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Foreword   
 

1 December 2009 is an important date in the history of the European Union: on that day, 

after long debates and preparations, the Treaty of Lisbon came into force, establishing the 

operating conditions for an efficient European Union, able to meet todayõs challenges and ð 

we hope ð of a civil - friendly European Union, too.  

Another important element of this complex process: it also laid the legal foundations of the 

Trio Presidency . In practice,  this means that three Member States jointly fulfil the duties of 

the President of the Council of the European Union for 18 months, on the basis of a pre -

agreed programme. The new system came into force on 1 January 2010 when the first 

member of the trio, Spain, took the Presidency. Spain will be followed by Belgium and  then  

Hungary during the first half of 2011.  

The 'Triplet' project is based on cooperation between Spanish, Belgian and Hungarian NGOs. 

It shows that the Trio Presidency  will introduce challe nges and new possibilities for action 

for other actors in addition to  politicians, diplomats and professionals. We are convinced 

that without civil participation and civil contribution, no Presidency can be successful.  

An interesting feature of our Triplet  project is that we have brought together civil society 

organisations from three European Union member states which have limited history of 

traditional relations. Yet  based on our  positive  experiences, we can  hereby  state our 

intention  to continue  working together after completion of this joint project and are 

convinced that more civil society organisations will follow our example.  

Dear reader, let us draw your attention to another point: although the three countries are 

driven by different experiences and  approaches, as you  read  on  you will see how both 

national and European - based approaches are connected by a thousand threads and do in 

fact constitute an integral unity.  

On behalf of the authors and all the participants who contributed to the successful 

im plementation of our programme, we wish to thank the EACEA of the European 

Commission for supporting our initiative in the framework of the òEurope for Citizensó 

Programme 2007 - 2013. We also thank the Hungarian National Civil Fund for its support.  

On behal f of the three civil society organisations implementing the project, we hope you will 

enjoy reading this document:  

 

 

 Barabás Miklós  Miguel Angel Cabra de Luna   Denis Stokkink  

 European House  Fundación ONCE                        Pour la Solidarité  

 Hungary  Spain       Belgium  

 

www.europeanhouse.eu                    www.fundaciononce.es                            www.pourlas olidarite.eu   

 

 

Madrid - Brussels - Budapest, May 2010  

http://www.europeanhouse.eu/
http://www.fundaciononce.es/
http://www.pourlasolidarite.eu/
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CHAPTER I -  CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONSõ RELATIONS WITH BELGIAN 

PUBLIC AUTHORITIES 

 

It is  far from  easy to describe the structure of civil society organisations in Belgium and their 

relationship with the public authorities  in just a few lines . On the one hand, Belgian civil 

society has always had to adapt to constant institutional restructuring due to the gradual  

transformation of a unitarian state 1 into a federation. On the other hand, each federated 

enti ty developed its own consultation channels with civil society.  

 

The EU tends to  prefer the expression : "organi sed civil society" . We adopted this expression 

for this study but in Belgium, we speak  rather  of  the  "associative sector". The term used in 

Belgiu m is not a perfect fit, neither  with entirely non - profit organisations (which also 

includes public services and  State enterprises) , nor with the social economy (which also 

includes cooperatives and  social enterprises). In fact, it lies at the intersection of these two 

threads : associations thus represent the private sphere of non - profit as well as the non -

market component of the social economy.  Non- market is generally defined as "all 

organi sations acting with a non - profit purpose and seeking to finance thei r production in a 

different manner  than by sale at a price covering the cost of production." 2 

 

1 -  Overrepresentation of ASBL 

It was not until the late 19 th  -  early 20 th  century that the associative sector became truly  

structured by legal frameworks, there by recogni sing freedom of association. The generic 

expression of òcivil society organisationsó hides extremely different realities. Indeed, non-

profit associations ( ASBL) unwaveringly  represent  the main component of the Belgian non -

profit private sector (In the last census , there were 113 ,513 non - profit associations in 

Belgium ).The status of ASBL is chosen by organizations with diverse modus operandi , 

objectives and targeted audience. To name a few examples, a homework school or a 

federation of farmers can function under that status of ASBL.  

 

Non - profit international associations (AISBL) represent a specific type of ASBL. A great 

number of European federations of associations have chosen this status. Since the Reform of 

the Act 2 nd  of March 2002 3 which gover ns ASBL, AISBL and foundations 4, the characteristics 

of the AISBL status are almost completely similar to those of ASBL.  

 

Civil society organisations also include foundations.  Although far less numerous (as of late 

2007 there were about 662 charitable and  private foundations), foundations play an 

                                                           

1 At the time of its creation in 1830.  

2 For more information on the non - market sector in Belgium, see: Cahier de la Solidarité n°22  : "Faut - il payer pour le non - mar chand? 

Analyse, enjeux et perspectives"», Série Cohésion sociale et économie sociale, December 2009. Available online at: 

http://www.pourlasolidarite.eu/IMG/pdf/non - marchand_web.pd f 

3 Here is the integral law  : http://www.ipcf.be/Uploads/Documents/doc_681.pdf  

4 òLe secteur associatif en Belgique, Une analyse quantitative et qualitativeó (Associative sector in Belgium. A quantitative and 

qualitative analysis). Investigation jointly carried out by the Social Economy Centre of the ULg and the Hoger Instituut voor  de Arbeid 

of the KU Leuven, with the support of the King Baudouin Foundation. December 2005.   

http://www.pourlasolidarite.eu/IMG/pdf/non-marchand_web.pdf
http://www.ipcf.be/Uploads/Documents/doc_681.pdf
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important societal function. They do not have members but instead manage capital which 

they devote to the attainment of a disinterested purpose 5. Foundations for public utility, for 

their part, play an important r ole thanks to mobilised funds in favour of philanthropic, 

scientific or cultural objectives.  

 

A study on the role of the social economy in Belgium should take into account two other 

kinds of players in order to provide correct calculations: cooperatives an d mutual 

associations 6. 

Note that both political parties and  mutual associations can be  unincorporated associations 

(associations de fait ) but have a special legal status concerning  their public funding.  

 

2 -  Belgian institutional complexity  

Belgium is a federal state and has three relatively autonomous regions (Wallonia, Flanders 

and Brussels)  and  three communities (German, Flemish and French - speaking) . Each level has 

its own competences. Because they sometimes overlap, c ommittees have been set up to  

deci de who should govern and according to what rules. In addition,  cooperation agreements 

have been established among these different entities , for example  regarding representation 

of  Belgium at the EU Council.  Belgium is one of the countries in the world with  the highest 

number of civil servants per inhabitants.  

 

According to the basic principle, the federal state is responsible for issues that keep the 

country united such as foreign policy, the army  and social security. Regions are responsible 

for areas relat ed to land,  such as urban regeneration,  while  Communities are responsible for 

issues related to the person and especially to the language spoken, culture and school 

education.  Civil society organisations ha ve had  to adapt to this complex institutional 

arch itecture. Therefore, the large organisations split according to  the dotted line of the 

puzzle  in order to benefit from the support of one or the other federated powers .  

 

3 -  Rhine model  

Belgium shares this so - called òcorporatistó model with Germany, Austria, France and the 

Netherlands, with civil society play ing  an important role. It features powerful, generally long -

standing  organisations which have been  strongly institutionalised according to their 

ideological, political and trade union orientations. Th ese organisations, integrated in to  the 

welfare state system, are highly professional and r arely depend  on volunt eers. Large non -

profit organisations are essentially financed by public authorities ( social security, federal and 

federated powers) in accordanc e with the subsidiarity principle. Financial participation from 

user s is rather  limited .  

 

                                                           

5 « Les associ ations en Belgique, Une analyse quantitative et qualitative du secteur ». Recherche réalisée conjointement par le Centre 

dõEconomie Sociale de lõULg et par le Hoger Instituut voor de Arbeid de la KU Leuven, avec le soutien de la Fondation Roi Baudouin. 

Edition Mai 2008, p. 45.  

6 http://www.belgium.be/fr/economie/economie_sociale/statut_juridique/cooperatives/  

http://www.belgium.be/fr/economie/economie_sociale/statut_juridique/cooperatives/
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Associations rely  on several sources  to finance their activities. These resources come mostly 

from public sources (61.8%). Some areas like health  and social action  depend  on public 

funding to a greater extent than other branches; public funds account for 83.7% of the 

resources of the health sector and 58.7% of the social action sector. Cultural associations, 

sports and leisure use more private financing. However, they  also depend on public funding 

to  the tune of  49.4%. 

 

Other resources come from u ndertakings, other associations and individuals  that all together  

provide more than 36% of these resources 7. The rest comes from membership dues and 

revenues for services prov ided . Associations defending rights and interests function  

primarily thanks to  the backing  of their members and supporters.  

 

4 ð Economic weight  

The non - profit private sector also plays an important economic role as reflected in its 

contribution to Be lgia n GDP. In 2001, it reached 4 .6% and represent ed more than Ἃ22 

billion 8. Among active non - profit associations (only 70 ,000 from the 113 ,513 mentioned 

above), more than 15 ,000 pay their emp loyees from their own resources (these  employees 

are not  put at the a ssociationsõ disposal by public authorities ).  

 

In 2005 up to 272 ,000 persons were employed full time in the ASBL. If we add the staff put 

at their disposal by public authorities  (mainly concerning professors in the free education 

sector) , this figure  tota ls up to 428.000 jobs 9. Together, education  (38%), social action  (29%) 

and health  (20%) represent the large majority ( more than 90 %) of associative employment in 

Belgium.  

 

The associative sector experienced higher growth than the overall economy during th e 

period 2000 - 2004, which resulted in an increase in weight of ASBL in the Belgian economy, 

both in terms of employment, added value  and  production 10 .  

 

5 -  Pillarisation  

Since the creation of Belgium, different philosophical trends have coexist ed, sometime s as 

allies and sometimes as opponents. In the mid - 19 th  century, the liberal , usually secular  

middle class, be gan to  rival t he Catholic nobility wh ich  struggle d to hold onto power. At the 

end of the 19 th  century and  beginning of the 20 th , the labour moveme nt, born to fight 

against inhuman working conditions brought about by  industrialisation, gain ed momentum 

and  political structure. All three political trends diverged  and develop ed their own 

ònetworksó, association groups, trade unions, mutual associations, youth movements, 

                                                           

7 òGuide ASBL, AISBL et fondationsó (ASBL, AISBL and foundationsõ guide), Christophe Boeraeve, Robert Dasnois and V®ronique 

Mélotte, Edipro, 2006   

8 Les associations en Belgique, Une analyse quantitative et qualitative du secteur », op. cit ., p. 13.  

9 http://209.85.229.132/search?q=cache:ZOAHPGh9jlQJ:www.ces -

ulg.be/index.php%3Fid%3D127+r%C3%A9duction+financement+pour+ asbl+Belgique&cd=1&hl=fr&ct=clnk&gl=be&client=firefox - a  

10  Ibid , p.43 . 

http://209.85.229.132/search?q=cache:ZOAHPGh9jlQJ:www.ces-ulg.be/index.php%3Fid%3D127+r%C3%A9duction+financement+pour+asbl+Belgique&cd=1&hl=fr&ct=clnk&gl=be&client=firefox-a
http://209.85.229.132/search?q=cache:ZOAHPGh9jlQJ:www.ces-ulg.be/index.php%3Fid%3D127+r%C3%A9duction+financement+pour+asbl+Belgique&cd=1&hl=fr&ct=clnk&gl=be&client=firefox-a
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hospitals, schools, universities and so on. The pillarisation of Belgian society t ook shape and 

enable d each citizen to evolve under  one single pillar: Socialist, Catholic or Liberal 11 . 

 

This pillarisation generally  disappear ed over  time. On the one hand, consumerism enables a 

citizen to decide to be affiliated to a Christian trade union and at the same time to a socialist 

mutual association considering the  potential of good value for money first and his/her  

personal convictions  second . On the other hand, the political landscape is marked by the 

emergence of a string of small political parties . One of these  managed to take  power: 

òEcoloó, which was not pillarised.  

 

However, the different models of civil dialogue usually and scrupulously tak e into account 

the balance  of stakeholder  representation around the table , in order to remain neutral and 

impartial.  

 

6 ð Social dialogue vs. civil dialogue  

While social consultation only affects the labour sector and labour contracts, the scope of 

civil dialogue encompasses many different fields also covered by NGOs and specific 

organisations: consumer protection, development cooperation, social action, environmental 

protection, combating discrimination against women and disabled people, only mentioning 

structured òplatformsó at the European level. However, workersõ trade unions are involved in 

civil dialogue, thus widening their scope of intervention and asserting themselves, with very 

little opposition, as an undeniable component of organised civil socie ty.  

 

"The divergence of opinions around the division of the Belgian society in several major 

ideological pillars continue to influence how each party perceives the role which must be 

given to the actions of private citizens, organisations of civil society  and government: the 

parties that have traditionally close ties with an associative movement which is close to them 

are more likely to make the associative sector a privileged interlocutor and to recognise it as 

a mediator between citizens and political po wer; other people, on the contrary, are more 

likely to go directly to the individual citizen and are wary of some organisations which they 

suspect of wanting to get special interests before the public interest 12ó. 

 

In this respect, two documents serve as a reference: the Cultural Compact (Pacte culturel) 

and the School Compact (Pacte scolaire) . Both compacts are the result of a compromise 

achieved among groups with  di vergent beliefs and convictions . The Cultural Compact was 

signed in 1972 and is double aimed : it should  encourage field workers  to participate  in the 

developing and implementing public policies on the one hand, and provide safeguards to all 

ideological and philosophical minorities who resort to public institutions or similar 

institutions  on the o ther hand . This means both a formal commitment from political parties 

                                                           

11  òClivage et partis en Belgiqueó (Division and parties in Belgium), Vincent de Coorebyter, weekly mail CRISP n°2000,  2008.  

12  Etat et associations: l'Entente Cordiale? Journée d'Etud e sur le secteur associatif et son interaction avec les pouvoirs publics 

organisée à l'initiative de la Fondation Roi Baudouin, 06.12.2005, Note de Synthèse . 
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and a wide ranging framework regulation . It covers all areas of culture as well as the field of 

media and sport.  

The School Compact was incorporated into law in 1959. This  political agre ement put an end 

to nearly a decade of harsh confrontations  between the Christian and the non - religious 

pillars , and between the several parties that voice their demands ( the Social- Christian  party  

on one side,  the  liberal and the socialist parties on the other  side ). Those parties had been 

alternatively ruling the country in the 1950s and had then adopted conflicting  school 

policies.  

 

7 ð Joint social concertation  

The social security system in Belgium is a òBismarckianó system, which means it is based on 

insurance and , essentially , on professional solidarity. This institutionalised solidarity 

between employed and unemployed  persons has led to a very advanced mode of 

consultation with society  (also referred to as òsocial dialogueó) where employees and 

emplo yersõ representatives s it on each side of the table and discuss contracts and working 

conditions 13 . For the non - market sector, social consultation takes an additional stakeholder 

into consideration: the political authority which subsidises organisations for  the services 

they provide to the general public.  

 

Joint social consultation is so entrenched  in Belgian tradition that any attempt to create a 

new model of civil dialogue immediately puts trade unions, and to a lesser exten t , 

employers õ representatives o n the defensive. Do public authorities not try to by - pass or to 

downgrade social consultation in favour of other alliances? By way of example, the preamble 

of the Association Charter 14  states that òthe Charter cannot harm the current  social 

consultation mod el. Any impact  the Charter ha s on this model can only be positive such as  

for instance, encouraging associations to carry out internal social dialogue, and 

systematising the model of tripartite negotiation in subsidised sectors.ó 

 

Civil society organisatio ns and social dialogue 15   

 

Gabriel Maissin, adviser at the Brussels Confederation of non - market enterprises 16  is 

begging that  acknowledgement  be given to the fact that  the non - market sector is wielding 

growing clout . Consequently, it needs to forge its own i dentity and find an organisation al 

model in order to be heard within all joint bodies of social dialogue. Social dialogue cannot 

be limited to labour contracts, but must also encompass political and social issues. In other 

terms, the frontier between socia l dialogue and civil dialogue is rather blurry.  

Gabriel Maissin:  òThe issue  today is the following: considering the economic and social 

weight of civil society activities (11% of employment in 2007), how will civil society get 

                                                           

13  òLes organisations syndicales et patronalesó (Trade unions and employers organisations), Etienn e Arcq and Pierre Blaise, File CRISP 

n°68, December 2007 http://www.cnt - nar.be . 

14  See the model of the Compact in England.  

15  Gabriel Massin was interviewed by Alain Willaert, director of CBCS (see Belgian CSOs datab ase) on the 12 th  of March 2010  

16  For Confédération bruxelloise des entreprises non marchandes, see final part : Belgian CSOs Database at UNISOC (Federation of 

Non - profit entreprises)  : www.cspo - cenm.be  

http://www.cnt-nar.be/
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organised in the framework o f social consultation? It must do so,  as employers are facing 

trade unions within joint structures, but also within cross - cutting  bodies such as economic 

and social committees.  The non - market sector has recently been integrated in to  the  National 

Labour Cou ncil and Central Economic Council, which within the Belgian model, is considered 

to be a sign of recognition  and implies a significant  responsibility.    

 

The idea now is to draw up a programme and claims which are relevant to the whole sector. 

As employers , we have to take a stance on various issues, such as the current debate about 

the modification of blue collar workers and employeesõ statutes, but also as economic and 

social actors, on more crosscutting subjects such as the pension scheme reform, or on 

proposals for a new social pact to tackle the crisis. A specific plan for society should emerge 

from our views on all these issues.   

We therefore need to find forms of coordination and decision - making processes to better 

express and articulate our positions  beyond a simple list of sub - sectorial claims. However, 

we are not starting from scratch; the non - market sector has developed a sturdy structure in 

the last ten years. The objective now is to make a qualitative step forward and to gain 

credibility.   

We have to understand that social consultation and negotiation are not limited to collective 

agreements on working hours and schedules only. In Belgium, social dialogue has a broader 

meaning. As an example, the Brussels Government will ask the economic and soci al 

Committee for advice on its international development plan, or on training and education 

policies. If civil society wants to influence public policies at that level, it has to find the 

means to do so.ó  

 

8 -  Different models of consultation  

The shape o f civil dialogue makes it difficult to give an overall presentation of the situation 

because each federated power has developed its own locations and methods to promote civil 

dialogue. Indeed, the more levels of power,  the  more opportunities to access  the associative  

sector  there are . From this view point, the Belgian federal structure is advantageous for 

associations compared  to a highly centrali sed country like France for example . Yet  in 

Belgium, it may  have sometimes gone to the other  extreme, leading to  an excessive 

fragmentation of powers.  

 

For example, a French - speaking Consultative Council of Brussels on aid to persons and 

health was put in place by the Brussels francophone government 17 . This entity, which is 

financed by the French Community Commission  (CoCoF)18  of the Brussels - Capital Region, is 

                                                           

17  Decree issued on the 5/06/1997 by the College of the French Community Commission of Brussels - Capital Region  

18  The bili ngual region Brussels - capital  was created in 1989. It has its own parliament and government. The 89 members of 

parliament gather into a Common Community Commission (Commission Communaut aire Commune, Cocom) when dealing with 

òindividual mattersó that are of interest for both French- speaking and Dutch - speaking communities (òbicommunautairesó). The 

parliament splits into a Flemish Community Commission (VGC) and a French Community Commission  (Cocof) to settle those matters 

that are relevant to only one of both communities (òunicommunautairesó). These three Commissions each have their own 

government called òColl¯ge". In the Dutch- speaking part of the Country, the situation was kept simple by l imiting the amount of 

places where political power is exerced as the Dutch - speaking Community and the Flemish Region merged. Conversely, in the 

French - speaking part of the country, the Community and the Region are still two distinct entities that co - exist and supplement each 
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responsible for giving specific opinions on programming and approval of services in the 

fields of social action, family and health (seniors, disabled persons, social services, family 

planning, home - help, drug ad dictions, mental health etc.). This council can also present 

own - initiative opinions on any subject in the framework of its expertise .  This Consultative 

Council is composed of representatives of trade unions and employersõ organisations, users 

and experts . Another body  is the  Superior Council for the promotion of health of the French 

Community which  has been created to help the French Community Government to apply the 

guidelines of its health promotion policy.  

 

9 -  Towards a regulari sation  of  interactions  between associations and the government  

Statements about regional and community policies made at the beginning of the 2004 - 2009 

legislative term announced the start of a process, launched by public authorities, the 

objective  of which  was to draft  a Charte r encompassing fundamental principles that each 

party (civil society and public authorities) w ould  have to comply with: associationsõ 

autonomy, complementarity and dialogue with public services, equality of access for users 

etc.  

 

Following the 2004 electi ons, the French Community Commission, French Community and 

Walloon Region reiterated their willingness to conclude an "association covenantó. One year 

later, the three French Governments jointly submitted a "green paper" to advisory and review 

boards estab lished by the French Community, the Walloon Region and the French 

Community Commission of Brussels - Capital Region as well as 27 associations and groups of 

associations in April 2006. This first consultation phase end ed in a conference in July 2006  

where it  became clear that  a pact could be concluded and that  the public authorities needed 

to carry out a  unilateral act recogni sing associations. The idea of the Charter was born.  

 

This charter is a government initiative and aims to (re)define the relationship b etween public 

and associative sectors , as explained by the first lines of the preamble:  òWhereas market 

logic avidly seeks out  any space of collective action, signatory public authorities want to 

strengthen their involvement in favour of public benefit and  seal an alliance with the 

associative sector to defend, hand in hand and from a sustainable development perspective, 

values of social emancipation, equality, solidarity and freedom as well as services of general 

interest.ó 

 

The importance of subsidies in the financing of ASBL ð subsidies which are generally justified 

by the part played by associations in providing services to the public -  highlights the 

decisive role of public authorities in community life. Owing to the various links existing 

between assoc iations and the public sector, we can observe the emergence in recent years 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

other. The co - existence of Region and Community is ruled by the so called òSaint Quentin Agreementsó signed up in 1994: in order 

to support the French Community, that was then financially exhausted, the decision was made to transfer a p art of the French 

Community powers to the Walloon Region and to Brussels Cocof. The following modifications occurred together with the 

competence transfer: the decree power, which is an essential legislative tool, was transferred, as were staff (according to the needs 

of the Walloon Region and the Cocof) and financial means. This transfer is mostly related to areas such as homecare services,  person 

and family support, outpatient treatment care, and support policy for those with disabilities . 
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(abroad but also  more  recently in Belgium ) of "association covenants ó19  between the two 

sectors which are  intended to codify their respective rights and obligations.  

  

While nowaday s associations are more acknowledged  and supported by public authorities , 

they still face a series of issues  on  which the achievement of their missions  depends . These 

issues concern  various  problems : the complexity of the tasks undertaken  by the associativ e 

sector to respond to  contemporary challenges, job insecurity in the sector (although a 

positive trend has been  observed), dependence on volunteers , funding which  does  not 

always guarantee their financial viability, the need for the sector  to become more 

professional  and  integration into international networks to avoid being marginali sed as a 

result of  globali sation, etc.  

 

With this Charter, public authorities  have set out seve ral principles and commitments.  

Associations create growth: economic growth, det ection of new needs among population s, 

reinforcement of solidarity and social cohesion, intermediary role between citizens and 

public authorities.  

The Charter considers associative and public actions as complementary and under no 

circumstances as competit ors. When public authorities and private associations are both 

operating in the same field, such as  in social action and health sectors  for example , an 

agreement between both parties becomes necessary to enhance complementarity and avoid 

competitiveness.  

Public authorities recognise and encourage freedom of speech of these associations, in 

particular the use of their critical ability.  

The Charter applies only to those associations respecting democratic principles as described 

in the European Convention for  the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.  

Public authorities support the structuring and coordination efforts made by associations.  

Public authorities commit to dissolv ing  short - term subsidies and to giv ing  priority to 

subsidies on a long - term basis.  Public authorities commit to support ing  voluntary work 

along side paid employment as an act of solidarity or activism in associationsõ activities and 

management.  

 

In order to support the Charter, an administrative task force will be created to accompany 

the legislative transposition  of commitments .  Moreover,  a Forum of associative Partnership s 

will also be created in order to provide sp ace for debate  with civil society organi sations. 

However, the mode of functioning still needs to be  define d so  as to allow  the evaluation of 

the Charter  in particular  and to ensure the follow - up  of commitments.  

 

 

"The agreement of the Flemish government  in  2004 explicitly recogni ses the major  role 

played by the associative  sector to fight against exclusion and is olation, to promote 

individual development and contribute to a more cohesive society. This agreement  agrees to 

take various measures  to facilitate the work of association s: additional financing, insurance 

                                                           

19  http://www.ce s- ulg.be/index.php?id=149&L=1%2Findex.ph  
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coverage, recognition of experience gained through volunteeri ng , promotion of diversity éó20  

Furthermore, the renewal of the 'basic decree "  and the adoption of three major decrees  (as 

far as Youth, Culture and Sport  policies are concerned ) explicitly plan interaction with the 

associative  sector. The latter may also participate in committees of the Flemish Parliament 

and submit  petitions that the parliament is required to consider when  a minimum number of 

signatures is reached . 

 

Interview with  a Belgian CSO active at European level  

 

The European Movement - Belgium -  MEB21  stands for the citizensõ European Union. It seeks 

to provide training and information about Europe in order to make the European project 

more accessible and understandable, and in order to improve citizensõ awareness of their 

own rights, in part icular among young people. MEB is one of the few organisations from 

Belgian civil society with a federated body at national level. It is a bilingual and pluralist 

movement.  

 

Can the existing reality of the phrase òorganised civil society in Belgiumó be easily described?  

MEB: Yes, the term òcivil societyó means organisations that have the legal form of a non 

profit - making association, whose members pay fees, with paid membership, and whose 

members support the cause the organisation stands for.   

 

The term òcivil societyó applies to non profit- making associations with paid membership and 

whose members support the cause the organisation stands for. The academic debate on the 

various existing terms (not - for - profit, third - sector, non - profit sector) is no matter o f 

concern for those working on the ground.  

In Belgium, the òorganised civil societyó is an economic heavyweight. 

 

How do public authorities shape or affect  the way Belgian organised civil society works?  

MEB: Organised civil society and the public authorit ies are strongly interdependent. For 

instance, the MEB is mostly financed by public funds 22 . This is justified by the fact that the 

services provided by the non profit - making associations meet needs that have been 

identified within society. Recognition is u sually granted to those services in the form of 

subsidies. The not - for - profit sector being dependent on public subsidies, its existence is 

called into question each year. Such financial dependency necessarily implies a relationship 

in which one party has a uthority over the other, but I cannot see a way of avoiding this kind 

of pattern.  

 

The outcomes of the non profit - making associationõs activities are monitored by success 

ind ices and should comply with a series of good governance criteria. Those ind ices do  not 

                                                           

20  Op.cit.  

21  www.mouvement - europeen.be  

22  Belgian Chancery of the Prime Minister, Belgian Ministry of Foreign affairs, Region Brussels Capital, Vlaamseoverheid, Euro pean 

Commission.  

http://www.mouvement-europeen.be/
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always take into account the reality faced by the associations when carrying out their 

activities with the public. The subsidising authorities expect to see a long - term follow - up of 

the associationõs action. However, it is difficult to comply with the relevant long - term 

ind ices, since the subsidies used to fund the activities are granted on a shorter - term basis.   

 

What kind of reforms should the not - for - profit sector undertake at internal level in order to 

be a respected partner in the eyes of public a uthorities, or even to be a co - decision - maker 

as the unions are in industrial relations?  

MEB: The question is inadequate as there is no òinternal leveló in the sector. The sector is not 

structured in main coalitions; furthermore, the non - profit - making asso ciations deal with a 

variety of fields of intervention and issues that greatly differ from one actor to another. For 

instance, the MEB has never built up coalitions. It sets up temporary partnerships related to a 

specific project.  

 

Therefore, the relations  with public authorities result from direct contacts with the Ministers õ 

cabinets at federal, regional and (Belgian) community level. This is all the more true as 

organisations of civil society ( CSOs) are often close to a given political party. They thus t urn 

to the like - minded party when necessary.  

 

Regarding Europe, Belgium was traditionally pro - European; civil society has no difficulty in 

making its voice heard and having a topic brought to the European agenda. Politicians 

closely follow European current  affairs and have a clear understanding of how decisions 

made at European level have a massive impact at national level.  

 

Eventually, in order to gain recognition from the public authorities, civil society 

organisations need to be able to convey informati on upwards, to serve as a relay for 

the field workers and to pass on figures and/or the problems experienced to the 

decision makers.  
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CHAPTER II -  BELGIAN CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONSõ RELATIONS WITH EU 

INSTITUTIONS 

 

The European arena has an  ever- increas ing impact on the Belgian CSOs , both in  political  and 

practical terms  (especially regarding grant opportunities).  

 

1 ð A long relationship  

Belgium was one of the founding members of the European Economic Community in 1958. 

Its capital city, Brussels, happe ns to be the capital of the EU. Most of the European 

institutions are therefore also located in Brussels. Belgium is a small country (30 ,528 km²) 

compared to other member state s such as Spain (504 ,782 km²) or even to a lesser extent, 

Hungary (93 ,000 km²) s o all Belgian CSOs enjoy geographical proximity to the Commission, 

the Parliament and the Council of the EU.  

 

Brussels is also a city that is both  region al capital  and the capital of Flanders and Region as 

well as of Belgium. It is at the heart of the two  main linguistic communities: Flemish and  

French - speaking. There is a high concentration of CSOs with their headquarters in Brussels 

because federal, community and  regional institutions have been established in Brussels  (only 

the institutions of the Walloo n Region are based in Namur). More Brussels inhabitants are 

employed in the non - profit sector than in the rest of the country for all categories and 

especially in  culture and interest advocacy.  

 

2 -  Crisis of the Belgian welfare state model  

As we have  jus t seen, large non - profit organisations are essentially financed by public 

authorities, they  rarely depend  on voluntary work and financial participation of users is 

rather limited . Thus the economic crisis and the debt burden  of the Belgian state call into 

question the funding schemes of Belgian organised civil society.  We should recall that  of the 

27 EU member  states, Belgian CSOs funding is most assured by public funding : up to two 

thirds . They are highly dependent on the renewal of operational grants such  as the 

òEducation permanenteó23  grant of the French - speaking community.  

 

More and more public services are being privatised. NGOs adapt their working programme to 

tendering procedures and compete with other non - profit organisations but also very often 

with  profit making companies. The financial stability of organisations unable or unwilling to 

adapt to this new logic is threatened . 

 

3 -  EU competences evolution & impact on CSOs activities  

Originally, the Community's responsibility was for economic and trade  matters alone and did 

not have a direct impact on the activities developed by CSOs. They were not even perceived 

                                                           

23  Non formal adult education, more info on: www.educationpermanente.cfwb.be/  
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as a potential interlocutor of the EU institutions.  As the EU grew into a stronger political 

partnership, it has been given more competences b y the member states 24 .  

 

òThe evolution of EU competences and policies in recent  decades has had major 

consequences on the way NGOs relate to what was long perceived as a project driven mainly 

by the internal market and the implementation of the four libert ies25 . The Single European 

Act and the treaties that followed marked a considerable extension of EU competences in to  

fields that are directly related to the concerns of organised civil society, across  all the 

ôpillarsõ of the European Union.ó26  

 

European Com munity legislation began to appear in the 1970s, and since then an increasing 

number of policy areas have come  under the responsi bility of the EU.  The 1986 Single 

European Act gave the community competence in the field of environment policy. The Treaty 

of Maastricht which followed in 1992 saw education, culture and development aid policy 

added to the list of community competences. During these negotiations, t he member 

governments also expanded policy remit into the areas of foreign policy, security and 

defe nce, asylum and immigration. Five years later at the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam 

negotiations, the EC's responsibilities in social policy areas received a boost, particularly in 

being awarded responsibility for creating jobs, reducing employment across the EU , and 

legislating for workers' and consumer rights. Ability to take action in the areas of health and 

consumer protection was widened and reinforced.  

 

The extension of EUõs competences had a direct impact on the way Belgian CSOs can carry 

out their missio ns and services. A number of policy areas are now ruled at EU level by a 

majority vote rather than by a unanimous vote of agreement between European ministers , to 

move the policy process along 27 . Law specialists think that according to member states up to  

two thirds  of national laws are the implementation of EU laws.  

 

EU competences are divided up into exclusive or shared competences, with other areas 

where the EU may take action only to support, coordinate or complement member states õ 

activities. Those are as that are not specifically mentioned in the treaties remain the 

responsibility of the member states.  

 

At first glance , sectors where member states have fully delegated their competences do not 

have a direct impact on CSOs õ action: m anagement of the custo ms union , economic and 

monetary policy , competition laws , international trade policy  and  conclu sion  of some 

international agreements . But if we look  for example at the Service D irective  which  entered 

into force on  28 December 2009, the impact looks very  di fferent. This directive aims at 

strengthening competition in the services market and unify ing  the single market thanks to 

                                                           

24  Usually, new areas of competences are incorporated during a new treaty negotiation  

25  Free movement of goods, of labour, of capital and freedom in establishi ng and providing services.  

26  Civil Dialogue  : making it work better , Study commissioned by the civil society contact group, researched and written by Elodi e 

Fazi & Jeremy Smith, 2006, http://act4europe.horus.be/module/FileLib/Civil%20dialogue,%20making%20 it%20work%20better.pdf]  

27  Consequence of the Nice Treaty negotiations in 2002.  
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the simplification of procedures. The text deals with profit - making and non - profit making 

activities equally. Non economic  services of  general interest , such as general, primary and 

secondary education , explicitly fall out of the scope  of the Directive , as some  other services 

of general  economic  interest do, notably  those related to gas and electricity . However,  other 

services  from the s ocial (child care, integration of persons with disabilities é), cultural 

(lifelong learning and youth movements) or vocational training sectors are not explicitly 

ruled out, or  do partially  fall within the scope of the Directive . 

 

At the end of 2009,  Agenc e- Alter director 28 , a Belgian research centre, tried to imagine the 

possible consequences of a transposition into national law of this directive without taking all 

possibilities into account: òRegions consider vocational training for job seekers as not being 

included in the scope of the directive. But the decree passed for the transposition does not 

mention it (é). The Commission might consider that transposition was insufficient and force 

Belgium to also award tenders for such services to profit - making oper ators. CSOs could have 

avoided this situation if they had been better aware of the stakes, deadlines and key persons 

to lobby.  

 

Looking at sectors where competences are shared by member states and the Commission 29 , 

the impact of EU decisions on CSOs activit ies is much more visible , especially because it 

affects many sectors: food, jobs ( educational and professional qualifications, workers õ 

rights) , health  and the  environment . The Commission pushed the implementation of soft 

laws for fields that were traditio nally decided at national level. For example the Union makes 

recommendations and proposes peer pressure mechanisms to encourage member states to 

tackle social policies such as poverty, women and disabled people õs issues.  

 

The Open Method of Coordination ( OMC) fosters, for example, participation and involvement 

of all stakeholders at European and national level in  drafting  national action plans. Since 

2006 , national authorities have increasingly involved Belgian CSOs and social partners in 

drafting and revi ewing social protection and inclusion plans. The social OMC includes the 

definition of common indicators on poverty for all member states and peer review. 

Governments are thus pushed to thrive for excellence through comparison among member 

states and excha nge of good practices.  

 

4 -  Outsourcing of European public policies implementation  

òThe extension of EU competences was (é) accompanied by the emergence of policies which 

induced an increased level of re - distribution, while the EU had been previously foc using 

mostly on ôregulatory policiesõ based on a legislative approach aimed at lifting the obstacles 

to the achievement of the free market. As the weight of the Common Agricultural Policy 

                                                           

28  http://www.alterechos.be/ , see their magazine on social evolutions in Brussels and Wallonia.  

29  In these areas, both member states and the EU have the power to make laws. If the EU has either stopped making initiatives in this 

area or if it never did, countries have the option of taking action in these areas themselves using their own initiative and resources. 

And of course, any membe r state may always go beyond the minimum standards that are set by the EU, for example by setting more 

ambitious development aid targets, or stricter regulations on advertising to children. Shared competences cover anything from  food, 

its safety and its so urces, passenger flying rights, film and television, aid to Africa, the environment, or human rights.  

http://www.alterechos.be/
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(CAP) within EU expenditure decreased, such public policies have mul tiplied since the 1980s, 

which saw the creation or reinforcement of a number of EU funded programmes and the 

development of cohesion policyó30 .  

 

The European Commission has limited human resources compared to national 

administration s (the percentage of EU civil servants compared to the number of European 

citizens is very low). The increase in competences therefore meant an increased need for 

external actors to deliver the new programmes. Service provider NGOs appeared as some of 

the most relevant actors to implement EU policies, particularly in some specific fields where 

citizensõ interests are directly at stake, such as development, public health, gender equality 

policies or the fight against discrimination.  

 

The Europe for Citizens Programme 31  aiming at ògiving citizens the opportunity to interact 

[...] and fostering a sense of ownership of the European Union among its citizensó targets as 

main operator CSOs because of their close connection to the grass - root s level. òThe action 

[2] supports civil society o rganisations and think tanks, as unique links between European 

citizens and the European Union. Civil society organisations at European, national, regional 

and local levels are important elements of citizens' active participation in society and help to 

invigorate all aspects of public lifeó32 .  

 

5 -  European funding: substitute for CSOs traditional funding sources?  

"Europe means new funding opportunities and the main one for Belgian CSOs is European 

Social Fund. But these sources are seen as complex and not  really reliable. ó33 . 

 

a. Structural Funds 34  decrease  

 

In late March 2010, the European Commissioner for Regional Policy made public the first 

strategic report 2010 on cohesion policy 35 . This document  -  based on the  27 national 

strategic reports  -  takes stock  of  the progress in implementing  regional operational 

program mes in the EU for 2007 - 2013. The Belgian National Strategic Report on the progress 

of the absorption of the Structural and Cohesion Funds 36  shows that Belgium already 

attributed 61% of the money to  projects. However there is no mention of organised civil 

                                                           

30  Op. cit.  

31  http://ec.europa.eu/citizenship/index_en.htm . 

32  http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/citizenship/programme/action2_en.php .  

33  Le secteur associatif en Belgique ð Une analyse quantitative et qualitative, Centre d'Economie Sociale & Hoger Instituut voor de 

Arbeid [ the non - profit private sector in Belgium ð An analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, Social Economy Center & High 

Institut for Work]  

34  For the period 2007 - 13, Regional Policy is financed by the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund. The Structura l Funds have two 

components: the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), providing financial support since 1975 for the development and 

structural adjustment of regional economies, economic change, enhanced competitiveness as well as territorial coopera tion 

throughout the EU; and the European Social Fund (ESF), set up in 1958 and seeking to contribute to the adaptability of worker s and 

enterprises, access to employment and participation in the labour market, social inclusion of disadvantaged people, comb ating all 

forms of discrimination, and creating partnerships to manage reforms in employment.  

35  En anglais : http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/reporting/cs_repo rts_en.htm  ou en français :  http://www.euractiv.fr/politique -

regionale - collectivites - locales/article/2010/03/31/bruxelles - rend - son - rapport - strategique - sur - lutilisation - des- fonds - r 

36  http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/reporting/document/belgium_strategic_report.pdf?f=842   

http://ec.europa.eu/citizenship/index_en.htm
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/citizenship/programme/action2_en.php
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/reporting/cs_reports_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/reporting/document/belgium_strategic_report.pdf?f=842
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society and the role that it play s in implement ing  a successful regional cohesion policy when 

most of the project s co- funded by Structural Funds are run by private or semi - private non -

profit organis ation s. They use these funds to g ain  access to national funds. As a matter of 

fact in Belgium, being selected for structural funds automatically means being co - financed 

by regional authorities.  

 

The Belgian welfare system being endangered, CSOs have turned  towards Structural Funds to  

guarantee the realisation of their activities. Most ASBL apply for the European Social Fund 

(ESF). These Structural funds are managed at national level by the three  different regions. 

Access to these funds implies neither direc t contact with European institutions nor  the  

possibility o f influenc ing  the orientations of decisions taken by these institutions.  

 

Belgian organisations benefiting from Structural Funds are not in contact with EU institutions 

as their management is ensur ed by regional managing authorities. Structural Funds only 

contribute to bringing CSOs closer to Europe because developing projects in this framework 

forces CSOs to internalise EU policies. An application to the ESF will be more likely to be 

successful if the applicant makes reference to the European Employment Strategy and the 

Lisbon Strategy. Compared to other EU member states (see the counter - example of 

Romania), a good proportion of project operators cofunded by Structural Funds 37  are CSOs 

(mostly privat e and semi - public non - profit organisations).  

 

Structural funds have been decreasing over  recent  years for older member states  such as 

Belgium. Most Western European regions now  fall under  the Competitiveness zone and are 

thus entitle d to a lesser amount of  funding than new member state regions such as Bulgaria, 

Hungary and Romania , which are  classed in the Convergence category that receives up to 

82% of the amount earmarked for Structural Funds.  

 

In Belgium, only the territory of Hainaut was classed in Obj ective 1 for the programme period 

2000 - 2006. Areas classed in zone òobjective 1ó are entitled to a larger amount of funding.  

For the 2007 - 2013 period, this territory is still classified under  the objective entitled  

òConvergenceó (the successor to Objectiv e 1) but it should no  longer  be the case for the next 

period of Structural Funds programmes (2014 - 2020) .  

 

Modifications made to   the  rules for allocatin g EU funds at the beginning of each  budget 

planning period  have led to a   slow start  in  the first two y ears of the period:  this is indeed 

the time it takes for regional authorities to adapt the ir  work methods  to the new rules.  

 

 

 

                                                           

37  See for example the following link for the list of  beneficiaries of  the ESF Convergence Objective in the Walloon  Region :  

Axe 2: www.fse.be/les - projets - 2007 - 2013/les - projets - approuves/convergence/PO%20Convergence%20 - %20Axe%202.pdf  

Axe 3  : www.fse.be/les - projets - 2007 - 2013/les - projets - approuves/convergence/CPGW080619B.pdf  

And for the list of  beneficiaries of  the ESF Regional Competitivene ss and Employment Objective in the Brussels Region : 

www.actiris.be/Fr/Liens/Liste_beneficiaires2008.pdf   

http://www.fse.be/les-projets-2007-2013/les-projets-approuves/convergence/PO%20Convergence%20-%20Axe%202.pdf
http://www.fse.be/les-projets-2007-2013/les-projets-approuves/convergence/CPGW080619B.pdf
http://www.actiris.be/Fr/Liens/Liste_beneficiaires2008.pdf
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b. Community Action Programmes: unattainable ? 

 

Belgian CSOs are start ing to  consider other types of EU funding ð Community Action  

Programmes. They fund short term actions of cooperation between several partners from 

different member states. They require more human resources for CSOs willing to prepare an 

application (sometimes  over  several weeks) ; the financial management and  evalua tion 

requirements being  very high. Also compared to Structural Funds there is no co - funding 

guaranteed by regional local authorities ; CSOs have to convince partners to support the 

project in very short deadlines. If they do not succeed they will have to us e their own 

resources , sometimes  to pay for 40% of the project costs. European grants will not be 

transferred  in full  at the beginning of the project. Project leader s and partners must ensure 

they have sufficient cash - flow to be able to operate and impleme nt the actions , until the 

final instalment is paid sometimes months after the financial report is sent.  

 

These procedures discourage small - scale or inexperienced organisations from applying to 

these programmes ; the requirement s for some funding lines even hinder them from 

benefiting from them. In this instance too changes of the rules and application procedures 

every six  years cause confusion among applicants who had adapted their activities and 

rhetoric to the programme of the previous period. Also shaping  transnational partnerships is 

often a challenge for small - scale NGOs. They do not have contacts outside of their action 

perimeter and even less so abroad. In addition  they are not used to collaborat ing  with public, 

semi - public or university organisations. There is clearly a need for training opportunities for 

Belgian CSOs in project development and management skills for projects funded by 

European institutions.  

 

6 -  Belgian CSOs and EU institutions: cohabitation without collaboration  

a. Relations with Euro pean umbrella organisations  

 

Due to the complex institutional situation, CSOsõ 

areas of intervention are mostly divided along 

region al or linguistic community borders and very few 

CSOs are federated at national level. This situation 

does not facilitate  contact with  EU institutions. EU 

decision - makers prefer  to  identify interlocutors that 

are representatives of a country or even of the 

interests of organisations from several EU member 

states (via European - wide platforms).  

 

True, compared to CSOs based in o ther member 

states, Belgian CSOs were not obliged  to establish 

permanent representati ve offices to the EU 

institutions as most of them were already based in 

this city. But they became members of umbrella 

organisations bringing together NGOs from all over 

Civil Dialogue at EU level  

At the end of the 1980s new social 

policies of the Union (poverty, 

women, disabled people, etc) gave 

rise to the development of European 

networks of NGOs. In the 1990s, 

European social NGOs got together 

and establ ished the platform of 

social European NGOs. This platform 

was eventually recognised, financed 

by the European Commission and is 

now consulted about social matters.  

European environmental NGOs have 

established an informal tradition of 

meetings between repre sentatives of 

the Green Ten with Presidencies 

and/or membe rs of the 

Environmental Council but  there is 

no rule laid down about that.  
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the EU working on similar policy issues to be able to have a real impact on EU policies. Unlike 

EU- wide platforms, Belgian regional - level organisations cannot afford to hire officers to  

review legal EU development institutions and identify the appropriate  EU institution to 

contact at the right time . Nor can they dedicate time to draft position papers or  

communicate their organisationõs views on a directive or regulation being discussed within 

EU fora.   

 

When r eviewing the membership of EU platforms, one is str uck by the fact that  most of the 

time two  or three  organisations represent Belgium i.e. one for Wallonia, one for Flanders or 

one for the Flemish and one for the French - speaking community. Belgian members of the 

European network AGE 38  are organisations r epresenting the interest s of citizens aged over 

50 in different geographical and linguistic areas , whil e members from other EU member 

states are distinguished by political or confessional orientations. Courants dõAges asbl39  

represents the intergenerational  network of the French - speaking community whil e the 

Vlaams Ouderen Overleg Komitee (OOK) vzw -  Vlaamse Ouderenraad 40  is the Flemish 

Council of older people. The European Environmental Bureau (EEB)41  also has several Belgian 

members differentiated by area. Th e Bond Beter Leefmilieu Vlaanderen 42  and Vlaams Overleg 

Duurzame Ontwikkeling 43  represent  Flanders 44 ; Inter - Environnement Wallonie 45 , the Walloon 

Region and I nter - Environnement Bruxelles 46 , the Brussels Region. For other member states 

within these networks, mem bers are differentiated instead by the stronger focus they p lace 

on one special target public or an issue they advocate more.  

 

European umbrella organisations  are chosen interlocutors of the various European 

institutions and have thus many contact  opportun itie s. But this partnership also takes place 

at the level of  EU Council  presidencies . Indeed, under the Belgian Presidency of the EU 

Council, Belgian authorities are working together with European umbrella organisations . The 

FEANTSA has for instance active ly participated in shaping  the Belgian EU Council  Presidency  

programme . The European Consensus Conference on Homelessness 47 , which will take place 

on 9- 10 December 2010, is organised by the Belgian Presidency of the EU Council, together 

with the European Co mmission. FEANTSA is co - ordinating the process . 

 

                                                           

38  European network of around 150 organisations of and for people aged 50+  which aims to voice and promote the interests of the 

150 million senior citizens in the European Union and to raise awareness on the issues that concern them most. www.age -

platform.eu/en/about - age/age - members/71 - belgium  

39  www.courantsdages.be  

40   www.vlaamse - ouderenraad.be  

41  Federation of Environmental Citizens Organisation : www.eeb.org/index.cfm/members/index.cfm?country=BE  

Four regional organizations are members of the EEB, but the membership is not restricted to that. Individual Belgian members can 

also join. Moreover, Grenzeloze Schelde ( www.gs - esf.be/ ) is a member of the EEB covering the entire territory of Belgium.  

42  BBL -  www.bondbeterleefmilieu.be   

43  www.vodo.be/  

44  Flemish Community  and Flemish Region territories overlap, their institutions have been merged.  

45  IEW -  www.iewonline.be  

46  IEB -  www.ieb.be  

47 www.feantsa.org/files/freshstart/Consensus_Conference/Leaflets/FEA%20014 - 09_EN.pdf  

http://www.courantsdages.be/
http://www.vlaamse-ouderenraad.be/
http://www.eeb.org/index.cfm/members/index.cfm?country=BE
http://www.gs-esf.be/
http://www.bondbeterleefmilieu.be/
http://www.vodo.be/
http://www.iewonline.be/
http://www.ieb.be/
http://www.feantsa.org/files/freshstart/Consensus_Conference/Leaflets/FEA%20014-09_EN.pdf
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Belgian CSOs have thus an indirect access to the European institutions through the European 

networks and platforms. However, they also have direct contacts with the different European 

institutions as the fol lowing parties below will show.  

 

b. Relations with the European Commission  

 

The European Commission is an essential player in the EUõs institutional structure. The 

Commission is not only the only body entitled to initiate legislation, but it also shares 

executive power with the EU Council. As the Commission is the guarantor of EU interests, it 

is natural that European organisations, platforms, and federations representing the interests 

of several member states are privileged interlocutors of the Commission . As a consequence, 

civil society organisations  active at European level which aim to  promot e principles of 

Community Action Programmes can obtain  financial support from the Commission to cover 

their operating costs.  For example,  ôEurope for citizensõ48  run  by the Directorate General for 

Education, Audiovisual and Culture, financially supports research and civil society 

organisations  pursuing an aim that is of widespread  European interest and operating in the 

field of European citizenship 49 .  

 

Belgian small or medium - scale non - profit organisations tend to contact  the Commission 

through the European platform  of which they are a member. The Association of hosting 

shelters and support services for homeless persons 50  joined the European Federation of 

National Orga nisations working with the Homeless 51  and  in  mid - April launched a n EU- wide 

campaign òEnding Homelessnessó52 , together with other European and Belgian 53  FEANTSA 

members.   

 

In the early  2000s,  the European Commission provided 

national CSOs with an easy way of  participat ing  in EU 

decision - making process es via online consultation. They can 

express their opinion without aligning it with  those of other 

organisations on the ôYour Voice in Europeõ website 54 . 

 

The public consultation process to design the Europe 2020 

Strategy 55 , the EU Strategy for the next ten years, was open 

                                                           

48  Measures 1 and 2 of the Action 2, Active civil society in Europe. A detailed description of the actions and the guid e of the 

programme  "Europe for citizens" are available on the DG EAC website:  

 http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/citizenship/programme/action2_en.php  

49  Call for proposals  ñ EACEA/11/ 2009 Structural support for European public policy research organisations and th ink tanks and for 

civil society organisations at European level, ôEurope for citizensõ programme, Action 2, Measures 1 and 2 ñ 2010 http://eur -

lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2009:158:0010:0012:EN:PDF  

50  A.M.A. Asbl, Association des Maisons  d'Accueil et des Services d'Aide aux Sans - abri Website  : http://www.guidesocial.be/ama/ . 

51  FEANTSA http://www.feantsa.org/code/en/hp.asp .  

52  www.feantsa .org/code/en/pg.asp?Page=1252  

53  The other Belgian members of the FEANTSA also participated in the campaign such as SAW in Flanders and Brussels, BICO and La 

Strada in Brussels or Steunpunt Algemeen Welzijnswerk and Vlaams Overleg Bewonersbelangen in Flande rs.  

54  http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/consultations/index_en.htm  

55  Definition in the final glossary  

Your Voice in Europe  

Set up in the con text of the 

Inter active Policy Making  

initiative. As part of the 

Commissionõs Mini mum 

Standards on Con sul tation , 

it aims at im prov ing Euro -

pean g over nance  and intro -
ducing Better Regulation . 

http://www.guidesocial.be/ama/
http://www.feantsa.org/code/en/hp.asp
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/ipm.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2002:0704:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2002:0704:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2001/com2001_0428en01.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2001/com2001_0428en01.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2002:0275:FIN:EN:PDF
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from 24 November 2009 until 15 January 2010 56 . Given the wide - ranging nature of the 

Strategy and the numerous legal decisions that will be taken to implement it, CSOs had an 

interest in shaping the c ontent of this document. Among the 823 contributions sent to the 

Commission, we note 12 Belgian contributions. Of these, only four are from non - profit 

organisations 57 . However, this low rate of participation is not specific to Belgium, as the 

Netherlands, a nother founding country of the EU and of more or less the same size, has not 

listed better results. It should also be noted that these 823 contributions also include those 

from public European institutions and other States.  

 

The Belgian Anti - Poverty Netwo rk (BAPN- Belgium), ConcertES, the Consultation Platform of 

Social Economy Organisations and Pour la Solidarité  regret that the òlimited durationó of the 

consultation process did not allow for òwidespread consultationó of civil society, and finds 

that a lon ger period of consultation would have been required to allow for òin- depth debate 

on this important strategy, and so that the relevant stakeholders could be involved in this 

strategyó. ConcertES specifies that òto be efficient, active support from stakeholders can only 

come about through clear consultations or by means of the European Parliament aloneó.  

 

The timetable chosen for the period of public consultation encompassed the Christmas 

holidays and did not give sufficient time to European civil society o rganisations to pass on 

the information to the national levels. CSOs usually apply strict principles before issuing a 

position in the organisationõs name (collective drafting, checking  by board members, in 

some cases, translationé). However, a good number of national associations do not have 

qualified human resources to make the link between the general objectives and the activities 

developed at local level ð few organisations have a òEuropeó head of mission. Unlike Europe-

wide umbrellas, national CSOs do n ot have sufficient financial resources for time to be spent 

on preparing advocacy work.  

 

c. Relations with the European Parliament  

 

Every five years since 1979, European citizens have elected Members of the European 

Parliament (MEP) by direct universal su ffrage, to represent their interests at community level. 

Once elected to national level, they sit in the European Parliament within transnational 

political formations. Since the June 2009 elections, the Belgian delegation has included 22 

MEPs (13 from the Dutch - speaking Electoral College, eight from the French - speaking 

College and one from the German - speaking College). Belgian MEPs belong to five of the 

seven political groups (Christian Democrats, Greens - EFA, Socialists and Democrats (S&D), 

European Conserv atives and Reformists and the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for 

Europe) and two are non - Attached members.  

 

                                                           

56  http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/eu2020/consultation_en.htm  

57  The four organisations are the non - profit organisation  Réseau Belge de Lutte c ontre la Pauvreté (EAPN - Belgique), (BAPN Belgian 

Anti - Poverty Network) Consultation des organisations représentatives de l'économie sociale (ConcertES) (Cooperation with 

organisations representing the social economy), Vivant - Europe and Pour la Solidarité.  




