
 
 

State of play with the Business Continuity Planning Task Force – 21 April 2020 
 

1. End-to-end business continuity audit of the Belgian food chain 
 
The Business Continuity Planning Task Force, led by Piet Vanthemsche, has recently carried 
out an end-to-end audit of economic activity throughout the Belgian food chain, focusing 
in particular on current and potential operational problems. Generally speaking, the 
conclusion is that there are no sticking points for the time being. The greatest concern is 
staff, with the main points for attention being reduced staff numbers, personal protection 
equipment and the issue of seasonal workers and foreign workers. In this respect, it is 
important that the Covid-19-pandemic-related measures are interpreted in the same way 
by workers, employers and the law and order forces. There are many fears about what the 
future holds. Heavy dependence on foreign stakeholders, both within and outside the EU, 
further complicates the forecasts. Finally, there are warning signals about problems that 
could arise if a food chain stakeholder were to take certain “economic” decisions that have 
repercussions on other stakeholders in the chain. This could lead to an undesirable 
snowball effect.  

Within the ERMG, under the chairmanship of Piet Vanthemsche, the Business Continuity 
Planning (BCP) Task Force was set up, composed of Jean-Marie Dochy and Bert Matthijs, 
both of whom serve as Director-General of the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food 
Chain (FASFC). They were selected because of the vast experience in the field of crisis 
management that they have acquired from various crises that have hit the food and farming 
sector. The Business Continuity Planning Task Force is endeavouring, as far as possible and in 
close concertation with the sector itself, to come up with potential solutions to propose to 
the competent levels of authority in this field and, to do so, is cooperating  with the 
government’s crisis centre, as well as with the relevant the Federal Public Services. It liaises 
regularly with Minister De Backer’s working group and, wherever necessary, strikes up 
contact with other bodies involved in the Covid-19 crisis, like the competition authority, for 
example. 

First of all, the Business Continuity Planning Task Force concentrated on the vital sector of 
the Belgian agri-food industry. Between 25 March and 1 April 2020, it conducted an end-to-
end audit of economic activity throughout the Belgian food chain, focusing in particular on 
current and potential operational problems. 

The Belgian food chain was sub-divided into eight sub-sectors, ranging from the mass retailing 
supply chain to retail trade, via agriculture and processing. The Task Force has drafted a 
discussion document setting out a number of points for consideration in the area of business 
continuity planning. For each sub-sector, the sectoral organisations concerned have 
designated a single point of contact, that has served as the Business Continuity Planning Task 
Force’s main contact and, on the basis of the discussion document, has coordinated the audit 
within the sub-sector in question.  
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Thanks to one-on-one interviews with the single points of contact, the Business Continuity 
Planning Task Force has been able to assemble all reactions, discuss and consolidate them. 
Bilateral contacts have been established with certain sectors, like transport, for example. 

The first element that was taken into account during the end-to-end audit is the issue of 
staffing. Even though it is quite understandable that the future brings many fears and a lot 
of questions are being asked about what is permitted and what is not, no sticking points 
have yet been identified. Many firms are of course working with fewer staff, notably 
because of staff on sick leave or temporary lay-off, but their current workforces are 
comparable to numbers at work during holiday periods. 
 
Certain issues facing workers also merit some consideration in future, such as a feeling of 
insecurity at work, the fact that working needs to remain sufficiently attractive, difficulties in 
getting to work because of the reduced public transport service, or even problematic issues 
like border workers, seasonal workers and shared transport (car-pooling, etc.). 
 
In the field of infrastructure and equipment within firms, no bottlenecks have been identified 
at this stage either but, here too, there are many fears about what the future holds. The 
impact will be felt particularly if foreign suppliers are established in a badly-affected region 
(Italy, Spain, etc.), as in terms of materials and spare parts as well as foreign maintenance 
staff. 
 
As far as consumer goods are concerned, the main concerns are about availability of enough 
personal protection equipment (such as sanitising hydro-alcoholic gels, protective masks and 
disposable aprons) as well as disinfectants and biocides authorised for use in the food 
industry. 
 
As far as the availability of ITC and data is concerned, there are currently no problems. 
Effectively, in this domain, any software problems can often be solved remotely. It has 
nevertheless been pointed out that, in the event of any problems arising, they would 
generally tend to have heavy repercussions from the outset. 
 
Regarding the fields of transport and logistics, the prospect of shortages in the short term 
has been raised when it comes to storage of frozen products and also availability of 
transport materials like pallets, crates, boxes, sacks, cans, etc. Evidently, agreements also 
have to be concluded with hauliers (sometimes foreign) on matters of hygiene, social 
distancing and use of sanitary facilities. 
 
As regards transport capacities, an apparently contradictory message is being sent out. On 
the one hand, the transport sector has reported over-capacity, while on the other hand, 
specific sectors, such as the frozen food industry, appear to be facing transport problems. 
This contradiction is in the process of being further clarified. 
 
Essential services, suppliers and subcontractors, referred to as the “buy” side, are a very 
important factor in business continuity planning. 
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As the Belgian agri-food industry uses a lot of raw materials imported from other European 
countries or third countries, a potential supply problem could arise in the event of any break 
in the supply chain in the countries in question. Especially when the products come from 
specific regions, as is the case with cocoa for instance, the impact can be very big when 
these regions are badly hit by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
Related back-up streams play a major role in the Belgian food industry, notably in the animal 
feed and fertiliser sector. The activities of these food chain stakeholders thus depend largely 
on those of other food producers. In a number of cases, they also depend on the business 
activity of stakeholders outside the food and feed chain, because in turn they also generate 
related value flows, as for instance the case of limestone quarries or biodiesel producers. 
 
Stopping or postponing inspections, audits, attestation and certification may pose problems, 
too; take for example the required checks on machine pools. In any case, a lot of catching up 
will be needed later. In any cases, there are some mandatory activities that absolutely must 
be able to continue, like export certification, for example. 
 
Lastly, attention has also been drawn to few relatively less important issues, such as 
availability of security staff for companies and large shops, cleaning staff and laboratory 
analysts. 
 
As regards consumers of goods and services, referred to as the “sell” side, it is clear that a 
number of specific markets have disappeared altogether. They mainly concern restaurants, 
cafés and accommodation as well as some collectivities like school canteens, and even the 
sale of animal skins to foreign clients, for example. The economic impact is refletected 
throughout the chain. 
 
Some sectors have registered a very sharp drop in their turnover, while others are at a 
virtual standstill (drinks traders, chocolatiers, etc.). This has led to invoice payment delays, 
for instance. There is also a lot of uncertainty and many questions are being raised about the 
validity of contracts and the possibility of invoking the Covid-19 crisis as a case of force 
majeure. There are warning signals about problems that could arise if a food chain 
stakeholder were to take certain “economic” decisions that have repercussions on other 
stakeholders in the chain (for example, the fact that a particular product is no longer being 
made brings a halt to the related flows). And that can create an undesirable snowball effect. 
 
Generally speaking, the end-to-end business continuity audit of the entire Belgian food chain 
leads to the conclusion that no sticking points have been identified for the time being.  
The greatest concern is staff, with the main points for attention being reduced staff 
numbers, personal protection equipment and the issue of seasonal workers and foreign 
workers. In this respect, it is important that the Covid-19-pandemic-related measures are 
interpreted in the same way by workers, employers and the law and order forces. 
 
Besides, the future brings many fears. Nobody knows how the pandemic will evolve. Heavy 
dependence on foreign stakeholders, both intra- and extra-EU, further complicates the 
forecasts. It is therefore important for all this to be followed up and monitored properly. 
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Finally, there are warning signals about problems that could arise if a food chain stakeholder 
were to take certain “economic” decisions that have repercussions on other stakeholders in 
the chain. This could lead to an undesirable snowball effect. 
 
 
 

2. Ad-hoc achievements 
 
 
As mentioned above, the Business Continuity Planning Task Force does not take any 
measures itself but puts forward specific proposals to the competent levels of authority, 
occasionally playing the role of facilitator between the various parties involved. This has 
already helped solve a number of problems. 
 

2.1 Agreement between the social partners, who have adopted a joint position on 
social distancing 

 
The Business Continuity Planning Task Force has played the role of facilitator with 
a view to getting an agreement by the social partners to adopt a joint position. 
The Task Force then submitted this joint position to the RMG for its opinion. 
Following a further round of consultations, the social partners thus reached 
agreement on a joint position on social distancing, which was also approved by the 
RMG. 

 
2.2 Production and trade in hydro-alcoholic gels and disinfectants without paying 

excise duties 
 
Given the shortages of sanitising gels and disinfectants, the Business Continuity 
Planning Task Force has taken two initiatives: 

• In cooperation with FPS Finance – Customs and Excise, a solution has been 
sought to enable Belgian distilleries and breweries to produce, under 
certain conditions, sanitising hydro-alcoholic gels and disinfectants or 
deliver the raw materials required for their production without paying 
excise duties. 

• The relevant Ministerial Decree has been amended so that hydro-alcoholic 
gels can also be freely sold to private individuals. 

 
2.3 Inventory of possible storage facilities for frozen products 
 

Under the leadership of the Business Continuity Planning Task Force, a network 
for the exchange of information has been set up within the agri-food sector. The 
objective of this network is to pinpoint available storage capacity for frozen 
products and ensure regular follow-up. An inventory is currently being drawn up 
of infrastructure that is not being used for the moment but assumed to be able to 
be rapidly returned to service. 
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2.4 Agreements with the NCC on guidelines for the police 
 

Arrangements have been made with the national crisis centre (NCC) and ECOSOC 
to channel problems confronting the sector with police checks. These agreements 
are designed to secure a clear and unambiguous interpretation of the legislation 
by the law and order forces. In the meantime, this has enabled a better 
understanding of the concept “essential sector” and clarification of transport 
arrangements for border workers. 

 
2.5 Landing page for companies and coordination of different FAQs 
 

The Business Continuity Planning Task Force has proposed to the NCC to set up, on 
the special coronavirus website, a landing page for companies. This page has 
meanwhile gone live. On the general coronavirus website, a tab opens access, by 
theme, to the websites of the relevant authorities and services. There are notably 
hyperlinks to the special tax measures, specific information intended for 
companies or the self-employed, information on support measures, etc. 

 
2.6 Opinion on seasonal workers 

 
The Business Continuity Planning Task Force has put forward a provisional draft 
ERMG opinion with a view to allowing seasonal workers from abroad. A 
supplementary opinion setting out necessary supporting measures in this respect 
is currently being compiled. 

 
2.7 Providing workers with masks  
 

The relevant Ministerial Decree has been amended so that companies can 
purchase masks for their staff under their prevention and protection at work 
policies. Companies will also be able to be directly supplied by manufacturers or 
wholesalers if they need this personal protection equipment for other legal or 
regulatory requirements. 

 
2.8 Overview of socio-economic measures in the neighbouring countries 
 

Under the initiative of the Business Continuity Planning Task Force, ECOSOC has 
compiled an inventory of the confinement measures adopted in the neighbouring 
countries. This list indicates what is prohibited or still allowed by Belgium’s 
neighbours and sets out the economic (e.g. closure of clothes shops) and social 
(e.g. closure of schools) measures that they have taken, as well as their duration. 
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2.9 Contribution to the crisis exit strategy  

 
The Business Continuity Planning Task Force has drafted a discussion memo with a 
view to a rational approach to exiting the crisis. This document aims primarily 
identify a series of conditions, essential elements and key questions as part of this 
strategy, to allow a gradual resumption of economic activities, without however 
jeopardising public health. 

 
2.10 Corona toolbox 

 
With a view to companies starting up again, the Business Continuity Planning Task 
Force has developed a toolbox designed to help companies put in place the 
necessary prevention and protection measures to avoid coronavirus 
contamination among their staff. This toolbox is a very practical instrument. On 
the basis of this toolkit and the document on social distancing (see above), the 
High Council for Prevention and Protection at Work has compiled a guide that is 
currently under examination by the social partners. 

 
 
 
 

3. Business Continuity Planning Task Force contacts 
 
Piet Vanthemsche 
e-mail: piet.vanthemsche@lukoban.be 
 
Bert Matthijs 
e-mail: bert.matthijs@lukoban.be  
 
Jean-Marie Dochy 
e-mail: jean-marie.dochy@lukoban.be 
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