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The strive for sustainability
is at the heart of the chemical
and life sciences industry
Since 2009, essenscia has published a sustainable development report
every other year. The 2019 edition not only captures a decade in search of
excellence in sustainability throughout the sector, it also has a very special
character in many aspects.
Firstly because this year essenscia, the Belgian industry federation for
chemistry and life sciences, celebrates its 100th anniversary. During its rich
history the Belgian chemical and life sciences industry has come up with
remarkable individuals who have proven to be great entrepreneurs and who
have taken industry and society to a next level of sustainable performance.
This 2019 sustainability report is in a certain way a tribute to the outstanding
work of these dedicated and inspiring personalities.
Secondly, because of the many new features contained in this report.
For the first time the essenscia sustainability report has been audited by
an external audit bureau. The report has been found to be in line with best
proven practice in the field of sustainability reporting. Also for the first
time a materiality matrix is included which has been validated by internal
experts and external stakeholders. This will lead to a stronger focus on
key indicators in the years to come.
Finally, the report highlights four key societal issues which directly affect
the future development of this industry in Belgium and in Europe: energy and
climate, plastic waste, circular economy, and talent and skills for the future.
This strategic choice to focus on four major challenges and their related
threats and opportunities is again a first for our industry and underlines
essenscia’s willingness to maintain an open-minded and structural dialogue
on sustainability with all relevant stakeholders in society.
This brochure summarizes the most prominent economic, environmental
and societal key facts and figures and briefly points out the core messages
of the sustainable development report. We kindly invite you to discover
the full content of the report on www.essensciaforsustainability.be.

Yves Verschueren,
Managing Director essenscia
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Challenge — Energy & Climate

Contributing to
the transition towards
a smart carbon society
Tackling climate change while realizing an unprecedented
energy transition is without any doubt one of the biggest
challenges our society is facing. The products of the chemical
and life sciences industry play a decisive role to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions in housing, mobility, agriculture
and other industrial sectors. Furthermore, the sector has
decreased its own greenhouse gas emissions significantly.
To keep delivering these sustainable solutions the industry
requires considerable quantities of climate neutral energy and
a smart carbon economy needs to be developed where CO2
can be reused in materials or synthetic fuels. To achieve this,
continued efforts in groundbreaking innovation are needed
to enable the sector to develop the full potential of hydrogen,
capture carbon for storage or utilization, look into alternative
raw materials and further optimize production processes.
To work towards these ambitious goals essenscia is
committed to further stimulate climate friendly innovation
and energy efficiency in a global and economically
viable context.

Challenge – Energy & Climate

Key challenges
“Climate neutral energy
is key for the successful
transition to a smart
carbon society and
a circular economy.”

1 Engage further in the transition
towards a smart and circular
carbon society.
2 Facilitate competitive and
climate neutral energy that
allows an energy intensive
industry to further improve
everyone’s quality of life.
3 Innovate in highly efficient
production processes
and circular carbon use
such as carbon capture &
utilization (CCU).
4 Make clear that a forwardlooking industrial policy should
take into account the global
dimension of the economy and
the climate issue.
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Challenge — Sustainable Plastics

Unlocking the true
and sustainable
advantages of plastics
Our society has to deal with a plastic paradox. In our lives
we are all heavily dependent on plastic products – although
some of us are not always aware – yet there is an intense
public debate on the sustainability of plastics. It is indeed
unacceptable that plastic waste ends up in the environment,
particularly since it can be of great value at the end of its
lifecycle when re-entering the value chain as a resource for
the production of new items.
Better collecting, sorting and recycling is of upmost
importance to ramp up the circular economy of plastic
materials. Far too often they are considered as the root cause
of all problems, while they are actually part of the solution.
Focusing on their functionalities, it quickly becomes obvious
how useful they are in making construction and transportation
more sustainable, renewable energy more productive and
avoiding food wastage through plastic packaging. On top
of that, plastic items bring comfort, security and even fun
in our lives.
That’s why essenscia is part of the Circular Plastics Alliance
and fully supports the Ocean Clean Sweep initiative of
PlasticsEurope. The sector is also engaging with local
communities in Eastern Asia to tackle the plastic waste issue.

Challenge – Sustainable Plastics

Key challenges
“Plastics are
essential materials
to reach the
Sustainable
Development Goals
and when used
effectively they are
valuable resources
to accelerate the
circular economy.”

1 Support or partner up with initiatives
that efficiently prevent the loss of plastics
in the environment.
2 Plead for a zero plastics to landfill policy
on a global level to achieve 100% recovery
of plastic resources.
3 Invest in worldwide collecting, sorting
and recycling to fully integrate plastics
in a circular economy.
4 Innovate in design for circularity and
better and various recycling techniques
including the upscaling of chemical
recycling as complementary to
mechanical recycling.
5 Explain, through the sustainable functions
they deliver, the positive contribution
of plastic products to the Sustainable
Development Goals by helping to save
energy, save water, save lives and prevent
food waste.
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Challenge — Circular Economy

Providing the
building blocks for
a circular economy
The chemical, plastics and life sciences industry is at the
heart of the ongoing transition towards a circular economy
to minimize environmental impact and preserve natural
resources. Optimizing resource and energy efficiency
has always been a key priority in the sector’s production
processes. Nowadays, even CO2 emissions are being
captured to be reused as raw materials while the possibilities
of alternative feedstock and energy sources and carriers
are being explored.
Chemistry and life sciences have a strong leverage effect for
the circular economy as the industry provides the essential
building blocks for a wide range of indispensable products we
use every day. This is also a huge responsibility and a major
challenge for our sector that requires even more collaboration
in research, eco-design, manufacturing and distribution with
other sectors and partners throughout the whole value chain
and across borders.
For that reason, essenscia will keep reaching out to
stakeholders in order to build strong partnerships that
accelerate the circular economy.

Challenge – Circular Economy

Key challenges
“The sector strives
for sustainable and
circular products to
create welfare and
wellbeing within
the planetary
boundaries.”

1 Seize the opportunities of the circular
economy by developing new products
and services together with our clients.
2 Set up collaborative partnerships and
encourage knowledge sharing to put
the circular economy into practice,
from product eco-design to waste
management, in order to keep materials
at their highest value.
3 Apply life cycle thinking as a guiding
principle in the sustainable selection of
resources and materials.
4 Ensure the safe and responsible use of
chemicals and substances throughout
the whole value chain by maintaining a
strong product stewardship.
5 Advocate and contribute to reduce the
hurdles in current legislation embedded
within a risk-based approach.
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Challenge — Attracting Talent

Inspiring and
attracting talent to
boost sustainable
innovation
In an industry driven by innovation, talented people are of
paramount importance. The chemical and life sciences sector
provides qualitative jobs to over 90,000 people. This skilled
workforce is the engine driving much needed innovations for
societal challenges such as climate change, the switch to a
circular economy and the recycling of plastics.
The sector offers jobs where people can make a meaningful
difference in the lives of many others. However, more young
people, especially girls, need to choose STEM* education or
consider a career in the industry to help realising this mission.
With this in mind, the sector needs to deliver more compelling
stories, clear examples and inspiring role models if it wants to
be successful in attracting young talents.
Therefore, essenscia continues its search in finding new
ways to communicate with young people and those who
influence them. Making science and chemistry appealing
in relation to the issues young people care about remains
a major challenge.

Challenge – Attracting Talent

Key challenges
“The sector is eager
to try out new ways
to inspire young
people on how they
can really make
a difference in
chemistry, plastics
and life sciences.”

1 Provide attractive, diverse and meaningful
jobs to become the ‘first employer of
choice’ for every young talent.
2 Encourage more young people,
regardless of gender, ethnic origin or
social background, to consider STEM*
education and a career in chemistry and
life sciences.
3 Intensify the interaction and cooperation
between industry and all education levels
by expanding innovative learning methods
and sharing expertise.
4 Invest in sustainable careers and life-long
learning in close collaboration with social
partners and the sectoral training centres.
5 Prepare employees for the jobs of the
future by helping them to adopt new skills
and competences and applying digital
technologies.

*STEM stands for Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathematics
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People
Providing qualitative jobs
to over 300.000 people

Highly skilled workforce but
in need of STEM talents

A

In the chemical, plastics
and life sciences industry
42% of the employees
have a higher-level degree
(university or college level education).
This is considerably higher than in the
manufacturing sector as a whole (26%). For
vital positions such as process operators
or maintenance technicians, more students
with a proper STEM education are needed.

90,000
direct jobs
210,000
indirect jobs

The chemical and life sciences industry
is a key provider of quality employment
in Belgium with more than 92,000 direct
and around 210,000 indirect jobs. The
sectoral share in the total employment
of the manufacturing industry has risen
continuously, up from 11% in 1980 to more
than 19% in 2017. Moreover, employment
in the chemical and life sciences industry
increased with more than 4.500 new jobs
in the last 4 years.

Almost half of researchers
are women
The chemical and life sciences
industry employed more
than 25,000 women in 2017,
representing a share of 28.2%
of the total workforce which
is higher than the industrial average of
23%. Nearly half of all researchers in the
sector (45%) are woman, a slight decline
in comparison to the previous report.
This emphasizes that continued efforts
are needed to attract even more women
to the sector.

Investing in life-long learning
In 2017, 56,000 people
or nearly two thirds of all
62%
employees participated in
a formal training program.
The social partners in
the sector have agreed
on a common objective of an average of
four days training per year per employee.
This underlines the importance to prepare
companies and their personnel for
digitization and the jobs of the future.

People

One third of employees
is older than 50 years

Good places to work, safe
and well remunerated

The chemical and life
sciences sector has an
ageing workforce. In 2018,
one out of three jobs were
+50
held by employees aged
over 50. Over the last ten years, this ratio has
risen from 19% to 32%, stressing the interest
to attract new talents to the sector. With the
Demography Fund essenscia and the social
partners are investing in sustainable and
healthy careers.

With only 2% of the total
number of declared
occupational illnesses in
Belgium, and nearly half the
accident rate recorded for the
manufacturing industry as a whole, the
sector is a safe and good place to work.
Gross salaries are on average 18.4% higher
than in other manufacturing sectors.

Almost 10% of employees come
to work by bike

9%

Given the outlying
locations of industrial
production sites and the
fact that 36% of employees
in the sector are on shift
work the car remains the most popular mode
of transport for 80% of employees. Nearly
10% of workers come to work by bicycle,
making it the second most popular means
of transportation. More than 5% of the
sector’s workers make use of carpooling.
Public transport is used by just 2% of the
sector’s employees.

Providing quality training to more
than 1000 employees
Companies in the
chemical, plastics and life
sciences industry operate
in a heavily regulated
environment. Therefore,
essenscia organizes
various training sessions
to ensure compliance on safety, health and
environmental issues, as well as on product
policy topics and social policy matters.
In 2018, the federation provided at least
11,198 training hours to 1,177 employees
of 444 companies.
11,198
training hours
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Planet
A world leader in energy efﬁciency
Since 1990, total
production in the
chemical and life
sciences sector in Belgium has more
than tripled, while energy consumption
has increased by only 37%. This means
an increased energy efficiency with 56%,
resulting in a clear decoupling of energy
use and production. The sector’s energy
efficiency performance is world-class, but
it still remains energy intensive with 213 PJ
of energy consumption in 2017.

-56%

Strongly decreasing greenhouse
gas emissions
Greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions per weighted
production volume
CO2
have decreased by 80%
-80% since 1990, achieving
a decoupling between
economic growth and ecological impact.
The sector no longer uses fossil fuel nor
coal, but switched to natural gas and
electricity as main energy sources. As a
result, in absolute figures GHG emissions
more than halved since 1995. With novel
technologies such as carbon capture and
utilization (CCU) and through products that
help avoiding GHG emissions in housing
and transport, the sector will be part of the
solution in tackling climate change.

Going circular in industrial waste
and industrial packaging
The sector represents only
4% of industrial waste and
4% of industrial packaging in
4% Belgium. This demonstrates
the sector’s capacity to deal
with resources in a very efficient way. The
transition towards a circular economy
holds a tremendous diversity of potential
solutions at different stages of maturity:
the exchange of side and waste streams
between production sites, enhanced
resource efficiency, renewable feedstock,
design for recycling and the increased
recycling of plastics.

Drastically reducing acidifying
and organic emissions
By the use of best
available techniques
-50%
acidifying emissions
have more than halved
since 2001, while in that same period the
production index nearly doubled. In this
way the sector accounts for merely 3% of
all acidifying emissions in Belgium and the
industry is approaching the limits of what
is technically feasible in terms of emission
reduction. The sector’s specific organic
emissions have also dropped by 50% over
the last decade, actually being only 8% of
the Belgian total.

Planet

Using less quality water

-35%

The chemical and life sciences
industry is an important industrial
water user. 89% of the water
used by the sector in Belgium is
surface water mainly used as a
coolant for industrial processes. In 2017,
drinking water accounted for only 6% of the
total water usage and groundwater for just
1.6%. Between 2007 and 2017 the specific
use of quality water per production volume
decreased by 35%.

Waste water quality is
gradually improving

Speciﬁc nitrogen and phosphorous
releases are stabilizing
Too much nitrogen and
phosphorus in surface waters
is not good for the quality of
the riverine ecosystems. Whilst
the chemical, plastics and life
sciences industry has reduced
its impact on water ecosystems
by cutting back its specific nitrogen and
phosphorous releases by more than 70%
since 2001, the sector remains a contributor
to eutrophication and emissions are
stabilizing in the last years.

Since 2001, the chemical
and life sciences sector has
reduced its specific COD load
-70% (chemical oxygen demand,
COD
an indicator for the polluant
load of wastewater) by almost
70%. Implementing the best available
techniques for wastewater treatment allows
the sector to maintain a stable COD level in
its eﬄuents, whilst increasing its production.
With 22% of total industrial emissions for
COD, the sector still has an important impact
on wastewater quality.
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Prosperity
Upward trend in bringing welfare
to society

A key investor in
Belgium’s economy

With more than 19 million
euros of added value
in 2017, the Belgian
22%
chemical, plastics and
life sciences industry
2005 2017
is the most important
industrial contributor to Belgium’s welfare.
Its share is growing strongly and represents
more than one third of the total value
added of Belgium’s manufacturing industry,
primarily boosted by a strong growth in the
biopharmaceutical industry.

With more than 2 billion
euros of new investments
done in 2018 the sector
remains a key investor
in Belgium’s economy,
accounting for nearly 30%
of total investments in the manufacturing
industry. Continuing to invest in existing
facilities and attracting new investments
is crucial to ensure a sustainable future
for the chemical and life sciences industry
in Belgium, responding to the highest
environmental and safety requirements.

34%

Number one export sector
in Belgium
With more than three
quarters of its production
being exported – mainly
to neighbouring countries
and the USA – the Belgian
chemical, plastics and life
sciences industry represents one third
of total Belgian export. This results in a
positive trade balance of 25 billion euros in
2018, a figure which has increased by more
than 30% in the last decade.

€2
billion

A strong focus on innovation:
largest private investor in R&D
The sector strongly believes
that pioneering technology
and scientific innovation
are key to find solutions
for the major societal
the world is
+64% challenges
facing. R&D spending in
the chemical and life sciences industry
totalled nearly 4.3 billion euros in 2017,
an increase of 64% over a decade. The
sector is by far the largest private investor
in R&D, accounting for almost two thirds
of total R&D expenditures by all Belgian
manufacturing companies.

Prosperity

Delivering nearly two patents
per working day

More than €5 billion of taxes
go into the state budget

With no less than
455 patents granted in
the field of chemistry,
pharmaceuticals and
biotechnology in 2017,
the sector accounts for one third of all
Belgian patents granted by the European
Patent Office. The number of patents in
the sector nearly doubled over the past
ten years. The relative share of chemistry
and life sciences in the total number of
granted patents is in Belgium the highest
in the world.

The chemical and life sciences
sector makes a significant
contribution to the public
finances through the taxes it
pays. In 2017, companies and
employees in the sector contributed more
than 5 billion euros to the state budget.
On the other hand, the sector received
tax incentives and subsidies, particularly
related to R&D and shift work, worth an
estimated 583 million euros in 2017. Overall,
every employee in the sector contributes
57,028 euros to the state budget.

455

patents
per year

1 worker out of 8 involved
in R&D activities
The chemical and life
sciences industry is highly
R&D intensive with more than
11,000 people, or 1 person
out of 8 in the sector, involved
in an R&D-related activity or working in
an R&D department. This includes about
7,800 full-time equivalent qualified scientific
researchers – 2,000 more than in 2013 –
amounting to 26% of Belgium’s private
sector researcher population.
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essenscia

A strong commitment
to the Sustainable
Development Goals

“95% of goods in Europe
are directly linked to
chemicals or chemical
processes making the
chemical, plastics and
life sciences industry
a strong ally for
sustainability.”

essenscia and the companies of the chemical, plastics and life sciences
industry in Belgium are strongly committed to play their vital part in
reaching all of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) developed
by the United Nations. Together with governments, social partners,
NGOs and civil society we are determined to make a large contribution
to a better and more sustainable future. In the full online report one
can easily discover how the sector is actively contributing to each of
the seventeen SDGs.
As is the case for any complex issue, the chemical, plastics and life
sciences sector generally has multiple connections to individual SDGs,
often with both a positive as a negative possible impact. For instance,
insulation materials help to avoid CO2 emissions in housing while
greenhouse gases are emitted during the production of these materials.
To find the right solutions for future challenges a multicriteria and
multidimensional approach is always needed if we want to make truly
sustainable choices for the next generation.
A recent UN report, published in September 2019, rightly recognizes
innovation driven by science and technology as the key lever for the
transformation towards a sustainable society. We share that belief
and innovation is at the core of our federation. With the essenscia
Patent Cell, the bi-annual essenscia Innovation Award and a strong
engagement in the regional innovation clusters for chemistry and life
sciences we are strongly supporting sustainable innovations in every
step of the innovation process.
Finally, in March 2019 the European Commission published a working
document on Sustainable Products in a Circular Economy stating that
95% of goods are directly linked to chemicals or chemical processes.
In that respect the Belgian chemical and life sciences sector is fully
engaged to extensive product stewardship ensuring a safe and
responsible use of chemical substances and mixtures throughout
the complex and circular value chains on a global level.
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essenscia
Belgian Federation for Chemistry
and Life Sciences Industries

Belgium is the world champion in chemicals and plastics
on a sales per capita basis and our country is one of the
innovation leaders in Europe in terms of clinical trials and
the development of new medicines, whereas Belgium’s
biotechnology has a worldwide reputation. This unique
concentration of knowledge and expertise creates a great deal
of prosperity and well-being. The chemical and life sciences
industry is not only very important for our economy, above all its
added value for society is substantial by delivering innovations
that improve everyone’s quality of life.

Boulevard Auguste Reyerslaan 80
1030 Brussels
T +32 2 238 97 11
info@essenscia.be
www.essenscia.be
www.facebook.com/essenscia
@essenscia_NL
@essenscia_FR

Discover the full report on
www.essensciaforsustainability.be

Responsible editor: Yves Verschueren, Managing Director essenscia, Boulevard Auguste Reyerslaan 80, 1030 Brussels

essenscia is the sectoral federation for the chemical,
plastics and life sciences industry (pharmaceuticals and
biotechnology) in Belgium. The sector is one of the most
important branches of industry in Belgium, and a driving force
of its economy. essenscia represents about 730 companies
which cover a wide range of activities from chemical and
(bio)pharmaceutical products to paints, varnishes, glues,
cosmetics, detergents, industrial gases, lubricants and various
plastic items to products for agriculture, construction and
many other sectors.

