
  

 

XBRL, a velvet 
revolution for 
companies 
 
 
The life before XBRL 
 

  

Since 1993, companies required to draw up their standardized annual 

accounts were able to choose between filing their accounts on paper or 

on floppy disk as a structured file.  Both supports were to be sent by post 

or to be brought to a regional desk of the National Bank of Belgium.   

In 2004, the filing of an annual account was allowed through Internet 

but restrictions related to the access (specific certificates) and the 

payments  (credit  card)  were  acting  as  a  brake  to  the  expansion  of  this  

new filing channel. 

 

Central Balance Sheet Office 

 
Since April 2007, companies having the legal obligation to file their annual accounts, use 
XBRL.  Most of them are not aware of this technological revolution and that was one of the 
objectives of the project. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

XBRL allowed to reduce the filing fees by 35 % for small and medium companies
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Legal Mission 

The Belgian transposition of the 1st 

and 4th European Directives about 

transparency and efficiency of the 

spread of financial reporting from 

companies leads to the set up of the 

Central Balance Sheet Data Office 

(CBSO) in April 1978 with 2 legal 

missions: 

 gathering and individual 

spreading of the information 

contained in the annual 

accounts.  

 handling the standardized data 

for the drawing up of overall 

statistics. 
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What has changed ? 

 

 

 
  

Free online Intelligent electronic form 

As from April 2007, the NBB provides for free an online application (Sofista) 

allowing manual entry or upload of a valid file bu

software to produce validated XBRL instance documents.  At the same time, 

the floppy disk support has been removed. 

Secured access 

The access to the application is secured by using a digital certificate from 

third parties or the eID hold by most people in Belgium.  The same 

certificates are used by all the e-government projects. 

follow the status of the submitted annual account: from the submission to 

the final acceptance passing through the validation, the "baske

and the reception of the payment. 

Less expensive 

Filing fees for companies using XBRL have been reduced by 30

representing 35% reduction for small and medium companies.

 

XBRL allowed to reduce the filing fees by 35 % for small and medium companies

 

Online validation 

The application provides a viewer function and a full validation module.  The 

users are able to visualize their annual account as it will be published in PDF 

format but they also have the guarantee that an instance document 

successfully validated by Sofista will be accepted.  

Simplified model 

The introduction of the XBRL technology also led to an harmonization and

simplification of the models for annual accounts.  Originally build to be filled 

in on paper, each supplementary information added to the model was 

carried forward to the end of the document.  The new presentation allows 

keeping the information about a same topic together.  There also was a 

harmonization on the concepts, setting the same sign for a concept used by 

big or small companies, fixing a unique code for the same concept across 

the account. 

Reports encapsulation 

One of the reasons for filing on paper was the obligation for

companies to join some documents to their annual accounts: the auditor 

opinion and the management report.  Thanks to XBRL, it is possible now to 

"encapsulate" a PDF version of these reports into the file to

the CBSO. 

As from April 2007, the NBB provides for free an online application (Sofista) 

allowing manual entry or upload of a valid file built with a third party 

software to produce validated XBRL instance documents.  At the same time, 
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A success story 
 

Communication as success factor 
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New functionalities and their user-friendly character appealed to the 

users and the new system immediately met an unforeseen success.  After 

8 months, the rate of XBRL reached 80% and in less than 2 years,  the 

filing on paper decreased from 13% to less than 5%. 

A better quality 

Thanks to the possibility to validate a file before its submission, the 

rejection rate decreased from 5,2 % in 2005 to 0,75 % in 2008. 

The increasing quality benefits also the work of the CBSO. One month 

after their submission, 80 % of the annual accounts receive a quality label 

allowing them to integrate the statistical surveys against 69% in 2005. 

We realized at an early stage in the project that the communication was 

an important topic.   

70% of the annual accounts filed electronically are produced by external 

software packages.  The success of the XBRL project depended on their 

ability to be ready on time.  The CBSO organized close interaction with 

software vendors, through the organization of technical meetings, test 

sessions, test-environment and helpdesk. 

To communicate with end users, principally the accountants and 

auditors, 41 road shows have been organized around the country, 

meeting more than 5.000 participants. 

 

Filing obligations 

Which companies have to 
file annual accounts, consolidated 
accounts or a social balance? 
 

 Belgian enterprises: Most 

enterprises in which the liability 

of the shareholders or members 

is limited to their contribution to 

the company, plus some other 

enterprises, have to file their 

annual accounts and/or 

consolidated accounts with the 

Central Balance Sheet Office of 

the National Bank every year. 

 Belgian non-profit institutions 

and foundations (NPI's) 

Large and very large non-profit 

institutions and 

foundations have to file their 

annual accounts with the 

National Bank 

 Foreign enterprises and NPI's 

The following foreign legal 

entities have to file a set of 

annual accounts; enterprises 

with a branch in Belgium and 

enterprises not having a branch 

in Belgium but whose securities 

are officially listed on a Belgian 

stock exchange or NPI’s with a 

centre of activities in Belgium 

 Consolidated accounts:  The 

obligation to draw up and file 

consolidated annual accounts 

and consolidated annual reports 

is governed by legal rules. 
 

After two years, more than 
95% of annual accounts 
are filed in XBRL 



 Administrative simplification 

 
  

 From annual account to corporate tax 
return 

 

 

 

 

Other regulators, 
convinced by the 
potential added value of 
XBRL related to the 
administrative 
simplification, have 
decided to implement 
XBRL for some 
applications, applying 
the “asking only once” 
principle. 

The filing of annual accounts was the first XBRL project in Belgium for 

companies but the not the last one.  Other regulators, convinced by the 

potential added value of XBRL related to the administrative simplification 

have decided to implement XBRL for some applications. 

The statistical “business survey” 

As from 1996, about 20.000 companies have to fill in an annual survey giving 

information about their activity, their employment, their investments 

realized during the previous year.  The new “online” application of the 

National Institute for Statistics provides to the companies forms already 

fulfilled with data coming from annual accounts.  Only the specific 

information is to be recorded by the company.  Launched in October 2009, 

the first figures indicate that this project will be successful. 

Corporate tax return 

Another XBRL project, still in construction, concerns the corporate tax 

return.  Till now, companies have to join a copy of their annual accounts to 

their tax declaration.  With XBRL, the tax department will receive the annual 

accounts directly from the CBSO, respecting so the “asking only once” 

principle. 
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Agency for Administrative Simplification 

Created in 1997, the agency for administrative simplification is in charge of 

making proposals to reduce the administrative burden supported by 

companies as well as citizens, by stimulating and coordinating initiatives at 

the different levels of the administration. 

There are some remarkable achievements like the "Crossroads Banks of 

Enterprises"  that stores all basic data regarding enterprises and their 

individual business locations or other "e-government" initiatives. 

Costs reduction 

A study performed by KPMG on behalf of the Agency for the Administrative 

Simplification and published in 2008 comes to the conclusion that the total 

yearly administrative burden reduction for companies, including the 

reduction of filing fees and the internal cost to prepare and to file annual 

accounts, comes to 17,3 millions EUR. 

 

Terms of submission 

The annual accounts must be filed with 

the CBSO within thirty days after they 

have been approved and no later than 

seven months after the end of the 

financial year. In principle, annual 

accounts which have not been approved 

cannot be filed.  

Beside the legal dissolution and other 

penalties under civil law that are seldom 

applied, administrative fines are levied 

together with the filing fees as from the 

ninth month after the closing date and 

are transferred to the Federal Public 

Service Finance. 

 

Contacts 

XBRL-Belgium 
 xbrl.be@nbb.be 
 +32 2 221 21 60 

+32 2 221 32 40 
 
Filing of annual accounts 

 balanscentrale@nbb.be 
 +32 2 221 30 01  
 +32 2 221 32 66 

 
 


