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Towards a dynamic and inclusive economy

5.1 Addressing the challenges  
of a changing world

In 2018, the Belgian economy saw a continuation of 
the expansion phase which had begun five years ear‑
lier. Over time, certain constraints on production seem 
to have become increasingly pressing, as is evident 
from the proliferating signs of labour market ten‑
sions. These cyclical developments are taking place in 
a context of multi-faceted changes which have been 
in progress for a number of years now.

The reduction of international trade barriers combined 
with the technological progress made during the past 
20 years has accentuated the fragmentation and the 
international reorganisation of value chains. Like oth‑
er advanced countries, Belgium has pursued its trans‑
formation into a service and knowledge economy, to 
the detriment of the traditional production structures. 

Other factors, such as the digital revolution, popula‑
tion ageing and the need to take account of envi‑
ronmental constraints, 
likewise bring about 
profound changes in 
the structure of the 
economy and demand 
for labour.

Both businesses and individuals are directly exposed 
to these changes. Some firms, and with them their 
workers, benefit greatly while others do not succeed 
in taking advantage of the changes. This tends to 
foster a degree of polarisation in the distribution of 
the benefits of growth, although this is less the case 
in Belgium than in other advanced economies due to 
the Belgian system of social protection and dialogue. 
In Belgium, wage inequality and the risk of in-work 
poverty are low in comparison with other European 
countries. However, signs of tension are becoming 
apparent and need to be addressed.

In view of these developments, it is vital to improve 
the conditions necessary to ensure the economy’s 
resilience and sustainable growth. Those conditions 
include matching the available labour resources to 
firms’ demand for labour, creating a framework 
that gives them sufficient incentives to develop 
via innovation or to permit the emergence of new 
economic projects while meeting Belgium’s inter‑
national commitments, including those concerning 
the environment, access to public services and 
efficient, reliable infrastructure, and fair distribu‑
tion of the gains associated with these changes 
and innovations.

Both businesses and 
individuals are exposed 
to profound changes
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In order to produce sustainable growth, an economy 
has to make optimum use of the resources at its dis‑
posal. Productivity growth is in this respect the main 
driving force behind the sustainable generation of 
income. For several decades, the Belgian economy 
has been among the most productive in the world, 
but that advantage is gradually diminishing. It is 
true that the growth of total factor productivity 
(TFP) has slowed in all the advanced economies 
since the beginning of the  2000s, well before the 
economic and financial crisis erupted. Nonetheless, 
while TFP growth in the EU picked up at the time 
of the economic recovery, reaching a steady pace 
of almost 0.5 % in  2016, it has remained slightly 
negative in Belgium.

TFP – which reflects how efficiently the production 
factors (human capital, knowledge and physical as‑
sets) are mobilised – is not a concept that can be 
directly measured. The change in TFP, which was 
slightly negative at the end of the period although 
it is recovering, seems to be at odds with the recent 
significant technological progress. Besides the fact 
that this progress may take time and may entail fun‑
damental changes in the organisation of businesses 
and the functioning of the economy before its ef‑
fects become fully evident, this apparent contradic‑
tion may be due in part to the methodological limits 
of estimation 1 or composition effects. However, 
alternative ways of measuring productivity, such as 
apparent labour productivity, also show that the 
revival in Belgium is less vigorous than for the EU as 
a whole and in other advanced economies.

However, this issue is difficult to address, espe‑
cially as the weak aggregate performance masks 
very wide variations between firms 2. The analy‑
sis of detailed data reveals a marked polarisation 
of individual performance in terms of the level 

5.2 Revitalising and broadening 
productivity growth

1 Traditional methods of assessing productivity face numerous 
difficulties, notably in a context where the concepts of quality 
and dematerialisation of production are increasingly important 
components of wealth creation. Such phenomena are particularly 
hard to capture in the prevailing statistical system.

2 In aggregate, the firm data display TFP trends similar to those in 
the macroeconomic statistics, although the growth rates are higher. 
This discrepancy is due to constraints concerning microeconomic 
analysis, which excludes certain sectors (non-market and primary 
sectors) and does not cover self-employed workers.

Chart  71

Total factor productivity growth strengthened 
recently in Belgium, but to a much lesser 
degree than for the EU as a whole
(percentage annual change, smoothed data)

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

–1.5

–1.0

–0.5

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

EU

United States

Belgium

  
Source : Conference Board.

of productivity between front-runner or “frontier” 
firms at the cutting edge of their branch of activity 
(top decile of the distribution), which succeed in 
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maintaining or even increasing their advantage, and 
a large number of other firms which perform well 
below the average for their sector and are unable 
to catch up. This growing disparity between frontier 
firms and the others is symptomatic of a problem in 
the diffusion of technology 1.

The breakdown of productivity gains by sector 
of activity likewise reveals a contrasting pattern. 
For  firms in the manufacturing industry, where 
the volume of employment has fallen steadily over 
the past two decades, productivity gains have re‑
mained substantial. Nevertheless, apart from the 
jump that followed the economic recovery, they 
were smaller in the  2000s than in the past (3 % 
between  2000  and  2016, as opposed to almost 
4.5 % between 1980  and  2000). For firms in the 

market services branch – the main source of job 
creation – productivity gains have tended to be 
much smaller. From the year  2000, growth only 
averaged 1 % per annum, and has been virtually 
zero since  2013. In the context of an increasingly 
service-based economy, that fact combined with 
industry’s weaker performance than in the past 
helps to account for the low growth of aggregate 
productivity. It is puzzling that, despite the recent 
acceleration, it seems harder for technological pro‑
gress to be converted into measurable productivity 
gains. This is particularly true for the services sec‑
tor, which has been steadily growing in importance 
with the tertiarisation of the Belgian economy.

Chart  72

Productivity gains are still achieved mainly by the top-performing firms
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Source : NBB.
1 The category comprising frontier firms covers all firms with a productivity level in the top decile of the TFP distribution for their sector for 

at least two consecutive years.
2 The contribution of the reallocation of resources was negative between 2005 and 2007, owing to the departure of several frontier firms 

and the resulting redistribution of market shares in favour of other firms.

1 See De Mulder J. and H. Godefroid (2018), “Productivity slowdown : 
findings and tentative explanations”, NBB, Economic Review, 
December, pp. 51-66.
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Chart  73

Services create jobs, but productivity gains are smaller than in industry
(percentage annual change, smoothed data)
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Source : OECD.

Innovation reinforces 
firms’ organic growth

Boosting firms’ performance via 
innovation and research

Up to the end of the last century, internal growth 
– due to improved intrinsic efficiency of the pro‑
duction processes within the firm or the develop‑
ment of new products – was the main source of 
productivity gains, but that contribution gradually 
diminished from the start of the  2000s up to the 
outbreak of the crisis, contributing to a decline in 
aggregate productivity. It has only recovered to 
a small degree in recent years.

To maximise firms’ organic growth potential, it is 
necessary to have substantial innovative capacity. 
Before the economic and financial crisis, Belgian ex‑

penditure on R&D as 
a percentage of GDP 
was in line with the 
European average, 
but it has risen more 

strongly since  2010, stimulated by an attractive 
tax framework in which the tax allowances were 
expanded and adapted to ensure that R&D activi‑
ties are anchored in the local economy. In 2017, in 
order to limit the scope for tax optimisation, the 
rules on the tax deduction for income derived from 
patented products or technologies (“patent box”) 

were thus replaced by a new system reserved strictly 
for research activities conducted on Belgian terri‑
tory, in accordance with the OECD code of conduct. 
The deduction increased from 80 % to 85 % of net 
income and was also extended to new copyright-
protected software.

In 2017, R&D expenditure thus represented 2.6 % of 
GDP, versus an EU average of 2.1 %. Nonetheless, 
it was still lower than in the Nordic countries and 
Germany, and also below the national target of 3 % 
of GDP under the Europe  2020 strategy. Two-thirds 
of that expenditure comes from the private sector 
and tends to be concentrated within a few large 
firms, including subsidiaries of multinationals, and in 
certain branches of activity, such as chemicals and 
pharmaceuticals. The highly specific nature of these 
R&D efforts may explain the limited spillover effects 
and meagre spread of technology to other firms or 
sectors. There is thus a need to encourage a much 
wider range of firms, including SMEs, to step up 
their investment in intangible assets, extend their in‑
novation activity and adapt their organisational and 
production models.

Apart from the findings concerning R&D expendi‑
ture, the EC’s European Innovation Scoreboard offers 
a  composite view of the innovation systems in each 
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Chart  74

R&D and innovation performance is better than the EU average but not as good as in the top-
performing countries
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Sources : EC, Eurostat.
1 Countries performing at least 20 % better than the EU average. In 2017, these were Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 

Sweden and the United Kingdom.
2 Countries with performance ranging between 90 % and 120 % of the EU average. In 2017, that was Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Ireland and Slovenia.

country. Belgium is ranked as a “strong innovator”, 
and its performance has been on an upward trend 
since  2015, to reach a level similar to Germany’s 
in 2017. Nonetheless, Belgium’s performance still falls 
short of the leading group.

Innovation in Belgium benefits from the attrac‑
tiveness of a number of research centres with a 
considerable international reputation, e.g. in terms 
of international scientific publications or patents 
filed. According to the Reuters 2018 ranking of the 
most innovative universities, almost all the Belgian 
universities – KU Leuven, Ghent University, ULB, 
VUB, UCLouvain, ULiège and Antwerp University – 
are among the top 100 in Europe, with KU Leuven 
holding first place for several years now. In addition, 
some inter‑university research centres are also pro‑
lific and two of them – IMEC and VIB, specialising in 
micro-, nano- and biotechnologies – ranked among 
the ten leading patent filers in Belgium in  2017. 
Public‑private partnerships and close collaboration 
between innovative SMEs and university research 

centres likewise generate results which are well 
above the European average. Nevertheless, there 
are weaknesses in the case of some intangible as‑
sets : in 2017, according to the results of the index 
compiled on that subject by the EC, Belgium lagged 
almost 15 % behind the European average as re‑
gards both international patent applications, using 
the procedure laid down by the Patent Cooperation 
Treaty, and designs and models. Performances re‑
lated to the spillover effects of innovation, e.g. on 
local suppliers or in the marketing of new products, 
are also relatively less favourable.

Supporting the digital revolution on 
product markets…

The digitisation of activities is a key factor in improv‑
ing the productive efficiency of firms. In that re‑
gard, the pace of innovation is accelerating. However, 
apart from firms in the information and communica‑
tion technology (ICT) sector, the productivity gains 
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skills, a figure slightly above the European average 
(57 %), but below that of the leading countries in this 
field, namely Luxembourg (85 %), the Netherlands 
(79 %) and Sweden (77 %).

In the case of digital public services, the picture is 
more mixed. While the results are good regarding the 
provision of pre‑completed forms and online health 
services, the complex structure of the allocation of 
responsibilities between the various levels of govern‑
ment tends to hamper compatibility between the sys‑
tems. It also seems that in some spheres such as the 
judicial system, the potential of digital technologies 
has yet to be fully exploited.

… and on the labour market

The impact of these new technologies is not con‑
fined to the performance of businesses. Leaving 
aside the jobs directly created by the associated new 
activities, digitisation of the production processes has 

associated with the digital revolution are still marginal 
for the great majority of businesses. The benefits of 
digital technologies accrue to a small number of firms, 
and only materialise if the adoption of these new 
technologies brings a step change in consumption 
or production methods.

While the new forms of business associated with the 
digital economy still only represent a small fraction 
of total activity, they offer non-negligeable growth 

potential. Yet this pro‑
gress exacerbates the 
problem of the inad‑
equate spread of tech‑
nology. Firms which 
have access to this 

technological progress see their dominant position 
reinforced, and that reduces the development scope 
of their competitors.

Belgium is in a fairly good position in the European 
digital landscape according to the EC’s Digital 
Economy and Society Index (DESI), which assesses 
five separate criteria (connectivity, human capital, 
use of internet services, integration of technology by 
firms, and digital public services). In  2018, Belgium 
was still among the leading group which includes the 
Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland and Sweden) and 
the United Kingdom, although the gap in relation to 
those countries has widened.

Belgium is a European leader in terms of high‑speed 
broadband coverage and use, and there has been 
significant progress in deploying new-generation net‑
works. However, the penetration of mobile connec‑
tivity could still be improved by increasing competi‑
tion on the market. Full implementation of European 
Directive  2014 / 61 / EU, whose aim is to reduce the 
cost of deploying high‑speed electronic communica‑
tions networks, will further encourage investment in 
these networks. Digital technology is also well inte‑
grated in firms in Belgium, except for the relatively 
disappointing turnover figures in e-commerce, despite 
recent adjustments to the regulatory framework gov‑
erning night work, and the number of SMEs selling 
on‑line cross‑border.

In addition, most Belgian citizens use a large num‑
ber of on-line services, particularly as regards social 
networks, banking, entertainment and shopping. 
Moreover, almost 61 % of Belgians in the 16-74 age 
group have general basic or more advanced digital 

The digital economy 
offers considerable 

growth potential

Chart  75

Belgium outperforms the European average in 
the digital sphere, except in the case of public 
services and human capital 1
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other implications for the labour market. On the one 
hand, it generates a substitution effect, i.e. the per‑
formance of a range of tasks can now be left entirely 
to machines. On the other hand, it has complemen‑
tarity effects. The robot or machine helps people 
to perform their tasks, thereby improving working 
conditions and boosting the productivity and ef‑
ficiency of the workers. These productivity gains in 
turn generate more income and indirectly strengthen 
demand, activity and employment.

One of the first studies to quantify the effect of digi-
tisation was the one by Frey and Osborne (2013) 1. 
By applying their methodology to Belgian data, the 
HCE (2016) 2 estimated that 39 % of jobs could be 
fully digitalised. More recently, in a  2017 report 3, 
the OECD noted a high risk of digitisation for just 
7 % of jobs in Belgium. In contrast, an analysis by 
McKinsey (2017) 4 estimates that 21 % of employees 
are working in occupations capable of being auto‑
mated to more than 70 %, which means that they 
are liable to lose their job. The McKinsey study pre‑
dicts that automation and artificial intelligence could 
create 200 000 new jobs in Belgium by 2030. While 
they will be partly offset by job losses, the expected 
net outcome is positive, with 40 000 additional jobs. 

These conclusions are based on analyses of scenarios 
in which automation will lead in the future to higher 
productivity in the countries at the forefront of digiti‑
sation (including Belgium), with few major unemploy‑
ment risks and steady wage growth. However, that 
will not happen unless the leading countries widen 
the spread of technology, in a context where work‑
ers adapt their skills and firms create new products 
and innovative services. The spectre of technological 
progress destroying hundreds of thousands of jobs 
should therefore not be exaggerated. First of all, 
the long-term picture does not suggest that technical 
progress will destroy net employment. Secondly, the 
pace of job creation has been particularly strong in 
recent years. And lastly, measured technical progress 
is actually very low at the moment. Such progress 
therefore transforms jobs rather than destroying them 
on a massive scale.

1 Frey C.B. and M.A. Osborne (2013), The future of employment : 
how susceptible are jobs to computerisation ?, Oxford Martin School.

2 HCE (2016), Digital economy and labour market.
3 OECD (2017), “How technology and globalisation are 

transforming the labour market”, Employment Outlook, 
Chapter 3, OECD Publishing, Paris.

4 McKinsey & Company (2017), Digitally-enabled automation and 
artificial intelligence : shaping the future of work in Europe’s 
digital front-runners.
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Identifying the types of job which will disappear 
and those that will survive or be created implies 
reasoning in terms of tasks rather than occupa‑
tions. In fact, it is a job’s content in terms of routine 
tasks or those suitable for automation that will 
determine whether or not the job is destined to 
disappear. Thus, the jobs most likely to be replaced 
by machines are the most repetitive ones which do 
not involve interaction with other people, do not re‑
quire problem‑solving skills or creativity. According 
to this study, this means that the sectors offering 
the highest potential for automation are transpor‑
tation, hotels and accommodation, manufacturing 
and trade. Conversely, the sectors least affected 
will be education, information and communication, 
professional services and health.

In terms of skill levels, it is currently only highly-skilled 
tasks that have a low risk of digitisation. According to 
the HCE’s 2016 analysis, barely 13 % of highly-skilled 
jobs could be almost totally automated, with that 
figure rising to 30 % for low-skilled jobs and 69 % for 
medium-skilled jobs.

The education system must likewise adapt to these 
developments and offer the broadest possible train‑
ing in digital-related skills. To that end, schools need 
to have modern technological tools and teachers 
trained in their use ; yet in Belgium, that training 
includes little specifically ICT-related content. Only 
19 % of primary school pupils have teachers who 
have completed compulsory training in these sub‑
jects, a figure close to that for Finland (19 %) and 

Chart  76

Almost half the hours worked will be subject to total or partial automation 1

(technical automation possible on the basis of currently available technologies, by branch of activity, in %)
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181NBB Report 2018 ¡ Towards a dynamic and inclusive economy

France (25 %), but well below the European aver‑
age (30 %) and the scores for Sweden (40 %) and 
Denmark (60 %) 1.

Enjoying the support of efficient 
public services

The government has a role to play in reinforc‑
ing  the actions of firms. In parallel or in synergy 
with the European initiatives, the Belgian government 
has devised and implemented plans for supporting 
the spread of innovation and the adoption of digi‑
tal technology, and boosting their economic impact. 
At federal level, apart from tax-related measures, this 
includes boosting the deployment of ultra‑fast digital 
networks and developing “e-government” services. 
In particular, the Digital Act introduced in 2016 com‑
prises a series of legal proposals permitting the use 
of digital media instead of paper, and concerning for 
example electronic signatures or archiving.

With the support of their universities and research 
centres, the Regions have set up strategies for sup‑
porting high-tech innovation in the areas in which 
they specialise. In the digital sphere, the Industry 
4.0  plan in Flanders supports businesses by de‑
veloping efficient infrastructure, and also by help‑
ing them in their digitisation process and ensur‑
ing that the workforce acquires adequate digital 
skills. In  Wallonia, where the Marshall Plan / Digital 
Wallonia programme led to the launch of around 
twenty sizeable projects, that strategy will be main‑
tained. In  the  Brussels-Capital Region, digital.brus‑
sels led to the selection of 19  projects while the 
NexTech plan is intended to assist Brussels‑based 
firms in the use and deployment of ICT.

An efficient and resilient economy is not confined 
to good performance by the private sector. Stable 
and efficient public institutions are also a catalyst for 
long-term growth, as differences between countries 
in terms of institutional quality can influence decisions 
on the allocation of physical, human and techno‑
logical capital. Though the expectations of economic 
agents depend on the burden of regulatory obliga‑
tions in their country, they are also affected by the 
level of confidence in their public institutions, particu‑
larly in their ability to act effectively.

According to the Bank’s  2016 analysis of govern‑
ment efficiency in regard to health, education, 

security and mobility 2, Belgium’s performance 
was average in comparison with that of the other 
European countries. The government therefore un‑
doubtedly has scope for efficiency gains in each of 
the areas mentioned, 
even if the nature of 
those respective gains 
may vary. This find‑
ing is in line with the 
more recent results of 
surveys by the World 
Bank and the WEF, 
which also conclude 
that there is room for 
improving the efficiency of the Belgian public sec‑
tor, particularly as regards the legal framework and 
government response to technological and societal 
changes. In addition, the use of online services to 
facilitate the provision of information and interac‑
tion with government (“e-participation”) could be 
further advanced and better coordinated between 
the various levels of power.

1 See EC, Survey of schools ICT in education.
2 See box 6 in the Annual Report 2016, pp. 141-144.

There is scope for 
improving efficiency 
in the public sector 
by means of the 
opportunities offered 
by digitisation
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5.3 Facilitating regeneration  
of the economic fabric

Apart from internal productivity gains within each 
firm, the reallocation of resources via the transfer 
of workers or capital from technologically backward 
firms to those at the forefront as regards efficiency 
is another source of aggregate productivity growth. 
In a flexible economy, barriers to the entry of new 
players should be low in order to boost competi‑
tion and permit the emergence of new champions 
or the establishment of new sectors. At the same 
time, firms that are increasingly lagging behind in 
technological terms should either develop innova‑
tions enabling them to overcome their handicap or 
be forced out of the market. Just as the creation 
of new businesses should not be unduly hindered, 

neither should their demise, so as to ensure that the 
continuation in business of inefficient entities does 
not take up a substantial share of the resources, 
whether workers or capital, which could be put to 
better use elsewhere. If such firms remain in busi‑
ness, that will also depress growth potential due to 
the gradual de-skilling of workers.

Since the crisis, this reallocation process has played 
a part in TFP recovery in Belgium, but its contribu‑
tion has been modest. At the same time, the low 
rates of business entries and exits bear witness 
to a structural lack of dynamism in Belgium in 
that respect.

Chart  77

The dynamics of business creations and closures exhibit greater inertia in Belgium than for the EU 
as a whole
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Source : Eurostat.
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Stimulating entrepreneurial 
dynamism

According to the OECD, Belgium has a significantly 
stricter business liquidation framework compared 
to other EU countries, both in terms of the scale 
of the personal costs for the failing entrepreneur 
and the lack of preventive mechanisms or systems. 
Moreover, although the level of employment pro‑
tection in Belgium is comparable overall to that 
of the reference countries, the specific rules on 
collective redundancies are more stringent. If these 
exit barriers are excessive in relation to appropri‑
ate protection for creditors and debtors on the 
one hand and for workers on the other, they may 
impede the process of closing less efficient firms 
and hamper restructuring to create sounder enti‑
ties. They entail costs for the failing entrepreneur 
and tend to increase the stigma associated with 
failure. These same aspects may also discourage the 
development of new risky projects among a popula‑
tion which is sociologically more risk-averse than in 
other European countries. The 11 August 2017 re‑
form of the bankruptcy and judicial reorganisation 
laws which took effect on 1 May 2018, extending 
the scope of the bankruptcy regime to all busi‑
nesses, is an initial response to this problem and is 
meant, in particular, to facilitate the launch of new 
activities by the failing party.

However, encouraging business creation does not 
only mean simplifying the associated administrative 

procedures. Initiatives that improve access to fund‑
ing appropriate to the needs of new businesses and 
their risk profile are equally necessary, e.g. by devel‑
oping the venture capital 
market. Since 2015, a tax 
shelter – or tax credit  – 
mechanism granting a 
30 % to 45 % exemption 
under certain conditions 
to individuals wishing to 
invest in a new business 
(start-up) was thus intro‑
duced. In  2017, this mechanism was extended 
to the financing of young, expanding businesses 
(scale-ups). These measures form part of the federal 
Start-up Plan, which introduces additional measures 
aimed at young entrepreneurs (new tax framework 
for crowdfunding and reduction in labour costs 
at recruitment). Since  2018, with a view to sup‑
porting SME growth following the corporation tax 
reform, small entreprises have also been subject to 
a lower rate of corporation tax at 20 % on the first 
€ 100 000 of profits.

Lastly, promoting a positive culture and attitude 
towards entrepreneurship among young people is 
also a way of raising the business creation rate 
in the long term. That naturally involves educa‑
tion. Measures have already been introduced at 
federal level, such as student-entrepreneur status 
since 2017, and also at regional level : in Wallonia, 
with the Enterprising Generations  2015-2020 

Encouraging business 
creation does not 
only mean simplifying 
the administrative 
procedures
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programme, which includes an entrepreneurial 
schools programme and further training in entre‑
preneurship for teaching staff ; in Flanders with 
the Education Plan 2015-2019, which aims in par‑
ticular to mobilise the entrepreneurial potential 
of students and job-seekers ; and in Brussels with 
the Young Entrepreneurship Strategy, established 
in  2016, which aims to make 100 % of young 
Brussels residents aware of the entrepreneurial 
approach by  2025. Moves to encourage women 
entrepreneurs have also been initiated (Female 
Entrepreneurship Plan) with the support of the fed‑
eral and regional governments.

Adopting product market regulation 
more favourable to new activities

In view of the many changes facing our economy, 
the regulatory framework requires continuous ad‑
aptation in regard to both the labour market and 
the product markets. The regulatory framework 
should not be assessed solely in the light of firms’ 
performance. Its primary purpose is to meet the 
needs of consumer and worker protection, plus also 

more general aims such as protecting the environ‑
ment or certain fundamental rights. However, the 
regulatory framework must not place too many 
restraints on the development of activities that re‑
spond to new needs.

The regulatory environment is one of the factors 
influencing investors’ decisions on developing new 
projects or setting up an establishment in Belgium. 
Both national and international economic agents 
are less inclined to invest if they have to devote too 
many resources to compliance with unnecessarily 
stringent contractual or regulatory obligations. The 
regulatory framework in Belgium has become less 
strict since  2010, but some weaknesses remain. 
They include various administrative requirements, 
such as authorisations, labour market regulations 
or tax rules, and the obligation to publish re‑
ports at regular intervals. According to the business 
leaders polled by the WEF, such requirements are 
considered stricter in Belgium than on average in 
the EU, particularly compared to neighbouring and 
Nordic countries. In the services sector, while the 
regulations in Belgium are similar to the EU aver‑
age, they are still more restrictive than in the three 

Chart  78

The Belgian regulatory framework has generally become more flexible
(synthetic index of regulation, a higher value indicates a situation more favourable to the development of economic activity ; 
EU average 1 in 2010 = 0)
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neighbouring countries, despite some improvement 
since  2010. That may be part of the reason for 
slower productivity growth in that sector. Although 
a series of reforms has been implemented, in‑
cluding the Easy Switch procedures in  2017 and 
Bankswitching in  2018, which make it easier to 
transfer from one telephone company or bank to 
another, there is still scope for action, notably as 
regards openness to competition in the retail trade 
or in certain professional services.

As the sixth State reform transferred numerous 
regulatory powers to the Regions, adjustment of 
the regulatory framework requires adequate coor‑
dination in the adoption of new measures, and it is 
vital to avoid excessive discrepancies which would 
limit one Region’s access to the markets of the 
country’s other Regions and impede the optimum 
allocation of resources.

Ensuring that the labour market 
functions in a way that supports 
transitions

Various indicators, such as the low rate of occupa‑
tional mobility, the level of taxation and parafiscal 
charges on labour income, the link between pay 
and seniority, the unemployment traps and the 
strict rules on collective redundancies, reflect the 
rather rigid functioning of the labour market in 
Belgium. One fact connected with the low rate of 
business creation and closures is that more than 
40 % of employees stay with the same employer 
for over ten years. That is comparable to the figure 
in neighbouring countries but is much higher than 
in the Nordic countries. It can also be linked to 
the predominance of permanent contracts : nearly 
nine out of ten employees work on the basis of a 
permanent contract, while temporary contracts – 
which are common for young people entering the 
labour market – become very unusual in the older 
age groups, from age 25 onwards. The Securex an‑
nual staff rotation barometer indicates that in 2017 
barely 5.8 % of workers changed their job on their 
own initiative, while 4 % did so involuntarily. In the 
case of workers aged over 50, the cumulative total 
of these rates is no more than 2 %.

A stable job may be a guarantee of career quality, 
but that stability must be based on economic criteria, 
i.e. it must reflect the fact that the employee and 

employer are well matched. The significant influence 
of seniority in determining wages could also be a 
contributory factor in 
the lower mobility of 
employees. Workers 
may fear losing certain 
pay advantages if they 
change employer be‑
cause not all their ex‑
perience can be put to 
use with their new employer. It also costs employers 
more to dismiss a senior employee since redundancy 
costs increase in direct proportion to length of service 
at the firm.

In the agreement concluded in the summer of 2018 
(Jobs Deal), the federal government had asked the 
social partners to reconsider the wage progression 
criteria, so as to link them to skills and productivity 
rather than seniority, also leaving room for greater 
flexibility to take better account of specific regional 
and / or local characteristics.

The heavy burden of taxes and parafiscal levies on 
wages could also be restricting the use of potential 
labour. In 2017, Belgium still had the second highest 
hourly labour cost in the EU after Denmark, at an 
average of € 39.6 per hour worked for the economy 
as a whole, with social security charges accounting for 
€ 10.7 of that figure. On the basis of these Eurostat 
statistics, Belgium’s position has improved consider‑
ably as a result of the wage moderation measures 
and the tax shift. While labour costs per hour worked 
in the economy as a whole increased by 1.5 % in 
Belgium between  2014 and  2017, the correspond‑
ing rise was 8.3 % in Germany, 3.7 % in France and 
3.3 % in the Netherlands.

Although the likelihood of losing one’s job is lower 
in Belgium, the lack of occupational mobility is 
also reflected in long periods of unemployment 
and a weak transition into work, entailing the risk 
of de‑skilling or discouragement for this popula‑
tion group. More than half of all job-seekers have 
been unemployed for over a year, and for a third 
of them that period exceeds two years. This low 
incidence of return to work is due in part to the 
relatively high net replacement rates in Belgium. 
Despite the 2012 unemployment insurance reform, 
which made unemployment benefits more degres‑
sive, Belgium still has a significant unemployment 
trap (i.e. little difference between unemployment 

More than 40 % of 
employees stay with 
the same employer for 
over ten years
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benefits and net labour incomes). Moreover, in con‑
trast to practice in other countries such as Denmark, 
Sweden and the Netherlands, the unemployed con‑
tinue to receive benefits even after a prolonged pe‑
riod. Thus, according to the OECD indicator, people 
who have been unemployed for up to five years 
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A more marked unemployment trap in Belgium associated with a weak transition into work
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have, on average, a replacement income equivalent 
to 70 % of their last net wages. Alongside appropri‑
ate financial incentives, there is also a need to step 
up the efforts to provide guidance and training for 
job-seekers in order to limit the number of long-
term unemployed.
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Chart  80

Polarisation of employment but not wages
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France and the Netherlands.

5.4 Reducing the persistent mismatch 
between supply and demand on the 
labour market

The growing use of digital technologies and the 
greater fragmentation of production chains have con‑
tributed to a polarisation of employment in the ad‑
vanced economies. That means a rise in highly‑skilled 
jobs and, to a lesser degree, low-skilled jobs, while the 
share of medium-skilled jobs is declining. The reason 
for the continuing presence of low-skilled jobs is that 

many of them offer services relating to people or 
physical locations, including services connected with 
new activities of digital platforms or e-commerce. 
Belgium’s policy of subsidising low-skilled jobs over 
the past fifteen years through the development of 
a service voucher system and also taking action in 
the non‑market sector has also helped to expand 
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less-skilled employment, as have the various measures 
targeting low wages and alleviating charges for lower-
paid workers.

In Belgium, the polarisation of employment is not 
accompanied by wage polarisation 1. The dispersion 
between high and low wages has remained more 
or less stable at a low level, whereas it has wid‑
ened in most European countries, except Sweden, 
France and the United Kingdom. This more com‑
pressed wage scale helps to reduce income in‑
equality. On the other hand, it may reduce the 

financial incentives for 
investing in the required 
knowledge and skills to 
fill highly-skilled jobs.

While demand for labour 
is tending to focus increasingly on highly‑skilled 
jobs, the proportion of higher education graduates 
in the population is still insufficient even though it 
has risen steeply in the past 20  years. That is par‑
ticularly true if we consider the labour force poten‑
tial in the economy. Only 27 % of the unemployed 
and barely 16 % of inactives are highly-educated, 

whereas almost half the personnel recruited on 
the labour market must have a higher education 
diploma. Conversely, 10 % of jobs only require 
a low skill level whereas 27 % of the population 
have only lower secondary education qualifications. 
Substantial though it is, this gap was bigger in 
the past since almost 43 % of the population of 
working age had no more than lower secondary 
education qualifications in  1997, at a time when 
the proportion of low-skilled jobs was virtually the 
same. Apart from the generalised prolongation of 
education, the gradual retirement of generations 
who had a lower level of basic education is a factor 
in this trend.

This mismatch between supply and demand for la‑
bour influences the extent to which workers are over- 
or under-qualified. For instance, holders of a higher 
education diploma usually have a job that matches 
their level of education (80 % in 2017, compared to 
78 % in  1997). Conversely, it is harder for a person 

Demand for labour is 
increasingly focused on 

highly-skilled jobs
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September, pp. 79-90.
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with a low or medium level of education to secure a 
more highly-skilled job. Two decades ago, eight out of 
ten workers with no more than lower secondary edu‑
cation qualifications had a job requiring medium or 
high skill levels. Today, that proportion is seven out of 
ten. The same applies to workers with upper second‑
ary education qualifications. While 26 % used to gain 
access to highly-skilled jobs, that figure is now down 
to 24 %. More symptomatic of the downgrading of 
workers with secondary education diplomas is the fact 
that 12 % of them nowadays are in a low-skilled job, 
compared to 8 % in 1997, and that is having a ripple-
through effect, driving out the least-skilled. People 
completing no more than lower secondary education 
therefore still have a high unemployment rate (14 % 
in 2017, compared to 7 % for the medium-educated 
and 4 % for the highly-educated), despite the contin‑
ued growth of low-skilled jobs.

Mismatches are holding back 
economic development in all 
three Regions

Owing to these mismatches, in a business climate 
favourable to job creation, growing numbers of firms 
are reporting difficulties in recruitment. The vacancy 

rate, which measures the proportion of vacancies 
in the total number of potential jobs (filled and va‑
cant), has risen in all European countries since the 
economic recovery. However, that increase, with a 
rate of 3.4 % in  2017, is much bigger in Belgium, 
than the EU average of 2 %, while those rates stood 
at 1.5 % and 1.2 % respectively in  2010. Although 
the majority of vacan‑
cies concern perma‑
nent jobs (109 200, 
against 23 600  tem‑
porary posts in 2017), 
vacancies in tempo‑
rary employment have risen almost twice as fast as 
those in permanent jobs over the past four years. 
Small firms with fewer than ten employees account 
for the majority of vacancies to a greater extent than 
in the past.

In order to gain an idea of the shortages prevailing 
on the labour market, the public employment services 
examine job vacancies where recruitment problems 
are greater than the median, i.e. so-called “bottle‑
neck jobs“. Apart from the time naturally entailed in 
matching supply to demand for labour (selection of 
candidates, recruitment procedure, etc.), other struc‑
tural factors may affect the process. These include an 

At 3.4 %, the vacancy 
rate in Belgium is well 
above the EU average
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inadequate labour supply in terms of both quantity 
and quality (a mismatch between the skills required 
and those offered by the available spare labour), mo‑
bility, and the employment conditions offered (wages 
too low, non-standard hours, arduous work, etc.). 
While the bottleneck jobs are often the same in all 
three Regions, there are some specific characteristics. 
In Flanders, the jobs which are hardest to fill are for 
cleaners, technical occupations, commercial posts and 
jobs in the health or personal care sector. In Wallonia, 
the bottleneck jobs are in the construction sector, and 
also managerial, technical and commercial positions. 
In Brussels, the main shortages are in administrative 
and commercial jobs and IT occupations.

These vacancies and bottlenecks exist despite the 
large number of job-seekers, although that num‑

ber has fallen sharply 
in recent years. 
Nonetheless, a con‑
siderable proportion 
of these job-seekers 
have characteristics 

which favour a return to work. For instance, in 2017, 
in Belgium as a whole, 64 % of them had a me‑
dium or high level of education, 59 % were in the 
25-49 age group, and 51 % had been unemployed 
for less than one year. At regional level, the pressures 
are greater in Flanders than in the other two Regions, 
on account of both a lower proportion of job-seekers 
and stronger demand for labour. This suggests that 

Flanders is moving ever closer towards the frictional 
unemployment rate – i.e. the unemployment rate 
arising from the time required for people to find a 
job commensurate with their skills – while the pro‑
portion of unemployed people who are more difficult 
to get into work is falling. In Brussels and Wallonia, 
job-seekers’ level of education is lower, on average, 
and the percentage of long‑term unemployed is 
higher ; which represents an additional handicap for 
the employability of this labour reserve.

The labour reserve is not confined to 
the unemployed

The tightness on the labour market could be al‑
leviated by having greater recourse to the inactive 
population, some of whom wish to work but are 
not directly available and are therefore not includ‑
ed among official job-seekers. Although Belgium 
has created a large number of jobs since  2015, 
its  employment rate is still below the European 
average, and deviates widely from the rates in the 
neighbouring countries (except France) and the 
Nordic countries. Compared to Sweden, regarded 
as one of the top performers in matters concern‑
ing the labour market, the difference does not 
lie in higher unemployment but in much greater 
inactivity. In Belgium, one-third of the population 
of working age is inactive, compared to 17.5 % in 
Sweden. Thus, while the unemployment rate has 

Table  16

Pressures expressed in different ways depending on the Region
(2017)

Belgium Brussels Flanders Wallonia

Unemployment rate 1 7.1 14.9 4.4 9.7

Vacancy rate 2 3.4 3.2 3.6 2.8

Characteristics of the unemployed 3

Medium to high level of education 64 59 70 61

25-49 age group 59 70 53 60

Unemployed for less than one year 51 48 62 42

Presenting those three characteristics 20 21 25 17
     

Source :  Eurostat (LFS, microdata).
1 In % of the labour force aged between 15 and 64 years.
2 In % of the total potential jobs.
3 In % of the total number of unemployed aged between 15 and 64 years according to the ILO definition.
 

Labour market 
pressures are greater 

in Flanders
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fallen significantly in the past three years, there has 
been only a slight reduction in the proportion of 
people not participating in the labour market.

The reasons for the disparate performance in terms 
of the employment rate vary from one Region to 
another. The higher employment rate in Flanders 
is accompanied by a lower unemployment rate 
and slightly lower inactivity. Conversely, employ‑
ment rates in Wallonia and Brussels are below the 
national average. While the situation in Brussels 
is due mainly to a higher unemployment rate, in 
Wallonia it is more the reflection of greater in‑
activity. However, even though Flanders has an 
employment rate above the European average – an 
advantage which is nevertheless dwindling as time 
goes by – none of the three Regions outperforms 
Sweden in terms of employment and inactivity, 
so that there is still activation potential in Flanders 
as well as in Wallonia and Brussels.

If it is accompanied by decent employment condi‑
tions, getting a greater number of people into work 
means a lower risk of poverty, greater social inclusion 
and an additional income source for our social security 
system. The benefits of stronger attachment to the 

labour market, especially for the categories most at 
risk, are therefore manifold.

Although in principle a section of the inactive popu‑
lation could easily be mobilised and form part of the 
potential labour force, the majority of inactives do not 
wish to participate in the labour market and are not 
looking for a job. In 2017, that group was estimated 
at almost 1.6 million people, i.e. 22 % of the working 
age population. This figure is half as big again as in 
Sweden (14 %), Denmark (14 %) and the Netherlands 
(15 %). Among the comparison countries, only France 
has a higher proportion, at 25 %. The main reasons 
cited for non-participation are education (41 %), sick‑
ness (19 %) and, particularly for women, family re‑
sponsibilities (20 % of total inactives, but 30 % of all 
inactive women).

Women are also among the groups with participation 
rates below the national average, such as people aged 
55 and over, young people, non-European nationals, 
and – across the board – people with a low level of 
education. The gap in participation rates between 
men and women was still large in 2017 (9.6 percent‑
age points), although it was slightly below the EU 
average (11.1 percentage points). Brussels records the 

Chart  82

The lower employment rate in Belgium is due to a too high rate of inactivity, rather than a high 
unemployment rate
(in % of the 15-64 age group, unless otherwise stated)

2009 2011 2013 2015 2017
50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

2009 2011 2013 2015 2017
0

5

10

15

20

2009 2011 2013 2015 2017
15

20

25

30

35

40

Employment rate 1 Unemployment rate 2 Inactivity rate

Belgium SwedenBrussels Flanders WalloniaEU

  
Source : Eurostat.
1 In % of the population aged between 20 and 64 years.
2 In % of the labour force.



192 Economic and financial developments ¡ NBB Report 2018

biggest gap (13.6  percentage points); together with 
Wallonia these are the two Regions where women are 
less active on the labour market, at 59 %, compared 
to 66 % in Flanders. For all Regions of the country, 
the difference is very marked compared to Sweden, 
where the female activity rate is 80.7 %, the highest 
figure among the comparison countries, compared 
to 84.3 % for men, i.e. a difference of 3.6  percent‑
age points. This smaller gap also applies to Finland 
(3.6 percentage points) and Denmark (5.4 percentage 
points). In contrast, the situation in the neighbouring 
countries is closer to that of Belgium, although the 
difference in partici pation between men and women 
is also smaller there than in our country. Women 
likewise account for almost 70 % of part-time work‑
ers in Belgium who would like to work more. This 
under‑employed population constitutes a consider‑
able potential supply of labour.

The breakdown by age group shows a low participa‑
tion rate of around 28 % for young people between 
the ages of 15  and 24  years. This rate is tending 
to fall, mainly on account of longer periods spent 
in education, with only a minority so far combin‑
ing a job with their studies. In Flanders, just under 
one young person in three participates in the labour 
market, whereas in the other two Regions the figures 

are barely 24 % in Wallonia and 23 % in Brussels. 
Nonetheless, we could see an upward trend in the 
future since it is becoming increasingly common for 
students to have a job, and the conditions allowing 
student worker status have been eased. This initial 
job experience could subsequently favour entry to the 
labour market for young graduates. In this regard, 
apprenticeships are very important too, although they 
are still underused in Belgium.

The above findings, particularly the labour market 
pressures, are also fuelled by the ageing of the popu‑
lation. Not only is there a steady decline in the propor‑
tion of the working age population comprising young 
people to replace the older ones leaving the labour 
market, but the proportion of people over the age 
of 55 years is rising : it was up from 16 % in 1997 to 
20 % in 2017. However, their labour market partici‑
pation rate is still much lower than that of workers 
aged between 25 and 54 years. This exerts downward 
pressure on the overall activity rate and the number of 
active persons. The measures adopted since 2000 to 
restrict the scope for early departure from the labour 
market have gradually limited the mass exodus which 
used to occur from the age of 50 years. In fact, the 
participation rate of persons in the 55-64 age group 
has risen by 28 percentage points over 20 years, but at 

Table  17

All population groups have a participation rate below the European average
(in % of the corresponding population aged between 15 and 64 years, 2017)

Belgium Brussels Flanders Wallonia EU
p.m.  

Sweden

Total 68.0 66.1 70.6 63.9 73.3 82.5
       

Men 72.8 72.9 74.9 68.9 78.9 84.3

Women 63.2 59.3 66.3 59.0 67.8 80.7
       

15‑24 years 28.1 22.6 31.5 24.1 41.7 54.7

25‑54 years 84.8 79.5 88.0 81.0 85.7 91.3

55‑64 years 51.3 55.7 51.9 49.0 60.6 80.5
       

Low‑educated 41.7 44.8 43.2 38.4 53.6 57.7

Medium‑educated 70.1 63.3 72.4 67.6 76.2 87.1

Highly‑educated 85.9 84.5 86.9 84.3 88.0 91.9
       

Nationals 68.3 64.2 71.1 64.2 73.5 83.2

EU nationals 72.2 76.9 72.9 66.3 79.3 84.6

Non‑EU nationals 52.7 54.8 52.4 50.5 65.5 71.2
       

Source :  Eurostat.
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51 % it remains very low compared to the European 
average, not to mention Sweden where the figure is 
80.5 %. For this age group, Brussels has the highest 
participation rate (56 %), followed by Flanders (52 %) 
and Wallonia (49 %).

Among the groups most at risk of unemployment are 
non-EU nationals, who are in a much worse position 
on the labour market than their European peers in 
all three Regions of the country. The High Council 
for Employment 1 has shown that only a small part of 
the labour market participation gap between Belgians 
and non‑EU nationals is due to the personal charac‑
teristics of the individuals, such as age, gender, level 
of education or Region of residence.

Initial education and lifelong 
learning are more than ever the 
passports to a job

As pointed out earlier, people with a low level of 
education still have more difficulty in joining the la‑
bour market. While 86 % of higher education gradu‑
ates participate in the labour market, that proportion 
falls to 42 % for people with no more than lower 

secondary education qualifications. The new require‑
ments regarding digital skills and the fact that workers 
with a low education are being driven out by those 
with a medium level of education are likely to exacer‑
bate this problem in the future.

Owing to the scarcity of job opportunities for them, 
the number of people with a low level of educa‑
tion needs to be reduced by cutting the school 
drop‑out rate. Although the situation has recently 
improved, that rate remains high at 9 % in  2017. 
This phenomenon is particularly marked in the 
Brussels Region, where 13 % of young people in 
the 18-24  age group leave the education system 
without obtaining a higher secondary education 
diploma or the equivalent. In contrast, the rate 
in Flanders is 7 %, equalling that in the Netherlands, 
which achieves the best performance among the 
comparison countries.

The education system needs to encourage more 
people to pursue higher education, whether or 
not at university. Belgium does relatively well in 

1 HCE (2018), Immigrants born outside the European Union on the 
labour market in Belgium.
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that respect, since 46 % of the 30-34  age group 
had a higher education diploma in  2017, a fig‑
ure similar to that in the comparison countries 
and almost equal to the target for  2020 (47 %). 
At regional level, Brussels has the largest propor‑
tion of graduates (53 %), followed by Flanders 
(45 %) and Wallonia (42 %). However, among the 
highly-skilled jobs, it  is those requiring training 
in science, mathematics, statistics and information 

and communication technologies, together with 
engineering, industry and construction, which will 
remain most in demand in the future. Although 
a high proportion of the population holds higher 
education diplomas, barely 21 % of new graduates 
in the 30-34  age group chose one of those areas 
of study. That is particularly true in the case of 
women, since only 9 % of them obtained degrees 
in those subjects, even though more women than 

Chart  83

Too few women in fields with good job prospects, a continuing high rate of school drop-outs, and 
low participation in lifelong learning

SE D
K N
L FI FR D
E

W
A

L

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

B
E

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

N
L SE FI

D
K FR D
E

W
A

L

0

5

10

15

20

25

2017 2000

SE FI

D
K N
L FR D
E

B
E

B
E

W
A

L

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

D
E FI
 

SE
 

FR
 

D
K

 

B
E 

N
L 

W
A

L

Men Women

Graduates in fields with good job prospects 1

(in % of graduates aged between 30 and 34 years, 2017) 

Participation in education and training
(in % of persons aged between 25 and 64 years, during 
the past four weeks)

Graduates, all fields 
(in % of the population aged between 30 and 34 years, 2017)

School drop-out rate
(in % of persons aged between 18 and 24 years)

BR
U

BR
U

BR
U

BR
U

FL
A

FL
A

FL
A

FL
A

  
Source : Eurostat (LFS, microdata).
1 Studies in science, mathematics, statistics, ICT, engineering, industry and construction.
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men pursue higher education, They thus represent 
55 % of total graduates but barely 48 % of highly-
skilled jobs. In the case of managerial posts, the 
proportion of women actually drops to below 33 %.

Not only technical knowledge but also social and 
inter-personal skills, plus adaptability, enhance the 
likelihood of finding a job. In general, tasks based on 
sensory experience and fine motor skills, those con‑
cerning ethics, social interaction and emotional intel‑
ligence, or interdisciplinary tasks and those requiring 
creativity, inventiveness and intuition, are still difficult 
to convert into algorithms.

However, the learning of new skills is not con‑
fined to initial education. After leaving the educa‑
tion system, further training is vital to ensure the 

employability of potential workers. Yet in Belgium 
in  2017, barely 8.5 % of people in the 25-64  age 
group had attended training in the past four weeks. 
That is a long way from the best practice seen in 
the comparison coun‑
tries, especially the 
Nordic countries. 
Moreover, some pop‑
ulation groups are 
under‑represented. 
Low-skilled workers 
and those aged 55  and over are among workers 
with a low training rate, yet these are workers 
who could derive great benefit from training : the 
former, in order to match the level of their skills 
to the labour market requirements, and the latter 
to maintain their employability.

Lifelong learning is 
key for employability 
throughout a career
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In order to be sustainable, economic development 
must be efficient, socially fair and environmentally 
sound. These goals, which form the basis of the 
approach adopted in  2016 by the members of the 
United Nations (UN), are explicitly reiterated in vari‑
ous European policies, and in the long-term federal 
strategic vision for sustainable development.

More specifically, the environmental transition 
mainly features in the policies for combating climate 
change, which originate from the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change. By ratifying it 
in 1996, Belgium opted to transform itself into an 
economy generating low greenhouse gas emissions. 
That decision was taken in the broader European 
context of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, im‑
proving energy efficiency and developing renewable 
energy sources.

The efforts in this regard should not be seen as ham‑
pering economic development but instead should be 
viewed in relation to the constant need to improve 
the productive efficiency of firms. The ratio between 
an economy’s GDP and its domestic material con‑
sumption (DMC) quantifies that economy’s efficiency 
in its use of natural resources. Since the turn of the 
millennium, resource productivity has generally im‑
proved in the EU, particularly from  2008, following 
a marked decline in DMC against the backdrop of 
weak growth. In Belgium, the increase in resource 
productivity took longer to gather pace. In general, 
these developments also reflect a composition effect 
due to the growing importance of service activities, 
which consume a smaller quantity of raw materials 
than industry.

Accounting for 78 % of the EU’s greenhouse gas 
emissions, both energy production and energy con‑
sumption methods are central to this transition. 

This  is not just a matter for energy policy but re‑
quires the coordination of provisions which come 
under various subjects – energy, transport, town 
planning, industry, innovation, digital technology, 
and the legal system – which traditionally have 
few, if any, mutual links and in which the powers 
are shared among the federated entities whose 
way of dealing with the issues sometimes varies. 
Nevertheless, a consistent approach and effective 
coordination are vital for a transition entailing the 

5.5 Reconciling economic growth and 
environmental constraints
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Source : Eurostat.
1 Real GDP divided by domestic material consumption (DMC). 

The latter is defined as the annual quantity of raw materials 
extracted from domestic territory plus physical imports minus 
physical exports. The raw materials concerned are : biomass, 
metallic minerals, non-metallic minerals and fossil fuels.
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least cost to the community while still being socially 
acceptable : we must avoid any lack of coordination 
and stability in the regulatory framework causing 
either businesses or individuals to make ill‑advised 
investment resulting in losses.

Achieving an energy transition that 
guarantees security of supply

The commitments made in connection with the en‑
ergy and environmental transition, be it at Belgian 1, 
European or global level, imply considerable adjust‑
ments to the energy mix and are therefore bound to 
affect the functioning of the economy and security 
of energy supplies. To guarantee the maintenance 
and deployment of economic activities, it is crucial 
to ensure everyday energy supplies while adapting 
the infrastructure and equipment so as to put the 
transition strategy into effect. That applies in par‑
ticular to electricity.

In the final quarter of  2018, there were serious 
doubts about the ability of the Belgian electricity 

generating facilities to meet demand during the 
winter period, owing to the temporary closure of 
a number of nucle‑
ar power stations. 
Planned and un‑
planned non‑avail‑
ability amounted to 
between 3 900  and 
4 900  megawatts 
(MW), i.e. 30-37 % 
of non‑intermittent 
generating capacity (nuclear, fossil fuel power 
plants, cogeneration, biomass) over which the 
transmission system operator can in principle ex‑
ercise some discretionary control in order to safe‑
guard the stability of the system, and hence the 
continuity of electricity supplies. At the same time, 
while the installed renewable energy capacity (ex‑
cluding pumped storage) represented around 36 % 
of the total installed capacity in 2017, it accounted 
for barely 19.2 % of net production.

To alleviate this uncertainty, various measures were 
taken such as the recommissioning of gas power 
plants which had been mothballed, and optimisa‑
tion of both power-generating facilities and inter‑
connection to the Luxembourg network. Net im‑
ports totalled around 17.4 TWh in 2018, more than 

1 Notably the commitment on closing down nuclear power stations 
between 2022 and 2025, confirmed by the Regions and by the 
federal government in the Interfederal Energy Pact.

Consistent and 
coordinated policies 
are necessary for a 
successful ecological 
transition
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2.5  times higher than in the two preceding years 
but similar to the figure recorded at the time of the 
previous supply crisis in  2014-2015. However, the 
option of using the 4 500 MW maximum import ca‑
pacity depends on the available scope in neighbour‑
ing countries in terms of production and transport, 
as well as their own domestic demand, which varies 
according to the weather.

Temporary interruptions in the electricity supply 
would be detrimental both to citizens’ comfort and 
to economic activity. Apart from the costs incurred 
in lost production and the restarting of installa‑
tions, the perception of a deterioration in security 
of electricity supply is harmful in the long term to 
the reputation and attractiveness of Belgium in 
the eyes of foreign investors. Even if this risk of 
interruption does not materialise, its mere pres‑
ence affects the competitiveness of some firms 
owing to the pressures that this situation creates 
on the wholesale electricity markets. Thus, prices 
for electricity delivery scheduled at various maturi‑
ties during the 2018-2019 winter period in Belgium 
diverged from those in the neighbouring countries 
during the last four months of  2018, in a general 
context of rising prices in Europe. If these price dis‑
crepancies persist, firms will face a higher cost for 
this essential input, particularly in certain industrial 
branches. Ultimately, these price rises will also have 
an indirect impact on wages via wage indexation to 
consumer prices, and on the health index.

Where electricity supplies are concerned, the au‑
thorities’ scope for intervention varies according 
to whether the activities concerned are regulated 
(transmission and distribution) or subject to compe‑
tition (production and supply of electricity). In the 
former case, the regulators determine the condi‑
tions and prices for access to the networks while 
ensuring a balance between the costs and efficiency 
of the infrastructure. For activities subject to com‑
petition, it is necessary to adopt a regulatory frame‑
work that offers sufficient incentives to attract 
flexible means of production into the market at the 
right time and in accordance with future needs, 
including during the transitional period. For  that, 
suppliers and producers must be able to rely on a 
stable and predictable regulatory framework, with 
a coordinated approach by the various levels of 
government in drawing up and implementing the 
legislative framework.

The emergency solutions described previously to ad‑
dress the risk of an interruption in supplies are not 
the answer to the need to establish sufficient supplies 
in line with the long-term goals, namely the phasing 
out of nuclear power in  2022-2025  and the transi‑
tion to a lower carbon economy. There must be no 
further significant delays in adapting and modernising 
the production facilities as necessary, in view of the 
time taken to decide on investment and to install 
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Potential electricity supply on the basis of the 
non-availability of generating units in Belgium
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the facilities and put them into operation. This also 
applies to the transmission and distribution infrastruc‑
ture, which must be strengthened in order to permit 
the integration of new uses and new, more decentral‑
ised electricity production configurations.

Pursuing an ambitious mobility policy

While the question of mobility is also central to 
the transition to a lower carbon economy, the dif‑
ficulties that Belgium faces are currently damaging 
economic activity. Workers struggle to get to work 
owing to the saturation of public transport and / or 
congestion on the road network. This congestion 
problem is shared with users in the freight transport 
sector and therefore affects Belgium’s attractiveness 

as a logistical hub, though Belgium occupies a cen‑
tral position in Europe and has major development 
advantages thanks to 
its port and airport 
infrastructure.

The increase in road 
transport flows cre‑
ates congestion 
primarily around 
the large urban centres and in areas of econom‑
ic activity. According to the INRIX indicator of 
congestion rates at peak hours, which mainly af‑
fect commuter travel, the cities of Brussels and 
Antwerp are ranked 7th  and 9th  among the most 
congested major European cities, well ahead of 
Lyon or Stockholm, although those cities are similar 
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Contrasting trends compared to the neighbouring countries as regards electricity prices on 
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Congestion affects 
Belgium’s attractiveness 
and is a source of 
negative externalities



200 Economic and financial developments ¡ NBB Report 2018

in terms of population size. With regard to con‑
gestion during the day, which concerns logistics 
activities to a greater degree, Antwerp and its re‑
gion suffer more frequent traffic jams than Brussels 

or  Paris. In  the  neighbouring countries, only the 
major German cities have bigger problems in that 
respect. But the effects of traffic jams also extend 
beyond urban areas. Thus, the cumulative number 
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of hours in the year when the  Belgian motor‑
way network records traffic queues of more than 
100 km (with speeds of less than 50 km / h) is rising 
with each passing year, including during off-peak 
hours : in  addition to the growing road freight 
traffic, an increasing number of drivers and com‑
muters prefer to travel outside the peak congestion 
periods.

Apart from its direct economic impact, saturation 
of the road transport networks gives rise to nega‑
tive externalities for the well-being of citizens (noise, 
stress relating to travel difficulties) and the level of 
the air quality, with implications for public health and 
the environment. In  2016, the emissions generated 
by road travel accounted for 28 % of CO2  emissions 
in Belgium (i.e. 20 % of total greenhouse gas emis‑
sions), 48 % of NOx emissions and 15 % of emissions 
of particulate matter with a diameter smaller than 
2.5 microns and 10 microns respectively.

The growing density in vehicle numbers is due partly 
to favourable tax treatment of individual car travel, 
via company car schemes (including cars provided 
for workers as part of their wages but available for 
private use), which concerns 8 % of the stock of 
vehicles. Harmonisation of the tax treatment of the 
various modes of transport could curb the growth of 
road traffic. In  2017-2018, the federal government 
initiated the implementation of various tax measures 
relating to motor vehicle use, such as the harmonisa‑
tion of excise duties on diesel with those on petrol, 
reduction of the tax allowance for use of a fuel 

card, and a radical revision of the tax framework for 
company cars. On the one hand, the introduction of 
the travel allowance 
or “cash for cars” on 
1  January  2018 of‑
fers workers with a 
company car (and the 
associated benefits) 
the option of giving 
it up and receiving in 
return a sum of money to fund their various private 
and / or business journeys. On the other hand, pro‑
viding workers with a “mobility” budget correspond‑
ing to the total annual cost to the employer of fi‑
nancing a company car and the associated expenses 
(fuel, insurance, maintenance, taxes, etc.) enables 
workers to spend that sum on an environment-
friendly car and / or alternative, sustainable modes of 
transport, with the right to receive cash payment of 
the unspent balance of the budget.

Harmonise the tax 
treatment of modes 
of transport to curb 
congestion
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The National Strategic Investment Pact

In the face of the challenges confronting the Belgian economy, investment in general and the 
government‑funded part of that investment are among the levers for reinforcing economic potential. 
Over the past 20 years, public investment has declined. By 2017, it accounted for only 2.2 % of GDP, 
well below the public investment rates in Scandinavia (4.4 %), France or the Netherlands (both at 3.4 %). 
Consequently, Belgium is trailing behind, which has visible repercussions on the state of various types of 
infrastructure, particularly public infrastructure.

In general, the availability of efficient infrastructure promotes citizens’ well-being and business 
competitiveness. Conversely, infrastructure defects or congestion affect the smooth operation of 
business and the country’s economic attractiveness. Contrary to what is seen in France and the 
Netherlands, but in common with what is happening in Germany, user ratings on these subjects in 
Belgium are tending to deteriorate. This is particularly true of network infrastructure such as energy 
and telecommunications. While the ratings on infrastructure for commercial logistic services is stable 
in Belgium, mainly thanks to the quality of its port and airport infrastructure, it is not improving 

BOX 8

u

Infrastructure quality indicators
(scores between 0 and 10, 10 corresponding to the top score, average per sub-period)

Basic infrastructure Energy ICT
Infrastructure relating 
to transport and trade

Maintenance and 
development are 

adequately planned 
and financed 1

Infrastructure adequate 
and efficient 1

Infrastructure meets 
business requirements 1

Ports, railways, 
roads and ICT 2

2007-2010

2005-2008 2007-2010

Belgium 6.1 7.3 8.3 8.0

France 7.9 8.5 8.2 7.8

Netherlands 6.6 8.0 8.7 8.5

Germany 7.4 8.1 8.8 8.5

EU 5.5 6.5 7.7 6.6

2015-2018 2016-2018

Belgium 5.4 6.2 7.9 8.0

France 7.7 8.5 8.2 8.0

Netherlands 8.8 9.0 9.2 8.5

Germany 6.4 7.1 7.1 8.8

EU 6.1 7.1 8.0 7.0
     

Sources :  World Bank, IMD.
1 Rating based on IMD survey of senior executives.
2 Rating based on World Bank survey of logistics professionals.
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as is the case in the neighbouring countries which, overall, are seen as having strengthened their 
infrastructure networks.

In view of this, the Prime Minister formed a strategic committee with six members from the economic 
world, in order to establish the basis of a National Strategic Investment Pact. This committee was given 
the task of setting the – public or private – investment priorities intended to strengthen the foundations 
of the economy, innovation and employment, thus leading to sustainable and inclusive growth by 2030. 
This move is in line with the Investment Plan for Europe.

On that basis, the committee reported to the Prime Minister and the Minister-Presidents of the 
Communities and Regions in September 2018. Six investment areas were identified : the digital transition, 
cyber security, education, the health system, the energy transition and transport. Practical plans were 
put forward for each of them, based on the experience of numerous players in the field. Investment 
and operating expenditure amounting to € 144  to 155  billion, directly supporting efficiency (such as 
infrastructure maintenance or the strengthening of human capital in the digital sphere) were set for the 
period up to 2030, with the government bearing around 45 % of the cost.

The committee also identified four transversal factors which would favour implementation of the plans 
and are partly a matter for the government. These factors are : a) a more effective and predictable legal 
and regulatory framework for permits and appeals ; b) improved ability to mobilise the capital available 
from the government and also from private investors and EU institutions ; c) wise use of public-private 
partnerships based on stronger governance of investment projects ; and d) a budget strategy and 
European rules that encourage public investment. Practical recommendations were also made on these 

u
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Other financial incentives may also help to stagger 
demand for road transport over time, such as the 
use of tolls, including in cities, varying according 
to the level of congestion. As well as reducing 
the actual costs resulting from congestion, such 
demand management can be a source of fund‑
ing for transport infrastructures and services. With 
regard to users, demand for commuter travel can 
be smoothed out by flexible working arrangements 
and tele-working, or the length of commuter jour‑
neys can be reduced by the use of satellite offices 
or shared (“co-working”) premises. In  2017, no 
fewer than 23 % of workers made use of telework‑
ing arrangements, an increase of around a third in 
four years. The use of real‑time travel data could 
improve the efficiency of transport systems. Apart 
from the positive impact on all users, centralisation 
of that information would permit the grouping of 
freight flows to common destinations and the de‑
velopment of intermodality.

More generally, demand for travel should be 
steered towards alternative, additional modes of 
transport, thus easing the pressure on the exist‑
ing infrastructure, especially at peak periods, by 
promoting public transport or “softer” modes of 
mobility. Consequently, there needs to be sufficient 
suitable and efficient infrastructure for that pur‑
pose. In the case of freight transport, that means 
improving rail access to the ports and economic 
activity zones, and modifying waterways to take 
larger vessels. In  the case of passenger transport, 
this includes, for example, the provision of park‑
ing facilities close to railway stations, or the crea‑
tion of cycle paths. Between  2000  and  2013, the 

total number of passengers travelling on the three 
regional public transport networks doubled, but 
has since remained steady. The authorities need to 
avoid transferring the congestion problems from 
one mode of transport to another, but should 
instead, where appropriate, plan ahead for invest‑
ment in public transport to cater for this growth 
and perpetuate it by maintaining or improving the 
attractiveness, reliability and punctuality of public 
transport. More  generally, town planning policy 
and decisions on where to live or where to locate 
new activity zones are likewise closely linked to this 
transport issue.

The problem of transport infrastructure congestion 
exacerbates the low geographical mobility of work‑
ers. Except for the residents of Flemish and Walloon 
Brabant, who are more likely to travel to Brussels, 
very few commuters travel from their home to 
another province, and hardly any travel between 
Flanders and Wallonia.

This low geographical mobility is reflected in sizeable 
disparities in unemployment rates between the prov‑
inces, including neighbouring ones. Despite successive 
adjustments to the unemployment regulations to help 
the jobless get back into work (definition of suit‑
able work, degressive benefits, greater support and 
guidance for the young and for those aged 50  and 
over) and the cooperation agreements between the 
regional public employment services, the geographical 
mobility of job-seekers is still insufficient.

The constraint of the distance between home and 
place of work is compounded by the language 

issues. In particular, with regard to both the areas for investment and the transversal conditions, the 
strategic committee’s report highlights the need for discussion and coordination between the various 
levels of power.

At this stage, the report on the National Strategic Investment Pact does not, in itself, represent any 
commitments for either the federal government or the federated entities. However, it does form an 
appropriate benchmark for the practical implementation of a coordinated public investment strategy 
in Belgium.
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barrier, which in practice limits mobility between the 
Regions. The distance problem is also exacerbated by 
the lack of financial incentives to work, particularly 
for low wage earners and those with a low level 

of education. Taking account of the relatively high 
replacement rate for the unemployed, the wage 
levels offered do not seem sufficiently attractive to 
compensate for the travel costs.

Table  18

Few workers are employed outside their province of residence
(in % of workers in the province of residence, 2017)

Province of residence

WEST 
FL ANTW’P LIMB’G EAST FL FL BRAB BRUSS

WALL’N 
BRAB HAIN’T NAM LIEG LUX

Pl
ac

e 
o

f 
w

o
rk

WEST FL 89 0 0 4 0 0 0 1 0 0 0

ANTW’P 0 87 5 6 7 1 0 0 0 0 0

LIMB’G 0 2 80 0 2 0 1 0 0 1 0

EAST FL 6 3 1 77 2 1 0 1 0 0 0

FL BRAB 1 3 5 4 61 8 6 1 1 0 0

BRUSS 2 3 2 7 25 82 28 8 8 3 1

WALL’N 
BRAB 0 0 0 0 1 4 54 5 8 1 0

HAIN’T 1 0 0 0 0 2 5 75 8 0 0

NAM 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 4 67 4 6

LIEG 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 2 84 3

LUX 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 1 62

Abroad 1 2 7 1 1 1 1 3 1 4 27

Source :  Eurostat (LFS, microdata).
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5.6 Enhancing the general well-being  
of the population

The polarisation of society caused by the changes 
mentioned above highlights the need for economic 
growth to be inclusive, in order to promote not just 
wealth creation but also the well-being of the popula‑
tion as a whole.

The composite indicator of average well-being 
– “Here and now” – devised by the Federal Planning 
Bureau (FPB) provides the best picture of changes 
observed in the well-being of Belgians 1. It combines 
the changes in six indicators, namely state of health 
(40 % weighting in the composite indicator), material 
deprivation (19 %), social support (15 %), incapacity 
for work (13 %), dropping out of education (9 %) and 
unemployment (4 %) 2.

The composite indicator had been rising since 2005, 
but deteriorated significantly with the outbreak of 

the economic and finan‑
cial crisis, and fell to its 
lowest level in  2011. 
Since  2015, howev‑
er, the well-being of 
Belgian people has re‑
covered, and in  2017 
was comparable to 
its  2005  level. The trend 

between  2008  and  2011  was closely linked to the 
deterioration in the general state of health of the 
population during that period, as the indicator 
dropped to its minimum value in that last year. 
This deterioration in the health indicator during the economic crisis bears out the results of the latest 

national health survey in Belgium, which revealed 
mental health problems in particular. This issue, 
regarded as important in Belgium, has proven eco‑
nomic consequences beyond the effect on people’s 
well-being : the OECD estimates the associated direct 
costs (health care) and indirect costs (unemploy‑
ment, absences from work, loss of productivity, etc.) 

Chart  88

Well-being 1 is rising, but has yet to regain its 
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Source : FPB.
1 0 corresponds to a situation in which the six indicators were 

simultaneously at their minimum level over the period 2005-2017, 
while 1 corresponds to a situation in which they were all 
simultaneously at their maximum level over that same period.

The Belgians’ well-
being indicator has 
returned to a level 
comparable to that 

before the crisis

1 Well-being as expressed in the answers to the question : "Overall, 
how satisfied are you with your life nowadays ?” taken from 
the 2013 EU-SILC survey (see box 9 for a brief account of the 
beyond-GDP indicators).

2 These six indicators are included in the composite well-being 
index so that an increase in one of these indicators improves 
general well-being.
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at  around 5.1 % of GDP in Belgium in  2015, com‑
pared to 4.1 % for the EU. Investing in preventive 
health care therefore achieves the two-fold aim of 
well-being and economic growth.

Apart from the state of health, the improvement in 
the well-being indicator in recent years also con‑
cerns all the other dimensions except for incapac‑
ity for work. However, this general trend in well-
being masks wide variations between different 
sub-populations. While there are few differences 
in the assessment of well-being by gender in terms 
of satisfaction with life, that is not so in the case 
of other sub-groups. For instance, younger people 
(16-24  years) are on average more satisfied with 
their lives than older people, and especially those 
in the 50-64 age group. Also, although income is 
not a key determinant of well-being, satisfaction 
increases with the level of income. This also dif‑
fers between the Regions, with people in Flanders 
being the most satisfied and Brussels residents 
the least.

On the basis of this finding, the FPB identified the 
well-being determinants specific to the various popu‑
lation categories : for women and men ; for four age 
groups (16-24  years, 25-49  years, 50-64  years and 
over 64 years) ; for five income categories (quintiles) ; 
and according to the Region of residence.

Whichever sub-population is considered, health is al‑
ways the main determinant of well-being. However, 
men’s well-being is more affected by their labour 
market status, especially if they are job-seekers. 
Conversely, lack of qualifications affects the well-
being of women but not that of men. The well-
being of young people (16-24 years) depends more 
particularly on the level of social support that they 
receive, their inclusion in the labour market (unem‑
ployment or incapacity for work) and their level of 
education. In contrast, in the 25-64 age group, it is 
the variables relating to standard of living (income, 
material deprivation) that influence well-being. Lack 
of qualifications also affects well-being in the first 
two income quintiles. When it comes to measuring 

Chart  89

Unequal satisfaction with life according to population group
(scale of 0 to10 ; 2013) 1
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Source : FPB.
1 Satisfaction with life is measured by the question : “Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays ?”. The answer to that question 

is given on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all satisfied) to 10 (totally satisfied).
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the standard of living, the degree of material dep‑
rivation and hence access – or otherwise – to a 
normal living standard matters more than income 
level. Some regional disparities are also apparent : 
health is more important for the well-being of the 

Flemish and Walloon populations than for Brussels 
residents, who are more sensitive to the variables 
relating to standard of living. Labour market status 
and level of education are also key factors for well-
being in Wallonia.

Trend in the beyond-GDP indicators

Under the Law of 14 March 2014 supplementing the Law of 21 December 1994 containing social and 
miscellaneous provisions, the National Accounts Institute (NAI) and the Federal Planning Bureau (FPB) 
publish a report each year on beyond-GDP indicators, relating to various topics in relation to well-being. 
A summary is given here in accordance with the Law.

In this edition, the FPB reviews 67  indicators selected in order to measure “quality of life, human 
development, social progress and the sustainability of our economy”, grouped around three dimensions 
based on the definition of sustainable development : “Here and now”, “Later”, and “Elsewhere”. 

BOX 9

u
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Where  appropriate, the indicators are broken down according to relevant population categories. 
A  detailed description of the methods of selecting the topics and indicators is given in the report 
published by the NAI and the FPB in February 2016.

In the 2019 report, as well as taking account of comments by users and Parliament, some adjustments 
were made to the list of indicators for methodological reasons, the aim being to find more relevant 
measures for constructing the composite indicator on the basis of indicators available annually. 
The presentation of the indicators is now arranged around the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
set by the UN for the period up to 2030. According to the Agenda for Sustainable Development designed 
to achieve these goals, it is essential to reconcile economic growth, social inclusion and environmental 
protection on the basis of integrated and sustainable management of the planet’s resources. In fact, these 
SDGs are consistent with the FPB’s approach.

Trend in the indicators

The “Here and now” dimension concerns changes in people’s well-being and the development of 
society in Belgium since 1990. Some 41 indicators concerning poverty, decent work, inequality, health, 
education, cities and justice cover this dimension, for which there is no apparent systematic trend in 
relation to the respective SDGs :

¡¡ with regard to education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5) and peace and justice (SDG 16), the trend 
is favourable, i.e. heading towards their goals ;

¡¡ in contrast, trends relating to poverty (SDG 1) are unfavourable ;
¡¡ in regard to health (SDG 3), the three indicators relating to life expectancy, death due to chronic illness 

and road accidents, the trend is favourable ; conversely, the subjective indicators concerning people’s 
perception of their state of health point to a deterioration ;

¡¡ the indicators relating to decent work (SDG 8), inequality (SDG 10) and cities (SDG 11) do not display 
any clear tendencies.

Comparison of these indicators with those at EU level or, failing that, in the three neighbouring countries 
favours Belgium in the case of 17 of the 28 indicators which can be compared.

There are 32 indicators covering the “Later” dimension, which concerns the ability of future generations 
to maintain and improve that well-being. These indicators are taken mainly from the environmental 
SDGs concerning hunger (SDG 2), health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4), water (SDG 6), energy (SDG 7), 
infrastructure (SDG 9), consumption and production (SDG 12), climate (SDG 13), life on land and life 
below water (SDG 14 and 15), and ways of implementing global sustainable development partnerships 
(SDG 17). Most of these are moving towards their goals, with the following notable exceptions :

¡¡ life expectancy and good health (SDG 3), which is no longer improving (in contrast to life expectancy 
at birth) ;

¡¡ the wild bird population (one of the few indicators of biological diversity available over a long period), 
which continues to deviate further from its goal.

u
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An international comparison shows that 12 of the 23 indicators which can be compared record a more 
favourable situation in Belgium ; this primarily concerns social indicators. The environmental indicators 
are less favourable in Belgium than in the rest of Europe.

The “Elsewhere” indicators reflecting Belgium’s impact on the rest of the world – namely the ability of 
other countries to develop and the well-being of their population – display a favourable trend as regards 
the consumption of natural resources (energy (SDG 7) and commodities (SDG 12)) and greenhouse 
gas emissions (SDG 13). Conversely, the trend in the public development aid indicator (SDG 17) is 
unfavourable.

The international comparison of these indicators is favourable to Belgium with regard to domestic 
material consumption and public development aid, but not as regards the primary energy consumption 
indicators and those concerning greenhouse gas emissions.

Breakdown of the indicators

Of the 67 indicators adopted, 31 can be broken down by population sub-categories, defined according 
to gender, income level, level of education or age. It emerges that :

¡¡ according to gender (28  indicators), many differences are smaller though there are still some 
substantial discrepancies unfavourable to women. This concerns the risk of poverty or social exclusion, 
including a very low work intensity, perceived health, depression, leisure time and feeling safe in 
public places ;

¡¡ according to income level (15 indicators), the situations are more favourable for the highest income 
groups, which is hardly surprising ;

¡¡ according to level of education (12 indicators), the conditions are more favourable for persons with 
a better level of education, and the differences are tending to increase. People with no more than 
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a lower secondary education certificate are at a particular disadvantage, and the gap in relation to 
others (with at least an upper secondary education certificate) is generally very marked ;

¡¡ according to age (12 indicators), various divergent trends are apparent which could ultimately have 
implications for the well-being of certain groups and the development of society. Thus, long-term 
incapacity for work among the 25-64 age group may affect economic activity. Similarly, while the 
improvement in living conditions for the over-65 age group is positive, it contrasts with the tougher 
conditions experienced by younger people, which may harm solidarity between the generations. 
While there are differences of level relating to age (e.g. in terms of health, incapacity for work, 
employment or unemployment), it is evident that the trends are almost always more favourable to 
the older age groups. Apart from the – predominant – health indicator, it is the trend in indicators 
relating to work and poverty that needs to be monitored.

In accordance with its mission, the FPB will continue to update these indicators, taking account of 
changes in the state of knowledge and social debates. Future work will focus in particular on the 
development of a composite indicator for the “Later” and “Elsewhere” dimensions of well-being and 
an indicator on the carbon footprint as presented in the  2018 report on the beyond-GDP indicators. 
That work will also ensure consistency between this set of beyond-GDP indicators and the sustainable 
development indicators, particularly in the context of the monitoring of the UN SDGs.
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