(Belgium's Nuclear Energy Policy) : From Pioneer to Phase-Out to ‘Back with a vengeance”
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a pleasure to address you today on the evolution of Belgium’s nuclear energy policy — a
story that spans ambition, doubt, and, ultimately, renewed pragmatism.

1/ Belgium was a pioneer in nuclear energy. From the 1970s onwards, the country invested
heavily in nuclear power, building a fleet of 7 reactors across the Doel and Tihange sites. For
decades, nuclear energy formed the backbone of Belgium’s electricity supply, at times
producing more than half of the country’s power.

This strong commitment was driven by clear objectives: ensuring secure, affordable, and
domestically produced electricity. In a densely populated and industrialized country such as
Belgium, nuclear energy provided a reliable, large-scale, low-carbon source of baseload power
— an asset that would shape the economy and industry for generations.

2/ However, from the late 1990s onwards, the political and societal consensus started to shift.
Environmental concerns, nuclear safety debates, and long-term waste management became
increasingly central.

This culminated in a historic decision in 2003, when Belgium adopted a law mandating a
gradual phase-out of nuclear energy. The intention was clear: nuclear power plants would be
shut down after 40 years of operation and replaced with a mix of renewable energy and
alternative generation capacity.

At the time, this decision was seen by many as a forward-looking step toward a more
sustainable energy eco-system. Others, however, warned of risks, particularly regarding
security of supply and increasing dependence on energy imports.

3/ In the years that followed, the debate remained highly polarized. By 2010, it had become
clear that the phase-out was no longer a purely ideological discussion, but a strategic choice
with real economic and technical consequences. Questions emerged about whether
sufficient alternatives would be ready in time, and whether Belgium might become increasingly
reliant on foreign electricity.

4/ The debate intensified in the 2010s and early 2020s. On the one hand, proponents of the
phase-out argued that renewable energy, energy efficiency, and flexible generation such as gas
could replace nuclear capacity. On the other hand, industry and grid operators warned about
risks of higher prices and supply instability if nuclear power disappeared too quickly. By 2020,
the political decision remained to fully exit nuclear energy by 2025, with only limited room for
last-minute adjustments. Yet, even at that stage, studies suggested that keeping certain
reactors open would have a positive — albeit modest — effect on electricity prices and CO,
emissions.

5/ Then came a turning point. The geopolitical shocks of recent years, combined with rising
energy prices and growing concerns over strategic autonomy, fundamentally changed the
perspective. Belgium, like much of Europe, realized that energy dependence can become a
geopolitical vulnerability. As Prime Minister Bart De Wever recently stated, we are now living
in a world where strategic dependencies are increasingly used as political instruments




6/ This led to a profound reassessment of nuclear energy’s role. Instead of proceeding with a
full phase-out, Belgium — in 2025 - decided to extend the lifespan of its newest reactors, Doel
4 and Tihange 3, beyond 2025 until 2035, and potentially beyond. This marked the first
concrete step away from the original phase-out policy.

But the shift did not stop there.

7/ The current government has gone much further by expressing the ambition to rebuild
nuclear capacity as a structural component of Belgium's energy mix. This includes not only
extending existing reactors but also considering the construction of new nuclear installations
and exploring innovative technologies such as small modular reactors.

8/ The most striking development is on full display in the joint press release of April 30
announcing that the Belgian State and ENGIE Group have entered into exclusive negotiations
for the acquisition of ENGIE's nuclear activities. Negotiations are ongoing about the possible
takeover of all Belgian nuclear activities by the Belgian State, including reactors, personnel,
assets and liabilities. This includes reactors that had already been shut down, with
decommissioning processes put on hold to keep future options open. The aim is to bring
nuclear energy under public control to secure long-term energy supply, support climate goals
and enable future nuclear development. A comprehensive due diligence review of the nuclear
activaties is to be concluded by October 1st.

9/ This represents a historic turning point.

Where nuclear energy was once gradually entrusted to private operators with a clear exit
timeline, the Belgian state is now preparing to assume direct responsibility for the sector.
This reflects a broader recognition that nuclear energy, with its long-term risks and benefits, is
fundamentally a public, strategic asset.

The reasoning behind this shift is both economic and political. Private companies have shown
limited appetite to invest in aging nuclear assets due to high costs and risks, while
governments remain responsible for long-term waste management and decommissioning. As
a result, public ownership is increasingly seen as the only viable way to ensure continuity.

At the same time, expectations must remain realistic. Nationalization and reactor extensions
will not dramatically lower electricity prices overnight. Studies suggest that the impact on
prices remains relatively limited, although nuclear energy does contribute to stabilizing the
system and reducing reliance on gas-fired generation.

10/ Ladies and gentlemen,

What lessons can we draw from this evolution?

e First, Belgium's nuclear policy illustrates the limits of long-term planning in a rapidly
changing world. Decisions taken in 2003 were based on the assumptions of that era,
assumptions that have since been fundamentally challenged.

e Second, it shows that energy policy is inseparable from geopolitics and security
considerations. Energy independence and strategic autonomy have become central
priorities.

e Third, it highlights a return to pragmatism. The question is no longer whether nuclear
energy is ideal or not. The question is how it can contribute, alongside other energy
sources, to a system that is secure, affordable, and sustainable.



11/ In conclusion:

Belgium’s journey with nuclear energy is not one of linear progress, but of adaptation. From
early leadership, to planned exit, and now to renewed investment and even nationalization, it
reflects a country learning — sometimes the hard way — to balance ideology with reality.

As we look to the future, one thing is clear: nuclear energy will remain a central, strategic pillar
in Belgium’s energy policy for years to come.

Thank you for your attention.



