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Flanders: The Life Sciences Nucleus  
of Western Europe

Flanders, a region comprising the 
northern half of Belgium, might be 
small in surface area, but it’s home to 
one of the most vibrant life sciences 
ecosystems in the world. And for 
good reason; Flanders’ strategic 
location, vivid network of global life 
sciences players, excellent supportive 
incentives and talented workforce 
make it the place to be to thrive in 
any life sciences subsector.

Flanders at-a-glance
- Fourth most productive workforce in   

the world
- Top five European knowledge region
- Top 15 in R&D spending
- Cutting-edge road, rail, waterway and  

air infrastructure

Digital Domination: imec Strengthens 
its Pole Position
A new five-year agreement brings an 
extra EUR 29 million to imec in 2017 
with the goal of keeping Flanders 
at the head of the medical biotech 
pack. Operating one of Europe’s most 
productive start-up incubators and 
giving rise to 78 spin-offs in the last 
handful of years, imec also applies 
for approximately 120 science and 
tech patents per year. With 80% of 
its budget generated via partnerships 
with industry leaders, imec is a critical 
driving force behind the translation of 
biotech research into products that 
serve the medical community. Every 
euro invested in imec results in eleven 
euros of revenue for collaborators and 
six euros in business investments.

A Location with Maximum Impact

At the Epicentre of the Action
With Brussels as its capital, Flanders 
is one of the three independently-
governed regions of Belgium – the 
third most globalised country in the 
world, according to the 2017 KOF 
Index of Globalisation.

Its location in the north of Belgium 
puts Flanders right in the midst of a 
European network for life sciences 
that includes the UK (London-Oxford-
Cambridge), France, Germany and 
Switzerland – four nations known for 
their life sciences strengths. 

Located at the intersection of 
several cultures and the largest 
markets of the continent, Flanders 
is strategically placed for maximum 
connection and interaction. West 
of Germany, north of France, south 
of the Netherlands and just a quick 
jaunt from the UK, its spot at the 
hub of Europe’s economic power 
gives it some unique attributes found 
nowhere else in the world.

Exceeding Specialised  
Transport Needs
With 60% of Europe’s purchasing 
power found within 500 kilometres 

of Flanders, it’s no wonder that 800 
European distribution centres, many 
of them focused on pharma logistics, 
have been established in the region. 
Its low costs, well-developed 
infrastructure and favourable tax 
incentives make Flanders the 
second most attractive investment 
region among neighbouring areas.1  
Unbroken cold chain transport 
in Flanders is among the best in 
the world, adding to the region’s 
advantages for pharma development 
and logistics.

Even more, Brussels Airport is 
the first IATA CEIV pharmacertified 
airport company in the world after 
being recognised for its techno-
logically advanced, transparent 
and rapid handling processes for 
pharmaceutical and biotech products. 
The airport is already seeing higher 
volumes of pharma products from 
around the globe being transported 
through its facilities.

An Ecosystem that Brings Life 
Sciences to Life
The European knowledge economy is 
driven in a large part by Flanders, which 
combines a range of government-
supported and private R&D platforms,  
scientific institutes and strategic 
research centres active in a range of 
science and technology domains.

A high level of academic-industrial 
collaboration in Flanders results in 
a dense network of human health 
industry players, resources and 
driving forces that rely on each other 
and build upon shared innovations. 
Even more, due to its knowledge 
economy and atmosphere of open 
innovation, small-scale start-ups in 
Flanders are able to work alongside 
– and compete with – global industry 
players.

Key Strategic Research Centres
As a strategic research centre for  
nanotechnology, imec is a renowned 
synonym for ‘cutting-edge’. It plays  
a crucial role in the design of 

electronics for pharma and 
healthcare, focusing on technologies 
that steer easier diagnosis and 
more comprehensive treatment like 
labs-on-chips, neuroprobes, health 
wearables and more. As a pioneer 
in digital technologies, the centre 
possesses unparalleled expertise 
in applications revolving around 
health and care, including robotics, 
medical device optimisation, 
prostheses and care services  
planning. 
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The World’s Most Fertile Soil for Bio 
Innovation
Founded in 1996, VIB has taken the 
world by storm, attracting the brightest 
minds in biosciences to conduct 
basic research with the ultimate 
goal of using their insights to benefit 
society. VIB employs approximately 
1470 scientists from more than 60 
countries, who have been responsible 
for major breakthroughs that have 
rocked the fields of cancer research, 
immunology and inflammation, 
neurobiology and molecular neurology, 
microbiology, medical biotechnology, 
structural biology and plant systems 
biology. Pioneering spin-offs, including 
ADX Neuroscience, Actobiotics, 
ThromboGenics and Formac Pharma-
ceuticals, have been launched by 
this international powerhouse of 
biotechnology knowledge.

Janssen Pharmaceutica Takes 
Cutting-edge to the Next Level
A subsidiary of American pharma 
giant Johnson & Johnson, Janssen 
Pharmaceutica has been a pioneer 
among successful global firms with 
key locations in Flanders. It was 
recently given the green light by its 
parent company to move forward with 
an investment of EUR 42 million in 
a state-of-the-art campus that will 
house its Small Molecule Analytical 
Development and Pharmaceutical 
Sciences departments. With construction 
kicked off in 2016, this brand-new 
facility will be operational by 2020 and 
enable Janssen to test new drugs and 
develop novel ways of administering 
medications.

Did you know that researchers from 
Flanders…

...were the first to unravel the DNA 
sequence of a gene?

…developed pioneering 
pharmaceuticals for pain 
management,

 anaesthesia and schizophrenia 
treatment?

…developed tPA thrombolytic 
therapy for myocardial infarction?

…were the first to use stem cells in 
bone marrow transplants?

…created a lab-on-a-chip for early 
breast cancer discovery?

With a dual-pronged approach 
that combines basic research and 
translational initiatives, VIB, Flanders’ 
institute for biotechnology, is a vast 
source of knowledge, expertise 
and infrastructure relevant to 
pharmaceutical, agricultural and 
industrial applications. Its scientists 
are globally recognised frontrunners 
in their fields. VIB’s 10 core facilities 
support research and innovation by 
providing highly-advanced ‘omics’ 
technologies and research capacities 
to external organisations and private 
companies. 

University Hospitals and  
Research Clusters
Five top-notch universities are found 
in Flanders, each featuring its own 
blend of strengths in various domains 
of human medicine, technology, 
management, life sciences and more.

When it comes to health-driven 
universities, Leuven University and 
Leuven University Hospital excel in 
life sciences. The institution boasts 
a fully-fledged life sciences campus 
that employs 1300 researchers and 
offers 2000 beds. In other words, 
interaction between research and 
patient care flourishes here. The 
Leuven Medical Technology Centre 
coordinates research groups in the 
areas of robotics and automation, drug 
administration, tissue regeneration 
and bionic systems, among others. Its 
Centre for Drug Design & Discovery 

technology platform accelerates 
small molecule drug discovery, and 
has been responsible for supporting 
the development of drugs to treat 
AIDS, cancer, epilepsy, Alzheimer’s 
disease, and others.

VUB and Brussels University 
Hospital operate their own strategic 
research centres in neurosciences, 
reproductive medicine, diabetes, 
oncology and cardiovascular studies. 
In addition, their Laboratory for 
Molecular and Cellular Therapy, 
Structural Biology Lab and Cellular 
and Molecular Imaging Labs offer 
ultramodern in vivo imaging and 
protein observation technologies.

Ghent University Hospital is one 
of the largest and most specialised 
hospitals in Flanders, and Ghent 
University is home to key centres 
of medical expertise and research 
groups. Its Department of Basic 
Medical Sciences is involved in 
translational medicine in the fields of 
anatomy and embryology, stem cell 
biology, medical physics, physiology, 
radiobiology and tissue engineering. 
The Ghent University Inflammation 
Research Centre investigates 
the molecular mechanisms of 
inflammation, while the Bimetra 
Clinical Research Centre aims to 
strengthen translational biomedical 
research.

The University of Hasselt BIOMED 
research institute employs 140+ 
researchers to investigate novel 
areas of neuroscience, autoimmunity, 
cell physiology and biophysics, and 
morphology and histology.

Antwerp University and Antwerp 
University Hospital are known for 
their excellent care and international 
research initiatives in the domains 
of cardiology, clinical biology, 
haematology, immunology, metabolic 
disorders, molecular imaging, 
neurosurgery and more. They also 
operate focused institutes and 
consortiums responsible for vaccine 
evaluation, fundamental science and 
emerging ‘omics’ research.

Enablers, Accelerators and  
Sector Organisations
There are also various bio-incubators, 
pharma innovation accelerators and 

science parks targeting life sciences 
start-ups located in or near several 
of Flanders’ key cities: Ghent, 
Leuven, Antwerp and Hasselt. These 
include BioVille, the BlueHealth 
Innovation Centre and StartupVillage. 
Cluster and sector organisations 
such as FlandersBio, beMedtech, 
Healthcare Belgium, and Agoria’s 
Healthcare Technology Club provide 
support, guidance and collaboration 
opportunities to industry players 
to promote information exchange, 
business growth and innovation.

Global Success Stories  
Begin in Flanders

When it comes to pharmaceuticals, 
the top 10 biggest players in the world 
operate key facilities in Flanders. 
Janssen Pharmaceutica, Pfizer, 
Sanofi and Novartis are among the 
big names to benefit from Flanders’ 
advantages. 



34 INTERNATIONAL PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY  Autumn 2017 Volume 9 Issue 3

Regulatory & Marketplace

Other life sciences domains that 
build on, contribute to and intersect 
with pharma, are well-represented in 
Flanders. Agricultural biotech is huge 
in the area, thanks in large part to the 
molecular research of award-winning 
scientists at Ghent University. 
Syngenta and Bayer operate R&D 
centres in Flanders, which is one of 
the world’s key agricultural biotech 
clusters.

Nanotech-focused strategic 
research centre imec establishes 
corporate partnerships on a constant 
basis with the goal of innovating 
marketable solutions to real business 
challenges. Working with industry 
players active in biotechnology, 
biopharma and red biotech not 
only expands the knowledge base; 
it enables the success of SMEs, 
start-ups and other stakeholders 
affected by new developments in 
these domains.

Pharma-medical Collaborations  
in the Spotlight
World-changing ideas can’t take flight 
in a vacuum. Interaction is always a 
key ingredient. As many as 77 pharma 
companies with locations in Flanders 
and Belgium as a whole channelled 
EUR 2.89 billion into R&D in 2016,2 

mainly through collaborations 
with healthcare organisations and 
professionals.

Pharma is a Star in Flanders’ 
Investment Firmament

Pharma in Flanders
-  #2 in Europe for number of clinical 

trials per capita
-  EUR 2.9 billion in R&D investments 

per year
-  Fastest clinical approval in EU (15 days)
-  Exports 1/6 of all medications 

originating from the EU
-  5% of global pharma output is 

developed here

Sanofi Brings Home the 2017 
Investment of the Year Trophy
Winning out in a public vote over worthy 
contenders from Japan, France and 
the United States, French biopharma 
company Sanofi won the 2017 
Investment of the Year Trophy at the 5th 
annual Foreign Investment Trophy. A EUR 
300 million investment was funnelled 
into the 8000m2 expansion of its 
production space in Flanders, where it 
creates monoclonal antibodies destined 
for next-gen biological medicines.

A Long History in Flanders Brings Big 
Wins to Johnson & Johnson
Five decades and hundreds of millions 
of euros invested later, Johnson & 
Johnson was recognised for its pharma 
ambassadorship in Flanders through 
the Lifetime Achievement Trophy 
2013. “The company’s continued 
investments in pharmaceuticals and 
biotech, key sectors of our economy, 
are testament to Johnson & Johnson’s 
long-term vision, and it continues to 
inspire new companies,” said former 
Minister-President Kris Peeters upon 
presenting the award.

As one of the most important 
sectors of Flanders’ economy, the 

pharmaceutical industry takes centre 
stage when it comes to foreign 
investment – and Flanders has taken 
notice. 
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Leading the way in innovation 
linkages5

(i.e. innovative SME collaborations, 
public-private co-publications, etc.)
• Belgium (Flanders) – 160.4
• Netherlands – 156.6
• Switzerland – 154.8
• Iceland – 146.6
• Austria – 129.8
• Germany – 129.7
• United Kingdom – 124
• Finland – 123.9
• Norway – 118.6
• Sweden – 116.4

Home to Every Incentive for Success
Achieving sustainable growth for your 
pharma, biotech or biomed business 
is smooth sailing in Flanders thanks 
to the region’s worldwide reputation 
for bright ideas – the fourth highest-
scoring nation in the world for 
innovation3 and the first in Europe 
for cooperation between scientific 
institutions and SMEs.4

Significant Tax Savings  
on Novel Ideas
Developing the next disruptive 
biotechnology or ground-breaking 
medicine? The region offers incentives 
that target research-heavy sectors 
such as pharma and biotech. The 
innovation income deduction renders 
up to 85% of a firm’s net earnings 
from innovation tax exempt, allowing 
companies to reinvest the funds to 
fuel ongoing development. 

Other Generous Incentives  
for R&D Initiatives
The investment deduction for R&D 
is worth 13.5% of the acquisition 
value or qualifying asset, or 20.5% 
of the depreciated amount of the 
investment. R&D companies are 
also exempt from paying 80% of the 
personal income withholding tax 
of researchers in specific scientific 
fields. 

Got Innovation? 
Get in Touch with VLAIO
Flanders Innovation & Entrepreneur-
ship (VLAIO), a governmental 
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organisation responsible for 
stimulating growth, innovation 
and entrepreneurship, is the ideal 
funding partner for companies in 
any domain developing new products 
and services. Depending on the 
type of R&D activity and company, 
VLAIO offers a number of support 
programmes and grants that can 
fund up to 80% of your innovation 
project. Even further, VLAIO offers 
expert advice and guidance to 
businesses seeking to sharpen their 
competitive edges.

Connecting Talent, Value and Culture
Not only does the quality of its 
educational system receive top 
marks in global rankings, Flanders’ 
workforce is one of the most 
productive in the world. Skilled 
people, a rich cultural heritage 
and plenty of attractive incentives 
designed just for expats make 
Flanders the perfect intersection of 
skill, utility and taste.

Topping the Charts in Science Education
Flanders comes in fourth worldwide 
in higher education, and third in 
maths and sciences6 – surpassing 
neighbours Germany, the Netherlands, 
UK and France in the tested quality 
of its education. 

The five universities in Flanders 
top the charts in pioneering 
research and industry-relevant 
innovation. In fact, three of them 
hold places on the 2017 Reuters 
list of most innovative universities, 
and the University of Leuven was 
ranked #1 in Europe when it comes 
to submitting patents, valorising 
research, generating spin-offs and 
facilitating university collaboration 
with companies. Ghent University 
and Vrije Universiteit Brussel also 
hold competitive rankings.

In addition to its universities, other 
sources of highly-trained scientists, 
technicians and administrators 
include entrepreneurial coursework 
offered by MBI Life Sciences & 
Health Academy and the Flanders 
Training Network Life Sciences 
(FTNLS). Providing targeted training 
in corporate life sciences settings, 
OPINNO, a network of biotech SMEs, 
offers internships in a wide range of 
domains. Even more, VIB provides a 
diverse array of training programmes 
aimed at life sciences researchers 
interested in exploring emerging 
domains and technologies.

The strong numbers above indicate 
the robustness and multimodality of 
the region’s talent pool, and its focus 
on transforming life sciences and 
tech research insights into products 
that benefit society. Companies of 
all sizes interested in boosting their 
innovation strength and expanding 
into new markets can easily reach 
their growth goals by hiring bright 
minds in Flanders.

Where International Life Sciences 
Professionals Thrive
A broad range of fiscal advantages 
are offered by the Government of 
Flanders to expatriate employers, 
managers and executive personnel 
working in the region on a temporary 
basis. These include tax-free expat 
allowances covering living and 
housing costs, and unlimited tax 
reimbursement of moving expenses, 
schooling costs and more.

As previously mentioned, targeted 
R&D staff employment advantages 
can exempt companies from paying 
up to 80% of the payroll withholding 
tax of scientists and skilled 
technicians such as PhDs, engineers 
and personnel with master’s  
degrees.

In addition to the financial and tax 
incentives, Flanders is a great place 
to live. It has an enterprising, lively 
atmosphere that places emphasis 
on art, culture and history as well 
as new technologies and modern 
pursuits. Its advanced healthcare 
system is comprehensive and easy 
to use, and its high standard of 
living and relatively low costs are 
significant draws.

Connect with Flanders Investment 
& Trade
Flanders Investment & Trade (FIT) is 
your source of expertise regarding 
every aspect of doing business 
in Flanders. This governmental 
organisation provides comprehensive 
support for companies seeking to 
invest in and source from Flanders 
via its 90 offices worldwide. In 
addition to its broad network of 
stakeholders, working with FIT brings 
companies the benefits of tailored 
data, business-relevant insights and 
expert advice tailored to their unique 
situation.

In partnership with VIB, VLAIO and 
FlandersBio, Flanders Investment 
& Trade offers the services of a 
skilled life sciences welcome team 
dedicated to providing support and 
guidance to foreign life sciences and 
biotechnology investors in Flanders. 
Visit www.investinflanders.com to 
get in touch.
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