
Flanders with STEP-UP project  
in pole position for smart energy cities 
 
 
 
STEP-UP kick-off in December 2012 
 

December 2012 is the official kick-off of the 
STEP-UP project. The European 
Commission has selected the STEP-UP 
project as one of the first leading European 
projects in the field of smart energy cities. 
Smart cities are indeed a new priority of 
the European Commission who launched 
the Smart Cities and Communities Initiative 
in July 2012. In this context the STEP-UP 
project was selected for funding from the 

Seventh Framework Programme (FP7) for its activities for a duration of 2,5 years. 
 
The STEP-UP project, co-ordinated by the University of Strathclyde (Glasgow),  focuses on some 
major EU cities with significant effort on sustainable energy planning: Ghent, Glasgow, Riga and 
Göteborg. In STEP-UP each participating city works with a unique combination of competences 
from local authorities, knowledge centers and industry. The Flemish project partners are: the City 
of Ghent, VITO (EnergyVille) and EANDIS.  
 
 
What is the STEP-UP! about? 
 
The project has three main objectives for the Flanders partners in the project: 

- The development of an integrated and enhanced SEAP (sustainable energy action plan) 
for Ghent 

- The preparation of viable pilot projects on smart city energy planning 
- The set-up of a Flemish network of city stakeholders on smart energy cities  

 



Enhanced SEAPs and pilot projects 
 
Currently over 4000 European cities have already signed the Covenant of Mayors. With this EU 
initiative cities engage themselves to go beyond the 20/20/20 ambitions of the European 
Commission. The Commission envisages to reduce the EU greenhouse gas emissions with 20%, to 
raise the share of renewable energy with 20%, and to improve the EU’s energy efficiency with 20%. 
To take the first steps in this process cities are urged to set up city specific Sustainable Energy 
Action Plans (SEAPs).  SEAPS specify how the CO2 reduction ambition will be achieved.  
 
Proposing energy actions with a high impact, with multiple 
partners involved, with integrated functions is however 
not obvious. STEP-UP focuses on making the revised SEAP 
for Ghent a realistic action plan for a sustainable energy 
transition. 
 
This also means that within the SEAP, a clear link with first 
pilot projects to be implemented in the field will be 
developed. These pilot projects will actually reduce energy 
demand or increase the share of renewable energy in 
fields such as building energy consumption or transportation whilst improving the livability of the 
city. The pilot projects are important since they can trigger and motivate stakeholders with their 
visibility. They will bring the SEAP down to earth and give feed-back to make the SEAP more 
realistic. The SEAP therefore leads to pilot projects and the pilot project gives input for the SEAP: 
this is the learning value of a living lab! 
 
Sint-Amandsberg-Dampoort is a district in the city of Ghent for which a city reconversion project is 
being set up that will be linked to the activities within STEP-UP. Important in the selection of other 
applications to be analysed is the participative element which will be important throughout the 
STEP-UP project. For each of the potential pilot projects the technical, social and economic viability 
will be illustrated in detail. 
 
Flemish Smart City Network 
 
In preparing the STEP-UP proposal all Flemish cities that have signed the covenant of Mayors 
expressed their interest to set up a learning network to exchange real life experiences on their 
smart energy city activities. Other cities already engaged in the STEP-UP learning network of cities 
are Leuven, Ostend, Genk, Hasselt, Antwerp and recently also Mechelen signed the covenant.The 
learning network of cities is therefore an essential element within the STEP-UP project.  This 
network will consist of a group of Flemish cities ready to contribute actively in the analysis of 
specific elements of their SEAPs and share it with the other cities.  
 
It is however also the intention to initiate a broader stimulus to all Flemish cities and communities.  
For this broader purpose, workshops can be organized e.g. in co-operation with VVSG (Flemish 
Organization for Cities and Communities) and EU experience can be exchanged. 
 
A transition approach 
 
The STEP-UP project proposal was highly appreciated by the European Commision amongst other 
factors due to following features: 

- The strong emphasis on the involvement of  various stakeholders from residents to 
local authorities, industry, financial institutes and knowledge centers 



- The teaming-up within STEP-UP of four European mid-size harbor cities, linked by 
common specific energy challenges and close presence of major industries 

- The importance adhered to the learning network and buddy cities, with a well worked-
out approach to involve a broad number of European cities. 
 

 
These elements are all 
bound together in the 
energy transition 
approach which is at the 
heart of the STEP-UP  
project. ‘Transitions’ and 
‘transition management’ 
provide a conceptual 
framework which can 
initiate 
and guide a systemic 
societal change. This 
transition management 
approach as developed by 

DRIFT (Dutch Research Institution for Transition) with the support of VITO. In the city of Ghent the 
transition process was initiated in the Interreg project MUSIC (Mitigation in urban areas: solutions 
for innovative cities). In recent years, an urban transition arena with diverse stakeholders has been 
set up that will live on  throughout the course of STEP-UP. 
 
 
The FlemishSTEP-UP partners and the international context 
 
The STEP-UP project is fully in line with the Flemish policy priority of “Green city region” within the 
initiative “Flanders in action” (VIA). Flanders indeed is a unique environment to tackle the 
challenges for urban interconnections. Intelligent urban solutions are furthermore a major 
opportunity for a large number of Flemish industrial players in the IT, construction industry, 
consultancy, smart grids and renewable energy sectors.  
 
Ghent will play a pivotal role in the project as it is the Flemish operating base for the project. Ghent 
will be the first test-case for the production of enhanced SEAPs and the first pioneer project in this 
framework. Within the learning network Ghent will form the biggest node. It will connect with 
other cities to exchange its experiences and get feedback on implementation and applicability 
matters for the SEAPs and pioneer projects. The city of Ghent will be the seed-bed from which a 
multiplier effect can arise and affect many other Flemish and European cities to get into transition 
towards a climate friendly future. 
 
The Flemish Institute for Technological Research VITO, 
involved in STEP-UP as knowledge partner, is an 
independent, results-driven research organisation in the 
Flemish region of Belgium. VITO conducts customer oriented 
contract research and develops innovative products and 
processes in the fields of energy, environment and 
materials, for both the public and the private sector. Central to all projects is the aim to protect the 
environment and encourage the sustainable use of energy and materials. 
 



Since 2010, VITO and the KU Leuven are jointly involved in EnergyVille which forms an integral part 
of the KIC Inno Energy Co-Location Center focusing on intelligent and energy-efficient buildings and 
cities (funded by the European Institute for Innovation and Technology - EIT). EnergyVille will in the 
short term evolve towards a unique European hub for practice-oriented research on energy in 
cities. It is one of the recent initiatives that strengthen the unique position of Flanders in the EU in 
the field of Intelligent cities and buildings with Energyville. 
 
Eandis, the energy distribution company, is an important partner for local authorities to promote 
rational energy consumption, technological innovation in energy distribution and electric 
transportation. That’s why Eandis is engaged in STEP-UP,  on the one hand to help Ghent with the 
implementation of its climate plans and on the other hand to help to expand the learning network 
of local authorities who want to join through specific engagements and subprojects. 
 
Acronym 
STEP-UP is an acronym for Strategies Towards Energy Performance in Urban Planning 
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