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Share of the world market

The quality of an industry is reflected in part by its export 
performance. These figures demonstrate the competitive 
edge of a country’s products and businesses.

Belgium is one of the most open economies in the world, 
and this is true for the biotechnology sector too. Although 
the country represents only 3% of the economy of the EU27, 
it accounted for 17% of EU exports of biopharmaceuticals in 
2008. In 2009, the Belgian trade balance for pharmaceuti-
cals was in large surplus (€7,216,415), and exports grew by 
11.76% between 2008 and 2009.

In addition, Belgium accounts for a remarkably high pro-
portion of Europe’s turnover in biotechnology. It represents 
16% of the European biopharmaceutical industry, making 
our country a key player at world level. 

Relative importance of Belgium in the EU27 
in 2008 (biopharmaceuticals)
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Research and development

Spending on research and development is high in relation 
to the country’s size, as confirmed by the latest OECD 
figures:

�Fifth-highest level in the OECD of public funding (direct ÀÀ
and indirect) and tax incentives for R&D in the business 
sector in 2008.

Fourth country in the world in terms of biotechnology ÀÀ
R&D per firm.

Third country in Europe in terms of biotechnology R&D ÀÀ
per capita in the business sector.

Second highest proportion of biotechnology R&D in total ÀÀ
national R&D in the world.

World number one for R&D intensity (R&D / production) ÀÀ
in the pharmaceutical industry (EFPIA, 2008).

Number of companies

The Belgian biotechnology sector is divided into three dis-
tinct areas: red, white and green. The country’s main asset 
is in health-related biotechnology: this accounts for 80% 
of the national activity. White and green biotechnology are 
growing rapidly, and account for 15% and 5% respectively 
of the total.

The biotechnology sector is vast and covers a wide range 
of industries. This study includes companies that meet the 
sectoral definition used by the OECD: “The application of 
science and technology to living organisms, as well as parts, 
products and models thereof, to alter living or non-living mate-
rials for the production of knowledge, goods and services”. 
Based on this definition, 17% of the country’s 308 biotech 
businesses are concentrated within Brussels itself, while 
Flanders and Wallonia host 49% and 34% respectively.

Belgium,  
a key player in biotechnology in Europe

Belgian workers are among 
the five most productive in the 
world, according to recent figures 
from OECD and the International 
Labour Organisation (2008). 
But it is particularly in the 
biotechnology sector that Belgian 
superiority is most striking.
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Innovation

Revealed biotechnological advantage (2004-06)
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The Belgian innovation system is among the best in the world. 
According to the latest figures from OECD, our country has 
the fourth largest global technological advantage in biotech-
nology, and the third in Europe. OECD describes Belgium’s 
strengths as:

the importance that public authorities give to the sector;ÀÀ

the strong concentration of researchers in the workforce;ÀÀ

the high number of graduates in science and engineering;ÀÀ

the share of science and technology employment in total ÀÀ
employment;

strong collaborative relationships in innovation;ÀÀ

and a remarkable degree of openness in the sector to ÀÀ
international partnerships (the leading OECD country in 
terms of the percentage of national inventions owned by 
foreigners, and 59% of R&D in the country is conducted 
by foreign affiliates).

Employment 

Belgian biotechnology provides direct employment to more 
than 30,000 people in Belgium, mainly in the health sector 
(80%). These workers are particularly well qualified, and train-
ing in science and technology in Belgium is among the best 
in Europe, both at secondary level and in universities. Belgian 
workers are among the most productive in Europe.

Some of the most productive researchers 
in the world

Belgian workers are among the top 5 most productive in the 
world according to recent OECD statistics and the International 
Labour Organisation. But it is especially in the biotechnology 
sector that the country stands out:

In Belgium the number of drugs in development per mil-ÀÀ
lion inhabitants is the highest in the world, ahead of the 
United Kingdom or the United States.

The regions of Flemish Brabant and Walloon Brabant have ÀÀ
respectively 61% and 58% of scientists in their economically 
active population, placing them in the top 10 European 
regions in this regard.

The number of active researchers in the pharmaceutical ÀÀ
industry in Belgium is growing rapidly. Between 2002 
and 2007, it rose from 3,591 FTEs to 4,838, an increase 
of 35%.

Belgium consistently outperforms the OECD average, in ÀÀ
terms of researchers per thousand employees, the number 
of science and engineering graduates as a percentage 
of degrees awarded, the proportion of employment in 
science and technology in total employment, or scientific 
articles published per million population (OECD, 2010). Its 
human resources also help make Belgium the 6th most 
innovative member of the EU27.

Foreign investors have seized the opportunities, and we are one 
of the world’s most open countries to international research. 
50% of Belgian inventions are owned by foreigners, against 
an OECD average of just 15%. Belgians work closely with 
foreign researchers, and are integrated into major international 
networks to provide research of the highest quality.

In Belgium the number of drugs in development per million inhabitants is 
the highest in the world, ahead of the United Kingdom or the United States.

Patrik De Haes, CEO ThromboGenics









26

“Belgian engineers have 
a very high level of training, 
whether in technology, 
classical engineering or 
biotechnology. It is a real 
asset.”
Philip Mathuis, CEO, Ovizio

Health

Ovizio

Revolutionizing imaging 
microscopy

The Brussels-based company Ovizio offers a technology that 
is revolutionizing imaging microscopy. Its patented process of 
digital holography permits accurate counting of cells in their 
environment, fast and at low cost. No more need for dyes or 
expensive equipment: just place the mount, for example a 
Petri dish, under the Ovizio microscope / flow cytometer, and 
the machine automatically calculates the number of dead and 
living cells, distinguished by their optical properties.

The technology makes it possible to capture a three-di-
mensional image 100 times greater than through the use of 
conventional microscopes, and in real time. When operating 
in flow cytometry mode, Ovizio's channel is 100 times larger 
than in existing technologies, and significantly reduces margins 
of error in counting.

"What is important for us is Belgium's intense activity in R&D 
in pharmaceuticals, in-vitro diagnostics and cell therapy. That 
is what our technology is designed for," says Philip Mathuis, 
the CEO. Interaction with leading companies in these areas 
allows Ovizio to ensure the quality of its product before mov-
ing into export markets. That's true not only for Ovizio, but 
for every Belgian exporter; if they are exporting, it is because 
they have already succeeded on the highly competitive 
Belgian market.

Easy access to financing

The creation of the company was made possible by the 
involvement of two investment funds: Theodorus II, the 
research fund of ULB (the Université Libre de Bruxelles), and 
the Regional Investment Company of Brussels. Innoviris, the 
Brussels Institute for Research and Innovation, was also a key 
partner in the launch, particularly in assisting in the design of 
prototypes. "We felt really strong support. For companies like 
ours, this is indispensable. Spin-offs in Belgium are a perfect 
example of how authorities, universities, private funds and 
entrepreneurs are creating an ecosystem that makes it easier 
to start a business."

The company has had no major funding concerns, and is 
currently considering a second round of financing with opti-
mism: "The feedback is positive, despite the impact of the 
crisis on the sector."

OVIZIO

SPIN-OFF FROM THE ÒÒ
UNIVERSITÉ LIBRE DE 

BRUXELLES (ULB)

CREATED IN JANUARY 2009ÒÒ

6 STAFF WITH A DETERMINATION ÒÒ
TO RECRUIT MORE

ONE OF THE 5 “MOST ÒÒ
BEAUTIFUL START-UPS”, 

ACCORDING TO 
ESCP EUROPE

Interview with 
Philip Mathuis, 
CEO, Ovizio
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Transatlantic targets

The United States is the ultimate objective for Ovizio’s devel-
opment: “Last year, when I attended BIO Chicago, several 
US pharmaceutical and biotechnology companies expressed 
immediate and genuine interest in our technology. In our 
industry, the United States represents 60% of the world 
market.” Later this year or early next year, Ovizio plans to 
open a subsidiary in the US, to respond to demand, and 
to grant technology licenses for some of its applications to 
major American groups.

Brussels-Capital: a natural choice

Philip Mathuis makes no secret of his personal affection for 
Brussels when he speaks of the company’s choice of loca-
tion. But this not the principal reason for the decision. “Here 
we are really central. We are members of Brussels Lifetech, 
FlandersBio, Biowin... We benefit from these associations, 
all these actors right across the country. We are very well 
supported. “The transport infrastructure is another of the 
advantages he appreciates in the Brussels-Capital region.

“Today, there’s a need for 
users to be experts trained 
on one machine. With our 
technology, that becomes very 
much simpler.”
Philip Mathuis, CEO, Ovizio




