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How can the Belgian Nuclear Research 

Centre generate more income to 

maintain its high scientific level? Ivan 

Pittevils, Director of the restructured 

Business Development & Support 

department, explores the possibilities.

Interview with
Ivan Pittevils,
BD&S director
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“Valorising 
knowledge 

is a skill”
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income in addition to the subsidies it receives from 

the federal authorities. To what extent is it possible 

for that contribution to develop further?

Ivan Pittevils: Government subsidies absolutely do 

not increase with the cost of living, whereas the costs 

of SCK•CEN keep increasing: wages, costs of goods or 

services supplied to us by third parties, and the cost of 

investments to be able to maintain our high scientific level. 

Currently, the federal government is still providing 40 per 

cent of the required resources, while the Belgian Nuclear 

Research Centre generates 60 per cent of its income itself.

In the meantime, the Belgian Nuclear Research 
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modernise the BR2 reactor in 2015.

Ivan Pittevils: We have to tackle new and more varied 

challenges. The federal government has few spare 

resources to hand out and SCK•CEN, indeed, is facing major 

necessary investments and, furthermore, the investments 

in safety imposed by the authorities. The operating costs 

continue to increase steadily and, as a consequence of the 

modernisation of the BR2 reactor, we will see part of our 

own income disappear for a while.

Is there an instant solution to this?

Ivan Pittevils: SCK•CEN is making every effort to make up 

for the temporary loss of part of its own income. We will 

succeed to some extent. But this situation also shows that 

it is in addition necessary to make structural changes that 

will contribute to a long-term strengthening of our financial 

position. A solid basis will keep us at the top of the nuclear 

research world and make us an attractive employer for 

scientists.
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So it’s a matter of valorising your 

own knowledge. But how does such 

an organisation start with this?

Ivan Pittevils: We first made an analysis 

of our own income. The result came as 

no surprise: our income mainly comes 

from the nuclear sector. This is logical, 

because there is a demand here, and 

of course you cannot offer the specific 

services that SCK•CEN offers to other 

parties. We have to comply with the 

regulations and conventions. Yet there 

are still opportunities.

What are these? 

Ivan Pittevils: In a first phase, we need to build on what we 

already have. It struck me first of all that SCK•CEN holds few 

patents. For this reason, we are going to have an automatic 

procedure to take account of the potential for intellectual 

property rights from the start of each project. A second important 

trump card we have is our experience with radioisotopes for 

medical use. We now need to respond proactively to the rapid 

developments in nuclear medicine, by supplying basic products 

for the development of specifically targeted cancer treatments. 

Thirdly, many older nuclear power plants will have to be shut 

down in the coming decades. This means decontamination, 

decommissioning and demolition. Organisations can call on the 

Belgian Nuclear Research Centre, because we have experience 

of this, including the decommissioning of our BR3 reactor. We 

are one of the world’s few institutions that can say that it has 

decommissioned an entire nuclear reactor. It would be great if 

we could help Japan with decommissioning a number of power 

plants … Therefore, there is potential in various fields, and no 

doubt other opportunities will also arise.
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to realise these ambitions from a strategic, legal and 

commercial point of view?

Ivan Pittevils: This question inspired the management to convert 

the role and structure of the former Business Support Unit into 

Business Development & Support (BD&S), and to place the 

emphasis on business development more than before. For this 

reason, we are reinforcing our department with new employees.

There is potential in 
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doubt other opportunities 

will also arise.
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135
executives attend people 
management programme

Following an extensive internal 

survey and preliminary discussions, 

135 executives have started the 

people management programme. 

The objective is to create awareness 

within our executives that will help 

them to make better use of their 
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People are the most valuable asset 

of a research institution. More than 

ever, our policy is aimed at giving 
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further, including their soft skills.

Christian Legrain
Secretary-General

Have you started any actual projects 

in the meanwhile?

Ivan Pittevils: Yes, in various areas. When 

I looked at our own income streams, 

my eye fell on a contract to supply an 

irradiated product to a company in the 

pharmaceutical sector here in Belgium. 

This certainly holds more potential. We 

could even perhaps create subsidiary 

companies from this. Furthermore, 

our legal department is preparing a 

procedure where we investigate the 

patent potential of a project at certain 

points in time. This begins right at the 

start, of course. Lastly, we can also look 

for more financial income via spin-offs or 

joint ventures; these build on scientific 

developments and take a step towards 

the commercialisation of products that 

have been developed. Part of the income 

from this can be ploughed back into 

SCK•CEN.

Does this mean that the Belgian 

Nuclear Research Centre is going 

down a commercial road?

Ivan Pittevils: No. We must not lose sight 

of one thing in all of this. In our search 

for additional resources, we must bear in 

mind that we are not going to become 

a profit-driven company, but rather that 

we are going to develop our research 

infrastructures at a high level and keep 

on attracting highly talented specialists. 

In other words, we want to develop our 

economic activities so we can devote the 

resources from this to the realisation of 

SCK•CEN’s aim: to constantly expand 

and broaden nuclear science.


