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Key messages
Introduction 
Summary of the problem

Currently, the Brussels-Capital Region incinerates 
the vast majority (90%) of the food waste it produces 
and still exports large quantities of green waste. The 
nutrients contained in these elements are therefore not 
returned to the soil, which is problematic in the context 
of an expected peak in phosphorus production and 
increasingly ambitious European (and Brussels) recycling 
objectives. PHOSPHORE has developed, debated and 
collectively experimented with possible solutions for the 
transformation and implementation of a more resilient, 
circular and sensible biowaste management system for all 
Brussels residents. 

PHOSPHORE highlighted the issue of Brussels green 
waste, which gave rise to the Carbone project  
(Innoviris Experimental Platform - 2021-2023).

	 The current Brussels bio-waste 
collection and treatment system is linear, 
industrial, technocratic and polluting. 
The local (micro) scale of treatment is 
anecdotal and the intermediate (meso) 
scale is blocked on all sides. 

	 Circularisation of the brussels biowaste 
flows is possible but could be largely 
optimised by removal/adaptation of 
european and brussels regulations & 
policies and by activating the meso scale. 

	 The innovative actors need to be 
accompanied and assisted in their 
efforts by (bridging-) actors with a global 
understanding of the system in order to 
remove the many barriers revealed by 
their innovative activities. 

	 In terms of “democratic governance”, 
the (political) institutions inscribed in 
the current modes of representative 
democracy have neither the culture nor 
the tools to imagine the pragmatic forms 
of the living laboratories that we call 
upon. We believe that institutions have an 
important role to play in these situations, 
as long as they are transparent and 
controversy can arise from them – in order 
to avoid post-political tensions we faced 
during our action-research. 
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Methods,  
approaches and results/body

Our methodology was carried out, on 
the basis of six strategic action research 
activities: 

1. �Understand the current regime 
and the challenges of its 
transformation (fig.1)

We characterised the system in a new 
and systemic way by calculating the 
flows of food waste produced (126 kt/
year) and collectable (between 25kt/
year and 50kt/year) in the Brussels-
Capital Region and by highlighting the 
current treatment infrastructures and the 
systemic challenges of transformation of 
the system (fig. 1.). 

2. �Identify and supporting innovative 
initiatives within the socio-
technical niches.

We showed that the current socio-
technical innovations for decentralised 
treatment of organic matter are numerous 
but still quantitatively too weak to treat 
all the organic waste produced (0,4 kt 
treated out of 190kt produced/year).  

3. �Experiment with the most 
promising initiatives with a view to 
their development.

We have shown that it is possible to 
experiment with new ways of collecting/
treating Brussels' organic waste at 
different scales (Roots collector, hybrid 
compost plant, etc.).  

4. �To remove the barriers related to 
this rise in power.

We revealed that miscalibrated 
European and Brussels regulations and 
policies were blocking the emergence 
of decentralised alternatives and that 
the latter were subject to many other 
barriers of different types (investment 
costs, treatment capacities, maturity, 
administrative obligations, lack of space, 
etc.). The removal of these barriers seems 
to be facilitated by co-creative dynamics. 

Bridging actors (Urban Ecology Center 
for the Roots collector, WORMS for the 
hybrid compost plant of Schaerbeek and 
BE for the local composting decree) also 
facilitated the removal of barriers, as well 
as the intermediation and negotiation 
with the political stakeholders involved. 

5. �Co-construct a transition 
narrative. 

We co-coproduced a narrative of change 
of the biowaste collection and treatment 
system based on multi-actor co-creation 
seminars including hundreds of Brussels 
stakeholders (households, green space 
managers, schools, offices and health 
care institutions but also markets, 
Horeca and food shops). The prospective 
narratives were then converted into a 
quantitative prospective scenario by 
2025 capable of collecting and treating 
biowaste in a more coherent and 
circular way (fig. 2.) The first scenario 
we proposed was not retained -  we were 
asked to integrate the biomethanisation 
plant project that had just been noted 
in the government agreement. We have 
therefore included the industrial unit in 
the PHOSPHORE’s final scenario. We 
have faced reductive injunctions that 
have led to moments of post-politics  
that generate tensions and posed 
democratic questions. Figure 1. Sources, flows and infrastructures for the current treatment of biowaste in the 

Brussels-Capital Region and challenges of transformation (2019).
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Conclusions

6. Defend the narrative and 
institutionalise innovative actors and 
practices

The conclusions of the projet Phosphore 
have directly contributed to: 

	 The Government's Biowaste Roadmap 
which will soon integrate the regional Res
sources and Wastes Management Plan ; 

	 The Brudalex 2.0 – Regional decree 
concerning waste regulation.

The PHOSPHORE research confirmed and clarified the 
linearity of the current system of collection and treatment 
as well as its corollary pollution (CO2, microplastics). 
Current socio-technical innovations for decentralised 
treatment of organic matter are numerous but still 
quantitatively too weak to treat all the organic waste 
produced. 

PHOSPHORE revealed that miscalibrated European (R142 
et 1069) and Brussels regulations/policies (Brudalex) were 
blocking the emergence of decentralised alternatives 
and that the latter were subject to many other barriers of 
different types. 

The removal of these barriers seems to be facilitated by co-
creative dynamics and bridging actors. At the political and 
institutional level, the choices concerning infrastructures 
remain dictated by European (Directives) and national 
(Burden sharing etc.) policies calibrated on an energy 
paradigm and carried by technocratic actors with a non-
systemic vision. 

Mobilising participative sciences, agonism and new 
“hybrid parliaments”  is the very condition for restoring 
meaning to the necessary links between science, research 
and society, and for attempting to construct a semblance 
of political ecology.

Figure 2. Sources, flows and treatment infrastructures for food and green waste in the Brussels Region in 2025 (PHOSPHORE’s scenario)
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1. 

Modify the Brussels regulation and 
policies in favour of the emergence of 
local (micro) and intermediate (meso) 
biowaste treatment actors. This can 
be done on the basis of the French 
experience and on the collaborations 
between the Facilitateur biodéchets 
des professionnels, the Cirède (Circular 
regulation Deal)/HSP and decision 
making authorities (Brussels Environment 
and political cabinets). 

	 modify the thresholds for the quantities 
of biowaste to be treated locally without an 
environmental permit ; 

	 define an end of waste status for 
shredded material (broyat) to make it 
easier to use as a common  ; 

	 clarify/simplify the conversion/
hygienisation parameters for biowaste 
containing Animal by-products (SPA) ;  

	 abolish the laboratory permit for 
small-scale composting (- 1000t/year) 
and impose simple technical constraints 
in small-scale composting environment 
permits .  

2. 

Adopt a systemic/multiscale 
and multi-stakeholder vision for the 
arbitration/balancing of organic waste 
flows (food and green waste) and consider 
other parameters than energy/industrial 
digestate production - in particular the 
circular ecological policies to be pursued 
with communal green ressources (fallen 
leaves, shredded materials, woods).

3. 

Continue to fund participatory 
science which helps to empower many 
Brussels actors and generate new types 
of knowledge and conduct fundamental/
agronomic research on several aspects 
of recovery (valorisation techniques, 
hygienisation, agronomic quality of the 
output etc.) which will provide decisive 
elements for the establishment of the 
meso scale/dynamics. 
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