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    Executive summary 
 

This study was conducted as part of the undertaking to galvanise the use of the Flemish Region’s small 

waterways. The intensified use of these waterways is not a goal in itself. It should be seen in the context 

of a purposive mobility policy in support of the economic activities along these waterways. Boosting 

the use of the small waterways will also contribute to the enhanced quality of the road environment 

in Flanders.  

In this study, De Vlaamse Waterweg has mapped out the potentialities of and the undertakings in 

respect of the following small waterways: the Moer Canal and the Durme Canal, the Plassendale-

Nieuwpoort Canal, the river Dender, the Leuven-Dijle Canal, the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal, the 

Bocholt-Herentals Canal, the South Willem’s Canal and the Canal to Beverlo. 

The potential identified in this study is estimated at 3,210,000 tonnes or 160,500 in avoided lorry 

journeys, which can be carried via the small waterways rather than by road. On a monthly basis, this 

means that there is the potential to avoid ca. 13,375 extra lorry journeys per annum, i.e. ca. 440 lorries 

per day. This potential increase in traffic needs to revolve around a combination of raising the existing 

flows, persuading existing businesses to embrace the modal shift and incentivising new companies to 

set up on the banks of the small waterways and to transport their commodities across the water. 

The study finds that the demonstrated potential of the waterways concerned can be unlocked only if 

their navigability can be ensured. The study highlighted the following infrastructural areas of focus: 

- the locks need to be able to handle Classes I and II ships and ideally should be able to be 

adapted in length and width, which is not the case for all locks, as some of them are either 

listed or cannot be expanded due to lack of space (fenced in between homes or commercial 

properties); 

- the draught needs to be ensured for the permitted inland navigation classes on the 

rivers/canals in question. As things stand, this does not apply to every small waterway; 

- quay walls need to be adapted or developed to allow for the commodity traffic flows identified 

to be carried via inland navigation.   

Alongside these technical considerations, the study also lists commercial requirements. Businesses 

need to sign up or switch to the inland navigation narrative. A modal shift towards the small 

waterways, and inland navigation in general, can be accomplished only when the businesses which 

qualify for waterborne transport make a mental shift. To enable this shift to take place, businesses 

need to be actively shepherded towards inland navigation. Herein lies a major role for the transport 

experts appointed by the waterway managers.  
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To achieve the potentialities detected, the transport expert is conducting a logistical transport analysis 

of the businesses that are capable of transporting goods by inland shipping before working up a total 

concept on the basis thereof, setting out from an economic perspective, with due focus on the 

sustainable aspect and the pressing need to relieve road congestion. This will raise awareness of the 

small waterways as an alternative and logical mode of transport. It is therefore crucial to identify future 

water-linked businesses in order to promote traffic on the small waterways. 
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1 Introduction 
With over one thousand kilometres in navigable waterways, Flanders – as one of only a handful of 

regions in Europe – is home to a very extensive network of waterways. The large number of small 

waterways, navigable by small CEMT Classes I and II vessels, makes for a very finely-meshed network 

of Flemish inland waterways. 

The transport of goods on these small waterways has failed to keep pace with the commodity traffic 

flows encountered on the larger waterways. The main reasons being the trend towards ever expanding 

scales of operations and a shift in the goods flows towards the now dominant carriage by road and to 

a lesser extent towards rail transport. However, for some time now, we have been seeing renewed 

interest in the carriage of goods by our small waterways. 

Indeed, there is an important role to be played by the small waterways as part of the economic chain 

and in managing the mobility issue. Over the years, an entire network of water-linked activities and 

industries has established itself along the small waterways. This network relies on good access by way 

of these waters. In addition, the fine-meshed nature of the inland navigation network courtesy of its 

small waterways offers solutions for the persistent and rising traffic congestion which Flanders has 

been grappling with. Optimum use of both the large and the small waterways is part of a sound and 

duly considered mobility policy. Having a properly functioning mobility network is important to sustain 

the Flemish Region’s economic development 

For years, a large portion of the small waterways within the Flemish waterways network has gone 

neglected, which has significantly eroded their transport function. Little to no maintenance, the 

postponement of dredging operations and the lack of a spatial policy which harnessed the water’s 

transport strengths is now seen to impede the use of the small waterways. 

In order to use their advantages and to retain, strengthen and develop their existing transport function, 

it is important to broaden the perspective on small waterways and to understand their potential. To 

lend added weight to and to underpin this vision, the present study charts the potentialities of and 

undertakings in respect of a number of small waterways as part of the networks managed by De 

Vlaamse Waterweg by means of a screening of their surrounding areas. This for the Moer Canal and 

the Durme Canal, the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal, the Dender, the Leuven-Dijle Canal, Dessel-

Turnhout-Schoten Canal, the Bocholt-Herentals Canal, the South Willem’s Canal and the Canal to 

Beverlo.  

The study seeks to uncover the potential transport function of the waterways concerned, setting out 

from the belief that the small waterways – along with the larger waterways – can make all the 

difference to the mobility issue and the concomitant environmental problems faced by Flanders.  

This vision is also reflected in the policy memorandum of the Mobility and Public Works department, 

which sets out the policy priorities for the 2014-2019 time frame. Against the background of rising 

demand for transport and the mobility issue in Flanders, the policy memorandum highlights the 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20
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importance of going back to promoting and further developing the transport function of the small 

waterways. Among other things, by eliminating maintenance deficits, keeping these waterways at the 

required depth and by facilitating specific transport and transhipment concepts for small waterways. 

The study is part of the memorandum on small waterways bottlenecks, opportunities and vision for 

the future. The memorandum aims to underpin the policy to be conducted in respect of the small 

waterways and small vessels and to arrive at concrete steps in the medium and long term. 
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2 Small waterways  

2.1 Context 

The small waterways in Flanders are those waterways that come under CEMT Classes I and II. This 

break-down into classes was established by the European Conference of Ministers of Transport (CEMT) 

and is intended to align the dimensions of the European waterways. Class I waterways are suitable for 

Spits type vessels from 250 to 400 tonnes. CEMT Class II waterways are navigable by Kempenaar type 

vessels from 400 to 650 tonnes.  

 

Figure 1: Class I & II waterways according to the CEMT classification 

The total length of the waterways network in Flanders is 1,056 km, including 433 km in small 

waterways. Small waterways consequently account for a 41% share of all Flemish inland waterways. 

The carriage of goods on the small waterways mainly takes place on Class II waterways.  

 

Figure 2: Waterways in Flanders according to CEMT class and locks 

In the carriage of goods by inland shipping, the small waterways largely serve a tributary function. In 

Flanders, the small waterways primarily link up with main waterways, which makes them the logical 

onward arteries of the waterways network branched out into the hinterland. As they are branches of 

main waterways, in many cases they are canals of a short length. It may then be assumed that the 

average share of distance covered by cargos on the small waterways is fairly limited compared against 

overall transport by water. Nonetheless, we would be wrong to underestimate the importance of these 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20


                                                                                            

9 

“#IWTS: Mobilising small waterway transport potentials”  https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20  
 

canals. Approximately 17% of the total volume of around 40 to 45 million tonnes that is loaded and 

unloaded by inland shipping each year is transhipped along the small waterways. 

 

Graph: Total tonnage carried for all small waterways in Flanders expressed in 1,000 tonnes 

The goods transport by inland shipping has increased in recent years. However, as shown in graph 1, 

this is not the case for the small waterways. The volume of tonnages carried appears to be stagnating, 

and is even seen to decline in recent years. This trend is chiefly attributed to the widespread failure to 

appreciate the advantages and opportunities the small waterways have to offer. The economies of 

scale have sparked a trend towards the use of larger vessels. This has seen the main waterways 

thoroughly modernised, with the smaller water courses left underutilised, resulting in a maintenance 

deficit. This has negative implications for access to and from businesses and towns situated along the 

small waterways1.  

2.2 Development opportunities 

Alongside the general benefits of cargo shipping, the small waterways add an extra dimension to the 

economic, ecological and social gains delivered by waterborne transport. 

The specific strength of the small waterways lies in the fact that they can bring a solid socioeconomic 

response to the rising demand for transport. For one thing, they provide access to areas that fall 

outside the catchment area of the large waterways 2. Because of the fine-meshed waterways network 

of Flanders, the small waterways can supply the economic hubs that cannot be served by the large 

waterways. 

 

1 Mobility and Public Works Department policy memorandum: 2014-2019 policy priorities 
2 Study into the development opportunities of the small waterways, 2002. 
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They can also offer alternative goods-transport possibilities in regions with less than perfect road 

infrastructure. Thus, the appropriate use of waterborne transport will ensure the smooth flow of traffic 

in these areas. Which in turn means that areas situated close the small waterways may be spared the 

negative effects of road haulage: traffic congestion, gridlocked roads, noise nuisance, harmful 

substance emissions, etc.  

2.2.1 Potential transport flows 

The traditional inland navigation markets tend to account for the main potential traffic flows. This 

concerns, among other things, construction materials, oil products, agricultural commodities, ores and 

chemical products. The goods flows of these markets meet the requirements to qualify for inland 

shipping: substantial product transport flows, longer transport distances, a limited number of 

transhipments, predictability and continuity of the flows and the capability of the companies to deal 

with large flows and stocks. Traditionally, these are important elements for inland navigation, enabling 

this alternative mode of transport to compete on price with the road haulage industry.  

However, it should be noted that the small waterways also enable inland navigation to participate in 

the trend towards supplying businesses with higher rotations and smaller volumes. This keeps down 

stock and floating capital levels. 

This possibility consequently also allows other goods flows to take to the small waterways. Urban 

distribution, the transport of palletised goods, waste transport, but equally container transport, could 

all be organised via the small waterways. Thanks to innovative technologies and concepts for transport 

and transhipment systems, inland shipping is managing to tap into these and other new markets and 

to divert their goods flows to inland shipping in general, as well as to the small waterways in particular. 

2.2.2 Innovative technologies and concepts 

The volumes carried on the small waterways may be given an added boost by drawing on new logistical 

navigation concepts and technologies. These innovative ideas allow for the potentialities of the 

waterways to be used in full. Below, we briefly discuss a few technologies and concepts which can turn 

the potentialities of the small waterways into realities. 

RTC (public terminal) 

Many companies do not use the waterway because they are located at a distance, and/or their 

transport flows are modest. As a solution, the raw materials and/or goods of these businesses can be 

transported via a Regional Transhipment Centre (RTC). This is a combination of waterway transport 

and short feeder services by road. The RTC clusters transport flows, so that transport costs and the 

investment and operating costs of the terminal are distributed across a larger transhipment volume. 

In theory, the transport between an RTC and a sea port (and between RTCs themselves) may be 

organised in such a way that a vessel is able to carry part-loads for several customers all at the same 

time. The system can store and supply large shipments, until such time as they are called for delivery 

to the customer by road in small batches. In this way, the shipper is not required to adapt his internal 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20
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logistics, which means a major obstacle to using inland shipping ceases to apply. In addition, the RTC 

is also able to deliver complementary services3.  

In the world of container transport, the idea behind this concept has already gained widespread 

acceptance. This relates to the so-called inland container terminals. In Flanders, some fourteen of 

these terminals are in operation, one of which is already located on a small waterway: BATOP at the 

Leuven-Dijle Canal, near Leuven. 

In the Netherlands, alongside these container terminals, the Regional Transhipment Centres for bulk 

and break bulk cargo flows (sometimes combined with containers) have become a staple in the 

maritime transport industry. In Flanders, this concept is under development, with the Distribouw 

project, among other things.  

The Distribouw project is an initiative of De Vlaamse Waterweg nv, the Port of Brussels, the Flanders 

Institute for Mobility (FIM), and construction materials manufacturers (Feproma) and traders (Fema). 

The aim of this project is to develop a network consisting of a number of distribution and consolidation 

centres (D&CCs) situated by waterways for the construction materials sector.   

The financial viability of such centres is mainly determined by the volume, and less so by the transport 

distance. If the volume is large enough, the average transshipment costs are low, which also allows the 

goods to be carried across a short distance. This is offset by the lower cost of transport of inland 

shipping. This means opportunities for RTCs based along small waterways, but only if they are situated 

sufficiently distant from large waterways so that there is no competition between the two. 

Inlanav - Waterslag 

The aim of the Innovative Inland Navigation project (Inlanav) is to optimise and boost transport across 

the small waterways (CEMT Classes I-IV) through new technologies and logistical concepts in order to 

create economies of scale. The project thus helps improve cost efficiency and the performance of 

goods transport via these waterways. 

Inlanav underscores the importance of the small waterways in North-western Europe as a strong 

advantage for controlling mobility and keeping our regions liveable, and endeavours to overcome the 

impediments that obstruct the use of these waterways. The number of inland waterway vessels has 

declined in recent years, which means Northwestern Europe is now experiencing a shortage in small 

inland waterway vessels. The project seeks to solve this problem by putting new logistical 

opportunities and market opportunities on the map and promoting investment in small waterways 

through supporting innovative designs for inland waterway vessels. 

The Inlanav project is a continuation of the Waterslag project, which ended in 2008. The project 

demonstrated the feasibility and benefits of the carriage of containers and bulk on board of linked 

inland waterway vessels that are capable of transiting through locks unaided. The use of these linked 

inland waterway vessels will double the load capacity on the small waterways and result in lower 

freight rates and reduced carbon dioxideemissions. Further to the successful completion of the project in 

 

3 Study into the development opportunities of the small waterways, 2002 
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2008, the inland shipping industry put the concept into the practice. Since then, linked vessels are 

increasingly being used in Northwestern Europe.   

Inlanav is continuing to build on the lessons learned from the Waterslag project and is committed to 

serving the entire freight market with a hoisting solution for linked vessels, which allows standardised 

cargos to be loaded and unloaded unaided. In addition, the project endeavours to develop a new 

generation of linked inland waterway vessels with the assistance of advanced technologies and 

logistical know-how4. 

Watertruck 

Like Inlanav, Watertruck is a project that is financially supported by the European Interreg IBV 

Northwestern Europe programme. The project is looking to further develop and optimise cargo 

transport by inland shipping through the introduction of a new navigation concept consisting of a 

pusher boat and adapted pushed barges that are intended to be used on CEMT Classes I to IV 

waterways.  

This new navigation concept offers flexibility both in terms of volume and reach. The pusher boat is 

small, agile and no longer comes with a living compartment. This appreciably increases the load 

capacity of the pusher boat - pushed barge combination. On small water courses, the pusher boats 

move one or two pushed barges. On the larger water courses, several pushed barges are linked up and 

moved in convoy.  

Between 2012 and 2014, several trial projects were conducted. The first pilot project was organised 

by waste processing company DEDE Benelux and the Aquiris water treatment plant. The project 

involved the transport of sludge from Brussels to a processing plant in the Liège region. The results of 

this first test were positive, which prompted DEDE Benelux to take further steps to enable it to 

continue to operate according to the Watertruck principle 5. This was followed by further trial projects 

in Flanders, the Netherlands and France6. The Watertruck project ended in late October 2014. 

The conclusions from the market survey carried out as part of Watertruck in the Kempen and West-

Flanders regions, where a potential of close to 3 million tonnes in goods flows were identified for 

Watertruck, prompted De Vlaamse Waterweg nv to extend the project to ‘Watertruck +’ 

The aim of the Watertruck+ follow-up project is to implement the Watertruck concept in Flanders, 

Belgium and other European regions. Initially by building a small fleet of 28 barges and 4 pushers and 

examining how further upscaling can be achieved. This will enable the market of water-linked 

operators, sea or inland terminals, shippers and logistical service providers to organise Watertruck 

transport operations for their customers.7 

 

 

4  
5 www.vim.be 
6 www.watertruck.eu 
7 www.vim.be 
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Pallet Shuttle Barge Network 

Another concrete accomplishment of Watertruck is the Pallet Shuttle Barge Network, a logistics system 

for palletised goods or goods packed in Big Bags, based on a new type of small inland waterway vessel 

with limited draught. This innovative concept was devised by the Blue Line Logistics shipping company.  

The idea behind the transport system is to develop a water-linked network of regional hubs for 

transshipment and distribution operations with the goods supplied and delivered via the water by a 

fleet of ‘Pallet Shuttle Barges’. 

The Pallet Shuttle Barge, or PSB, is 50 metres in length, has a width of 6.60 metres, a maximum draught 

of 2.20 metres and a load capacity of 300 tonnes. These dimensions put the PSB in the Kempenaar 

group of inland waterway vessels, which can be used on CEMT Class II waterways. The inland waterway 

vessel is catamaran-shaped with two hulls and one large deck without a hold. The vessel has its own 

hoisting crane for loading and unloading its cargo. Two vessels are already in operation: Zulu 1 and 

Zulu 2.  

The idea is to expand a fine-meshed network of hubs (terminals) with a bimodal or trimodal function 

in Belgium, the Netherlands and northern France in the future. The hubs can also be used as 

warehouses for logistics distribution operations and as collection points <423/8. 

All of the above points to a wide range of opportunities still open to ‘small-scale’ inland shipping. To 

fulfil this potential, creativity and entrepreneurship are needed. The waterway managers will play a 

facilitating and incentivising role in the devising of innovative and sustainable transport and 

transhipment concepts and initiating projects.  

 

8 www.bluelinelogistics.eu 
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2.3 Conclusion 

Over the years, a network of industrial plants and business activities has developed along the small 

waterways, which have substantially contributed to the economic growth of Flanders. The small 

waterways ensure access to these businesses and are conducive to greater road safety and a higher 

quality of road environment in these regions. To safeguard these achievements, the small waterways 

in Flanders are worthy of our particular attention. In addition, they also constitute a green and targeted 

instrument to optimise the logistical chain in Flanders.  

Continued investment in these waterways and in innovative ideas and concepts is certain to unlock 

the potential of the small waterways. The use of new technologies will strengthen the competitive 

position of small waterway transport, both through lower freight prices and in terms of greener and 

smarter transport. Moreover, the fine-meshed nature of these waterways along with the idea of 

distribution and transshipment centres will extend the reach of the small waterways, increasing the 

useability and flexibility of goods transport by inland navigation, thereby making it the ideal mode of 

transport within an informed mobility policy.   

In all of this, the supply of agglomerations and businesses as well as the evacuation of manufactured 

and (residual) materials are the highest priority.  
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3 Methodology 

3.1 General strategy 

This study includes the following small waterways: the Moer Canal and the Durme Canal, the 

Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal, the Dender and the Leuven-Dijle Canal, the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten 

Canal, the Bocholt-Herentals Canal, the South Willem’s Canal and the Canal to Beverlo as part of the 

network operated by De Vlaamse Waterweg nv.  This selection was adopted from the action plan of 

the policy memorandum on the small waterways. The study encompasses both a qualitative and a 

quantitative approach to the potentialities of, and the undertakings in respect of, the aforesaid small 

waterways.  

Charting the potentialities takes account not only of existing commodity traffic flows and/or business 

which are currently located by waterways. In order to put the potentialities into context, developments 

in the future also need to be taken into consideration. In doing so, the spatial aspect (space is at a 

premium in Flanders) is another important element alongside environmental and other 

considerations. 

The potential is mapped out based on a screening of the local environs of the waterways. With 

knowledge of the market areas and the potential of the waterborne carriage of goods, the study then 

looks at what the small waterways can do to improve mobility conditions in the region and whether 

they could bring a response to the rising demand for transport. 

The study also builds on the Study into the development opportunities of the small waterways in 

Flanders in the area of shipping, carried out in 2002. The latter established the kind of role the small 

waterways could and should be playing in inland shipping, in light of (what was then already) the 

renewed interest in these water courses from the world of commercial shipping. On the strength of 

the societal benefits brought by the waterborne carriage of goods and the rising congestion problems, 

the development opportunities for the small waterways were given a positive assessment in the study, 

which also put forward a number of policy recommendations, singling out the actual performance of 

maintenance works on these water courses as the area of main concern. 

Looking at the traffic figures in Flanders a decade ago, at the time when the aforesaid study was 

conducted, and comparing these with the distances currently travelled by motor vehicles (passenger 

cars, motorcycles, buses and coaches, lorries and articulated lorries), it is safe to say that the pressure 

on the road network has substantially risen, as shown in graph 2. Given the profound changes in the 

mobility situation and the more overarching socioeconomic developments since then, the 2002 study 

is no longer relevant and urgently needs to be updated.  

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20
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Graph: Total distances travelled by motor vehicles in the Flemish Region (Figures: Statistics Belgium) 

The research carried out as part of this study seeks to uncover the development opportunities and 

potential transport function of these waterways and sets out from the belief that the small waterways 

(can) play an important role in the entirety of the transport network, and – along with the larger 

waterways – are able to make the difference to the mobility issue and the concomitant environmental 

problems faced by Flanders.  

3.2 Methodology adopted  

The screening of the selected small waterways is based ona field study, complemented with in-house 

know-how. For each water course, we went through the following steps: 

1. Geographical boundaries 

Every municipality situated within a 10 km radius from a small waterway was selected as a research 

area. We deliberately adopted a 10 km research radius to confine the added cost of the feeder services 

when waterways are used, and to enable us to subsequently put forward realistic and feasible 

possibilities. 

2. Industrial estates 

To obtain a general overview of the economic activities, we drew on the distribution maps of industrial 

estates compiled by Enterprise Flanders in 2010. All the industrial estates situated inside the research 

area were selected. The 10 km research radius was adapted where a major industrial estate was 

situated outside of this research radius. The selection was further refined using Internet-sourced data. 

Industrial estates specifically aimed at office activities, knowledge technology, the retail trade, rail 

transport and aviation were removed from the selection. 

3. In-house know-how  
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In this step, we gleaned information in-house on the existing goods flows on the waterways. In doing 

so, we consulted the Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) to determine the potentialities that are already 

secured in the short and the medium term.  

4. Field research 

The field research looked at the waterway, the businesses situated along the waterway, the industrial 

estates, stand-alone businesses, the road network and the embedment of residential, industrial and 

nature areas. In doing so, we made a critical assessment of the opportunities and restraints in the 

research areas for the organisation of goods transport on the small waterways selected. 

5. In-house know-how feedback 

The findings of the field research were reported back to the heads of district in question. This step 

increases the robustness of the findings and refines and adapts matters where needed. 

Per waterway manager, a general review of the waterways concerned and their environs follows. The 

traffic figures are specified, as are the public-private partnerships. Finally, we discuss the potential of 

these waterways. 
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4 Small waterways 

4.1 Moer Canal & Durme Canal 

4.1.1 General 

The Moer Canal and the adjoining Durme Canal are located in the northern part of the Province of East 

Flanders. The Moer Canal is 22.42 km in length, flowing via Sinaai, Moerbeke-Waas and Wachtebeke 

to Ghent and issuing into the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. The Durme Canal is the navigable stretch of the 

river Durme, it is 4.5 km length, and ends at Lokeren Dam. On the other side of the dam is the tidal 

Durme, a tributary of the river Scheldt.  

The Moer Canal and the Durme Canal are both registered as CEMT Class I waterways, suited to Spits 

type vessels from 300 to 350 tonnes. However, because of silting, in some places the draught is no 

longer deep enough to warrant the CEMT Class I waterway label.  

The Moer Canal and the Durme Canal have no locks, although they do come with some ten bridges, 

with a minimum bridge clearance of 4.5 m on the Moer Canal and 1.08 m on the canalised Durme. 

Some of these bridges are listed and have protected monument status.  

 

Figure 3: Detailed map of Moer Canal (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen vzw (Promotion of Inland Navigation 
not-for-profit organisation) 

The Moer Canal is registered as a CEMT Class I waterway, but in addition to a narrow section it also 

has a short stretch with a deep draught. This section of the Moer Canal issues into the Ghent-

Terneuzen Canal, of which 2 km are Class V and 1.2 km is Class VI. In fact, this is part of the Port of 

Ghent. Consequently, the present study only considers the Class I segment. 
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The surrounding municipalities are distinctly rural in character. The region is typified by its farming and 

nature areas and the surrounding municipalities are characterised by ribbon developments and 

country roads. 

4.1.2 Traffic statistics 

There is presently no commercial shipping on the narrow stretch of the Moer Canal and consequently 

none on the Durme Canal. These small waterways are solely used for pleasure cruising. Only on the 

deep draught section of the Moer Canal do transshipment activities take place. Therefore, the traffic 

statistics in table 2 only relate to this section of the Moer Canal. 

 

Graph: Total tonnage carried on the Moer Canal and Durme Canal expressed in 1,000 tonnes 

4.1.3 Public-private partnerships 

The Moer Canal has two PPP quay walls. However, these quay walls are sited at the mouth of the 

waterway on the land of the Port of Ghent and are therefore not part of the small waterways. Shacks 

Flanders concluded a public-private partnership with the waterway manager in 2001, which set out an 

agreed traffic figure of an average of 239,800 tonnes of goods to be carried across the waterway per 

annum. In 2003, Sita Remediation concluded a PPP, involving an agreed traffic figure of an average of 

204,480 tonnes. 

4.1.4 Potential traffic flows 

The municipalities along the Moer Canal and the Durme Canal combined are home to over 100,000 

residents. With this in mind, and in light of the fact that population numbers are continuing to rise, it 

is to be expected that the pressure on the (not greatly developed) road network in this region will 

further increase. In this regard, inland shipping could well prove invaluable for market segments such 
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as construction materials and Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG)9 in times to come. Moreover, the 

Moer Canal is linked to virtually all the inland waterways and sea ports via the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal. 

Along the Moer Canal, until 2007 there was one water-linked business, the Iscal Sugar Group sugar 

factory, which sat on the right bank of the waterway at the time, just outside Moerbeke village centre. 

The factory used the Moer Canal for its sugar beet supplies. The sugar factory closed in 2007.  

Since then, the buildings have been demolished, with the site now a stretch of derelict land. With most 

of the land designated as an industrial area under the Regional Development Plan, this has the 

potential to be redeveloped into a water-linked industrial estate for several businesses looking to use 

the waterway. However, in 2013 the ‘former sugar factory Moerbeke SIP’ came into effect, a Spatial 

Implementation Plan which plans to convert the designation of the land into a residential area. From 

a development perspective, and bearing in mind the existing and rising mobility issues, it is advisable 

for this site to be designated for water-linked economic activities in the future.  

In the vicinity of the Moer Canal are five concrete mixing plants that could carry raw materials by 
waterway: 

- Van Den Hende Beton: ca. 50,000 tonnes  
- Ecomater: ca. 5,000 tonnes 
- François De Rycke Beton: ca. 50,000 tonnes 
- Van Raemdonck: ca. 5,000 tonnes. This concrete mixing plant has already expressed real 

interest in using the waterway. 
- Transbeton: ca. 20,000 tonnes 

 
Aliplast nv is a metallurgical company. The potential is estimated at ca. 10,000 tonnes on an annual 
basis. Anbuma is a metallurgical company. The potential is estimated at ca. 5,000 tonnes on an annual 
basis. Both businesses are based in Lokeren. 
For construction material trading company, Van Peteghem Bouwmaterialen bvba, there is a potential 

of 50,000 tonnes in construction materials which could be transported via the Moer Canal.  

This puts the total extra volume in goods flows identified per annum at 195,000 tonnes. 

In all, Lokeren has ca. 260 hectares in industrial land, scattered across five industrial estates. The Study 

into the development opportunities of the small waterways in Flanders, prepared in 2002 already 

specified that these industrial areas are part of a large target market for the two small waterways.  

However, the industrial estates are not water-linked, so that – according to the aforesaid study - the 

potentialities in this target market are difficult to achieve. However, considering the potential of the 

Moer Canal and the Durme Canal in the long term, these waterways do present opportunities in the 

context of the mounting congestion issues. Access to the industrial estates in Lokeren is provided by 

the E17 motorway and the N70 regional road, both of which frequently struggle with the heavy flow 

of traffic. With this in mind, and in the awareness that demand for transport will only rise, the added 

 

9 This involves widely sold consumer goods, such as food, toiletries and other non-durable products, such as light 
bulbs and batteries.  
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value of the transport function of the Moer Canal and the Durme Canal could prove highly significant 

in the future. 
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4.2 Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal 

4.2.1 General 

The Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal is situated in the Province of West-Flanders. The canal is 20.98 km 

in length, with an estimated width of 20 metres. The banks have been fortified across the entire length, 

in some cases with concrete sheet pile walls. The waterway links the Bruges-Ostend Canal and the river 

IJzer and the Nieuwpoort-Duinkerken Canal, which run alongside each other. The waterway is 

registered as a CEMT Class I waterway, suitable for Spits type vessels from 300 to 350 tonnes. In 

practice, the draught is limited to 1.7 metres in places  

Access to the canal from the Bruges-Ostend Canal comes via the listed Plassendale lock. The lock is 90 

metres in length and 6.35 metres in width, making it suitable to accommodate Canal-du-Nord type 

vessels (approximately 500 tonnes load capacity at 2.10-metre draught), although it is too narrow for 

Kempenaar vessels. The canal’s link with the river IJzer, the St Joris lock, is 124 metres in length and 

12.5 metres in width, which in theory makes it suitable for vessels up to Class IV (1,350 tonnes) 10. 

The Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal has been designated as a European waterway of international 

importance by the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE)11. It is an arm of the main waterway E02, 

from Zeebrugge to Bauvin in France12.  

The canal is now widely used for leisure boating. However, there are arguments for the canal to be 

restored to resume its economic purpose in a number of market segments, such as construction 

materials and palletised goods. 

 

10 Study into development opportunities of the small waterways, 2002 
11 The European waterways network, the so-called E-waterways, is defined in the European Agreement on main 
inland waterways of international importance (AGN), concluded in Geneva on 19 January 1996. The agreement 
puts in place the statutory framework which sets out a coordinated plan for the development and building of a 
network of waterways of international importance, based on agreed infrastructural and operational parameters. 
12 Decree setting forth the approval of the European Agreement on main inland waterways of international 
importance AGN, concluded in Geneva on 19 January 1996, 2014  
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Figure 4: Detailed map of Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen) 

The area between Ostend and the French border is characterised by polder landscapes. The nearby 

municipalities are distinctly rural in nature, with many crop fields and pastures. By and large, the road 

network in this area is in good condition, although it involves a higher number of country roads. 

Running in parallel with the canal is the E40 motorway. 

Industry present in the research area is largely situated along the canal and in the municipalities of 

Veurne and Diksmuide further south. 

4.2.2 Traffic statistics 

Commercial shipping on the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal mainly consists of unloading activities and 

transit shipments bound for Dunkirk. As shown by graph 4, these shipping activities have greatly 

declined over the last decade. In 2004, a total of 28,000 tonnes was still carried across the canal by 822 

vessels, with some 40-odd vessels jointly unloading another 15,353 tonnes. Over the years, this has 

dwindled, reaching its low point in 2013. That year only saw 1,272 tonnes being transported over the 

Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal, without a single unloading operation on the canal itself. In part, this 

could be attributed to the financial and economic crisis, but it is mainly to do with the limited draught 

and insufficient dredging operations. In 2012, two companies, Quatannes and Willems Recuperatie, 

both situated along the canal, joined the transnational ‘Watertruck’13 pilot project, an initiative to 

promote sustainable transport via the small waterways. For the canal to serve its economic purpose, 

it is vital that investments are made to dredge the canal. 

 

13 See 2.2.2 Innovative technologies and concepts 
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Graph: Total tonnage carried on the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal expressed in 1,000 tonnes 

This falling trend should also be seen in a wider context. In contrast to the current situation, the entire 

basin of the river IJzer saw goods being carried by inland waterway vessel in times gone by. In 1962, 

the tonnage carried stood at well over 1 million tonnes. From the 1970s forward, the overriding portion 

of this tonnage vanished, as seen in graph 5. This downward trend is chiefly to be attributed to the 

shift towards carriage by road and towards deeper draught waterways on account of economies of 

scale14. It is possible that the limited availability of small vessels is a factor that had an impact on this 

downward trend. 

 

14 Study into development opportunities of the small waterways, 2002 
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Graph: Changes in the carriage of goods in the IJzer basin (1962-2001) 

4.2.3 Public private partnerships 

The Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal currently has no PPP quay walls. However, a PPP agreement is in 

the making for Quatannes salt company and Willems Recuperatie scrap merchants to build a quay wall 

on the right bank of the canal in Gistel for loading scrap and unloading biomass. 

4.2.4 Potential traffic flows 

The Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal sits between the Ostend port area and the Nieuwpoort marina. The 

canal and the adjoining small waterways, the river IJzer and the Nieuwpoort-Duinkerke Canal, do not 

face competition from larger waterways. This creates opportunities as they jointly provide access to 

service areas which are not reached by the nearest larger waterway, the river Leie with a draught of 

up to 6,000 tonnes. 

The largest part of the potential is situated along the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal. This is where five 

companies and one industrial estate sit directly on the waterfront. None of these presently use the 

canal for the transport of goods. 

The industrial estate, built in 2008, is situated in Oudenburg and has been designed as a small business 

park. It sits close to the Plassendale lock on the left bank of the canal. Considering the rising mobility 

problems in towns and cities in general and with a view to ensuring the quality of the road environment 

in Oudenburg in particular, it is advisable to designate sites like this, meaning situated by the 

waterway, for water-linked commodity traffic flows in the future. 

The five aforesaid businesses lend themselves to the transport of goods by waterway: 
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- NV Verhelst: A wholesale and retail trader in construction materials, a screed company and 

architectural concrete manufacturer all rolled into one. The company is part of the Verhelst 

Group with several sites across the whole of Flanders.  A (small) quay wall is already in place. 

The potential is estimated at 50,000 tonnes 

- NV Lithobeton:  A concrete manufacturer for roadworks and utility pipes. With 10 hectares in 

industrial land, the company processes a large volume of raw materials. The estimated 

potential is 45,000 tonnes. 

- Quatannes & Willems Recuperatie: These companies have submitted a PPP application with 

De Vlaamse Waterweg nv. The estimated potential amounts to 45,000 tonnes and 240,000 

tonnes respectively 

- Rodanar Pallets: Rodanar Pallets manufactures wooden pallets, boxes and crates. The 

company has a capacity of approximately 25,000 units produced per day. The company has 

very poor road access connections. The wood now comes into and leaves the factory via the 

narrow roads in the village of Gistel, causing a great deal of local traffic nuisance. Here, the 

potential is estimated at ca. 50,000 tonnes. 

The river IJzer and the Nieuwpoort-Duinkerken Canal can each provide alternative access to and from 

the industrial estates based in the municipalities of Diksmuide and Veurne, which may also entail 

additional passage opportunities for the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal. The industrial estates located 

here sit close to the two aforesaid waterways and have genuine potential for the carriage of bulk, break 

bulk cargo and construction materials by waterway, through the presence of metal and plastics 

processing companies, concrete mixing plants and manufacturers and distributors of construction 

materials.  

The potential identified which lends itself to waterway transport in the nearby municipalities 

Nieuwpoort, Veurne and Diksmuide is as follows: 

- Blomme Bouwmaterialen en Betoncentrale: the potential is ca. 50,000 tonnes. 

- Holcim: This is a concrete mixing plant. The estimated potential is 90,000 tonnes. 

- De Brabandere Wegenbouw. This is a road builder and concrete mixing plant. The estimated 

potential is 20,000 tonnes 

- Novidon: Novidon is a starch manufacturer. Raw materials are brought into Zeebrugge by 

maritime shipping, before they are loaded onto lorries to be taken to Novidon by road. The 

estimated potential here is 45,000 tonnes. 

- Trotec: a recycling plant for animal feeds. The potential is 240,000 tonnes. 

- Condeco Prefab: a manufacturer of ready-mixed concrete. The potential is estimated at 5,000 

tonnes. 

- Deceuninck: Deceuninck makes raw materials for the extrusion industry. These raw materials 

are granulates, powders and pellets. The potential is estimated at 135,000 tonnes per annum. 

The potential of supplementary loading and unloading activities on the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal 

is 101.2000 tonnes. 
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4.3 The river Dender 

4.3.1 General 

The Dender flows through Hainaut, East Flanders and Flemish Brabant. The river is 65 kilometres in 

length, of which 47.62 kilometres in the Flemish Region and 17.40 kilometres in the Walloon Region. 

The Dender originates in Ath, and issues into the river Scheldt in Dendermonde. From the mouth of 

the river Scheldt as far as 2.6 km further up, the waterway is registered as a CEMT Class IV waterway, 

suitable for Rhein-Herne vessels (Europe vessel) up to 1350 tonnes. For the next 11 km as far as the 

Aalst lock, the waterway is registered as a CEMT Class II waterway, suitable for Kempenaar type vessels 

from 600 to 650 tonnes. Upstream from Aalst as far as the regional border, the waterway is registered 

as a CEMT Class I waterway, suitable for Spits type vessels from 300 to 350 tonnes. In addition, the 

river Dender also acts as a distinctly tourist destination.  

The Dender is part of the network of European waterways of international importance, defined by the 

Economic Commission for Europe. It is an arm of main waterway E 05, the north-south axis between 

Compiègne in France and Liège via Antwerp15. 

 

Figure 5: Detailed map of Dender (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen)  

The Economic Commission of Europe conducted a full screening of the European network of 

waterways. In its resolution No. 49, the ECE lists an inventory of the bottlenecks and missing links that 

need to be eliminated to improve this network of international importance. This includes the Dender, 

with the comment that the parameters of the Dendermonde-Aalst section fail to comply with the 

 

15 Decree setting forth the approval of the European Agreement on main inland waterways of international 
importance (AGN), concluded in Geneva on 19 January 1996, 2014 
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requirements of a CEMT Class IV waterway16. According to the European waterways network, the 

draught to be aspired to for the river Dender is Class Va for the calibrated section in Dendermonde, 

and Classes IV and I as far as the lock in Aalst and further upstream. The section of the Dender between 

the towns of Dendermonde (and Aalst) therefore needs to be upgraded from Class II to Class IV. De 

Vlaamse Waterweg nv is working to comply with these requirements efficiently and appropriately. In 

the screening of the research area and elsewhere in this memorandum, only the segment is considered 

that will not be upgraded in the near future, i.e. the stretch of the river Dender from Aalst as far as the 

border with the French-speaking community. This section of the waterway has 6 locks. 

Given the serious issues of the rising demand for transport, the rising pressure on the transport 

network and the limited opportunities for access in the Ninove - Geraardsbergen area, this section of 

the Dender too has its value within the Flemish transport network.  

4.3.2 Traffic figures 

The most important shipping traffic takes place on the Dendermonde - Aalst section. The traffic on the 

Dender mainly revolves around unloading activities. As shown in graph 6, the activities on the 

waterway greatly increased between 2003 and 2005, only to decline in the years that followed, 

reaching a nadir in 2008. Since 2011, things are on the up again, with traffic figures clawing their way 

back to the tonnages seen in 2005, i.e. 564,000 tonnes These figures are almost exclusively attributable 

to the Dendermonde – Aalst segment.  

 

Graph: Total tonnage carried on the river Dender expressed in 1,000 tonnes 

In the past, the river Dender played an important role in driving the economic development of the 

towns of Dendermonde and Aalst, but also in the economic development of Ninove and 

Geraardsbergen, both of which are situated along the section of the Dender which now ranks as a 

 

16 Masterplan for inland navigation on the Flemish waterways – Horizon 2020, 2014 
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CEMT Class I waterway17. Shipping activities here are virtually non-existent, due to the limited draught, 

but equally as a result of the tidal movement. Depending on the amount of precipitation, and the way 

in which this falls, shipping activities are banned for safety reasons (this also applies to the other 

sections of the Dender). These shipping interruptions cause discontinuity in the input and output of 

goods, which is not conducive to the decision regarding the use of inland shipping18.   

4.3.3 Public-Private partnerships 

The Dender has just one active PPP quay wall, on the Dendermonde-Aalst stretch. Based in Hendersem, 

in 2001 De Witte Bouwmaterialen nv (construction materials) concluded a public-private partnership 

with the waterway manager for an agreed traffic of an average of 141,000 tonnes goods to be carried 

on the waterway per annum. This trader in construction materials is still using the waterway. 

4.3.4 Potential traffic flows 

In light of the less favourable access to and from the towns of Ninove and Geraardsbergen along the 

river Dender, among other things due to the lack of E-roads and the largely rural and quite small roads, 

this canal could prove to be of sustainable added value in the onward development of the economic 

activities and accessibility of these towns. 

Some ten industrial estates are situated close to the Dender, in the stretch from Aalst up to the 

language border, although none of them have water-linked businesses.  

The following two companies based in Aalst qualify for waterborne transport via the Dender: 

- VPK Packaging: A paper processing company. The potential here is for 500,000 tonnes. An 

innovative solution is currently being sought for the limited bridge clearance (4.19 metres) due 

to a rail track that runs across the Dender. 

-  Euromold: This company produces plastic products (cables) and processes plastic granulates 

as part of its activities, which is well suited to inland shipping as a bulk product. We are looking 

here at a potential of 5,000 tonnes. 

Ninove has four water-linked industrial estates. These estates are situated very close to one another, 

and are home to a number of businesses with goods flows which qualify for waterborne transport.  

Among other things, these include the two nearby N.C.B. concrete mixing plants. Betonfabriek and 

Megaton, which – in addition to various concrete products - also produce steel products. Both have 

the potential of 50,000 tonnes in commodities that could be transported by inland shipping. 

These water-linked industrial estates are also home to three construction materials companies: 

Zelfbouwmarkt, Bouwpunt and HH tegels. The goods flows chiefly involve palletised goods transport 

by road. Given the opportunities offered by inland shipping in the transport of palletised goods, and 

 

17 Waterslag: Study into the regional economic added value, 2007 
18 Study into the development opportunities of the small waterways, 2002 
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construction materials in general, we identified 20,000 tonnes, 20,000 tonnes and 5,000 respectively 

in potential goods flows for the Dender. 

The drinks distribution centre of the Delhaize supermarket chain is based in Ninove on the Nederwijk 

business park, one of the town’s four water-linked industrial estates. The supply of beverages is 

possible via the Dender, both from Wallonia and France, and from Flanders and the sea ports. As these 

are seasonal commodity traffic flows (the summer sees higher water consumption levels) the 

estimated potential stands at around. 5,000 tonnes.   

Geraardsbergen is home to the Schendelbeke industrial estate, which is located at less than a kilometre 

from the waterfront. This is where Scheerlink building contractors and Concreton concrete mixing 

plant are based. Given their size and storage capacity among other things, both companies could have 

their construction materials (palletised) and raw materials supplied via inland navigation. The potential 

identified for each company stands at 50,000 tonnes.  

A second industrial estate in Grimbergen, called Unalpark, sits directly on the riverside, which offers 

various possibilities. Unalpark was developed on the grounds of former matchstick company, Swedish 

Match, which closed its doors in 2002. Most of the buildings have been demolished, although some 

continue to house SMEs that set up shop here after the factory closed. With the presence of these 

buildings, the industrial estate is showing clear signs of decay, with much unused space where the 

demolished buildings once stood. The siting (by the water) makes this industrial estate a good location 

for businesses and industries looking to use inland shipping. Upgrading this industrial estate could offer 

a lot of opportunities, both for the town of Geraardsbergen and for the river Dender and its transport 

function.  

The estate is home to two businesses of note who could have their goods carried via inland shipping: 

NV Van Israel and Rebuco. NV Van Israel is a manufacturer and importer / exporter of potting compost 

and fertilisers. The potential here is estimated at 5,000 tonnes per annum. Rebuco is a concrete mixing 

plant, with an estimated potential of 20,000 tonnes. 

All of this adds up to a total potential for additional loading and unloading activities on the river Dender 

of 780,000 tonnes.  
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4.4 Leuven-Dijle Canal 

4.4.1 General 

The Leuven-Dijle Canal flows through the Province of Flemish Brabant, between Zennegat in Mechelen 

and the canal basin in Leuven. Zennegat is where the canal and the rivers Dijle and Zenne meet.  The 

canal is 30 km in length, with an average width of 22 metres and a 2.3-metre draught, and has five 

locks. As a Class II waterway, it has a maximum permissible tonnage of 600 tonnes. The waterway is 

open to leisure boating and commercial shipping alike.  

 

Figure 6: Detailed map Leuven-Dijle Canal (Source: Promotion of Inland Navigation-Flanders) 

The environs on either side of the canal show a highly disparate concatenation of business parks, retail 

ribbon developments alternated with residential buildings and industry, undeveloped areas and 

concentrated residential areas. There is a striking concentration of large-scale retail premises. 

The flow of traffic on the N21 and N26 traffic arteries often leaves much to be desired, which is not 

only due to the busy traffic, but also to the inadequate access to the businesses based alongside these 

regional roads 

4.4.2 Traffic figures 

The following businesses transship goods on the Leuven-Dijle Canal. 
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Location Company Transhipment 

volumes in 2013 

Wilsele André Celis 24,139 tonnes  

Wijgmaal Beneo-Remy 14,803 tonnes 

Herent Cargill malt 166,233 tonnes 

Boortmeerbeek Viabuild 0 tonnes 

Hambos Comfort Energy 2.7260 tonnes 

Hambos Maas en Waal Beton 581 tonnes  

   

TOTAL   233,016 tonnes  

 

4.4.3 Public-private partnerships 

The Leuven-Dijle Canal has three operational PPP quay walls. In 2002, Maal en Waal Beton signed a 

public-private partnership with the waterway manager, under which it is required to transship 7,350 

tonnes by water each year. In 2003, Cargill concluded a PPP agreement which requires it to transship 

45,560 tonnes per annum, and nv VBA ships 20,000 tonnes each year under the terms of the PPP 

agreement concluded. With Ecowerf, a PPP agreement is in place for an annual 108,000 tonnes to be 

carried by road. The quay wall has already been completed, but remains to be commissioned for its 

intended purpose. 

In addition, a further 6 PPP projects are up and running on the canal (Ecowerf, Duferco, Kani nv, Remy 

Industries, Cargill nv and  Recover Energy nv). 

4.4.4 Potential goods flows 

The transport function of the Leuven-Dijle Canal is now being well used, but there is greater potential 

for this waterway. We uncovered the following potentialities: 

- Ab-Inbev: a transport expert appointed by De Vlaamse Waterweg examined the possibilities. 

This relates to containers with empty items. The potential transport flow by water is estimated 

at 5,000 tonnes. 

- Ecowerf: The PPP quay wall has already been finalised, but is yet to be used for waterborne 

waste transport. A PPP agreement has been concluded involving an agreed tonnage of 108,000 

to be carried over the waterway per annum. 

- Betomix: Each year, 80,000 tonnes of sand is transported into Grimbergen by inland shipping, 

after which the sand is taken to Betomix in Boortmeerbeek by lorry. The company is currently 
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looking into possibilities of conducting the entire transport operation by water over the 

Leuven-Dijle Canal.  

The total extra volume in goods flows identified here amounts to 193,000 tonnes per annum. 

At Kampenhout-Sas, W&Z pin-pointed an industrial estate situated along the Leuven-Dijle Canal which 

would be the perfect site for a Regional Transhipment Centre (RTC) in the future. The way things are, 

it is especially, if not exclusively, waterside businesses that are using the canal. Alongside these current 

canal users, there are other businesses which could consider making the modal shift, even though they 

are not based right on the waterfront, and even though they do not individually have sufficient 

tonnages to warrant a modal shift. To redress this situation, the raw materials and/or goods of these 

companies could be processed and transported via an RTC using a combination of waterway and short-

distance feeder services. 

The city of Leuven’s ambition is to achieve climate-neutral status by 2030. The city is looking to reduce 

its carbon dioxide emissions to zero. As a green transport mode, inland navigation offers the ‘Leuven 

Climate-neutral’ climate forum extra opportunities for urban distribution over the canal. Municipalities 

situated by the waterway and keen to become climate-neutral represent extra potential transport 

flows for inland shipping and need to be examined in greater detail. 
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4.5 Sub-conclusion on the More Canal and the Durme Canal, the Plassendale-

Nieuwpoort Canal, the Dender and the Leuven-Dijle Canal  

The study shows that there is a potential of 2,180,000 tonnes on the Moer Canal and the Durme Canal, 

the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal, the Dender and the Leuven-Dijle Canal.  

In light of this potential in goods flows for these small waterways, the growing number of residents 

and the rising traffic flows of goods and commodities associated therewith (including Fast-Moving 

Consumer Goods and construction materials) and the mounting congestion problems on Flemish 

roads, it is safe to say that an economically sound case can be made for the transport function of these 

waterways. In order to safeguard the transport function, we first and foremost need to invest (in 

eliminating the backlog) in maintenance and dredging to keep the waterways at the required depth. 

This will enable us to unlock the identified potentialities of the small waterways in question and to use 

them in the future as an alternative mode of transport for road haulage. 

An innovative transport concept involving small CEMT Class I vessels could turn the carriage of goods 

and raw materials into an economically viable proposition on the Moer Canal, the Durme Canal, the 

Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal and the Dender. Given the limited draught, an innovative transport 

concept such as Watertruck offers good prospects, on the sole proviso that the design of the vessels is 

suited to the dimensions of our smallest waterways in the future.  

Considering the various industrial estates situated along the waterways discussed, a transshipment 

centre, for instance as part of the Distribouw project, also offers opportunities. Clustering goods flows 

allows small transport flows, which are too insignificant individually, to still be carried via the 

waterways. The joint supply of raw materials could regenerate a sufficiently substantial goods flow to 

enable an equivalent and even more sustainable alternative to be launched than the existing forms of 

transport used. The right, strategically considered transshipment location will limit the volume of 

terminal road haulage and allow these companies to carry their goods by water. 

With a view to rolling out a policy which prioritises a ‘sufficiently broad offering to water-linked 

industrial estates’ in the fight against the rising mobility problems, it is important that the industrial 

estates that sit along the waterways are kept in place for businesses with water-linked economic 

activities and new water-linked industrial estates are developed (Mobility and Public Works 2014-2019 

policy memorandum; p. 39).  
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5 Small waterways (part II) 
Below, we chart the potentialities of the small waterways the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal, the 

Bocholt-Herentals Canal, the South Willem’s Canal and the Canal to Beverlo. These waterways are 

already being intensively used for the carriage of goods. Nonetheless, here too further potential goods 

flows for the waterways have been identified. 

5.1 Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal  

5.1.1 General 

The canal starts out in Dessel and runs across Turnhout to Schoten, covering a total distance of 64 km. 

This canal links the unique intersection of canals in Dessel with the Albert Canal.  

The Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal also stands out by dint of its high number of bascule bridges. 

Recent years De Vlaamse Waterweg nv have zeen pour substantial investment into a central operating 

system for the remote control of these bridges and the locks on the canal. This has improved the 

structures’ operation.  

The operating times and shipping hours of this canal too have been expanded, thereby offering more 

opportunities for commercial shipping.  

Between Dessel and lock 2 in Brecht, the engineering structures are operated throughout the year 

from Monday to Friday, from 6.00am to 8.00pm. On Saturdays from 7.00am to 3.00pm.  

Between lock 2 Brecht and lock 10 Schoten, the engineering structures are operated from Monday to 

Friday, from 7.00am to 6.00pm and on Saturdays from 7.00am to 3.00pm.  

Between Dessel and lock 2 Brecht, shipping is allowed throughout the year from Monday to Saturday, 

from 6.00am to 8.00pm.  

Between lock 2 Brecht as far as the link with the Albert Canal in Schoten, shipping is permitted from 

Monday to Saturday, from 7.00am to 6.00pm.  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Detailed map Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20


                                                                                            

36 

“#IWTS: Mobilising small waterway transport potentials”  https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20  
 

5.1.2 Traffic figures 

In 2009, the traffic figures for the waterways network as a whole fell sharply as a result of the economic 

downturn. The Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal however was spared. Just as for the entire waterways 

network, the canal recorded top figures in 2011. Nonetheless, the tonnage transported subsequently 

plummeted, in part due to the lower volumes in the construction industry.  

2013 in turn brought another spike in the tonnages loaded, as the result of the dredging operations 

carried out that year.  

 
Graph 8: Tonnage carried on the DTS Canal 

 

 
Graph 9: Loading and unloading activities on the DTS Canal 

 

The following businesses already transship goods on the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal: 

Location Company Transshipment 

volumes in 2014 

Arendonk  Mermans Beton  116,263.64 tonnes  
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Beerse I.O.K. Beerse 2,142.34 tonnes 

Beerse  Wienerberger nv – Nova division 0.00 tonnes 

Turnhout  Van Gorp bvba  17,312.00 tonnes 

Turnhout  Joosen-Luyckx nv  0.00 tonnes 

Ravels  Bvba ACRS Asfalt en Recycling 39,302.00 tonnes  

Rijkevorsel  Colimetals bvba  5,271.00 tonnes 

Rijkevorsel  E.B.R. nv 84,085.00 tonnes 

Sint-Lenaerts Janssens & zonen nv  371,385.00 tonnes 

   

TOTAL   635,760.98 tonnes  

 

5.1.3 Public-Private partnerships 

In 2007, EBR nv commissioned its quay wall, which was built under a PPP construction. Up to and 

including 2014, a grand total of 897,926 tonnes in bulk goods were transshipped via this quay. The 

agreement runs until 2017.  

In 2014, a public-private partnership was also set up with Colimetals bvba, set to run through 2023,  

and involving a guaranteed traffic volume of an average of 77.500 tonnes per annum.   

In 2015, a PPP-built quay wall was commissioned by I.O.K. Beers for the transport of compactors 

carrying waste between Beerse and Geel. This represents approximately 20,000 tonnes on an annual 

basis.  

5.1.4 Potential traffic flows 

There are few large industrial estates along the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal. Businesses have set 

up in smaller clusters on the banks of the canal.  

Only Sint-Lenaarts has an industrial estate of ca. 3 ha, which is not yet fully occupied. This is a good 

location for water-linked companies to set up.  

The estate does have several businesses with the potential to carry (extra) goods across the waterway: 

- Wienerberger nv – Nova division - Abtsheide: the company is currently building a new quay 

wall for the future export of some 80,000 tonnes in facing bricks. 

The PPP agreement plans for a potential of 100,000 tonnes in unloading operations to fill the 

clay quarry. In total, around 3 million tonnes of earth is to be supplied by waterway to this end. 
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- Wienerberger nv – Nova division – Steenbakkersdam: there is the potential of an extra 20,000 

tonnes in high-speed building brick collections by BlueLineLogistics.   

- I.O.K. Beerse: commissioned a PPP quay wall in 2015 for the transport of compactors carrying 

waste between Beerse and Geel. This yields ca. 20,000 tonnes in goods volume per annum.  

- E.B.R: also has the potential to add 25,000 tonnes per annum to their transshipment volumes 

through the transport of reinforcement blocks. 

- K.R.B. nv: Adams Massenhoven currently transports 50,000 tonnes in goods to this company 

by road. A flow which could also be carried by waterborne transport.  

- Top Noord: this make-shift storage point transports goods to the Netherlands. Although they 

are still in the start-up phase, the ambition is to transport 20,000 tonnes.  

- Janssens & Zonen nv: currently already transships 371,385 tonnes in goods. In the future, this 

could be increased by anything from 50 to 100,000 tonnes. To this end, a plateau will need to 

be built. The intended activities would revolve around 80% unloading and 20% loading 

operations of construction materials, depending on how the business relationship with City 

Logistics goes.  

- Floren Steenfabriek: could transport 30 to 40,000 tonnes in goods by waterway, but this 

remains to be taken up.  

As such, the total extra volume in goods flows identified per annum amounts to 450,000 tonnes.   
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5.2 Bocholt-Herentals Canal 

5.2.1 General  

The 57-km canal runs from Bocholt to Herentals, and links the South Willem’s Canal with the Albert 

Canal. There is also a link with the Dessel-Kwaadmechelen Canal, the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal 

and the Canal to Beverlo.  

The maximum permissible dimensions of the vessels differs across the canal:  

 Locks 1N Lommel – 2N 

Mol – 3N Mol and lock 

10N Herentals 

Lock 4 Dessel tot lock 9 

Geel  

Section Bocholt – lock 

1N Lommel 

Length 55.00 m 51.50 m 86.00 m 

Width  7.30 m 6.70 m  8.30 m  

Draught  2.10 m 

2.50 m at the user’s own 

risk 

2.10 m 

2.50 m at the user’s 

own risk 

2.50 m 

Overhead 

clearance  

4.93 m 5.25 m 5.50 m 

 Class II 600 tonnes  Class II 600 tonnes  Class IV 1,500 tonnes  

 

Shipping on the canal is largely confined to Kempenaar type vessels. The Overpelt-Bocholt section 

however will take vessels up to 86.00 m length, 8.30 m in width and a 2.50 m draught. This includes 

D.E.K. vessels with an average capacity of 1,000 tonnes. Via the Maas, these vessels have access to the 

South Willem’s Canal. 

Operating times are from 16/3 to 30/9, from Monday to Friday, from 6.00am to 10.00pm. From 1/10 

to 15/3, from 6.00am to 9.00pm. The canal is operated on Saturdays from 7.00am to 3.00pm all year 

round.  
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Figure 7: Detailed map Bocholt-Herentals Canal (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen) 

5.2.2 Traffic figures 

The amount of tonnage carried on the Bocholt-Herentals Canal is falling. In part, this is due to the 

closure of the Electrabel coal-fired power plant in 2009. 

 
Graph 10: Tonnage carried on the Bocholt-Herentals Canal 

The unloaded tonnags have remaind more or less stable since 2009, although the loads carried do 

show slight fluctuations.  

 
Graph 11: Loading and unloading activities on the Bocholt-Herentals Canal 

The companies specified below transship goods on the Bocholt-Herentals Canal: 

 

Location Company Transhipment 

volumes in 2014 

Dessel  SCR Sibelco nv  112,455.00 tonnes 

Dessel Viabuild nv  0.00 tonnes 
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Geel  Wynants Bouwmaterialen P. nv 5,462.00 tonnes 

Herentals  Centerbeton nv 171,630.00 tonnes 

Lommel  SCR Sibelco nv 559,920.12 tonnes 

Lommel Velbo nv  79,771.00 tonnes 

Mol Niras 5,835.62 tonnes 

Olen  Aurubis Belgium nv 61,474.00 tonnes 

Overpelt  Nyrstar Belgium nv  47,840.94 tonnes 

Overpelt-Neerpelt Van Merkcsteyn Fences Belgium bvba 0.00 tonnes 

   

TOTAL   1,044,388.68 tonnes 

 

5.2.3 Public-private partnerships 

A PPP agreement was in place with Velbo nv in Lommel from 2005 through 2014, which yielded an 

actual transshipment volume of 1,015,102 tonnes.  

In Olen, Aurubis Belgium nv will continue to transship goods under a public-private partnership until 

2017, involving a guaranteed traffic volume of 99,328 tonnes per annum.  

A PPP is also in place with Van Merksteijn Fences Belgium bvba, which runs into 2020. The project was 

started in 2010, although no goods have been transshipped to date.    

5.2.4 Potential traffic flows 

NIRAS is set to store radioactive waste at its Dessel site in the future. Special vessels are currently being 

designed to carry this waste, to be ready by 2016. These waste materials are also to be transshipped. 

In addition, the same quay wall will be used to carry in sand and gravel to build concrete ducts. This 

represents around 25,000 tonnes in transshipment per annum.  

Also, plans exist to start a sand-mining operation in Bocholt, with the sand to be transported by 

waterway. This will involve an extra traffic volume of approximately 100,000 tonnes per annum.  

Sibelco Lommel has a sand quarry to fill, for which 400,000 tonnes in sand per annum is to be carried 

in via the Maatheide quay.  

Nyrstar is set to carry in 280,000 tonnes in zinc from its Balen site, to be unloaded in Overpelt.  
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Along the canal are another two waterside plots that are not being used, the old Electrabel coal-fired 

power plant with its own quay wall, and the former Balmat site. These may have been taken by a non-

water-linked company. If not, this is a good site for a water-linked company. 

As such, the total extra volume in goods flows identified per annum amounts to 805,000 tonnes.   
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5.3  Canal to Beverlo  

5.3.1 General  

The 15 km Canal to Beverlo links the dock of Beverlo Camp (a military practice ground) and the Bocholt-

Herentals Canal. The canal can be used by ships up to 600 tonnes.  

The canal is split into two arms by Nyrstar Belgium nv’s privately owned bridge. The maximum 

permissible dimensions of the vessels differ in front and behind this bridge:  

 Lommel – Nyrstar section  Nyrstar – Leopoldsburg section  

Length 57.50 m 57.50 m 

Width  6.60 m 6.60 m  

Draught  2.30 m 1.90 m 

Overhead 

clearance  

5.25 m 4.40 m 

 Class II 600 tonnes  Class II 600 tonnes  

 

The moveable bridges are in operation from Monday through Friday from 4.00 to 24.00 hrs from 16/03 

to 30/09. From 1/10 to 15/03 from 5.00am to 11.00pm.  

On Saturdays from 7.00 to 3.00pm. 

Figure 8: Detailed map of Canal to Beverlo (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen) 

5.3.2 Traffic figures  

Nyrstar Belgium nv is the only company located along the Canal to Beverlo that uses the waterway. 

The graphs below therefore show the activities of this company alone.  

Canal to Beverlo 
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Graph 12: Tonnage carried on the Canal to Beverlo 

 
Graph 13: Loading and unloading activities on the Canal to Beverlo 

The entire traffic volume on the Canal to Beverlo is attributable to Nyrstar Belgium nv.  

Location Company  Transshipment 

volumes in 2014 

Balen  Nyrstar Belgium nv 333,472.42 tonnes 

   

TOTAL  333,472.42 tonnes 

 

5.3.3 Public-private partnerships 

There are no PPP agreements on the Canal to Beverlo.  

5.3.4 Potential traffic flows 

Nyrstar Belgium nv is set to transport 280,000 tonnes in goods per annum via the Canal to Beverlo in 

the future. The loaded zinc is transferred to the company’s Overpelt site.  

In addition, the plateau alongside the Nyrstar factory represents a further 25,000 tonnes per annum.  
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As such, the total extra volume in goods flows identified per annum is 305,000 tonnes.   
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5.4  South Willem’s Canal  

5.4.1 General 

The South Willem’s Canal links the river Maas with the river Scheldt, thereby connecting Liège and the 

Dutch ports. De Vlaamse Waterweg nv controls the 44 km stretch on Flemish territory.  

 

Figure 9: Detailed map of South Willem’s Canal (Source: Promotie Binnenvaart Vlaanderen) 

Ships on the Albert Canal can access the South Willem’s Canal via the Briegden-Neerharen Canal. The 

latter is open only to Kempenaar-type vessels.  

To the north, the Flemish stretch of the South Willem’s Canal is closed off by the locks in Lozen and 

Bocholt. The maximum permissible dimensions of the vessels here are: 

Length 52.00 m 

Width 6.70 m 

Draught  1.90 m  
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Overhead 

clearance  
5.15 m 

Max. length 52 m for loaded vessels upstream and downstream and 

for empty vessels downstream 

Max. length 55 m for empty vessels upstream 

 

Here too, these locks restrict access to the South Willem’s Canal to Kempenaar-type vessels.  

Between Smeermaas (South Willem’s Canal) and Overpelt (Bocholt-Herentals Canal), vessels up to 

86.00 m in length, 8.30 m in width and a 2.50 m draught are also permitted. This includes D.E.K. vessels 

with an average capacity of 1,000 tonnes. Coming in from the Netherlands, these vessels have access 

via Bosscherveld lock (132 m length and 14 m width) which sits on the river Maas.  

The locks managed by De Vlaamse Waterweg nv are operated from Monday through Friday, from 

6.00am to 10.00pm. From 1/10 to 15/3 until 9.00pm. On Saturdays, the lock is operated until 3.00pm. 

Extra lock-throughs on Saturdays until 9.00pm (until 10.00pm from 16/3 to 30/9) can be requested 

until the Friday 5.00pm from the RIS Centre.  

There is no nighttime shipping operation. 

5.4.2 Traffic statistics 

The tonnage carried on the South Willem’s Canal is falling. This is explained by the fact that a number 

of companies have discontinued their waterborne transhipment operations. Aegten discontinued its 

transshipments in 2011, Bichterweerd in 2012 and Maltha in 2010. Here too, the economic downturn 

is a contributory factor.    

 
Graph 14: Tonnage carried on the South Willem’s Canal 

Since 2007, the South Willem’s Canal has also seen more unloading than loading activities This is 

explained by the arrival of a number of new companies or companies that made the switch from road 

haulage to waterborne transport.  

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Vervoerde tonnage op Zuid-Willemsvaart (uitgedrukt in 1000 
ton)

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20


                                                                                            

48 

“#IWTS: Mobilising small waterway transport potentials”  https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20  
 

 
Graph 15: Loading and unloading activities on the South Willem’s Canal 

The following companies conduct transshipment activities on the South Willem’s Canal: 

 

Location Company  Transshipment 

volumes in 2014 

Bree Bevo nv  95,699.98 tonnes 

Dilsen  Carrieres de Retinnen bvba (Grivalim) 85,960.15 tonnes 

Dilsen-Stokkem Tripan nv  59,809.41 tonnes 

Maasmechelen Interklinker bvba  6,899.72 tonnes 

Uikhoven  SCR Sibelco nv  13,718.09 tonnes 

   

TOTAL   262,087.35 tonnes  

 

5.4.3 Public-private partnerships  

In 2009, Bevo nv commissioned the first quay wall under a PPP at the South Willem’s Canal. Up until 

2014, 476,679 tonnes in goods had been tranhipped at this quay wall.  

A second PPP quay wall was commissioned in 2013 by Tripan nv. Since then, the latter has transshipped 

59,809 tonnes in goods at this location. The agreement is set to end in 2023.  

5.4.4 Potential traffic flows 

Interklinker bvba has stated that it is looking to make even greater use of the waterway. This could 

generate ca. 5,000 tonnes in extra volume.   

At the canalside in the ‘Oude Bunders’ industrial estate, an area is planned for water-linked businesses, 

including bank infrastructure.  This plot represents a potential of ca. 50,000 tonnes.   
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In Dilsen-Stokkem, a company by the name of Soenen, which manufactures corrugated cardboard, just 

got off the ground. They are showing an interest in waterborne transport. This remains to be 

investigated.  

As such, the total extra volume in goods flows identified per annum amounts to 55,000 tonnes.  
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5.5 Sub-conclusion Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal, the Bocholt-Herentals Canal, 

the South Willem’s Canal and the Canal to Beverlo 

The study shows a potential of 1,615,000 tonnes on the small waterways in the second part of this 

study. This potential increase in traffic will involve a combination of raising the existing flows, 

persuading existing businesses to embrace the modal shift and incentivising new businesses to set up 

on the banks of the small waterways and to transport their commodities across the water.  

Where De Vlaamse Waterweg nv is looking to unlock the potential of the small waterways to the full, 

due account needs to be taken of the following areas of focus:  

- De Vlaamse Waterweg nv has made significant investment in repairing existing and building 

new banks, and in dredging the small waterways. The major part of these waterways is 

therefore in good condition. This is an ongoing point of focus.  

- The small waterways have limited operating and shipping hours, which means these waters 

cannot be used on a continuous basis. For the Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal, these times 

have already been extended. The new, central operating system too ensures more efficient 

operation of this canal.   

- Several locks also greatly curtail the capacity of some of our waterways. The 3 locks on the 

Bocholt-Herentals Canal in Lommel and Mol can only lock through vessels that have a 

maximum capacity of 600 tonnes. This requires larger inland waterway vessels to make a 

detour via the Albert Canal or the South Willem’s Canal to be able to load and unload in Noord-

Limburg. Building a new lock would substantially step up the capacity of the canal.  

In addition, it is also crucial that businesses sign up or switch to inland navigation. Congestion and 

sustainability are not priority issues for businesses. More than anything else, making the switch needs 

to be an economically rewarding step. Herein lies an important role for the transport experts. They 

actively seek out businesses that could potentially use the waterways. By means of a logistical 

transport analysis, they are able to show the kind of benefits available from inland shipping.  

As such, the proper management of the water-linked land is of great importance to enable businesses 

to expand, to attract new businesses, etc. Such land is at a premium, which means that duly considered 

commercial management is required in order to increase traffic flows. 

This study shows that De Vlaamse Waterweg nv have already made a start on strengthening the small 

waterways as a business proposition. Continuing efforts to eliminate the existing bottlenecks and 

continuing to invest in facilitating and boosting inland shipping will only enhance the appeal of the 

small waterways.   
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6 Potential traffic flows per annum 
 

Moer Canal and Durme Canal   

How Company Tonnage 

New flows 

François De Rycke Beton 50,000 

Van Raemdonck 5,000 

Van Peteghem Bouwmaterialen bvba 50,000 

Ecomater 5,000 

Anbuma 5,000 

Transbeton 20,000 

Van Den Hende Beton 50,000 

   

TOTAL   195,000 

 

Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal   

How Company Tonnage 

New flows 

Ingelbrecht Construct bvba 5,000 

Verhelst 45,000 

Lithobeton 42,000 

Qsalt 45,000 

Recuperatiebedrijf Willems 240,000 

Betoncentrale Blomme 50,000 

Holcim 90,000 

De Brabandere Wegenbouw 20,000 

Novidon 45,000 

Condeco Prefab 5,000 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20


                                                                                            

52 

“#IWTS: Mobilising small waterway transport potentials”  https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20  
 

Trotec 240,000 

Deceuninck 135,000 

Rodanar 50,000 

   

TOTAL   1,012,000 

 

Dender   

How Company Tonnage 

New flows 

VPK Packaging 500,000 

Euromold 5,000 

Zelfbouwmarkt 20,000 

NCB Betonfabriek 50,000 

Megaton 50,000 

Bouwpunt 20,000 

HHN Tegels 5,000 

Concreton prefab 50,000 

Rebuco 20,000 

NV Van Israel 5,000 

Scheerlink Bouwproducten 50,000 

Delhaize 5,000 

   

TOTAL   780,000 

 

Leuven-Dijle Canal   

How Company Tonnage 
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New flows 

Ab-Inbev 5,000 

Ecowerf 108,000 

Betomix 80,000 

   

TOTAL   193,000 

 

Bocholt-Herentals Canal   

How Company Loading 

volume  

Unloading 

volume  

Increasing existing flows  
Niras  25,000 

Nyrstar Belgium nv   280,000 

New flows 
Zandwinning Bocholt 100,000  

Sibelco Lommel   400,000 

    

TOTAL   100,000 705,000 

 

Dessel-Turnhout-Schoten Canal  

How Company Loading 

volume  

Unloading 

volume  

Increasing existing flows 

I.O.K. Beerse  10,000 10,000 

E.B.R.  25,000 

Janssens & zonen nv  15,000 60,000 

Wienerberg nv – Steenbakkersdam  20,000  

Shiftable flows  
K.R.B.  50,000 

Floren Steenfabriek  35,000  

New flows  Wienerberger nv - Abtsheide 80,000 100,000 
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Top Noord  20,000  

Sint-Lenaarts Industrial estate   25,000 

    

TOTAL   180,000 270,000 

 

Bocholt-Herentals Canal   

How Company Loading 

volume  

Unloading 

volume  

Increasing existing flows  
Niras  25,000 

Nyrstar Belgium nv   280,000 

New flows 
Zandwinning Bocholt 100,000  

Sibelco Lommel   400,000 

    

TOTAL   100,000 705,000 

 

Canal to Beverlo  

How Company Loading 

volume  

Unloading 

volume  

Increasing existing flows Nyrstar Belgium nv  280,000  

New flows  Plateau Kristalpark   25,000 

    

TOTAL   280,000 25,000 

 

South Willem’s Canal  

How Company Loading 

volume  

Unloading 

volume  

Increasing existing flows Interklinker bvba   5,000 
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New flows  
Oude Bunders Industrial estate    50,000 

Soenen  0 

    

TOTAL    55,000 
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7 General conclusion  
 

The Flemish inland navigation system is characterised by its fine-meshed nature because of the many 

small waterways. 

Over the years, an extensive network of industrial sites and business activities developed along these 

waterways, which have substantially contributed to Flanders’ economic growth. The small waterways 

provide access to these businesses, thus contributing to road safety.  

But in light of the challenges we face as a society in times of crisis in economic, social and ecological 

areas, our small waterways could mean much more than that. The small waterways should be seen as 

a real opportunity in the fight against the mobility problems Flanders is grappling with, and as a green 

and effective tool with which to improve and optimise the logistical chain in Flanders.   

Alongside the general benefits of cargo shipping, these small waterways add an extra dimension to the 

economic, ecological and social gains delivered by waterborne transport. 

The specific strength of the small waterways lies in the fact that they can provide an effective 

socioeconomic response to the rising demand for transport. For one thing, they provide access to areas 

that fall outside of the catchment area of the large waterways. On the other hand, they offer 

alternative opportunities for the transport of goods in regions with less than perfect road 

infrastructure. The appropriate use of waterborne transport will ensure the smooth flow of traffic in 

these areas. Which in turn means that areas situated close the small waterways may be spared the 

negative effects of road haulage: traffic congestion, gridlocked roads, noise nuisance, harmful 

substance emissions, etc. 

Continued maintenance of these water courses and increased investment in innovative ideas and 

concepts will unlock the full potential of the small waterways. The use of new technologies is 

continuing to strengthen the competitive position of goods transport by small waterways, in terms of 

lower cargo prices and greener and smarter transport. Moreover, the fine-meshed nature of these 

waters, along with the idea of distribution and transshipment centres, will continue to increase the 

scope of the small waterways, which will only further the useability and flexibility of the goods 

transport by inland navigation, thereby making it the ideal mode of transport within a sound mobility 

policy.   

This study charted the potentialities of nine small waterways (ranked as CEMT Classes I or II, which can 

be used by Spits vessels up to 350 tonnes and Kempenaar vessels up to 600 tonnes in load capacity 

respectively) by means of a screening of their surrounding areas. These are the Moer Canal with the 

Durme Canal, the Plassendale-Nieuwpoort Canal, the Dender, the Leuven-Dijle Canal, the Dessel-

Turnhout-Schoten Canal, the Bocholt-Herentals Canal, the Canal to Beverlo and the South Willem’s 

Canal. From the vision outlined above, we looked at the possibilities of realising the goods flows 

identified via these waterways. 

The study identified a potential of ca. 3,210,000 tonnes which can be carried via the small waterways 

rather than by road. This corresponds to 160,500 lorry journeys that could be avoided. On a monthly 

https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20


                                                                                            

57 

“#IWTS: Mobilising small waterway transport potentials”  https://northsearegion.eu/iwts20  
 

basis, this means that there is the potential to avoid ca. 13,375 extra lorry journeys per annum, i.e. ca. 

440 lorries per day. This potential increase in traffic involves a combination of increasing existing flows, 

persuading existing businesses to embrace the modal shift and incentivising new companies to set up 

on the banks of the small waterways and transporting their commodities across the water. 

In order to unlock the demonstrated potential of the waterways concerned, we first and foremost 

need to ensure their navigability. The study highlighted the following infrastructural areas of focus: 

- the locks need to be able to handle Classes I and II vessels and ideally should be adapted in 

length and width, which cannot be done for all locks, as some of them are either listed or 

cannot be expanded due to lack of space (fenced in between homes or commercial properties; 

- the draught needs to be ensured for the permitted inland navigation classes on the 

rivers/canals in question. At the present time, this is not the case; 

- quay walls need to be adapted or developed to enable the traffic flows identified to be 

transported by inland navigation.   

Alongside these technical considerations, the study also lists commercial requirements. Businesses 

need to sign up or switch to the idea of inland navigation. A modal shift towards the small waterways, 

and inland navigation in general, can be accomplished only when the businesses which qualify for 

waterborne transport have made a mental shift. To enable this shift to take place, businesses need to 

be actively shepherded towards inland navigation. Herein lies a major role for the transport experts 

appointed by the waterway managers.  

To achieve the detected potentialities, the transport expert conducts a logistical transport analysis of 

the businesses that are capable of transporting goods by inland shipping before developing a total 

concept on the basis thereof, setting out from an economic perspective, with attention for the 

sustainable aspect and improvement of road congestion. This will raise awareness of the small 

waterways as an alternative and logical mode of transport. The active identification of future water-

linked businesses is crucial if we are to increase the traffic statistics on the small waterways. 
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