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Insights
Entrepreneurial lessons from our portfolio companies

We are pleased to send you this fourth edition of Gimv’s Insights. In addition to a brief 
update on Gimv’s strategy and portfolio, our goal is to share with you a number of 
important business insights that illustrate our investment strategy. Specifically, we take 
a closer look at the energy market with our portfolio companies Lampiris (an electricity 
and gas supplier) and Itineris (a utilities software company). We also invited Patrick  
Vincent, Chief Customer Officer at Telenet (a leading broadband cable services  
provider in Belgium) and board member at Lampiris, to weigh in from a telecoms  
perspective. We hope you enjoy reading the article. 
Kind regards from the Gimv team
 Kind regards from the Gimv team
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AN INDUSTRY IN TRANSITION

Who will define the future of the retail energy business? 

Utilities clearly have their backs to the wall. Investors talk about utilities being caught in a  
“death spiral” and in Europe utility executives bemoan the “worst structural crisis in history”.  
And yet, at Gimv we are tremendously excited about investment opportunities in the energy 
sector, opportunities that have their roots in the very real crisis currently playing out in the 
sector. That is because the crisis is at base a business model crisis. Energy provision 
itself is more important than ever, but the traditional business model and those who pull 
its strings are on the wane.
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The rise of green energy in combination with the tech revolution is opening up the playing field 
to a wide array of new competitors. All are placing bets on their respective vision of where the 
retail energy business is heading to.  Will the internet giants such as Google or Apple win the 
day through well-designed home devices such as the Nest smart thermostat? Will utilities and 
telecommunications companies end up competing, as Patrick Vincent of Telenet suggests, for 
control of the home’s converged energy network? Or will classic energy providers morph into 
“one-stop-shop” energy specialists, akin to what Lampiris is doing, to help customers become 
increasingly efficient and self-sufficient energy users? 

Understanding the current crisis: a three-pronged attack

Incumbent utilities face at least three major threats to their core business model. Tomorrow’s 
leaders will need to mount credible responses to each of these.

Trend #1 - Commodity trap

The liberalisation of the European energy market opened up opportunities for new entrants 
at the expense of the ex-monopolies. Electrabel, for example, saw its market share for the 
supply of natural gas in Flanders decline from 70% to 41% in the period April 2004 - April 2014. 
While this was a boon for new entrants such as Lampiris, it has ushered in exceptionally high 
churn rates. To illustrate, half a million Flemish households and companies changed electricity 
supplier in 2013, and they appear to be doing so mainly on the basis of price. Compared to 
companies in other sectors, utilities have notoriously poor customer loyalty metrics. All this adds 
up to a commodity trap, dooming competitors to perennially low margins.

Trend #2 - Distributed generation

The need for CO2 reduction pushes governments to promote and subsidise the installation  
of renewable energy generation facilities. As more consumers start generating energy through 
small, distributed facilities such as solar panels, asset-heavy energy companies face a host 
of new challenges. For one, the available production capacity on the market increases and 
thus makes existing plants less profitable, especially CCGT plants (natural gas power stations). 
Furthermore, the unpredictability of renewable energy sources makes balancing out supply 
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WHERE WE COME IN

Gimv Sustainable Cities Platform 
 
The Sustainable Cities platform invests in products and  
services across the energy & resources, transport & logistics 
and efficient infrastructure sectors, focused on durable  
business models for tomorrow’s urban communities.  
A set of fundamental environmental, geo-political & socio-
economic trends are changing today’s urban communities 
which need to become more sustainable. This will drive 
innovation and investment in our key focus segments:.

• Energy & resources: Utilities, Renewables, Oil & Gas, 
Chemicals, Waste, Water

• Transport & Logistics: Logistics, Maritime, Public Transport

• Efficient Infrastructure: IT, Construction, HVAC, Building 
Materials, Smart Grid

In this context, Gimv can fully deploy its wide ranging expertise 
in infrastructure and technology.

and demand increasingly difficult. Investment is needed in smarter networks and back-up power 
facilities. Simultaneously, local energy producers need to be connected to the grid and reimbursed 
for the power they inject.

Trend #3 - New competitors

While the incumbents struggle to adapt to new challenges, pure energy retailers and non-
utility players are entering the fray, spotting opportunities in the very drivers of change and their 
consequences, such as renewable energy generation, energy efficiency, demand response, 
data analytics and new forms of financing. In other words, incumbent utilities face increasing 
competition from ambitious, asset-light players across their (much expanded) value chain.

The above three trends indicate that the energy business is set to change radically in the years to 
come. Hence the question, what should energy providers be doing to beat the crisis? At Gimv we 
are convinced that companies like Lampiris and Itineris are showing a way forward. And Telenet, 
given its success in a parallel sector, offers important lessons too. 
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PORTFOLIO INSIGHT

Crisis-beating lessons  from Lampiris  
and Itineris  

Lampiris and Itineris are each, in their respective sectors, successful challengers. Together, 
they offer three important lessons for succeeding in the utilities business.

Video: Lampiris’ brand power

Lesson #1 - Stop churn through brand power 

Customer service is a crucial weapon in the fight to retain customers. Patrick Vincent, Chief 
Customer Officer at Telenet, is emphatic in his advice to utilities: “The number one priority for 
utilities is to stop churn and stabilise their portfolios. The best way they can do so is by 
building a strong brand.”

Indeed, Lampiris can ascribe much of its success to the power of its brand. The brand was 
built from the ground up through good communication and excellence in customer service.  
CEO Tom Vande Cruys explains: “Lampiris in many ways today is still a startup, certainly in our 
challenger role and our dedication to customer service. Our call center is an absolutely critical 
component of our operation. In our dealings with customers we follow two overriding principles: 
empathy (striving to understand the customer), and speed (ensuring that we get things done 
for the customer as fast as possible.)”

However, customer service is not solely a call center responsibility; it concerns every level of the 
organisation. Lampiris and Telenet both conduct regular Customer Journey Mapping exercises 
whereby customers are asked to describe in detail how they experience a particular process, 
to identify pain points and moments of delight. All the companies’ processes are subsequently 
evaluated on the basis of those insights.
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Tom and Patrick also highlight the increasing importance of transparency in earning the loyalty 
of customers. Patrick: “It may sound obvious, but don’t lie to your customers. If you made a 
mistake, acknowledge it and explain how you will address the problem.” Lampiris has made 
transparency a core brand value, permeating the entire way it conducts its business, including 
the call center, billing (e.g. myLampiris.be for detailed billing information), the use of social 
media (most of Lampiris’ management team is on Twitter) and the relationship with the press 
(”be accessible, be fast, don’t circumvent”). 

If excellence in customer service is key, then Itineris is particularly well-positioned as the 
enabler of service excellence. CEO Edgard Vermeersch explains: “Utilities serve large 
numbers of customers and hence need tools that enable them to serve such customers at 
scale. Our software ensures, for example, that hundreds of thousands of invoices are prepared 
correctly and sent on time. And our CRM module includes a specific front-office application for 
the call center providing customer service agents with a 360-degree multichannel view of the 
customer. By doing so, customer requests are handled in a matter of minutes and a positive 
customer experience is delivered.”

Lesson #2 - Reignite growth through value-added services 

Since the core gas & electricity provision services are becoming commodities in the retail 
energy business, the basis for competition will likely shift to value-added services and products 
around the commodity. These are a means of both growing revenues and strengthening 
relationships with customers. Lampiris, in this regard, has launched several new services 
linked to its core energy provision, such as Lampiris-branded insulation services, delivery 
of wood and pellets at home and a recent initiative to provide heating maintenance 
services.

In the years to come, Lampiris sees its role expand from classic energy distributor to a provider 
of multiple sustainable energy-related services in and around the house. And the surest way 
to invest in that future is to secure the customer relationship, hence its focus on transparent 
communication, excellent customer service and value-added services that deepen the 
relationship.

Itineris is investing in this service-oriented future through its Service Management tools, but also 
differentiates itself against its larger competitors - the classic ERP providers such as SAP - by 
emphasising its flexibility. Edgard: “Utilities need to react rapidly to changes in the market. If one 
of our customers wants to launch a new product in the market, first-mover advantage or quick 
time to market, in reaction to competitive action is key. Our CIS/ERP solution enables them to 
do so, from an IT perspective, faster and cheaper than our larger competitors. Moreover our 
solution has been designed to accommodate utilities in mastering this future trend by offering 
‘multi-commodity’ support for metered (energy/water) & un-metered products (services).”

Lesson #3 - Data is your core asset

Bringing it all together is data. As expressed by Tom, “Lampiris at roots is a data company.” 
The ability with which utilities harness data, and put it to use to optimise their business and 
develop new services, is set to escalate hugely. As a utilities software company, this is core 
business for Itineris. For example, the company’s software solutions allow utilities to manage 
their customers on the basis of their cost-to-serve and their expected lifetime value - all key to 
managing margins. “Our system calculates KPIs at the level of individual clients and monitors 
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It is inevitable that utilities and 
telecommunications companies 
will end up competing for 
mastery of the home energy 
network.

Patrick Vincent - Chief Customer Officer

as well as predicts how cost-to-serve is evolving and what can be done to improve this. Such 
KPIs are based on factors such as type of product, outstanding payment, frequency of delayed 
payments and call center issues etc. The system subsequently advises how those customers 
are best managed. For example, it foresees adapted processes for certain customer segments 
and provides suggestions to customer service agents that come in touch with specific clients 
to improve the cost to serve.”

Lampiris too relies on data analytics to segment its customers, although primarily for the 
development of new services, such as which clients would be most likely to require insulation 
services or support with solar installations. Some commentators argue that the role of data will 
truly come into its own once a critical mass of households are equipped with smart meters. 
Whereas utilities currently still rely on ‘standard load profiles’ (projected consumption based 
on biannual meter checks) that have no link whatsoever to actual use and actual price at any 
given time, the real-time data provided by smart meters could enable a range of new data-
driven services and business models. It is on issues such as these, however, that the views 
of Patrick Vincent, Tom Vande Cruys and Edgard Vermeersch begin to diverge, reflecting 
wider debate on the future of the retail energy business. 

Competing visions of the retail energy business
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Whether we’ll compete or join up 
with telecommunications is still an 
open question. A powerful home 
battery may absolve the need for 
complex demand management.

Tom Vande Cruys - CEO Lampiris

Smart meters, if intended for 
reducing energy consumption only, 
will overshoot its objective. It’s yet 
unclear what the smart era will 
bring, but without doubt a multitude 
of possibilities will present itself.

Edgard Vermeersch - CEO Itineris

While the above outlined strategic lessons give some pointers as to what competitors should 
be doing at a generic level, they do not answer a more specific question: in which capabilities 
and services exactly should we be investing? Only a well-grounded vision of the future will 
help answer that question - and that is where views can differ fundamentally. 

Will telecommunications companies control your fridge?

The unpredictability of renewable energy makes the balancing out of supply and demand far 
more challenging. Some imagine that the energy network of the future will extend deep 
into people’s homes, connecting all devices and appliances, while a central orchestrator 
of some type governs the energy use of those connected devices (e.g. switching a freezer 
temporarily off while energy prices are high). A fundamental question in this scenario is, 
who will be that central orchestrator and what business model will drive it? Will utilities 
and telecommunications companies have to compete for a converged bundle of home 
networking and energy management services? Or will internet companies such as Google 
end up dominating this space through personal and home-based devices (e.g. note Google’s 
acquisition of Nest, a developer of smart home thermostats)? Or is a simpler scenario more 
likely, as elucidated by Tom, where a powerful home battery will absolve the need for such 
complex demand management?
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Is the smart meter dead in the water, or will it lead  
to  dynamic pricing?

Technology companies especially have been keen proponents of the view that the smart 
meter holds the key to new data-driven business models. Utilities, for example, would be able 
to use the continuous data stream relayed by smart meters to predict energy demand 
in real-time and use dynamic pricing to manage demand more proactively. Technology 
companies could provide home energy management devices and services that rely on such 
real-time usage and pricing data, helping households save costs. But as Edgard and Tom 
pointed out, smart meters have yet to make a serious impact on the market, their roll out 
hampered by business model issues (who will fund the roll out?), privacy issues (who’s data is 
it?) and doubts about their value to households (awareness alone seldom changes behaviour).

Will utilities cease to exist?

Patrick Vincent imagines a home of the future that is replete with screens and embedded 
devices. This raises questions about the types of services that will govern all this connected 
home technology, to feed it with content, to manage connectivity and energy use, and protect 
it all from cybercrime. Patrick is convinced that when it comes to such services, the worlds 
of utilities and telecom will converge. “I suspect that utilities and telecom will compete for 
mastery of the home. Scale will be crucial, not only to compete effectively in the commoditised 
energy and telecommunications markets, but also to manage the tremendous innovation 
that will be required.” In this scenario, Patrick sees the competitive environment changing 
fundamentally to include the internet giants. “Increasingly, our competitors are Netflix, Google 
and Apple.” Indeed, many commentators see Google’s acquisition of Nest as an important foray 
into the energy market.

For Tom the question of whether energy supply and home technology will converge to such an 
extent is still an open one. The challenges of a distributed energy network may be solved 
more easily using simpler technologies such as batteries or back-up burners - all of which 
Lampiris will be keen to install and manage for customers. “The client relationship will be 
the key to the new model. Whatever we end up selling to customers in the future, it is the client 
relationship that will drive our success.”
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WHY WE INVESTED

Why we invested in Lampiris 
 
In 2013, Gimv and SRIW jointly invested EUR 40 million in 
Lampiris. Founded in 2003, Lampiris has grown rapidly to 
capture approximately 9% of the Belgian gas market and 6.5% 
of the electricity market. Lampiris is currently the third largest 
energy supplier in Belgium, but posted the highest growth 
figures in the market every year since 2005.  

Dirk Dewals and Thomas Dewever of Gimv explain the 
investment rationale: ”Lampiris fits perfectly in our Sustainable 
Cities platform strategy. The company’s management 
showed great entrepreneurship when they capitalised on the 
opportunities available in a liberalised energy market. And their 
approach to innovation and customer service is decidedly 
unique and refreshing. For example, Lampiris was the first 
supplier to unlink the gas price from the oil index, the first to 
abolish severance penalties, the first to reduce its prices when 
the legality of price increases was called into question, and 
the first to apply the same terms and conditions for existing 
and new customers. The company’s impressive growth record 
confirms the success of their strategy.”:.In this context, Gimv 
can fully deploy its wide ranging expertise in infrastructure and 
technology.

Why we invested in Itineris 
 
In 2013, Gimv and the Gimv-managed Gimv Arkiv Tech Fund II 
together invested EUR 6.5 million in Belgian software solution 
company Itineris. Itineris is a recognised utilities specialist and 
has established an impressive track record, implementing its 
UMAX® software solution at major international utilities in Europe 
and North America such as GDF SUEZ, E.ON, AGL Resources, 
Eneco, De Watergroep and Delta. The company has grown 
consistently over the past 10 years and currently employs over 
300 utility specialists, generating a consolidated turnover of EUR 
25 million. The proceeds of Gimv’s investment are being used to 
support the company’s international expansion strategy, primarily 
in the North American market.



 | September 2014 | 10Insights

GIMV NEWS

Welcome
We would like to welcome Emmanuel Sabonnadière to 
our Sustainable Cities-team! Since July 2014, Emmanuel is 
special advisor of the CEO & president of General Cable 
Corporate and partner within Gimv’s Sustainable Cities-team. 
He has a strong technical background combined with a 
successful business track record over the years. With more 
than 25 years of executive leadership of large operations, 
Emmanuel has gained solid experience and consistent 
success in operating Result and Cash Flow permanent 
improvements, a recognized experience of change 
management in large multi-cultural matrix organizations in 
order to adapt to the new markets conditions and a strong 
knowledge of European environments.

WHY WE INVESTED

Matthias Vandepitte, Principal at Gimv, explains why Gimv 
invested: “Utilities today operate in a market that is being 
disrupted by regulatory changes, renewable energy and the 
use of smart metering and data analytics. Itineris’ innovative 
software solution allows utilities to rise to these challenges by 
optimizing front- and back-office processes in a highly flexible 
way, more so than competing solutions on the market. Its 
UMAX® software solution manages the complete customer 
interaction process from the meter data up to the invoice 
generation & credit collection, while offering smart customer 
insights and business analytics functionalities to the utility.” 

Emmanuel Sabonnadière

Read more about Emmanuel’s experience.
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Gimv News

•   25 August 2014 - Gimv portfolio company Covagen acquired by Cilag GmbH International 

•   28 July 2014 - Outcome of the optional dividend for the 2013/2014 financial year: 51% of the  
coupons are distributed in the form of new ordinary shares, resulting in a capital increase  
of  EUR 23.2 million

•   21 July 2014 - Gimv sells its stake in dcinex to Ymagis SA

•   17 July 2014  - Business Update - First 3 months of the financial year 2014/2015

•   8 July 2014  - Gimv sells its stake in Movea

•   25 June 2014  - Report of the Ordinary General Shareholders’ Meeting - General Meeting  
approves gross dividend of EUR 2.45 per share

Portfolio Company News

•   2 September 2014 - Prosonix’ Marketing Authorisation Application for PSX1001 – a Generic Ver-
sion of GlaxoSmithKline’s Flixotide® Evohaler® – Under Assessment in EU

•   25 August 2014 - Eurocept Group expands its medical homecare activities with the acquisition 
of Medizorg 

•   22 July 2014 - GKN and McPhy join forces to boost deployment of solid state hydrogen storage.

•   22 July 2014 - GreenPeak Technologies’ Smart Home chips support new networking protocols 
like Thread


