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This is NautaDutilh Belgium’s tenth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer.  After our spring 2014 Interim Report, we 

decided to survey, on a quarterly basis, a select group of private equity and venture capital players, asking about current and 

expected trends in their practice. This issue shares highlighted results from the first quarter of 2017 (Q1 2017). 

For more information on NautaDutilh’s Private Equity Team:

http://www.nautadutilh.com/en/home/expertises/industries/private-equity/

The 2013 Report refers to NautaDutilh’s 2013 Belgian Private Equity and Venture Capital Market - An Outlook, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/private_equity-report_belgium_2013-uk.pdf. The 2014 Interim Report is NautaDutilh’s 2014 Outlook on the Benelux Private Equity, Venture Capital & Leveraged 
Finance Market - An Interim Report, available at https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/private_equity_report_benelux_2014_us-format.pdf.
The Q3-Q4 2014 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s first Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/brussels/pe-vc-barometer-q3-q4-2014.pdf
The Q1 2015 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s second Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/barometerbelgiumq1_2015.pdf.
The Q2 2015 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s third Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/q2-2015-barometer-private-equity.pdf
The Q3 2015 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s fourth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/q3-barometer-belgium.pdf
The Q4 2015 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s fifth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at  
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/nautadutilh-private-equity-venture-capital-barometer-belgium-q4-2015.pdf.
The Q1 2016 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s sixth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/nautadutilh-private-equity-barometer-belgium-q1-2016.pdf.
The Q2 2016 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s seventh Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/barometerbelgiumq2_2016_a4.pdf
The Q3 2016 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s eighth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at
https://www.nautadutilh.com/siteassets/documents/brussels/barometerbelgiumq3_2016_a4.pdf
The Q4 2016 Barometer refers to NautaDutilh Belgium’s ninth Private Equity & Venture Capital Barometer, available at
https://www.nautadutilh.com/globalassets/barometerbelgiumq4_2016_a4.pdf
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Highlights of NautaDutilh’s Private 
Equity Seminar on 19 January 2017

On 19 January 2017, NautaDutilh’s Private Equity 

Team presented the results of our Q4 2016 survey 

and discussed trends and developments revealed by 

our barometers in the past year. On this occasion, we 

welcomed as keynote speakers Anne Tolila (M&A and 

private equity partner at French law firm Gide Loyrette 

Nouel) and Alex Dixon (M&A and private equity senior 

associate at UK law firm Travers Smith), who shared 

their thoughts on PE trends on the French and UK 

markets, respectively, with an audience of 75 people. 

We are pleased to present below selected highlights 

from the seminar.

Four important trends in the Belgian 
private equity sector

Elke Janssens (M&A and private equity partner at 

NautaDutilh) highlighted four important trends in the 

Belgian private equity sector. First, the number of 

acquisitions continues to rise, unlike in the United 

States where a peak has been reached. In addition 

to «traditional» private equity and venture capital 

players, pension funds and family/wealth offices play 

an important role in this regard. However, it should 

be noted that Europe continues to struggle to attract 

private investment, mostly due to geopolitical risks 

(e.g. Brexit and strained relations between the EU 

and Russia). Second, the four sectors with the most 

PE activity changed only slightly in 2016 compared to 

2015. In 2016, the top spots were held by technology 

& IT, retail, manufacturing, and life sciences, whereas 

in 2015 healthcare appeared in the top four rather 

than retail. Other sectors that received substantial 

attention were media & entertainment (which has seen 

strong consolidation due to new consumer habits), 

professional services (important deals involving temp 

agencies such as Vivaldis Interim and Ebos), and 

energy (increasing presence of Chinese investors such 

as the State Grid Corporation and the China Belgium 

Mirror Fund). In general, more M&A deals tend to 

involve Chinese parties. Third, despite the fact that 

LuxLeaks & Belgium Leaks cast Belgian ruling practice 

in a negative light, the demand for tax rulings has risen 

steadily since Q3 2015 due to the new international 

base erosion and profit shifting (BEPS) rules. Fourth, 

our 2016 barometers confirmed expectations relating 

to due diligence, which is seen as increasingly 

important. Indeed, in smaller transactions, vendor due 

diligence is a sign of professionalism. Until recently, we 

dealt with only a small number of post-closing issues 

under the representations and warranties. This figure 

rose dramatically in the past year. In 2016-2017, we 

have already worked on more post-closing issues than 

in 1997-2015. 

More distressed M&A deals in Belgium

Until recently, Belgian private equity players paid little 

attention to distressed assets. In our 2014 and 2015 

surveys, few respondents mentioned this type of deal 

(less than 5% of those surveyed). In late 2015, however, 

interest in distressed M&A deals began to grow. In 

practice, such transactions can take the form of either 

an out-of-court restructuring or a court-supervised 

reorganisation or post-bankruptcy (pre-pack) deal. 

In both cases, the goal is to maintain the value of 

the business for shareholders. According to Sophie 

Jacmain, distressed M&A and restructuring partner 

at NautaDutilh, distressed assets are an important 

driver of M&A deals. In 2016, our Restructuring & 

Insolvency Team worked on a record number of large-

scale transactions, including both voluntary (silent debt 

restructuring) and involuntary reorganisations in the 

following sectors: real estate (e.g. office space deals 

with high vacancy rates and Special Purpose Vehicles 

facing reimbursement issues), renewable energy, and 

retail (established brands are facing stiff competition 

and shrinking profit margins).

Sophie Jacmain noted two important factors. First, she 

has seen a change in mindset due to a heightened 
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awareness of director’s and shareholder liability. While 

there is substantial case law on director’s liability, 

cases relating to shareholder liability are less common.  

Nonetheless, private equity players should know that 

they can be held liable for decisions taken in their 

capacity as shareholders. Second, the markets are 

becoming more accustomed to dealing with distressed 

M&A funds and turnaround companies. On this note, 

it is important to refer to a decision of the European 

Court of Justice of 22 June 2017(C-126/16), according 

to which pre-pack procedures are no longer excluded 

from the scope of Directive 2001/23 on the transfer of 

undertakings, meaning the employees of distressed 

companies are automatically transferred, along with 

their rights and obligations. Pre-pack arrangements are 

often used by companies facing financial difficulties, i.e. 

where a restructuring plan has been agreed in advance 

of the company’s declaration of insolvency. 

French private equity trends  
& developments

Anne Tolila highlighted the French leveraged buy-out 

market. While the overall volume of LBO transactions in 

Europe declined from EUR 90 billion (2015) to EUR 56 

billion (2016), the French market held stable at around 

230 deals (valued at approximately EUR 11 billion), 

ranking second in Europe after the UK and before 

Germany. This stability can be attributed to readily 

available bank financing and equity (a larger share of 

French SMEs form the object of LBOs compared to 

other EU countries) and a focus on the middle-cap 

market segment. The French LBO market is expected 

to double within five years, in particular due to the fact 

that insurance companies are now allowed to invest in 

private equity funds.

In France, private equity players have created 

substantial economic value, and PE firms have a 

positive impact on employment. During a portfolio 

company’s holding period (which generally exceeds 

six years), employment tends to rise by around 34%, 

with an annual increase of more than 5% on average. 

Nearly all portfolio companies see an increase in their 

level of Capex and R&D. The most active sectors in 

2016 included life sciences, IT (venture capital) and 

technology, real estate, and manufacturing (for LBO 

deals). Contrary to Belgium, exit values in 2016 rose 

by 20% (to nearly EUR 14 billion). Technology and real 

estate were the sectors that saw the highest value buy-

outs (both reported their highest annual values since 

2001).

Anne Tolila pointed out that management packages in 

LBO deals are increasingly considered a differentiating 

factor enabling a sponsor to win a competitive bidding 

process. In several recent high-profile transactions, 

the winning bidder was that which proposed the most 

attractive management package, even though its 

purchase price was not the highest. It appears that 

aligning the interests of managers and investors is key to 

the success of an LBO. Finally, she noted that managers 

are increasingly assisted by external advisors.

UK private equity trends  
& developments

The key event in 2016 was the Brexit referendum, 

the results of which took many in the City of London 

and the financial sector by surprise. In the immediate 

post-Brexit period (Q3 & Q4 2016), there were no 

large shocks to the private equity and M&A markets 

(although a slight decrease in deal flow was noted). 

According to Alex Dixon, market uncertainty is indeed 

perceived as an opportunity by many.

In general, buyout volume was significantly lower 

in 2016 than in 2015, with increasingly soft prices. 

Debt multiples held steady, while the IPO market 

for exits remained cool. With respect to mid-market 

M&A transactions, deal volume was generally lower. 

More exits involved sales to trade purchasers, and 

the weakening of the pound following Brexit was a 

significant contributing factor to a rise in sales to non-
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UK buyers. Another trend, especially in larger M&A 

deals, is that competition for good assets remains 

fierce, and new players (including property and pension 

funds) continue to enter the fray. Non-PE players are 

competing on three main factors: price, deliverability 

and management preference.

Record levels of dry powder are available on 

the investment and bank sides, thereby creating 

opportunities for refinancing. While sponsor equity 

cheques still account for a higher percentage of overall 

deal value, the number of direct lenders is rising. 

Buyout volume  is expected to pick up in 2017.

Acquisitions account for 65%  
of reported transactions

Since Q4 2015, the reported number of acquisitions 

has exceeded the number of exits. Our Q1 2017 

survey revealed that acquisitions now account for 

65% of reported transactions. As in previous quarters, 

this trend on the Belgian market has been confirmed 

by MergerMarket. PitchBook (sponsored by Merrill 

Corporation) published a very interesting US private 

equity breakdown for 20161. In line with the findings of 

our Q1 2017 Barometer, it revealed that exit markets 

continue to shrink. The number of exits dropped by 

nearly 20% from 2,962 to 2,418, with North America 

accounting for 20% more exits than Europe (1,000 

versus 1,200). This leads PitchBook to conclude that 

the quality of the assets in many PE portfolios may not 

be sufficient to justify a sale in the current high-multiple 

environment. PitchBook reported only 32 PE-backed 

IPOs in the US in 2016, the lowest figure since 2009.   

The battle for high quality assets continues to be 

fierce, as confirmed in the annual reports of several 

private equity players, which point to increased money 

creation and low interest rates in the past few years as 

the most important factors.

Three large-scale transactions which exemplify the 

hunt for good assets received widespread media 

coverage in Belgium in Q1 2017, but did not close or 

have yet to close:

-  The Carlyle Group announced in January 2017 that 

it would start negotiations with CVC Capital Partners 

to acquire Praesidiad (formerly Betafence, the world 

leader for perimeter security systems and solutions).

-  In late March 2017, Bain Capital Private Equity 

decided not to proceed with the acquisition of 

Belgian PET packaging company Resilux from the 

family shareholders.

Acquisitions

Exits

Q2 2016
Q3 2016
Q4 2016
Q1 2017

Q2 2016
Q3 2016
Q4 2016
Q1 2017

1    https://pitchbook.com/news/reports/2016-annual-us-pe-breakdown.
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-  Between February and June 2017, Bain Capital and 

Cinven unsuccessfully launched a voluntary public 

takeover offer for all outstanding shares of Stada, the 

company owning Eurogenerics, a market leader in 

OTC products in Belgium.

Deal speed

After having declined sharply from 19 to 14 (Q4 2015), 

the number of weeks needed to sign/close a deal 

(from receipt of the information memorandum) dropped 

further to 11 in Q1 21016, but rose again to 17 in Q2 

2016. Our latest Barometer revealed an average deal 

time of 21 weeks. 

In 2016, we noticed in our practice a trend towards 

faster closing in order to be able to acquire good 

assets before the competition. This increase in deal 

speed was most likely due to: (i) the amended internal 

capital gains rules which entered into effect on 1 

January 2017 and (ii) discussion within the government 

of the possibility of taxing capital gains. These changes 

and expected developments prompted a number of 

restructurings and transactions.

The decrease in deal speed thus far in 2017 may 

be linked to the battle for high-quality assets, 

as negotiations with sellers are becoming more 

thorough (see the three abovementioned examples 

of unsuccessful acquisitions or bids). We should 

point out, however, that our daily practice has yet to 

confirm this trend. Indeed, in our experience, potential 

acquirers and investors still wish to get the deal done 

as quickly as possible.

Sectors with the most PE/VC activity2 

Since Q4 2016, the four sectors with the most PE/

VC activity have changed more than expected. While 

according to our Q4 2016 Barometer, the sectors with 

the most PE/VC activity were (i) technology and IT, (ii) 

life sciences, (iii) retail & wholesale, and (iv) business 

and professional services, Q1 2017 revealed totally 

different results: (i) technology and IT, (ii) manufacturing, 

(iii) business and professional services, and (iv) life 

sciences. One interesting development is that the 

boundaries between sectors are starting to fade. For 

example, medtech can fall within both the life sciences 

and the technology sectors. 

The major differences compared to our Q4 2016 

Barometer are the comeback of the manufacturing 

sector and the growing importance of the business and 

professional services sector.

Respondents continue to report the most PE/VC 

activity in the technology and IT sector. Moreover, 

the number of respondents reporting transactions in 

this sector continues to rise (from 44% in Q3 2016 to 

62% in Q1 2017). Noteworthy transactions included 

Aprimo’s acquisition of ADAM Software (a provider of 

digital asset management software solutions), GIMV 

and Nausicaa Ventures’ sale of Nomadesk (a Belgian 

company that develops cloud-based file sharing 

services) to Unifiedpost, Koramic2Engage’s acquisition 

of Call-IT International (a company active in customer 

care services and direct mailing), PMV’s acquisition 

of a 52% stake in Newtec (satellite communication 

technologies), and Indufin’s acquisition of software 

company AXI.
Q3 2016: 20 weeks

Q1 2017: 21 weeks

Q2 2016: 17 weeks
Q4 2016: 18 weeks

2    This information is based on press coverage or obtained from www.mergermarket.com.
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Other deals included successful fundraisings by NG 

Data (co-founded by Jurgen Ingels, specialising in 

Big Data solutions for large retail customers, which 

raised EUR 9 million), Collibra (also active in the field 

of Big Data, which raised EUR 47 million), Spendesk 

(a developer of software that enables companies to 

have a better view of their costs, which raised EUR 

2 million), and Silverfin (a developer of software for 

accountants, which raised EUR 4 million).

The manufacturing sector held second place. 

The two deals that received the most media coverage 

were the acquisition of Corialis Group (a Belgian 

company and leader in the design and manufacture of 

technologically advanced aluminium profile systems for 

windows, doors and sliding elements) by CVC Capital 

Partners and the acquisition of HG (a Dutch maker of 

specialised industrial and domestic cleaning products) 

by Cobepa.

Other noteworthy transactions included GIMV’s 

acquisition of Alt Technologies (a manufacturer of 

covers, wraps and seals for the automotive and 

durable goods industries), Koramic’s acquisition 

of Cerabati (a French tile manufacturer),  Korys’ 

acquisition of Ojah (a Dutch company specialising in 

the production of meat substitutes), and French PE 

player Ciclad’s  acquisition of Precimetal Fonderie de 

Précision (a manufacturer of parts for the international 

aerospace and defence markets).

The business and professional services sector 

came (surprisingly) in third place. Noteworthy 

transactions included Waterland’s acquisition of 

Enhesa (a leader in global environmental, health and 

safety compliance assurance, providing support to 

businesses worldwide), German PE fund Capiton’s 

acquisition of Gemaco (a full-service provider of 

branding, design and production, and e-commerce 

services) from PE fund Saffelberg Investments, and 
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Down2Earth’s acquisitions of Vio Interim (a fast 

growing staffing agency) and DP Survey Group (a 

provider of claim and risk management services to the 

marine industry).

The life sciences sector came in fourth. For the past 

two years, this sector has consistently made the top 

four. Noteworthy deals included G Square Healthcare’s 

acquisition of Duo-Med Instruments (a Belgian 

distributor of surgical instruments) from ABN Amro, 

the acquisition by PMV & Gemma Frisius amongst 

others of a stake in ViroVet (a pioneering developer of 

disruptive and innovative technologies for the control 

of viral diseases in livestock), the capital increase by 

Ogeda (a clinical-stage drug discovery company that 

invents and develops small molecule drugs targeting 

G-Protein Coupled Receptors), and the successful 

fundraising (EUR 11.3 million) by Octimet Oncology, a 

spin-off of Janssen Pharmaceutica.

Post-closing issues and tax rulings

A more worrisome trend (noted for the first time in our 

Q3 2015 Barometer and confirmed by subsequent 

surveys) is that an increasing number of respondents 

report post-closing issues, while previously they stated 

that, in principle, they do not experience claims under 

the representations and warranties. 

While in Q1 2016 only 14% of respondents reported 

such issues, this figure gradually rose to 76% by Q4 

2016 and 82% in Q1 2017. While we do not have 

detailed information about the underlying reasons for 

this trend, there are several possible explanations. 

First, parties are paying more attention to precisely 

formulated representations and warranties; second, 

more clients and private equity players are requesting 

a limited due diligence (which results in potential 

issues not being spotted); and last but not least, the 

markets in which certain companies operate (including 

the retail & wholesale, technology & IT sectors) are 

increasingly complex.

Another interesting trend is the increased interest in 

tax rulings. When commenting on the Q3 2015 results, 

we predicted that tax issues would become more 

important. Indeed, starting in May 2015, we noticed 

greater interest from taxpayers in obtaining rulings. 
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This shift was probably due to a heightened awareness 

of inter alia the base erosion and profit shifting (BEPS) 

rules, which will most likely further modify the tax 

climate in which companies operate.  According to our 

latest survey, 78% of respondents deem tax rulings to 

be important.
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