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Green growth in the Benelux:  

Indicators of local transition to a low-carbon 
economy in cross-border regions 

HIGHLIGHTS 

The transition to a low-carbon economy (LCE) is an aspiration of 
most local areas, regions and countries. The key to a low-carbon future is 
the fostering of green growth: economic growth and development that 
ensures that natural assets will continue to provide the resources and 
environmental services on which our well-being relies, today and into the 
future. To do this, green growth must act as a catalyst for investment and 
innovation, which will underpin sustained growth and give rise to new 
economic opportunities (OECD, 2011a). 

The path to a low-carbon future is different for each local area, because they each have different 
starting positions and unique combinations of assets and opportunities. While there are activities on 
measuring progress on green growth at the national and international levels, at the local level measuring 
progress is at best patchy and uneven. There are two main reasons why monitoring and understanding 
progress to green growth needs to be tracked at both the national and international levels, but also at the 
local level: 

1. The impacts of climate change will vary at the local level. 
2. The impacts of responding to climate change, including carbon pricing and switching to less 

carbon intensive energy supply and production will be distributed differently across regions.  

This document outlines the results of an OECD project in the Benelux countries (Belgium, The 
Netherlands and Luxembourg). Other cases analysed as part of this project are in Copenhagen, Denmark; 
Berlin, Germany; and Santiago, Chile. The study paid particular attention to the challenges of measuring the 
transition to a low-carbon economy in cross-border areas.  

Cross-border regions have additional levels of complexity when it comes to measuring and 
monitoring their low-carbon transition. The cross-border character of the Benelux region also provides a 
challenge in data collection. Cross-border regions hardly ever coincide with any single data gathering 
‘institution’. Moreover, Belgium (Flanders, Brussels, Wallonia), the Netherlands, and Luxembourg have 
different indicator systems at the national level, and even more so at the more decentralised level which 
creates problems of data availability, data (in)consistency, and hence comparability.  

Progress is already noticeable in the two areas analysed in the study. In Ghent-Terneuzen the bio-
base economy is contributing to the value of turnover and growth in employment in the environmental 
goods and services (EGS) sectors. In Alzette-Belval the construction industry is engaging in resource-
efficient building design and certification. In other areas there is evidence of progress, but this evidence is 
anecdotal, or patchy in its collection, and not able to be included in the dashboard metrics. For example, 
the emergence of the eco-technologies cluster in the Alzette-Belval case is not reflected in the calculations 
of employment or turnover.  
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Policy Challenges and Recommendations 

The key policy challenge to emerge from this study is the need for 
local data sets to inform local decision making. In both areas investigated 
in this report, it is evident that green growth is seen as being central to 
future economic and employment development. It is also very apparent 
that in measuring activity and progress to green growth there is a 
significant gap between aspiration and opportunities on the one hand, 
and the ability and resources of the institutions in these regions to 
systematically assess options and evaluate performance. This is due to a lack of appropriate metrics and the 
lack of available local data to populate these metrics.  

There are six key policy challenges and nine core policy recommendations. 

1. Providing consensus on cross-border indicators; what is measured, why and how often, and how they 

are communicated. 

Agreement on a set of common indicators and the mechanisms for measuring and populating these 
indicators firstly requires stakeholder engagement and agreement to inform and validate the indicator 
selection process. Through the process of deciding ‘what’ to measure, monitor and use as indicators for 
performance, stakeholders can develop a shared understanding and responsibility for developing and 
populating indicators. This in turn flows into the activities and responsibilities of the institutions from 
whence these stakeholders come (public, private, public) and develop a platform for co-operation. The 
guiding suggestion is to develop indicators in this participatory way early in the process, as they can 
generate support for the essential goals of the local policy process or project. 

Recommendation 1 – Establish a method by which cross-border stakeholders can identify the main variables 
associated with transition and how these will be measured, and build indicator development and 
measurement verification into large public investment activities. 

2. Defining suitable methodologies and metrics to assess green growth 

The indicators collected and analysed through the dashboard highlight areas in which progress is 
slow, or where the local context in terms of historical industrial legacies or current activity concentrations 
make local transitions difficult. Both the cross-border case studies presented in this report operate as 
transport and logistical hubs; Ghent-Terneuzen is the site of a major port and associated road 
infrastructure, and the Alzette-Belval (as with much of Luxembourg) is a major road transit thoroughfare 
between the Benelux and other countries. Therefore, much of this current industrial activity is carbon 
intensive. This will not necessarily change quickly, but if the progress of (greener) change can be monitored 
and reported at the local level, then the population and businesses of these areas can see first-hand the 
potential of the low-carbon economy in their area.  

Measuring carbon emissions is going to be the most vital performance metric for assessing the low-
carbon transition. Indicator development needs to provide a method by which to do this at the local levels, 
and in such a way that it takes into consideration the local context. For example, if a large percentage of 
the carbon emissions of the two areas is from transport and logistics infrastructure, which is clearly not an 
economic activity that is contained to the local region, but which sits at the regional or national level, then 
the data must allow this distinction to be made.  

Recommendation 2 - Ensure data collection provides flexibility to isolate local sources of emissions. 
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3. Identifying and resourcing local institutions to collect and report on indicators  

The Ghent-Terneuzen area benefits from the extended capabilities of the City of Ghent, which has a 
longer history of collecting indicators at the local level and undertaking national efforts on behalf of the 
Netherlands to establish baseline reports in new data sets centred around environmental goods and 
services turnover and employment.  

The Alzette-Belval region does not have this same history of local indicator development. The area 
is facing major industrial transition from a declining steel industry base to what is anticipated to be a clean 
and knowledge intensive one, centred around the new University of Luxembourg campus and an emerging 
eco-technologies cluster.  

There is an important role for policy in prioritising the development of indicators to track progress, 
particularly given the amount of investment being made in each of these areas to facilitate transition. 

Recommendation 3 - Identify and resource appropriate institution/s to collect and report this data in a 
consistent format, which provides comparative analysis on headline indicators at the local, national and 
international level. 

4. Maximising the transition impact of large projects and infrastructure development 

The case study chapters discuss in-depth examples of major 
initiatives in green growth activities that are taking place in both cross-
border regions. In Ghent-Terneuzen this is the bio-base economy hub and 
training centre; in Alzette-Belval it is the high standard efficiency and 
construction of the urban development of a brownfield site. These major 
projects will provide significant opportunities for decarbonisation of the 
local economies.  

There is an important role for policy to play in prioritising the development of indicators to track 
progress in these large projects, particularly given the amount of investment being made in each of these 
areas to facilitate transition. The scale of this investment provides an opportunity to begin new data 
collections, as local data collection would only be a small percentage of the total expenditure.  

The triple helix framework (industry, university, government) offers a method by which to generate 
this assessment.  

Recommendation 4 - Financially and logistically support data collection projects that are devised and 
implemented by local stakeholders as a way to cement the operation of cross-border governance. 

The ability to track and measure progress towards ‘green growth’ through locally specific data 
sources on labour and skills variables would allow the transition to become more transparent to the local 
populations and, in particular, to highlight the opportunities presented by low-carbon activities and job 
creation. However, local institutions may not have the capacity for measuring or collecting data, and 
planning and investment in capacity-building activities thus need to be undertaken, to develop this 
capacity. Capacity needs to be built into the local institutions in order to measure the impacts of the 
various measures. The Benelux Union has a role to play in assisting local institutions to enure that there is 
comparability in the way data is collected and the indicators that are used are cross-border ‘proof’. 

The ability of local communities to make these decisions is dependent on the provision of accurate 
and appropriate data for decision-making. The difficulty of achieving this is magnified in cross-border areas, 
unless structures exist to organise this process. This is also true for identifying and bringing together 
relevant stakeholders in cross-border regions - it is necessary to create a structure and participatory 
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process that can empower stakeholders across national borders to identify, prioritise and lobby for these 
major impact initiatives. 

Recommendation 5 - Develop processes that seek out and engage a full range of local stakeholders, and 
which equip them to participate in the discussions and projects. Not all stakeholders are equally able to 
participate in these activities; recognising and providing resources for these participatory processes 
increases the likelihood of ownership of the projects and outcomes. 

Local stakeholders should also have a means by which their ideas and ambitions can influence the 
creation of these large projects. The identified need for public transport options in the new Alzette-Belval 
area in order to prevent the high levels of private vehicle commuting in the area is one example of how 
local ambitions can inform wider plans for major infrastructure. Knowledge instiutions can play a key role in 
the development of green intelligence for urban transport. 

Recommendation 6 – Develop and encourage cross-border groupings of public and elected officials to 
provide input into large transition projects and thus strengthen the capacity of the Benelux Union.  

Cross-border regions must also deal with complexities arising from the presence of multiple 
political and policy jurisdictional boundaries all influencing the activities in the one cross-border region. 
Each jurisdiction has an inherent culture and set of norms that shape their activities, so that even when 
broad policy objectives across jurisdictions align, the method of achieving these objectives may be 
different. Where policy objectives do not align, the situation is even more difficult.  

Policy co-ordination is an essential element to enable cross-border regions to transition into the 
low-carbon economy. Cross-border co-operation models need to be strengthened and developed further, 
to stand as laboratories of co-operation for green growth transition. 

The Benelux Union itself is a well-established and equipped co-
operative structure through which these cross-border regions can develop 
harmonised policy objectives across borders. The Benelux Union also 
offers the opportunity for the development of cross-border governance 
models that start to align both policy objectives and policy 
implementation. New models of partnership and governance need to be 
found and this requires different types of policy and analytical skills – e.g. a 
small intelligence unit could be created within the Benelux Secretariat, to 
bring together existing knowledge to help develop horizontal projects for the Benelux regions. 

The fact that individual local areas are very different does not mean that there can and should be 
no learning from shared experiences. In fact, there are common themes in policy implications and needs 
across all regions seeking transition to a low-carbon economy. The next policy challenges relate to: 
knowledge creation and diffusion in the green economy; and green industries and emerging markets.  

5. Fostering knowledge creation and diffusion in the green economy 

The challenge of transitioning economic activities from high carbon intensity to lower carbon 
intensity at a regional geographical level, and in a way that minimises negative impacts and enhances the 
positive ones for regional development, is a challenge for all local areas. The scenarios presented in this 
report have specifically focused on cross-border regions, but issues of sector-based transition and support 
for emerging ‘green’ markets such as the bio-base economy in Ghent-Terneuzen, and the green 
construction industry in Alzette-Belval, are being played out in regions across Europe and the rest of the 
developed world.  
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As with all regions, cross-border areas need to ensure that skills development and job creation 
match the expectations and investments that are being made by all levels of government. Indicator 
development and data collections focused on related skills, jobs and education, and linked with 
environmental goods and services, are essential and should be prioritised. 

Recommendation 7 - Strengthen innovation capacity in the Benelux Union through international co-
operation in order to re-position new industrial ecologies and clusters while addressing the challenges of 
green growth transition.  

In this sense, the policy implications are similar for all regions – the focus should be on skills 
development across the whole of the labour market (not just students and those entering the labour 
market), and build on local industrial concentrations and strengths for endogenous economic development 
through clusters. For regions that have previously had concentrations of carbon intensive industrial 
activities, such as Alzette-Belval and the steel industry, the transition must also be accompanied by some 
other significant changes that allow a re-positioning of the area away from the former industrial profile.  

The development of the Cité des Sciences and the resource efficient building design offers such an 
opportunity for a reset. Policy support to enhance and embed these industrial changes is vital, and much 
can be learned by connecting with other areas in Europe and beyond, which are experiencing similar 
industrial shifts.  

However, in cross-border regions, targeted institutional structures are required to generate and 
strengthen additional international co-operation for skills development. This is necessary both for the 
Benelux countries, but also for neighbouring countries. Actions as simple as aligning training and 
qualification systems for cross-border regions mean that knowledge and innovation systems can operate 
effectively. Also, mechanisms that structure large project development on both sides of the national 
borders, linking education systems with promotion of entrepreneurship-based education, will support job 
creation and job quality in new start-ups and in existing SMEs 

Recommendation 8 - Align qualification systems, accreditation and content across borders. Green education 
and green entrepreneurship can provide a focus for skills recognition and skills activities by the educational 
institutions in the Benelux. This focus can be developed by provision of specific courses in TVET organisations 
and by offering Masters and Certificate level courses in Universities and other educational institutions. As 
areas move from old industry cultures into new LCE activities, new companies and new services are needed. 
Local entrepreneurs, young and old, male and female should be encouraged to set-up businesses through 
active and innovative financial mechanisms. 

6. Supporting green industries and emerging markets 

The transition to a low-carbon economy will see the emergence of new industries and new markets 
for green products and services. These represent opportunities for firms to grow and develop. However, 
the process of innovating and commercialising new products in an emerging market is a perilous journey – 
when customers are not familiar with the unique features of the product, or if the product requires setting 
a premium price compared to other similar products (even if it performs to a higher standard of efficiency), 
it can be hard for market penetration to occur. 

The risks in this process are higher for small and medium sized firms (SMEs), because they lack the 
same level of internal resources that large firms have available to support the innovation process. However, 
as established through the analysis of innovative firms over many years, it is exactly these SMEs who are 
most likely to be the highly innovative firms, and who seek to introduce new products and processes.  

Public policy can play, and indeed does play, a role in the support of these new markets. The most 
prevalent and effective forms of support to date have been shown to be through government’s using their 
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regulatory powers to increase the efficiency standards and emissions reduction requirements of energy, 
buildings, cars, household appliances, etc. as well as promoting the attractiveness of renewable energy. 
Public policy can also play a role in supporting new green markets through public procurement. This is 
where governments act as first, large and/or non-narrow price sensitive customers for new green services 
and products.  

Recommendation 9 - Public procurement should be used to support and encourage new ‘green’ markets and 
should be encouraged by all levels of government and the Benelux Union. 

Policy and skills indexes for Benelux cases 

An assessment of local policy and skills ecosystem were derived from a short questionnaire 
submitted to local policy and training stakeholders. These stakeholders were asked to assess the progress 
of various policy and skills development mechanisms in encouraging local transitions to a low-carbon 
economy. The results for each of these two variables are shown in spider chart below . The spider chart for 
each of the indexes represent the average answers on a five-point scale. These results are subjective, but 
together with the other elements of the indicator framework can offer a richer picture of the current status 
of local transitions. If these questionnaires are conducted at frequent intervals, progress in transition will 
also be evident. 

In Alzette-Belval stakeholders felt that polices around Universities were the most developed in 
terms of fostering a green transition, closely followed by industry associations and support for social 
activities In Ghent-Terneuzen the policy areas that stakeholders felt were the most supporting of a green 
transition were in the workplace and then municipal strategies. The strong focus on local industry as shown 
in the Bio-Base economy cluster, and the active involvement of the City of Ghent in a number of low-carbon 
initiatives reinforces these results.  

While both areas are investing in innovative activities for progressing towards a low-carbon 
economy, the skills ecosystem analysis indicates only a limited impact on the development of skills needed 
for the green transition. A more effective focus on human capital development is needed for sustainable 
growth. 

Policy index for Benelux cases  
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Skills ecosystem analysis for Benelux cases 

 

The report concludes with a green dashboard of key indicators for each of the two cases. The 
indicators refer to environmental and resource productivity and economic opportunities. In both areas 
relatively high per capita emissions are a source of concern while treatment of contaminated land is 
relatively good. 

Ghent-Terneuzen Green Dashboard 

Environmental and resource productivity 

 

Economic Opportunities 
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Alzette-Belval Green Dashboard 

Environmental and resource productivity 

 

Economic Opportunities 

 

Note: Dashboard content in Economic Opportunities for Alzette- Belval developed from Luxembourg national data as no local data sources were 
available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More information about the project and the full report can be found at: 
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/lowcarbon.htm 
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