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SPRING 2020 REFORM BAROMETER – BELGIUM 

 
 

European Semester - Overall assessment of 2019 cycle 
 

 To what extent do you agree with these 
statements: 

 Detailed comments 

1. The National Reform Programme submitted 
by your Government (April 2019) is 
appropriate. 

To a large extend The NRP was OK, but delivered by a federal minority government in current affairs, 
awaiting the elections of May 2019 (after the fall of the federal government of Prime 
Minister Michel in December 2018). After these elections which saw large gains for 
the extremist right (Vlaams Belang) and left (PTB/PVDA), regional governments have 
been formed in Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels, but it's proving very difficult to form 
a Belgian federal government that can execute the NRP. The main left-wing parties 
in Wallonia are pulling for costly social measures (higher pensions, higher social 
benefits) and more extensive rights for workers to pause careers or reduce working 
time. The main right-wing parties in Flanders are pulling for the preservation of 
measures that have strengthened competitiveness of businesses. Negotiations are 
still going on. A (probably quite centrist) government might see the light by April-
May 2020. 

2. The Commission's country specific 
recommendations for your country are 
appropriate. 

To a large extend The CSR's for Belgium rightly focus on increasing the efficiency of public sector 
spending, increasing the incentives to work and investing in the energy transition, 
digitalisation and mobility. Too little attention is given to a further improvement in 
wage cost competitiveness. 

3. The Commission assessment of reform 
implementation the year before is 
appropriate. 

To a large extent The assessment is roughly correct, though it seems that the part of the 
interprofessional social agreement that has foreseen a phasing out of all early 
retirement regimes under 60 by June 2020, went largely unnoticed in the report. 

4. The Commission assessment of excessive 
imbalances (in-depth review) is appropriate. 

To a large extent The Commission assessment of excessive imbalances (in-depth review) is 
appropriate (for those countries concerned). 
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Assessment of Country Specific recommendations 2019 in detail 

 

      

Q1: The 
recommendation 
is: 

Q2: 
implementation 
on effort is:  

Detailed comments 

CSR 1 

Ensure that the nominal growth rate of net primary government 
expenditure does not exceed 1,6 % in 2020, corresponding to an 
annual structural adjustment of 0,6 % of GDP. Use windfall gains 
to accelerate the reduction of the general government debt ratio. 
Continue reforms to ensure the fiscal sustainability of the long-
term care and pension systems, including by limiting early exit 
possibilities from the labour market. Improve the composition and 
efficiency of public spending, in particular through spending 
reviews, and the coordination of fiscal policies by all levels of 
government to create room for public investment. 

Extremely 
important Unsatisfactory 

As we have had no federal government in 
Belgium with full competencies in 2019, 
progress can only have come from past 
federal policies with implementation in 
2019-2020, regional policies or from 
agreements between social partners. 
Deficit is spiralling up but some progress 
was made by social partners on early 
retirement (above 60 only) 

CSR 2 

Remove disincentives to work and strengthen the effectiveness of 
active labour market policies, in particular for the low-skilled, 
older workers and people with a migrant background. Improve 
the performance and inclusiveness of the education and training 
systems and address skills mismatches. 

Important Unsatisfactory Last phase of tax shift reducing tax burden 
for the low wage earners. 

CSR 3 

Focus investment-related economic policy on sustainable 
transport, including upgrading rail infrastructure, the low carbon 
and energy transition and research and innovation, in particular 
in digitalisation, taking into account regional disparities. Tackle 
the growing mobility challenges, by reinforcing incentives and 
removing barriers to increase the supply and demand of 
collective and low emission transport. 

Important No progress  
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Q1: The 
recommendation 
is: 

Q2: 
implementation 
on effort is:  

Detailed comments 

CSR 4 
Reduce the regulatory and administrative burden to incentivise 
entrepreneurship and remove barriers to competition in services, 
particularly telecommunication, retail and professional services. 

Helpful (but not a 
priority) Unsatisfactory New Corporate Law Code. 

 
 

Reform Progress in your Member State in 2019 
 
How would you assess reform progress in 2019, for the following broad areas: 
 

Taxation and Public Finances Mixed 
Business environment (regulation/access to markets) Unsatisfactory 
Labour market Unsatisfactory 
Innovation and skills Unsatisfactory 
Access to finance and Financial stability Mixed 

 
 
Is there any example of an economic reform, specific to your country that BusinessEurope could highlight in its 2020 Reform Barometer? 
 

As there hasn't been a federal government with full competencies in 2019, reform activity was quite limited. Some reforms put in place by the previous 
government however, were put in place with effects in 2019 and 2020: 3rd phase of tax shift as from January 2019 (reducing taxes on low wage earners), 2nd 
phase of corporate tax reform (lowering of tax rate from 29,58% to 25% in 2020), the new corporate law code simplifying entrepreneurship. 
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Reform priorities for 2020 
 

  
  

I. Policy Area 
  

II. Concrete Recommendations 
  

III. Are the proposed 
recommendations already in 

the agenda of your 
Government? 

Priority 1 Public sector efficiency 

Public expenditure is still high as a % of GDP. The quality of the output of 
public services (cf annual report 2016 o the NBB) is nevertheless rather low. 
On top of that, administrative burden is often mentioned by companies as 
one of the more important obstacles to their growth. Reducing 
administrative burden and establishing a genuine and rigorous system of 
policy evaluation and spending review should be pursued. 

No 

Priority 2 Public investment 

More efficient public spending would also allow more space for public 
investment, which is lacking for some time now and can be seen by the low 
quality of some of our infrastructure. Plus, public investment is even more 
crucial nowadays because of the ever faster digitalisation and the 
environmental issue. Transport and mobility being still a huge liability for 
many stakeholders in Belgium. 

No 

Priority 3 Active labour market policies 

The previous government did well regarding its labour market policy: 
employment growth has been buoyant in the past 3 years and the 
unemployment rate is at an all-time low. Nevertheless, the employment rate 
is still too low in order to ensure the sustainability of our welfare system. 
And some old industrial areas are still facing high unemployment rates while 
others are at frictional level. A new government should strive to increase 
labour market flexibility, enhance the activating capabilities of the 
employment agencies and promote more collaboration between schools and 
private firms. 

No 
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I. Policy Area 
  

II. Concrete Recommendations 
  

III. Are the proposed 
recommendations 

already in the 
agenda of your 
Government? 

Priority 4 Quality of fiscal institutions and 
budgetary framework 

We do have various institutions providing valuable input regarding public finances' 
health. Also, the "twelfth provisional" system allows us to avoid the shutdown of 
public administrations. These systems however are not enough to stem spontaneous 
public finances' worsening in times where there is no federal government with full 
competencies. The worsening stems mainly from rising social security expenditures. 

No 

Priority 5 Sector specific regulation 
(telecom, energy) 

The energy pact is vague: the future of Belgian nuclear power plants for example is 
still unclear. Although they could be a crucial factor to combine low electricity prices 
and security of delivery with zero carbon emissions in the next twenty years. Also, the 
absence of a full-fledged government delays the deployment of 5G (strategic for many 
stakeholders). 

No 
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