












30 -  Winter 2009



wab environment


encounter

A
fter 33 years of trying to predict snowfall in Bel-
gium, Michel Detaille has come to the conclusion 
that there is simply no logic to it and it is better to 
be always ready to receive up to 5,000 impatient 

weekend skiers at the Baraque de Fraiture ski station.
Detaille is responsible for overseeing the smooth running 

of the slopes, mechanical lifts and busy cafeteria at the centre 
owned by Adeps, the French-speaking community’s sports 
organisation. This means that from mid-November until 
mid-March the three alpine pistes need to be smooth and 
shorn, all equipment up to scratch and staff on stand-by to 
cater to the crowds.

As the highest ski station in the Ardennes, at 650 metres, 
Baraque de Fraiture attracts visitors from all over the coun-
try – keen to hone their skills and have some seasonal fun 
close to home. With an additional four cross-country skiing 
circuits and a toboggan slope, there are activities for all the 
family. As an Adeps centre, there are also regular visits from 
schools, particularly primary classes who have the flexibility 
to head for the slopes when the snow falls. Both individual 
and group tuition is available.

But snow is the elusive element necessary to transform the 
attractive wooded area into a magical winter scene. Detaille 
explains: “This being Belgium, our biggest problem is snow 
or lack of it. We need at least 15-20cm to open the station. As 
it frequently falls very quickly, we have to be quick to take 
advantage – as it can also disappear very quickly.”

The variation in annual snowfall in the region is consider-
able. Since the opening of the station in 1974, the maximum 
has been 47 days in one season and the minimum zero. Last 
year saw a respectable 34 days of snowfall, with an unusual 
early precipitation in November.

“The ideal situation is to have some snow during the school 
holidays but there really is no logic and no real way of fore-
casting snowfall”, adds Detaille. The recent addition of light-
ing means the slopes can now stay open until 8pm or 9pm.

If the three ski slopes at 300, 700 
and 900 metres are more suited to 
children and beginners, frustrated 
keen skiers can test their fitness by 
tackling one of the cross-country cir-
cuits. There is a choice of 3, 7, 14 and 
21 kms – but these circuits require 
more than a sprinkling of snow, 
which is neither icy nor too compact.

While the downhill slopes are 
hardly death-defying, accidents are 
inevitable where snow and ice are 
involved. The site is equipped with 
two snowmobiles to rescue injured skiers and, while serious 
accidents are rare, a helicopter service exists for emergency 
evacuation. In an average weekend, Detaille expects to see 
two or three accidents, usually fractures.

In his long career overseeing one of the principal ski sites 
in the Ardennes, Detaille has witnessed an enormous change 
in the popularity of the sport. “In the beginning there were 
very few skiers, but since the mid-1980s skiing has become 
far more democratic. The improvement in skiing materials 

Ski station manager Michel Detaille has given up trying to predict when it will snow 

has also made it more accessible and safer. There was no tra-
dition of skiing in the region, but now locals take advantage 
of the facilities,” he said.

Restaurants and hotels have also sprung up to feed and 
lodge the visiting army of thrill seekers, providing a tourism 
infrastructure that is operational all year round. At Baraque 
de Fraiture, the summer is devoted to walking, orientation,  

mountain biking and tennis among 
other activities.

Detaille is happy to promote the 
site and its facilities, citing the alti-
tude and close proximity to the E25 
motorway as its main selling points. 
He admits to drawing considerable 
satisfaction from his job. “It is rather 
like a family business, as you need 
to manage every little detail, but it is 
also very rewarding”.

Sarah Crew

The ideal situation is to 

have some snow during 

the school holidays - but 

there really is no way of 

forecasting snowfall 

Ski pass: €10; rental of skis, snowboard etc: €10; 

cross-country skiing: €8; toboggan: free

Baraque de Fraiture, 6690 Vielsalm

080.41.88.78

www.levisa.be/ski-baraquedefraiture
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F
rankly who would’ve thought that out of all the places 
in the world, Wallonia would become an industrial 
pioneer in trying to save the planet from over-heat-
ing? And yet that’s precisely what rural Libramont in 

the southern Belgian province of Luxembourg has achieved 
with the help of French cosmetics giant L’Oréal. In late October, 
the global market leader of the beauty sector unveiled Europe’s 
very first ‘eco’ factory: thanks to a unique sustainable energy 
island, the Belgian branch 
no longer relies on the public  
electricity and natural gas grid. 

A bio plant built next to the 
actual production site enables 
the factory to create and use 
renewable biogas fuel obtained 
from green waste provided by 
local farmers and the agro-
alimentary industry. The so-
called biomass is collected in a 
hermetically-sealed tank, which 
converts the waste into methane 
through fermentation. Once the 
process is finished, the biogas 
gets transported through a 600-
metre subterranean pipeline to 
the actual L’Oréal factory, where 
it is distributed across three 
engines that generate both 
green heat and electricity. As a 
result this means the production 
site’s emissions are carbon-neu-
tral – a serious breakthrough for 
an industry that usually makes 
headlines for being a mas-
sive polluter and environment 
enemy. 

The high-technology project, 
which took three years to mate-
rialise, was conceived in collab-
oration with Belgian sustainable 
energy developer Bio Energie Europa and energy company 
Eneco Belgium. Eneco executive Michael Corten explained 
that “although bio-methanisation has already been used in 
Germany for many years, it’s the first time that we apply it to an 
industrial site of such huge dimensions”. 

“Traditionally this process has been used by farmers to recy-
cle their waste. In the process, small energy units are squan-
dered, especially during summer when, for example, there’s 
absolutely no need to heat the stables. We’ll be able to put to full 
use the electricity and heat produced by the thermal motors,” 
said Corten.

In fact, as L’Oréal factory director Etienne Genin also 
revealed during the official launch in the presence of Bel-
gian Prime Minister Herman Van Rompuy, the plant, which 

employs 400 workers, does a lot more than merely generate its 
own energy needs.

“It will provide 4000 households with electricity in Libra-
mont thanks to a production surplus,” said Genin, adding that 
in the long-term the company has very ambitious goals as it 
aims to cut its worldwide CO2 output by 50 percent by 2015 
in agreement with the Kyoto and Copenhagen targets. Sev-
eral of the group’s production sites in other countries are also 

switching to green energy, 
by taking into account their 
natural environment.

“In Spain for example 
they will focus on solar 
energy to produce elec-
tricity. Here in Libramont, 
on the other hand, we’ve 
taken full advantage of the 
rural environment and use 
biomass for energy produc-
tion,” said Genin. “After 
having relied on natural 
gas for a long time, we have 
found an efficient way to 

get rid of our dependence on fossil fuels.”
Evidently the announcement drags the issue of corporate 

responsibility regarding global warming into the international 
limelight. If an industrial titan like L’Oréal is able to become 
a carbon neutral manufacturer, so are others. And at a total 
project cost of €12 million, money cannot be a major issue 
among big players. The time for excuses, it seems, is over. The 
question is whether businesses are willing to face the truth. 

Green giant
Few could have guessed that neither America nor China but a town in Wallonia would lead the 

charge in the fight against global warming 
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Belgian 
Prime 
Minister 
Herman 
Van 
Rompuy 
(middle) 
attended 
the launch 
of L’Oréal’s  
biomass 
plant in  
Libramont 

L’Oréal, Parc Industriel, Route de Sainte-Hubert, 

Recogne/Libramont-Chevigny, www.loreal.com
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