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00            Management summary

New innovation programme explores Antwerp diamond innovation opportunities

Before you lies the very first report on the diamond innovation programme, an initiative of the City of Antwerp in collaboration with Verhaert | Masters of
Innovation. With this report, the City has drawn up the framework within which the programme will further unfold. The City’s objective with its diamond
framework is to anchor the current diamond industry in Antwerp, to ensure diamond companies are future proof and to remain an attractive diamond hub for new
companies with a leading role in the global diamond industry. This is how Antwerp becomes more Open for Business.

The diamond innovation programme is in line with new developments in both society and the diamond industry. It is no secret that the global diamond industry as
a whole as well as Antwerp’s position as the world’s prime diamond hub, is under pressure. Antwerp needs to stay ahead of the game to avoid business shifting to
other parts of the world instead.

The ambition of this programme initiated by the City of Antwerp and moderated by Verhaert is to take a practical, hands-on approach to innovation. By facilitating
innovation projects of willing industry players in Antwerp it is the ambition to spark the fuse for innovation in Antwerp.

ANTWERP DIAMOND OPPORTUNITIES IN SIX DOMAINS

Verhaert |Masters of Innovation has designed and launched the diamond innovation programme, which has led to the description of six domains of Antwerp
diamond innovation opportunities.

For financing, both innovative technologies that facilitate transparency and compliance with regulatory frameworks as well as FinTech solutions could increase
the so-called “bankability” of the industry and more so, foster confidence from the part of traditional banks. This in addition to the AWDC efforts to guarantee basic
banking services to all registered diamond companies in collaboration with other levels of government.

Having an online presence and the ability to operate online can make all the difference in today’s diamond business. Digitalisation is not simply limited to having
a website and some social media presence. The internet has enabled new services and business models that were not possible previously and increased the impact
a company can have worldwide. Harnessing the power of the digital world remains untapped potential for an industry that has relied on the same ways of doing

business for centuries.
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Apart from the segment of high-value stones, regaining market share in diamond manufacturing in Antwerp will require making use of modern production
techniques and machinery as has become the standard in nearly all industries in Western Europe over the last decades. Supporting services making use of distant

and automated grading, artificial intelligence and assisted or automated sorting are expected to become the norm in the next years. Automation and robotisation
technology could also be a game-changer in providing reassurances on provenance and traceability of diamonds throughout the value chain.

Data analytics. The diamond industry is only just beginning to make use of the tremendous amount of data generated on a constant basis in this increasingly digital
world. With aggregated information from all actors in the value chain such as diamond producers, diamond traders and online trading platforms, retailers -
commercial and other data, it is possible to create valuable market insights, make more solid predictions for demand, estimate market prices and stock valuation.
Local AI & engineering service providers have built up significant expertise which can be applied to the diamond industry with the help of industry experts.

A triple helix collaboration strengthens many well-functioning ecosystems present in Antwerp. Collaboration between industry-partners, universities and
government are generally well-established in other industries. Cooperation within the diamond industry is rare however, as well as cross industry networking. The
diamond industry should pay more attention to B2B-networking across industries, to benefit from solutions other industries offer. There is still a lot to learn in how
to activate Antwerp’s key strength.

Technology has made significant leaps over the last few years, enabling gem quality synthetic production & trade and their market share is expected to grow with
a certain target group receptive for its alternative narrative. In any case, there is a strong need for a clear, traceable and transparent differentiation and detection
between natural and laboratory grown diamonds, on both B2B and B2C level. Furthermore, industrial applications for diamonds are expected to increase in the
coming years with applications being developed in technology and computing.

Read more on this and other innovation programmes of the City of Antwerp: Diamond innovation programmes City of Antwerp (Dutch)

Apply to participate in one of the City’s innovation programmes: Intake questionnaire for the innovation programmes.

https://www.ondernemeninantwerpen.be/DiamantenInnovatie
https://www2.businessinantwerp.eu/l/480611/2020-11-18/n25b9x


6|

01 Ambition and scope The Antwerp diamond industry is 
under pressure

It is no secret that the global diamond industry

as a whole as well as Antwerp’s position as the
world’s prime diamond hub, has been under

considerable strain for several years now. In
terms of manufacturing only high-end stones
remain in the city to be polished, while most

cutting and polishing activities have moved to
lower cost countries.

And while the city remains the world’s prime
diamond trade hub trading 86% of the world’s
rough and 50% of all polished diamonds, that

claim is being challenged by the Middle East for
rough diamonds and by other hubs for polished

stones.

The aftertaste of negative publicity in the past
lingers, margins have been under pressure well

before the COVID-19 crisis hit, and access to
banking poses challenges, further restricting

the breathing room in the industry.

To tackle these challenges efficiently, the
industry advocates a coherent policy across the

various governance levels, clearly expressed in
the AWDC memorandum 2019.

There is no doubt the diamond industry, and
Antwerp in particular, is under pressure. But it
takes high pressure to form diamonds, so let us

take a look at the opportunities to thrive.

Ambition of innovation 
programme

The ambition of this programme initiated by the
City of Antwerp and moderated by Verhaert is to
take a practical, hands-on approach to
innovation. By facilitating innovation projects of
willing industry players in Antwerp it is the
ambition to spark the fuse for innovation in
Antwerp.

Selected companies will be given support from
innovation experts in the execution of their
projects. These projects are meant to
reinvigorate the industry and create examples
from which all the Antwerp diamond industry
can learn and benefit.

This report is the result of workshops and
interviews with industry experts to capture their
insights and create focus and foundation for the
innovation tracks.

It is thus not the ambition of this innovation
opportunities report to perform an in-depth
study or solve all the challenges in the industry.

“Let us reinforce Antwerp’s competitive strengths and ensure 
the Antwerp diamond industry remains a driver-industry’

through 2025 and beyond.” 
–Bart De Wever, Mayor of Antwerp

“Thanks to the workshops with industry-input,
the city was able to create focus for the 

innovation programme” 
– Peter Wouters, Diamond Vice Mayor of Antwerp

Read more on AWDC’s vision on a coherent
policy across governance levels!

AWDC Memorandum 2019

© Gianni Camilleri

https://www.awdc.be/sites/awdc2016/files/documents/AWDC_Memorandum_ENG.pdf
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Ambition and scope Supporting companies in the city of Antwerp

Making a real, innovative turnaround in the Antwerp diamond industry will require a lot of
effort. The only way to make this impact lasting is if it comes from inside the industry itself.
Through this project the City of Antwerp aims to assist open-minded companies to become or
remain innovation champions within the industry, succeeding at their innovation projects.

It is not possible to support every company of the Antwerp diamond sector in the innovation
programme. But it is the ambition that the success of the selected projects will set an example
and drive other Antwerp companies to fuel their own innovation tracks.

THE TIME IS NOW

While it is true that the diamond industry as a whole has a lot of challenges, it is also true that a
lot of changes are taking place in the industry worldwide. New techniques and processes have
and are being developed that are turning out to be quite disruptive for the industry. Antwerp
needs to stay ahead of the game on these topics to avoid business shifting to other parts of the
worlds instead.

FOCUS ON INNOVATION CHALLENGES

During the workshops other challenges also came to light. Some examples are related to the
industry image, digital presence and banking challenges. It is not the ambition of this mapping
or this project to deal with these challenges, and many of them are being handled at other
levels. For more information on these topics we refer to the AWDC memorandum from 2019.

AWARENESS & CAREFUL CONSIDERATION ARE KEY

The topics presented in the next chapter are not the only topics on which to innovate, and your
vision on a topic may differ significantly from what is presented here. Each of the topics listed in
the following chapter is expected to have a very significant impact on the industry in the next
few years. Choosing not to participate or even going against certain trends after careful
consideration can be a strategic business decision. Denying and ignoring these trends is not.

© Jonas Roosens
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02 Process Sharing experience from industry experts

Recently, two workshops and interviews were organized in which we invited experts from the
Antwerp diamond industry to share their experience and the challenges they see within the
industry. These workshops were moderated by Verhaert.

The purpose of this report is to provide a summary of the insights gained and to show a high-
level overview of the current innovation opportunities in the industry.

To reach a wider audience and assess the innovation impact in the industry, a survey has been
conducted in cooperation with AWDC, the results of which will be presented together with
other lessons learned on the innovation tracks at an annual event.

HELPING THE ANTWERP DIAMONDS INDUSTRY INNOVATE

The programme will run for five years, over each of which 3 to 5 selected companies will receive
practical, hands-on innovation advice from external consultants sponsored by the City of
Antwerp.

To be selected, companies must demonstrate a clear vision and drive to participate in a well-
defined innovative project. The additional support is meant to fill in the gaps and increase the
chance of success with an outsider’s perspective.

Are you a driven entrepreneur from the Antwerp Diamond industry and do you have a
challenging innovation project in mind? Do you wish to be selected for this or another
innovation programme of the City of Antwerp, please, visit the link below for more information.

2020

Report & 
kick-off

2021

Innovation support 
for 5 companies

2022

Innovation support 
for 3-5 companies

2023

Innovation support 
for 3-5 companies

2024

Innovation support 
for 3-5 companies

2025

Innovation support 
for 3-5 companies

AN
N

U
AL SU

RVEY &
 PU

BLIC FEED
BACK EVEN

T

Read more on this and other innovation programmes of the City of Antwerp:
Diamond innovation programmes City of Antwerp (Dutch)

Apply to participate in one of the City’s innovation programmes:
Intake questionnaire for the innovation programmes. 

https://www.ondernemeninantwerpen.be/DiamantenInnovatie
https://www2.businessinantwerp.eu/l/480611/2020-11-18/n25b9x
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Market report Financing

The diamond business typically is a capital-
intensive industry. Global, blanket derisking by
traditional banks has resulted in a dramatic

decrease in access to banking services, and to
some degree therefore also bank financing for
diamond industry players across the pipeline.

New initiatives, such as financial- or payment
platforms may offer an alternative for banking
payment services and fast and secure
international money transactions. Innovative
technologies that facilitate transparency and
compliance with regulatory frameworks as well

as non-traditional payment and financing
solutions such as stock financing and invoice-
based financing, collectively known as fintech,
could increase the so-called “bankability” of the
industry and more so, foster confidence from
the part of traditional banks.

There are already quite a few support
programmes available for entrepreneurs willing
to innovate. Being aware of these channels can
help you reach your strategic goals. This
programme aims to also familiarise companies
with these support initiatives, such as Vlaio.

See the support options below:
AWDC AML & compliance help desk
Vlaio website

© Jonas Roosens

https://www.awdc.be/en/aml-and-compliance-helpdesk
https://www.vlaio.be/
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“In the new normal, harnessing the power of 
digitalisation, without abandoning heritage, has become 

even more important and constitutes a clear path 
towards growth for the diamond industry”   

– Ari Epstein, CEO AWDC

Digitalisation

Those who were not yet convinced that we are
living in a digital world have certainly been
persuaded by the COVID-19 crisis.

At a time when physical meetings and travel are
practically non-existent, having an online
presence and the ability to operate online can
make all the difference in today’s diamond
business. Digitalisation is not simply limited to
having an up-to-date website and some social
media presence. In recent years and particularly
months, the industry has witnessed a steep rise
in online trading platforms and initiatives as

well as supporting tools for compliance, KYC
and technology to share product and client
information and visuals, enhance transparency
and traceability. The full potential of
digitalisation for businesses, also in the
diamond industry, reaches further still. The
internet has enabled new services and business
models that were not possible previously and

increased the impact a company can have
worldwide.

The standard way of doing business tomorrow
and even today is very different from before.
Harnessing the power of the digital world
remains a challenge or rather, untapped
potential, for an industry that has relied on the
same ways of doing business for centuries.

Check AWDC's supporting tools

© Jonas Roosens

https://www.awdc.be/en/kyc
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“ Data allow for a more objective and      
systematic way of diamond valuation (rough & 

polished), automatically linking up to 50 parameters in a 
smart way instead of  just 4.”
– Ann Peeters, project leader studies centre Agoria

Automation & robotisation

Since the late 1970s, most of the cutting and
polishing activity shifted from Antwerp to
India, where today, 9 out of 10 diamonds are

polished, due to low wages. Today, the
Antwerp manufacturing industry focuses on
high-end, labour intensive polishing, where
labour cost is not a decisive factor.

Apart from the segment of high-value stones,
regaining market share in diamond
manufacturing in Antwerp will require smart
ways that offer a competitive advantage. That
means making use of modern production

techniques and machinery as has become the
standard in nearly all industries in Western
Europe over the last decades, for example
through automated polishing. For laboratory
grown diamonds this is also crucial.

Supporting services are also under pressure to
innovate. Distant and automated grading, use
of artificial intelligence, block chain and
assisted or automated and customised
assortment making are expected to become
the norm in the next years as they offer
significant cost advantages.

Last but not least, automation and state-of-
the-art technology could change the game
in providing reassurances on provenance
and traceability throughout the value chain.

Finally, in each of these domains:
manufacturing, supporting services and
reassurances and traceability, innovation
strongly depends on the right mind-set.

© Jonas Roosens
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Market report Data-analytics
In a world that is increasingly digital, a tre-
mendous amount of data from a multitude of
sources is generated on a constant basis. Many
industries have started to make use of this data
in a wide variety of ways, but for the diamond
industry this is only just beginning.

Data from the different actors in the value
chain: diamond producers, traders, online
trading platforms, diamond manufacturers,
retailers, commercial and other data can offer a
firm foundation for business strategy decisions.

With aggregated data it is possible to create

valuable market insights, make more solid
predictions for demand, estimate market prices,
stock valuation, optimise the value chain or
customise supply of goods, increase transpa-
rency, determine chain of custody and
provenance and more.

Local AI & engineering service providers have
built up significant expertise which can be

applied to the diamond industry with the help
of industry experts.

Challenges in data-analytics in the diamond
industry are the quality of data, the availability
of the data as well as the capacity to analyse
and disclose the data.© Jonas Roosens
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“We partnered to develop robots used in laser 
cutting. Today 1 operator can run 
4 machines simultaneously.” 
–Philippe Klapholz, 
VR Diamonds Manufacturing nv

Cross industry networking

Collaboration between industry-partners,
universities and government are well-
established for several other industries. The
triple helix collaboration strengthens many
well-functioning ecosystems present in
Antwerp. In no other diamond hub will you
find so many partners willing to innovate and
cooperate. Currently, the industry (AWDC)
successfully aligns with VOKA. Possibly, a
collaboration with universities could be
investigated.

Cooperation within the diamond industry is
rare outside of acquisitions or mergers.
Consolidation is taking place through vertical
integration of the value chain, making
competition fiercer and margins tighter.

Cooperation with other industries is almost
non-existent. Whether it’s cutting-edge
techniques for gathering and processing data
developed by universities, new
manufacturing techniques that can be
transferred from an industrial partner or joint
marketing campaigns, extending supply chain
collaboration to B2C-level and consumer
experiences, there is a lot to learn. More B2B-
networking across industries is advisable.
Bringing in cost saving or innovative
techniques from other industries can help
create breathing room.

Looking to partner-up for a specific 
technological solution to a challenge? 

Reach out to a technology transfer office!

University of Antwerp
Tech Transfer Offices Flanders
Vrije Universiteit Brussel
European Space Agency

Looking to partner-up with other 
industries? 

LinkedIn Business in Antwerp
Newsletter Ondernemen in Antwerpen
AWDC B2B initiatives
The Beacon Innovation Hub
Antwerp Powered By Creatives (APBC)

Market report Supporting. factors for cross-industry 
networking include network organisations, 
invest seminars, power breakfasts, social 
media groups and webinars.

© Jonas Roosens

https://www.uantwerpen.be/nl/onderzoek/informatie-voor-bedrijven/
https://ttoflanders.be/en/
https://vubtechtransfer.be/
https://spacesolutions.be/
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/business-in-antwerp/
https://www.ondernemeninantwerpen.be/newsletter_subscription
https://www.awdc.be/en/b2b-initiatives
https://thebeacon.eu/
https://www.apbc.be/
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“Laboratory grown diamonds are a fact 
of life and they are here to stay” 
–Thierry Silber, CEO of Madestones

Synthetic trade & production

Whether we like it or not synthetic diamonds are
happening. In the gem and jewellery segment, the

introduction of laboratory grown diamonds has been
the disruption of the past few years. The technology
has made significant leaps over the last few years,
enabling the production of gem quality diamonds in a
wider variety of shapes and colours. Supply and
margins are often far more predictable for synthetic
products than they are for natural diamonds, as the
pricing structure of natural diamonds is highly
complex and susceptible to volatile

price changes.

Especially in the US, these products have started
penetrating the (bridal) market. A larger stone for the
same price is key to the value proposition. Presented
as more sustainable, laboratory-grown may deliver an
attractive message to some, especially younger
consumers. Synthetic diamonds are expected to grow
in market share over the next years, though no one
can predict exactly to what extent.

The majority of global diamond trade & ‘production’
however, is of natural diamonds. The response of
actors in natural diamond on the rise of laboratory-
grown diamonds varies. Many do not see synthetic as
a threat, but as an impulse to grow the market as a
whole. Telling stories from throughout the value chain
in tune with millennial audiences is part of the
industry’s response. It will be key for the diamond
industry to monitor the evolution of laboratory grown

diamonds and chose a way to position themselves.

In any case, there is a strong need for a clear and
traceable differentiation between natural and
laboratory grown diamonds. Segregation in the actors
of the supply chain is not necessarily required, but
segregation and detection of the different products is
crucial. The industry’s priority should be investing in
detection with intellectual properties remaining in
Antwerp.

Industrial applications for diamonds are expected to
continue increasing in the coming years, for instance
in state-of-the-art technology, nanotechnology and
computing. The unique properties of diamonds make
them an attractive product from a technical viewpoint,
and synthetic production make them more affordable.

Challenges in the production of laboratory-grown
diamonds are primarily the high costs of energy /
electricity and also patent infringements in CVD-

production as well as logistics. Antwerp could consider
to broaden its trade activities into synthetic. Antwerp
could examine whether the presence of the port and
petrochemical cluster provides interesting location
factors in terms of energy cost for a production unit
and whether the Antwerp diamond companies can
benefit from this.

Market report

© Jonas Roosens
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To what extent does the Antwerp diamond
sector have a vision on innovation in your

opinion?

04          Survey insights
A survey was launched through the AWDC newsletter to get a general overview of the
innovation perspective of the industry on these the topics presented here. This survey will be
repeated annually to monitor the trends.

Out of the 95 respondents, 19 companies did not have an office in Antwerp, these are not
included in the results here.

With an average rating of only 2.67 /5 it is clear
that there is a need for a strong central vision for

innovation in the city of Antwerp
© Jonas Roosens
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Companies were asked about the awareness and willingness to innovate they had on the
topics listed in this document. The results are presented in the graph below.

Determine your own innovation goals: inform yourself and reach out

For most of the topics the survey shows a high willingness to innovate. Out of all the topics
where willingness to innovate is lowest in synthetic production and trade. We invite you to
reflect ion how innovation in these six domains can play a role in your business. If you wait
for innovation to happen by itself you will find your competitors passing you by. Being aware
of existing channels and initiatives is the first step, reaching out is the next!
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©  Donald Woodrow
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