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Belgium’s Family Policies and the Slow Decline of Fertility

By Nicole Malpas'

Abstract

Belgium has experienced a decline of its fertility over the four last decades but at a very slow and constant pace.
The Belgium Total Fertility Rate (TFR) dropped from 2,56 in 1960 to 1,59 in 1996. The differences observed
between the TFR of Flanders, Brussels-Capital and Wallonia are mainly the result of a de-synchronisation in the
timing of fertility between the three regions, rather than the result of a difference in the total number of offspring
women have. If we take into account the completed fertility by cohorts, it appears that the 1930 cohort had an
average of 2,29 children per woman, a figure which dropped under the replacement level after World War 11
(1,93) and declined slowly with the successive cohorts (1,83 for the 1955 cohort). In this paper, we describe the
evolution of fertility in relation to the economic trends and more especially to all the family-policy measures
which have been taken over the three last decades by the Belgian State, the three Regions and/or the three
Communities. Even if Belgium and in particular the Walloon Region have been very preoccupied since 1920 by
that fertility decline, the complexity of the political system over time has prevented the implementation of
coherent actions to counteract this trend. These factors combined with a permanent lack of data limited the
analysis we undertook.

1. Intreduction

Ever since Belgium was founded in 1830, successive governments have tried to implement a family policy. This
policy was circumstantial rather than founded on ideological presuppositions, and was aimed at reinforcing the
bourgeois, secular, family model of the dominant classes, even if this model did not correspond with the realities
experienced by the majority of.the population. The early social measures were granted to reinforce the basic
family model in the most fragile social classes as well as to ease the poverty in which a large part of the
population was living. As a result, only certain categories of families received this assistance. And the combined
influence of socialism and social Catholicism did not manage to erase the ambignity of those early benefits
systems, intended to stabilize worker households, and therefore balance the labour market and maintain
production forces. It was thus a certain pragmatism, rather than a long-term and clearly defined political aim, that
governed the birth of the state health and family benefits system until World War 11 This pragmatism would
demand the extension of the system to a growing number of households, category by category, according to
necessities and needs. In the meantime, the first signs of fertility decline arose and caused some worries
(Commission of the European Communities, 1991, pp. 12-13).

Since the 1960s and 1970s, the development of family policy has clashed with a commitment to emancipation,
supported in particular by feminist movements. On the other hand, the preoccupation towards fertility decline,
present since the 1920 and underlined strongly by the Sauvy report in 1962, pleaded for new family-friendly
regulations. Subsequently, successive governments adopted a series of measures which strove to combine the
interests of individuals and those of families; and unite the freedom of choice within the family and that of
individuals. Although reforms and simplifications were imperative, it happened that the different governments
only produced an accumulation of laws and regulations to remedy various economic and social situations,
resulting in a collection of confusing complex measures. In fact, the situation became even more complex after
the 1980 State reform, when aid to individuals and families fell under regional jurisdiction, while matters
concerning Social Security (family benefits), taxes, and the legal system come within the competence of the
State. As the boundaries between the various competencies are not always clearly defined, it often leads to
conflicts between the responsible agencies or bodies, or to an unevenness in the implementation of certain
political orientations (Commission of the European Communities, 1991, pp. 12-13).

! Institute of Demography, UCL, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium and NM Consultants, Lizge, Belgium.
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As far as our report is concerned, the most important measures that will be analysed are undoubtedly those
easing work hours and conditions, in particular to enable employees to combine family and professional lives, the
extension of maternal leave, the implementation of career breaks and improvements in childcare facilities.

2. The institutional context of Belgian family policies

Family policy in Belgium, along with other aspects of politics, is closely shaped by the country’s linguistic and
cultural complexity, and by the resulting institutional complexity. It is necessary therefore to sketch some of the
outlines of the institutional context within which policies are framed.

Belgium is situated at the intersection of the Latin and the German cultures, and has been split by a linguistic
boundary since the first century. This divides the Nation into two different cultural-linguistic communities, the
Flemish and the Walloons. These linguistic-cultural differences have been accentuated by the divergent economic
development of the two communities over the last two centuries (Allen, 1992, p. 15).

Conceived as a unitary decentralised State since its independence in 1831, nowadays, Belgium can no longer be
characterised as a unitary State. It has joined the group of nations, which try to solve internal conflicts caused by
ethnic differences through granting a greater autonomy to their linguistic-cultural groups. Belgium has peacefully
evolved into a federal State with federated entities (Communities, Regions), each having its own Legislature,
Executive and civil service, and being responsible for educational, cultural and economic matters.

“ The division of Belgium into four linguistic regions was enshrined in the 1970 Constitution. Until this date, the
linguistic boundary was not relevant in terms of the institutional framework. The 1970, 1980 and 1988 revisions
of the Constitution, however, gradually established federated entities: three Communities, competent for
educational and for cultural matters, thus meeting the Flemish demand for cultural autonomy, and three Regions,
competent in economic matters, meeting demands on the part of the Walloons. The need for economic autonomy
must be seen against the background of the inverse economic development of the Regions. Whereas the
prosperous Wallonia, economically, gradually declined, Flanders became a thriving region. This - combined with
the different conceptions of the economic policies to be pursued, shared by the regional political parties -
ultimately led the Walloons to believe that it would be better to take their economy in their own hands. In order
to allay Walloon fears of ending up in a permanent minority position, important safeguards were provided in
national decision-making, in the spirit of the ‘elitist consensus’, so typical of Belgian politics “ (Allen, 1992, p.
18).

“As we have said earlier, Belgium is composed of four linguistic regions: a French-speaking region (Provinces of
Hainaut, Luxembourg, Namur and the Province of Liege, except for the German-speaking raunicipalities, and one
administrative district of the Province of Brabant: Nivelles), a Dutch-speaking region (Provinces of Antwerp,
East Flanders, West Flanders, Limburg, and two administrative districts of the Province of Brabant: Hal-Vilvorde
and Leuven), the German-speaking region (nine municipalities in the Province of Liege) and the bilingual region
of Brussels-Capital (nineteen municipalities in the Province of Brabant, including the city of Brussels). The
concept ‘linguistic region’ is important because it indirectly determines the territorial competence of the
federated entities of Belgium.

Belgium has three Communities, mainly competent for educational and for cultural matters; the French
Community, the Flemish Community, the German-speaking Community. The three Communities have exclusive
jurisdiction in their respective unilingual linguistic regions. The French Community and the Flemish Community,
on their part, have also jurisdiction in the bilingual region of Brussels-Capital, depending on whether or not the
relevant matter is exclusively related to one or to the other Community.

Belgium comprises three Regions having broadly defined competence in the economic area: the Walloon _Region
governing the French-speaking region and the German-speaking region, the Flemish Region governing the
Dutch-speaking region, the Brussels-Capital Region governing the bilingual region of Brussels-Capital” (Allen,
1992, p. 20-21). ‘

The double set of federated entities has created a complex institutional framework. Like the State, each
Community and Region has a legislative body, called ‘Council’, and a Government, called ‘Executive’, as well as
its own civil service.

This means that there are three Councils for the Communities, one each for the Flemish Community, the French
Community and the German- speaking Community and three Councils for the Regions, one each for the Flemish
Region, the Walloon Region and the Brussels-Capital Region. Each of them has a Government. Instead of six
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Councils, Executives and administrations, there are in fact only five. The reason is that in Flanders, the Councils
and Executives of the Flemish Community and the Flemish Region, though not legally ‘merged’, are organised
and managed as one entity. Both retain their separate legal personality. Their law-making rules, while having the
same legal force, have a different scope. The Flemish Council and the Flemish Executive are constituted
differently, according to whether they are dealing with community or regional matters.

In terms of family policies, the Belgian situation is very complex as matters related to these policies are defined
at the National, Community or Regional level. Social protection, fiscal policy, labour law and justice remain
exclusively national matters. The powers of the Communities broadly relate to cultural matters (including youth
policy, permanent education, physical education, sports and open-air activities, leisure and tourism, pre-schooling
in nursery and day care units), education, ‘personalised’ matters, the use of languages, cooperation between the
Communities and international cooperation. Since 1989, the Communities are empowered in educational matters
except for: the determination of the beginning and the end of compulsory education, establishing minimum
criteria for the issuing of diplomas and pension schemes. “Personalised matters” concern health policy (i.e.,
policy on health care dispensed in or out of hospitals, notwithstanding several exceptions, as well as health
education and preventive medicine activities and services, with the exception of prophylactic measures at the
national level) and aid to individuals. Aid to individuals pertains to family policy, social assistance policy, policy
towards integrating imrigrants, policy as to disabled, care of the elderly, care and protection of minors, social
aid to prisoners (Allen, 1992, pp. 133-135).

The three Regions have been attributed broad competences in the economic area. Their powers include area
development planning, environment, rural redevelopment and nature conservation, housing, water policy,
economic affairs, energy policy, subordinate authorities, employment policy, public works and transport (Allen,
1992, p. 136-140). '

The financing of the Federal entities gives rice to profound political disagreements. In the area of social security
in particular, there is socio-demographic, economic differences, between the region addressed by mechanisms of
redistribution based on principles of sclidarity. The operation of these mechanisms is maintained by delicate
political compromises which, apart from the resulting institutional complexity, do not always ensure an optimal
and rattonal management of available resources. This produces incoherence, contradictions and obstacles which
prevent the optimal operation of the policies elaborated at the different level of power.

As we can see, the policies concerning explicitly or implicitly the well being of families are fragmented,
centralized or de-centralized at different levels of competencies. If we add the important role played by the
municipal authorities and by all familial associations, financed by the National Level, by the Regions or the
Communities, the technical and political complexity of this system is obvious (Meulders-Klein, Versailles, 1994,
pp- 14-15). In Belgium change appears to happen only at slow pace, after much discussion, and the problems
faced by political parties in finding a majority in Parliament often lead to somewhat incoherent compromises, or
hinder change for a long time.

3. Overview of fertility trends

Belgium is a small, densely populated European country bordering on the Netherlands, Germany, Luxembourg
and France. The data issued on the 1* January 1999 shows that the total Belgian population amounts 10,213,752,
split up as follows: 5,926,838 in the Dutch-speaking region (58,03 %), 3,332,454 in the French-speaking region
(32,62 %) and 954,460 in the bilingual region of Brussels-Capital (9,34 %; Conseil de I'Europe, 1999, p. 119)2.

Figure 1 contains the annual Belgian total fertility rate (TFR) since 1960. The TFR started out at 2.5 children per
woman, but as in most other European countries, it declined slowly untii 1996 (1,59 children per women). If we
compare Belgium’s TFR to those of France, Luxembourg and Netherlands, it appears that its pattern is similar to
those of its neighbours (figure 2). On the other hand, comparison with TFR of countries as Sweden and ex-GDR
whose TFR fluctuate considerably in the short-term (figure 1), shows Belgium’s rate as being more steady. Given
that fluctuations in the Swedish (Hoem, 1996) and ex-GDR rates are usually explained as responses to political
change, this suggests that Belgian fertility remains independent of short-term political events or decisions.

* The national population census of 1 March 1991 shows that the total Belgian population amounts to 9,978,681, split up as
follows: 5,768,925 in the Dutch-speaking region (57.81%), 3,188,093 in the French-speaking region {31.95%), 954,045 in
the bilingual region of Brussels- Capital (5.56%), 67,618 in the German-speaking region (0.68%).
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