
major struggle is brewing
over Belgium’s social security 

system and the battle could
alter the country’s federal

structures. what is at stake is Belgium’s 
once-generous network of social services, 
which could be considerably rolled back 
as a result of recent national elections. 

the tug of war over social security 
began June 10 after the national elections 
for the federal parliament. as there was 
not a clear majority, King albert ii named 
the leader of the largest party, Flemish 
christian democrat leader yves Leterme, 
to form a coalition government. 

But disagreement among the parties 
over whether to devolve social security to 
the regions of Belgium has led to a stale-
mate. it is not known when a new 
coalition government will be formed. in 
the meantime, guy verhofstadt, the out-
going prime minister, whose Flemish 
Liberal party was defeated in the June 10 
election, has agreed to govern as a 
caretaker. 

The communities in Belgium most at 

odds over social security are the two that 
make up the vast majority of the country: 
dutch-speaking Flanders in the north, 
which comprises 58 per cent of Belgium’s 
10.4 million population, and French-
speaking wallonia in the south, where 31 
per cent of the people reside. most of the 
balance of the population is in Brussels, a 
separate, largely French-speaking region, 
surrounded by Flanders.

the struggle is playing out against a 
background of disquieting talk of separa-
tion where, in a recent poll, 43 per cent of 
those polled from the Flemish north said 
they favour separation from wallonia.

Decentralizing social security
The fate of the Belgian social security sys-
tem, known as sécu, is at the heart of 
debates between potential partners of an 

“orange-blue” government coalition, 
which would unite christian democrats 
(orange) and Liberals (blue) against the 
Socialists. 

a clear winner at the polls on June 10, 
yves Leterme’s christian democrats 

want greater weight to be given to the 
federal constituent units (the communi-
ties and regions). this is good news for 
the Flemish nationalists. it is not at all 
reassuring for French-speaking Belgians 
of all political colours, who see in this the 
seeds of destabilization of the federal sys-
tem, starting with social security.

the stakes are high. each year, the 
social security system provides income 
to 1.7 million pensioners, 600,000 unem-
ployed and 150,000 pre-retirees. it also 
pays family allowances to more than one 
million families, covers 26 million days of 
hospitalization and pays for 70 million 
visits to the doctor. 

But social security is operating in a 
different context from the unitary Belgian 
state in which it was founded in 1944, on 
the private-insurer model of obligatory 
universal insurance. Since that time, the 
Belgian government has become largely 
decentralized, with the regions and com-
munities taking over several jurisdictions 
from the central authority, including 
education, welfare and culture. For 
Flanders, this is just the beginning: the 
region also wants to have its say on health 
and employment – two areas where 
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Belgians tussle over their health-care system. hospital workers recently protested lack of funding for the non-profit health sector.
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social security plays a predominant role.
Leterme, the Flemish christian-

democrat leader, has translated his 
voters’ desires into government propos-
als. For example, his much-debated 
federal proposal gives regions the right to 
help determine salary costs through tar-
g e t e d  r e d u c t i o n s  o f  e m p l o y e r 
contributions to social security. implicit 
in this proposal is the creation of three 
different methods for the funding of 
social security: one for Flanders, one for 
Brussels and one for wallonia.

Two conflicting visions of the future
Leterme, who is most likely to become 
prime minister, speaks of a progressive 
regionalization of health care. Flanders 
wants to completely decentralize preven-
tive medicine, whereas French speakers 
are advocating its remaining a federal 
competence. unemployment benefits 
would follow: for a start, each 
region would become respon-
sible for policies to reintegrate 
the long-time unemployed.

For robert deschamps, 
economics professor at the 
Facultés universitaires de 
N a m u r  a n d  a u t h o r  o f 
Fédéralisme ou scission du 
pays (Federalism or splitting 
up the country), “these mea-
s u re s  r i s k  –  w i t h o u t  i t 
becoming clearly apparent – 
an irreversible destabilization 
of the federal system and, in 
time, will result in a splitting 
of the country to the advan-
tage of only one partner – the 
richest and most powerful.” 
deschamps wrote that he 
fears “a decline of the federal system, 
basically to the detriment of the inhabit-
ants of Brussels and wallonia, who are 
the poorest.”

might it go so far as to have a prosper-
ous and enterprising Flanders split off 
from wallonia, which is stuck in a post-
industrial crisis? This is a simplistic and 
unhelpful scenario. a study published in 
June by the centre for Social Policy 
research of the university of antwerp, 
titled Social Security, Transfers and 
Federalism, concluded that wallonia 
receives more social benefits than 
Flanders, particularly in the areas of 
unemployment benefits and early retire-
ment pensions. however, since 2003, 

more social security payments have gone 
to Flemish pensioners than to walloons. 
this trend probably will continue 
because there is a larger aging popula-
tion in the dutch-speaking north of the 
country.

the co-author of this study, Béa 
cantillon, defends the principle of finan-
cial transfers managed by the social 
security system: “differences in income 
within and among the Flemish and 
walloon regions are reduced. the ‘sécu’ 
therefore reduces, to a significant degree, 
the risk of poverty.”

yet many in Flanders are determined 
to turn social security over to the regions. 
and the sécu is not all that Flanders wants 
the regions to control. Former Flemish 
minister eric van rompuy was recently 
quoted as saying that a “new deal” was 
necessary to put control of Belgium’s 

“economic levers” under the regional  

governments. an article on the vlaams 
Belang separatist party’s website claims 
that in 1999, Flanders financed 64 per 
cent of Belgium’s social security benefits 
and received less than 57.6 per cent in 
return.

The university of antwerp team eval-
uated the effect of a major cut in 
north-south transfers. in Flanders, the 
average household income would 
increase by seven per cent while in 
wallonia it would drop by four per cent, 
exacerbating poverty levels. 

Study co-author cantillon said she 
wondered whether the aging population 
of Flanders would like to see a wallonia 
with low salaries and poor social security 

developing on its doorstep. 

Belgium trails other EU countries 
in social security 
economist deschamps agreed, saying: 

“in a country such as ours, with multiple 
interregional relationships, co-operative 
arrangements, involving responsibility 
and co-ordination, produce better 
results than splitting, in terms of eco-
nomic growth and employment. in other 
words, if our country splits up, we’ll all 
end up worse off.”

the need for reform is pressing 
because the social security system has 
become less effective. in a February 2007 
comparison of the Belgian system with 
the evolution of european social policy, 
cantillon made a harsh assessment: “in 
1997, we were champions of the fight 
against poverty. we were ahead of 
denmark, norway, France, germany 

and the netherlands. today, in 
2007, our social safety net is com-
paratively mediocre; we risk 
heading towards minimal social 
protection. we’re moving from 
the Scandinavian to the British 
model.” 

But the mesh of the net could 
become too wide. The risk of pov-
erty is particularly high for 
families that depend entirely on 
replacement income, namely 
many single mothers and pen-
sioners. the minister of the 
economy says that one Belgian in 
seven (14.7 per cent) is poor, 
which for a single person, means 
living on less than 822 euros a 
month. For a couple with two 
children, it is less than 1,726 

euros. This is the situation of 10.7 per cent 
of the population of Flanders and 17.5 per 
cent of that of wallonia.

what is at stake here? cantillon points 
to the reduction of the family allowance 
for the first child, which has lost one-
third of its value in 25 years. (Leterme 
aims to increase it). She also cites pen-
sions – “among the lowest in europe” 

– which have failed to keep pace with the 
cost of living. however, a measure to pro-
gressively link the lowest pensions with 
social assistance has been introduced 
recently. 
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Protesters march on the residence of Belgium’s King Albert II in 
Brussels in August with a banner reading “Now more than ever: 
Flanders independence.”
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Missing: political unity over social 
security
in august, the Fondation Roi Baudouin, a 
Brussels-based charity established in 
1976 to work for justice, democracy and 
respect for diversity, sent  a special report 
to the presidents of all political parties, 
reinforcing the climate  of disillusion-
ment. its authors, michel roland, of 
Université Libre de Bruxelles, and Jan de 
maeseneer, of ghent university, high-
light the essentially inequitable nature of 
the health care system. they conclude 
that depending on a person’s ranking on 
the income scale, on average, she or he 
may die five years earlier than another of 
higher rank. they add that on average, 
those with a lower level of education may 
experience 25 fewer years of good health 
than well-educated citizens.

Belgians are not equal when it comes 
to health. and the Fondation, which 
claims that the Belgian government is 
indifferent about this inequity, has sub-
mitted concrete proposals to the 
government coalition negotiators to cre-
ate a federal body to combat inequalities 
in the health care system, enhance pri-
mary care and step up preventive efforts. 

reforms require the financial means 
to carry them out, and these means are 
not lacking in Belgium. Since 2005, the 
centrally managed pool of pensions, 
health and disability insurance, unem-
ployment and family allowances has 
posted surpluses. to date, this money 
has been used to pay off debts and to bol-
ster the Fonds de Vieillissement (aging 
Fund), created in 2001 to cover the costs 
generated by the growing number of 
senior citizens. other steps are expected.

economics professor deschamps 
advocates broadening responsibilities 
for the regions and increased co-opera-
tion between the federal government 
and the constituent units.

“co-operation here is still piecemeal, 
in contrast to countries like germany, 
where federalism is really entering a 
phase of maturity.”

what is needed is a maturity that 
requires imagination, cantillon said. “in 
Flanders, people see separation as the 
cure-all. at the other end of the country, 
people feel continually under threat. This 
situation puts social security on the line. 
it prevents us from coming up with more 
constructive solutions.” 
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A mural in Caracas portrays Fidel Castro and hugo Chávez. The legend reads “Cuba and 
Venezuela: the two countries are brothers.”
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a n d  mu n i c i p a l i t i e s  t h rou g h  t h e 
“constitutional transfer”.

• granting authority to the central gov-
ernment to establish limits on state and 
municipal taxation powers (article 156). 

essentially, with the inauguration of 
hugo chávez as president in 1999, the 
processes of decentralization and feder-
alism were reversed. chávez could not 
turn back the clock and prevent the 
achievements of the previous decade 
from influencing the constitution 
adopted in december 1999. 

however, according to constitutional 
expert allan Brewer-carias, the 1999 con-
s t i t u t i o n a l  t e x t  c o n t ra d i c t s  t h e 
constitution’s initial intent, and “covers 
with a democratic veil a highly central-
ized and authoritarian system in which 
powers can be concentrated, which has 
in fact happened.” defenders of the 
chávez government have a different 
interpretation, such as that of member of 
Parliament and constitutional scholar 
carlos escarrá. according to mr. escarrá 
the constitution of 1999 is in the process 
of being reformed in order to, among 
other objectives  consolidate the “peo-
ples’  power.”  he added that  the 
government hopes to deepen the dis-
persed decentralization proposed by 
President chávez.

The future of federalism 
the presence of a federal structure 
enabled the venezuelan opposition to 
rally around the only serious opposition 
candidate for president, manuel rosales, 
the governor of zulia State, in 2006. 

governors and mayors have been elected 
by coalitions opposing the president’s 
program. they are against presidential 
Legal decree no. 5841, which creates a 
mandatory system of centralized plan-
ning for all  government entit ies, 
including states and municipalities.

as for finances, all the states depend 
on intergovernmental transfers from the 
national government. the national gov-
ernment has used its administrative tools 
to slow or deny payments, but the trans-
fer that accounts for most of the money, 
called the constitutional transfer, is sub-
ject to less discretionary action. This gives 
the states some autonomy in spending, 
and transfers have grown in real terms 
with the increase in the national govern-
ment’s budget, although less so than the 
central government’s finances. This con-
dition, combined with the fact that the 
majority of venezuelans approved of the 
changes that took place after decentral-
ization, may have protected state 
government finances so far.  also, 
venezuelans typically associate their cul-
tural values and individual rights with 
their geographic location. most people 
did not believe that political decentral-
ization could be reversed. 

the efforts on the part of President 
chávez to impede the states’ autono-
mous actions demonstrate that, to date, 
even a weakened federalism represents 
an obstacle to his other goals that require 
an increasing concentration of power in 
the central government. The current situ-
ation is one of uncertainty for those who 
defend venezuela’s federal model.  




