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ABOUT THIS MANUAL  
 
As the country holds the EU Presidency in the second half of 2010, who is shaping the debate on the 
future of EU enlargement in Belgium? 
 
This manual seeks to provide an answer to this question through a user-friendly overview of the key 
decision-makers, opinion-makers and institutions in Belgium. It is intended to serve as a tool for 
practitioners who wish to understand Belgian attitudes towards enlargement and to interact with the 
key individuals dealing with this topic. 
 
Undoubtedly, Belgium is a most complex country in terms of its institutional design and diversity of 
views on the future of the country. The political and linguistic divisions influence all other spheres of 
society. To understand Belgium requires a bit of background knowledge. This manual starts with an 
introduction to Belgium, its history, the constitutional reforms of the past 40 years, its current 
institutions and Belgian politics.  
 
The complexities of Belgian politics have resulted in the country starting its EU Presidency with a 
care-taker government in place. Following the collapse of the ruling coalition, early elections took 
place in June, but it may take months before a new government takes office. We explain the reason 
for the failure of the outgoing government as well as the unexpected election results. We also 
describe the intricate system based in which Belgiumõs many levels of government run the 
Presidency and represent Belgium at the EU level.  
 
The subsequent chapters are devoted to the media in Belgium, think-tanks, NGOs and academia. As 
Brussels is not only the capital of Belgium, but also the seat of the main EU institutions, a multitude 
of diplomatic representations, think-tanks, consultancies, journalists, NGOs and associations have set 
up shop in Brussels. We mention those relevant for enlargement. 
 
Although Belgium is not a large EU member state, it is one of the oldest and an important player 
influencing EU policies towards the Western Balkans and Turkey. 
 
ESI is grateful to Erste Stiftung Vienna, which has supported the production of this manual. 
 
 
Brussels, 8 July 2010 
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Belgiumõs three Regions: Flanders (blue), 

Wallonia (beige) and Brussels-Capital (green) 

A.  POLITICS  

 
1. Introduction  
 
1.1 Belgiumõs complexity 
 
Some say Belgium boasts òEuropeõs most baffling multi-layered system of governmentó1; others go 
so far as to say that it is a òdreamt-up country, driven by a quixotic ambition to keep the dream alive, 
to try and overcome division and plurality with a continuous search for compromise and consensus2. 
There are also those who predict Belgiumõs eventual disintegration and split into two parts, one 
Walloon and one Flemish.  
 
Since 1970, five waves of constitutional reforms 
have turned Belgium into a highly decentralised 
country whose complex structures only 
constitutional lawyers understand in all detail; no 
level of Belgian government or Belgian political 
party can do without these legal experts 
nowadays.  
 
However, this is not to say that government runs 
smoothly in Belgium. It took more than six 
months to form an interim government following 
the last national elections in June 2007, and nine 
months elapsed before the final government took 
office ð only to fall twice since. Its second collapse 
in April 2010 led to new federal elections on 13 
June 2010. 
 
Voters rebuffed the five-party coalition in power, now in a care-taker function, which is made up 
mainly of Flemish and Walloon Liberal and Christian-Democratic parties. Instead, they elected a 
new party propagating Flemish independence in Flanders and the Socialist Party in Wallonia (even 
when electing the federal parliament, voters in Flanders can only vote for parties registered in 
Flanders and Walloon voters elect Walloon parties; only the residents of Brussels-Capital have a 
choice; see p.11.) 
 
I t now will take a while to form a new coalition, which means that Belgiumõs Presidency of the 
European Union began on 1 July 2010 under a care-taker government. One of the major stumbling 
blocks during the last three years has been the status of the electoral district Brussels-Halle-
Vilvoorde, over which Belgiumõs Walloons (4 million) and Flemish (6 million) are at loggerheads 
(see box on p.9). This issue will be on the table, as will further constitutional reform to meet the 
demands of the Flemish for more autonomy. 
 
 
 
1.2 Brief historic overview 
 
It all began almost 200 years ago: In 1815, European powers at the Congress of Vienna redrew 
Europeõs borders following the defeat of Napoléon Bonaparte. Among other things, they created the 
òUnited Kingdom of the Netherlandsó under the Protestant King William I of Orange. This kingdom 
encompassed Belgium (previously part of France), the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, and the 
Netherlands.  
 

                                                   
1  Tony Barber, Brussels bureau chief of the Financial Times.  
2  Marc Reynebeau, a Belgian (Flemish) journalist and historian. 
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It was August 1830 when the Catholic clergy (both Walloons and Flemish were Catholic) and the 
Francophones, who comprised the majority of the population in what later became Belgium, initiated 
a protest against the Protestant king. They had many grievances, ranging from political 
underrepresentation to linguistic oppression: William tried to mainstream Dutch while the Belgian 
elite, including the Flemish, preferred French. They also opposed his interference in church affairs, in 
particular in education, which was entirely in the Catholic Churchõs hands. There were also economic 
problems, as the Industrial Revolution had spread mainly in the north. The Catholics were joined by 
Liberals in their opposition to the king. This unusual coalition coined the Belgian state slogan, 
òStrength through Unityó.  

 
Initially , the protests came down to demands for more 
rights and more autonomy. But when the Dutch king 
would not meet the requests of the region, these 
protests turned into a revolution aimed at achieving the 
independence of the territory. Quite romantically, the 
revolution was sparked by a performance of the opera 
La Muette de Portici (The Mute Girl of Portici) of the 
French composer Daniel Auber on 25 August 1830 in 
Brussels. The opera tells the story of the Italian 
uprising against the Spanish masters in 17th century 
Naples. An emotionally charged crowd, incensed by the 

famous duet Amour sacré de la patrie (Sacred Love of the Homeland), stormed into the streets and 
occupied government buildings. Over the next weeks, the revolution spread. There was also fighting, 
but the Dutch army withdrew on 27 September to avoid further bloodshed. (Pictured: Gustave 
Wappers, Episode de la Révolution belge, des journées de septembre 1830, Royal Museum of Fine Arts of 
Belgium.) 
 
Following the revolution of 1830, the southern provinces of the Netherlands proclaimed their 
independence, established an interim government in Brussels and elected a national assembly (based 
on tax suffrage - some 30,000 men). The constitution of Belgium was proclaimed on 7 February 
1831. It established a modern parliamentary monarchy with considerable legislative power in the 
hands of the Chamber of Representatives and the Senate, while the king had to ratify laws to bring 
them into force. Over time, the two houses of parliament, which still exist today, acquired more 
power. On 4 June 1831, Leopold I, prince of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, was proclaimed the first king 
of Belgium. He had to take a constitutional oath to accede to the throne, as all his successors would 
do. 
 
Over the coming decades, rifts began to appear between 
the Walloons and the Flemish, who fought for the right 
to speak and use Dutch. In the 1870s and 1880s, Dutch 
was recognised as an official language and introduced 
into use in administrative matters and schools, although 
French remained dominant. In the 1930s, the existence of 
three language areas ð Dutch, French, and German ð was 
acknowledged, but their boundaries were fluid, depending 
on the outcomes of national censuses. However, in 
1962/1963, the linguistic boundaries between these three 
areas and a fourth, bilingual French/Dutch area in 
Brussels were legally delineated. Since then, they can be 
changed only by amending the respective laws with a two-third parliamentary majority. (Pictured: 
bilingual signs in Brussels.) 
 
Belgiumõs federalisation began with a change in regional economic fortunes. For a long time, the 
French-speaking south was economically more prosperous, and the Walloons dominated politics and 
society. This began to change in the late 1950s. The profitability of coal mining, steel making, and 
other traditional industries such as glass, slate, and textiles, the majority of which were located in 
southern Belgium, declined in the 1960s. At the same time, the Flemish northern part, investing in 
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trade, IT and service industries, started to take off economically. This led to demands by Flemish 
politicians for more political rights and more autonomy. 
 
Today, there is a clear north-south divide in Belgium. GDP per capita is more than 40% higher in 
Flanders than in Wallonia (31,700 EUR vs. 22,600 EUR), while unemployment is 60% lower: the 
rate is Flanders is 4.8% compared with an unemployment rate of 12% in Wallonia.  
 
However, despite very high unemployment in Brussels, the Belgian capital is extremely rich with a 
GDP of 60,200 EUR per inhabitant. This makes it the third-richest region in the EU, just after Inner 
London and Luxembourg and before Hamburg in Germany, Prague in the Czech Republic, and Ile 
de France in the centre of Paris.3 Overall, Belgium is the 9th richest EU member state.4 
 

 
GDP per capita in Belgium (2007)5 

 

 
GDP per inhabitant  

(in û) 

Wallonia  22 600 

Flanders 31 700 

Brussels-Capital 60 200 

Belgium average 31 500 

EU 27 average 24 900 

Highest national GDP per capita in the EU (Luxemburg)  78 100 

Lowest national GDP per capita in the EU (Bulgaria)  3 800 

 
 

Unemployment in Belgium (4th quarter 2009)6 
 

Wallonia  12% 

Flanders 4.8% 

Brussels-Capital 16.5% 

Belgium average 8.1% 

EU 27 average 9.4% 

 
 
The main cause of Brusselsõ prosperity is the fact that almost a third of its population of just over 1 
million people are foreign citizens (27%);7 among these foreigners, 164,327 (60%) come from other 
EU member states. They work at the EU institutions, which pay its servants very well, or any of 
their sub-contractors and hundreds of consultancies, associations, and interest groups.   
 

                                                   
3  Based on power purchasing standard. Eurostat Newsrelease, Regional GDP per inhabitant in 2007, 18 

February 2010, at http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-18022010-AP/EN/1-

18022010-AP-EN.PDF.  
4  Eurostat, GDP per capita in power purchasing standard (2009), Tables, Graphs and Maps Interface, at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/graph.do?tab=graph&plugin=1&pcode=tsieb010&language=en.  
5  Eurostat Newsrelease, Regional GDP per inhabitant in 2007, 18 February 2010, at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-18022010-AP/EN/1-18022010-AP-EN.PDF.  
6  Belgian Directorate-General for Statistics and Economic Information, at 

http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/statistiques/chiffres/travailvie/emploi/index.jsp.   
7  All population figures are from the Belgian Directorate-General for Statistics and Economic 

Information, Population et ménages, Population étrangère au 1.1.2006, 2008, at 

http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/binaries/p202y2006_fr_tcm326-39292.pdf.   

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-18022010-AP/EN/1-18022010-AP-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-18022010-AP/EN/1-18022010-AP-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/graph.do?tab=graph&plugin=1&pcode=tsieb010&language=en
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/1-18022010-AP/EN/1-18022010-AP-EN.PDF
http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/statistiques/chiffres/travailvie/emploi/index.jsp
http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/binaries/p202y2006_fr_tcm326-39292.pdf
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Belgiumõs population (data from January 2006)8 
 

 Belgium Brussels-
Capital 

Flanders Wallonia  

Tot al Population 10,511,382 1,018,804 6,078,600 3,413,978 

Belgian citizens  9,610,909 745,111 5,764,398 3,101,400 

Foreign citizens  900,473 

(8.6%) 

273,693 

(27%) 

314,202 

(5.2%) 

312,578 

(9.2%) 

Foreigners from other EU countries   

 614,197 164,327 200,569 249,301 

Foreigners from enlargement countries  

Albania 2,256 926 866 464 

Bosnia and Herzegovina  1,077 143 571 363 

Croatia  719 160 277 282 

Macedonia  2,360 1,122 819 419 

Serbia and Montenegro  7,781 2,019 4,225 1,537 

Turkey  39,664 10,939 18,982 9,743 

 
 
 
1.3 The reforms since 1970  
 
The first four articles of the Belgian constitution illustrate Belgiumõs complexity: 
 
 

 
The first four articles of the Belgi an Constitution:  

 
Article 1 

Belgium is a federal State composed of Communities and Regions.  
 

Article 2 
Belgium is composed of three Communities: The French Community, the 
Flemish Community and the German-speaking Community.  
 

Article 3 
Belgium is composed of three regions: The Walloon Region, the Flemish 
Region and the Brussels Region.  
 

Article 4 
Belgium has four linguistic regions: The French-speaking region, the Dutch-
speaking region, the bilingual region of Brussels-Capital and the German-
speaking region. (...) 
 
 
Please note that depending on whether the language in which the Constitution is 
written is French, Dutch or German, the respective Community and Regions are 
mentioned first. 
 

 

                                                   
8  Belgian Directorate-General for Statistics and Economic Information, Population et ménages, 

Population étrangère au 1.1.2006, 2008, at http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/binaries/p202y2006_fr_tcm326-

39292.pdf.   

http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/binaries/p202y2006_fr_tcm326-39292.pdf
http://statbel.fgov.be/fr/binaries/p202y2006_fr_tcm326-39292.pdf
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This structure is the result of five waves of constitutional reforms over the last 40 years.  
 
Before these reforms could begin, the first step was the creation of four linguistic regions (Dutch, 
French, German and Brussels as a Dutch/French bilingual region) and the legal delineation of their 
boundaries in 1962/1963. 
 
The reforms then started in 1970 with the establishment of the three cultural communities ð 
Flemish, French, and German - following Flemish demands for cultural autonomy. This reform also 
laid the basis for the creation of three separate economic regions (Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels), 
though this economic reform did not take place until the 1980s. 
 
The second reform took place in 1980, when the cultural communities became simply the 
òCommunitiesó with increased competencies in the cultural domain and on matters related to the 
individual (social services, healthcare, etc.). Two Regions, Wallonia and Flanders, were established in 
response to requests for more economic autonomy by Walloons, who were keen to administer public 
investments aimed at restructuring the steel industry, and by Francophone inhabitants of Brussels. 
Both the Communities and the Regions had their own governments and parliaments (Councils) 
(Pictured below: The sign of the òExecutive of the German-speaking Communityó, in Eupen.). 
Immediately following the reform, the authorities of the Flemish Community and Flanders Region 
merged, so that there is now one government and one Council. 
 

As a result of the third state reform in 1988 and 1989, the 
institutional set-up of Brussels-Capital Region was completed 
so that Belgiumõs third Region became functional, with its own 
Council (parliament) and a government. In addition, new 
competencies were transferred to the Regions, such as 
transportation and public works, and the Communities acquired 
responsibility for education. 
 
The fourth reform in 1993 further increased the powers of the 
Communities and Regions. The first article of the Belgian 
constitution, which formerly read, òBelgium is divided in 
Provincesó, became: òBelgium is a Federal State composed of 
Communities and Regionsó. Election legislation was changed to 
enable citizens to directly elect their representatives to the 
Councils/parliaments of the Regions and Communities. The 

first direct elections for these parliaments took place in May 1995. 
 
The most recent reform in 2001 gave the Regional authorities even more powers (in the fields of 
agriculture, fisheries, foreign trade, development cooperation, electoral expenses, and co-financing of 
political parties). They were also given the 
responsibility of organising all elections below 
the federal level. Additionally, this reform 
amended the distribution of seats and required 
majorities in the parliament of Brussels in order 
to guarantee the representation of the Flemish 
minority. (On the right: dairy farming in the 
Belgian Ardennes, ©EC.) 
 
Since 2007, there has been a discussion on the 
need for a sixth reform, which should, among 
other issues, solve the problems related to the 
status of the electoral district òBrussels-Halle-
Vilvoordeó (see box below).  
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Box: The case of BrusselsðHalle-Vilvoorde (BHV)  
 

 
Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde is one of 11 
electoral districts in Belgium. It is the only 
electoral district that includes portions of 
two Regions (Flanders and Brussels-Capital) 
and two linguistic regions (Flemish and 
bilingual). All other electoral districts are 
located within the boundaries of the 
economic and linguistic regions. Each 
electoral district elects a number of 
representatives to the Federal Parliament 
which is proportional to its population 
(between 4 and 24). 
 
The dispute about Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde 

goes back to 1962 when the boundaries of Belgiumõs four linguistic regions were defined and 
the size of Brussels became an issue. It was decided to limit the number of municipalities that 
make up Brussels to 19, so that Brussels and its mainly Francophone population, which was 
expected to grow, would not spread into the Flemish countryside and then claim it. (Pictured : 
the town hall of Halle.) 
 
However, the population of six municipalities on the outskirts of Brussels included a substantial 
number of Francophones: between 30% and 50%.9 The Belgian Prime Minister Theo Lefèvre 
suggested adding these municipalities to Brussels, which the Flemish, not surprisingly, 
rejected. In 1966, a compromise was reached that envisaged òlanguage facilitationó for the 
French speakers in these six municipalities and a number of other municipalities with sizable 
Francophone, Dutch-speaking or German-speaking minorities.10 Today, a total of 27 
municipalities across Belgium benefit from language facilitation. This means that the language 
of the linguistic minority can be used in certain administrative exchanges and in primary 
schools.  

 
 

                                                   
9  According to the last linguistic census from 1947. This was the last linguistic census undertaken. When 

a new census was to be carried out in the early 1960s, the Flemish opposed it. Since then, linguistic 

censuses have been banned in Belgium. 
10  1966 Laws on the Use of Languages in Administrative Matter: 

http://www.juridat.be/cgi_loi/loi_F.pl?cn=1966071831 

http://www.juridat.be/cgi_loi/loi_F.pl?cn=1966071831
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The 1966 laws also envisaged one single electoral district comprising the 19 municipalities that 
make up Brussels, the six municipalities with language facilitation, as well as another 29 
Flemish municipalities located in the Halle-Vilvoorde area. This electoral district was simply 
called Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde. BHV is also a single judicial district, giving its residents the 
right to conduct court affairs in either French or Dutch.  
 
 

The electoral district Brussels -Halle-Vilvoorde  
 
Today, residents of the BHV electoral district can choose whether to vote for Francophone or 
Flemish party representatives in national and European elections. This means that 
Francophone parties can campaign in the Flemish parts of Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde and gain 
votes there, while Flemish parties do not have such an opportunity anywhere in Wallonia.  
 
Flemish parties are proposing to split BHV to create two electoral districts: one would be 
Brussels and the other one would be the Flanders Province òFlemish Brabantó (comprising 
Halle-Vilvoorde and Leuven). Francophone parties reject this solution, fearing for the political 
representation of the French speakers in Halle-Vilvoorde, the loss of votes, and a deepening 
separation of the country.  
 
Some Francophone parties advocate merging the six municipalities with language facilitation 
with Brussels-Capital, arguing that the number of Francophones has steadily grown as 
reflected by the numbers of voters for Francophone parties in these areas11 and the number of 
people submitting their tax declarations in French.12 This again has led to claims by Flemish 
that the Francophones are secretly condoning the separation of Belgium and only trying to 
create òa corridoró from Brussels to Wallonia, so that Brussels can become part of an 
independent Wallonia. 
 
Despite a 2002 re-organisation of the electoral districts to bring them in line with the 
boundaries of the Provinces, BHV remained unchanged: the Flemish Province òFlemish 
Brabantó remained cut in two. On 26 May 2003, the Constitutional Court annulled some 
provisions of the new electoral law as unconstitutional, including provisions related to 
Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde.13  
 
Since then, there have been fruitless negotiations over the BHV issue. In 2005, then Prime 
Minister Guy Verhofstadt failed to hammer out an agreement despite several rounds of 
negotiations. Disappointed, he requested, and won, a vote of confidence by the parliament, and 
the problem was put on hold until the next elections in June 2007. Following the national 
elections in June 2007, it took more than half a year to form an interim government, again 
partly due disagreements over the fate of BHV.  
 
The search for a solution has remained unsuccessful. In April 2010, the government collapsed: 
the Flemish liberal party VLD (Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats) withdrew from 
government as no solution had been found for BHV by a previously agreed-upon deadline. 
 

 

                                                   
11  FDF (Fédéralistes démocrates Francophones, a political party), website on Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde, 

Combien de francophones habitent dans les 35 communes de Hal-Vilvorde?, at 

http://www.bruxelleshalvilvorde.be/spip.php?article10.  
12  Francophone de Bruxelles, Les communes "à facilités" de moins en moins flamandes, at 

http://www.francophonedebruxelles.com/2010/01/les-communes-facilites-de-moins-en.html.  

 As mentioned in footnote number 9, linguistic censuses have been banned in Belgium since the 1960s 

due to Flemish opposition. The last linguistic census took place in 1947. 
13  Cour dôartitrage, Arr°t no. 73/2003 du 26 mai 2003, at http://www.const-court.be/public/f/2003/2003-

073f.pdf.  

http://www.bruxelleshalvilvorde.be/spip.php?article10
http://www.francophonedebruxelles.com/2010/01/les-communes-facilites-de-moins-en.html
http://www.const-court.be/public/f/2003/2003-073f.pdf
http://www.const-court.be/public/f/2003/2003-073f.pdf
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As a result of the five waves of reforms, the Federal State, the Communities and the Regions are 
legally on an equal footing with each other, but maintain responsibility over different areas (see 
p.20). 
 
The Provinces represent the government level below them. While the Provinces used to report to 
the central state, since 1993 they have reported to the Federal, Regional and Community 
governments depending on the issue at hand.  
 
At the bottom of the pyramid are the municipalities (communes). Like the Provinces, they are under 
the supervision of the Federal, Community and Regional authorities.  

 
 

Belgiumõs administrative structure  
 

Linguistic 
regions (with 
defined borders) 

German 
linguistic 
region 

French 
linguistic 
region 

Bilingual region 
Brussels-Capital 

Dutch 
linguistic 
Regions 

Federal level Federal Parliament and Federal Government 

Communities German-
speaking 

Community 

French 
Community 

òCommunity 
Commissionsó in 

Brussels 

Flemish 
Community 

Regions Walloon Region Brussels-Capital 
Region 

Flanders Region 

Provinces 5 Provinces - 5 Provinces 

Municipalities  
(òcommunesó) 

262 19 308 

 
 
 
 
 
1.4 The 13 June 2010 general elections 
 
On 13 June 2010, early federal elections were held in Belgium following the collapse of the 
government in April 2010.14 The big winner was the New Flemish Alliance (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie 
- N-VA) led by Bart De Wever. It won 27 seats in the 150-seat Chamber of Representatives, the 
lower house of the federal parliament.15 Roughly a third of all Flemish voted for the N-VA. 
 
Like everything else in Belgium, voting is divided: there are 11 electoral districts that elect a certain 
number of deputies (proportional to their population) to the federal parliament. Except Brussels-
Halle-Vilvoorde, all districts are within Flanders or Wallonia. Parties rarely campaign across the 
linguistic boundaries and do not appear on the ballots there.  
 
The N-VA is a relative newcomer, promising to further reform the state in favour of Flemish 
autonomy. It advocates more rights for the Regions particularly fiscal and financial, lower transfers 
from Flanders to Wallonia, and a confederation, arguing that the federal level is no longer 

                                                   
14  The collapse was due to the fact that the BHV issue had not been resolved by a deadline that had been 

agreed previously. As a result, the Open VLD (Flemish Liberal party) withdrew from the coalition. 
15  In the previous elections in 2007, the NV-A did not run independently, but put up a few candidates with 

the Flemish Christian-Democrats; 5 made it into the Chamber. 
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functional. Its campaign slogan was: òNow dare change!ó However, party leader Bart De Wever has 
gone out of his way to reassure the Francophones that he means negotiations towards a confederation: 
òevolution, not revolutionó.  
 

While opinion polls indicated that the N-VA would do 
well, the extent of votersõ support was a surprise. For 
the Francophones, this was òa tsunamió16, òa shock, a 
threató17, but also òan opportunityó18. They felt 
encouraged that they, too, had a clear winner: Elio Di 
Rupo from the Socialist Party, which won 26 seats ð six 
more than in the 2007 elections and only one seat less 
than the N-VA (pictured : Elio Di Rupo on the right, 
next to Didier Reynders, left, the outgoing Federal 
Minister of Finances, MR). Di Rupoõs main campaign 
promise was to restore stability in Belgium, but he also 
pledged to revive the economy, look after workers and 

maintain social protection. 
 
The victory of these two very different politicians was a thumbs-down for the shaky Yves Leterme 
government, which was based on a 5-party coalition. It had taken Leterme more than half a year to 
form an interim government after the 2007 elections, which subsequently resigned three times. The 
first resignation was rejected by the king. The second time, the king appointed a new prime minister, 
Herman Van Rompuy, who then, however, became the President of the European Council, so that 
Leterme came back. The third resignation, in April 2010, led to new elections. In particular the 
Francophone Liberal party (MR) and Letermeõs Flemish Christian Democrats performed poorly in 
the June elections, which translated into the loss of 5 Chamber seats for each party. For the CD&V, 
this was the worst election result in its history (17.5 percent).19  
 
However, voters apparently were not fed up merely with the governmentõs instability. Pundits 
believe that they also punished it for its inability to find solutions to the BHV issue (see box on p.9) 
and to calls for further state reform, and for its lacklustre reaction to the financial and economic 
crises.  
 
The big question is now whether De Wever and Di Rupo can change tack. Peter Vandermeersch, 
editor-in-chief of the Flemish daily De Standaard, wrote about this issue: 
 

òDe Wever, who wants to reform the country, and Di Rupo, who wants to save it: at first sight, a 
strange couple. Di Rupo, the son of a poor immigrant and likely to be the first Francophone prime 
minister since Leburton [prime minister in 1973/74]. De Wever, a historian who grew up in a 
nationalist-Flemish environment and who is to play an important role in the renewal of Belgium. If 
these two manage to understand each other, our country will slowly come out of the institutional 
doldrums into which it has been sinking. If they do not understand each other, we can expect chaos.ó20 
 

                                                   
16  Olivier Mouton, Les cinq enseignements du scrutin, In: Le Soir, 14 June 2010 , at 

http://www.lesoir.be/actualite/belgique/elections_2010/2010-06-13/le-tsunami-n-va-va-modifier-le-

visage-de-la-belgique-775972.php.  
17  Béatrice Delvaux : Un choc, une menace, une opportunité, In: Le Soir, 14 June 2010 , at 

http://www.lesoir.be/debats/editos/2010-06-14/un-choc-une-menace-une-opportunite-775976.php 
18  Béatrice Delvaux : Un choc, une menace, une opportunité, In: Le Soir, 14 June 2010 , at 

http://www.lesoir.be/debats/editos/2010-06-14/un-choc-une-menace-une-opportunite-775976.php 

Directorate General for the Institutions and the Population, 2010 election results:  

http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/cha/results/results_tab_CKR00000.html.  
20  Peter Vandermeersch, Historique!, In: Le Vif/LôExpress, 18 June 2010 

http://www.lesoir.be/actualite/belgique/elections_2010/2010-06-13/le-tsunami-n-va-va-modifier-le-visage-de-la-belgique-775972.php
http://www.lesoir.be/actualite/belgique/elections_2010/2010-06-13/le-tsunami-n-va-va-modifier-le-visage-de-la-belgique-775972.php
http://www.lesoir.be/debats/editos/2010-06-14/un-choc-une-menace-une-opportunite-775976.php
http://www.lesoir.be/debats/editos/2010-06-14/un-choc-une-menace-une-opportunite-775976.php
http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/cha/results/results_tab_CKR00000.html


Communicating Europe Manual: Belgium   13 
 

www.esiweb.org 

 
De Wever: òWell, he is not lazy, a profiteer, bad and corrupt like all the Walloons ð just a bit Socialist.ó  

Di Rupo: òHe is not that nasty ð just a bit Flemish.ó  
Pierre Kroll, Le Soir, 16 June 2010, website: http://www.kroll.be/  

 
 
On 14 June, King Albert II launched consultations with all the party leaders to familiarise himself 
with their positions and identify an informateur. The task of the informateur is to determine which 
coalition(s) might be feasible. The king then appoints a formateur to assemble the government. The 
formateur is usually from the largest party and becomes the prime minister. N-VA party leader Bart 
De Wever, whom the king would normally consider for the post of prime minister, has rejected this 
position from the start, saying he would òoffer the post of prime minister to a Francophone if it 
serves as a guarantee for major reformsó21. The media have speculated that he does not want to head 
a government that is likely to fail or to òevaporateó. Hence, the king appointed De Wever informateur 
on 16 June. It is likely that Di Rupo will be appointed formateur. 
 
Flemish newspapers have welcomed N-VAõs 
victory as òhistoricaló and òunprecedented.ó22 
It was the first time that a non-traditional 
party - neither Christian-Democrat, nor 
Liberal, nor Socialist ð has received the most 
votes in Flanders. Yves Desmet from De 
Morgen called it òthe arrival of Flemish 
nationalism in democracyó and also credited 
N-VA with having brought down the right-
wing Vlaams Belang (òFlemish Interestó), 
which has lost 5 seats in the Chamber of 
Representatives. In Desmetõs view, N-VAõs 

                                                   
21  La Libre Belgique, De Wever disposé à «offrir» le poste de premier ministre à un francophone, 14 June 

2010, at http://www.lalibre.be/actu/elections-2010/article/589369/de-wever-dispose-a-offrir -le-poste-

de-premier-ministre-a-un-francophone.html.  
22  De Morgen, 13 juni: overzicht Vlaamse krantencommentaren, 14 June 2010, at  

http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/De-Gedachte/article/detail/1118471/2010/06/14/13-juni-

overzicht-Vlaamse-krantencommentaren.dhtml.  

http://www.kroll.be/
http://www.lalibre.be/actu/elections-2010/article/589369/de-wever-dispose-a-offrir-le-poste-de-premier-ministre-a-un-francophone.html
http://www.lalibre.be/actu/elections-2010/article/589369/de-wever-dispose-a-offrir-le-poste-de-premier-ministre-a-un-francophone.html
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/De-Gedachte/article/detail/1118471/2010/06/14/13-juni-overzicht-Vlaamse-krantencommentaren.dhtml
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2461/De-Gedachte/article/detail/1118471/2010/06/14/13-juni-overzicht-Vlaamse-krantencommentaren.dhtml
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success is due to the failure of Letermeõs CD&V, an excellent campaign conducted by the N-VA, and, 
as Desmet claims, the widespread perception in Belgium of De Wever as one of the òsmartest and most 
intelligent politicians of his generationó.23  
 
Peter Vandermeersch from De Standaard simply believes that òa very large part of the Flemish want 
a thorough reform of the state and no longer believe in the ailing Belgian structures.ó24 Pundits 
interpret N-VAõs success also as a òprotest vote, anti-establishment.ó 25 
 
Once the king appoints a formateur, coalition negotiations are likely to last several weeks, possibly 
until August or September. This means that a caretaker government will run Belgiumõs EU 
Presidency for quite a while. 
 
 

Chamber of Representatives26 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Parties  % Seats 

N-VA   17.40 27 

Parti Socialiste (Walloon)  13.70 26 (+6) 

Mouvement Reformateur (Liberal, Walloon)  9.28 18 (-5) 

CD&V (Christian-Democrat, Flemish)  10.85 17 

SP.A (Socialist, Flemish)  9.24 13 

Open VLD (Liberal, Flemish)  8.64 13 (-5) 

Vlaams Belang (right-wing, Flemish)  7.76 12 (-5) 

CDH (Christian-Democrat, Walloon)  5.52 9 (-1) 

Ecolo (Green, Walloon)  4.80 8 

Groen (Green, Flemish)  4.38 5 (+1) 

Lijst Dedecker (libertarian, Flemish)  2.31 1 (-4) 

Parti Populaire (right-wing, Walloon)  1.29 1 

                                                   
23  De Morgen, Yves Desmet : De man die iedereen oppeuzelde, 14 June 2010, at 

http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2462/Standpunt/article/detail/1118245/2010/06/13/De-man-die-

iedereen-oppeuzelde.dhtml.  
24  Nederlandstalige Krantencommentaren. 'Zware verantwoordelijkheid voor De Wever' 14 June 2010, at  

http://www.standaard.be/artikel/detail.aspx?artikelid=DMF20100614_009&word=Peter+Vandermeersch.  
25  Le Point, Interview with Pascal Delwit, Professor at the Universite Libre de Bruxelles, 14 June 2010, at 

http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/legislatives-en-belgique-aucune-chance-qu-un-gouvernement-soit-forme-

dans-les-semaines-qui-viennent-14-06-2010-466473_24.php.  
26  Directorate-General for the Institutions and the Population, Results for the Chamber of Representatives, 

at  http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/cha/results/results_graph_CKR00000.html. 

http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2462/Standpunt/article/detail/1118245/2010/06/13/De-man-die-iedereen-oppeuzelde.dhtml
http://www.demorgen.be/dm/nl/2462/Standpunt/article/detail/1118245/2010/06/13/De-man-die-iedereen-oppeuzelde.dhtml
http://www.standaard.be/artikel/detail.aspx?artikelid=DMF20100614_009&word=Peter+Vandermeersch
http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/legislatives-en-belgique-aucune-chance-qu-un-gouvernement-soit-forme-dans-les-semaines-qui-viennent-14-06-2010-466473_24.php
http://www.lepoint.fr/monde/legislatives-en-belgique-aucune-chance-qu-un-gouvernement-soit-forme-dans-les-semaines-qui-viennent-14-06-2010-466473_24.php
http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/cha/results/results_graph_CKR00000.html
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1.5 The main political parties 
 
Since the creation of Belgium in 1830 until the end of the 19th century, two political parties have 
dominated Belgian politics: the Catholic party, which later transformed itself into a Christian-
Democratic party, and the Liberal party. In the late 19th century, these two parties were joined by the 
Socialist party, which represented workersõ interests.  
 
Until the June 2010 elections, these three political forces have run politics in Belgium, with a bit of 
input from the two green parties as well as nationalist parties in Flanders. However, never before has 
a Flemish nationalist party won as many votes as the òNew Flemish Allianceó. 
 
In todayõs Belgium, no major party is active across the whole country. All mainstream parties, 
including the Greens, are divided into at least two parts, a Flemish and a Francophone party of the 
same kind, and sometimes in three, when there is also a German version of the same party.  
 
The three main parties split between 1968 and 1978: the Christian-Democrats separated in 1968, the 
Liberals in 1972 and the Socialists in 1978. Sometimes the two parties of the same political 
orientation do not even share similar programmes and ideologies anymore, and their respective 
members do not know each other. The two green parties, Ecolo and Groen!, are closer to each other: 
they emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s as separate parties, but they have advocated the same 
goals and formed one politi cal group in the federal parliament. 
 
Nonetheless, at the federal level the parties usually form coalitions with their counterparts from 
across the linguistic divide. Before the recent election, a coalition between Christian-Democrat and 
Liberal parties from Flanders and Wallonia, as well as the Socialist Party from Wallonia, was in 
power. 

                                                   
27  Directorate General for the Institutions and the population, results for the Senate, at 

http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/sen/seat/seat_SER00000.html. 

Senate27 (71 + 3 seats) 
 

The table shows the 40 seats ð 25 for Flanders and 15 for Wallonia ð that are to be filled based on the 
election results. Another 21 deputies are elected by the parliaments of the three Communities (Flemish, 

Francophone, German-speaking), 10 are òco-optedó, which means that they are elected by their peers, and 
3 are the sons of the king, who, however, do not vote. 

   

Parties  % Seats Distribution of seats (40)  

French electoral college         
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
                       

Parti Socialiste  13,62 7(+3) 

Mouvement Reformateur  9,27 4 (-2) 

Ecolo (Green)  5,46 2 

CDH (Christ.-Dem.)  5,13 2 

Flemish electoral college  

N-VA  19,61 9 

CD&V (Christ.-Dem.)  9,99 4 

SP.A (Socialist)   9,48 4 

Open VLD (Liberal)   8,24 4 

Vlaams Belang  7,60 3 (-2) 

Groen (Green)  3,89 1 

http://elections2010.belgium.be/fr/sen/seat/seat_SER00000.html
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New Flemish Alliance - Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie 
 

The Nieuw-Vlammse Alliantie (N-VA) was founded in autumn 2001, as a 
successor of the Flemish Volksunie, a party that brought together 
Flemish nationalists and then split up in a more conservative party ð the 
N-VA - and a more left-oriented wing. The N-VA described itself as a 

democratic Flemish nationalist party which strives for an independent Flanders as a member of the 
European Union. In the 2010 elections, it won around a third of the votes in Flanders and became 
the strongest party in Belgium. 
 
The partyõs slogan during the 2010 election campaign was òNow dare changeó. It advocated a 
confederal form of government in Belgium, but stressed that this would be achieved through 
negotiations with the Francophones. Major themes of the campaign included increased fiscal and 
financial autonomy for Flanders, the need to reduce Belgiumõs public debt, the adoption of òa strict but 
fair asylum policy, with faster procedures and a genuine return policyó (with the Francophones being 
blamed for having opened the door to immigration and expecting Flanders to pay for them), job 
creation, and the preservation of the social safety net.28 For that purpose, the N-VA claims the 
creation of a òFlemish Republic, as a member state of a democratic European confederationó and calls the 
existing Federal government to òevaporate.ó29  
 
Regarding the EU and enlargement, the N-VA states that it strives for EU membership for Flanders 
since it considers the European Union the most appropriate macro-level and Flanders the most 
appropriate micro-level.30 òWe believe in a Europe of nations,ó it states on its website. òFor the N-
VA, respect for the diversity of languages and cultures in Europe is very important.ó 31  
 
The party opposes òa new (wild) enlargement of the EU.ó It states that it prioritises òthe deepening 
and further development of high-quality European institutionsó.32 It is clearly against Turkeyõs 
membership and instead advocates a privileged partnership with Turkey.33 In an interview, Frieda 
Brepoels, a member of the European Parliament from the N-VA, explains: 
  
òWe were against the entry of Turkey from the start, for several reasons. There, we differ from Vlaams 
Belang, because they focus on the Islamic religion. Religion for us is not important, because thatõs an 
individual issue, but we think that after the enlargement of Europe with ten, twelve new members, we first 
have to work on integration. 
 
òWe want Europe not only as an economic area but also a Europe of a political union. We want more 
Europe, a stronger Europe, on asylum, defence, energy and foreign affairs. Itõs very difficult to take 
decisions in Europe because the countries are not on the same level of economic clout. We need much more 
integration of the European Union, not expansion. Instead of further enlargement, we want a deepening of 
the EU. We have to work on that for the next decade. 
 
òTurkey is a huge country, and if it entered it would straight away be the biggest country of the EU with 
all the consequences for this in the EU institutions.  The financial consequences are gravely underestimated. 
If you look at the Agriculture policy, with Turkey it is impossible ð when you see that the EU has to 

                                                   
28  Website of the N-VA, Programme of the N-VA for the 2010 general elections (in Dutch), at 

http://www.n-va.be/files/default/nva_images/documenten/verkiezingsprogramma%20N-

VA%202010.pdf  
29  Website of the N-VA, at http://www.n-va.be/english.  
30  Website of the N-VA, at http://www.n-va.be/english.  
31  Website of the N-VA, at http://www.n-va.be/english.  
32  Website of the N-VA, at http://www.n-va.be/english.  
33  Website of the N-VA, at http://www.n-va.be/english.  

http://www.n-va.be/files/default/nva_images/documenten/verkiezingsprogramma%20N-VA%202010.pdf
http://www.n-va.be/files/default/nva_images/documenten/verkiezingsprogramma%20N-VA%202010.pdf
http://www.n-va.be/english
http://www.n-va.be/english
http://www.n-va.be/english
http://www.n-va.be/english
http://www.n-va.be/english
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organise everything with only 1 % of GDP, itõs impossible. The moment that you say that Turkey is 
welcome in the EU, then that means that you need to be able to double the financial budget.ó34 

 
Bart de Wever, 39, has been the president of the N-VA since 2004 (Pictured, on 
the left.). He has a degree in history from the Catholic University Leuven. He 
joined the party in 2000 when it was still called Volksunie and quickly rose through 
the ranks. He was a member if the Flemish parliament from 2004 to 2007 and then 
a deputy in the Federal parliament of Belgium until 2009. When his party joined 
the government of Flanders following the regional elections of 2009, De Wever 
decided to remain party president instead of occupying any ministerial post. 
Contact: bart.dewever@n-va.be.  
 

 
Socialist Party ð Parti Socialiste  
 

The Socialist Party of Wallonia has been the dominant party in Wallonia for 
decades. The 2010 federal elections re-affirmed its leadership: the SP won most 
votes in Wallonia and became the second-strongest party in Belgium, right after 
the N-VA. Its representatives also head the governments of the Regions of 
Wallonia and Brussels-Capital, and of the French and German-speaking 
Communities. The PS main message during the 2010 elections was òA stable 
country and sustainable jobs.ó35 

 
The party was founded in 1885 as the Parti ouvrier belge or, in Dutch, Belgische Werkliedenpartij 
(Belgian Workersõ Party). Following a few name changes and a split into a Francophone and a Dutch 
party of the same kind in 1972, it became the PS in Wallonia. There is a German section in eastern 
Belgium. The Flemish counterpart of the PS is called Socialistische Partij - Anders (Socialist Party - 
Differently), but it has never been as strong in Flanders as the PS in Wallonia. 
 
Concerning EU enlargement, the PS is in favour of pursuing the process with a few qualifiers:36 
 
òEnlargement is undoubtedly the most powerful tool used by Europe. [é] The acceptance of the Balkan 
countries, as long as they meet the Copenhagen criteria [é] and the requirements of the International 
Criminal Tribunal, responds to the need for stability in the immediate vicinity of Europe. But citizens for 
whom geo-strategic and security considerations are often distant, sometimes fear a lax attitude towards 
admissions and internal disruptions as a result of an enlargement of Europe that is too fast. They are 
right. This is why the PS insists on: 
- absolute respect of the Copenhagen criteria; 
- absorption capacity, as regards both the institutional dimension (an efficient and democratic functioning 
of the European Union) and from an economic and social perspective so that the EUõs cohesion policy can 
be applied to the newcomers and that the European social model does not suffer from it; 
- rejection of any negative decision in response to an application for EU membership that would be based 
on cultural or religious considerations.ó 37 

 
Contact: General Secretariat, Boulevard de l'Empereur 13, 1000 Brussels, T +32 (2) 254 3223, 
www.ps.be, secretariat@ps.be. 
 

                                                   
34  EU election campaign, blog of then MEP candidate Noelle Anne OôSullivan from the N-VA at 

http://noelleanneosullivan.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/n-va-no-future-for-belgium-flanders-should-be-

an-independent-eu-nation-state/  
35  Programme of the Socialist Party for the June 2010 Belgian national elections at 

http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programme_2010_version_finale.pdf . 
36  Programme of the Socialist Party for the June 2009 European Parliament elections at 

http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programmepsunioneuropeenneelections2009.pdf, p. 45. 
37  Programme of the Socialist Party for the June 2009 European Parliament elections at 

http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programmepsunioneuropeenneelections2009.pdf, p. 45. 

mailto:bart.dewever@n-va.be
http://www.ps.be/
mailto:secretariat@ps.be
http://noelleanneosullivan.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/n-va-no-future-for-belgium-flanders-should-be-an-independent-eu-nation-state/
http://noelleanneosullivan.wordpress.com/2009/05/25/n-va-no-future-for-belgium-flanders-should-be-an-independent-eu-nation-state/
http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programme_2010_version_finale.pdf
http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programmepsunioneuropeenneelections2009.pdf
http://www.ps.be/_iusr/programmepsunioneuropeenneelections2009.pdf





























































































































