: renting these serv-
ices is a lot cheaper than having them yourself. 

For many businesses however, renting a server is less 
important than renting a service. Why go to the trou-
ble of buying or renting specific hardware to run your 
business apps when you can simply rent processor 
power, RAM and storage space? While this virtual 
private server technology was pretty much pioneered 
by Amazon, this was still along traditional lines: this 
was still on a per server basis. For a company requiring 
a lot of Oracle hosting and a little Linux (for example), 
renting an entire Linux server alongside an Oracle one 
is wasteful. Terremark’s solution is a step up from this, 
explains Glazemakers. Instead, the client buys a pack-
age of capacity – where only the actual use is paid for. 

With clients that still want predictable costs and 
guaranteed resources, Terremark sells a bracketed 
solution – any excess capacity is not handed over to 
other clients, and is always available on demand. Even 
at peak usage times, Terremark guarantees at least a 
20% surplus of resource availability. Crucially, this 
surplus is available across the entire network, pre-
venting any resource bottlenecking. 

The virtual resource model is a difficult one for some 
clients to get used to: resources are not sold at the 
level of a single machine, but rather across many. As 
a result, Glazemakers notes that most of their clients 
tend to buy too much capacity, as they’re used to a 
traditional resource model, where massive oversub-
scription is the norm. Shedding that oversubscription 
is exactly why the cloud model is both more efficient 
and cost effective. With this in mind, Terremark also 

Inside the cloud
IT infrastructure services company, 

Terremark, is at the heart of the cloud 
computing evolution

‘ Simplifying, streamlining 
and economising the way 
businesses use IT is the 
reason cloud computing is 
proving to be such a revolu-
tionary force. 
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offers a more flexible resource usage model, whereby 
clients pay for a lower base with the option of enabling 
burst access to deal with peak time spikes. Effectively 
the company’s cloud services eliminate unneeded 
software licenses, half-empty drives and idle process-
ing capacity, and the necessity of upgrading expensive 
dedicated servers – releasing previously tied up capital 
which can be used elsewhere.

Because Terremark offers solutions at the operat-
ing system level, as opposed to the application layer, 
dovetailing client needs is straightforward and makes 
resource sharing (and hence cost saving) a reality. Cli-
ents install their own applications on whatever oper-
ating platforms they desire, Terremark provides them 
with a stable cost efficient way of doing so.

For companies moving away from investing in tradi-
tional IT departments, Terremark also offers a fully 
managed server option. Here the core operating sys-
tem requirements and hardware are handled by the 
company and the client is left to channel remaining 
IT resources into developing and customising applica-
tions at a SaaS/PaaS level, aligning this activity with 
more core business objectives. Glazemakers remarks 
that a lot of Terremark’s business is via this side of the 
company – where clients no longer want the headache 
and cost implications of traditional IT. Clients can 
divert these resources into their core processes, away 
from subsidiary ones.

Indeed; simplifying, streamlining and economising the 
way businesses use IT is the reason cloud computing 
is proving to be such a revolutionary force. Along these 
same lines, Terremark’s services are foremostly designed 
to be simple to use. The process begins with either set-
ting up dedicated machines or, more often, simply 
allocating space. All that remains is for the company to 
estimate the kind of capacity required (in more difficult 
cases via pilot runs). With one easy to use interface to 
manage sites globally, and an API to customise the crea-
tion of new machines, upgrades, etc., Terremark hopes 
to epitomise all that’s attractive about cloud computing: 
make a company’s IT requirements far less labour inten-
sive and more appropriately costed.  

A VISION TO THE FUTURE
At the moment the public perception of cloud com-
puting is at best simplistic. “We just aren’t there yet. 
This is all really new; cloud computing is a philoso-
phy and not yet a technology” informs Glazemakers. 

“Both hardware and software suppliers will see their 
markets concentrate, as the world shifts to an on-
demand model of IT.” For SMEs, the opportunities 
are potentially massive; developing a small niche app 
via this model means that its scale can end up truly 
global. This is where the current picture breaks down, 
explains Glazemakers. Currently there are lots of tiny 
clouds, like intranets, and little to no truly universal 
platforms. Glazemakers continues: “Openness of 
platforms is key here; which will allow for the transfer 
of virtual machines from one vendor to another. Cur-
rently this is really hard to do. This is crucial in mak-
ing the cloud concept ubiquitous.” 

But it also means that the classic model for software 
development will need changing – becoming inde-
pendent of both operating system and development 
framework. The knock on effect is tremendous: Glaze-
makers sees the gradual disappearance of the power-
ful local PC within 5 to 10 years, with a much heavier 
reliance on browsers for applications (be it business 
or gaming) and operating functionality. This not only 
improves efficiency (companies need to spend less on 
standardising at a desktop level), but also boosts the 
fight against piracy.

 “Centralisation is the key message here; not just with 
browsers replacing a lot of the operating system, but 
this process also facilitates the easy and efficient 
deployment of applications – incompatibility becomes 
a thing of the past. Businesses can simplify and econo-
mise on the way they use IT in general.” The SaaS and 
cloud computing revolution is clearly not to be under-
estimated, but in the meantime Glazemakers calls for 
a little perspective: the road is still less travelled. 

BIO
Worldwide supplier of IT  +
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a team of engineers that con-

centrate on the development of 

new hosting solutions.  
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Enabling the 
transformation
Erik Cuypers, CIO of Thomas Cook 

Belgium, explains how he manages IT at an 

organisation that is being transformed by 

the internet

While the media and music 
industries may have got all 
the attention for being ‘dis-
rupted’ by the internet, there 
are other industries feeling 
the brunt too. Take the travel 
business for example.  With 
an increasing number of 
people booking their travel 
online, tour operators like 
Thomas Cook are building 
huge e-commerce portals that 
process hundreds of transac-
tions daily. But such portals 
need to run on the same back-
end systems that support the 
tour operator’s call centres 
and retail network.  Moreover, 
such systems are becom-
ing increasingly complex as 
dynamic pricing and inventory 
management is introduced.  
At Thomas Cook, IT has clearly 
become critical to the compa-
ny’s future.  No wonder then 
that Erik Cuypers, CIO of Tho-
mas Cook, is a member of the 
company’s executive board 
and helps define the strategic 
course.  We asked Erik how he 
manages his IT organisation 
in this context of business 
transformation.

Can you tell us a little about 
yourself?

“i guess i’m not your typical cio.  
my background is mainly on 
the business side of things.  for 
example, i was previously ceo of 
the Standaard Uitgeverij, a book 
publisher, and have a background 
in marketing, mainly quantita-
tive marketing.  and i’ve taught a 
great deal.  That’s been a red line 
throughout my career: teaching, 
imparting knowledge, motivat-
ing people, working with young 
people.  Those softer issues 
are important to me; you could 
say that education informs my 
approach to life.  This also holds 

for my leadership style; i try to 
inspire people, i’m still teaching.

at the Standaard Uitgeverij 
i developed some technical 
competencies but marketing 
was still the priority.  my main 
achievement at Standaard was 
to guide the organisation from a 
product orientation to a customer 
orientation. Later i was appointed 
mD of cronos, an iT company, 
and after that i spent five years 
as cio at Vanbreda international 
& Vanbreda risk & Benefits, an 
insurance company. it was the 
chairman of Vanbreda who was 
instrumental in guiding me into 
the cio role, an inspiring man. But 
i took my baggage with me: i kept 
thinking from the perspective of 
the customer and the business; i 
positioned iT as an enabler.

a short stint at inG followed.  it was 
at that point that i reassessed my 
career and life quite fundamentally.  
my partner and i had separated and 
i suddenly had the responsibility of 
co-parenthood.  i’m totally passion-
ate about my role as a father and 
wanted to be available for my kids.  
So i took the decision to quit my 
job at inG.  But a new opportunity 
emerged reasonably quickly: my 
current position as cio of Thomas 
cook Belgium.  

What are the main technology 
trends impacting on the business 
at Thomas Cook?

firstly it’s important to note that 
technology is absolutely critical 
to our business.  as a result, i’m 
a member of the executive team 
and i take part in setting the 
company’s strategy. The main 
technology trend impacting on 
our business is obviously the 
internet and all it implies.  The 
internet is changing our entire 
business.  for example, for every 

100 euro spent on travel these 
days, only 30 is spent via tour 
operators like Thomas cook and 
Jetair.  The other 70 euro con-
sumers spend independently of 
the tour operators; it goes directly 
to flight bookings, hotel bookings, 
apartment rentals, etc.   That is a 
key strategic challenge for us.  
how do we reclaim a share of that 
70 euro from the non-organised 
travel market?   

The second major change has 
occurred in the way our suppliers—
the hotels—are managing their 
prices. They’ve adopted more flex-
ible pricing, to play into changes in 
demand more effectively.  But our 
business is based on the whole-
sale purchasing of capacity for an 
entire season, which we subse-
quently resell via our e-commerce 
platforms, our call centres and our 
agent network.  in other words, we 
work with longer-term contracts 
that are based on an entire sea-
son. we work with allotments; and 
fixed prices. The prices published 
in our brochures are fixed.  But 
now we’re seeing that the hotels 
are beginning to ‘yield’ their prices 
during the season. Therefore, we 
need to adapt; we need to make 
the transition to more flexible pric-
ing, a more flexible business, and 
we’re investing massively to do 
so. The point is to make sure that 
consumers still book with us, and 
to give our suppliers the opportu-
nity to manage their prices within 
our system.  This obviously has 
an impact on our iT systems but 
it also implies a new way of doing 

business, a new way of contract-
ing with our suppliers.

The third major shift is in online 
sales. at present we have a multi-
channel sales strategy: we sell via 
our call centre, our travels centres 
and via the web.  But it is the 
online channel that has grown 
significantly, and continues to 
grow.  as a result, we’ve had to 
build multi-farm web portals for 

our main brands—Thomas cook, 
neckermann, etc.   The back-end 
systems for these sites are tre-
mendously complex: they process 
more than a million unique visits 
and thousands of transactions, 
and that across multiple portals, 
including those for the call center 
and retail outlets.  

finally, there is the emergence of 
social media.  again, we’re trying 
to think this through, incorporat-
ing facebook, Twitter, user ratings 
of travel destinations, etc.

How is the IT organisation 
changing?  

our role is one of enabling.  we 
‘enable’ the company’s strategy.  
This is the opposite of being a pure 
utility or ‘butler’, where cost lead-
ership is paramount.  This means 
that we’re in constant dialogue 
with the business lines and that 
our programmes are all anchored 
on the company’s business strat-
egy and managed via our balanced 
scorecard system.  That’s a crucial 
point.  But it also means that our 

‘ The internet is changing our 
entire business.
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iT organisation needs to handle 
a fair amount of complexity.  we 
can’t work with simple divisions 
or even a matrix organisation; 
in fact, you could say that we’ve 
become a 3D organisation.  we’ve 
needed to build an organisation 

that is highly flexible, that is based 
on self-steering teams and a real 
entrepreneurial spirit.  The cultural 
aspect is critical here.  our people 
are given a lot of autonomy, but 
we expect them to understand the 
business and our strategy, and to 
work together well in teams, shar-
ing information and skills. hence 
the importance of the three cs: 
culture, communication and 
competence.  as cio, that’s what 
i focus on. my job is to enable our 
people.  we don’t have a lot of 
hierarchy here. enabling is a cul-
tural dimension.

practically, our iT organisation is 
split into a demand and a supply 
side.  The supply side is our iT fac-
tory, managed by the iT manager.  
That’s where the infrastructure is 
managed, and where the various 
iT components are built and man-
aged.  They need to ensure that 
quality is guarded, and that costs 
are optimized.  They also work 
more with outsourcing.  

on the demand side is the pro-
gramme management office.  it 
all starts with the strategic pro-
grammes that emerge from our 
strategic planning process.  our 
project managers, who work from 
within the business lines, begin the 

translation work to iT, from busi-
ness components to processes, 
and ultimately to functional and 
infrastructure architecture.  and 
there’s a third layer in between the 
two—our enterprise architecture 
team—who make sure that the 
bigger picture makes sense: they 
define standards and ensure that 
the iT landscape is harmonized.  

Both the supply side—the iT 
factory—and the demand side 
report to me.  it is a complex setup 
but it is all managed formally 
using our strategic management 
system.  our strategy is executed 
via programmes and projects, and 
the whole lot is evaluated and 
tracked using kpis.  But the softer 
elements are equally critical here: 
defining what sort of culture we 
need; developing competencies; 
and communication of course.  

BIO
Erik Cuypers is CIO at Thomas 
Cook Belgium

‘ We’ve needed to build an 
organisation that is highly flexible, 

that is based on self-steering teams 
and a real entrepreneurial spirit.  

The cultural aspect is critical here.
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‘ At core we’re a logistics 
company, but we are looking at 
building a range of added-value 
services on top of that, whereby 
various disciplines work together 

in an organic manner.

Digitizing 
the postal 

services
Who remembers blue airmail paper?  
It is a question that brings home the 
point that things have changed for 
the postal services. Thankfully for 
the post we still tend to send our 
invoices via mail, but even that is 
gradually being digitised.  So how 
do you respond if your core business 
competes with email and that at an 
organisation with nearly 30,000 
employees? We asked Olivier van 
der Brempt, CIO at the Belgian Post, 
how technology is being leveraged to 
secure the company’s future.

WHAT ROLE DOES TECH-
NOLOGy HAVE TO PLAy 
IN THE FUTURE OF yOUR 
ORGANISATION?
Technology is crucially important 
for our organisation.  in fact, 
it will be absolutely pivotal to 
our competitive position in the 
deregulated postal market.  our 
business model needs to adapt 
and technology is playing a key 
role in this.  The traditional mail 
volume tends to diminish due to 
e-substitution.  But in other areas 
we will be pursuing growth to help 
us to compensate for the decline 
in our traditional business, and 
that is where technology is bound 
to play a key role.

Technology obviously isn’t new 
to us; we have made some major 
investments in technology, but 
mainly these are the classic invest-
ments in our industry.  for example, 
our sorting centres are very high-
tech.  Such investments are not 
particularly “innovative”—all postal 
services are making these types of 
investments; it is not a point of dif-
ferentiation.  They’re also reason-
ably straightforward to implement 
and deliver good efficiency gains.    

DIGITAL INITIATIVES
we must become a larger player 
in the digital space.  we already 
are to a degree via our subsidiary, 
certipost (a specialist in certified 
electronic communications), but 
also in our core postal business 
we are introducing electronic 
services.  for example, we offer a 
‘click & post’ service whereby cus-
tomers can send their commercial 
mail, invoices and the like —from 

their computer.  and we’re also 
exploring opportunities in mobile 
technologies.  we cannot escape 
the digital world.  we need to face 
up to it and exploit the opportuni-
ties it offers to us.  

for example, the post maintains 
a detailed roadmap of Belgium.  
we need very granular data—to 
the level of individual houses and 
postal boxes—in order to organise 
our rounds as optimally as pos-
sible.  while the data capturing 
process is manual today we are 
exploring how we could automate 
it via pDas equipped with GpS.  in 
this way we would be updating our 
maps on the fly.  

e-Logistics is another area that we 
are looking at.  we already have 
tracking service for our parcel 
business but we could go further, 
for example by facilitating online 
transactions.  most of our revenues 
today come from large business 
customers; hence this market 
is a priority for us in developing 
new services.  one initiative is 
the digitization of inbound mail, a 
service whereby we scan and sort 
the mail and subsequently upload 
it in their document management 
system and accounting applica-
tion.  another interesting area in 
which we are already active but 
that still offers opportunities for 
additional value adding services, 
is the automated exchange and 
update of address data.

at the core we’re a logistics com-
pany, but we could build a range 
of added-value services on top of 
that.  and not only for our business 
customers; for consumers too 
we can make our services more 

accessible via post points in shops, 
kiosks and vending machines.   
further diversification is possible 
too.  Some postal players, for 
example, are getting involved in 
e-health initiatives and even in 
pharmaceutical distribution.  The 
fact is that we need to change; 
we need to develop new services 
to help us to compensate for the 
decline in our traditional business.

ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE
obviously we can diversify in 
all sorts of directions but we do 
need to make choices.  for a large 
organisation such as ours technol-
ogy isn’t ever just a technical mat-
ter. we cannot deploy technology 
without looking at the implications 
on our processes and people.  You 
always have to look at this from 
a change management perspec-
tive.  if we look at new technolo-
gies and possible innovations we 
always have to consider how we 
can translate this to our own 
organisation.    

INNOVATION AND THE ROLE 
OF ICT
no single person has an exclu-
sive mandate for innovation 
here.  initiatives for new projects 
usually come from the business 

TECHnOLOGy IS BOTH A THREAT AnD An OPPORTUnITy TO THE POSTAL 
SERVICES.  OLIVIER VAn DER BREMPT, CIO AT THE BELGIAn POST, ExPLAInS
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although some also come from us 
at icT.  our advantage is that we 
are involved in nearly all projects 
hence we are able to formulate a 
corporate vision on all this.  That 
way we play a useful governance 
role in the innovation process.  
 
The role of icT has changed over 
the years.  in the past icT was 
primarily an executer of initiatives.  
Today we’re positioning ourselves 
as an influencer.  we do not have 
the ambition to take on a decision-
making role; on the contrary, our 
role is to guide and advise the 
business, to help them give shape 
to their ideas.   This demands a 
different form of dialogue with the 
business that is based on mutual 
respect and trust.  it also implies 
that we need a broader mix of 
people at icT.  in the business they 
need more people with technical 
affinity; and at icT we need more 
people with business knowledge.  i 
don’t think it is particularly impor-
tant where these ‘hybrids’ sit in the 
organisation (whether they belong 
to the business or icT).  what is 
important is that we have those 
people onboard and that we keep 
developing those competencies.   
knowledge management in icT 
isn’t simply a matter of technical 
knowledge anymore; we also need 
knowledge about the business 
and its processes.  we need to 
understand what the applications 
are used for in the business, the 
business drivers, and they need 
to understand the costs and risks 
attached to specific applications.  
our governance role is really 
important in this regard.  we have 
to guard against the uncontrolled 
growth in the application environ-
ment, because that is, quite sim-
ply, dangerous.  

as a final remark, i do think that 
the role of icT is becoming more 
important in most organisations. 
it has to.  But to accomplish that 
icT has to evolve too, mainly in 
the types of people it hires.  an iT 
department of technical people 
has no chance of being a cred-
ible partner to the business.  But 
that does make the iT career 
path much more interesting.  as 

the boundaries between iT and 
the business blur, so different 
perspectives and opportunities 
are opened up for iT people.  we 
should be telling the youth this, 
because i suspect that iT has a 
reputation problem.  we need to 
tell people that they’re not going 
to disappear if they choose an iT 
career; that they’re not locked in a 
technical career forever.

BIO
Olivier van der Brempt is ICT 
Director at the Belgian Post
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The importance 
of a local and 

managed cloud
Jonas Dhaenens, CEO of Combell, explains 

the intricacies of cloud computing

Cloud computing is a hot topic; but it is more complex 
than you may think.  For one, a distinction needs to be 
made between SaaS (Software as a Service), PaaS (Plat-
form as a Service) and IaaS (Infrastructure as a Service).  
But as a potential user of IaaS one should also understand 
the differences between public and private clouds, local 
and multinational clouds, and managed and unman-
aged clouds.  Jonan Dhaenens, CEO of hosting provider 
Combell, explains. 

THE PRINCIPLE OF CLOUD COMPUTING
In recent months the topic of cloud computing has 
gained increasing attention.  Large cloud networks 
like Amazon, Microsoft and Google are gradually 
becoming known among a broader public.  With cloud 
computing you place your website or application in 
a cloud of computer resources.  In this way you are 
no longer bound to a specific physical machine.  The 
direct link between hardware and software is broken.  
Via virtualization technology your resources, such as 
memory, processing power, storage or bandwidth, run 
on various virtual machines within one large cloud.  

The cloud infrastructure could be located in one coun-
try or could be spread over multiple countries.  But 
this is exactly the concern: you will not know where 
your business critical data is located and who has 
access to that data.  In 2003, for example, the Ameri-
can Congress ratified the Patriot Act which authorizes 
the government, in the name of anti-terrorism, to 
duplicate or investigate all data on American servers.  

FROM UNMANAGED TO MANAGED IN A PERIOD OF 
10 yEARS
An additional problem associated with the large net-
works is that these are usually unmanaged.  Ten years 
ago we witnessed a clear shift, first from in-house to 
co-location and subsequently from unmanaged (co-
location) to managed (full outsourcing).  Initially, com-
panies only made use of the data center infrastructure 
of a hosting provider and did all the management 
themselves.  But in the last few years we have seen a 
transition from unmanaged hosting to managed host-
ing, whereby the hosting partner takes responsibility 
for management on the basis of a Service Level Agree-
ment (SLA).

RESOURCES à LA MINUTE
With cloud hosting the user (usually a company) is 
offered the means to implement computer resources à 
la minute and to subsequently expand or reduce these 
resources very rapidly.  This is itself a major benefit. In 
the past you had to estimate, upfront when you pur-
chased your physical server, where you would be with 
your application or website in about five years.  That was 
no easy task.  In addition, you needed to pay from day 
one for capacity that you may only have needed three 
years later.  That problem is now being solved: the user 
now has access to a web-interface via which virtual 
machines can be created or removed in real-time.

A RETURN TO THE UNMANAGED CLOUD?
With this type of unmanaged cloud environment, 
however, one is assuming that you will do the man-
agement yourself.  Hence, you will need (again) the 
internal people who will determine what resources 
you need and what the ideal solution is for your com-
pany.  In other words, you will be taking a step back-
wards; most companies have made the transition to 
outsourcing, but are now being asked to go back to 
insourcing.

The reason why companies have taken the step to out-
sourcing is twofold: on the one hand a cost benefit via 
the scale advantages that a hosting company is able to 
exploit, and on the other hand being able to rely on the 
necessary expertise.  A hosting provider should have 
experience with thousands of customers and hence 
will have the expertise to offer a tailor-made solu-
tion.  This you will notice mainly when something 
goes wrong: a hosting provider should be much faster 
in coming up with a solution since it will likely have 
dealt with such problems at other customers.  But for 
your internal people each problem is a unique and new 
problem, which requires the necessary research work 
and hence could result in a longer downtime.

MANAGED CLOUD AS AN ALTERNATIVE
Another way is possible; in fact, there are several 
alternatives.  As outlined earlier, you can make use of 
the large cloud networks of the multinationals.  But 
these have a number of disadvantages:

You will not know where you data is physically located  +
(in which country or region)
You will not be able to access local support +
You are responsible for the management of the serv- +
ers
 On large public cloud networks you also will not know  +
with which parties you are sharing resources.  Current 
technologies do make possible a 100% separation at 
the level of computer capacity, but this is not yet the 
case for storage.  

‘ May the cloud be with you!
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A second option is to have your own cloud environ-
ment.  This is called a private cloud.  With a private 
cloud you gain access to solution with accompanying 
infrastructure that is tailor made.  You gain all the 
benefits of cloud computing but you are nevertheless 
completely separated from other users.  Another ben-
efit of a private cloud is the customized approach; it 
offers far more opportunities for customization than 
a public cloud, where one needs to comply with the 
standard rules of the hosting provider.

A third option is to connect to a locally managed pub-
lic cloud.  Here you opt for a hosting provider in your 
own country who is able to provide you all necessary 
details about the cloud.  In this way you should know 
exactly in which country(ies) your data is located.  In 
fact, sometimes this is a compulsory requirement:  
legislation in some countries forbids the storage of 
data (or certain types of data) in foreign countries.  In 
such cases you are breaking the law if you store data 
in a cloud environment where nobody really knows 
where the data is located.  

ANALySIS
It is possible to get started very rapidly with cloud 
computing, especially with a locally managed public 
cloud.  Nevertheless, it is not advisable to make all 
your decisions on the spur of the moment.  Before you 
start setting up your virtual machines it is best to con-
duct an analysis phase. Which virtual machines do 
you need?  Which storage infrastructure do you need?  
How close to 100% uptime do you want to strive?  
What guarantees do you need?  What type of mainte-
nance work do you expect from the hosting provider?  
These are all questions that you best address upfront, 
together with your provider.

CONCLUSION
Cloud hosting offers multiple benefits and will cer-
tainly be the future.  Nevertheless, it is advisable to 
think through one’s needs carefully.  Hosting usu-
ally requires customization work and this is where 
the expertise of a hosting provider can come in very 
useful.  One cannot expect such expertise and service 
from a multinational that offers a standardized solu-
tion.  Therefore, think carefully about your needs and 
the type of solution that will best suit your strategy.  

May the cloud be with you!

 

BIO
Combell is a leading hosting  +

company in the benelux

www.combell.com +
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Chocolate, SaaS 
and the extended 

organisation

What happened in the auto-
motive sector is now happen-
ing in the food sector. Whether 
it’s a fancy Belgian praline or a 
chocolate bar on a store shelf, 
it is likely that some compo-
nent of the chocolate manu-
facturing process was taken 
care of by Barry Callebaut.  
As an international manufac-
turer of chocolate products, 
including various types of 
ready-to-use fillings, coatings 
and cocoa powders, Barry Cal-
lebaut could be described as 
the Johnson Controls of choco-
late manufacturing.  We spoke 
to the company’s CIO, Steven 
Vandamme, who is seeing this 
trend toward the ‘extended 
organisation’ also manifest 
itself in IT.

To begin, could you tell us a little 
about your IT strategy?

at Barry callebaut our iT strategy 
is based on our corporate strategy 
and is best described using three 
key words: harmonisation, cen-
tralisation and specialisation. 
 
firstly, we are trying to harmonise 
our processes, software tools and 
business data across the globe. 
our main customers are multi-
national food companies who 
manage their business on a global 
level. They expect that we do the 
same.  practically this means that 
our way of working needs to be 
harmonised internationally. for 
example, our global customers  
expect our product specs and 
our processes to be the same 
whether in the US, the eU or in 
asia.  Since processes are sup-
ported by iT, we play a key role in 
this harmonisation.  

Secondly, we are centralising—or 

consolidating—our organisa-
tion as much as is possible. for 
example, we already deliver our 
entire corporate erp (Sap) from a 
single data centre, and we already 
outsource that service to iBm Bel-
gium. But we are also centralising 
at the level of the organisation: 
we are centralising competence 
centres in the US, in africa, and 
in the eU.  outsourcing also plays 
a key role here.  Sixty percent of 
what we do at Barry callebaut is 
outsourced; and we try to manage 
this on an international level.  as 
much as possible we are trying to 
centralise our outsourced services 
with global suppliers.  for example, 
accenture for erp change projects; 
iBm for all hosting; easynet for our 
worldwide wan cloud; and we’re 
trying to centralise our voice serv-
ices although this is proving more 
difficult given the fragmented 
telecoms market.  Basically we 
are looking for regional or ideally 
worldwide partnerships, in the 
same way that our customers 
outsource their chocolate manu-

facturing to us at a global level.
Thirdly, we are specialising. for 
a number of our core processes 
there are no standard solu-
tions.  and since our competitive 
advantage is based on those core 
processes—they make or break 
our business—it is there that we 

want to be best of breed.  in those 
areas we tend to opt for tailored 
solutions and do a lot of the devel-
opment work in-house, for exam-
ple in the area of costing & pricing 
and in the area of commodity risk 
position management.

What are the key technology trends 
impacting on your business?

firstly, SaaS is maturing.  about a 
year ago i attended a major tech-
nology conference where SaaS 
was one of the topics of debate.  
The consensus among the major 
technology players seemed to 
be that SaaS was not mature 
and that it would probably blow 
over.  indeed, at Barry callebaut 
we had not made use of any SaaS 
products at that time.  But only 
a year later a lot has changed i 
think.  Take our situation.  over 
the past year we have been look-
ing at crm and since we run on 
Sap erp it made sense that we 
evaluate Sap crm.  But we also 
looked at Salesforce.com.  we put 

both products through a thorough 
evaluation on the basis of per-
formance, risk and total cost of 
ownership.  and the result is that 
we are going for Salesforce.com, 
our first experience with SaaS.  it 
just makes sense for us.  we do 
not want to re-invent the wheel 

on ‘B2B selling processes’.   and 
that is the appeal of Salesforce.
com: it is an application that has 
integrated best practice in the 
sales process.  if we went for Sap 
we would still have more design 
and configuration work to do.  we 
also talked to a number of com-
panies here in Belgium who have 
more experience with Salesforce.
com and they confirm that story.  
with SaaS we should have a faster 
implementation time and our total 
cost of ownership will be lower 
on a tactical horizon of 5 years.  
That is a shift.  in a matter of a 
year i have seen a clear change in 
the way companies are looking 
at SaaS.   another example is 
expense note management.  also 
there we have no need to reinvent 
the wheel.  it is a process that is 
available in the market as stand-
ardised, reusable component.  it’s 
more plug & go.  

centralisation and virtualisation 
is another key trend.  Today we 
still have a decentralised setup for 
file sharing: we have 500 servers 
spread over 50 sites worldwide.  
as i said, we are trying to central-
ise this server infrastructure to a 
single datacenter and we might 
outsource in the end if at lower 
total cost of ownership.  manag-
ing a server landscape is not our 
core competency.  But it goes fur-
ther.  as we centralise our appli-
cations and computing power, so 
our pcs and laptops will become 
dumb terminals again.  This has 
some tremendous advantages for 
us.  we will have better control 
over standards and we will be 
more cost efficient since there 
is less hardware and software to 
maintain.  

finally, the wan cloud has made a 
huge difference to us.  Until 2008 

‘ In a matter of a year I have 
seen a clear change in the way 
companies are looking at SaaS.

Steven Vandamme, CIO at Barry Callebaut, 

argues that SaaS has turned the corner 
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we relied on point-to-point leased 
lines for our international network.  
That was too highcost, especially 
maintaining those lines.  also, we 
had no instant backups for those 
lines.  essentially it was a spider 
model with the head at our euro-
pean hQ in Belgium; and if the hQ 
went down then the whole world 
went down. Today our sites simply 
plug into a wan cloud, a service 
that we outsourced to an interna-
tional network provider, easynet.

How is this all impacting on your 
IT organisation?

essentially it is a shift towards 
what you could call the extended 
organisation.  companies like us 
will become increasingly reliant on 
outsourced processes, on reusable 
components in the market.  You 
could compare it to the automo-
tive industry where companies like 
Johnson controls take responsibil-
ity for a whole range of manufac-
turing components.   now we are 
seeing similar things happen in the 
food sector.  companies are focus-
ing on their core competencies and 
outsourcing all the rest.  i think this 
trend towards the extended or vir-
tual organisation will continue.

Similarly, in our iT organisation we 
are relying more on virtual teams, 
who are focused on specific proc-
ess domains.  The distinction 
between iT and the business lines 
is increasingly ‘blurred.’   on the 
one hand, the system component 
in our iT organisation is becoming 
smaller. This trend started when 
the erp providers began to work 
more with standardised building 
blocks or modules.  That simpli-
fied things significantly, although 
we still had to do a fair amount of 
configuration work.  But now with 
the emergence of SaaS, this trend 

is accelerating.  The systems or 
technical side of the organisation 
we are consolidating, centralising 
and ultimately outsourcing if at 
a lower Tco.  at the other end, 
however, we are increasingly 
focused on the actual business 
processes; we work with the busi-
ness lines to optimise and change 
their processes.  This means that 
we are going to need other com-
petencies: we will need to hire 
more business analysts, people 
with business experience and 
expertise. Ultimately i see our iT 
organisation—if we should still 
call it that—evolve into a special-
ist in business change and value 
creation.

This will also imply a paradigm shift 
in the consulting market.  SaaS 
projects are easier and quicker to 
implement than the classic erp 
projects.  for example, last year 
many long-standing erp consult-
ant companies were still saying 
that SaaS would blow over.  as a 
result, today they have very few 
competencies in SaaS; which is a 
problem for them, because we are 
looking for help with the imple-
mentation of Salesforce.com.  
Today it is the smaller players who 
still have the competencies and 
references in SaaS.  The larger 
players are waking up though and 
are beginning to invest in their 
SaaS capabilities.  within five to 
ten years i even expect erp to go 
the way of SaaS.

BIO
Steven Vandamme has been CIO at 
Barry Callebaut since 2007; he is 
based in Belgium and Switzerland 
(Zurich worldwide HQ).  Prior to 
Barry Callebaut, Steven worked for 
13 years for a leading worldwide 
consulting  firm, Barry Callebaut 
was his client for 3 years.  He is 
married to Annick Meerschman, 
has 2 sons, Pieter (8) and Brecht 
(5).  His sons make him do a lot 
of sports again (tennis, horserid-
ing, mountainbiking, swimming).  
His favourite pastime remains 
“gardening”
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Digital selling
Steven Woods argues that b2b marketers 

need to start reading their prospects’ digital 

body language

The art of selling has changed 
due to the internet.  Hav-
ing a good sales team is still 
important in b2b markets but 
in many ways their role has 
changed.  This is because the 
internet has given the pros-
pect far more control over 
information.  No longer does 
the sales person need to do 
much ‘informing’, since the 
prospect is already informed.  
The prospect relies on the 
masses of content available 
online; so vendors need to 
start offering useful content 
too.  But that’s step one.  Ven-
dors also have the opportunity 
to analyse their prospects’ 
online behaviour and re-
establish the dialogue earlier 
on in the game.  We spoke to 
Steven Woods, who wrote a 
book about it; “Digital Body 
Language.”

Can you tell us briefly what your 
book is about?

The key challenge i’m trying to 
address in my book is the fact that 
selling in a b2b context is chang-
ing because of the internet.  The 
shift has happened mainly in the 
way that buyers are acquiring 
information to make decisions.  
in the past, as a buyer, you would 
call in vendors to inform yourself 
about the market.  This was the 
most important way that informa-
tion was exchanged; essentially it 
came down to direct selling.  also, 
there was a definite split between 
marketing and sales.  marketing 
concerned itself with high-level 
communication and campaigns.  
But the day-to-day contact with 
customers happened via the sales 
team.  

That situation was to the advan-
tage of sales people because they 
could see immediately if their 
prospects expressed interest or 
not, or what their concerns were.  
You’d be listening to what your 
prospect had to say and could 
even read their body language.  
and as a sales person you would 
adapt your approach as needed.  
But today buyers tend to rely on 

the internet to do their research.  
They first read a great deal—sup-
plier websites, trade publications, 
white papers, etc.  and that is far 
more efficient way of working for 
buyers, but in the process the 
sellers have lost insight into how 
their prospects are making their 
purchasing decision.  That is a 
shift that b2b sellers are still try-
ing to respond to.  and it is clearly 
changing the way that sales and 
marketing is done.  

Social media is accelerating that 
same trend.  information that is 
readily available in social media 
continues to shift control away 
from the provider of information, 
to the consumer of information.  it 
is an important transition.

my book—‘Digital Body Lan-
guage’—is basically about the 
online indicators of how prospects 
are looking at your information.  
Some companies are clearly begin-
ning to get it.  They are beginning 
to focus their efforts on prospects 
who are engaging with their con-
tent, who are expressing interest.  
But first the point is obviously to 
provide good, useful information 
for your prospects—that’s content 
marketing.  if you prospects are 
using content to make decisions, 
then the best thing you can do is 
provide great online content. But 
next you need to start analysing 
the way that your prospects are 
using your content: who is looking 
at what piece of content and why, 
and this at the level of the indi-
vidual prospects, because that is 
what interests the sales organisa-
tion. and then you respond to that 
insight. Think of it as another way 
of doing web analytics, at the level 

of the individual and in an interac-
tive sense.  it is a form of two-way 
dialogue.

How do you respond to privacy 
concerns such an approach may 
elicit?

well, it is all about managing the 
balance between interruptive 
marketing and privacy.  i think 
youngsters are accustomed to 
sites that deliver relevant content; 

they don’t tolerate interruptive 
marketing.  So in a way it is up to 
the user to determine his or own 
balance on that axis.  although 
obviously the vendor needs to be 
totally transparent about the way 
it is using personal data; full dis-
closure is required.

How does media fit in this picture?

if you look at the way that a person 
buys, then it is possible to distin-
guish several different levels of 
information gathering.  first you 
gain a high-level awareness of the 
category; then you begin to dig 
deeper by looking at case studies; 
and finally you access sales-related 
information like product specs and 
prices.  for sellers this middle band 
of information—case studies and 
best practices—is new territory.  
Trade publications are traditionally 
very good at this creating this type 
of information.  But now vendors 
are realising that they have great 
content assets in their people, 
that they too can create good, 
useful content.  So you’re seeing a 
merger there, in what vendors and 
trade publications do.   

Social media is changing that 

relationship between vendors 
and trade publications too.  many 
experts—whether they carry a 
vendor business card or not—are 
developing their personal brands 
via their blogging or micro-blog-
ging.  as a result, trade publica-
tions increasingly are bringing in 
guest authors from vendors. 

BIO
Steven Woods is co-founder and 
Chief Technology Officer at Elo-
qua, a US-based company that 
has developed a marketing auto-
mation platform.   Steven is also a 
prolific writer on topics related to 
demand generation and the cur-
rent transitions within the market-
ing profession.  His book, Digital 
Body Language explores these 
topics, and he is a regular writer 
on his blog of the same name.  

‘ That is a shift that b2b sellers 
are still trying to respond to.  And 
it is clearly changing the way that 

sales and marketing is done.
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Technology is important.  The 
World Economic Forum makes 

the point rather clearly in its 
Global Information Technology 

Report, arguing that ICT is a 
critical enabler of “a more eco-

nomically, environmentally and 
socially sustainable world.”  

as its annual study of 133 countries shows, the world’s 
most successful and competitive economies also are 

the most technology-orientated societies.  not only does 
technology lie at the root of an economy’s innovative po-
tential and its productivity; it also plays an important role 
in reducing social and economic divides.  Technology is 
part and parcel of a nation’s social infrastructure: it plays 
an increasingly important role in learning and educa-
tion, and in healthcare and other public services.  and 
increasingly, technology will be pivotal to addressing the 
central challenges of the developed world, such as build-
ing a ‘smarter’ and more sustainable energy system and 
modernising the transport infrastructure.  in other words, 
technology matters and it matters to all stakeholders: to 
us as individuals, to businesses and to government.  also, 
in the years and decades ahead, as our economies and 
societies become ever more reliant on technology, it will 
only matter more.   

So how do we measure a nation’s technology ‘perfor-
mance’?  if technology is so important to our economic, 
social and environmental wellbeing, then best we 
measure it, so we can manage it. The world economic 

forum’s icT report is probably the most comprehensive 
and ambitious attempt to measure what it calls the 
‘networked readiness’ of a country.  Significantly, it 
looks at both the extent to which icT is developed and 
diffused (used, harnessed) in the country.  

The study tracks a total of 59 metrics, categorised 
in three sub indices, which are then integrated in a 
final score allowing for a global ranking of national icT 
performance.  The first sub-index assesses the degree to 
which the country’s national environment is conducive 
to icT development and diffusion.  This includes the 
market environment (e.g. venture capital availability, 
cluster development, taxation, intensity of competition), 
the political and regulatory environment (laws and the 
effectiveness of law-making bodies) and the infrastruc-
ture environment (e.g. the number of telephone lines 
and internet servers, electricity production, the avail-
ability of engineers & scientists, the quality of scientific 
institutes, internet bandwidth).  The next two indices 
assess, respectively, the icT ‘readiness’ and icT ‘usage’ 
for the three main stakeholders: individuals, business 
and government.  Thus, individual readiness includes 
metrics such as the quality of education, prices of com-
munication services, and buyer sophistication, while 
individual usage is measured via factors such as the 
number of internet users and mobile users, internet ac-
cess in schools, etc.  Business readiness is assessed on 
the basis of staff training, r&D spending, collaboration 
with universities and technology imports.  icT usage in 
business is measured via factors such as the number of 
patents, technology exports, creative industries exports, 
internet use in business and firm-level technology 
‘absorption’.  The third stakeholder, government, is 
evaluated on (amongst other things) the extent to which 
they prioritise icT, their procurement of technology 
(readiness metrics) and e-government and icT use in 
government agencies (usage metrics).  Quite a list, but 
what it makes clear is that technology ‘readiness’ or 

technology       4| 
Performance
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performance is a complex, multi-stakeholder issue.  To 
make the transition to a knowledge economy, all three 
stakeholders—individuals, business and government—
need to be actively involved.  

Government obviously plays a key role, in the sense that 
it is itself a major part of the economy and hence has 
opportunity to lead by example, but also in its role as 
a policy maker and regulator.  Government policy and 
investment can encourage individuals and businesses 
to engage with technology but other factors such as the 
structural character of the economy and even cultural 
factors are likely to play a role too.  This certainly be-
comes apparent looking at the results of the latest wef 
icT report.

in the 2009-2010 report, the nordic countries were the 
top performers (which they have been for some years).  
Sweden got the top spot and all the nordic countries 
made the top 10.  according to the wef report, Sweden 
is the conclusive showcase when it comes to the 
country’s icT infrastructure, its regulatory environment, 
its educational system and the skills of its people.  also, 
all three of the country’s stakeholders are capable, will-
ing and active users of technology.  The other nordic 
countries also scored very well in the environment and 
readiness indices but somewhat weaker in the usage 
index.  Singapore took the second spot in the global 
ranking, followed by Denmark, Switzerland and the USa.  
while Singapore and Denmark were highlighted for their 
proactive government strategy, in Switzerland and the 
USa it is business that is driving icT performance.  

The Uk was 13th; australia and new Zealand 18th and 
19th respectively.  The netherlands ranked 9th and 
Belgium, considering its potential, a not so pretty 22nd. 
Belgium scored particularly well on the quality of its 
education but got pulled down mainly by government 
readiness and usage.  also, the country’s all-round us-

age scores, for business, individuals and government, 
were not great.  perhaps the Belgians are indeed a 
conservative lot.  

china and india are climbing fast to 37th and 43rd re-
spectively.  South africa got the top spot in sub-Saharan 
africa but was beaten by Tunisia which topped the 
african list by a wide margin. Business pulled the South 
african score upwards while Tunisia was highlighted as 
a best-practice case for its government policies.  

while some countries appear to be pushed forward 
mainly by business or government, it nevertheless is 
clear that the three stakeholders’ scores do not differ 
markedly for each individual country (with some excep-
tions like South africa).  it suggests, therefore, that a 
multi-stakeholder, multi-facetted approach is required.  
it is not sufficient to simply focus on the network 
infrastructure; countries also need to look at educa-
tion and the broader ecosystem for entrepreneurship 
and innovation.  also, it is clear that government can 
play a very proactive role in pushing the country into 
the digital world. This is well illustrated by Singapore, 
korea, the nordic countries, ireland, mauritius and 
Tunisia. also in the US, much technological innovation 
has its roots in industrial policy, particularly from the 
military. in Belgium too, some of the main successes 
have a government angle to them.  for example, imec, 
europe’s largest research institute in nano-electronics 
was set up with government money, as was ViB, the 
renowned Biotechnology institute in flanders.  in wal-
lonia, proactive policy is beginning to bear fruit too, 
attracting investment from a range of technology play-
ers, including Google and microsoft.  Government can 
also play a facilitating role, in the way it regulates the 
telecoms market.  for example, government can stimu-
late competition and hence innovation in the telecoms 
market; alternatively it can try to protect its incumbent 
monopolist and stifle innovation.  

perhaps the most interesting initiatives to come from 
government in recent months are the open data initia-
tives in the Uk and the USa.  Government traditionally 
is a huge collator of data—in a range of areas: demo-
graphic, economic, health, geographic, environmental, 
transport, etc—and by making this data available to 
third-party developers it could unleash a wave of in-
novation.  in this way it is playing into the same open 
source principles that explain the success of projects 
like wikipedia, Drupal and even the iphone (via the ip-
hone apps platform).  But perhaps the biggest challenge 
ahead lies in education.  our world is changing and the 
pace of change appears to be accelerating.  Technology 
is changing our economic foundations and the way we 
work.  it is also, more subtly, changing the way we learn 
and think.  in the same way that companies are trying to 
bring technology management into the heart of their or-
ganisations, so our educational systems need to reflect 
on the way they are preparing young people for a world 
where technology will be everywhere.
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Focused capital
A look under the hood of Gimv’s Venture 

Capital investment process 

A third underlying trend is Europe’s  + ageing popula-
tion.  Europe will need to adapt at every level -in the 
way we work, we move, we entertain, etc- to the fact 
that we are getting older. And technology can play a 
key role in this. Just think of the potential of the Wii 
and its motion control technology as a means to keep 
active.
The final and obvious trend is the whole ‘ + green’ 
movement; the shift to cleaner sources of energy, 
energy efficiency, cleaner manufacturing techniques, 
recycling, etc. This isn’t simply about renewable 
energy infrastructure; it also encompasses the com-
plimentary hardware and software products designed 
to save energy, store energy, capture carbon, reduce 
harmful emissions, and much else.  

Understanding these trends may seem easy with hind-
sight, but the actual research process is pretty sys-
tematic. Coppens takes us behind the scenes into the 
inner workings of Gimv. While Gimv’s VC team has 
an extensive network of experts and entrepreneurs 
around the world, for its research work it relies quite 
systematically on an international advisory board of 
approximately 10 individuals, all experts in their field. 
It is in consultation with the advisory board -via a 
number of formal brainstorming sessions- that Gimv 
maps the key technology trends.  The board also 
helps spot opportunities that Gimv might have missed 
and can sometimes act as an introductory partner for 
possible deals.  In addition, Gimv’s team spends a fair 
amount of their time attending technology interna-
tional conferences and generally keeping up the dia-
logue with key individuals in the market.  

The knowledge and insight gathered via this process 
also filters down to the portfolio of companies that 
Gimv has invested in.  In this way Gimv is able to play 
a constructive advisory role.

THE ART OF THE DEAL
In brief, deals happen via two channels: they’re either 
reactive or proactive. Proactive deals emerge from 
Gimv’s existing network of promising start-ups.  
These are the companies that Gimv spotted through 
its research process or via contacts.  Establishing an 
early relationship with these burning fuses means 
Gimv is in a position to step in when the time is right. 

We take a closer look at Gimv’s Venture Capital invest-
ment process with Steven Coppens, Partner Technology 
at the company’s venture capital division, and learn that 
the key to finding capital is having the right business plan. 
Gimv may be Belgium’s largest venture capital and private 
equity group, but its market is the whole of Europe, and 
as such it needs to focus in order to compete effectively. 
Deals don’t just happen coincidentally. On the contrary, 
Gimv’s deal-flow is based on the systematic analysis of 
technology markets and trends. As a result, Gimv is pretty 
specific about the types of companies it is looking to invest 
in. The point is to make the right investment choices; and 
once on board, Gimv is also able to put its market knowl-
edge and network to good use, in support of its portfolio 
companies.

FOCUS
For Coppens, the key to Gimv’s investment strategy is 
focus.  “We operate at a European level so if we want 
to compete effectively we need to specialise, we need 
to focus on a number of key areas where we can build 
real expertise and market knowledge. Only that way 
can we be confident that we know about all the prom-
ising business plans in the area.”

At one level Gimv focuses on specific sectors: telecom, 
software, electronics and internet; but its actual 
investment strategy is informed by a much deeper 
analysis of the growth drivers in the technology sec-
tors, a process that is supported by an international 
panel of experts and entrepreneurs. This analytical 
work is useful not only to spot the right opportunities, 
but also ensures that Gimv is a useful sparring part-
ner for its portfolio companies.

MAPPING THE FUTURE
Picking winners means understanding where the 
updraught is; where the current growth drivers are.  
As Coppens elaborates, the point is not to predict too 
far into the future – which is too difficult anyway – but 
to focus on Gimv’s typical investment horizon of 5 
years. For the next 2 years, Gimv has identified at least 
four key trends that inform their investment strategy:

Firstly, companies offering quality services  + for free or 
at low cost are clearly part of a growing and sustained 
trend.  Typical examples here are Ikea, Ryanair, Tata’s 
Nano, and of course the whole open source software 
movement.  Gone are the days when you needed 6-fig-
ure budgets to develop software. Today, with minimal 
development costs you can have a beta-version or 
prototype up and running.  
A second growth trend is  + simplicity; simplicity in 
value, in business model, in convenience, in ease 
of use.  Companies like Apple have thrived on this 
concept for years.  But many big hits of late exemplify 
simplicity: think of Twitter and Skype.  Good concepts 
have a simple -easy to grasp- value proposition.  Con-
sumers ‘get it’ immediately; so do investors.

‘ That is exactly the 
challenge in Europe: 
linking up this region’s 
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Steven Coppens, Partner Technology
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Even if this time never comes, Gimv has still gained a 
useful sparring partner to help deepen its knowledge 
of the market.  

Reactive deals come in via other banks, venture cap-
ital companies or contacts at conferences. A French 
VC or bank, for example, may be looking for other 
international investors to participate in a second or 
third investment round, and come knocking at Gimv’s 
door. These deals tend to be more expensive for Gimv, 
however, because they’re typically later in the ven-
ture’s growth trajectory where the competition among 
investors is also hotter. Nevertheless, it is an impor-
tant deal flow. For Gimv the main challenge is to be 
on the radar screen when a Europe venture first goes 
looking for capital. That is why it spends so much time 
and effort maintaining its network across Europe.  
Gimv needs to be visible from Madrid to Oslo to Lon-
don.  The company already has a physical presence in 
Belgium, the Netherlands, France and Germany - but 
also relies on its relationships with local VCs in most 
European countries.  

BIO
belgium’s leading venture  +

capital and private equity 

provider

1.8 billion euro invested in 92  +

shareholdings

www.gimv.com +

Coppens is the first to admit that Belgium isn’t a 
natural place to obtain capital. While most ven-
tures in Europe start looking for capital locally, they 
soon move their search to London or Paris, where most 
of the venture capital companies are based.  Gimv’s 
challenge here is to be aware of deals at the entry 
level, before this drift to London happens. The power 
of Gimv’s network becomes all the more relevant in 
this regard. It’s not about a paucity of funding in Bel-
gium, Coppens rallies; with its international reach 
Gimv can access capital abroad.  That is exactly the 
challenge in Europe: linking up this region’s entrepre-
neurial ecosystem.  In Europe there are plenty of good 
ideas and there is capital available, but the ecosystem 
is more fragmented compared to Silicon Valley.

STAGES
Coppens notes: “What most people don’t realise is 
that 70% of the companies that we have invested in 
did not generate revenue at that stage.”  It’s clearly in 
Gimv’s interest to invest as early as possible in the 
venture’s life, preferably in the first investment round. 
On the other hand, Gimv is not interested in compa-
nies that still need years of R&D investment before 
they can be commercially active. At a minimum, the 
company must have the core management team in 
place; it must have a finished product or prototype 
that is ready for the market; there must be an innova-
tive element to the business, whether in the product or 
the business model; and there must be international 
ambitions. Says Coppens; “this is not to say that the 
company can’t first focus on the local market, but 
the international ambition must be there. We begin 
early with our companies, and together we chart 
the growth path. We like to say that we’re ‘hands 
with’, as opposed to ‘hands on’ or ‘hands off’. Some-
times we’re avoided as a partner because people think 
we’re only interested in big market players...when 
actually it’s big market ideas that we thrive on.”
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The future is open
Dries Buytaert, original creator of Drupal, 

talks about the future of open source, the 

semantic web and the looming battle for 

open data 

What do the White House, the 
Economist and Monty Python 
have in common?  Their web-
sites all run on Drupal, a free 
and open-source content 
management system (CMS).  
And they’re not alone.  An 
increasing number of govern-
ment and corporate websites 
around the world are making 
the move to Drupal.  Has open 
source software come of age?  
We spoke to Dries Buytaert, 
the project lead and original 
creator of Drupal, about the 
future of software and the 
internet.

Can you tell us a little about 
Drupal’s origins?

when i was a student at the 
University of antwerp i created a 
forum, similar to an intranet, to 
manage my projects. it all started 
very informally. Basically it was a 
message board of sorts, used for 
our work, but also for coordinat-
ing our social activities. But when 
i graduated i wanted to keep it 
going so that i could continue 
communicating with these folks. 
That’s when i registered the site 
under the domain www.drop.org, 
which actually was an error. my 
intention was to call it ‘dorp’—the 
Dutch word for village, to empha-
sise its community feel—but i 
made a typo when registering the 
domain and created Drop instead. 
all very coincidental, but it turned 
out to be a better name i think.
 The reason it became popular is 
probably because i always tried to 
experiment with new technologies 
as they emerged. for example, we 
were one of the first to implement 
rSS and public diaries as they 
were called then (blogs).  it’s that 
experimentation that led me to 
release the software to the com-
munity. people were coming up 
with suggestions all the time so 
it seemed like a good idea to let 

them experiment with the code 
themselves. That was in January 
2001, when i first made the soft-
ware publically available as Drupal 
1.0.0. But i think even today that 
spirit of experimentation, of trying 
to be the first to introduce new 
technologies, is what gives us the 
edge.  

in the years following the release 
i continued working on Drupal, 
mainly as a hobby. Then four-five 
years ago i went back to university 
to do a phD in computer science, 
which incidentally had nothing 
to do with the web. But when i 
graduated it was time to make a 
decision about what i’d do next.  
in the years that i was back at 
university, Drupal had gained a lot 
of momentum but it still was used 
mainly by independent develop-
ers, small outfits.  i wanted to 
bring Drupal to the next level.  if 
you look at the really big open 
source projects, like Linux, Ubuntu 
or mySQL, you’ll note that they all 
have a large commercial company 
behind it to support the software 
at enterprise level. That’s why i 
co-founded acquia in 2007. The 
reason that the white house uses 
Drupal is partly because of acquia.  
Large organisations need that 
level of support. The economist is 
moving to Drupal too; to do that 
successfully you need a decent 
support organisation.

How do you see the open source 
movement developing?

i think people are beginning to 
recognise the power of open 
source, in particular its disruptive 
power.  The way it is disrupting 
business models; the licensing 
model for example.  or the con-

trol we have over companies; at 
acquia, for example, we have no 
ip.  and the way we innovate, in 
the open source community, as 
opposed to behind closed doors. 
open source can play a huge role 
in the future development of tech-
nology. in a way it’s a very logical 
evolution.  Look at the way most 
industries evolve. Take electricity 
as an example. when electricity 
was first discovered people started 
developing complex, totally cus-
tomised solutions. next came 
more standardised products and 
today electricity is totally com-
moditised. we don’t even think 
about it anymore, it has become 
a pure utility. But this evolution 
repeats itself in most industries, 
and now in computing too. The 
old computers were huge bespoke 
systems, and then evolved to 
mainframes, to pcs, and now to 
cloud computing. it seems to be a 
very natural evolution in the way 
industries evolve. Software is mov-
ing in the same direction, from 
product to utility. and i think that 
open source will be critical in this 
evolution because a utility implies 
much lower prices, on the verge of 
free. But to get there you cannot 

operate on a licensing model. 
That’s why open source will win. a 
licensing model simply can’t com-
pete. and it’s not only about cost; 
the innovation process too is just 
so powerful.  To illustrate, Drupal 
actually has a reasonably small 
core, but has 4000-5000 mod-
ules. The only way to build that 
is via open source. a proprietary 
vendor cannot afford to develop so 
many modules. in the years ahead 
i think that open source will be the 
‘default’ software model. obvi-
ously there will still be proprietary 
software, but only in specialised 
niche markets.  

cmS software is going through the 
same transition toward a utility 
model. first people started mak-
ing websites manually, using html 
code. You needed technical skills 
to make a website.  Today cmS has 
largely eliminated the role of the 
web developer, or at least, rede-
fined it.  The webmaster today is a 
content manager. and the process 
continues. Take Drupal Gardens, a 
service we’re setting up whereby 
anyone can build a social site on 
the fly, hosted in the cloud. cmS 
too is becoming a utility.

How does Drupal Gardens differ 
to established cloud services like 
Ning?

There are several differences 
but the core difference is the 
open source model. most SaaS 
(software-as-a-service) offerings 
today still lock up their code. Some 
services do allow you take your 
data out—think of Salesforce.com. 
But Drupal Gardens allows you to 
export your data and your code.  
everything is open, including the 
look and feel of the site that you 
may have added.

Things are changing though.  Take 
Twitter and facebook. They’re 
not open source, but they have 

‘ In the years ahead I think that 
open source will be the ‘default’ 

software model.
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adopted some open source prin-
ciples in the way they published 
open apis for external developers.  
The same goes for Salesforce.com. 
The key shift is in the way these 
companies are looking at innova-
tion. They’re opening it up.

How do you see the web developing 
in the years ahead?  What are your 
thoughts on the semantic web? 

web semantics is basically about 
data interoperability. The problem 
with the web today is that it loses 
the semantics of the underlying 
data. There is a huge amount of 
structured data in the databases 
behind websites. cmS generates 
web pages on the basis of this 
underlying data but in the proc-
ess of generating those pages it 
loses the underlying structure 
of that data. The semantic web 
defines that structure in the html; 
it’s basically about creating more 
metadata. now that’s a pretty 
revolutionary shift because it will 
allow for much more interoper-
ability between different sites and 
services. Tim Berners-Lee, the 
inventor of the web, says that the 
www will evolve into the GGG: 
the Giant Global Graph. it’s quite 
a technical story but essentially 
it is an evolution toward a single 
giant database, one giant graph, 
which all browsers and comput-
ers will understand. obviously we 
need common standards to get 
there. Such standards do exist, 
but unfortunately mainly in the 
academic realm.  it’s a chicken & 
egg problem.  Someone needs to 
take the first step. The first step is 
to make data semantic; then later 
the applications will be developed. 
we’re hoping to play our small 
part in this by making Drupal 7 
semantic enabled. i think we’re 
the first open source system to do 
so.  half a million sites are built on 
Drupal so it could be a significant 
contribution. hopefully we can be 

a small footnote in the evolution 
of the semantic web.  

How does all this relate to the 
social networks, in the way that 
Facebook, for example, is offering 
social gaming developers partial 
access to the ‘social graph’ (ed. 
note: the social graph is the basic 
dataset of all social networks, 
covering users’ profile information 
and the connections they have with 
each other)?

The social graph is a subset of 
the GGG, it’s just one element of 
it. what’s important here is the 
portability of data, to such an 
extent that it doesn’t really matter 
what social network site you use. 
i expect a scenario where people 
have more control over their own 
‘site’, their own profile, and their 
connections. i look forward to a 
much more distributed model 
in the future, whereby plenty of 
smaller sites interoperate with 
each other and share data. openiD 
is an example of such a standard.  
i guess this will be the next battle; 
the battle for data. open source 
is well on its way of winning the 
battle for code. That happened 
quite recently, if you consider how 
attitudes have changed in just five 
years or so. But open data will be 
the next shift i suspect; although 
we still need to figure out how to 
manage that process.  

 
BIO
Dries Buytaert is passionate about 
the web, open source and photog-
raphy. He is the original creator 
and project lead of Drupal, an 
open source social publishing 
system. He is co-founder and chief 
technology officer of Acquia, a 
venture-backed software company 
that offers products and services 
for Drupal. Dries is also working 
on Mollom, a service that helps 
you identify content quality and 
that stops website spam.
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Thirty years ago, Leuven was a small university town 
with a small number of economic players: the brewery 
Stella Artois (now part of InBev), the university hospital 
at Gasthuisberg and the financial institution Cera/Kredi-
etbank (now KBC). In 2010, Leuven has become the 
centre of a vibrant high tech region, in part thanks to the 
efforts of K.U.Leuven Research & Development (LRD), 
the technology transfer division of the university.

LRD was established in 1972 as one of the first tech-
nology transfer institutes in the world, at a time when 
people still looked down on collaborations between 
universities and companies. In the almost 40 years of 
its existence, LRD has grown substantially, especially 
in the last decade. For example, ten years ago it had 14 
employees; currently it has 55. 

THE OPTIMAL WAy TO BRING RESEARCH TO THE 
MARKET
LRD has a lot of activities, which are tightly interwo-
ven. First, the division manages all contract research 
done by the university, varying from small consulting 
assignments commissioned by a company to bigger, 
structural contracts. LRD’s second activity is identify-
ing inventions and adequately securing their commer-
cial potential through intellectual property, in order 
to enhance the chance that these inventions reach the 
market.” Many people talk about open innovation, but 
this is impossible without managing intellectual prop-
erty,” general manager Paul Van Dun emphasizes.

LRD’s third activity is the most well-known: start-
ing spin-offs. This is closely related to the activity 
of identifying inventions: the tech transfer division 
constantly looks at the optimal way to bring a tech-
nology to the market, which can be contract research, 
licensing, a spin-off or even a combination of these. 
Van Dun emphasizes that a spin-off is just one of the 
possibilities to valorise research: “To put things into 
perspective: in 2009 we signed 1100 new contracts, 
renewed a multitude of existing contracts and started 
five spin-offs.”

A spin-off is appropriate in specific circumstances, 
for example when existing companies consider the 
technology interesting but still too early stage. If the 
university can find the money and the management 
to start a spin-off, all the better, but often there are 
other means that have a better chance of success. Van 
Dun illustrates this with an example: “When Profes-
sor Désiré Collen discovered the role that the t-PA 
molecule plays in helping people survive a stroke, an 
exclusive patent license was granted to the American 
company Genentech, because we hadn’t the money, 
the expertise or the management to create a spin-off 
around it. Should t-PA have been put in a spin-off 

under these circumstances, it probably would never 
have reached the market. Now it has, and a lot of the 
royalties went to the cardiovascular group of the uni-
versity hospital, and also biotech company Thrombo-
genics has been started with these royalties.”

The sauce on top of all this is LRD’s regional network-
ing activities, such as DSP Valley, LSEC and Leuven 
Inc. In this way the tech transfer division brings com-
panies in contact with the academic world, which is 
essential to advance the high tech ecosystem in its 
region.

BE PROACTIVE AND FILL IN GAPS
Van Dun underscores that a technology transfer insti-
tute has much more than just an administrative role: 
“You really have to look ahead; you have to be innova-
tive and bring together different pieces of technology.” If 
a researcher is contacted by a company about a possible 
consulting assignment, he contacts LRD to deal with 
the contract and the price, and they get to hear what 
the assignment is about. Every two weeks LRD’s peo-
ple talk about all new contracts, and a simple question 
about a consulting assignment can be the beginning of 
something else. “We are also one of the few divisions 
in the university association that are involved with all 
units, including the university hospital. This makes it 
possible for us to play an internal technology transfer 
role: we regularly bring together researchers that can 
help each other with their knowledge.”

Sometimes, LRD sees a specific gap that impedes the 
development of the high tech ecosystem, and then it 
has to take special measures. For example, in the mid-
nineties the university had a lot of interesting young 
research concepts that could have been incorpo-
rated in spin-offs, but there was not much interest in 
financing high tech companies. To fill in this gap, the 
Gemma Frisius Fund was established. “This provoked 
a lot of criticism: people questioned whether it is the 

‘ you have to be a world 
player from day one, 
because your competitors 
don’t come from a neigh-
bouring town but from 
Taiwan or California.

A proactive 
approach to tech 

transfer
The tech transfer division of the University 

of Leuven tries to fill in gaps in the high tech 
ecosystem
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task of a university to start a venture capital fund. But 
if we hadn’t done this, a lot of technology wouldn’t 
have been able to make the leap to the market. Cur-
rently, the Gemma Frisius Fund’s portfolio contains 
36 companies.”

More recently, LRD observed a serious gap between 
a lot of embryonic medical research done at the uni-
versity on the one hand and what pharmaceutical 
companies require before they want to pick it up on 
the other hand. That’s why they created the Centre for 
Drug Design and Discovery (CD3), which has 18 medi-
cal researchers that develop this type of research into 
something that companies are comfortable with. This 
is a win-win situation for both the university and the 
companies.

THINK GLOBALLy
While Belgium is not the best pupil with respect to 
entrepreneurship, Van Dun is not pessimistic: “Our 
business environment surely hasn’t become worse: 
the Flemish government has provided some good 
incentives. Likewise, Belgian people don’t think 
internationally. This shows itself in mobility: many 
employers have difficulties finding suitable employees 
because people are reluctant to move. However, the 
Erasmus programme is a good initiative to teach stu-
dents to think internationally. This is essential for a 
high tech company: you have to be a world player from 
day one, because your competitors don’t come from a 
neighbouring town but from Taiwan or California.”

BIO
K.u.Leuven research & Devel- +
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Toward the single 
digital market!

Businesses need a well-functioning 
ICT environment, not only to achieve 
greater operational efficiency, but 
also to be able to offer services on a 
large scale, with fewer barriers than 
today.  Since 1995, ICT has been 
responsible for half the productivity 
gains achieved in the EU.  However, 
benefits from ICT have been even 
greater in the US. To close the gap, 
Europe needs structural reform with 
the aim of creating a single digital 
market.  Also in Belgium we risk 
a substantial handicap in our ICT 
environment if a number of funda-
mental decisions are not made in the 
short term.

EUROPE NEEDS MUCH MORE 
HARMONIzATION
The level of ecommerce and eBusi-
ness varies across member States 
and cross-border transactions 
are limited.  europe lacks a digital 
single market, which is essen-
tial for stimulating the growth 
of european small and medium 
sized enterprises and to provide 
consumers with more choice at 
competitive prices.   more har-
monization among the european 
member states is absolutely nec-
essary since at present the euro-
pean market is too fragmented.

AN ExAMPLE: THE INTERNA-
TIONAL MOBILE SERVICES 
MARKET
mobile and wireless communica-
tions offer a major prospect for 
significant growth in cross-border 
trade and services, greater effi-
ciency and productivity and job 
creation. These economic gains 
should not, however, be focused 
purely on the mobile telecommu-
nications industry suppliers.  There 
is much more to gain by releasing 
the power of mobile communica-
tions for greater use by businesses 
in their communications.  Despite 
this potential, the mobile market 
continues to resist all regulatory 
efforts to create international 
competition for business users.  
everything is planned, regulated 
and implemented at a national 
level, and as a result there is a 
huge lost opportunity for the eU.  

The market has inconsistent 
spectrum and handset interfaces, 
different regulatory and licensing 
arrangements, and wildly varying 
service offerings and tariffs.  as a 

consequence, businesses cannot 
adopt a european mobile strategy.

AN ExAMPLE: FIBRE 
at present only 1% of the euro-
pean population is connected to 
the internet via optic fibre.  This 
compares to 12% in Japan and 
15% in South korea.  fast internet 
access is a key criterion for strong 
economic growth, job creation and 
prosperity.  also, it will ensure that 
citizens have access to content 
and (public) services.  Unfortu-
nately, the european states differ 
significantly in their planning and 
the financial resources being com-
mitted regarding the roll-out of the 
fibre networks. 

BELGIUM: AT RISK TO MISS 
THE TRAIN 
of course europe can only benefit 
from the potential advantages of a 
strong digital policy if there is full 
cooperation by members states.  
So what is happening in Belgium? 
  
in terms of wireless communi-
cation, we are at the brink of a 
revolution.  in the coming years 
new technologies will become 
available that permit much higher 
bandwidth.  however, there is 
significant risk that the roll-out of 
mobile broadband will be delayed 
in Belgium.  This is unfortunate 
because mobile broadband will be 
a key differentiator for businesses 
and consumers.

it is crucial that the digital divi-
dend, i.e. the frequencies that have 
become available via the switch 
from analogue to digital TV broad-
casting, are made available for 
mobile broadband applications.  
in Belgium, however, the digital 
dividend is under authority of the 
regions while the telecommuni-
cations policies are under federal 

authority.  as a result, there is a 
real risk that the regions will want 
to deploy the new frequencies 
for broadcasting or that they will 
be too slow and uncoordinated 
in making the frequencies avail-
able for mobile broadband in the 
entire country.  a fast solution is 
nevertheless essential; and the 
mobile operators will need to be 
informed about this solution as 
quickly as is possible so that they 
can start implementing their busi-
ness plans.  only in this way can 
we ensure that companies and 
consumers do not miss the boat 
on this tremendous opportunity.

TOWARDS A REGIONALISA-
TION OF TELECOMMUNICA-
TIONS POLICy?
Borderless services is one of the 
main points in europe’s Digital 
agenda.  is Belgium heading in 
the oppposite direction? it is not 
unthinkable that the region-
alisation of telecommunications 
policy will be placed back on the 

negotiation table for state reform. 
will telecommunications be used 
as a token bargaining chip, since 
telecommunications is considered 
unimportant in the political con-
text? regionalisation would cost 
the economy a high price.  There 
would be an enormous loss of 
efficiency, as coordination on the 
federal level would be necessary 
for most issues, such as number-
ing and many others. as a con-
sequence, fewer investors will be 
interested in our country.

BIO
Danielle Jacobs is General Manager 
of BELTUG. BELTUG is Belgium’s 
largest independent communica-
tion technology and services user 
group.  It unites over 840 ICT 
professionals from the private and 
public sector.  Danielle Jacobs is 
Member of the Board of DNS.be. 
DNS BE is the not-for-profit asso-
ciation that handles the registra-
tion of all .be domain names.
Danielle Jacobs is Vice President 
Europe of INTUG, the International 
Telecommunications User Group.

‘ In terms of wireless 
communication, we are at the 

brink of a revolution.

DAnIELLE JACOBS, DIRECTOR OF BELGIUM’S LARGEST COMMUnICATIOnS TECH-
nOLOGy USER GROUP (BELTUG), PLEADS FOR URGEnT AnD STROnG ICT POLICy 
AT A EUROPEAn AnD A BELGIAn LEVEL.
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Flanders needs focus
WIM DE WAELE

If Flanders seriously wants to boost 
the ICT sector, it is necessary to pri-
oritise. To be able to raise its sights, 
a multi-year strategy needs to be 
developed and translated into policy 
and a concrete implementation plan. 
Research is an important component 
of such a policy, but the valorisation 
of that research is as important, if 
not more so, to set new dynamics in 
motion. To become a global player 
as a region you need to have an eco-
system anchored in knowledge and 
economic activity, but which always 
leaves space for new entrants.

major social projects can be a 
guideline in stimulating economic 
sectors. Technology, for instance, 
still offers much potential for a 
broader approach to mobility 
problems, for example in rela-
tion to road pricing or integrating 
private and public transport. Like-
wise, the intensive introduction 
of technology in the health sector 
demands an integrated inter-
disciplinary approach. how, for 
example, should such technology 
be slotted into the chain of care 
providers, public authorities and 
patients? what about aspects 
such as security and privacy? 
Thus far the flanders in action 
programme has only pointed a 
way forward, but concrete trans-
lation into ambitious initiatives 
has been lacking.

a purely technology-driven 
approach is not a realistic propo-
sition for a small region such as 
flanders. our added value is rather 
to be found in content. we must 
therefore capitalise on our strong 
points such as the creative indus-
try, media and content. focussing 
all-out on two sectors, after all, 
makes much more sense than 
giving limited support to five. Gov-
ernment subsidies should obvi-
ously not be the only mechanism 
in doing this. one must also create 
the right climate for launching 
initiatives, helping business cross 
the first thresholds and getting 
follow-up finance.

companies such as Teleatlas or 
netlog show that we do have the 
required brains and creativity in 
flanders. But without a structural 
solution for accumulating the 
necessary seed capital, it remains 
very difficult for entrepreneurs in 
the icT sector to access that first 
investment. Venture capital funds 
seldom risk putting up pre-seed 
money. in the US this gap is filled 
by business angels who are much 
closer to the entrepreneurs and 
can therefore better assess market 
potential, but this is a rarity in our 

part of the world. and to develop 
real critical mass, for example 
by creating 10 businesses with a 
turnover of 100 million euro, one 
needs to get at least 100 start-
ups off the ground. That calls for 
money, in the pre-seed phase 
as well as later for the continued 
growth of these businesses. in 
itself it’s not even that much to 
create 10 successful businesses 
compared to the budgets that go 
to other sectors of our society, but 
in practice investments on this 
scale are unfortunately not made.
apart from structural financing, 
however, we have a second big 
problem in flanders: we do not 
have enough entrepreneurial 
spirit in our blood. and yet the 
key to success lies in conquering 
an international market. a strong 
sales and marketing mechanism 

is of vital importance in achieving 
this. many market entrants there-
fore need the necessary guidance 
to enable them also to build up 
international contacts, approach 
funders, work out a thorough 
business plan and put together 
an interdisciplinary management 
team...

if we in flanders do not want to 
lose touch with the icT sector in 
the coming years we urgently need 
a consistent icT innovation policy. 
continuity and a long-term vision 

are definitely an important part 
of this. But let us not be too slow 
in looking over our borders either, 
and learning from best practices 
in other regions. in portugal, for 
example, collaboration agree-
ments have been entered into 
with a number of top american 
universities, and some of their 
typical entrepreneurial spirit has 
been channelled back to the home 
region, resulting in a complete 
change of attitude among the 
academics involved. But, above 
all, making well-considered, eco-
nomically-oriented choices and 
achieving focus is what will make 
the difference. creating new busi-
nesses and jobs should be at the 
centre of this.

BIO
Wim De Waele is CEO of the Flem-
ish ICT research institute IBBT

‘ A purely technology-driven 
approach is not a realistic 

proposition for a small region 
such as Flanders. Our added 
value is rather to be found in 

content.
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These are exciting times for telecommunications compa-
nies. In the recent past, service providers were in danger 
of falling into a commodity trap with their flat rate con-
nectivity products. But most operators are now rolling 
out their next-generation networks as platforms for new 
services and applications. Alcatel-Lucent is at the heart of 
this evolution with their vision on application enablement. 
Adolfo Hernandez, EVP at Alcatel-Lucent, explains.

HOW DO yOU SEE THE TELECOMMUNICATIONS MAR-
KET DEVELOPING?
In brief, there are three areas in the telecommunica-
tions market where money can be made: the handsets, 
the network, and the servers.  The telecommunica-
tions sector has transitioned from a model where 
service providers used to be active in all three areas, 
to one where they only focus on the network.  Other 
companies, such as Nokia and Apple, are now domi-
nating the handset market and companies like Google 
and Amazon are competing in the server area.  

As a result, the telecommunications service providers 
will need to earn money from the network.  Our view 
is that they can only do so by opening up the network 
and enabling it for application development.  Indeed, 
most service providers are creating the platform on 
which a range of new services will be delivered.  Some 
of these services—or applications—they will develop 
themselves but others will be created by third-party 
application developers.  Our mission at Alcatel-Lucent 
is to help service providers build that platform for 
application enablement.  That’s the economic or busi-
ness model aspect of our vision.  

If you look at it historically, service providers used 
to rely on a pay-as-you-use model but today they rely 
mainly on subscription models, for example, a fixed 
price for an internet connection.  That is a tough 
model to make money on.  That is why service pro-
viders will need to develop new models that are based 
on value-add services.  For example, consider what is 
happening in automotive technology.  We are work-
ing with Toyota at present to create an LTE-ecosystem 
for the ‘connected car.’  Imagine a vehicle that is con-
nected via LTE (fourth generation) mobile technology 
on which up to 100 different services are offered, from 
advanced navigation services and driver assistance to 
emergency help.  As a consumer you will be offered 
different types of service plans or packages of serv-
ices.  You don’t just sign up to a SIM card.  The point 
here is that you pay for the services and that the net-
work becomes invisible.  Similar trends are happening 
in the gaming sector and in entertainment more gen-
erally.  It’s about the services, not the network.  Our 
job is to help service providers build the platform on 
which such services can be developed and delivered.

Technically, this means that we are moving to the 
single end-to-end IP network.  This is a flexible, appli-

cation-aware, highly efficient and intelligent network, 
with various access technologies, including radio, 
small cells, IP TV and fibre.  

APPLICATION ENABLEMENT
Our strategy at Alcatel-Lucent is to deliver the goods 
and services that support this vision on application 
enablement.   Last year we have had the opportunity 
to reassess our company’s strategy in light of the mar-
ket’s conditions.  The result is a total recommitment 
to our strategy around application enablement.  Our 
role is to support service providers in the delivery of 
intelligent services.  Our R&D is geared towards this, 
as is our portfolio of products and services, and that 
across the four Cs: content (content management, 
transmission, storage, video, voice, etc); communica-
tion (downloads, mobile), context (services based on 
location or identity), and control (security, quality 
control, premium services).  We are looking at all this 
from a technical perspective, but we are also explor-
ing the economic and business model implications, 
for example, by exploring new pricing and licensing 
models.

WORKING WITH THE REGULATORS TO OPEN THE 
MARKET
Looking ahead for the European market, I think it is 
important that the regulators and the industry come 
together to resolve the remaining barriers to deploy-
ment.  It is a perverse situation: the technology is 
ready and our industry is willing to invest, but we’re 
held back by the regulatory situation.  Questions 
remain about how the spectrum is to be allocated, 
about how the digital dividend is going to be re-used, 
and about how competition is to be stimulated.  This 
is one of the few industries where we in Europe still 
have significant strengths; we ought to be building on 
that strength.  

Leveraging the 
network

Adolfo Hernandez, EVP at Alcatel-Lucent 
and President for the EMEA region, talks 

about the future of the telecommunications 
market 

‘ It’s about the services, not 
the network.

Adolfo Hernandez, president EMEA at Alcatel-Lucent
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LTE IS THE FUTURE OF MOBILE
LTE, the new mobile technology, will be huge.  The 
pressure on mobile networks is tremendous at present.  
In the past, people used their mobile phones to make 
phone calls.  Now they’re calling and downloading data 
at the same time.  Data is the key challenge for mobile 
networks: the amount of data, the different types of 
data.  If you offer more bandwidth, it will be used.  LTE 
is absolutely essential in that regard and that’s why 
we’re absolutely committed to that technology.

CHALLENGES AND ACHIEVEMENTS
We have faced some pretty tough challenges, some 
were generic to the industry and some were of our own 
making.  This is a highly competitive industry and our 
ability to provide innovation is not always matched by 
the willingness or capability of our customers to adopt 
that innovation.  As I said, often that is not a matter of 
choice—regulatory factors play a key role too.  But we 
are committed to our application enablement vision 
and we are serious about LTE.  

GREEN TOUCH
Sustainability is another key priority for us. We are 
creating products that consume a lot less energy—

for example, we released a green DSL technology last 
year—and we are working with our clients on a con-
sultancy basis to achieve efficiency gains in their data 
centres. We also are very excited about our participa-
tion in the Green Touch consortium. Essentially this 
is a collaborative effort by the leading companies in 
the ICT industry and the very best brains at univer-
sities around the world, to fundamentally transform 
network technology, including the internet. By 2015, 
our goal is to develop the technology that will increase 
network efficiency by a factor of 1000.  That is a phe-
nomenally ambitious goal!

BIO
Alcatel-Lucent is a leader in  +

fixed, mobile and converged 

broadband networking, IP and 

optics technologies, applica-

tions and services

The company leverages  +

the technical and scientific 

expertise of bell Labs, one of the 

largest innovation powerhouses 

in the communications industry 

With operations in more than  +

130 countries, Alcatel-Lucent 

achieved revenues of Euro 15.2 

billion in 2009 

www.alcatel-lucent.com +

Adolfo Hernandez is Execu- +

tive President of the Europe, 

Middle East and Africa (EMEA) 

region and a Member of the 

Management Committee at 

Alcatel-Lucent.   

New network architectures being tested at the IPTC-center at Alcatel-Lucent 

The future of telecoms, displayed at Alcatel-Lucentís Executive Briefing Center in Antwerp
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Durable Infection

ideology that gave birth to this 
weapon. it’s currently estimated 
that almost one in five of all the 
firearms in the world is an ak-47. 
in kenya, as of 2005, it costs four 
cows. it’s a perfect example of 
how a successful invention (tech 
or otherwise) becomes extremely 
infectious.

other automatic weapons are 
more powerful, more accurate 
and arguably better. But few are 
as legendarily reliable, easy to rep-
licate or, importantly, as powerful 
in the hands of relatively untrained 
users. Local gunsmiths in pakistan 
or africa can crank the things out, 
as they don’t require a particularly 
high-level of technology to repro-
duce. The fact they’re more low-
tech than the ar-15/m-16 family, 
for example, is actually one reason 
for their success.

To millions, it’s less important to 
have a state-of-the-art weapon 
than it is to have one that’s good 
enough and always works. in more 
prosperous countries, the ak-47 
has become synonymous with 
extremism and strife, to others 
around the globe it’s an invaluable 
method of protection in a world 
that remains extremely violent. 
That speaks to another impor-
tant aspect: it fills a niche that 
everyone needs, and does it in a 
way that doesn’t rely on harder to 
construct things like widespread 
government authority.

not all similarly successful inno-
vations are bloody in nature, how-
ever, so, for the second example, 
let’s look at something more life-
affirming.

norman Borlaug is one of his-
tory’s great movers, but what he 
wrought is so utterly pervasive 
that few people even know how 

much it’s changed the planet. 
Between 1943 and the late ‘70s, 
Borlaug led the way in introduc-
ing hardier, higher-yield strains of 
grain around the world, along with 
more modern farming methods.
The resulting Green revolution 
saved billions of people from star-
vation and turned many countries 
from teetering on the brink of 
famine to self-sufficiency, even 
exporting crops they once lacked.
in some ways the same principles 
hold as with the ak-47: make 
it durable, reliable and easily to 
replicate. after an initial burst of 
education, the methods became 
infectious, as did the new strains. 
agriculture is such an ancient 
technology that rural subsistence 
farmers could replicate Borlaug’s 
innovations. The nature of plants, 
too, is to spread. This niche is 
perhaps the most primal of all: 

everyone needs to eat. That brings 
us to another innovation that’s 
reshaping much of the world.

resources. whether measured 
in hard currency or some other 
way, they’re extremely vital. The 
role of financial structures in 
changing the world is all too often 
overlooked, as it lacks the flash of 
much technology, but it’s as or 
even more important. 

microloans, a growing method 
in developing nations for getting 
the desperately poor the small 
amount of funds they usually 
need to start a larger enterprise, is 
a perfect example of how a rela-
tively small innovation can have a 
large impact.

microloans are the latest mutation 
of credit, an economic innovation 
that played as much of a role as 
the steam engine in building the 
modern world (and occasionally 

tearing it apart, for laughs). hell, 
the Steam age could just as easily 
be called the compound interest 
age, if we weren’t so fixated on old 
machines. 

Like the ak-47 and the Green 
revolution, microloans are easy 
to replicate: got some form of cur-
rency? You can do them. it’s also 
a concept based around another 
basic niche: an influx of resources 
is often needed to begin a larger 
endeavour.

That’s why it works, and because 
the amounts are so small, repay-
ment rates for microloans tend to 
be relatively high, making them 
viable for the lender too. 

even though weaponry, agricul-
ture and finance are vastly differ-
ent areas, each of these examples, 
and their massive impact, point to 
some similar themes: most of the 
world doesn’t give two shits about 
jetpacks, real or hypothetical.

instead what’s radically changed 
their futures are reliable food, a 
little bit of cash and the ability to 
hold their own in a fight.

You want to change the world? 
find something so basic we take 
it for granted. Then find an inex-
pensive, reliable way to it better, 
and make sure that people don’t 
have to be rich or savvy to use and 
tinker with it.

Because at the end of the day 
there are more important things 
than a f***ing jetpack.

Note: this article was first pub-
lished as on David Forbes’ blog, 
The Breaking Time http://the-
breakingtime.typepad.com

BIO
David Forbes realized very young 
that he wanted to know everything. 
He also realized that he derived sin-
cere enjoyment from taking things 
-- personalities, ideas, symbols, 
events, social systems -- apart to 
see how they worked -- and how 
they could change.
He writes for a living as a journalist, 
with side stints as an impromptu 
editor or agent, occasionally paid. 
He also writes fiction, poetry and 
general thoughts, rarely paid.”

Earlier this year, Kevin Zero, of 
Grinding fame, wrote Your Jetpack 
(Cannibal Futures), an excellent rant 
on the old “Where’s my f***ing 
jetpack?” trope that called on people 
to stop sitting around and actually 
build their own future. There was 
also something about a latex gimp 
suit and strapping rockets to asses, 
which I quite appreciated.

it’s dead-on, and provoked me to 
think about what exactly people 
want out of a future. for a long time 
my grousing reply to “where’s my 
f***ing jetpack?” had been “i don’t 
know, you were too busy whining 
to build the damn thing.”

my ire is because when someone 
says the aforementioned words to 
me, they’re immediately indicating 
two things.

They want their future handed  +
to them. The indignant entitle-
ment in wmfJ is impossible to 
miss.
They associate the future pri- +
marily with technology. not 
just technology, but extremely 
fancy technology.

i mean, really, are you going to go 
to the bar in your jetpack? pick up 
the kids? in some ways it’s the ulti-
mate in conspicuous futurotica: 
loud, explosive, resource-guzzling 
and not particularly useful.

Things that really change the type 
of world we live in, technological 
or otherwise, aren’t usually big, 
complex or awe-inspiring. instead, 
they’re simple, reliable and easy to 
replicate, usually fulfilling a very 
basic niche. for that reason they 
prove extremely infectious and 
end up shaping countless lives.

what do i mean? it’s worth looking 
at some recent examples that have 
drastically changed the world we 
live in, for millions, if not billions, 
of people. They offer a guide that 
anyone looking at creating some-
thing to survive tomorrow must 
take into account.

Let’s start with one of the most 
successful, world-changing tech-
nologies of the past half century. it 
beats the jetpack hands down.

Yes, that’s an ak-47. first pro-
duced by the Soviet Union, they’ve 
long outlasted the country and 

DAVID FORBES, An AMERICAn BLOGGER WITH ATTITUDE, TELLS US TO FORGET 
THE JETPACK

‘ It’s the ultimate in 
conspicuous futurotica: loud, 

explosive, resource-guzzling and 
not particularly useful.
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Children as the 
Trojan horse

One Laptop per Child (OLPC) is connecting 

the poorest of the poorest to the internet.  

The impact will be difficult to predict; but it 

should be nothing less than revolutionary.  

Walter De Brouwer, CEO of OLPC’s Euro-

pean branch, explains.

Technological progress is a 
good thing, but it leaves in its 
wake many people who have 
missed that boat entirely.  As 
the Digital World begins to 
take shape in the developed 
world, transforming the way 
we live, work and learn, so we 
become increasingly detached 
from those who have noth-
ing.  One Laptop per Child 
(OLPC) is trying to address 
this problem by helping the 
most marginalised people in 
the world leapfrog the entire 
technological edifice of the 
developed world.  Its approach 
is extraordinarily ambitious: in 
areas where people previously 
had nothing, it makes every 
child between 6 and 12 years 
old the owner of a laptop that 
has access to internet and 
power.  Walter De Brouwer, 
former internet entrepreneur 
and currently CEO of OLPC’s 
European branch, explains 
the workings of the organisa-
tion.  We also, however, asked 
De Brouwer to reflect on the 
technological readiness of 
his mother country. He didn’t 
mince his words.

Can you tell us a little about One 
Laptop per Child (OLPC)?

it began with an idea from nicholas 
negroponte at miT, back in 2005.  
The west’s approach to africa is a 
little like throwing money over the 
wall and hoping for the best.  But it 
doesn’t work; and as we accelerate 
in our technological development, 
so the gap widens.  There are 100 
million children out there who 
have nothing; no school, no edu-
cation of any sort.  nicholas felt 
that a solution must be available, 
given the tremendous resources 
and minds available at miT.  The 

key question he posed: how can 
we help these children leapfrog 
over much of the legacy technolo-
gies that we still rely on here in 
the west?  hence the idea: let’s 
develop a 100 dollar laptop for the 
world’s poorest children.  

at the time, no one was interested 
in developing a cheap laptop.  also, 
we were interested in areas where 
there is no market, where there 
is absolutely nothing.  That’s why 
there was opportunity to launch 
this type of initiative.  

To develop a cheap laptop we real-
ised pretty quickly that we needed 
to rely on an open source model.  
open source is not only free, but it 
is also very efficient, with the result 
that we don’t need powerful hard-
ware.  also, the hardware needs to 
be simple.  we want the children to 
be able to do basic maintenance 
of their laptops.  in 2007, we pro-
duced our first laptop.

The approach is as follows: we go 
into a country and first talk to the 
government.  This is important 
because we need them to agree 
to certain criteria.  for example, 
the software must be free and 
open source; we don’t want them 
to make separate deals with pro-
prietary software suppliers to be 
installed on our laptops.  Secondly, 
we target children aged between 6 

and 12 years. The laptops are not 
to be distributed to adults.  also, 
the children are to be the owners 
of the laptops. Thirdly, satura-
tion: every child in the targeted 
region needs to receive a laptop.  
we don’t believe in pilot projects.  
finally, connection: we need elec-
tricity and internet connectivity.

Typically the first challenge we 
encounter is electricity.  we work 
with the local governments to 
extend the grid where necessary.  
our approach is very pragmatic.  

for example, sometimes we’ll look 
at satellite photos to see where 
the lights are burning and overlay 
that information on the grid infor-
mation.  Similarly with regard to 
internet connectivity, sometimes 
we just need to ‘hack’ a solution, 
for example, by piggy-backing 
on a local government connec-
tion.  essentially it is a bottom’s 
up strategy.  our task is to solve 
problems, on the ground. 

next we need to get the teachers 
ready.  This is important because 
in a matter of months the children 
will be way ahead of the teachers.  

The logistics of the actual deploy-
ment is obviously a huge task.  
Some of these areas are really 
remote.  for example, in one 
region Schneider electric went in 

first to lay a brand new electricity 
network—this in a region where 
there is absolutely nothing in 
terms of modern infrastructure. 
 
Then once the laptops are deployed 
we coach the kids to take the 
machines apart and reassemble 
them.  also, we rely on the local 
universities for repair services, with 
a support link back to oLpc.

There are other challenges too. 
for example, sometimes the 
local telco operators try to charge 
monopoly-like prices.  But we find 
that when we deploy the laptops, 
then the local network usually fails 
anyway.  obviously it needs a large 
upgrade to cope with the extra 
traffic; and that starts attracting 
other players in the market.  we 
tend to advise governments to 
give a license to a new operator if 
they agree to provide free access 
to internet to the target groups.

To date, two countries—Uruguay 
and peru—are fully saturated, and 
we have a next project underway 
in rwanda.  The impact is phe-
nomenal, even if only due to the 
electrification.  You can compare it 
to a Trojan horse.  The children are 
the Trojan horse; it is via them that 
the technology comes in. But the 
knock-on effect on the parents, on 
local markets, on society at large, 
is incredible.  Their enthusiasm for 
the technology, for the internet, 
is astounding.  it is amazing to 
see the children start clustering 
around the places where there 
is connectivity.  in one region we 
had a problem because the kids 
started clustering around the local 
airport; and it kept on crashing the 
local air traffic control.  now we 
see them clustering around the 
schools.

‘ The future is yours, we tell our 
youth, but we’re not prepared to give 

them that future. 
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What is your view on Belgium’s 
technology readiness?

ambivalent; to say the least.  
Looking at our youth, i don’t see 
much passion for technology. But 
perhaps they haven’t been given 
much chance either since every-
thing is locked up.

people talk about the ‘digital 
natives’, the youngsters who are 
about to enter the workforce, as 
if they’re technologically attuned.  
That is not my impression.  The 
youth are not into iT; they’re into 
facebook.  and they’re not even 
sophisticated users of facebook.
  
it is ironic, really.  our generation 
was the icon of freedom.  in the 
60s and 70s we rebelled and took 
our freedom.  But today this same 
generation has locked everything 
up again.  we’ve patented every-
thing.  oh, the irony.  The future 
is yours, we tell our youth, but 
we’re not prepared to give them 
that future.  

Sometimes i think that people are 
just waiting for us to die.  i don’t 
see our youth fighting for their 
freedom either.  They’d rather 
spend all their time on facebook 
or blasting the night away in night-
clubs.  and for us, the freedom 
generation, it’s much easier to 
give them the cash for that night 
out, than to actually give them the 
future.

i’m a fan of the pirate party.  it 
really is time that we move away 
from patents and intellectual 
property.  You cannot control 
ideas!  obviously there are some 
powerful business agendas out 
there trying to maintain the status 
quo; but it is beginning to break up 
i think—look at the music industry.  

we pay for format and design, not 
content.  customer experience 
is what counts.  i’m a big fan of 
apple; even though Steve Jobs 
controls everything.  

intellectual property (ip) is an obso-
lete model.  my vision on this has 
changed fundamentally over the 
years.  in the past, like most tech 
entrepreneurs, i was pro ip.  But it 
is a system that is based on incre-
mental progress; and incremental 
progress is deadly.  a complex sys-
tem will perpetuate itself.  

Today’s heroes ignore copyright.  
Drupal is a great example of the 
success of open source.  But it 
also illustrates how in this coun-
try we are trailing behind.  Dries 
Buytaert (the Belgian founder 
of Drupal) needs to go the U.S. 
to achieve his goals.  The white 
house uses Drupal; and we’re still 
on microsoft.

infrastructure is obviously impor-
tant too.  Broadband internet 
access needs to become a birth 
right.  wifi should be open as the 
default setting.  all this nonsense 
about security—what a con-
spiracy!  if people opened up their 
wifi accounts we’d have Brussels 
covered tomorrow.  

But i guess the problem begins 
with our educational system, 
which is rotten.  children hate 
school.  The problem is that they 
hate education, while they love to 
learn.  all children love to learn.  
There are two things—essential 
things—we do not teach at school: 
functional technology and money.  
every teacher should have to do 
an exam in functional technology, 
that is, how to use technology 
effectively.  and kids should have 
a laptop from the age of four; why 

not?  push the technology into 
their faces.  Get that gamebox in 
the home!  we need to teach kids 
to learn to navigate a world that is 
becoming more and more tech-
nological.  for example, at school 
we should introduce wolfram’s 
mathematica software in the pri-
mary schools. children must learn 
to play with maths.  and we must 
teach them to work with resources 
like wikipedia, but as critical think-
ers, as people who understand 
how that knowledge system is put 
together.  Ultimately it is all about 
teaching kids to learn and to think.  
i love this quote; “Today what we 
teach is confusion.”

in higher education, we should 
not have compartmentalised the 
disciplines to such an extent.  The 
problem is that young people are 
moulded too early in a particular 
tract.  and there are cultural fac-
tors too.  The U.S. attracts a great 
deal of brilliance because they pay 
people properly.  in europe we 
have a red heart.  we can’t be bril-
liant.  instead, we need to express 
solidarity.  our youth is studying 
humanities, not science.  we’re all 
reading each other’s poetry.

 

BIO
Walter De Brouwer is a Belgian 
businessman and Internet entre-
preneur. At present, he is the 
CEO of the European branch of 
Nicholas Negroponte’s One Lap-
top per Child.  In 2008 Walter De 
Brouwer was elected Chairman of 
the (British) Royal Society of Arts 
(RSA, Europe).  Since 2003, he has 
served as a Director of the Tau Zero 
Foundation, which was formerly 
known as NASA’s Breakthrough 
Propulsion Physics Project.
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‘ In the next 20 years we will 
witness technological breakthroughs 
tenfold those of the same previous 

span of time.

Prepare for the future!
PETER VAnDER AUWERA, InnOVATIOn LEADER 

AT SWIFT, ARGUES THAT TECHnOLOGICAL 
PROGRESS WILL ACCELERATE In THE COMInG 

yEARS AnD DECADES; BEST WE PREPARE FOR ITS 
IMPLICATIOnS.

Over the past 20 years we have 
witnessed a fantastic growth in and 
wealth of technologies. ICT tech-
nologies have started permeating 
our daily lives. Medical science and 
biotechnologies have increased lon-
gevity significantly. Other technolo-
gies (Nanotechnology, AI, Robotics, 
etc.) have kick-started. 

however, in the last couple of 
years, we have witnessed the 
breakdown of a number of core 
systems:

our worldwide financial system  +
is going through a “meltdown”. 
The old game of greed is being 
replaced by an all important 
requirement: trust.
ecological, ethnological and  +
demographical shocks are 
turning our systems upside-
down: Green and energy con-
servation thinking are now the 
mainstream.
The east-west shock: economic  +
power is shifting from the west-
ern world to the new economies 
of apac and Bric+ countries.
new forms of communication  +
via the internet (blogs, wikis, 
social networks such as face-
book, Twitter, netlog, etc.) pro-
pose a new paradigm in respect 
to privacy.

all these fundamental changes 
give us feelings of discomfort, 
disorientation, confusion and loss 
of control. although our “collec-
tive intelligence” indicates that 
our old models do not apply any-
more, our “hardware” seems not 
to have caught on. we have not 
adapted the way we are organised 
hierarchically; how we look at gov-
ernance. our traditional ‘system 
thinking’ got stuck and did not fol-
low our ‘collective intelligence’.

on the other hand a new set of 
systems and tools are emerging: 

Barack obama describes it  +
as the ‘audacity of hope’; 

innovators, planners, academ-
ics and authors are referring 
to ‘dreamtelligence’ as a new, 
vital, and visionary way to use 
play, fantasy, dream-thinking 
and innovation to kick-start 
ideas and stimulate community 
engagement.

a fantastic call for and revival of  +
authenticity for ourselves and 
our leaders. furthermore, hav-
ing true leaders; with charisma, 
the power to attract, integrity 
and authenticity.
The net-Generation (now young  +
adults, 15-30 years old) have 
grown up as ‘digital natives’. 
They will be tomorrow’s leaders. 
what TheY think will co-form 
our future. The future will not 
be invented by today’s genera-
tion. This net-Generation lives 
differently. They are “wired” dif-
ferently. for them multitasking 
(multi-window chatting, gaming 
at the same time as listening to 
music, looking up information 
on the internet, being mobile, 
etc.) is very common. They also 
think differently (deeper and 
more authentically), and have 
a very strong sense of the com-
mon good and of collective and 
civic responsibility.
our technological revolution  +
has just started. 

Today our technologists are capa-
ble of crafting a human ear in their 
labs. we are now in a position to 
create and grow cells, tissues and 
even bodies.

artificial intelligence is back: by 
2030 our computers will be able to 
think, be self-learning, self-healing 
– some will even be able to have a 
consciousness.

Self-learning robots will soon be 
mainstream technology. mercedes 

and Bmw already have cars in the 
pipeline for 2012 that can drive 
entirely automatically, better than 
a human counterpart.

The emergence of Google brings 
forth the concept of the “Glo-
bal Brain”. The internet today is 
already a tremendous source of 
information. Today’s search expe-
rience will pale in comparison to 
the mechanisms we’ll have in 20 
years. all knowledge will be avail-
able anywhere, anytime, wirelessly 
via brain-implants.

Social networking is already revo-
lutionising the way people and 
companies are communicating. 
it is interesting to note that these 
technologies let us evolve from a 
system-to-system communica-
tion paradigm towards a human-
to-human one.

Today you can order your personal 
Dna genome sequence in the USa 
for only $399. The company doing 
this is a Google backed start-up. 
Think of Dna in the ‘cloud’, with 
Dna comparisons between ances-
tors, relationships, etc ...

Brain-wave helmets and chip-
implants will give humans better 



THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - TECHnology PErforManCE THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - TECHnology PErforManCE

sensory perception. By 2030 we 
will see the emergence of “super-
humans”. in such a dramatically 
changed context, what will make 
us “human”? 

a lot of these future scenarios 
are described by ray kurzweil’s 
“Singularity” concept. This is the 
moment when man and machine 
truly blend. kurzweil claims this 
will happen around the year 2030.
and the pace of all these techno-
logical innovations is just increas-
ing exponentially. in the next 20 
years we will witness technologi-
cal breakthroughs tenfold those of 
the same previous span of time.

all this evolution calls for a re-
thinking of our value-compass 
for the future: we must carefully 
re- think how all this will influ-
ence the way we will work and 
live. what sort of quality of life 
should we aim for? what will be 
the socio-economic impact of all 
this? how will we want education 
to be structured? what areas of 
society will we still want (and be 
able to) influence? how are we 
going to ensure that the Technical 
and Value ‘readiness’ offerings of 
our region are competitive in this 
new era? will we lead the change, 
as opposed to being mediocre 
followers?

i believe it is time for action. i 
believe The fifth conference and 
its organic network of inspiring 
leaders has deep within itself the 
embryo for a sort of “think-tank/
foundation” addressing the long 
term future: a movement and 
an energy that prepares our net-
Generation for the next 20 years, 
with an emphasis on focussing on 
our technical and value readiness. 
a place where “smart people” can 
meet. where experts from different 
technological domains share their 
insights for 2030, cross-pollinating 
each other’s disciplines. indeed, 
“savants” from different contexts 
& worldviews can act as our “eyes” 

and offer a perspective on how we 
will live and work in 2030. 

how our education is best organ-
ized will also be addressed. we will 
investigate what our ideal value 
kit for that era should be, beyond 
traditional corporate culture. 
moreover, with a culture of shar-
ing and exploring – where we live 
committed to teams, groups, com-
munities, regions and countries –a 
deep respect for the participating 
individual humanistic identities 
will nevertheless be maintained.

we don’t have to wait until our pol-
iticians have made up their minds 
as to whether or not they should 
invest more in innovation. we can 
do this ourselves. i cannot accept 
that it would not be possible to 
raise private funding for such an 
organization/movement/tribe.

The resulting new models and sce-
narios will demand speed, creativity, 
dynamism, perseverance, courage, 
knowledge and working together in 
a multi-cultural context. This new 
society makes a plea for the respect 
for individuality, freedom, mobility 
and quality of life.

This paradigm is all about design-
ing, exploring and organising 
change, learning and fine-tuning 
as we go. Giving guidance to 
teams, organisations and leaders 
on how to surf these waves is part 
and parcel with this. missing the 
first technology wave of speed and 
creativity will result in loss of eco-
nomic relevance. missing the wave 
of the new value kit will result in 
losing our net-Generation; our 
brains for the future.

This is about preparing ourselves 
and our region for 2030. 

who wants to join the tribe? who 
is a believer? Let’s debate this idea 
on- and off-line for a couple of 
weeks. if there is enough interest, 
let’s meet and make this happen.

BIO
Peter Vander Auwera is Innovation 
Leader at SWIFT



THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - TECHnology PErforManCE

100

THE FIFTH CONFERENCE TECH - TECHnology PErforManCE

100

Mapping the brain
Jo Bury, Managing Director of the VIB 

(Flanders Institute for Biotechnology), 

explains how biologists and microelectronics 

scientists are working together to unravel 

the neuronal circuitry of the human brain

different disciplines: genomics, 
metabolomics, transcriptomics, 
proteomics, and of course math-
ematics.  The volume of data that 
needs to be collected and ana-
lysed has become absolutely tre-
mendous, and has spawned new 
disciplines such as bioinformatics 
and computational biology.   That 
is the key challenge for us at the 
institute: if we want to remain 
competitive we will need broader 
cooperation between respective 
disciplines.  That is why we are 
mixing disciplines in our teams, 
and hiring new people from other 
disciplines.  The point is to build 
this multidisciplinary approach in 
our model; an ad hoc approach 
will not work.  also, we are training 
our people in new skills, especially 
bioinformatics and the software 
tools needed to analyse these 
volumes of data.

Ultimately this is taking us away 
from the purely descriptive biol-
ogy.  Biology is becoming more 
quantitative; we’re measuring 
more and trying to reduce that 
data to mathematical models.

So what is NERF all about?

nerf—it stands for neuroelec-
tronics research flanders—it’s 
an extreme example of this trend 
toward multidisciplinary research.  
it illustrates it perfectly since the 
multidisciplinary approach is built 
into the very concept: nerf tries to 
link biology and microelectronics.  

we had been talking to imec 
(ed. note. Leuven-based imec 
is europe’s largest independent 
research centre in nanoelectronics 
and nano-technology) for some 
time, exploring opportunities in 
the interface between microelec-
tronics and biology.  eventually we 
concluded that the key opportu-
nity lies in the nervous system.  

it may surprise people but we actu-
ally know very little about the nerv-
ous system.  we know it is steered 
via electric impulses between 
nerve cells.  in the past we looked 
at it in reductionistic terms; we 
tried to understand the cell-pulse-
cell sequence in isolation.  But it 
is clearly far more complicated 
than that.  To understand what is 
going on we need to look simul-
taneously at multiple impulses; 
entire trains of impulses, all with 

significant variation in hertz.  
nerve cells have a huge number of 
different links with other cells.  a 
brain cell, for example, has about 
25,000 different contacts with 
other cells.  compare that to an 
ordinary cell which has about 7 
or 8 connections with other cells.  
The complexity, in other words, is 
astounding.  a nerve cell tentacle 
goes on the hunt for other cells to 
connect with but somehow needs 
to know that it cannot connect 
back to itself or connect with the 
same cell twice—otherwise a 
short-circuit results.  while we’ve 
recently discovered how a tentacle 

avoids connecting to its own cell, 
we still don’t understand how it 
manages to pick out a unique cell.  

with nerf we want to map the 
electric signals that a nerve cell 
receives and sends out.  we want 
to study this in vivo (in the living 
organism) and map it completely: 
how many contacts the cell has, 
what goes in where at what hz and 
what goes out where at what hz.  
This is the microelectronic part of 
the job.  The biological part is con-
cerned with the genetics: which 
genes are involved in this process 
of input-processing-output?  

at imec we’re building a lab for 
five research groups, to be staffed 
by about 50 people.  important 
to note is that this is a long term 
plan. we have a 10-20 year hori-
zon.  at present this is all still blue 
sky thinking.  But if we succeed, 
then the potential applications 
could be tremendously useful.  for 
example, paralysis due to head 
injury is due to a broken transmis-
sion somewhere in the nervous 
system.  if we can simulate the 
transmissions in the brain then we 
could possibly solve the problem.  
or take neurodegenerative dis-
eases like alzheimer’s or parkin-
son’s: these diseases are the result 
of neurons dying but we do not 
understand why.  we do not know 
which genes are involved because 
we have not yet succeeded in 
measuring this.  Ultimately we 
may be able to tinker with memory 
and cognitive abilities, although 
that probably takes us to a 50 year 
horizon.  Some of it is still science 
fiction but the roadmap is clearly 
beginning to take shape.

BIO
Jo Bury is joint-Managing Director 
of the VIB, Flanders’ leading life 
sciences institute

Today’s computers are pretty 
smart, but none can beat the 
human brain in all round intel-
ligence.  A pity then, that we 
understand so little about this 
remarkable organ.  What is 
clear, however, is that if we 
wish to make progress in this 
endeavour, then scientists 
from different disciplines—
including biology, micro-elec-
tronics, computer sciences, 
mathematics, linguistics, 
etc—will need to start collabo-
rating.  One such interdiscipli-
nary research initiative brings 
together scientists from VIB 
(Flanders’ top life sciences 
institute), IMEC (Europe’s 
largest independent research 
centre in nanoelectronics) and 
Leuven University. Their mis-
sion: to unravel the neuronal 
circuitry of the human brain.  
Jo Bury, Managing Director of 
the VIB, explains what is going 
on in the life sciences and how 
the NERF project came about. 

Can you tell us a little about the 
main trends in the life sciences?

clearly we need to adopt a more 
multidisciplinary approach.  in the 
past biology was focused mainly 
on the micro-level; our frame of 
reference was the single molecule 
or cell.   But today scientists are 
increasingly interested in the 
interaction between cells.  Topics 
like signal transduction are com-
ing to the fore.  This means that 
we need to take a more holistic 
approach; the focus is shifting to 
system biology.

for example, scientists today are 
trying to take a genome-wide 
approach to research.  This means 
assessing the possible involvement 
of thousands of different genes in 
a particular cellular process, in the 
hope of reducing those interac-
tions to mathematical models.  
But to accomplish this you need 
cooperation between a range of 

‘ Ultimately we may be able to 
tinker with memory and cognitive 
abilities, although that probably 
takes us to a 50 year horizon.
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In pursuit of the 
golden egg

Alain Heureux, CEO of IAB Europe, is creat-

ing a much needed innovation hub for the 

marketing and media industry

Being ‘disrupted’ can be a 
stressful experience if you hap-
pen to earn your bread in the 
industry being disrupted. Ask 
the advertising and marketing 
folks, who are trying to figure 
out to how (re)engage the 
digitally liberated consumer. 
But disruption is also about 
innovation. The right response 
is not to fight it; on the con-
trary, one should embrace the 
potential of the disruptive 
technology (the internet and 
all it implies) and use it to your 
advantage.  Look at what the 
music industry is finally doing.  
But to stimulate innovation 
you need the right ecosystem. 
You need a system that brings 
people from various disciplines 
together, where ideas are 
shared, that in turn lead to new 
ideas, and where infrastructure 
and money is available to turn 
those ideas into projects and 
new business.  Alain Heureux, 
boss of IAB Europe (the digital 
marketing trade association), 
is building such an ecosystem 
in Brussels, and it’s called 
the Egg. The point: to create 
golden eggs. 

Can you tell us a little about the 
Egg and how it came about?

“i’ve worked in the marketing sec-
tor for about 20 years now, first in 
traditional marketing and later in 
the interactive field, and mainly 
at a european level.  Looking back, 
it’s interesting to see that the sec-
tor has been grappling with the 
impact of the internet for at least 
two decades now.  These issues 
keep on coming back.  

in 2002 i was offered the chair-
manship of iaB Belgium, the trade 
association for the interactive 
marketing industry.  i grasped that 
opportunity because i saw it as an 
opportunity to push our industry 
forward in these exciting times.  
we scaled up the organisation, 
and i started visiting our sister 
iaB associations across europe to 
see what they were doing.  pretty 
quickly consensus emerged that 
we needed to set up a european 
trade association, which i was 
asked to head.  at that point i 
stepped out of my professional 
activities and dedicated myself 
full-time to the industry.  and 
that’s also when i started visiting 
other players in our ecosystem: the 
advertisers, the direct marketers, 
the newspapers, the traditional 
agencies, the creatives, etc—they 

all have their own associations.  
one of these associations was 
looking to set up a club, a real club 
with a clubhouse.   That prompted 
the idea to create something more 
ambitious: a physical space that 
would cover the entire industry, 
where the greater scale and the 
synergies between the various 
disciplines could be exploited.  

 INNOVATION PLATFORM
as an industry we really need 
to be much more open to other 
industries; we need to encourage 
more cross-pollination of ideas.  
at present this happens too little; 
we’re still stuck in our silos.  Sure, 
we do have some organisations, 
like flanders Dc or ibbt, who are 
trying to stimulate more innova-
tion and creativity across disci-
plines, but we need to do so much 
more.   we need more than the 
odd event or summit.  we need an 
ongoing platform and venue; and 
it needs to be financially viable.  
That’s what we tried to do by cre-
ating the egg.  it’s taken us 8 years 
but thankfully we’re almost there.  

it took us four years to convince 
most of the professional associa-
tions to move—physically move—

to our location in Brussels.  The 
site on the Barra Street in Brussels 
is a godsend; it is absolutely ideal. 

 we’re in the centre of Brussels, 
close to Brussels midi where the 
eurostar hub is. and the building 
is amazing.  it is an old industrial 
building that we’re in the proc-
ess of renovating completely.  at 
present it already has the offices 

and meeting rooms for the asso-
ciations and we’re working on 
the innovation lab and the four 
studios.  we’ll have a restaurant, 
press and multimedia rooms and 
several large locations for events 
and exhibitions.  at the moment 
it’s all hands on deck because 
we’re opening officially in october-
november 2010.

The egg will be the industry’s 
innovation hub.  40,000 to 50,000 
people per year will pass through 
these doors, attending confer-
ences, technical meetings, board 
meetings, and more.  people 
from all walks of life—marketers, 
technical people, artists, etc—will 
meet each other both formally 
and informally in the walkways 
here; and that will lead to new 
ideas and initiatives. we want to 
attract young talented people 
from across europe to come here 
for residential internships.  people 
will be able to work on innova-
tion projects here, supervised by 
research institutes like the iBBT.   
The idea is that young people 
will be able to submit project 
proposals—we’ll call them eggs—
and that we find funds for at least 
one egg per year as a fully fledged 
project: the golden egg.

my sincere hope is that the egg 
will help the industry make that 
transition to the new world of 
marketing.  in this country we are 
beginning to lag behind, no doubt.  
Thank heavens that we do have 
some fantastic names, like netlog, 
insites, Boondoggle and Drupal, 
otherwise it would be a disaster.  
as an industry it is high time that 
we define a strategy and go for it, 

‘ We need to turn the corner 
in the same way that the music 

industry is finally doing.
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in the broadest sense.  otherwise 
we’ll miss the boat.   it is tough, 
obviously; we’re not alone in this 
struggle to deal with the digital 
revolution.  most of the large 
media players in europe still don’t 
get it.  people think that it’s simply 
a matter of repackaging content 
for digital media; reformatting 
things a bit for the e-readers.  But 
it is so much more than that.  Their 
competition is facebook and net-
log!  The user experience is what 
matters, and that is changing at 
the root.  You need to question the 
business model at its heart, from 
a to Z, and that is tremendously 
difficult for the large media com-
panies.  The tendency is to delay, 
which is understandable; they’re 
afraid that they’ll cannibalise their 
existing revenue stream.   But the 
crisis may open up opportunities.  

it has increased the pressure on 
companies to reassess the fun-
damentals.  we need to turn the 
corner in the same way that the 
music industry is finally doing.  i 
think that we’re trying to adapt 
to the new realities and opportu-
nities but the major shift hasn’t 
happened yet.  my hope is that the 
egg will bring some inspiration in 
this regard.  

BIO
Alain Heureux is President of the 
Interactive Advertising Bureau 
Europe (IAB Europe), the trade 
association responsible for pro-
moting the growth of the interac-
tive advertising markets in Europe. 
He has more than 20 years pan-
European marketing experience 
having established several mar-
keting services companies across 
Europe: the CPM Group specialis-
ing in field and direct marketing 
and sales promotion, Virtuology, 
a web agency active in Brussels, 
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an integrated marcom agency. 
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the House of Communication 
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dedicated to Creativity, Innovation 
and Technologies in media and 
marketing.
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