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of the magazines’ advertising income. When 
it comes to the readership market, revenue is 
actually a combination of print and digital. More 
than 95 per cent of the news magazine read-
ers opt for the hybrid formula: they read their 
favourite magazine on paper every week and 
also get access to the digital versions of our six 
news magazines. They keep up to date with the 
relevant news every hour of every day on the 
websites of those six editorial teams. 

We will be launching a unique app and 
Roularta domain in 2021, which will make it 
possible, among other things, to read the digital 
versions of all our media brands including the 
six news magazines on a mobile phone, tablet 
or PC. These tools will make access to all the 
information on the overarching news website 
even simpler. The readers of women’s maga-
zines have had free access to all the group’s 
practical websites until now. That has led to 3.6 
million ‘real users’ per month, more and more 
of whom are registering. We want to increase 
that percentage of registrations to more than 
60 per cent and gradually launch a paid model 
at very attractive rates.

The vision of Rik De Nolf

The New 
Roularta

Kanaal Z/Canal Z, the business TV 
broadcaster, is still financed by content market-
ing, partnerships and co-productions, including 
webinars in partnership with advertisers.

However, the group’s magazine portfo-
lio, which had far more income from advertising 
than readers until a few years ago, has changed 
radically in the meantime. On the one hand, this 
is because of the expansion to include important 
women’s magazines, and on the other it is due 
to the strong growth in income from readers, 
with more subscribers during the pandemic. 

At the same time, advertising income 
has been declining for a few years due to the 
emergence of world players in social media. 
For the Belgian news magazines and women’s 
magazines respectively, the ratio is now 75 and 
80 percent in favour of the consumer market. 

Digitisation 

A second major change has everything 
to do with digitisation. Digital income is start-
ing to gain importance for Roularta as well. It 
currently accounts for more than 30 per cent 

Roularta Group

From B2B to B2C

Approximately two thirds of our in-
come currently come from the B2C readership 
market (subscriptions, loose sales and diversifi-
cation) and printing for third parties. The other 
third comes from the B2B advertising market. 
There was a time when that ratio was reversed. 

Roularta has grown out of local me-
dia such as De Krant van West-Vlaanderen, De 
Streekkrant, Steps and De Zondag. Only De Krant 
van West-Vlaanderen draws most of its income 
from the readership market: 70 per cent read-
ership versus 30 per cent from the advertising 
market. The other titles are distributed free 
of charge and are almost entirely dependent 
on advertising. Roularta was also an important 
player in radio and television for 30 years, and 
those are also advertising-based businesses. 
These different factors meant that Roularta 
was mainly dependent on the advertising world. 

That has gradually changed over the 
last ten years. Following the sale of our partici-
pation in Medialaan, advertising only represents 
36 per cent of our income today. 

Roularta has ended 2020 with a profit, 
and obviously we are proud of that. How did we 
round off a pandemic year profitably, and can 
we look to the future with hope? The answer 
lies in the fact that our multimedia group has 
changed substantially in four areas in recent 
years, in terms of its income flow, digitisation, 
joint venture culture and financial structure. 

5Roularta Group

100%
A third major change has to do with 

leaving the joint venture culture behind. 
Traditionally, Roularta has had several major 
joint ventures, such as the historic partnership 
with the French groups L’Express and Bayard 
and the Belgian groups Rossel and DPG media 
(previously De Persgroep). The French activities 
and the 50% share in the radio and TV compa-
ny Medialaan have been sold. Le Vif/L’Express 
and recently also Télépro and Plus Magazine (in 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany) have 
been 100% integrated. These factors have led 
to a simpler structure that makes it possible to 
optimise synergies.

The positive collaboration with the 
Rossel group is continuing in the 50/50 joint 
ventures Mediafin (De Tijd/L’Echo) and the web-
sites for classifieds (immovlan.be and gocar.be).

Strong balance 

Roularta has one exceptional advan-
tage: the group is not in debt and has 90 million 
euros in cash and on the other hand 1.5 million 
of its own shares. 

This is after paying 8 million euros 
for the second instalment of the investment 
in a new rotary press and 12 million euros for 
the purchase of the Roularta shares that were 
owned by the historic shareholder Bestinver. 

This is the result of a substantial pos-
itive cash flow and of scrapping a dividend in 
2020 when it was not yet clear what effect the 
coronavirus would have. The strong balance will 
make it possible to pay out a dividend again in 
2021 (of 1 euro, this time). After the pandemic, 
the advertising market will regain its strength, 
events and travel will be possible again and ac-
tivity in the printing works will be able to evolve 
normally once more as well. These are all ele-
ments that contribute to a justifiably positive 
view of the future.

Rik De Nolf, Chairman of 
the Board of Directors Roularta

‘Advertising only represents 36 per cent 
of our income today.’
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Working towards sustainability

‘We want to remain 
the most relevant 
media partner for 
the long term’

Roularta creates sustainable added value for its stakeholders 
and the whole of society. The organisation strategically focuses all its 
activities in the various domains on sustainability. ‘We see every challenge 
as an opportunity.’

6 Roularta Annual report 2020

Sustainability

7

Xavier Bouckaert, 
CEO Roularta

Roularta Group

Sustainable 
company

In 2020, Roularta celebrated its 66th 
birthday, along with its 1,500 employees and 
all the stakeholders. Its age proves that the 
company is more of an established value than 
ever in the media landscape. Far-sightedness, 
courage and well-considered choices have made 
Roularta into a strong media group.

‘Sustainability and an eco-efficient 
policy are an intrinsic part of our way of doing 
business’, claims Xavier Bouckaert, the CEO. 
Furthermore, Roularta clearly cares about the 
environment and society. ‘Our country is not 
among the best in Europe when it comes to 

‘It is up to the business community both 
to send a clear signal and to come up with 
solutions to the climate question.’

achieving climate goals. It is up to the business 
community both to send a clear signal and to 
come up with solutions.’

Roularta walks its talk in various in-
itiatives. For example, the organisation has 
obtained an ISO 50001 certificate. This is the 
company’s guarantee to external parties that it 
is constantly improving its energy management, 
thus using energy in an efficient, well-consid-
ered manner. 

The business also lent its weighty 
support to the climate plan Sign for my Future. 
Almost 270,000 Belgians signed this citizens’ 
initiative. A broad coalition of young people, 
business leaders, civil society and the academic 
world are working for a sustainable future for the 
generations to come by means of a climate law, 
investment plan and climate council.

Roularta also fulfils a social role beyond 
the company by investing in talent, culture and 
new initiatives. For example, there is a partner-
ship with the University of Antwerp through the 
Father Louis Bruyns Fund, which awards study 
grants to students from developing countries. 
There is also an annual bursary awarded by the 
Vocatio Foundation for young talent. In addi-
tion, Roularta is one of the founding partners 
of Een Hart voor West-Vlaanderen (‘A Heart for 
West Flanders’), which is committed to socially 
vulnerable youngsters. 

Roularta supports the magazine MO, 
that focuses on issues in the Third World and is 
produced and distributed on a non-profit ba-
sis for the organisation Wereldmediahuis vzw. 
‘Corporate social responsibility is in our DNA’, 
says Xavier Bouckaert. ‘A company that aims for 
nothing but maximising profits, with no concern 
for the world around it, has no future.’  
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Sustainable 
investments and 
value creation

Roularta obviously aims to make a fi-
nancial profit. However, maximising its profits 
is not its sole aim. ‘We also see our profits as a 
resource to invest in sustainability’, explains 
Xavier Bouckaert, the CEO. ‘In the long term, 
that benefits all our stakeholders, including 
readers and advertisers.’ 

Furthermore, Roularta has noticed that 
advertisers are paying increasing attention to 
sustainability and want to keep the ecological 
footprint of their advertisements as low as pos-
sible. Investors are also putting sustainability 
higher and higher on the agenda, often delib-
erately seeking out ethically responsible funds. 
Thanks to its many efforts to increase sustain-
ability, they find an ideal partner in Roularta.

‘Our company cares about the climate, 
nature and human wellbeing’, says board mem-
ber Francis De Nolf. ‘That is why we are also 
investing in several hectares of greenery on, in 
and around our company buildings, for exam-
ple.’ Roularta had been doing that long before 

‘Our company cares about the climate, 
nature and human wellbeing.’
Francis De Nolf, member of the board Roularta

‘We also see our profit as a resource 
to invest in sustainability.’
Xavier Bouckaert

there was any talk of a Green Deal. ‘Nature and 
humans are what make up our DNA, and that 
will continue in the years to come.’

Moreover, as an owner, producer and 
publisher of quality media brands, free media 
and a printing works, Roularta also plays a 
powerful role in sustainability in the worlds of 
graphics and industry. For example, the company 
has invested 12,5 million euros in a new printing 
press that works faster and consumes less en-
ergy and raw materials (see Topic 3). 

What is more, Roularta is also a social 
partner. The business stands up for its interests 
and those of its sector through various channels. 
For example, Roularta has provided the presi-
dent of We Media, that defends the interests of 
magazine brands before regional and federal 
authorities, for many years, as well as the pres-
ident of EMMA, the European federation that 
defends the interests of the sector before the 
European Commission and European Parliament. 

Roularta’s sustainable building: ‘‘A com-
pany that aims for nothing but maximising 

profits, with no concern for the world 
around it, has no future.’

Roularta Group

Lithoman IV printing press are sustainable in-
vestments. ‘Making adjustments with our new 
machines is lightning fast and very accurate’, 
Piet Vanhoutte, the head of the finishing de-
partment, confirms. 

‘The accuracy of the three-knife trim-
mer is and remains accurate to within a tenth 
of a millimetre. In the past we did have to con-
tend with discrepancies sometimes.’ Another 
important advantage is that Roularta can save 
the settings for a certain configuration and call 
them up again later. The machines work more 
quickly, use less energy, last longer and pollute 
far less over the course of their life cycle.

Roularta is also concerned about its 
CO2 footprint. There are more than 2000 solar 
panels on the roofs of the buildings in Brussels 
and Roeselare, allowing the business to meet 
most of its electricity needs. By using rainwa-
ter, the organisation can also limit the use of 
drinking water. 

Moreover, the business applies a 
well-considered waste policy that is committed 
to maximum recycling. Finally, Roularta reduces 
its emissions every year by efforts to adapt its 
mobility. These efforts include the purchase of 
electric cars, the installation of charging points 
at the three main sites and stimulating the use 
of bicycles to commute.  

Sustainable 
activities and 
production process

‘Making adjustments with our new 
machines is lightning fast and very 
accurate.’ 
Piet Vanhoutte, Head of the Finishing Department Roularta

Roularta aims for sustainable activities 
and production. The business does not have 
every single element under its direct control, but 
it can exercise a significant influence. ‘Because 
we are a large buyer of products like ink and pa-
per on an annual basis, we can negotiate with the 
suppliers’, explains the CEO, Xavier Bouckaert.

‘For example, we demand from them 
that all the paper comes from sustainably man-
aged forests. We also print all our newspapers on 
100% recycled paper.’ The same applies to the 
printing machines. As a major customer in the 
printing world, Roularta asks its constructors to 
make extra efforts and deliver energy-efficient 
machines.

In that respect, the recent purchases 
of new machines such as the Müller Martini 
Tempo E220, the Polar cutting line and the new 

9

Printing works in Roeselare: As a major customer in the printing world, 
Roularta asks its constructors to deliver energy-efficient machines.
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Sustainable 
staff

One team, one family: that is Roularta’s 
view of its 1,500 employees. ‘Our people are the 
great power and driving force behind everything 
this company achieves’, believes the CEO, Xavier 
Bouckaert. ‘We want to let their energy, po-
tential, skills, talent and commitment shine.’ 
Roularta provides the necessary coaching from 
the time they are recruited. For example, there 
are intro days, integration interviews after three 
months in the job, frequent performance inter-
views, skill screenings, career paths etc.

Along with internal and external train-
ing opportunities, Roularta also provides infor-
mation sessions and even an ‘on-the-job path-
way’. In addition, there is constant attention to 
health and safety at work. Sometimes initiatives 
within the company contribute to supporting or 
promoting the employees’ physical and men-
tal health. Sports are part of that, along with 
attention to exercise and fun, social activities.

Even in the past year, despite the pan-
demic, there were many physical initiatives such 
as Roulactief that gives employees the chance 
to get to know each other better through ac-
tivities such as staff parties, regional walks and 
museum visits. Unfortunately some activities 
could not go ahead. ‘That’s why we came up 
with digital alternatives, and we will continue 
to do so’, says Bouckaert.

‘Our people are the great power and driving force 
behind everything this company achieves.’ 
Xavier Bouckaert

‘Not a single week passes without in-
spiring webinars that our people can join. In 
the webinars, colleagues tell things like what 
exactly their role in the company is.’ This is the 
organisation’s way of strengthening the bonds 
between its employees. Other webinars focus on 
mental wellbeing or bring in external specialists 
to give a talk and answer employees’ questions. 
That was what happened in a session with the 
epidemiologist Pierre Van Damme, for example. 
‘Above all, we give our people a clear signal that 
they do not have to face these extraordinary 
times on their own.’ 

10 Roularta Annual report 2020

Xavier Bouckaert 
welcoming new 
employees: ‘We give 
our people a clear 
signal that they do 
not have to face these 
extraordinary times on 
their own.’

11Roularta Group

Sustainable 
media partner

Roularta aims to ensure complemen-
tarity and balance between free papers and 
magazines, traditional and new media, printed 
and audiovisual media. Quality is always a top 
priority. Over the past pandemic year, Roularta’s 
readers and advertisers have turned out to be 
particularly loyal. New readers and advertisers 
have also discovered – or rediscovered – the 
value of quality media. 

‘As a publisher, we have clearly played 
our role in society in 2020’, confirms the CEO, 
Xavier Bouckaert. ‘On the one hand, we proved 
ourselves to be a reliable and accurate source 
of offline and online information. On the other, 
we adapted our content to the coronavirus crisis 
and thus provided readers with the inspiration 
they needed to make good use of their time 
during the lockdown.’ Both Roularta’s online 
visitor figures and sales figures for print media 
have increased considerably over the past year.  

To become an even stronger me-
dia partner in the years to come, Roularta’s 
Innovation Lab screens the outside world for 
trends and new technology. All the business 
units can come to it with questions and ideas 
as well. ‘The Innovation Lab improves both the 
customer journey and operational efficiency’, 
says Erwin Danis, the director of the Innovation 
Lab. ‘What is heading our way? And what do we 
need to implement to keep on top of the future? 
That is the basis for developing new solutions.’

Examples of such solutions are the new 
Roularta app, to be launched in June 2021, and 
new designs and functions on the Roularta web-
sites, which will be rolled out by September 
in successive phases. ‘The Innovation Lab also 

‘The Innovation Lab improves 
both the customer journey 
and operational efficiency.’
Erwin Danis, Director of the Innovation Lab

‘We also investigate solutions to tangibly increase 
personalisation for readers and integrate artificial 
intelligence into our processes.’
Xavier Bouckaert 

investigates solutions to tangibly increase per-
sonalisation for readers and integrate artificial 
intelligence into our processes’, adds Xavier 
Bouckaert. ‘We work together with researchers 
and universities. For example, we launched an 
academic chair at the VUB a while ago, where 
we investigate ways in which news media com-
panies can continue to innovate sustainably.’  
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The results in 2020
Roularta in figures

Profit and loss account
in millions of euros

Balance sheer 31/12/20
in millions of euros

Revenue
in thousands of euros

Turnover distribution

7.9%
Line extensions  
& rights

13.6%
Printing for third 
parties

42.4%
Subscriptions & 
newsstand sales

36.1%
Advertising

2.2%
Audiovisual brands

4.3%
Newspaper Brands

13.6%
Printing for third parties

16.1%
Local media brands

63.8%
Magazine brands

2019 20202018

Revenue has 
fallen by 13.4% 
or 39.5 M€

300,000

250,000

200,000

256 M€

Revenue 256.3

EBITDA 19.5

EBIT 6.1

Net result 5.8

Current assets 187.9

Non-current assets 149.6

Balance sheet total 337.6

Equity — Group’s share 223.5

Liabilities 113.7

Liquidity (1) 1.5

Solvency (2) 66.3%

Net Cash Position 85.9

Gearing (3) -38.4%

(1)  liquidity = current assets / current 
liabilities.

(2)   Solvability = equity (Group’s share + 
minority interests) / balance sheet total.

(3)   Gearing = - net financial debt / equity 
(Group’s share + minority interests).
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More information concerning the consolidated figures of Roularta Media Group on https://www.roularta.be/en/roularta-stock-market
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Mediafin in figures

RevenueEBITDA
in thousands of euros

EBITDA

Investments

Evolution in subscriptions

Key figures per share

EBITDA has 
fallen by 15.3%

EBITDA  
per share

The contribution of Mediafin to the 
EBITDA of Roularta Media Group amounts 
to 1.0 M€ for 2020. Compliant with the 
IFRS regulations, this contains 50% of 
Mediafin’s net result (2.2 M€) minus the 
annual depreciation of brands including 
De Tijd and L’Echo (1.2 M€).

64.4 M€

3.2 M€

+13.4% or
+3.5 M€

11.1 M€

2019 20202018

19.5 M€
25,000

20,000

15,000

10,000

5,000

0.51

1.83

€1.57

2019 20202018

Investments

Evolution in subscriptions

15,1 M€

+10,3% or
+7,4 M€



Financial capital

Natural capital

Manufactured capital

Human capital

Social capital

Intellectual capital

registered capital

100% TCF paper of which 2.98% is 
FSC paper and 87.33% is PEFC paper

Brussels, Roeselare (head office), Antwerp, Ghent, Hasselt

staff

women

subscribers

listed on Euronext Brussels Baarn

men

accredited professional journalists

Network of more than

• Membership of various organisations, e.g. Council for Journalism, Febelgra
• Chairmanship of WE MEDIA (Belgian magazine association) and EMMA 

(European magazine association)
• Relationships with suppliers and professional organisations

freelancers

petabyte storage capacity

of ink

of cleaning agents

equity
advanced full-colour offset printing presses

computers

water

of dampening additives

net cash position

data servers

aluminium plates

= CO2 emissions of

area of greenery

80 million euro

52,292 ton

Offices in Belgium

1,236

549

794,751

13,141,123 shares Office in the Netherlands

687

186

1,300

1

1,088 tons

41,194 litres

224 million euro 6

2,000

• Innovation Lab and Roularta Digital Hub
• Strong media brands

21,916 m³

111,600 litres

86 million euro
650

135,543 m²

31,564 MWh

66,000 m²

Input

9,229 tons
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How Roularta Media
Group creates value

These figures do not include the important acquisitions in Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany in March 2021.

Financial capital

Natural capital

Manufactured capital

Human capital

Social capital

Intellectual capital

turnover

rotations of rotary presses

hours of training for personnel

personnel

(Trends Manager of the Year, Trends Summer 
University, She goes ICT,…)

new recruitments

Printed copies

Websites: more than

Weekly

magazines and

newspapers

lover consumption of isopropyl alcohol as an additive 
in the printing process thanks to state-of-the-art 
printing presses

innovative projects tested by the 
Innovation Lab

magazine titles

newspaper titles

unique visitors per month
and more than

viewers for Kanaal Z/Canal Z

readers of local media (CIM)

page views per month

‘Een Hart voor West-Vlaanderen’

magazine readers (CIM) in Belgium, 
the Netherlands and Germany

256 million euro

437,670,426

13.078

87 million euro

More than 
100 events

59

267,763,225

3.7 million

1.3 million

3,348,539

45 million

Co-creator

9,073,402

102,138,181

54%

140

70

5

Output

15Roularta Group

These figures do not include the important acquisitions in Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany in March 2021.
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reporting every day. ‘Newspapers are producing 
good supplements now’, Grobben says, ‘but they 
are still far more rooted in the news. Knack has 
a different selection and offers greater depth.’

How relevant are you?

‘It’s all a question of how you spend 
your time. When we phone people who have 
cancelled their subscription, that is one of the 
most important reasons for stopping. Time is 
relative: how many minutes of each day do you 
want to spend finding out what’s in the news? 
You can listen to podcasts, read a paper, wear 
digital glasses that practically project the articles 
onto your retina... but you’re still not going to 
follow the news five hours a day. News con-
sumption is not going to increase dramatically 
just because there are more types of media.’

What people don’t find relevant will 
be left behind. That is why it is important to 
commit to quality more than ever’, Grobben 
says. That focus starts with recruiting the best 
people. ‘We need people who can separate the 
chaff from the corn so that we can pinpoint the 
most important topics. The journalism in Knack 
has played a role in many political debates, from 
the Egmont Pact to the Panama Papers. The 
climate debate, which we opened up, belongs 
among those topics as well.’

Roularta employs fact checkers to fight 
the false information being spread by social me-
dia. Those online platforms have many benefits, 

When the world finds itself in turbulent waters, people seek 
safe havens. In news programmes, news apps and newspapers, robust 
journalism has been appreciated and rewarded throughout the pandemic: 
‘As long as magazines stay relevant, they will continue to exist.’

Opting for depth, 
relevance and quality

How Roularta’s 
news magazines 
scale great 
heights

Jos Grobben, director of magazines, is 
pleased with the appreciation of journalism dur-
ing the coronavirus pandemic. The magazines 
for which he is responsible play an important 
role, he says. ‘You have the news sites, where 
speed is of the essence. At the other end of the 
spectrum are the magazines, whose added value 
lies in the selection they make. In between are 
the radio, newspapers and television.’

Jos Grobben is also the publisher of 
“News & Business Magazines”, but he actually 
thinks that ‘news magazines’ is not a very good 
name. ‘In fact our strong brands don’t focus on 
the moment but on profundity, mapping ten-
dencies and distilling the relevance out of them. 
Magazines used to contain summaries of what 
had happened in the past week. Fortunately we 
no longer do that, because there is not a soul 
who cares about ten-day-old news. Now you 
have to interpret events. We need to inspire 
people and learn new things. We do that with 
a hybrid formula: we are present on the digital 
channels, app and website every day, 24/24. In 
midweek we provide an extensive pack of read-
ing material on paper and in a digital version. Our 
subscribers can access a fantastic range: they 
have digital access to all our “news” magazines 
in Dutch and French (Knack and Le Vif, Trends 
and Trends Tendances, Sport/Voetbalmagazine 
and Sport/Footmagazine).’

Now the newspapers are also evolving 
in the direction of a hybrid model, with a pack 
of reading material at the weekend and digital 

News & Business

17News & Business

but they are simultaneously disrupting the busi-
ness model of printed magazines. Although 
there are a few provisos to add: ‘The debate 
about print and digital is irrelevant, although it 
isn’t always easy to stand up to the big guys who 
absorb lots of advertising money. They’re not 
sacrosanct, though. Look at Facebook, which 
has lied to advertisers several times in recent 
years. Print is still a very powerful medium. Even 
Bol makes magazines. So it can’t be such a com-
pletely silly idea’, Grobben laughs.

‘The rock-solid brand Libelle now has the 
highest number of subscribers in its entire 
75-year history.’

‘Magazines used to contain summaries of what had 
happened in the past week. Fortunately we no longer 
do that, because there is not a soul who cares about 
ten-day-old news.’

Risks and opportunities 
of the crisis

The coronavirus crisis is also an op-
portunity for the media. After all, the number 
of visitors to news sites shoots up with every 
crisis, and loose sales have also exceeded all 
expectations in the past months. ‘The readership 
market is fairly stable and can take a few knocks. 
It is an important task to convert that flow of 
new visitors into subscribers. The rock-solid 
brand Libelle now has the highest number of 
subscribers in its entire 75-year history.’

However, the crisis has also brought its 
share of challenges. The magazines themselves 
have stayed partly out of the line of fire, but di-
versification has meant that there has long since 
been more at play than that. For example, Knack 
organises cruises and Trends runs networking 
events; both of these activities have now come 
to a standstill. Moreover, investments in digiti-
sation projects need to be timed right. ‘It is far 
easier to push newspaper readers towards a dig-
ital product than magazine readers. Magazines 
are still associated with “slow reading”. So we 
take our cue from the readers’ tempo: a weekly 
magazine supplemented with apps and websites 
for daily news. In other countries as well, you 
notice that the transition is taking longer than 
expected, except with international titles like 
The Economist, which has a readership market 
all the way to Timbuctoo’, Grobben says. ‘In that 
sense Flanders is a city state; we don’t control 
the world. That is why it is so difficult to predict 
the future. Nevertheless, I am confident that for 
as long as magazines succeed in staying relevant, 
they will continue to exist.’  
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Jos Grobben,
director of magazines Roularta
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Bert Bultinck, editor-in-chief of Knack 

‘The epidemic 
was a boost for 
Knack’s quality 
journalism’
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developments clearly and take the debate to a 
higher level. And what do you know? Those are 
the journalists who work for Knack.’ 

3.

‘Our profession has hardly changed. 
We all know how to schedule a Zoom meeting 
now – sometimes that was a bit trickier in the 
past – and it has been difficult or impossible to 
travel abroad for the past year. But I am con-
fident that journalists in the post-coronavirus 
period will be able to do their jobs again the way 
they did before. Physical contact is important, 
especially if you are looking for news.’

4. 

‘It was the penetrating, sometimes 
moving interview that Dirk Draulans did with 
the Belgian virologist Peter Piot, who had been 
infected with a severe case of the coronavirus 
himself. Knack was the first to tell his story. The 

1.

‘It might sound surprising, but the big-
gest challenge was not that different to the one 
we faced in previous years: making an attractive 
news magazine that is sharp, intelligent and 
on the ball. Obviously it was a new challenge 
to work from home as standard. That was par-
ticularly true for our editorial team, because the 
water cooler is normally an important breeding 
ground for their ideas. Sometimes the corona-
virus measures caused logistical puzzles – live 
interviews were often difficult – but the more 
difficult circumstances hardly ever got in the 
way of our main tasks, if at all.’ 

2. 

‘Beyond any doubt. The epidemic was 
a disaster for our society, but it was a boost for 
Knack’s quality journalism. Flemish readers felt 
a need for journalists who explored the issues 
in greater depth, who could explain complex ©
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1.

What was your 
biggest editorial 
challenge in 2020? 

2.

Did 2020 also offer 
journalistic opportunities? 

3.

Has the journalist’s 
profession changed after 
a year of the coronavirus? 

4.

Which article from 2020 has 
stuck with you the most? 

Editors-in-chief

interview was also an international success. We 
sold it to the leading scientific journal Science, 
and it was a hit there as well. The piece resulted 
in millions of page views on the Science website.’ 

19News & Business

The editors- 
in-chief have 
their say 

It’s not easy to produce decent journalism in the middle of a 
pandemic. Five editors-in-chief at Roularta look back on the challenges 
and opportunities of an extraordinary year. 

3.

‘2020 proved how fundamental human 
contact is for everyone, in both our private and 
professional lives. That applied to our sources 
of information, but also to the relationships 
between our editorial staff. The year of the 
pandemic brought out the essence of collec-
tive intelligence and also the importance of 
unfettered debate on ideas that are inherent 
to an editorial team.’ 

4.

‘It is difficult to choose one article. We 
presented several very good special reports on 
the coronavirus, both online and in print. We 
often dealt with issues that no one else had 
tackled, but ones that demanded attention. In 
parallel, we were still deciphering the nego-
tiations in the run-up to the formation of the 
government, and we gave the readers of Le Vif 
a unique glimpse behind the political scenes. 
Investigative journalism was always crucial.’ 

Anne-Sophie Bailly,  
editor-in-chief of Le Vif 

‘We had to be 
there for our 
readers’ 
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1.

‘We suddenly had to respond to the 
huge need for information among the public. 
Confronted with an unknown event, they 
turned to the quality press for answers. More 
than ever, we really had to be there for our 
readers. We were also forced to start working 
from home from one day to the next. That 
meant overhauling our work processes whilst 
maintaining the quality of our content the whole 
time.’ 

2.

‘It certainly did. Over the past year, 
our editorial team has constantly been thinking 
about how to approach crisis journalism of this 
kind. What was the appropriate way to interpret 
the figures and graphs? How should we inform 
our readers without sowing fear? This way of 
thinking led to many discussions and debates, 
which is always a good thing in our field.’ ©
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Ruth Goossens, editor-in-chief 
of Knack Weekend 

‘More savoir-
faire, less 
automatic pilot’ 

3.

‘I don’t have the sense that the pro-
fession has really changed. A good interview 
or a hard-hitting report still need the same 
ingredients: thorough preparation, accuracy 
and fluent style. It is true, though, that we will 
be more inclined to do an interview on Zoom 
in the future than take a plane. In that sense, 
our ecological awareness has increased. We’re 
still waiting to see how fashion journalism will 
evolve. Presenting new collections is currently 
happening entirely online, and that isn’t an ideal 
solution.’ 

4.

‘The things that spring to mind are 
mainly entire magazines. In May we did a lovely, 
interesting travel special focusing on domestic 
tourism and the neighbouring countries. Our 
heart-warming ‘Person of the Year’ report has 
stuck with me as well: a selection of twenty peo-
ple who did something special to help someone 
else. And then there was the wonderful but sad 
story of Bob, an 84-year-old architect who had 
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1.

‘The biggest challenges were technical 
and organisational. Computers and internet 
connections regularly crashed, and it was con-
siderably more difficult than before to organise 
interviews and photos. Thanks to our enthusias-
tic team and all the overtime they worked, we 
succeeded in delivering a very relevant lifestyle 
magazine every week.’ 

2.

‘2020 was unusually exciting for jour-
nalists. We constantly had to adjust our content 
to a new reality, and at the same time we had 
to deal with all sorts of limitations. Suddenly 
there were also fewer opportunities in the tra-
ditional lifestyle sectors such as fashion and 
travel. However, there was a far greater need for 
stories and reports offering hope and support 
in this difficult period. It was a case of needing 
more savoir-faire and less automatic pilot. But 
looking for original angles and creative solu-
tions is what gives you an adrenaline boost as 
a lifestyle editor.’ 

been confined to his bed by illness for five years. 
He gave an interior photographer permission to 
take photos so that he would be able to admire 
his own home again.’
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1.

‘Continuing to surprise our readers al-
though there were no more sports events. To 
begin with, we filled the gap with special reports, 
but ultimately we decided to put our publication 
on hold for fourteen weeks. That was a difficult 
decision, but it was the right one. The second 
challenge was to start back up again and grab 
the readers by the scruff of their necks right 
from the word go. We redesigned the concept 
of the magazine, but it still focuses on news and 
in-depth analyses.’ 

2.

‘Absolutely. We took the opportunity 
to strengthen our website and position it bet-
ter on the market. As soon as we temporarily 
halted the paper publication, we got to work 
on that. Our site is more up to date than ever: 
it is a daily newspaper that includes analyses, 
reports and columns. The number of readers 
increased considerably after our restyling, and 
now that our paper magazine is being printed 
again, that number is stable.’ 

3. 

‘Live interviews were often impossible 
in the past year. For a sports magazine like ours, 
that is a significant handicap. Direct contact with 
the sports world is partly lost. You can compen-
sate with Zoom interviews, but they require 
an adjustment from everyone. Our editorial 
meetings are also completely different now to 
the way they used to be before the coronavirus. 
And of course we are reporting on sports events 
now without the real-life experience.’

4.

‘I was really pleased with the edition 
that marked our fortieth anniversary. It ap-
peared on 18 March 2020. It looked back on 
forty years of sport, forty years of journalism. 
The conversation between Jan Mulder and Imke 
Courtois was the backbone of the publication, 
but there were also all kinds of other interviews 
with sportspeople from the past and present. 
The whole thing was fleshed out with analyses 
and opinions. In short: it was everything that 
Sport/Voetbalmagazine stands for. It ended up 
being a fantastic souvenir edition.’
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Jacques Sys, editor-in-chief 
of Sport/Voetbalmagazine 

‘We want to grab 
the readers by 
the scruff of 
their necks’ 
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to the world at the same time. It is striking that 
these are often young people, and often women 
as well. Trends will always be a benchmark for 
the important sectors, economic policy, money 
matters and investment advice. Now you can 
add this new, young economy. Gamechangers 
like these can inspire others.’ 

news doesn’t necessarily leave us better in-
formed. So my motto is: Trends doesn’t have to 
be the fastest, as long as we are the smartest.’ 

3.

‘An editorial team is not that different 
from teams at other companies, with everyone 
working almost entirely from home in recent 
months. Everyone does their best, but working 
remotely is far from ideal. Good ideas often arise 
spontaneously when people are together and 
sharing information. However we’ll soon be 
able to combine the best of the old and the new 
way of editing a newspaper. Hopefully we’ll be 
able to look each other in the eye for real more 
often, but we will also be able to concentrate 
on writing a piece at home.’ 

4.

‘Trends successfully dealt with “the 
new way of doing business”. More than ever, 
our magazine focused on gamechangers: people 
who have an idea, make a difference or seize 
an opportunity to do business and contribute 

1.

‘I took the job of editor-in-chief at 
Trends and Kanaal Z in the midst of the coronavi-
rus crisis. The coronavirus got, and is still getting, 
a lot of attention. Rightly so, but in the meantime 
the world has not been standing still in other 
areas. The climate, diversity in the workplace 
or the social role of business leaders: keeping 
track of all these developments is a challenge 
for our editors. Our readers expect us to look 
to the future with an entrepreneurial mindset. 
There’s a reason why we’re called “Trends”.’  

2.

‘The coronavirus crisis has generated an 
endless stream of ‘McDonald’s journalism’, you 
might say: fast news that sometimes goes out of 
date almost before it is published. Virologists, 
epidemiologists, vaccinologists, politicians and 
action groups: everyone is talking at the same 
time. The strength of a weekly magazine like 
Trends is that we have time to transcend the 
madness of the day. The unpredictable course 
of the pandemic has taught us that all that fast 
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Wim Verhoeven, editor-in-chief 
of Trends/Trends-Tendances 

‘Our strength? 
Transcending 
the madness  
of the day’
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Roularta’s New Deal, introduced in 
2019, was the first step towards the Roularta 
app. It was intended as the spearhead of the 
publisher’s updated digital strategy.

The experiment with the New Deal was 
a resounding success: anyone who subscribed 
to a printed edition of Trends, Knack or Sport/
Voetbalmagazine also received online access to 
the other news magazines and their counter-
parts in French. ‘The New Deal proved that peo-
ple are prepared to pay more for a subscription 
that includes the digital package’, says Stefan 
Seghers, Chief Data Officer. ‘We have gained 
new subscribers rather than losing them. More 
than that, in fact: people read the other titles 
online very intensively. They spend 22 minutes 
on each digital magazine they open. When we 
saw those figures, we realised: if readers are 
spending that much time on them, we’re on 
the right track.’  

The Roularta app as the spearhead 
of digital strategy

‘We’ve set the 
bar high, aiming 
for hundreds of 
thousands of users 
in the first year’
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Readers spend 22 minutes on each 
digital magazine they open.
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Sanoma

The arrival of the Sanoma titles and 
Plus Magazine opened up possibilities for even 
more combinations. It even seems to be the ideal 
way to strengthen the niche publications that 
Roularta owns. ‘In recent months, we have de-
veloped an application that brings all Roularta’s 
magazines together: from Libelle and Data News 
to Trends and Flair. Anyone who subscribes to 
one title can read one or more other titles for 
a reduced price’, Seghers explains. ‘We have 
been noticing for years that our brands are really 
well known, but that we can do much more to 
convert that fame into growth. In other words, 
we have an opportunity to sell a second or third 
Roularta title within a household, and thus to 
attract more readers.’

The range of Roularta magazines makes 
it possible to commit strongly to families. Just as 

‘If you only read 
Libelle, it will 
feel like the 
Libelle app.’

every member of the family has their own Netflix 
account, Roularta’s app will take everyone’s 
preferences into consideration. ‘We didn’t rush 
into this’, Seghers continues. ‘Market research 
showed that people were interested in packages 
of titles and that they were willing to pay for 
them. More than 80 per cent also thought it 
was worth being able to share the application 
in their household.’

Nevertheless, the app does not detract 
from the brands’ specific identities. Quite the 
opposite, because these strong brands are the 
very source of Roularta’s strength. All the ar-
ticles are presented in the house style of the 
magazine they appear in. ‘If you only read Libelle, 
it will feel like the Libelle app. Although the 
intention is obviously for us to suggest other 
titles over time’, Seghers says. ‘Because we have 
a lot of data about reading behaviour, we can 
create personalised subscription formulas. A 

Stefan Seghers, Chief Data Officer Roularta
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family that receives the paper version of Knack 
has digital access to the six news magazines and 
receives a discount on a digital subscription to 
Libelle and Plus Magazine in the Roularta app: 
that is just one of the many options.’

There are various ways to find articles 
in the app: from a feed of articles or by browsing 
the magazines. ‘The latter option again empha-
sises the importance of perceiving value. Editors 
make certain choices, and for many people that 
package is very important.’ Every time an article 
is opened, the person will be able to read it in a 
mobile-friendly format. We took smartphones 
as the basis for our designs, not the other way 
around. That means the articles look great on 
any screen, from the smallest smartphone to 
the largest tablet.

Roularta as a platform 
for others

The most radical consequence of the 
Roularta app is probably the disappearance of all 
the separate apps. Roularta currently has more 
than 30, because many brands have a separate 
app for their website and their magazine. The 
new project brings them together: anything 
you can read for free on the website will be free 
in the app as well. ‘The Knack app is currently 
used by more than 20,000 people, for example. 
So we’ve set the bar high for the Roularta app, 
aiming for hundreds of thousands of users in 
the first year. When we launch it, we will allow 
everyone to read absolutely everything free for 
30 days. That’s an incredible offer. By thoroughly 
analysing what people read, we will be able to 
offer customised subscriptions after that trial 
period. That turns the digital tool into both a 
recruitment channel and a way of rewarding 

News & Business

‘We have been noticing for years that 
our brands are really well known, but 
that we can do much more to convert 
that fame into extra subscribers.’

App

loyal subscribers. So we might end up giving 
people who already have print subscriptions 
to three titles full digital access to all the other 
magazines after all.’

The renewed websites will also be 
launched later this year. There, too, the em-
phasis is on a similar experience that makes 
cross-selling possible. The fact that both the 
applications and the renewed websites can be 
made is all thanks to the open architecture that 
has been a priority over the past few years. The 
underlying structure of the content store had 
its own API, making it possible to deliver articles 
automatically to external parties. 

Thus it is not unrealistic to imagine that 
a bank or transport application might one day 
offer a package of Roularta articles on a spe-
cific theme. Of course that is subject to certain 
conditions, Stefan Seghers explains: ‘When our 
articles appear on other platforms, the brand 
must always be mentioned, the invoicing for the 
user goes through Roularta and we also need 
access to the data.’

Getting rid of its 
old-fashioned image 

The logo used as the app icon is not 
Roularta’s traditional logo either. ‘We’ve mod-
ernised it.  Will it become Roularta’s new logo? 
Who knows. At any rate, it is an experiment that 
shows the direction we are heading in with the 
group.’

‘We are in the final phase of develop-
ment and will be releasing the Roularta app 
to 2,000 subscribers in June. This project will 
be initially successful if the subscribers say it 
offers them added value. After that we can start 
experimenting and upselling.’  



If you look at Roularta’s portfolio, you 
will see a number of lesser-known titles along-
side the big names like Knack and Libelle. Data 
News and Grafisch Nieuws, for example. These 
are trade magazines whose circulation is a frac-
tion of that of the general magazines, although 
they are every bit as valuable.

Trade magazines: 
deepen, don’t broaden

The trade magazines have been go-
ing for decades, but the market in which those 
brands operate has changed radically in recent 
years. ‘I remember being at a German trade 
fair for publishers twenty years ago’, says Jos 
Grobben, the director of magazines. ‘Because 
Audi was a big sponsor of the event, a repre-
sentative of the car manufacturer was allowed 
to give a short speech. The man told us that Audi 
was financing the event in the hope of joining 
the publishers in the room in a few years’ time. 
Half the audience laughed, but they turned out 
to be wrong.’

Whereas trade magazines used to be an 
intermediary link between producers and users, 
the former have now started communicating 
ever more directly with the latter. Initially they 
did so by making their own websites, then using 
social media and finally by becoming a kind of 
media companies in their own right. This has led 
to a drop in advertising income that can be felt 
right across the media sector.

‘If trade magazines want to survive, 
they need to realise that they can no longer 
function as a conduit. Rather than broadening 
their content, they need to deepen and deliver 

great added value. Producers who make pod-
casts or are active on YouTube will only talk 
about their own products, but a trade magazine 
is a place where you can compare products on 
an objective basis’, Grobben explains.

It is no longer sufficient simply to pub-
lish a magazine, either. ‘We really commit to 
diversification in our trade magazines. Data 
News derives a large proportion of its income 
from events. For example, 1200 people attend 
the Data News Awards.’

Grafisch Nieuws, the trade magazine 
for the graphics industry, also organises events. 
‘The Drupa exhibition is a biennial highlight in 
the sector. In the years with no exhibition, we 
have started up a smaller, Belgian version, “Get 
Smart”. Because we organise it as an independ-
ent party, we can put several competitors on 
stands in the same hall without difficulty, which 
appeals to people in the business.’

The professionals who rely on maga-
zines like Grafisch Nieuws and Data News are a 
clearly defined target group, which makes them 
very attractive from a commercial perspective, 
even today. ‘If you occupy a significant position, 
a trade magazine can be highly relevant. If you 
are number two or three in the market, it’s a 
lost cause. We want to be the Rolls-Royce of 
our sector: we aim for nothing less.’  

Jos Grobben,  
director of magazines Roularta
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‘We want to be the Rolls-
Royce of our sector: we 
aim for nothing less.’

Trade magazines
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Virginie has only just come aboard the Roularta ship, Veerle has 
been sailing with us for five years already and Kris is an experienced captain 
with thirty years on the clock. We follow in the wake of three employees 
whose burning ambition it is to help Roularta navigate the right course. 

recruitment. Luckily, I was able to go to the of-
fice regularly during the first month, although 
I got to know most people online. It was impor-
tant for me though to realise mentally that I was 
in a new working environment. I’m fortunate to 
have a good team who immediately made me 
feel welcome.’

Virginie works as a product manager 
for De Zondag and De Streekkrant. She draws 
up marketing plans with the marketing director, 
sets up competitions for customers through 
partnerships and briefs the graphic team on 
many matters such as adverts, stickers and im-
age material. ‘I also support the sales team: I 
have a really broad role. The most challenging 
thing about this job is that De Zondag and De 
Streekkrant are free products. Without adver-
tisers they couldn’t exist. The trick is to be as 
creative as possible on a limited budget.’

Virginie sees herself in a management 
role in the near future. ‘If I get that chance, I’ll 
seize it with both hands. I know I’m capable of 
it. And one day, don’t ask me when, I want to 
start my own business. I dream of a coffee bar 
with a kind of library where you can borrow or 
buy books on the spot. I see myself as a bit of 
an old soul in a young body. I really wanted to 
get into the print world, and I read a lot. During 
my intro day at Roularta, I was looking forward 
to visiting the printing works most of all, to see 
how a magazine or newspaper rolls off the press 
and is finished. That was also a little dream that 
came true.’  

Three employees 
tell us about their jobs

For love of 
the media 

5 months at Roularta: Virginie Leupe, product manager for De Zondag & De Streekkrant

‘I can see myself in a management role in the future.’

planned’, she laughs. ‘I noticed a vacancy for a 
brand manager on LinkedIn. When I applied, the 
HR department told me that a lot of experience 
was required for that role, but that there was a 
new vacancy for a product manager. Why not, I 
thought. I was working as a web marketeer for 
Tui in Ostend at the time. 

Obviously the application process was 
not what you would expect it to be. ‘I only met 
my new boss once in person during the process. 
Of course I was already used to video calls, but 
it is still strange to see hardly anyone during 

Three degrees in marketing and pro-
fessional experience to boot: Virginie Leupe 
(25) presented serious credentials when she 
applied to Roularta at the end of last year. ‘I 
obtained a bachelor’s degree in marketing from 
VIVES in Kortrijk, followed by a higher bachelor’s 
in advanced business management at UCLL in 
Leuven. Their partnership with universities in 
the UK meant I could also do a master’s in in-
ternational marketing at Coventry University.’

In November 2020, during the second 
lockdown, she started at Roularta. ‘It wasn’t 
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certainly as a beginner. You do need to be lucky, 
because you can’t choose your own managers.’

A year and a half later, Leo Claeys – 
Rik De Nolf’s brother-in-law – was looking for 
someone to deal with distribution coordination 
in the free press division (now Local Media). 
‘Distribution is the last essential link to the read-
er, and back then it didn’t run smoothly. This job 
was also a new role. That made it interesting, 
because you create a lot of your job yourself, 
along with your manager.’

Strong managers, a bit of luck and 
showing courage yourself: Kris believes these 
are the three ingredients you need to create 
an exciting career for yourself. ‘Leo said to me: 
“Now you’re on the purchasing train, and you 
know how it works. I’m just letting you know 
that there’s another train on the tracks, the 
distribution train. I know which way it’s going, 
but when it reaches the points, things can get 
a bit bumpy.” What he meant to say was: if you 
want to move on in a company, you really need 
to go for it.’

Kris was given the extra task of setting 
up an external training pathway for sales. ‘The 
intention was to capture that knowledge with-
in the company, so we wouldn’t have to stay 
with that agency forever. That experience really 
opened up my world to sales, infusing me with 
customer centricity. I started training people 
after that, and then I got the chance to become 

30 years with Roularta: Kris Van Peteghem, digital product developer

 ‘Strong managers, a bit of luck and 
showing courage, that’s what it’s all about.’

the product manager for Steps magazine and 
De Zondag.’

Then Chris was logistics manager for a 
while. ‘I was really fascinated by the technical 
installations in the printing works. Luckily I was 
still a bit of an engineer’, he laughs. In that period 
there were exploratory talks with Google for a 
partnership as the reseller (premium partner) 
for Google Ads, in the world of search engine 
advertising. ‘I started learning all about that and 
made a business plan. We ended up being the 
first Google partner in Belgium, and we won a 
Google Award twice.’

That job was the forerunner of his cur-
rent job as digital product developer. ‘Just like 
in print, you need to dare to innovate in digital. 
I’m currently working on a project on digital 
signage, digital screens for Mijn Stad TV, that 
are used at busy locations in local shops for 
digital communication. The baker or butcher can 
use some of the slots themselves to advertise 
their products, and we sell the other slots to 
advertisers.’

You might well say that Kris is a loyal 
and multi-talented lieutenant. ‘Of course I have 
sometimes considered going to work elsewhere, 
but the company was smart enough to offer me 
new internal challenges in good time. The grass 
is often greener on the other side, but during 
my career I have seen many colleagues come 
running back to Roularta.’

Kris Van Peteghem (53) is an old hand 
at Roularta, but it doesn’t feel that way to him. 
After his studies in commercial engineering 
and one year of military service, he started his 
career with the media company as an assistant 
to the purchasing director. ‘It was a new role 
at the time. My first boss was William Metsu, 
who went on to become the general director 
of the printing works. You can learn a lot if you 
are lucky enough to work for strong managers, 

Employees
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into a coach for several teams. ‘When you follow 
all those reps out onto the road, you see and 
learn a lot all over again.’ Next she worked as 
a sales manager with a team of 15 reps for a 
while, and then as a coach for the key accounts.

Her last job at Truvo was as a training 
and coaching manager with a team of ten train-
ers. ‘Then I got a phone call from Roularta, which 
was looking for someone with my profile. After 
17 years I was ready for a new challenge.’

She started in Local Media, where she 
was responsible for developing a sales approach. 
I was brought in to teach the reps to do 360° 
sales, both in print and digital. We started by 
rolling that out to the leaders and then to their 
teams.’ Then she moved on to Roularta’s cus-
tomer journey pathway, where she developed a 
code of conduct. ‘The million-dollar question is: 
how can we focus even more on our customers in 
a highly competitive and changing world? What 
is more: how can you communicate better within 
in your team? After all, you can only approach 
external customers well if you work together 
well internally.’

Today she’s still monitoring the cus-
tomer journey pathway. She also coaches lead-
ers in how to lead, how to convey their vision to 
their team, how to speak to a group, etc. ‘Every 
company needs inspiring leaders who can get 
the best out of a team’, Veerle says. 

‘I have a fantastic job, but sometimes 
I’m exhausted after a training session’, she 
laughs. ‘I make my training courses really in-
teractive with lots of exercises, including move-
ment exercises to keep my listeners alert. But 
it’s quite a bit more difficult to make sure every-
one has their say on Zoom.  Now I do a lot with 
breakout rooms and changing teams to keep 
things interesting. I would say that I partly had 
to reinvent my job in 2020.’ She sometimes sees 
herself as a psychologist. I can get a lot out of 
people, even if they’ve got things on their mind.’

Veerle hasn’t ruled out the idea of be-
coming a manager herself in the future, based 
on this role. ‘But that isn’t my main ambition. 
My mission at Roularta will have succeeded if 
I have contributed to positive changes in the 
company culture with open and transparent 
communication.’  

5 years with Roularta: Veerle Hofman, sales training & coaching manager 

‘I partly had to reinvent my job in 2020.’

Veerle Hofman (47) learned the tricks 
of the trade at Gouden Gids (Truvo), where she 
worked for 17 years. She started out as a sales 
rep and discovered all kinds of customers in a 
range of sectors while she was on the road. ‘All 
those conversations really contributed to my 
general knowledge.’ She developed naturally 
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Een boeket bloemen, een cocktailbox 
aan huis, een consumptiecheque, 
een thuiswerkvergoeding of een 
extra beeldscherm en een ergo-
nomische bureaustoel. De waaier aan 
coronabeloningen van bedrijven 
voor hun werknemers is breed. Veel 
werknemers moeten in de crisis extra 
presteren of in ongewone omstan-
digheden werken.

Sofi na spant de kroon. De holding 
geeft haar werknemers 40 dagen 
extra vakantie cadeau. ‘Net als in an-
dere sectoren hebben onze mensen 
de voorbije periode hard van thuis 
uit en vele uren extra online gewerkt. 
We willen ze bedanken voor die 
inspanningen’, zegt Wauthier de 
Bassompierre, directielid van Sofi na.

De acht weken betaalde vakantie 

dienen om de Sofi na-werknemers 
‘terug te geven wat ze de voorbije tijd 
het meest gemist hebben: quality-
time met familie en vrienden’. ‘Men-
sen krijgen de mogelijkheid om 
persoonlijke projecten te realiseren’, 
zegt de Bassompierre.

De maatregel geldt voor alle 
68 personeels- en directieleden van 
de groep. De 40 dagen kunnen over 
twee jaar opgenomen worden in 
blokken of als snipperdag, als de 
pandemie voorbij is. Ze moeten wel 
onder collega’s worden afgesproken 
om de continuïteit te garanderen.

Ook andere werkgevers hebben 
wegens de pandemie extra vakantie-
dagen toegekend. In de voedings-
winkels, waar het personeel in de 
eerste lockdown overuren draaide 
wegens hamstergedrag en toegangs-
beperkingen, kwamen er compen-
serende vakantiedagen: tot zeven bij 

MICHAËL SEPHIHA 
EN NICO SCHOOFS

DAVID ADRIAEN, DIRK SELLESLAGH 
EN MEIKE DE ROEST
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Smile Invest, het investerings-
fonds rond Urbain Vandeurzen, 
stapt in de specialist in medisch 
materiaal Hospidex. Het neemt 
een beperkt meerderheids-
belang in de Tiense groep. CEO 
Hendrik Seghers en fi nancieel 
en operationeel directeur Fran-
cis Gielen behouden de overige 
aandelen.

Hospidex is een distributeur 
van medisch materiaal. Dat gaat 
van bloeddrukmeters voor 
particulieren tot wegwerp-
bedpannen en monitoringsys-
temen voor ziekenhuizen. Het 
bedrijf kwam vorige maand in 
het nieuws nadat het Duitse 
biotech bedrijf BioNTech, dat een 
coronavaccin produceert samen 
met het Amerikaanse farma-
bedrijf Pfizer, er 256 miljoen 
‘supernaalden’ had besteld. 
Dankzij die ‘low dead space’- 
naalden blijft amper vloeistof 
achter in een vaccinfl acon.

De groep uit Tienen draaide 
vorig jaar een omzet van 30 mil-
joen euro (+10% tegenover een 
jaar eerder).

Gielen en Seghers zullen met 
Smile Invest onder meer naar 
overnames speuren. Hospidex 
richt zijn vizier op de Benelux, 
Frankrijk en de Duitstalige lan-
den. P19

Vandeurzen 
en co. kopen 
verdeler van
supernaalden

Overlevenden en familie van slachtoff ers legden maandag wi£ e rozen bij het herdenkingsmonument voor de aanslagen van 
22 maart. Vijf jaar geleden brachten terroristen in de luchthaven van Zaventem en in het metrostation Maalbeek drie bommen 
tot ontploffi  ng. 32 mensen kwamen daarbij om, meer dan 300 anderen raakten gewond.  © PHOTO NEWS

Aanslagen van 22 maart herdacht

We geven onze 
medewerkers terug 
wat ze het meeste 
gemist hebben: 
qualitytime met 
familie en vrienden.

WAUTHIER DE BASSOMPIERRE
DIRECTIELID SOFINA

Lidl en vijf bij Colruyt. Die laatste 
retailgroep sloot haar winkels op 
zaterdag 2 januari, waardoor het 
personeel er een rustdag bijkreeg. 
De werknemers van Delhaize krijgen 
dit jaar een extra verlofdag.

Enkele grote multinationals, zoals 
de techbedrijven Google en Micro-
soft, deelden eveneens extra vakan-
tiedagen uit. ‘Microsoft voerde 
wereldwijd vijf Well-being Days in’, 
zegt woordvoerster Karen Verstap-
pen. ‘Die betaalde vakantie kunnen 
werknemers gebruiken om te rusten, 
te sporten, bij te leren, voor vrijwil-
ligerswerk...’

Sofina zag zijn winst in 2020 
met 15 procent stijgen. De beursge-
noteerde holding van de familie 
Boël plukte de vruchten van eerdere 
investeringen in onder meer e-com-
mercebedrijven. De aandeelhouders 
werden beloond met een dividend-

stijging van 4 procent en ook het 
management zag zijn vergoeding 
flink stijgen. In het Sofina Covid 
Solidarity Fund werd 20 miljoen eu-
ro gestopt.

Dat is uitzonderlijk in een tijd 
waarin veel ondernemingen vechten 
om te overleven. ‘We zien niet 
meteen andere bedrijven die een 
vergelijkbaar initiatief nemen’, zegt 
Geert Vermeir, juridisch adviseur bij 
de hr-dienstenverlener SD Worx. 

We£ elijk is er geen beperking op 
het aantal vakantiedagen. ‘Vakantie-
dagen zijn een voordeel. De kosten 
ervan moeten binnen de loonnorm 
blijven. Die stelt dat de loonkosten 
in België slechts met een bepaald 
percentage mogen stijgen’, zegt Ma-
rijke Beelen, juridisch ad viseur bij 
Acerta. Voor 2021 ligt een loonnorm 
van 0,4 procent op tafel, maar daar-
over is nog geen akkoord. 

Ook Colruyt en Microsoft belonen medewerkers voor werk tijdens lockdown

Sofi na geeft personeel 
40 dagen extra vakantie

Chiptekort 
legt Volvo 
Gent weer stil  
De autofabriek Volvo Car Gent 
gaat eind deze week de productie 
opnieuw stilleggen. Het bedrijf 
kampt met bevoorradingsproble-
men nu de wereldwijde schaarste 
aan halfgeleiders ook de levering 
van chips voor auto’s bemoeilijkt. 
Hoelang de productiestop zal 
duren, is nog niet bekend. P15

Crisis slaat 
harder toe 
in België dan 
in buurlanden
België verteert de corona crisis 
slechter dan Duitsland, Frankrijk 
en Nederland. Het begrotings-
tekort is in ons land het hoogst 
opgelopen, terwijl de economie 
het traagst dreigt te herstellen. 
Dat blijkt uit prognoses van de 
Europese Centrale Bank die in 
regeringskringen circuleren. Niet 
zozeer de covidfactuur doet ons 
land pijn, wel de hoge sociale 
uitgaven. P3

30 jaar Bel20
Bijna 8 procent 
rendement per 
jaar voor wie in 
maart 1991 in 
index belegde 
BELEGGEN PAGINA 28

Bavik-brouwer
‘Bier in blik 
is perfect voor 
deze zomer, ook 
voor de horeca’
ONDERNEMEN PAGINA 17

‘Het is mooi 
als bedrijven 
werknemers 
belonen, maar 
ze hebben 
daar niet alle-
maal evenveel 
ruimte voor.’
COMMENTAAR
PAGINA 2

10 miljard
De maaltijdkoerier Deliveroo 
trekt volgende maand naar 
de Londense beurs tegen 
een waardering van 8,9 tot 
10,3 miljard euro. P19

256 miljoen
De vaccinproducent BioN-
Tech bestelde 256 miljoen 
naalden bij Hospidex.

Maison 
Bernard
Hele wereld laat 
Stradivarius 
opknappen aan 
Brusselse Zavel
VOORAAN PAGINA 5
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Vaccine-t-on 
réellement moins 
en Wallonie? 

Marc Coucke 
arrive chez 
Greenyard

Dix millions 
de plus pour les 
scale-ups belges

De partout, cela ressemble à une 
course au vaccin. Quel pays est le 
plus rapide? En Belgique, on 
n’échappe guère à une déclinai-
son belgo-belge: qui, de la 
Flandre ou de la Wallonie, vac-
cine le plus vite?

La Wallonie est-elle réelle-
ment à la traîne? «Ce n’est pas si 
simple», nuance Yvon Englert, 
délégué général Covid-19 pour la 
Wallonie. C’est vrai, aux alen-
tours du 20 février, la courbe wal-
lonne de première injection a 
décroché, laissant la Flandre 
prendre les devants. 

En cause? «Une moins bonne 
réponse en provenance de la pre-
mière ligne de soins.» Invité à se 
faire vacciner, le personnel de 
santé ne s’est pas forcément pré-
cipité. «L’adhésion a été plus forte 
en Flandre.» Une page qui est 
toutefois déjà tournée.

P. 5

L’action Greenyard s’est envolée 
de plus de 18% lundi en Bourse de 
Bruxelles, après l’annonce d’un 
refi nancement de 467,5 millions 
d’euros et de l’entrée de Marc 
Coucke dans le capital du 
groupe. P. 24

ScaleFund II, le fonds créé par 
BeAngels, veut financer dix 
jeunes pousses belges dans les 
trois prochaines années. Deux 
start-ups, Kaspard et PassBolt, 
ont déjà obtenu 500.000 euros 
chacune.  P. 15

MARCHÉS
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Sofi na off re 40 jours de congé 
supplémentaires à son personnel. 
PAGE 14

Paul Magne£ e
«Le style de vie 
des hyperriches 
est largement 
responsable 
du saccage 
de la planète.»
OPINIONS PAGE 11

Avec Beats, 
Belfi us 
combine 
compte en 
banque et 
abonnement 
télécom.
 PAGE 3

L’UE sanctionne la Chine pour la répression des Ouïghours

Crise diplomatique entre l’Europe et la Chine. Pour la première fois, les ministres européens des Aff aires étran-
gères ont adopté lundi des sanctions contre Pékin en raison de la persécution des musulmans ouïghours. Les 
sanctions européennes visent quatre dirigeants et une entité de la région chinoise du Xinjiang, inscrits sur une 
liste réservée aux violations des droits humains. Elles consistent en une interdiction de se rendre dans l’Union 
européenne et un gel des avoirs qui y sont détenus. La Chine a aussitôt répliqué en sanctionnant dix personnali-
tés européennes, dont plusieurs élus du Parlement européen ainsi que le député fédéral belge Samuel Cogolati 
(Ecolo), interdits de séjour en Chine. © BELGA LIRE EN PAGE 9

La Wallonie va-t-elle lancer un tax 
shift? L’idée a été émise dans le cadre 
de la préparation du plan de relance 
Get Up Wallonia. Elle fi gure même 
dans un premier rapport du conseil 
stratégique. Parmi les 47 actions que 
les 9 académiciens ont retenues, il 
est suggéré à la Wallonie de lancer 
un tax shift «auto-financé» pour 
«inciter la production sur le sol wal-
lon dans une perspective de durabi-
lité économique, sociale et 
écologique».

Le rapport fi nal du conseil straté-
gique est a£ endu sur la table du 
gouvernement ce mercredi. Il de-
vrait probablement perme£ re d’en 
savoir plus sur le projet. Mais de ce 
qu’on lit dans le rapport intermé-
diaire des académiciens, ce tax shift 
servira à «promouvoir des compor-
tements désirables via des subven-
tions» et décourager les 
comportements non désirés en dé-
plaçant la taxation vers de la 
«consommation et des activités 
qu’on a décidé de moins encoura-
ger».

Pour les experts du conseil straté-
gique, ce tax shift doit ainsi per-
mettre à la Région wallonne de 
fi nancer une série de mesures dans 
un contexte où «les ressources fi nan-
cières publiques sont limitées».

Un tax shift
pour relancer
la production 
wallonne

 LIRE EN PAGE 3

Il s’agit d’«inciter 
la production sur 
le sol wallon dans 
une perspective de 
durabilité économique, 
sociale et écologique».

Des tests rapides bientôt
organisés dans les entreprises
Les partenaires sociaux fi nalisent le balisage des secteurs concernés.

Le dépistage en entreprise devrait 
bientôt connaître une phase d’accé-
lération. C’est en tout cas le souhait 
exprimé par le gouvernement à l’is-
sue du Comité de concertation de 
vendredi dernier. Les partenaires 
sociaux doivent reme£ re ce mardi 
au ministre de l’Emploi Pierre-Yves 
Dermagne (PS) une position com-
mune sur le ciblage des tests en fonc-
tion des secteurs prioritaires.

Le choix s’est porté sur les tests 
antigéniques qui sont réalisés à 
l’aide d’un prélèvement dans le nez 
et d’un autre dans la gorge. Les pou-
voirs publics en ont stocké environ 
600.000, et ils en ont commandé 
d’autres. Dans tous les cas, il faut l’in-
tervention d’un tiers (médecin ou 
personnel infi rmier) pour réaliser le 

JEAN-PAUL BOMBAERTS

«Tester sans cibler 
équivaut à un gaspillage 
de ressources.»

KRIS DE MEESTER
CONSEILLER EN SÉCURITÉ 
ET SANTÉ À LA FEB

test. Il existe des tests que l’on peut 
s’appliquer soi-même, mais aucun 
n’a encore été homologué en 
Belgique. 

Début janvier, un arrêté royal a 
été publié, qui modifi e le rôle du mé-
decin-conseil pour qu’il puisse réa-
liser ces tests. La mise en œuvre se 
fera toujours sur une base volon-
taire, tant du côté de l’employeur 
que du travailleur.

De son côté, l’institut Sciensano a 
défriché le terrain dans un rapport 
de février qui épingle par exemple 
l’enseignement, la construction, l’in-
dustrie alimentaire ou les métiers de 
contact comme étant des secteurs à 
risque.

Défi  logistique
Pour la majorité des entreprises, 
c’est un défi  logistique qui se profi le. 

Si les tests sont disponibles, il n’en va 
pas nécessairement de même pour 
le personnel chargé de les réaliser. 
Le planning des services de préven-
tion est complet jusque fin de 
l’année.

Du côté des classes moyennes, 
l’UCM déplore une «totale improvi-
sation». «Le gouvernement n’ap-
porte de réponse à aucune des 
nombreuses questions que les em-
ployeurs se posent.»

«Tester sans cibler équivaut à un 
gaspillage de ressources. Mais une 
fois les critères fixés, la mise en 
œuvre peut aller assez vite», tem-
père Kris De Meester, conseiller en 
sécurité et santé à la FEB. Il regre£ e 
toutefois qu’on n’ait pas agi plus tôt, 
alors que les entreprises étaient 
pourtant demanderesses. Ces tests 
rapides ne sont cependant pas 

infaillibles. «Les tests antigéniques 
ne perme£ ent d’identifi er que les 
personnes porteuses d’une grande 
charge virale. Ils ne dispensent pas 
d’appliquer les autres mesures de 
prévention», prévient Hanne San-
ders, conseillère en prévention et sé-
curité au travail au cabinet de 
Pierre-Yves Dermagne.

Reste à voir qui va payer. Les 
stocks de tests ont été achetés par le 
gouvernement, mais la réalisation 
des tests est à charge des em-
ployeurs. Si les grandes entreprises 
disposent en général d’une réserve 
au sein du Fonds national de pré-
vention, pour les petites entreprises, 
il y aura souvent un coût supplé-
mentaire.

 ÉDITO PAGE 2
 LIRE EN PAGE 4

Un détecteur 
belge d’ondes 

gravitationnelles 
sur la Lune?
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approach: readers flooded the editorial of-
fices with mails thanking the editors for the 
inspiration they had found in the magazines 
and on the websites to conjure up a fun Easter 
or Christmas celebration after all, even if the 
coronavirus meant that it was completely dif-
ferent to what they were used to. ‘At times like 
that we became even more keenly aware of 
our social role. We sensed that what we were 
doing was important to so many people, which 
stimulated us to put together especially good 
editions in difficult circumstances. That also ties 
in perfectly with our mission to be as close as 
possible to our readers.’ 

Timing

Even though women’s magazines did 
not directly respond to the coronavirus news, 
it was still a big challenge to keep the content 
of the magazines in line with what was and 
was not possible at any given time. ‘We often 
had to throw our editorial planning overboard 
completely. That isn’t easy for the editors of a 
lifestyle magazine, who generally plan things 
a long time in advance. Nevertheless, it is im-
portant for lifestyle articles as well to get the 
timing exactly right. That became really clear last 

They had to change their approach to tourism and the popularity 
of cooking videos went through the roof. Suddenly everyone went digital. 
How the coronavirus shaped the year for lifestyle magazines as well.

Vision

‘The digital 
acceleration 
cannot be 
reversed’

Last year had a great impact on the 
content of lifestyle magazines as well. Although 
they don’t report on hard news, their angle on 
content cannot be disconnected from what is 
going on in the world. ‘It is our mission to in-
spire our readers, offering them dreams and 
relaxation. And that was exactly what people 
needed. So we didn’t need to change anything 
about the topics we presented, but we had to 
change our approach to ensure the topics were 
coronavirus-proof. But we are used to constantly 
coming up with new angles within the same top-
ics. That means we had to be highly flexible, but 
we never had the sense of leaving our comfort 
zone in terms of content.’

Bond with the readers

The magazines deliberately avoided all 
the news about the coronavirus. ‘That wasn’t 
what readers were looking for from us. Many 
of them completely lost their footing as the 
coronavirus crisis intensified. So they came to 
us for inspiration, to find out how to help each 
other and how to make life pleasant in their 
own bubble, in spite of everything. And we were 
absolutely essential to that.’ 

People genuinely appreciated this 

35Women

year: what we were still allowed to do one week 
was suddenly banned the next week. So even a 
lifestyle magazine has to be flexible.’ Tourism 
was one of the topics where the angle some-
times changed at short notice. With treasure 
hunts on foot in cities or holiday tips in Belgium, 
the magazines offered inspiration for days out 
for readers in their bubble, but even that was 
untimely when cities locked down completely 
or people were advised not to go to the coast.

Digital

2020 was also the year of the digital 
acceleration, among other things with record 
numbers of visitors to all our websites. ‘The fig-
ures for Libelle Lekker, for example, absolutely 
went through the roof. It was as if everyone was 
looking for recipes on our website. Certainly 
when it came to cooking, it felt as though we 
could never offer enough content’, Hellemans 
says. ‘We won’t be able to reverse the digital 
acceleration. In the midst of the crisis, a whole 
range of new habits emerged that are here to 

‘Readers flooded the editorial offices with mails 
thanking us for our Christmas or Easter tips.’

stay. Some of our readers didn’t really know how 
to use all the possibilities of digital tools before 
the coronavirus crisis, but in the middle of it all 
they learned how to use a smartphone much 
better, they bought much more online, and they 
got to grips with video calls. After all, it was the 
only way to keep in touch with their friends and 
family. In that sense, our audience has become 
more digitised at breakneck speed. That has laid 
the foundations for long-term digital growth.’

Traces of that can already be found 
in the magazine itself. For example, links to 
cooking videos were added to the recipes in 
the Christmas editions of Libelle for the first 
time, so that readers could also see how to 
make a recipe. ‘Those videos turned out to be 
a resounding success. Our readers have a lot 
more digital skills and habits now. Those won’t 
disappear. And that in turn creates a whole scale 
of new possibilities.’ 

Karen Hellemans
Editor-in-chief of Libelle 
/ Publisher of women’s magazines

Women
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The year in 
journalism for 
the lifestyle 
magazines

The editors of the lifestyle magazines 
have not had an easy year. The coronavirus crisis 
turned the whole of society on its head and 
large parts of the country locked down, often 
precisely in the areas that lifestyle magazines 
focus on most. There is not much point sharing 
trendy restaurant tips when bars and restau-
rants are closed, talking about great shops when 

shopping has become a matter of bare necessity, 
or giving your readers exotic travel reports to 
dream of when the aeroplanes are stuck on 
the ground. Despite all these limitations, the 
lifestyle magazines still managed to keep their 
readers interested. More than ever before, in 
fact. Four editors-in-chief tell us all about it. 

Journalism
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Lok-down
Onze favoriete  

kappers redden  
je coupe

Hoera, huiswerk!
Thuisworkshops, van  

keramiek tot knutselen 
met kevers

Pinky wear
Roze outfits  

waarvan je meteen 
vrolijk wordt

Plots alleen, 
maar sterker 

dan ooit
‘‘‘Je spullen 
staan in de 
tuin. Trek je 

plan’’, zei 
mama’

#EPICFAIL
Waarom het goed 
is om af en toe op

je bek te gaan

ÉCHOUER &
REBONDIR
Apprenez à tirer profit de vos erreurs

La mode en rose
Des tenues pour oublier  

le blues de l’hiver

SOS cheveux
confinés

Les conseils  
de nos 

coiffeur·se·s

Comme dans un film
Leur histoire digne d’une 

comédie romantique

J’ai dû me 
débrouiller seul 
«“Tes affaires sont 
dehors. Va-t’en’, 
m’a dit maman»

discount campaigns into campaigns that were 
possible at that moment.’ 

At times when it wasn’t possible to 
seduce readers with rock-bottom prices for 
restaurants or hotels, the marketeers set up the 
‘Shop In Uw Kot’ (shop from home) campaign 
(with discounts at local online stores) and a cam-
paign centred on takeaway restaurants. ‘We had 
to keep changing our plans all year long. That 
required great flexibility and was the biggest 
struggle of the year.’

Finding new angles on content was 
never a problem. ‘We made a big point of pos-
itivity by focusing on the things that were still 
possible.’ So the magazines were strewn lavishly 
with city walks, lists of the most Instagrammable 
places in Belgium, recipes for cocktails or tips 
for furnishing a home office. Young people’s 
mental health was also a major area of attention. 

‘Self love is an important mainstay of 
our repositioning. Even before the coronavi-
rus crisis, young people were struggling with 
a lot of uncertainty, which led us to pay more 
attention to mental wellbeing even then. In the 

Eva Van Driessche, Flair

‘It’s all about 
self love’

As she looks back on 2020, the editor-
in-chief of Flair, Eva Van Driessche, feels positive 
about her magazine. ‘We’ve had a good year. 
The repositioning and restyling of the magazine 
that we had started on before the coronavirus 
crisis really energised us’, Van Driessche says. 
Particularly in the first lockdown, the number 
of digital readers rose sharply, with 30 per cent 
more visitors to the website. ‘Because we had 
just started registering our website visitors 
at that point, we achieved our goals far more 
quickly than we expected. People were clearly 
coming to us for inspiration.’

Nonetheless, it was also a big challenge 
for Flair to inject readers with the me-time they 
desperately needed. ‘We target the young au-
dience who were fed up with the lockdown af-
ter a week. Young people want to explore new 
places the whole time and use our discount 
campaigns to have fun experiences. So we had 
to go looking for creative alternatives’, Van 
Driessche says. ‘Fortunately we could rely on 
what must be the fastest-adapting marketing 
team in history, which transformed all of our 

midst of the crisis, we simply carried on with 
that. At a time when you are entirely left to your 
own devices, it is even more important to love 
yourself. And the readers clearly appreciated 
that message.’
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‘People were clearly looking for delicious 
cocktails and comfort food to help them 
forget their worries.’
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Karolien Van Dinter, Libelle Lekker

‘2020 was 
the year of 
mojitos and 
banana bread’

throughout the crisis quite easily. The reports 
needed quite a bit more improvisation. 

‘But the thing that has stuck with me 
most were the reactions from our readers in 
our mailbox or on Instagram. Many people 
told us they had been inspired by our recipes 
and that this had helped to distract them from 
the coronavirus crisis. Feedback like that from 
people who are struggling is really special’, Van 
Dinter says.

registered visitors are an attractive audience to 
whom we can sell items from the online store 
or magazine subscriptions.’

2020 was not an easy year to put mag-
azines together. ‘As magazine makers, we are 
trained in making the best of what we have to 
create an inspiring lifestyle world no matter 
what.’ Recipes are always developed in small 
groups – an editor, a food stylist and a pho-
tographer – and if you turn those groups into 
fixed teams, they can continue working together 

When the crisis got tough, the Belgians 
got cooking. In the first few weeks of the lock-
down, the Libelle Lekker website attracted one 
million extra visitors. ‘We spent the whole year 
wondering when the visitor numbers would 
drop back down again, but the upward trend 
continued throughout the year’, says Karolien 
Van Dinter. 

Ultimately, half as many visitors again 
found their way to the recipe website over the 
whole of 2020. ‘If our website could speak, it 
would say that 2020 was the year of mojitos 
and banana bread, because those were the most 
popular search terms. People were clearly look-
ing for delicious cocktails and comfort food to 
help them forget their worries.’

The big challenge is to transfer the 
great online success to the magazine. ‘Our 
sales figures were already growing over the past 
few years, which is atypical in today’s magazine 
market. What we need to do is convert even 
more people from the website to a magazine 
subscription. That isn’t an obvious transition 
to make, so we need to do it by various routes.’ 
In 2020, Libelle Lekker committed strongly to 
registering online visitors. The zone for regis-
tered users was also improved: visitors could 
save recipes and make shopping lists there. ‘The ©
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Karen Hellemans, Libelle

‘We were needed 
more than ever 
before’

up everything we stand for.’
As well as the 75th anniversary, 

the Christmas editions were a highlight for 
Hellemans. ‘Because of the coronavirus situ-
ation, we even doubted whether we should 
really make a big thing of Christmas like we do 
in other years, because Christmas parties the 
way they used to be were impossible. At the 

The editors of Libelle have traditionally 
always been in close contact with their readers, 
but it became even more clear in 2020 how 
close that bond really is. ‘We got even more 
responses than usual from readers who want-
ed to thank us, for example because we had 
inspired them to create an alternative Easter 
celebration, go on a surprising walk in their 
own neighbourhood, or because they had had 
a lovely Christmas after all thanks to our ideas. 
Open-hearted stories also came in every week 
from readers in difficulty who felt supported 
by Libelle. That was heart-warming. More than 
ever before, the editorial team had the sense 
that we were needed’, says the editor-in-chief, 
Karen Hellemans.

2020 was also the year in which Libelle 
celebrated its 75th anniversary, for which a spe-
cial – socially distanced – double edition was 
made. The photographer and television pro-
gramme maker Lieve Blancquaert also made a 
video featuring letters from readers. ‘It still gives 
me goose bumps to think about the story of a 
Libelle subscriber who had lost three children, 
but still kept a toy horse made of fabric that 
she had made herself many years ago from a 
pattern in Libelle in memory of them. That sums 

same time, though, we realised that everyone 
needed a warm, Christmassy feeling more than 
ever, and that they were looking for inspiration 
to have a fun Christmas celebration within the 
limits of what was possible. It was an incredible 
feeling to bring the inspiration and illumination 
that so many readers needed during such a dif-
ficult period.’
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staycations during the summer generated a 
record number of registered visitors.’

More than ever, articles appeared in 
response to the many challenges facing mental 
health. So there were features on all the people 
who were missing human touch, on the lack 
of social contact and on relationships under 
pressure. ‘Magazine makers have to present 
the subjects that matter to people, the ones 
consumers really need at that moment.’

All the same, the editions that stood 
out for Brouckmans over the past year were 
precisely the ones that were not about the 
coronavirus. For example, there was an edition 
linked to international women’s day in which the 
editors put together an imaginary government 
consisting entirely of women. And there was the 
one about the Black Lives Matter movement, 
with the editor of every column turning a critical 
eye on her own relationship with racism. ‘But 
clearly we’re not a medium that publishes hard 
news. We’re quite happy to leave the facts and 
figures to our colleagues. Our main aim is to of-
fer our readers inspiration to relax, enjoy life and 
experience personal growth. That is our most 
important mission, whatever the circumstances.’

An Brouckmans, Feeling/GAEL

‘Challenging 
to go back 
to basics’

In organisational terms, the editorial 
team of Feeling/GAEL never got into difficulties 
over the past year. ‘Of course it’s more fun to 
brainstorm together. But we can put an edition 
together from anywhere, completely digital-
ly. Moreover, our staff were used to working 
from home, so the production process was 
never in jeopardy’, says the editor-in-chief, An 
Brouckmans. 

The real challenge lay in the content. 
Travel is an important mainstay of Feeling and 
each edition contains at least one dream holiday, 
often on a different continent. There wasn’t 
much point to that last year because we were 
only allowed to travel within our own coun-
try. ‘Based on what was still possible, we still 
managed to come up with a thousand and one 
perspectives that were relevant to our readers. 
We covered pretty much every possible form of 
holiday in Belgium. That was a big challenge, 
but a really fun one. The challenge for us as 
magazine makers was to go back to basics and 
come up with new angles. That kept us on our 
toes and resulted in exciting editions despite 
the difficult circumstances. It wasn’t just the 
sales figures that skyrocketed: digital visitor 
numbers peaked as well. Our special report on ©
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more than anything. I don’t believe in brain-
storming on Zoom. The best ideas often emerge 
from the little conversations you have before a 
meeting starts. Those don’t happen at a virtu-
al meeting, so the discussions are shorter and 
more streamlined. That means you miss a lot 
of stimuli; it’s harder to pick up each other’s 
ideas and ultimately inspire each other.’ That is 
precisely why the editors chose to hold a lot of 
brainstorming sessions in physical form after all, 
obviously to the extent that the rules allowed 
them to do so and with a smaller number of 
team members if necessary.

Leadership

The past year was a big challenge for 
leaders as well. How do you keep everyone in-
volved when everyone is working on their own 
at home? And how do you keep your finger on 
the pulse? ‘I was already used to putting a lot 
of trust in my teams, so I didn’t need to change 
much about my leadership style. But it certainly 
isn’t easy when almost all your communication 
is on screen, simply because you get less input.’

The pandemic also thoroughly shook 
up the editorial teams’ working methods. How 
do you continue to inspire each other? What 
do you do when problems emerge? And how 
do you take care of each other? Trust turns out 
to be crucial.

Editors in lockdown

‘We are a family 
who cares for each 
other. Readers 
feel that too’

Last year, making a magazine was 
nothing like the way it usually is, with editorial 
teams that suddenly found themselves work-
ing from individual home offices. ‘It really has 
become clear how strong the editorial team is, 
and how well attuned we all are to each other, 
irrespective of the location we are working from. 
That didn’t come as a surprise, but it was greatly 
reassuring’, says the editor-in-chief of Libelle, 
Karen Hellemans.

Creative dynamic

Certain things suddenly went more 
smoothly when the editors were working from 
home, such as the weekly discussion about the 
cover. ‘All of us used to gather around the same 
computer screen, which was always a nice, social 
occasion. Now we all look at the same cover on 
our own screens, and actually that is a lot more 
efficient. The same applies to other meetings. 
Page discussions are generally also more effi-
cient when we have them digitally.’ 

At the same time, however, the coro-
navirus period has exposed the limitations of 
virtual tools. ‘I’ve missed the creative dynamic 

Women
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‘It became clear how well attuned the editors were to 
each other. That didn’t come as a surprise, but it was 
greatly reassuring.’

‘When I used to walk into the editorial 
offices, I would feel the vibe on the shop floor 
from the very first step I took. You immediately 
notice whether people are tense, and you can 
respond to that quickly as a leader. I find that 
more difficult to detect from behind a screen. 
It really helps a lot if the core team know each 
other well and there is an atmosphere of great 
trust. That is crucial.’

Team walks

To avoid losing the connection between 
staff members, Libelle organised team walks last 
year as well as the many team meetings. ‘That 
was an opportunity to really catch up on things. 
It was a great way to find out whether there 
were issues and where I needed to step in. There 
was also an e-mail for all the editors each week 
that contained both an update on the corona-
virus measures and fun facts (like the people 

whose birthday it was that week). That mail 
acted as an “editors’ newsletter” and helped to 
maintain a positive atmosphere in spite of the 
physical distance. In addition, we organised an 
online Christmas bingo as an alternative to our 
Christmas drinks, and of course there were all 
the efforts that HR put in with the online fun@
work activities and our “Insight”magazine that 
was sent to staff at home.’ 

‘Let’s be honest: the things that were 
already going well kept going well throughout 
the coronavirus crisis. But things that were a 
mess didn’t get any better in the heat of the 
crisis. That applies at both organisational and 
personal level. So our teams deserve a real 
feather in their caps, because everyone kept 
a constant eye out for anyone who was strug-
gling. In that sense, we are a family who care for 
each other the whole time. And I am convinced 
that those bonds are inevitably reflected in the 
magazines we make.’  
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‘There is a real community behind 
Libelle. Readers write letters to the editors, 
connect on social media and arrange to meet 
up, you name it. For them, Libelle is the one 
friend with whom they can talk about their 
daily life, a friend who gives them energy and 
inspiration’, Carl Van den Hove tells us. His team 
supports the magazines’ brand managers with 
their digital campaigns. 

That community feeling, combined 
with the inspiring content the magazine offers, 
ensure that Libelle represents quality and relia-
bility to its readers. ‘What is more, the pandemic 
has meant that everyone has been looking for 
inspiration for their home and garden, even 
more than at other times.’

‘Libelle Vriendinnen is a tool we have 
developed to help them connect to Libelle and 
other friends of Libelle.’ There are already many 
groups where Libelle readers meet each other 
and interact, such as walks in a given city, am-
ateur cooks to make jam, etc. ‘It is often about 
exchanging tips and tricks, sometimes offering 
a solution to a problem.’ 

Gifts and offers

‘Libelle Vriendinnen was a resound-
ing success right from the start. We started in 
January with 3,000 members; by the end of 
the year that number had grown to 18,000. 
They come together in about 200 small clubs 
of like-minded people. Some of the clubs only 
have five members, others a few hundred, but 
they all have Libelle in common. We bring them 
back home, as it were. That has benefits both 
for them and for us. To quote another figure, we 
have noticed that sales of subscriptions were 

When readers 
become friends

The readers of Libelle have been connecting on social media 
over the past few years. ‘The ‘Libelle Vriendinnen’ (Libelle Friends) tool 
brings them back under our auspices’, says the digital marketing manager 
of the magazines, Carl Van den Hove. ‘Even though they were mainly 
reaching out to each other digitally last year, they can’t wait to meet up 
physically again.’

Digital communities

Friends

twice as high as average among the registered 
Libelle Vriendinnen.’

‘We noticed that commercial gain put 
some readers off a bit, although that is not our 
primary aim. We want to bring them together 
and stimulate interaction between them and 
with us. Obviously it’s beneficial to us if readers 
register and we can have access to that data. It 
enables us to link advertisers to the right target 
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to use less sugar and exercise more, for example 
by walking 50,000 km together. Or why not hold 
a competition to see who can make the nicest 
advent calendar? Or how many plants they can 
sell for Kom op tegen Kanker, a cancer charity?’

Forward-looking

‘Incidentally, we have found that the 
best way to reward our readers is to include 
their name in the printed magazine with a photo. 
Especially during the pandemic, we have noticed 
that readers cherish their paper magazines even 
more than before as a moment of me-time when 

they can disconnect from digital meetings for a 
while. In any case, the intention is to integrate 
the Libelle Vriendinnen more throughout all our 
communication with the readers. That includes 
the new website that is on its way and our social 
media channels. I should add that the Libelle 
Vriendinnen are often a little younger than our 
average readers, generally between 30 and 45 
years old. Of course, though, that is a nice ad-
vantage when it comes to making our brand 
more youthful. The Libelle Vriendinnen are here 
to say, even when the pandemic is over. They 
absolutely can’t wait to meet up physically as 
well as virtually.’

‘There are almost infinite topics for set-
ting up a new club. All we ask of participants is 
that they stick to a code of conduct and that the 
club topic fits in with the values of the brand, 
which goes without saying’, says Van den Hove. 
Roularta will soon be launching Generation F as 
well, the platform for the Flair Friends, you might 
say. And in time there might be platforms for our 
other titles as well. ‘I certainly think that it’s a 
possibility for the readers of Knack, Trends and 
Sportmagazine. It would enable entrepreneurs 
to network or exchange business ideas. Or it 
could be a digital response to all the events that 
cannot be held for the time being.’  

‘The topics that Libelle Vriendinnen go 
for are a source of inspiration for the 
journalists. They show very tangibly 
what interests the readers. The editors 
can challenge them too.’
Carl Van den Hove, digital marketing manager for magazines Roularta

group more accurately. But it also enables us 
to reward them, with gifts or special offers, for 
example. Take the 50 free photos on the summer 
cards platform that Libelle Vriendinnen were 
given as an extra gift if they sent someone a 
digital postcard’.

Libelle Vriendinnen is a digital initiative 
with which Roularta brings its readers together 
and facilitates interaction between them. It led 
organically to an editorial extension. ‘The topics 
that Libelle Vriendinnen go for are a source of 
inspiration for the journalists. They show very 
tangibly what interests the readers. The editors 
can challenge them too. You can inspire readers 
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The digital app 
for the Roularta 
brands

The Roularta app gives readers a rich selection of magazines at their fingertips at any time. 
The new platform highlights the different brands separately. The whole family can create a profile 
at the same time, with each family member being offered the reading material they are interested 
in, whatever magazine it comes from. ‘This will enable us to connect better with our readers and 
increase the number of subscriptions sold even more’, explains Nele Baeyens.

In 2020, the year of the coronavirus 
pandemic, magazines and strong media brands 
proved their attractiveness once again. With 
everyone at home in lockdown, we went look-
ing en masse for reliable sources of news and 
connected with our family and friends digitally. 
‘People made intensive use of the Knack and 
Trends websites and podcasts. Encouraged 
by Libelle, 63,000 readers sent their mum a 
card on Mother’s Day. Those are huge figures, 
proving that Roularta has a strong portfolio 
of brands’, says Nele Baeyens, who has been 
Director Marketing Magazinebrands & Digital 
Brand Innovation since 2019.

During the lull caused by the pandemic, 
IT experts and marketeers worked together to 
create the Roularta app, the continuation of the 
‘New Deal’ that Roularta launched in 2019. ‘In the 
long run, you will be able to read all Roularta’s 
titles in one app, ranging from the combina-
tion of Knack, Trends and Sportmagazine to 
De Krant van West-Vlaanderen or Libelle and 
Plus, Feeling and Flair. We have deliberately 
chosen to play out each brand strongly and to 
keep each one separate from the others. The 

Subscriptions after the Roularta app

bond these readers have with their brand is still 
enormous, and we will keep that specificity at 
any cost. What is more, readers can consult all 
the content of the magazines and the website 
in the app. To read the articles from the maga-
zines and the +articles, you obviously need to 
be a subscriber, because otherwise you come 
up against the paywall.’

Metamorphosis  
for the websites

For readers, the app represents a thor-
ough update of the reading experience. But it is 
more than that. ‘You can also make profiles for 
the other members of your family, the way you 
do on Netflix. Everyone can read the content 
that interests them, from the economic news in 
Trends to the articles about cooking in Libelle. So 
as a reader, you get a very targeted, personalised 
offering that is based on your subscriptions and 
preferences. On top of all that, you get auto-
mated suggestions based on what you read.’

‘Furthermore, we can use this data to 
offer readers the subscriptions they are really 

47Women

websites directly, on a digital device.
The same Roularta app also immedi-

ately gives you direct digital access to the oth-
er big brands Libelle, Plus, Flair and Feeling. In 
the long run, we are going to put absolutely all 
Roularta’s content on the platform, including 
publications like De Zondag and De Krant van 
West-Vlaanderen, for example. The websites will 
also be completely metamorphosed, ensuring 
that every brand is individually showcased.’ 

Employer branding

Why did you go for the name Roularta 
app? ‘Well, we thought about giving it a more 
neutral name for a long time, but ultimately 

we kept coming back to Roularta. We will be 
linking the launch of this app to a rebranding 
of the group brand. That could help recruit new 
profiles. First and foremost, we will continue 
to play on our strong brands to welcome the 
reader to the app.’

‘Roularta has an enormously rich va-
riety of brands in its portfolio. We have a wider 
range than any other Belgian media group, from 
news to lifestyle, young to old. Every reader 
finds something they enjoy with us, and every 
advertiser can reach their target group. We de-
liberately always start with our brands and their 
connection with the readers.’  

‘As a reader, you get a very targeted, personalised offering that 
is based on your subscriptions and preferences, and you get 
automated suggestions based on what you read.’

Digital

interested in. We are convinced that this will 
enable us to increase the number of subscrip-
tions even further. Roularta has built up a great 
tradition of this over the course of its history; 
now we’re adding a hefty digital accelerator.’ 

‘The prototype of the Roularta app 
is ready. The plan now is to start it up in the 
spring of 2021, focusing on reader comfort 
across the entire digital package included in 
the subscription to any of our news magazines. 
A subscription gives digital access to the six 
Belgian news magazines Knack, Trends, Sport/
Voetbalmagazine and Le Vif, Trends-Tendances 
and Sport/Foot Magazine. The new Roularta app 
makes it possible to read the digital version of 
all those magazines and all the content of their 

Nele Baeyens, Director Marketing Magazinebrands 
& Digital Brand Innovation Roularta
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‘Over the past year 
we have seen once 
again how strong and 
essential the over-50s 
are in our society.’ 

Last year Roularta became the 100% 
shareholder of Plus Magazine. In the same year, 
the coronavirus presented us with several ed-
itorial challenges. 

The age group over fifty is highly di-
verse in both their professional and private lives. 
They also have a lot of questions. Plus Magazine 
is aimed at that target group and based on five 
pillars: health, law and money, society, leisure 
and lifestyle. ‘With every possible topic we 
ask ourselves: is that item interesting, useful 
and inspiring for someone over fifty?’ says the 
editorial director, Anne Vanderdonckt. ‘Other 
newspapers and magazines are starting to write 
more about topics of interest to the over-50s. 
But Plus Magazine is still the only one that looks 
at things from their perspective.’ 

‘The over-50s are a steadily growing 
group; they are increasingly educated and be-
coming more critical. Unfortunately, the image 
of the over-50s still does not always correspond 
to reality. It is very important for Plus Magazine 

to refute those prejudices. Take Claudia Schiffer 
and Barack Obama: they are both at least 50 and 
60 but still very active. It is important for Plus 
Magazine to stay in that mindset at all times in 
terms of content and design.’ 

Expertise and pleasurable 
reading 

Plus Magazine profiles itself as an ex-
pert. Its aim is to offer a response to all the ques-
tions that over-50s ask themselves. ‘We want 
to make our readers’ lives easier by providing 
comprehensible, concrete information about 
their health, money and rights, their mental 
wellbeing, but also about their holidays and 
need for culture’, says the editorial director, 
sketching the magazine’s purpose. ‘Incidentally, 

Plus Magazine 

Informing and 
inspiring the 
over-50s

Plus Magazine
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we’ve been doing this since 1988, long before 
solution-focused journalism was a fashionable 
concept. We also simply want to offer our target 
group the pleasurable reading they need every 
month, with positive, encouraging articles and 
photos.’ 

Current topics such as the new inher-
itance law, the latest measures and debates 
surrounding pensions and the coronavirus are 
unmissable in Plus Magazine. ‘Because we’re 
a monthly magazine, we go into that kind of 
issue in thorough detail’, Anne Vanderdonckt 
explains. ‘Our editors’ extensive knowledge 
benefits the depth of our texts. We can also 
react more quickly on our website with updates 
and news flashes. But even there, we have no 
ambition to compete with the traditional news 
sites. Our web articles are generally reference 
texts that won’t seem dated by the next day.’ 

The coronavirus 
and the editors 

2020 was an unusual year. The corona-
virus had a significant impact on Plus Magazine’s 
culture pages, among other things. As Anne 
Vanderdonckt tells us, ‘We constantly had to 
anticipate lockdowns and reopening dates of 
museums and exhibition spaces, despite never 
knowing for sure how the situation would unfold. 
So we focused more than ever on books, indoor 
activities, games, podcasts etc., not forgetting 
our stories about walks in the countryside. The 
readers appreciate this editorial shift. The same 
goes for our tourism pages: we interviewed 
Belgians living abroad every month. Each of 
them offered a personal, practical and inspiring 
image of the country they live in now.’

‘We recently published an article in 
which we illustrated how the over-50s are 
playing a more important role than ever in the 
coronavirus crisis. On the one hand they are 
helping their elderly parents who live at home 
or are shut away in a nursing home. They do their 
shopping and bring comfort. On the other hand, 
they are supporting their own children who are 
confronted with fears, a loss of income and other 
financial problems. In the meantime, they are 
working their way through one video meeting 
after another at their living room tables. We 
have seen once again how strong and essential 
the over-50s are in our society.’ 

In Roularta’s hands 

As its co-founder, Roularta had a 50 
per cent share in Senior Publications, Plus 
Magazine’s publisher in Belgium since it began 
in 1988. The other half belonged to the French 
media group Bayard Presse. In March 2020, 
Roularta took over those shares, making it the 
100 per cent shareholder in the magazine. This 
transaction created new opportunities for Plus 
Magazine, especially in terms of marketing, and 
has led to potential new collaborations.

‘The editor who had been providing our 
gastronomy pages retired at that exact time. 
So we went to talk to Karolien Van Dinter, the 
editor-in-chief of Libelle Lekker, who has a 
whole network in that area. Along with Karolien 
and her team of specialists, we came up with four 
new pages for Plus Magazine. Obviously you will 
find recipes there, but there are also all kinds of 
practical tips, useful kitchen objects, information 
about restaurants etc. It has turned out to be 
a very successful collaboration that has given 
our editorial lifestyle pillar a gigantic boost.’  

Anne Vanderdonckt, 
editorial director Plus Magazine
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Lifestyle & Women
Readers and Audience (print + digital)
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Correct 
information to 
suit everyone’s 
needs in West 
Flanders

De Krant van West-Vlaanderen serves the large community of 
West Flemish people. The editorial team is focusing more than ever on 
bringing people together. ‘After all, what we want most during a pandemic 
is to share emotions.’ 

villages in our province, and on the impact on 
every reader’s life. That is a challenge, because 
West Flanders is a close-knit community of 1.2 
million people.’ 

‘Those emotional bonds were clear, 
for example, from the reactions to an article 
about a mother of three children who died in 
an accident’, says Stefaan Vermeersch, by way 
of an illustration. ‘We kept our distance from 
the sensational press that immediately began 
to talk about the father’s share of the blame, 
because point-scoring is the greatest threat to 
journalism. We opted to let the father tell the 
story from his own point of view in our newspa-
per. That article was read more than 300,000 
times. Everything is open for discussion as long 
as it is done in a calm and appropriate manner.’ 

Encouragement and support 

2020 was an unusual year for the edi-
tors that resulted in special coronavirus editions. 
As Stefaan Vermeersch explains, ‘We spent ten 
weeks covering all kinds of topics within the is-
sue, such as youth, humour and care. We distrib-
uted the newspapers for free in all the hospitals 
in the province as a way of offering the patients 
encouragement and support. After all, our aim 
is to stay as close as possible to West Flemish 
people. In contrast to our habit in other years, 

With a good 405,000 readers, De Krant 
van West-Vlaanderen is a household name. The 
focal point is the provincial newspaper that ap-
pears every Friday. It is supplemented with one 
of the five local editions that vary from region 
to region and with  the lifestyle and entertain-
ment magazine KW Weekend. ‘Besides the paper 
version there is also a digital section’, says the 
general director, Stefaan Vermeersch. ‘We offer 
non-stop reporting and commentary on the 
news in the region on our website KW.be. Twice 
a day, we also send out 120,000 newsletters 
with targeted updates.‘

‘Our local reporting is based on three 
pillars’, adds the editorial director, Pascal 
Kerkhove. We focus on family news. We home 
in on clubs and associations, because after all 
they are the very heart of every community. 
Last but not least, we pay great attention to 
local politics. Unlike the national newspapers, 
we report on the situation in the 64 towns and 

‘We aim to offer our readers hope and future 
perspectives as well as accurate information.’  
Stefaan Vermeersch 
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‘Even in a global crisis, a regional newspaper 
can make the difference.’ 
Pascal Kerkhove 

Pascal Kerkhove, editorial director De Krant van West-Vlaanderen

by the way, our editors did not take a summer 
break this year. We kept on working to keep all 
our readers as well informed as possible during 
the crisis.’ 

‘We take care only to spread correct 
information about the coronavirus’, says Pascal 
Kerkhove. ‘We’d rather double-check the facts 
than be the fastest. We combine that accurate 
reporting with a wider journalistic viewpoint. In 
that way, we aim to offer our readers hope and 
future perspectives as well. In an article about 
the impact of the coronavirus on young people, 
for example, we got grandchildren to do draw-
ings for their grandparents. Sharing emotions: 
that’s what it’s all about. Even in a global crisis, 
a regional newspaper can make the difference 
by doing things like that.’ Stefaan Vermeersch’s 
mother is 84 and checks the coronavirus news 
in her son’s newspaper everyday. He claims that 
that is a perfect illustration of the importance of 
regional journalism. ‘All the national newspapers 
present more or less the same news. At most, 
they put their own emphasis on a few areas of 
their choice’, confirms Pascal Kerkhove. ‘But 
what is going on in my town or village? That 
is what West Flemish people want to know. 
Whether it’s the coronavirus politics or the in-
troduction of 30 km/h speed limits: our editors 
distil all this information into something relevant 
to West Flemish people.’ 

Hybrid formula 

De Krant van West-Vlaanderen is a 
hybrid platform: paper (with a digital version) 
on Friday and digital every day of the week, 24 
hours a day. ‘Print and online are complemen-
tary’, Kerkhove believes. ‘Sometimes we start 
by launching the topic on the website and then 
develop it in our newspaper. For example, we put 
a digital map online that you can use to check the 
popularity of surnames in the region, and then 
we did interviews in print with people called 
“Desmet”, the most common name. Sometimes 
we also work precisely the other way around: 
first on paper, then on the web.’ 

‘All newspapers aim for a hybrid for-
mula, but we have been offering that combi-
nation for five years now’, Stefaan Vermeersch 
concludes. ‘Our website has been further de-
veloped through the years, and last year we 
thoroughly updated both the layout and the 
content. That ongoing urge for innovation is key, 
without losing sight of our focus on the unique 
DNA of West Flemish people. Incidentally, De 
Krant van West-Vlaanderen will soon be added 
to the Roularta app: that may lead to even more 
mobile traffic.’  

©
 F

ra
nk

 To
us

sa
in

t

Stefaan Vermeersch, general director  
De Krant van West-Vlaanderen



54 Roularta Annual report 2020

With 1.4 million readers 
in Flanders and Brussels, 
De Zondag is your most 
important local medium. 
How has it evolved 
through the years? 

Barbara Spyckerelle (director of 
Roularta Recruitment Solutions and Retail East): 
With 16 regional editions per week, De Zondag is 
indeed our most important newspaper. We use 
it to make the news on Sundays. In recent years, 
we have regularly tweaked the brand, although 
we have always kept it subtle. That way we keep 
De Zondag up-to-date and relevant. Compare 
it to Coca-Cola’s branding strategy, where the 
brand has been adjusted slightly over time. 

Luk Wynants (general director of 
Roularta Local Media): Last year was De Zondag’s 
twentieth anniversary, but we have shifted the 
anniversary celebrations to 2021 because of the 
coronavirus. We are now putting the brand in 
the spotlight from March to September with 
several historic events. Besides a special opening 
and closing edition, we are also adding a new 
cover and a new logo. Along with the restyling of 
the content in 2020, this means De Zondag has 
been completely revamped in one year’s time.

‘As a local 
business, you 
need a presence 
everywhere’ 

Local businesses need to be something of a jack-of-all-trades. 
Roularta Local Media supports their regional marketing efforts with a 
comprehensive, updated package of services. 

As a trendsetter and market leader 
in regional marketing applications, Roularta 
Local Media supports local businesses in every 
aspect of their communication. Its many years 
of experience as a publisher of door-to-door 
newspapers and magazines, in combination with 
a thorough knowledge of digital applications, 
guarantees a 360-degree service. That applies 
both on paper and online, from concept to publi-
cation. Three experts from Roularta Local Media 
reveal the innovative approach they take at their 
no-hassle, one-stop shop. 

Roularta Local Media panel discussion

Local
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De Streekkrant has been 
a household name in 
every region for more 
than sixty years. That 
is another door-to-
door newspaper that was 
recently updated.

Thijs Naeyaert (director of Retail 
West and Roularta Real Estate): That’s right. 
De Streekkrant is put through almost 900,000 
letterboxes in Flanders, once a week or once a 
fortnight depending on the region. It is a paper 
for and by residents, in which we have recently 
started focusing on local, editorial content even 
more than in the past. This content is provided 
by local authorities in cities, towns and villages 
and local clubs and associations, for example. 
We have also improved the quality of the paper. 
This update is a way to respond even better to 
the local market. 

Roularta targets a 
predominantly female 
audience with the 
lifestyle magazine Steps. 
The monthly paper also 
has a digital component.

Barbara Spyckerelle: Steps is distrib-
uted monthly from pick-up points in shops and 
supermarkets and as a supplement to Libelle. 
The focus is indeed on women, with plenty of 
attention to fashion, beauty, living, travel and 
leisure. We also regularly launch thematic edi-
tions on luxury, first communions or staycations, 
for example. Readers can also view the content 
online at Steps.be. Twice a week, the editors 
also send out a newsletter intended to stimulate 
traffic to the website.

How important is the 
combination of paper 
and online for local 
advertisers? 

Luk Wynants: As a local business, you 
need a presence everywhere. That omnichannel 
approach is crucial to establish or confirm your 
place in the region. Roularta Local Media offers 
all kinds of possibilities for combining print ad-
verts with online variants. They reinforce each 
other. That is also clear from the figures: our 
advertisers return to us frequently.

Barbara Spyckerelle: It is perfect-
ly possible to advertise locally online on the 
websites of our national publications, such as 
Knack, Trends, Flair or Libelle.  

‘A business only needs to 
buy one ticket to appear 
on all our channels.’ 
Barbara Spyckerelle

Barbara Spyckerelle, director of 
Roularta Recruitment Solutions 
and Retail East
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Thijs Naeyaert, Luk Wynants and Barbara Spyckerelle



Roularta Local Media 
events

RLM’s 360-degree package also in-
cludes communication possibilities for the 
recruitment and real estate markets. Not 
only in print and online, but by means of 
events as well. ‘Twice a year, we organise our 
Nieuwbouwzondag right across Flanders’, 
Roularta Real Estate director Thijs Naeyaert 
tells us by way of an example. ‘That is one 
Sunday when we open up as many newbuild 
places as possible to the public. In spite of the 
coronavirus, October 2020 was the most suc-
cessful edition for everyone involved. The next 
Nieuwbouwzondag is planned for the end of 
April 2021.’

‘We have also been organising our 
Jobvillages in Flanders for eight years now’, says 
Barbara Spyckerelle, the director of Recruitment 
Solutions. ‘There were ten of them planned for 
2020, but the coronavirus put a spanner in the 
works. So we looked into the digital possibili-
ties with our customers. After three successful 
online events, we are convinced that they are 
complementary to our live events. The two var-
iants attract very different profiles. So we are 
going to continue offering both. Besides two 
online fairs, we have ten physical Jobvillages 
planned for the autumn of 2021. 

Thijs Naeyaert: Digital geolocation and 
geotargeting enable advertisers to define their 
target audience clearly. Our possibilities with 
our appropriated editorial context are much 
more refined than those offered by Google. 
That is an important advantage for businesses 
that work in a very specific region: it enables 
them to maximise their focus on their intended 
audience without wasting advertising budget. 
Incidentally, we can also segment easily accord-
ing to readers’ interest. 

“Mijn Stad” is a 
newcomer: a unique 
platform that informs, 
connects and activates 
people with positive, 
local posts. What exactly 
does that mean?

Luk Wynants: It might sound strange, 
but the coronavirus has created something 
unique, a kind of momentum. The lockdown 
has made us realise how badly we miss urban 
leisure – things like shopping, bars and restau-
rants, culture and nightlife. Mijn Stad is intended 
to put that local experience firmly back in the 
spotlight again. 
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‘An omnichannel 
approach is crucial to 
establish or confirm your 
place in the region.’ 
Luk Wynants

Thijs Naeyaert: We want to inspire 
people with the best places to be, the most 
interesting trivia and the latest news in their 
favourite city. At present, our platform already 
covers 13 important Flemish towns and cities. 

Luk Wynants: You can imagine that 
concept as a suite of four rooms. There are 
the Facebook pages, that already had about 
200,000 followers collectively when we start-
ed out. Then there is the website Mijnstad.be, 
which also has a B2B section for local businesses. 
There is the smartphone app, so you can always 
keep the city in your pocket. And last but not 
least, there are the digital screens that combine 
commercial messages with useful information 
at busy locations in the city. 

What are the biggest 
benefits of Mijn Stad for 
local advertisers? 

Barbara Spyckerelle: We’re a one-stop 
shop. A business only needs to buy one ticket to 
appear on all our ‘Mijn Stad channels’. 

Thijs Naeyaert: I believe the greatest 
added value of Mijn Stad is the fact that it is 
simultaneously digital and very local. Other solu-
tions often have that to a far lesser extent: for 

example, their regional focus is no more specific 
than an area such as a province. An extra benefit 
is the combination of push and pull marketing. 

The digital screens are 
one of the four pillars 
of that marketing 
strategy. How important 
are they?

Luk Wynants: The Mijn Stad TV screens 
offer all kinds of communication opportuni-
ties. We have already installed about 300 large 
screens in sandwich bars, newsagents, in short, 
the places where people often stand in line. 
Their presence and visibility have met with a very 
positive reception from consumers, businesses 
and advertisers.

Thijs Naeyaert: Our local salespeople 
seek out attractive locations themselves. But 
we are already getting spontaneous requests 
from local businesspeople who have seen one 
of our screens in another shop. After all, they 
can use half of the broadcasting time for their 
own messages.  

Thijs Naeyaert, director of Retail 
West and Roularta Real Estate

Luk Wynants, general director 
of Roularta Local Media

‘We are focusing 
even more on local, 
editorial content 
than before.’ 
Thijs Naeyaert

With the Mijn Stad smart-
phone app, you always have 
all the great addresses in 
your city in your pocket.
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Classified ads platforms 
are evolving fast 

Innovating range of services

Roularta has shares in Gocar.be and 
Immovlan.be. Both online platforms are com-
mitting more than ever to innovation and digiti-
sation. The focus on an optimal user experience 
is always key. 

‘Our app currently 
welcomes about 8,000 
visitors per day, but 
our goal is 35,000.’ 
Eric Spitzer

The coronavirus crisis meant that 20 
to 25 per cent fewer new cars were sold in this 
country last year. The second-hand market 
remained relatively stable, however. Private 
individuals and professionals can find a good 
60,000 ads for new and second-hand cars on 
Gocar.be. Moreover, the online platform that 
absorbed Autovlan.be in 2019 welcomes more 
than 100,000 visitors every day. 

‘Our website is constantly evolving with 
a view to an even better user experience’, says 
the Head Digital Advisor, Wim Moyson. ‘For ex-
ample, we recently introduced the option for 
users to save their favourite cars in their personal 
profile. Then they receive notifications about 
price changes, among other things. This also 
means that dealers can approach them proac-
tively with attractive offers or alternatives. That 
ultimately leads to more conversions.’ 

‘It recently became possible to com-
pare cars with each other on Gocar.be as well. A 
leasing category has been added, and we have 
integrated handy extras such as up-to-date 
information on the weather and traffic. All these 
innovations are part of a clear long-term vision 
in which we are evolving towards a genuine 
mobility platform.’ 

Response to 
the motor show

At the recent virtual motor show, 
Gocar.be launched the Car Festival platform in 
partnership with various importers. ‘Interested 
parties can use it to obtain information, book 
test drives and request quotes for various 
brands’, Wim Moyson explains. ‘We check every 
request ourselves and send the validated leads 

During the first lock-
down, the housing mar-
ket came to a complete 
standstill, but that was 

immediately followed by 
explosive growth.

© Marius Serban

59Local Media

on to the dealers.’ 
Roularta created Gocar.be six years 

ago, along with the Rossel group for French-
speaking Belgium. In response to the virtual 
motor show, the two partners published three 
editions of the Gocar.be Krant together in 
January. This printed car special by De Zondag 
turned out to be a success. New editions will 
follow in June and September. 

Explosion after 
the lockdown 

Like the car market, the property sec-
tor is also feeling the impact of the corona-
virus. ‘During the first lockdown, the housing 
market came to a complete standstill, but that 
was immediately followed by explosive growth’, 
explains Eric Spitzer, the CEO of Immovlan.be. 

That platform hosts more than 130,000 ads 
from a good 3,000 real estate professionals 
and private sellers. 

Besides the Roularta and Rossel groups, 
Belfius also became a shareholder in Immovlan.
be last year. ‘This collaboration has pooled our 
digital expertise’, Spitzer tells us. ‘It has already 
resulted in a new app that is even handier and 
more user friendly, which offers potential buyers 
various ways of finding a property.’ 

‘Our app currently welcomes about 
8,000 visitors per day, but our goal is 35,000. 
We are making every effort to keep on im-
proving the user experience. Users can set an 
alarm, for example: then they receive push 
notifications in real time about new proper-
ties that fulfil their criteria. That increases re-
sponsivity. Geolocation also offers all kinds of 
opportunities.’  

190,000 visitors 

Even though Immovlan.be is going all-
out for a mobile first strategy, the website is still 
a very important platform, with 190,000 visitors 
on peak days. ‘Here, too, innovations provide a 
user experience that gets better and better’, 
Eric Spitzer says. ‘During the first lockdown, 
for example, we introduced Cozyvisit. That fea-
ture enables potential buyers to visit properties 
virtually and interactively. It was a smart, fast 
reaction to a market that was plummeting at 
that point.’

This interactivity has turned out to be 
very important. It is why Immovlan.be is working 
on new functions to make contact between the 
estate agent and user even easier. What is more, 
the platform will be integrated in to the Belfius 
banking app later this year.  

‘Our innovations are part of a long-term vision in which 
we are evolving towards a genuine mobility platform.’ 
Wim Moyson
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Eric Spitzer, 
CEO Immovlan.be

Wim Moyson,  
Head Digital Advisor Gocar.be 
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Local media
Readers and Audience (print + digital) Online real users, visits, views per month
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‘Training in 
combination with 
publications’ 

Along with Information and Communication, Events & Education 
is an important mainstay of Roularta Healthcare. What is more, the coro-
navirus crisis gave the entire virtual offering an extra boost. 

Roularta Healthcare

Besides the publication of medical ti-
tles such as Artsenkrant, De Apotheker, Belgian 
Oncology & Hematology News and AK Hospitals, 
Roularta Healthcare also focuses on training 
healthcare professionals. ‘Training takes the 
form of webinars and e-learning courses linked 
to an accreditation platform that records train-
ing credits’, says the director, Jan Bamelis. ‘There 
are also symposiums and conferences, along 
with debates in the broad sense of the term.’

‘So we are much more than just a 
medical publisher. We offer a total package to 
advertisers and investors as well as to health-
care professionals, our ultimate target group. 
Incidentally, print and training complement 
each other well. More than that: events and 
education are ideal in combination with our 
publications. After all, every initiative needs to 
be communicated, both in terms of announcing 
the event itself and transmitting the valuable 
content it generates.’ 

Digital acceleration 

The coronavirus pandemic has acceler-
ated demand for digital solutions. ‘Between June 
and December, we organised about a hundred 
e-learning courses, e-conferences and other 
virtual events’, Jan Bamelis recalls. ‘There are 

countless virtual possibilities. Our offer ranges 
from videos on demand to podcasts to interac-
tive live streams.’ 

‘In the past, experts had to travel all 
over the world to convey their medical knowl-
edge. The coronavirus has forced them to learn 
about the digital alternatives. Today we find that 
they are more convinced than ever of the ben-
efits of these virtual tools and the possibilities 
they offer.’ Jan Bamelis also believes strong-
ly in a hybrid model. ‘Over time, we want to 
combine e-events with a select live audience in 
the studio. That creates a unique, physical VIP 
experience whilst still reaching a large, online 
target group.’ 

Custom recording studios 

To make its recordings, Roularta 
Healthcare gave the former Kanaal Z studio 
in Zellik a complete makeover. ‘We can put six 
people in there’, Jan Bamelis tells us. ‘Since the 
start of the pandemic, we have also fitted out 
a large pop-up studio in which various settings 
are possible, like the one used for the political 
news show De Zevende Dag on the VRT. We also 
have a third recording studio in a cosy setting 
where three people can sit on a large chester-
field sofa.’  

‘Experts who were forced to use digital alternatives 
because of the coronavirus are more convinced than 
ever of the benefits of these virtual tools.’

Healthcare

Jan Bamelis, director 
Roularta Healthcare
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Sections of the most wide-ranging 
publications imaginable flash past at dizzying 
speed on various rotary presses, the newest of 
which is a good 65 metres long. We dodge back 
and forth between dozens of pallets holding 
finished magazines. Man-sized rolls of paper 
are scattered around the printing works like 
haystacks. ‘The new press can print 50,000 sec-
tions of 64 or even 72 pages each per hour’, says 
Steven Renders with pride. 

Until he came here half a year ago, 
the 48-year-old general director of Roularta 
Printing was still a stranger to the world of 
printing presses. After his degree in Applied 
Economic Sciences, Renders worked for two 
years at Ghent University as an assistant to 
Professor Werner Bruggeman, who was also 
the president of Vlerick Business School at the 
time. ‘I taught students at Ghent University and 
Vlerick, coordinated projects and wrote articles. 
I really loved speaking in front of an audience, 
but when I was asked to do a doctorate, I left 
the university.’ 

The call of the business world was 
too tempting. Thanks to the same Professor 
Bruggeman, Renders found himself working 
for the shelf builder Stow (awarded Business 
of the Year in 2020). ‘I became the financial 
director, replacing Jos De Vuyst who is still the 

Steven Renders has been the new frontman of Roularta Printing 
for the past half year. He’s an old hand at figures, but he has now developed 
an equally great love of letters. ‘I believe in print, 200 per cent, otherwise 
I would never have taken on this challenge.’ The main theme of this story 
is: keep on investing in sustainable, state-of-the-art printing capacity. 

Report

‘I believe 
in print,
200 per cent’

Although print has been hard-pressed for 
years, Roularta is continuing to invest in 
new, ultramodern printing capacity.

company’s CEO.’ After ten years in finance, 
Renders worked there for eight more years as 
the operations manager, doubling the capacity 
of the factory in Dottignies. He also moved a 
factory to China and set up a new plant in the 
Czech Republic. ‘In 2012 I got a phone call from 
Philippe D’heygere, the former owner of Stow. 
He was looking for a CEO for his new company 
Lapauw International, a producer of industrial 
laundry machines.’ 

Renders was CEO of Lapauw for eight 
years, and then he got a call from Roularta’s 
head-hunter who offered him the job of general 
director of the printing works. ‘I had no affinity 
with the graphics sector, but after a thorough 
analysis I came to the conclusion that Roularta 
is a financially strong group that invests in the 
future. It is also a challenge to follow in William 
Metsu’s footprints: he was a monumental figure 
here with almost 40 years of experience.’

Renders started on 1 September 2020 
and is responsible for Roularta Printing (400 
employees). He is also the president of both the 
Safety Committee and the Works Council for 
the whole group. ‘A magazine is an attractive, 
tangible and emotional product. People know 
the titles. And that’s something you don’t have 
with industrial washing machines’, he laughs. I 
really love it.’

Steven Renders, General Manager 
Roularta Printing

Printing

Invest, 
invest, 
invest

Although print has been hard-pressed 
for years, Roularta is continuing to invest in 
new – and ultramodern – printing capacity. 
The 100-million-euro investment programme 
started in 2005, which was a real milestone. 
‘That plan was crucial, because it was when the 
publisher decided to keep the printing works 
under its own roof. It was a way for the publisher 
to be sure that high-quality magazines would be 
printed on time, and for the printing works to 
be sure of a major internal customer. Because 
the planning is extremely long term, you also 
create a futureproof building in which all the 
machines are immediately put in the right place.’ 

That investment plan was completed 
last year with the installation of the most recent 
rotary press, an investment of 12,5 million euros. 
‘It has been operational since 1 November and 
has four times the capacity of the previous press. 
The new press is already up to full speed. Our 
capacity has increased significantly in the past 
fifteen years and even now we are using almost 
all we have. That is no mean feat in a declining 
market. Our volumes for magazines are 60 per 
cent higher than in 2005.’  

63Printing

The new press can print 50,000 sections 
of 64 or even 72 pages each per hour.
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Roularta goes for new, sustainable 
technology. Almost everything in the 
printing works has been updated in 
the last fifteen years. 

When it comes to magazines, Roularta 
is the biggest player in Belgium. Its own news 
magazines, such as Trends, Knack, Le Vif, Sport/
Voetbalmagazine and Plus Magazine roll off 
the printing press here, along with the wom-
en’s brands Libelle/Femmes, Flair, Feeling, 
Gaël etc. However Roularta Printing also prints 
many French luxury magazines (such as COTE 
Magazine and Idéat) as well as large amounts 
of commercial printed material, brochures and 
catalogues. Its customers come from many 
countries, with Belgium, the Netherlands and 
France as its most important markets.  Even the 
European editions of Bloomberg Businessweek 
and The Economist roll off the presses here.

Sustainable: on paper 
and in figures

The decision to make long-term invest-
ments in the printing works was well considered, 
but the quality of those investments is equally 
important. As Renders explains, ‘We go for new, 
sustainable technology. Almost everything has 

been updated in the last fifteen years: prepress, 
new rotary presses, and new gatherer-stitchers 
and magazines with straight backs in the fin-
ishing department. Our people are even more 
important: we make ongoing investments in 
a multi-skilled, loyal team. I was immensely 
impressed by the experience the people here 
have. Many of them have been working here for 
at least 20 to 25 years. It is thanks to them that 
I can mainly concentrate on strategy. The good 
balance between technology, sustainability and 
the right people in the right place enables us to 
offer our customers perfect service.’ 

That focus on sustainability is becoming 
increasingly important for the customers. ‘We 
recently published our fourth sustainability re-
port on our website. Sustainability is primarily a 
question of environmental friendliness. 60 per 
cent of Europeans still believe that paper con-
sumption leads to a reduction in forests, which 
is not true. There are now more forests being 
planted than disappearing. Paper essentially 
also comes from the “waste” from trees, and 
you can reuse it up to seven times. Roularta 

‘A magazine is an attractive, tangible and emotional 
product. People know the titles. And that’s something 
you don’t have with industrial washing machines.’
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Roularta printing works: 5 key figures 

surface area of the 
printing works

printed surface area 
of paper per year

unrolled length of paper 
per year (= twelve times 
round the world) 

ink used per year

35,000 m2

80,000 ha

500,000 km

1,100 tons

print plates per year

135,000 m2

only uses PEFC paper from paper suppliers who 
are committed to this kind of sustainable forest 
management’, Renders says. 

This year Roularta also switched to ex-
clusively using inks that are produced in a way 
that is as environmentally friendly as possible, 
under the Blue Angel label. ‘We have also ob-
tained our ISO 50001 certificate, which means 
external parties check every year whether we 
have achieved our energy performance indica-
tors. When it comes to the production process, 
the oven is the biggest energy consumer in the 
rotary press. It has an integrated afterburn-
er which has now reduced gas consumption 
by 52 per cent for the same number of m². A 
heat exchanger recuperates the residual heat 
for heating or cooling. Everyone says they are 
sustainable, but it’s nice to be able to prove it 
with hard figures.’

In 2020, around 15 million euros were 
invested in the printing works, with a few more 
million in 2021, for example for a new gather-
er-stitcher that will be installed in September. 
‘We have also invested in a paper-wrapping 
installation for sending magazines by post, re-
placing the film around the magazine packs 
with paper’, Renders tells us. ‘We are the first 
printing works in the Benelux to have one of 
those in house. We aim to be pioneers here. I 
expect they will become obligatory in Europe 
by 2025. They are more expensive, but you can 
print the outside with commercial messages. 
The disadvantage is that paper wrappers are 
less transparent.’  

65Printing

‘60 per cent of Europeans still believe 
that paper consumption leads to a 
reduction in forests, which is not true.’ 
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Reading and printing after 
the coronavirus

The coronavirus also had an impact on 
the printing works. Print runs for subscriptions 
have increased at Roularta Printing, but the 
number of pages has decreased due to a declin-
ing advertising market. In commercial printing, 
supplies to the cultural, travel and catering sec-
tors have decreased or dried up entirely. ‘But 
they will soon be back when the pandemic is 
over. We’re not at all pessimistic. Professional 
magazines, niche magazines, luxury magazines 
and the strong brands will continue to exist. We 
still prefer to read in-depth articles in print. You 
remember them better and read them when you 

feel like reading them. What is more: a magazine 
in your hand is a form of digital detox.’ 

Steven Renders wants to continue the 
trend of forward-looking thinking and acting 
at Roularta. ‘I also want to keep our team to-
gether: it is very experienced but getting on a 
bit in years. We will have to continue training 
new printers ourselves. But our biggest chal-
lenge comes from outside: it is important that 
publishers and advertising agencies continue 
creating content that we can print, and we have 
relatively little impact on that. But I believe in 
print, 200 per cent, otherwise I wouldn’t be here. 
The future is for strong brands that combine 
print with extra digital content’, he concludes.  
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‘Everyone says they are sustainable, but it’s 
nice to be able to prove it with hard figures.’

‘We still prefer to read in-depth articles in print. What is 
more: a magazine in your hand is a form of digital detox.’

Roularta Printing invested 12.5 mil-
lion euros in an energy-efficient printing press 
last year. One year earlier, the printing works in 
Roeselare obtained an ISO 50001 certificate. 

‘Energy efficiency 
targets for 2022 are 
still within reach’

Roularta Printing is the largest offset 
printing works in the country. It prints news-
papers, magazines and catalogues for the 
domestic and foreign markets, achieving an 
annual revenue of 60 million euros with its 400 
employees. Roularta’s own titles, such as Knack, 
Trends, Libelle and Feeling, account for half of 
its printing capacity. For the other half, there are 
printing contracts with major European play-
ers for publications including the Belgians DPG 
and Mediahuis, The Economist and Bloomberg 
Businessweek etc. 

At the end of 2019, Roularta Printing 
was the first and only printing works in the coun-
try to reach an important milestone: it obtained 
an ISO 50001 certificate. For an energy-inten-
sive company, that is a remarkable achievement. 

‘All the printing processes that happen 

here have been covered by this energy cer-
tificate since it was awarded’, explains Peter 
Leroy, production manager at Roularta Printing. 
‘Specifically, we are committed to consuming a 
little less energy every year in our production 
process. That sounds a bit easier than it is, be-
cause we have had a project manager here who 
has been working on energy efficiency for years. 
We’ve already picked the low-hanging fruit.’

Roularta has a fairly long history of en-
ergy-saving measures. In 2005, the company 
joined the Flemish government’s audit covenant, 
which was intended to help meet the Kyoto 
targets. An energy expert drew up a plan that 
Roularta implemented. It was then subjected 
to a Flemish audit. 

Paper and electricity

Now the company is raising the bar 
again with ISO 50001. ‘We need to create a 
separate energy performance indicator for 
all processes that require significant energy 
consumption’, Leroy tells us. ‘Then it is up to 
us to fulfil those indicators by taking all kinds 
of smart measures. In terms of working with a 
printing press, that means for example that we 
need to print an increasing number of square 
metres of paper with one kWh of electricity. We 
currently have a total of 14 processes here for 
which we have introduced energy performance 
indicators. Over time, of course, that will enable 
us to systematically reduce our entire energy 
consumption.’

It is not easy to obtain an ISO 50001 
certificate: Roularta called in an external spe-
cialist who took almost two years to complete 

Peter Leroy,  production 
manager Roularta Printing

Printing 67

the task. ‘Now we have set ourselves new targets 
for 2022, and we evaluate each year whether we 
are on track. We set the bar a bit higher every 
year. That means constant pressure from now on. 
We have already achieved the big wins in terms 
of saving energy. In the best case scenario, we 
will be able to perform a few percentage points 
better by 2022.’ 

Impact on production 
volume

2020 was an abnormal year because 
of the coronavirus. The pandemic had a major 
impact on Roularta Printing’s production vol-
ume. Peter Leroy explains: ‘The sudden drop 
meant that we could not improve our energy 
efficiency last year, even though our absolute 
energy consumption dipped sharply.’

The decision had already been made 
the previous year to replace the last old rotary 
press with a newer model in 2020. The cost was 
12.5 million euros. The coronavirus didn’t change 
that plan at all. The new printing press has been 
in action since the beginning of October. It can 
print 50,000 copies per hour, and its capacity 
represents almost ten per cent of the entire 
Belgian magazine market. 

‘The new rotary press is equipped with 
the very latest technology, which increases our 
energy efficiency’, Leroy says. ‘The improve-
ment we hoped for was confirmed as soon as 
we started up the press. The energy saving is the 
equivalent of the annual energy consumption 
of eighty households. Thanks to these great 
results, we are still well on the way to achieving 
our 2022 targets.’  
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Peter Quaghebeur took the helm at Mediafin, the publisher of 
the business newspapers De Tijd and L’Echo, in November. He came from 
the television company SBS. ‘So I moved from entertainment to news, and 
“news” was exactly what everyone was waiting for during the coronavirus 
crisis.’ It is still a bit too early for big plans, although readers can certainly 
expect more from their newspaper in the months to come.

Looking back on 2020 means looking 
back on the coronavirus crisis. Like all com-
panies, Mediafin sent its staff home to work 
remotely. ‘It is still extremely quiet, particular-
ly in our commercial and supporting depart-
ments’, says the CEO, Peter Quaghebeur, from 
Mediafin’s offices at Tour & Taxis in Brussels. 
‘It was already standard practice here to work 
from home one day a week, but we are bound 
to keeping doing it more than that when the 
coronavirus is over, even though we have just 
completed a major expansion. Some of our new 
or renovated office spaces are still waiting for 
a final lick of paint.’

When the coronavirus reared its head, 
Mediafin saw the advertising market collapse by 
30 or 40 per cent. The company had to cut its 
costs, among other things by dismissing some 
of its staff. ‘In the last three months of 2020, the 
market recovered as if by magic. Fortunately, 
we don’t get all our income from advertising, 
so we ended up only just under the intended 
budget. It’s little short of a miracle.’

Peeking over the wall

‘The readership market has boomed in 
the past year. People were hungry for reliable 
news, and credibility is exactly what they find 
in our newspapers and on our websites. That 

confirms the trend that the readership market 
is becoming more important for Mediafin than 
the advertising market. The proportion currently 
stands at 55 versus 45 per cent. Both De Tijd 
and L’Echo – representing a total of 70,000 
subscribers (53,000 and 17,000 respectively) – 
have been able to present better subscription 
figures than ever before. We want to seriously 
increase that figure over the next three years as 
well, taking it to 100,000 in an ambitious plan 
we have baptised Hyperion.’

Quaghebeur does not believe Mediafin 
will return entirely to the way it was before the 
coronavirus. ‘Events are really important for this 
company, but obviously they couldn’t be held 
physically. We switched to digital initiatives and 
they proved popular. Our “De Belegger on Tour” 
(the investor on tour) event usually attracts 
about 300 people, but the digital version had 
3,000 attendees. “Finance Avenue” usually gets 
3,000 to 4,000 visitors; this time there were 
10,000. In the future, we need to concentrate 
on hybrid formulas that give both the digital 
and the physical visitors a positive experience. 
After all, networking is still essential at business 
events, of course.’

All that working from home is a nec-
essary evil, Quaghebeur believes. He is looking 
forward to getting back to normal, especially 
to stimulate creative processes. ‘For example, 

New CEO for Mediafin

‘Credibility 
mattered to people 
more than ever’

Mediafin

69Mediafin

we are working on a complete reshuffle of the 
newspaper: the first since 2012. On weekdays, 
we are going to remove the four investment 
fund pages and replace them with editorial 
content – although you can still continue to 
consult the funds online with the Fondsenradar 
(fund radar), of course. That is an operation that 
should take about four months, but with all this 
working from home, it will take eight months. 
You can’t just test an idea by wandering over to 
someone’s desk, and you don’t set up a Teams 
meeting for every little thing either. Or scribble 
on pages and then hang them on the wall, you 
can’t do that either.’

Quaghebeur himself immediately 
announced when he arrived that he would be 
setting up aspects to work on. They might be 
focused on all kinds of issues he has stumbled 

‘Fortunately, we don’t get all our income from 
advertising. That’s how we ended up only just under 
the intended budget. It’s little short of a miracle.’

upon during countless conversations with staff, 
from HR to IT and from audio to accounting. 
‘Obviously I don’t want to completely demolish 
the wall between the editorial and sales, but 
there’s no harm in peeping over that wall now 
and again. Or opening a gateway and looking 
to see whether you can learn anything from a 
colleague, even if they are on “the other side”. 
These aspects to work on have only just been set 
up, so I don’t know what will emerge from them 
yet. I do know that people work very much in 
their own silo here. Everyone sticks to their own 
territory. People from different departments 
don’t know each other well enough. I hope to 
improve that.’

Quaghebeur is not only in favour of col-
laboration within the company, but also outside 
its walls. ‘We don’t have to keep on reinventing 

the wheel. Sure, Mediafin was a digital pioneer 
with the first news sites in the country and the 
first paywall in Europe, but we need to be wary 
of the law of first-mover disadvantage. The other 
market players have not been twiddling their 
thumbs in recent years either. We mustn’t rest 
on our laurels. And that means we need to look 
for smart partnerships. They might be with our 
shareholders’ companies, of course, or with 
other national or international media companies. 
If we complement each other in the creation of 
new initiatives, you get a win-win situation.’

Accelerate digitisation

Mediafin is a small player in the ad-
vertising market, between local heavyweights 
such as DPG and the agency composed of 
Mediahuis, Telenet/SBS, Proximus/Skynet and 
Pebble Media. ‘That’s not necessarily a disadvan-
tage. That kind of media agency, which caters 
to a wide audience, has to compete with the 
international giants like Facebook and Google. 
We have our specific niche, working almost B2B 
rather than B2C. An advertiser can use us for 
very targeted communication with a specific, 
wealthy audience, whereas you have to take 
a broad aim with the major players and hope 
there won’t be too much waste.

‘By the way, we are also developing 
editorial initiatives with that in mind, to bring 
the journalistic content to our readers in a far 
more targeted way, once again without telling 
journalists what they have to write. We are de-
veloping digital tools to ensure existing content 
reaches interested readers optimally. Digital 
subscribers constitute 85 per cent of all growth, 
even though “paper” subscribers are now stabi-
lising after years of decline. We want to provide 
these new digital subscribers with even better 
service. This will be our most important project 
for the coming years.’  

Peter Quaghebeur, 
CEO Mediafin
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connect to our colleagues as much as possible. 
There were extra webinars on all sorts of topics, 
for example. There was ‘how to increase your 
immunity’ with Professor Eric De Maerteleire but 
also ‘how to make delicious Christmas snacks 
and cocktails’ with Ilse D’Hooge, the head of 
cookery at Libelle. On our internal Facebook 
page, our staff talked about discovering new 
hobbies or how they kept a healthy work-life 
balance. There was also a webinar on mental 
health. And we gave staff who were struggling 
with their mental health the opportunity to do 
a workshop with a clinical psychologist.

Roularta is and remains a family busi-
ness. We have grown and grown over the years, 
but our basic values are still the same. First and 
foremost: a passion for our customers, our read-
ers; the rest follows on from that. Secondly: 
we go for brand and quality, and we never 

‘For the first time in the history of Roularta, 
new employees joined us whom we had 
never met before face to face.’

Column

Keeping going 
in the age of Zoom

Except for the printing works, that was, because 
our magazines don’t roll off the rotary presses 
all by themselves.

I am proud that all our titles continued 
to appear throughout this pandemic and that 
the technology has not let us down. Heading 
an editorial team from home is not easy. People 
don’t like change, they sometimes say. We have 
witnessed the opposite: we found ourselves on 
a rollercoaster ride, but each department – from 
the editorial teams to marketing to the back 
office – adapted with remarkable speed and 
no grumbling. We spent 2020 dashing from one 
virtual meeting to another. Let’s be honest: we 
all missed warm, human contact. Some of our 
colleagues struggled psychologically and are 
still struggling now. If you no longer see each 
other, you are at risk of becoming estranged. 
That is why we set up a few original initiatives to 

When the coronavirus tsunami crashed 
over the world in March 2020, we didn’t know 
what had hit us. We had no idea what to expect. 
Roularta started holding daily crisis meetings 
with the health and safety advisor and the CEO. 
Obviously we were concerned about our staff. 
But you don’t want to take drastic decisions 
about working from home too quickly either. 
Our publications emerge from brainstorms of 
creative minds, and you can’t just switch to doing 
that online from one day to the next.

We soon started experimenting with 
Zoom. Most of our employees said: ‘We’re keep-
ing calm and carrying on.’ But we also sensed 
that several of them were afraid. It was cru-
cial to reassure those people quickly, because 
people living in fear tend to freeze up. After a 
few weeks, Roularta Media Group (RMG) tran-
sitioned structurally to working from home. 

HR

71HR

compromise on quality journalism. And most 
of all: one team, one family. Everyone uses each 
other’s fi rst name; there is plenty of team spirit 
and a warm atmosphere.

In terms of business, our subscription 
fi gures grew but the advertising market took 
some heavy blows. So we did have to use the 
furlough system, even though that is never an 
easy thing to tell people. In this unpredictable 
pandemic, however, it was the best solution. 
We interviewed job applicants on Zoom and 
signed employment contracts digitally. For 
the fi rst time in the history of Roularta, new 
employees joined us whom we had never met 
before face to face.

The coronavirus has been at our throats 
for a good year now, but we need to look to 
the future. We continued to invest in 2020, for 
example with our new rotary press that cost 
12.5 million euros. There are innovative projects 
in the pipeline for 2021 as well, including the 
Roularta app. We want to communicate more 
under the Roularta banner. We intend to off er 
our subscribers more within a single app, so we 
are putt ing all our energy into a fresh new image 
so that our ‘love brands’ make people happy and 
really eager to have them. We used to say: ‘Don’t 
make your mind up before Wednesday, because 
that’s when Knack comes out.’ Now we off er 
non-stop news every day. Many freelancers 
contribute to creating that news. We want to 
involve them more in our company as well. We 
have already taken steps to do so, but there is 
always room for improvement in everything. 

Keep going: that is our mott o. That is 
why we need to keep investing in our staff , even 
in the age of Zoom, enabling them to grow and 
fl ourish. 

Katrien De Nolf,
HR Director ©
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